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Editorial

1 This issue ofGender Forumfocuses on the representation of gender and gender
relations, as well as sex and sexuality, in contaany film. Movies — from mainstream
blockbusters to low-budget indie films — presentmaror of our culture. They both
consciously and subconsciously engage with cultirgdes and narratives and reflect the
ways in which our behaviors and actions are gowklyegendered expectations. Sometimes
they do so by presenting opportunities for submgrihormative categories and sometimes
they cast a spotlight on everyday situations th#temvise often go unnoticed or
uncommented.

2 The first of the diverse and insightful articles this issue is Dr. Zoila Clark’s
contribution “Masks, Fans and Nu Shu in Chinese-Atae Female Love Relationships”.
Clark analyzes the filmSnow Flower and the Secret FandSaving Facedo investigate the
issue of saving face, which she argues is expertedferently among Chinese-American
Lesbians than it is by Americans as a result ofctiieural transmission of Confucian beliefs
through first generation immigrants. The focus Hexe on the use of thlu Shulanguage,
which was created for and used only by women. Thissual form of communication created
a possible romance between women who shared & tmtgeage.

3 The second article comes from activist and autRiia Banerji, and is entitled
“Bollywood baffled over Sex, Rape and Prositutiol€iting a wide variety of popular
Bollywood movies as examples, Banerji argues thatigh Indian films are often censored
for depicting relationships based on sex, sexiligtst main selling point of these films. This
points towards a commoditization of female sexyalit this denial of female sexuality as a
woman'’s independent identity and choice, Bollywdihhs reflect a society’s unchanging
attitude toward female sexuality.

4 The third contribution in this issue is a colledtove work by Alison Happel and
Jennifer Esposito, entitled “Pageant Trouble: AmplBration of Gender Transgression in
Little Miss Sunshirie In this paper, the authors investigate the 206 Little Miss Sunshine

in terms of its representations of the relationshgiween beauty pageants and gender.
Utilizing Butler's theory of gender performativitydappel and Esposito explore how the
main character, Olive, disrupts normative gendgreetations and behaviors by performing

her gender in transgressive ways at the pageant.



5 In her article called “Disciplining Deviant Womethe Critical Reception oBaise-
moi’, Amy E. Forrest explores the socio-cultural reestor the strongly critical reception of
the contemporary French filBaise-moj from an anarcha-feminist perspective. Her foecus i
this investigation lies on the limited ways in wiigiolent women are generally represented
in film, and the ways this is subverted Baise-Moj a film directed by two feminist, sex-
positive women of color. The conflict between méi@am narratives and subversion is here
shown via the reactions of journalists and filnticsi.

6 In our final article, The Sapphiresand One Night the MoanSong, History and
Australian Aboriginality”, contributor Victoria Hehe examines two Australian Indigenous
film musicals that deal with the representatiorAbbriginality and the painful aftermath of
the Stolen Generations, colonial displacement awcdgm. Both films approach these issues
differently, but they each use the elements ofntiusical genre, such as song and dance, to
do so. Additionally, in both films a female preseracts as a reconciling power; the women'’s
struggle towards cross-cultural understanding ma®duced optimistic tones in the self-

confidence of Australian Indigenous filmmaking.



Masks, Fans, and Nu Shu in Chinese-American Female L ove Relationships
By Dr Zoila Clark, Florida Atlantic University, Uted States

Abstract:
In this article, | argue that the issue of saviagefis experienced differently among Chinese-
American Lesbians than it is for Americans as aultesf the cultural transmission of
Confucian beliefs through first generation immigsanThe fictional texts that will be
analyzed in detail are: The film Snow Flower anel 8ecret Fan (2011) by Wayne Wang and
the film Saving Face (2007) by Alice Wu. Fans, nsasind the Nu Shu language indicate
how ethnicity, class, and gender intersect in tbastruction of identity and how, in a
fictional context, the above-mentioned historicarks of art serve as archives to document
the way female love relationships have struggleexist. | investigate the use of the Nu Shu
language, which was created for and used only hyew and show how it really existed in
the province of Hunan, its last user dying in 2004is unusual form of communication
created a possible romance between women who shaectet language.
1 On the basis of a recent library search, fewaredestudies of Chinese-American
lesbians appear to exist, and of those that dof semm confined to the world of fiction,
namely films and novels. Two such fictional texte elms and will form the centerpiece of
this essay. The firstSnow Flower and the Secret Fép011) by Wayne Wang, is a free
adaptation of Lisa See’s best-selling novel by dhme name, published in 2005, while the
second isSaving Facg€2004) by Alice Wu. The ambience of respectabiity conservatism
in which Chinese lesbians find themselves has nibahthe issue of saving face is one they
consider especially important, and this theme i emidue prominence in both films. |
consider that the concern with presenting a sgcedteptable front to society is experienced
differently among Chinese-American Lesbians thais ifor Americans as a result of the
cultural transmission of Confucian philosophicalidfe that date back to the sixth century
B.C. This is a process that has continued desp&evesternization and/or modernization of
China and undergone modifications within U.S. adtisince the first generations of
immigrants set foot on American soil. In a fictibmantext, the above-mentioned historical
works of art serve as archives that document the female love relationships struggle to
exist by the use of masks and fans with inscrigiontheNu Shulanguage Nlu = Women,
Shu= Language). These objects are indicators of eitignclass, and gender identity.
2 | believe that this study will serve a culturatglevant purpose by illuminating the
ways in which the different representations of ia@sblove relationships compare and
contrast. | will discuss how the use of a langueajeedNu Shuy supposedly created and used
only by women, did really exist in the provinceHinan in the South of China; in fact, there

is evidence that Yue-Qing Yang, who died in 2004s\ts last user. This unusual form of
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communication enabled romances between women wdredla secret language. In the more
recent film, two women make use of it within a fiilship contract known dsaotongs in
order to mask their more intimate relationshiptraditional societies this kind of love was
typically forced into some form of hiding. Such dttions are immediately evident in both of
the above films through the inclusion of objectattbover the faces of women: masks and
fans? In more recent times, however, the westernizabbrChina has emboldened and
encouraged many Chinese-Americans to shed thisofeiecrecy by revealing their stories
and experiences and presenting them as part ofdhen’s cultural history and heritage.
These tales have been channeled through varionss fof artistic expression that portray the
intersectionality of race, class, and gender. s ttontext, lesbians define themselves as

tongzhj which is an identifying label used by the Chinégeerican queer community.

Face, Face Work and Family Status

3 To the Chinese, the identity of a person is Wetational and personal. FFacework

in Chinese Cross-Cultural Adaptatiofd997), Swi Hong Lee states that according to the
Chinese concept of face, this division is represgriiy two categoriesnianzi and lian.
Mianzi relates to social achievement, reputatiaesfige, and success, whllan relates to
individual character, dignity, and moral behavioifluenced by its origins in Confucianism,
Chinese face workconsiders that every interaction can be a facegjfface gaining act or a
face saving/face losing act. Virtue is the key éod social relationships and the backbone of
a solid social structure based on hierarchy. Ireotd achieve social harmony, individuals
first have to learn about face work within the fgniiefore transferring that knowledge to the
public domain, therein to create a similar harmofye hazards of saving face can become
especially acute when people from one environmemec into contact with those from
another, since misunderstanding and embarrassmayptr@sult from a mismatch in social

conventions. If a face-saving breakdown should pa@gwsuch circumstances, families and

! Laotong means kindred spirit. Two little girls would sign contract by which they would be bound in
friendship for life.

2 Masks and fans are not only worn by performersaditional Chinese opera and theatrical perforraanbut
also by Taoists and Buddhists, who use them tothmeace with the spirits and ensure good luck. ¥cto
continue to wear colorful make-up, and women protkeir faces from the sun by using a face-kinhead
mask with openings for the eyes, nose, and moutnvgoing to the beach. Such customs are testinfmaty t
masks empower women, as Joan Riviere has argued, Women masquerade femininity to obtain male powe
and avoid being punished by performing weaknes8-(X). Interestingly enough, the US made a highly
criticized film in 1932 calledhe Mask of Fu Manchuwvhich expressed the fear of a Chinese invasiateuan
evil leader, who made himself powerful and invuéi®e by wearing an ancient mask that helped hird boto

his traditions.

® This term is used for all the actions that afféne two aspects of face asiazi (social) orlian (individual).
People can give face or honor to others, take @yawnprove it, etc.
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even entire communities can be adversely affedtei. loss ofmianziwill mean that one has
failed to uphold one’s honor and will lose the apyad and recognition of others, according
to Swi Hong Lee. Moreover, while the cause for ladsmianzi could be another’s
insensitivity or ignorance in failing to recognitee subject’s value, the blame for this loss
and the resulting damage it can ddiém, is, however, placed squarely on the shoulders of
the subject for committing a socially unacceptadte (Lee 1-6). The most unacceptable
conduct for a woman is to refuse to marry and lddelren because these duties form part of
her filial piety (Chou Wah-shan 25). Ordinarily etimarriage gives face to the parents and
enables the woman to edran and receivenianzi

4 It is in the context of face work that arrangdudr@se marriages and foot binding can
be understood; the purpose of these events, bothhmh victimized young girls, was to
increase a community’s store wiianziand enable the girls to edran, which would grant
them as much needed social capital in their futoles as wives within a hierarchical society.
Unfortunately, Chinese daughters are at the botérthe hierarchical social structure. As
Gayle Rubin affirms, the origins of their lowly &ia are partly attributable to norms of
kinship, which legitimized the traffic of women angpmen as a means of generating wealth
within the heterosexual family structure. In thiaywwife-trafficking became one more item
on a list of institutionalized practices: “inceabbos, cross-cousin marriage, terms of descent,
relationships of avoidance or forced intimacy, slaand section, taboos on names —the
diverse array of items found in descriptions otiatkinship systems” (232).

5 In addition to being exploited as commoditiestbg family structure, young girls
were also subject to its practice of age discritmomain that they were placed below their
older sisters and female relatives in the familgkoeg order. Accordingly, their mothers
were in a position to negotiate their futures witarriage-making old women. While such a
system may appear abhorrent within our culture ameés, a Chinese mother’s greatest
demonstration of love was, nonetheless, consid&yeoe the binding her daughter's feet
between the ages of 5 and 7, an operation guachmetansform them into perfect lotus
flowers. In such condition, the girl would acquitee necessary pedigree to enter a good
marriage and claim for herself the highest stataslable to a woman: to be a wife, perform
her duty of having children, and become a favaiteuld she produce a boy. Her deformed
feet, however, fulfilled a need that went beyondt tbf mere status. Mary Daly claims the
lotus flowers were fetishes of phallic desire. Thpgssions inflamed, men would squeeze the
stumps “to the point of causing acute pain, smglthrem, whipping them, stuffing them into

their mouths, biting them, having their penisesortbby them. These men stole tiny shoes in
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order to pour semen into them, and drank tea aantathe liquid in which the stumps were
washed” (143).

6 This patriarchal feudal system lasted untillifréh of the Republic in the 1940s when
the Chinese Social Revolution Agrarian Law of 1@9#¢reed that women should no longer
be traded as chattel in male kinship deals. BetoeeSocial Revolution, the absence of love
and companionship in marriage meant that mothedsaored to procure a best friend for
the daughter. The successful girl candidate, wholdvoeed to match the young bride in age
and character, was given the title labtong Lisa See, who travelled to the Province of
Hunan to interview Chinese women and recover tteries for her novebnow Flower and
the Secret Farf2005), provides her own definition: laotongrelationship is made by choice
for the purpose of emotional companionship anchatdidelity. A marriage was not made by
choice and had only one purpose — to have song’ fdtBere was no other girl available that
shared the necessary 8 similarities with the birodee in order that a lifelongaotong
contract might be signed, she could still haveauprof sister friends on the basis of affinity.
Homosociality coexisted with arranged marriagestike life more bearable, especially for
the wife, who was largely confined to a female roomthe second floor of the house since
her bound feet meant she was unable to walk arbenthusband’s house. However, as Lisa
See shows in her historical novel, a bride witha@ongwas blessed with a companion that,
with her husband’s consent, could visit and eveeslwith her sometimes. Julia Kristeva,
who went to China in 1975 to study the social clesngaused by the Social Revolution,
states that:

what we think of as perversion seems to integristelfieasily into their customs:
female homosexuality in particular. [...] Female s#ky and masturbation are not
merelytolerated—they are taken for granted and considered to blegity naturd.
Sexual treatises provide detailed descriptiongsbian and masturbatory techniques.
(62)
7 Taken from her publicatiodbout Chinese Womefi977), this quote shows that
Kristeva is aware of western attitudes towardsi&sbm, and in our own approach to the
topic, we should demonstrate a similar understandinthe data before us and the context
that created it. A closer analysis of the situatiowhich these female love relationships took
place reveals that the wife was subjected to cenaside suffering, which included
confinement, the constant pain of having crippledtf unfair treatment at the hands of a
mother-in-law who regarded her as a servant, tleme@ or violence she received from a
husband who only cared about his sons and his vaoik other hardships of daily life. Out of

these experiences was born the wife’s need for e someone who understood her pain
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from first-hand experience. This need also refl@dtee near impossibility of loving a man
who only communicated with other men and who usadas a mule to produce more sons.
Such a relationship offered little else but sexaathange, whether for procreation or
pleasure. There may, of course, have been a feingdweterosexual relationships, but the
conditions must have been unfavorable, considetinggwomen were not only illiterate and
prohibited from learning about the outside worldt bven confined to a separate quarters of
the house. Given the extent to which they werenatied from any external reality, it is hardly
surprising that the female ghost became an endtigage in Chinese literature.

8 However much a person is forced into a socia, roértain basic needs will typically
prevail. Chinese women may have been straitjackatedan identity that combined wife and
mother, but the desire for affection and a wayxpress emotions and ideas remained. The
discovery in 1987 that women had created a waywifgunicating among themselves before
the Social Revolution is thus hardly surprising. &thduring the communist paranoia of the
1960s, Ms. Yang was found with some papers thaheddo contain a secret code, she was
initially suspected of involvement with internatadrespionage. Eventually, Gong Zhebing, a
linguist and anthropologist studying minoritiesaiohed that it was a language caliéd Shu
This language dated back to the Song Dynasty (20®)lin the Jianyong area in Hunan
Province. The story told how a woman from an Inglepgalace who had been punished
created a new language and taught it to her pasentisat she might complain to them about
the lack of educational opportunities for womerher location. Since peasant women could
not be accredited with creating a language, anaddavoman had to assume the role, as this
story attests.

9 Whoever the original creator(s) ®fu Shumay have been, it was a uniquely
constructed language with interesting roots. Cardlgu informs us that it “was written in
‘mosquito-ant’ style on cloth, loose sheets or pafded fans, and handmade books” (1). It
has only 700 characters and is written left to trighcurves as opposed to straight lines, a
feature suggesting that its execution required drdgvel motor skills, and this rendered it
more accessible to women who were proficient inisgwisually, it resembles Han script,
as well as bone and tortoise shell inscriptionthefShang Dynasty (16th to 11th century B.
C.), suggesting that the language may initially endorrowed from local sources before
undergoing transformation at the hands of its fenugkrs, who needed a suitable medium for
communicating their suffering and find some comfort understanding their world by
creating stories, songs, and poems. These enabkd to survive present hardships,

influence the future, and heal past traumas. Lalitbgay for some translations Nfi Shu
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with funds from her grant. The resulting fragmemmtslude stories of envy about how men
lived, feelings of inferiority, deaths in the fagithat cause shame because there is no man
left to put a name on a grave, and other sad themes

10 Once establishetNu Shuwas variously received. According to Yue-Qing Yatite
Communist feminist movement of 1949 denied the Uagg its blessing on account of its
message that the feminist movement in China was-ordé¢nted. For Mao Tse-tung, a
language like this, with its links to old tradit®nwould have seemed one more backward
step and a threat to the modernization of Chinavé¥er, the comments we find Mu Shu
about marriage are, in fact, anything but tradaiori This damn emperor made the wrong
custom / why should | have to be married away?'sTdtatement to me is so enlightening.
Confucians for thousands of years have been saf@ngly under heaverjaffirming that the
family unit is blessed from above]. So if these veonmare saying Confucian marriage is
wrong, then they are also saying the whole pati@rsystem is wrong” (Lai and Huang
267). It is interesting to observe that Yue-Qinghyathe lastNu Shuspeaker, considered this
language as a tool for empowering protest agamesConfucian family and for strengthening
female unions and community, regardless of whetherot these conformed to the norms of
the Western heterosexual family.

11  As Loretta Wing Wah Ho suggests, it is impadrtEnrecognize that “the formation
and imposition of same-sex identities are signifia linked with the imaginary and
collective powers of storytelling, heightened byir@ss opening up to global sexual ideas
and practices. These imaginary and collective tjaalof storytelling are potent agents for
the formation of new identities” (25). Consequentlye will need to observe how these
sexualities are represented in mainstream filmsgted by the general public. The two films
under discussion fall within this category and haseeived favorable criticism leading to

international awards.

Fansand Nu Shu in Snow Flower and the Secret Fan

12 Snow Flower and the Secret Faby Chinese-American writer Lisa See, was
published in 2005 and soon became a best-sellem 8 nineteenth century, it explores the
difficulties facing couples that belong to diffetesocial classes and the ensuing
complications that arise regarding face work. Taktionship dynamics of the story are,
however, further complicated by the fact that ialdewith the erotic desire between two
women, Lily and Snow Flower. Their first nude enctas is narrated in the most natural

way, as, irNu Shutheir fingers trace the words they dare not pugrint:



My feet —those places of so much pain and sorrownsch pride and beauty —tingled with
pleasure. [...] | wrote the character, which can meamding over, kowtowing, or prostrating
oneself. On her other ankle | traced the wordsketl her feet down and wrote a character on
her calf. After this, | moved to a spot on the desof her left thigh just above her knee. My
last two characters were high up on her thigheahéd down to concentrate on writing the
most perfect characters possible. | blew on myksspknowing the sensation it would cause,
and watched as the hair between her legs swayesponse. (Lisa See 87)

13 Even though we are not told what the last twaratters are, the context and Lili's
reading of a poem communicate the meaning withoutknowing the symbols which had
special, intimate meanings for them: “Snow Flowaswny home and | was hers” (87).
Meaning is, therefore, subtle Nu Shy with characters that can have multiple meanifkgs.
those in need of secrecy, this has the advantagettext cannot later provide incriminating
evidence through precise detaidu Shueven uses fixed phrases from well-known poems,
and these function as a mask for female desirept@nts, anger, frustrated dreams, plans to
escape, etc.

14 When Chinese-American filmmaker Wayne Wang tbisla See’s novel to the big
screen, he decided to make a series of changeflyFire omitted the homoerotic love scene
described above. Secondly, he decided to update niminderstanding the couple
experienced in the original story over writtédu Shuby substituting instead a more
contemporary disagreement between the couple begoarmissibility of two lesbians living
together. In the film, we also have a visual conguer between the old world and the new.
Present-day Shanghai is seen through a symbolefliter, while old Shanghai is in seen in
a variety of colors. In the nostalgic blue preséetfeatures a couple of female best friends,
Sophia and Nina, who become separated throughnegtaunce. Their paths cross once more
when Sophia suffers a car accident. At the same engniNina is offered a job promotion
where her boyfriend lives, but she lets it go idesrto take care of her friend Sophia. In
Sophia’s belongings Nina finds a fan, as well asa@’s suit. The mystery of their purpose is
solved by the appearance of Sophia’s aunt at aexdnibition of nineteenth century fans
decorated witiNu Shucharacters that belonged to the family. The presesf these fans
enables Wang to make a second change to the sgthigh involves the rekindling of Nina
and Sophia’s relationship. Sophia awakens fronttma caused by the car accident, and, in
the next scene, Nina experiences a vision broughtyochandling Lily’s fan, which belonged
to Sophias’ family. Looking through the glass wimgdeshe imagines or visualizes Lily and

Snow Flower on the hospital balcony in a stateasfrtony. Pleased with the knowledge that
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their laotong spirits are still together sewiNg Shucharacters on their own clothing, Nina
returns the smile they give to her, and we seetwlee ghosts holding hands before the
skyscrapers of modern times, envisioning theirdit@gether. At this moment, the colorful
characters of the past, Lily and Snow Flower, idtice new colors into the sad blue present,
and the hospital room ceases to be blue.

15 This artistic tableau brings the ghosts of latyd Snow Flower back to present-day
China, a space where their female love relationsaipbe made flesh. One advantage of film
is that a narrator’'s desire can be crystalized amtangible image that may create a lasting
memory, which, unlike history, can reveal more dbthe secret love stories that had
previously been masked bju ShuTze-lan D. Sang suggests that “double vision athikty

to see flickering and shadowy ghosts in additionthe literal, surface, and established
meanings of things —is desirable” (41); such araubktic images convey that homoerotic
desire has a history that haunts us. Unlike theehevhich can be read in a private space and
whose more extreme sections can be eschewed bgryiteriticism, mainstream films have
frequently been obliged to make use of the dould®w described by Sang. Operating, as
they do, within a genre that is screened in pugpaces and which is dependent upon the
patronage of satisfied viewers, films have hadréad carefully in order not to outrage the
public through explicit eroticism. In this case,athve have instead is a final image in which
Nina is lying next to Sophia’s bed in the hospitadth women holding the fan that has Lily
and Snow Flower’s story written Mu Shubetween them as signal that they share the same
story. Their ending, however, is happier in thapl8a is able to return Nina’s grip, there are
tears of love and happiness, and all secrets atgght out into the open.

16 Such a harmonious outcome is not enjoyed bydnd Snow Flower, and among the
obstacles they face is their difference in sociatus. Their bond is initially set in motion
when Snow Flower’s aunt negotiates with Lily’'s matlthat Snow Flower and Lily should
becomelaotongs a move that will enable them both to survive e Chinese society in
which they live. The honor of havinga@otongfrom a respectable upper class family and the
chance to gain perfect lotus feet will make Lilyl@sirably marriageable partner for a rich
man. At the same time, Snow Flower needs to hidedmily’s poverty by dressing up in
fancy clothes and being able to havia@ong which will provide her with a stepping stone
to the face-lifting benefits of a good marriage.i $#ong Lee points out that “others assess
you by the people you associate with [...] Sociabasges speak of social influences” (123).
Successful networking requires that both girls benswith people who are at least their

social equals, or better, their superiors.
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17 The overall negative critical reception of sexdasexuality in the film reveals
unfulfilled expectations on many levels, namelyattthe film comply with either cinema’s
need for aesthetic distance or pornography’s p@@asa masturbatory aid; that the women
engage in homosexual activity; and that the wonmfarm to conventional, heterosexual,
submissive, “natural” and non-violent femininityle@rly, the issue of violence in association
with women is central to socio-cultural reasonstfa film’s negative critical reception and

the following section considers

Extreme Narrative Violence and the Taboo of the Violent Woman

18 “To be aggressive: virile. To want to fuck loaafspeople: virile. To respond with
brutality to something which threatens you: vifil@espentes 128)

19 This film is, therefore, a criticism of face-gay behavior taken to the extreme insofar
as two women choose paths that they ought to &kerthan the ones that they truly desire.
However, it is also a eulogy to the love betweernmen. The difficulties they face extend
beyond class to embrace the modern taboo of samge, and it is this, which, in large
part brings about the ensuing tragedy. Some atomefoethis frustration is achieved when
Snow Flower and Lily become ghosts and find a fdsspace for their love in the present

through Sophia and Nina.

Masksin Saving Face

20 Alice Wu, a Chinese-American filmmaker, reliviedr experience of coming out as
lesbian to her family in her first film, the come&paving Face This story shows how the
Confucian idea of protecting self-image continueplague female love relationships. As we
have seen, gaining respectability means that treopeor actor needs to wear a face or mask
that is approved by the family and the community\u’s exploration of this theme, the plot
goes as follows: Wil is a twenty-eight year old @se-American New Yorker who works as
a surgeon. She always takes care to wear her susgemsk at the hospital and her cream
mask at home. Expected by family and friends taimecp boyfriend and get married, she is
in the habit of attending ballroom dances with $iagle mother. Wil, however, attends these
balls in casual young boyish outfits and men’s sho®r which her grandmother
congratulates her because she did so herself dthiengChinese Social Revolution, which
banned foot-binding.

21 Early in the film, the relationship between Vdihd her single mother takes on a

humorous and ironic twist. Although Wil plays herfpin being the dutiful daughter who has
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no private life on account of spending long hoursybat the hospital doing extra-work, her
mother commits an outlandish act in getting pregrerd refusing to reveal the identity of
the father. This outrage causes Wil's grandfatlose Iface before the community, so he
humiliates and rejects his daughter by tellingthat she can no longer live in his house until
she finds a husband. When Wil responds by proviftindier mother and letting her stay in
her apartment, she effectively becomes her motmeo's), and this reversal of roles prompts
the viewer to consider the extent to which famithe$ are mere masks that can be switched
according to circumstance and which pay little hieedge or gender.

22 Sean Metzger argues that “Alice Wu's debut featiraws on the melodramatic to
enact a kind of racialized masquerade, for whike dlegesis ultimately repositions principal
characters as daughters and mothers, it destabtlmenorms associated with such roles by
reconfiguring time in relation to them” (225). Th®int has special relevance in the film
because not only do we find Wil wearing white maagcpartly to show that she can pass for
a white American, we also see Wil's friend, whdliack, wearing a cream mask. His is green
because he cannot pass for a white. Thus, we fiadldoth of them are queer, both wear
masks and both talk about Wil's trying to come antl talk to her mother about it. As
Metzger observes, the derailing of role norms agelighted through the numerous changes
of masks the characters wear in different situatibmoughout the film. Wil’s friend, who is a
stranger to Wil's mom, is not initially welcomed bhgr because she likes to speak Chinese;
however, he is eventually integrated within the ifgmoutine by eating Chinese food with
Wil and her mother after work and by watching soppras with them. It is by sharing time
together that Wil's mom starts to miss Wil’s frierahd, through their willingness and ability
to communicate, racial issues are overcome inaltesnative family of two Chinese women
and a black boy.

23 Wu further pokes fun at the problem of savingefés by using camera angles that
obscure Wil's face. For instance, when she andidwar Viv hold hands through a metal
barrier at a park (See Fig. 1)Vu alternates the view from both sides and eneskiot with
Viv on the left side, so that Wil's face is madadeclear by the rhomboid metal barrier,

which serves the function of a symbolic mask.

* | took all the photos included in this paper.
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24 Many instances of the two women together shoWisWack and Viv's face or Viv's
face and Wil's body, and our inability to see Wiface clearly is indicative of her guilt at
being a lesbian. She is, both literally and figiwell, saving face, an impulse that prevents
her from declaring her love for Viv until the enfltbe film. Wil loves Viv, and although we
hear Wil confessing to her African American friethdt she is a lesbian, she does not do so to
her mom. She tells the friend that her mother areagght her in the act with a girl and that
her mom, perhaps acting on her knowledge of theregnaersonal consequences that
accompany family dishonor, pretended not to haweed anything. Thus, in her turning a
blind eye to Wil's transgression, she may, irorlicahave been attempting to protect her
daughter from the same fate she herself comesffier &t the hands of her own father when
the news of her illicit pregnancy breaks. Wil, tve bther hand, formulates a coping strategy
of her own which involves seeking advice outside faily, and in this she mirrors the
results of interviews included within Connie S. @lsasocial study, in which, “respondents
were more likely to come out to non-Asians tharotioer Asians (reflecting the pressure to
maintain privacy within the Asian culture), and mdrad not disclosed their sexual identity
to their parents, even though they had been oatvarage of 6.2 years” (95). In comparison
with the Asian community, many westerners seemetaahstrate a deeper understanding of
gender issues, together with a greater inclinatoexercise individual freedom by acting on
homoerotic desires. Moreover, their moral judgmamnésof less concern to Asians than those
of their own people, which have the power to craslexalt another Asian’s social standing
through the institution of gaining, saving or Iagiface.

25 The image of the social eye, an allusion toitlescapable stare of George Orwell’s
godlike Big Brother, has become an enduring anérabmpassing symbol for our fears that
the social roles we play are being observed andtored, as well as a warning lest we allow
our good citizen mask to slip out of place. In fitra, this scrutiny is seen to operate in two
ways, and these are described by Foucault in hrerents about panopticism Discipline
and Punish “surveillance is based on a system of permanegistration: reports from the
syndics to the intendants, from the intendantsheorhagistrates or mayor” (196). In other

words, those under the watchful eye of authoritgopee enlisted to inform on each other,
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and this is the exact process to which Wil's motkesubjected when the nurse that worked
at the clinic reports the pregnancy to Grandpa,Rtaessor, who had previously been her
teacher. Nothing escapes the patriarchal eye, @nyane is expected to adopt its position of
vigilance and censure. Even we, the audience, beqmt of this surveillance mechanism
when, in moral collaboration with the film’s Chiesommunity, we sit in judgment of Ma’s
performance as a mother. In this capacity, our tapats eye-view affords us greater
disclosure than that allowed to Ma’'s community. Afe present when, on the pretext of
needing medicinal herbs, she receives intimate agessfrom her young lover in concealed
“masked” envelopes. We learn that although sheriménted by the weakening of Hem
andmianzi she is unable to resist looking inside. We exgrexe our Big Brother role once
more towards the end of the film when Viv and Whié d&eing observed and judged by
everyone at the party. We, the viewers, put omtask and proceed to police the lives of the

two protagonists (See the eye shape in Figs. Zand

26 Fortunately for Wil, she is, given a second cieaat happiness when she meets Viv
again in the same ballroom where they first met.tlds second occasion, she summons the
courage to ask Viv to dance with her in front o tivhole Chinese-American community.
Although a number of people are duly outraged andrg out of the party, clucking in
disapproval, Wil does not care, and she and Viwcdamnd kiss happily.

27 So, by the end of the film, both Ma and Wil, heatand daughter, emerge victorious
after having experienced close moral scrutiny. Wavehjoined the Chinese-American
community in weighing their choices in the balaacel neither has been found wanting, in
the sense that they are both ultimately rewarddterahan punished. Granted, some people
do pronounce judgment and leave the party, buttegether with a sizeable portion of the
revelers, stay and grant the lovers our blessmg¢hé closing scenes, the camera provides an
aerial view, and we see the remaining people ord#mee floor group themselves into the
shape of an eye, which serves as a gesture of \agday the lesbian couple at the center.
Clips are then flashed on the screen of what happieee months later, and the envisioned
future is bright: Wil's mom finally marries her yoger lover, the secret father of her baby,

while the old grandfather, once the standard bez#reppressive social conformity, snorts his
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disapproval unheeded and is forced into a grudgmgrace of the new social order. Swept
along by the tide of joy, Viv's father also loseack of the inflexible commandments that
have ruled his existence as a prominent surge@hpekes a joke about how proud he is that
his daughter, a celebrity ballet dancer, has ergedharrying, Wil, a doctor and the most
accomplished surgeon under his supervision. Bo#reslthe passion of changing faces
instead of saving old faces. Wil's mother, onceilsirty in thrall to hostile society norms,
asks Viv and Wil when they will have a baby. Thalieg is thus upbeat not only in the
spectacle of successful relationship outcomes Hlier \tarious characters, but also in its
optimism for the continuing formation of alternaihappy family groupings, ones that are

able to face the world without having to save face.

Chinese-American Gender Trouble

28 According to Chou Wah-shan, same-sex relatipgshiwere traditionally
accommodated within Chinese society rather thanodérad by it. Indeed, we observed that
the problem between Lily and Snow Flower was causedass difference and face work. It
was, in fact, “through the encounter with the Wiesthe mid-nineteenth century, which
sparked a series of indigenous efforts to moder@hea, that same-sex eroticism was
gradually defined as pathological” (43). Colonizpeoples have often been observed to
exhibit more extreme or exaggerated versions ofnibiens owned by their oppressors as
means of establishing themselves as truly intedraBich mimicry of the “traditional”
American worldview may explain why the two modeouples in our films get separated by
their Chinese-American parents. Nina and Sophiasseparated by their families before the
accident inSnow Flower and the Secret FEamhile in Saving FaceWil brings about the
separation as a result of her strict traditionabrupging. In the film, both mother and
daughter assume the role of second generation €hilimericans living with Chinese-
speaking families who are consumed by a need te &me and maintain the community
rules of saving face. Wil's mom eventually acceptd's African American gay friend and
Viv as Wil's girlfriend, but only after she realzéhat she herself was about to marry without
love for a second time just to please her fatherthese examples, it would appear that
traditional Chinese notions of saving face are ¢peipplied according to a perceived rigidity
and intolerance of unorthodox relationships witNiorth American society.

29 A similar collision of cultural norms takes ptaim these films with regard to the use
of Chinese vocabulary and ethnicity symbols sucimasks, fans anblu Shu Masks, for

instance, evoke the historical tradition of theatriopera, as do fans. Both are objects that
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cover the face and play with the idea of identfpr Norma Claire Moruzzi, “Feminine
masquerade is a masquerade of social identityy sthwal identities can be enacted as well”
(27). In these films, we have observed how womest fout on the identity of obedient
daughters to show Confucian filial piety, and thka roles of wives, mothers, and lovers.
However, one departure from the traditional Chinese of masks in role-playing sometimes
occurs when one woman pressures other women t@mrortb patriarchal roles, and this |
consider to be a masculine role. Again, what mayh&gpening here is that a version of
western patriarchy has infiltrated the Chinese ttiesd tradition of masquerade and, in so
doing, introduced a more threatening and oppressireponent. One example is that in
playing out the socially respectable role of docWil feels constrained to break up with Viv
in order to save her face. The masks we put onttamdoles we adopt are significant to the
extent that they create the persona that we prdeetie world. Jung offers the following
interpretation of this process: “the persona ishimgt real: it is a compromise between
individual and society as to what a man should app® be. He takes a name, earns a title,
exercises a function, he is this or that” (Monte B)is suggests that the persona is a mask
and vice-versa, with no intervention from the realf underneath. However, my own
understanding coincides more with that of Judithldduwho argues that there is no real at
all, and the self is the sum total of a discoufs# includes masks, fans, and tie Shu
language. In this sense, the incorporation of wagtatriarchy into the Chinese tradition of
masquerade goes beyond the mere switching of m@skspresent a reconstruction or
transformation of social norms within the Chinesmekican community. | believe that this
encounter of Eastern and Western philosophies egaisl learn more about our identities and
how gender connects to race, class, age, and gthens that form who we are. In the
lifelong quest to know ourselves from our interawd with one another, these two films help
us to understand better the importance of beingeaiawhat masks we are wearing, why we
have chosen them, and of feeling free to changa theecessary.

30 The fluidity of identity that accompanies theanag and changing of masks is well
exemplified by the community of Chinese Americareeps that call themselves Tongzhi.
People within this group use their own Chinese wptdgether with the covering of the face

with masks in their pride parades as a sign of ngnaut, since this act illustrates how

® Tongzhican be broken down in two syllabl&ng= Same/Homozhi = Goal/Spirit. The term was originally
the name of an emperor of the Qing Dynasty (1858)18Later on, it was appropriated by the communist
nationalists to mean “comrade” in the 1940, andlRnit was chosen by a Hong Kong gay activist 889 as
the title for the first Lesbian and Gay Film Featjwsince then it means Chinese-American Queersieier,

the specific word of lesbian [sala or Les
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identity is a mask that can be changed. HoweveilgvBome groups remove their masks as a
sign of coming out, others keep them on to idertigmselves. This variation suggests that
actions, together with their attendant meanings,nat fixed to what we are, and this offers
an array of possibilities as to who we are, whowege, and who we want to be. For Fran
Martin, “the mask tactic thus enables tongzhi tdgren a theatrically exaggerated enactment
of the position of tongxinglidhitself” (194). He suggests that having no madikeusing an
invisible mask of the not-owbngzhiin some cases. It is possible that in wearing skinihe
tongzhiare making themselves visible as queer while atséime time enabling them to
observe their observers in an uncanny way that erefothem as subjects.

31 By wearing the same traditional maskngzh manage to signal that it is the
performance rather than the face which producds identity and desire. The mask then has
two functions. On the one hand, it fosters continin summoning the past to share the same
space with the present, while, on the other, iata® a platform for possible future change.
The ghosts of Snow Flower and Lily, played by tame actresses that represent Sophia and
Nina, act as traditional masks for the modern G3enAmericans in the present. However,
Sophia and Nina are the ones who, in their nin¢teeantury masks, look into a future in
which they will come. In this way, masks stabilie#nic tradition while at the same time
destabilizing gender identitylongzhiidentity challenges not only the notion of a binar
gender system, but also the subjugation of womdreterosexuality as the only kind of love
relationship.

32 Alice Wu's film is an example of how we shoulel &ible to reconcile a respect for the
old minstrel masks of the past with laughter at mesks society wants us to wear in the
present. It promotes a more lighthearted approasfards masks in preference to an overly
serious attitude embracing a belief that they gigea fixed identity to which we must
conform. Upon becoming a doctor, Wil adopts a nthsk she cannot remove and ends up a
divided self, one that hurts her beloved and dgsther own happiness. Gender reality, says
Butler, “is created through sustained social penamces” (180), which means it involves the
repetition of acts through which we create ourselvéh the implication that we can remake
ourselves at any time in any way. We might thuschate that both Eastern and Western
theatrical geniuses agree on the principle thatibrdd is a stage and that the human face has

been wearing masks and make up since the begiohimges. After all, humans are the only

® This is the medical term for homosexual, whiclappropriated like the word negro by African-Amerisao
overcome its negative connotation.
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animals capable of self-reflection that think abthw@mselves as another in order to variously
entertain and scare themselves with their own ideas

33 The idea that reason unmasks the true unchalegeabence of everything is now
being overcome. Masks have always been empowebjegts in ancient civilizations. Masks
represented the spirits of the ancestors who wershiped as guides that interacted with the
living. Says Yang Liu, to put on a mask “represegta mythological figure or spiritual force
is to become that figure or force. A magico-religgotransformation is brought about by
wearing a mask” (37). This helps us understandithsking oftongzhias a process of their
becoming what they want to be and a demonstratiahrhasks can be changed and are not
fixed identities. Not even the past actions ares dbldefine who they are in the present or
future since people often repeat certain behaumrglease others, delivering performance
they do not enjoy. In this spirit, the conceptsrofnziandlian are negotiated bi-culturally in
both films, and the subjects acknowledge theirdoee to perform any gender identity of

their choice, providing they have the courage tat.do
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Bollywood Baffled Over Sex, Rape and Prostitution
By Rita Baneriji, Calcutta, India

Abstract:
Beleaguered lovers forced apart by insurmountablentaries of caste, class and religion:
this has been a recurring theme in Bollywood filfos a full century now. The scenes,
settings and clothing styles have changed oved#sades, but a hundred years on, these
films are still raising the same objections, asking same questions, and making the same
appeal to the audience, and to society. Why hare theen no resolution yet? Why does the
issue of two lovers desiring each other, and wagrtiinbe together continue to mystify Indian
audiences? This paper argues that this is becasanl cinema has failed to address the
underlying issue. While the general opinion atttés this to a traditional society’s rejection
of relationships based on ‘sex,” and India’s cengoard affirms that idea by zealously
censoring films, a close examination of Bollywodché shows that female sexuality is often
shrewdly used to hard sell films. Sex is actually the real glitch in the stagnant embattled
lovers plot, nor is male sexuality. The idea ibatnpalatable to Indian films, is the same one
that Indian society cannot digest: that of femabeuslity as a woman’s independent identity
and choice. The real villain in India’s unyieldirigve’ plot is India’s patriarchy which
needs to reduce women to sexual objects, to there phithin whatever context serves the
patriarchy’'s need and hierarchical power structuiidhe paper explores how the
commoditization of female sexuality reflects in Bulood’s treatment of the issues of sex,
rape, and prostitution, and how that in turn msrarsociety’s unchanging attitude.

1 A man and a woman meet. Sparks fly. They dae tharry and raise a family. This
story is as mundane as the rising and settingeoktim. But in India it is such a cataclysmic
event that it's been the pivotal theme for onenafid’s largest industries, the Bollywood film

industry, for the entire 100 years of its existence

The Timeless Plot

2 Two lovers cruelly parted by the old barriers adste, clan, religion and /or
economics, battle the odds of family and society, & three-hours run time, just for the
chance of a union at the end. The audience siagghs and weeps along with the lovers, and
chews its nails to a climactic finale.

3 Usually the audience gets a reprieve in the meuaf the besieged lovers in a *happily
ever after’ ending. But sometimes the ending igitraand the film lives on in the audience’s
memory as a reminder of the futility of such redaships.Pakeezah, Anarkali, Mughal-E-
Azam, Heer Ranja, DevDaandlshagzaadare some of the popular films that serve as tragic
examples of the battle for love. IshagzaadgRebel Lovers) released in 2012, the young
lovers, Parma Chauhan, a Hindu man, and Zoya Cuie@dMuslim woman, battle out a

more contemporary version of this plot. After addhght, the couple is cornered on a roof
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top by the men who've been hired to kill them, avitb then proceed to attack them with
semi-automatic weapons. Parma and Zoya valiantlyotrdefend themselves with a limited
stockpile of arms. When they run short of bullébey shoot each other dead, in a lovers
embrace, as the last defiant act of their inseplégaldn the final scene, their attackers are
shown looking down with indifference at the yourmuple lying dead in a crumpled heap,
and then walk off as if to say those deaths arensequential to society which continues on.
A final message from the film maker on the scredgarms the audience that countless young
couples are killed by their families for falling iove outside established social parameters of
caste, clan and religion.

4 If flms are a creative medium via which a sogiehgages with a baffling issue, and
makes progress on it, then this shift hasn’'t ygpleaed in a major way in Bollywood films.
For e.g. if a Hollywood film today were to examitie issues that crop up in an inter-racial
relationship, it would be bizarrely out-dated ifaere to address it as portrayed in the 1967
film Guess Who's Coming to DinnefPhe father of a white woman is hardly likely tat jer
black lover in an interrogation box in his officethva question like, “Have you given any
thought to the problems your children will have®@”the film, Dr. John Prentice, the black
suitor, played by Sidney Poitier, of Joey Drayttve upper-class, white woman he planned
to marry, responded with, “She [Joey] feels thabélour children will be president of the
United States and they'll all have colorful adm@sons [...] Frankly, | think your daughter
is a bit optimistic. I'd settle for secretary doditet” Though delivered with humor this response
was not a statement of plan, but one of hope iridbe of the immense social rejection faced
by inter-racial couples and their children at ttiate, which included unconcealed prejudice
as well as threats of violence. Until 1967, thery#as film was released, inter-racial
marriages were still illegal in 17 states in th&UToday, with Barack Obama, the offspring
of a biracial marriage, in the White House, both guestion and the response would not have
the same impact or significance to the storyling.aBd large, inter-racial couples don’t face
the same legal and social hurdles in the U.S. tadahey did then, and the racism they may
have to still confront plays out differently, pepsan a more nuanced and subtle manner, and
would have to be treated accordingly on-screen. év@w the storyline of Bollywood’s
embattled lovers is almost timeless. The scendsing®e and clothing styles may have
changed over the decades, but the dialogues die Jtaey raise the same objections, they
ask the same questions, and they make the samalappe the film's audience, and to

society.
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The Confusing Question

5 At the crux of this beleaguered lovers plot is tjuestion that Indian films, alongside
Indian society, have grappled with for a centurghaut a full resolution. That question
being: why should mutual attraction be a deterntinanwho a person shares his or her
marital bed with?

6 In the parameters used in Indian society as é&lkpguidelines for establishing mate
compatibility, sexual and personal chemistry remeagmspicuously absent. While it is
considered important to ask whether the intendegbles religion and castes are attuned, or
how much the groom’s, and nowadays, the bridearss may be, the question of whether or
not they might be sexually attracted to each oiherot only completely irrelevant, but also
taboo. In the romantic comedihitchor (The Heart Thief), Geeta’s parents are keen to get
her married to an eligible bachelor who is aboutisit their village for a work-related
project. All they know about him, prior to his aml, is that he is an engineer trained in
Germany, and that he has a good job and a largeys&ased on that they are determined
that he’'d be the perfect groom for their daughiteywever, they do not know what he looks
like, and mistake his assistant, Vinod, who arriteegore him, to be him. They shower an
initially confused and bemused Vinod with the fervattention they were reserving for their
intended son-in-law, and encourage the blossomingction between Geeta and Vinod. In
time, the actual engineer arrives, and Geeta’'snparealize that the man they thought to be
him, was actually just a low-paid assistant. Thageo Geeta, who they had earlier
encouraged to spend time with Vinod, to stop sebing and prepare to get married to the
engineer. This upsets Geeta, for how is she to timelaghemistry, the attraction that she now
bears for Vinod, and marry someone she does natdétow is she to put the genie back
into the bottle?

7 In situations like this, the opinion generallyti@t once all other factors have been
established, and the couple has been married, whiejearn to find ‘love.” Here ‘love’ is
broadly defined and doesn’t necessarily refer tg kimd of surety that the couple will
discover a mutually satisfying sexual chemistryove’ in this broad cultural context, refers
more to a man and a woman becoming habituatedetadda of living together, and falling
into an established pattern of domesticity, whistludes the production of children. In the
Bengali film Paromag by the acclaimed female director, Aparna Sens fhi cynically
portrayed in a bedroom scene between Paroma artdubleand. A dutiful wife and daughter-
in-law in a large joint family, Paroma goes abatding to the children and various domestic

tasks all day. At night she tends to her husbanthe bedroom scene Paroma lies almost like
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an inert mattress beneath her husband, hummingdistlly her limbs impassive, her eyes
wandering towards the ceiling, and her mind cuipgetrands, while her husband grunts and
pants on top, and then rolls over and goes to sldepe sex is not a means by which two
individuals establish intimacy or connectednessratlter it is a domestic service that a wife
offers to her husband, in the form of her body.sThremise is however shaken up in
Paroma’s life, when she experiences a startlinguaexawakening when she becomes

involved with an Indo-American photographer vigitithe family for a photo project.

The Forbidden Word

8 Paroma’s storyline contains an important poimtethe concealed issue behind the
unresolved Bollywod ‘love’ plot. Though words likgyar,” ‘mohabbat’ and ‘ishq,” various
words meaning ‘love,” are often coyly used to refer these traumatized on-screen
relationships, the real issue is with the more péweand primordial instinct that operates
between two individuals when they are romanticaltyacted: that of mutual sexual desire.
However, this remains a conspicuously mute issusco@en in Bollywood films. A couple is
allowed to express their attraction for each othethe language of ‘love,” but never lust.
There is an extraordinary effort to avoid evenitajkabout it or referring to it in the script.
There is no acceptable on-screen word for it inltltkan vernaculars, and even when sex is
portrayed on-screen indirectly, via the couplehia same bed, or often as two birds or two
flowers ‘kissing,’ it is spoken of as ‘love,” noes Should the female protagonist get
pregnant she refers to it as a symbol of her loxdesometimes, depending on how the lover
responds to her pregnancy, evidence of her ‘shafex’between lovers when spoken of by
others, family, community, etc. is referred to disty acts’ or ‘shameless behavior.’

9 Perhaps this is where the deadlock lies in Ballyss unchanging love plot. While
‘love’ can be contrived in a million different wagsd made to suit any context, there is only
one way to define sexual attraction between twaviddals. It either is, or isn’t. Nor can it be
forced, controlled or ordered onto a prospectivept®. India may well choose to propagate
relationships and marriages only within the cordioé acceptable caste, class and religious
boundaries, but the natural law of mate selectishich outpowers social laws in both
evolutionary and biological magnitude, cannot batamed by artificially drawn social
boundaries. But how can Bollywood resolve thishhittits plot if it won’t even face up to it
by calling the issue by name?

10 Perhaps the issue is even deeper than simplyetognition of sex as a biological

drive and a natural mate selector. For this muatigar, even as the word ‘sex’ is shunned
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and there is limited scope for an open exploratibits related issues on screen, there is no
dearth of sexual innuendos in Indian films. Theseiacorporated into the song and dance
sequences, where the hero romances the heroinke IfSarkaye leo khatiya” (Let's move
the bed) song sequence of the 1994 flmja Babuy the lead pair, Madhubala and Raja Babu,
assume various love-making postures in their dateges to the tune of some very suggestive
lyrics. An odd, silent pact is established betwéss film maker and the audience, which
agrees to a voyeuristic showing and viewing of gbrual dynamics between the on-screen
couple, while pretending it isn’t so.

The Sex " Item"

11 Another feature in Bollywood films that has béamg popular, and is seen as a must-
add in films that aspire to be commercially suctidsare sexually explicit song and dance
performances by women, that earlier used to beregfeto as ‘cabaret’ numbers. These
sequestered sequences are far more sexually btaenthe song and dance sequences that
involve the hero and heroine of the film, where sl ‘talk’ is more subtle and interweaves
with other interpersonal emotions. Usually uncotegand inconsequential to the central
plot, the ‘cabaret’ song and dance sequences diteeideely evocative of the most primal
expressions of lust, and are clearly meant to dibimg else except sexually titillate and
entertain the audience. More specifically, to l&té and entertain the heterosexual male
audience. These performances would earlier fedasger known actresses. But recently,
these not only feature the top actresses of Bolbgdydhey also have raunchier lyrics and
dance movements than they did before. Now refdoets ‘item numbers,’ they are inserted
into the preview clips of the film before its retea almost like an a-la-carte item served on
the menu to whet the male audience’s appetite Herfilm. “Sheela ki Jawani” (Sheela’s
youth), “Chammak Chalo” (sexy vixen), and “I'll dbe talking tonight”, are some recent
examples of popular ‘item numbers.’

12 Clearly Bollywood sees it necessary to catem#&de sexual appetite, and so despite
the outward prudery towards sex, it deviously agkedges its existence and need. But does
it do so for female sexuality as well?

13 Unfortunately it does not. Female sexualityhie bulk of Bollywood films may be
served up as an item, a commodity for the maleesmed’s consumption, and to gross money
at the box office, but it is almost never acknowed or allowed an acceptable expression in
the female protagonists’ role and character défimitThe Dirty Picture that India’s censor

board took an angry axe to, is a statement onmnciidema’s hypocritical approach to female
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sexuality. The film is based on the life of the Boindian actress ‘Silk Smitha’” whose
sexuality was liberally used by film makers to g@epornographic edge to films to draw
massive male viewership and create box office Met, the film fraternity never accorded
her the dignity of the artist that she wanted tard@gnized as. Instead they dismissed her
films as “dirty” and denigrated her person for bkoice of roles.

14 Hence, the only acceptable mode of sexual esiore$or lovers in Bollywood films

is one where the hero, via his songs, expressesekisgal desire and physical arousal to his
partner, while the heroine plays a passive receptaccoyly desists, even if her body seems
to be sending out contradictory signals. In then&®o Na’ song from the filnsagaarthe
heroine in a red sari, her hair and body sedugtiwat, rolls and writhes on the ground as if
in sexual ecstasy, while the hero gradually dissadoed caresses her and sings, “Let me come
near you,” to which she responds with, “Don’t conear me....don’t touch me, don’t touch

me!”

The Missing I dentity

15 Bollywood films where the female protagonistable to candidly establish her
sexuality and sexual desires as legitimate andjiatespects of her being, could probably be
totted up on one hand. One of theséssitva (Identity), which shows how a middle-class,
urban house-wife, Aditi, bears the consequencasaofe-night sexual tryst with another man.
Aditi's husband, Shrikant, is an ambitious, overbea man, who has his and Aditi's life
charted out, and has instructed her not to havdrehi till he has reached a certain pinnacle
of success. He travels a lot for his work and Aditio feels alone and sexually frustrated,
and has no leeway to communicate this to her huslbaas a one night stand with her music
teacher. Ridden with guilt, she refuses to see dgain. However, she also finds out she is
pregnant from that affair, a truth she is unabléelb Shrikant who has bought a house the
same day, and regards the pregnancy as a timeht @veaccordance with his life plans!
Later he is elated when Aditi gives birth to a sdmo he treats as another of his ambitions
met. The story line later also reveals that Srikambfertile and the couple does not have any
other children. However, the truth emerges manysykder, when the music teacher dies and
leaves all his property to Aditi, having realizdthtt the child she had mothered was his.
Shrikant is unable to bear the truth of Aditi’'s t@nd initially devises a punishment where
he would have her live in his house in misery fog test of her life, so he would have the
pleasure of treating her and her son, who he has disowned, like trash. But when he

realizes that if society found out he would be Hiated even more, he changes his mind and
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orders her out of his house. Even though Aditi gmizes that the music teacher who took
responsibility for his child was a far more decemdn than her husband who by his own
admission had affairs (which he claimed were a siaeed) but did not care what happened
to his ex-lovers, she still is hopeful of keepingy Ifamily’ together. And so, even though,
with her inheritance from the music teacher, she thee option of not taking Srikant’s
bullying anymore, she meekly complies with whatdwertells her to do. But when he finally
throws her out, Aditi addresses him with a monolgust before leaving, where she tells
him what she did not have the courage to say fahalr married life; that women too have
the same need for sex that men do. She asks hitnamsaman should do when her husband
is unavailable to satisfy this need? She asks wis/that men can help themselves to their
wives, anytime they want whether the wife wantsriinot, but a wife cannot approach her
husband with her sexual needs. Or for that matth; it is alright for men to fulfill their
needs with other women, but it is not the samevimmen. Why is what is right for a man not
right for a woman, or for that matter what is wrdoga woman, also not wrong for a man?
16  The filmRihaee(Freedom), which incidentally was made by a womiagctor, Aruna
Raje, has a similar plot. It is set in a villagénese the men frequently migrate for work to the
cities, and it shows how the husbands and wivebwi#ia the sexual frustration that ensues
from their long periods of separation. While itaiggiven that the husbands in the cities will
frequent brothels, the wives left behind in théagés have few options. The central character
Taku begins an affair with another man in the gdlaand eventually finds out she’s
pregnant. Even as she confides in her husband landdacides to keep the child, she is
ostracized by the other villagers. Her husband Anpnadoes not accept the situation
immediately, but as he mulls over it he realizest fhaku has done exactly what he does
when he is away from her. However, unlike Srikduat,accepts the truth of the situation and
recognizes the social hypocrisy of how society wahe sexual needs of women differently
from that of men’s. He also stands by his wifehia €nd, accepting her choices, and the baby
she will have, as his own, and defends her wheis glog on trial by the village judiciary.

17 While both these films explore the issue of he@amen deal with sexual frustration
within their marriage, and acknowledge that wivasehthe same sexual needs as husbands
do, the question of an unmarried woman’s sexualreesare almost never addressed in
Bollywood films. After all, this is not simply abbsexual dynamics within a marriage, but
sex drive as a biological need in both men and womegardless of their marital status. In

the rare film or two where this topic has been adsked, the conclusions are almost bizarre.
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The" Untamed” Woman

18 Kamla ki Maut(Kamla’s Death) is one of those rare Bollywoodnslin which the the
subject of sexual yearnings in unmarried womenhgaely addressed. Kamla, a young,
single woman who, at the start of the film, comnsitscide by jumping off her balcony, is
supposed by her neighbors to have been pregnatticbynan she was in love with. It is
believed that Kamla’s boyfriend had probably retus® marry her thereafter, and it was the
shame and fear of being socially ostracized thaveliKamla to commit suicide. It is never
ascertained, whether Kamla was actually pregnantother women in the building, who are
sexually involved with the men they are secretlyindg are shaken up by Kamla’s death and
fear that that could have been them, even thoughawsdly they condemn and pity Kamla.
This is a pointer to the hypocrisy in women’s atliés towards one another’'s sexual
behaviors and choices. However, none of the feriadeacters question why this should be
considered a shameful issue at all for women, gitreat one of the male characters,
Sudhakar, a father of two young women, mentallypuets the numerous sexual affairs he
had with women, all of whom he consequently abaado®ne of the women who he had
impregnated and who had to have an abortion, addhioped he would marry her, later
married someone else and had a child. He conclidgésKamla too could have moved on
with her life like his jilted lover had, withoutthought about his own responsibility towards
the women he was involved with. Nor does he haangrcynicism about the fact that he took
the freedom of sexual exploration and choice fanggd as a man, without considering that
his female partners were not allowed the same big0

19 Sudhakar’s wife, Nirmala, whose grudge agairsshka seems relentless, has her own
reason for taking Kamala's suicide so personallg. & teenager Nirmala too had been
infatuated with her school teacher, for whom shes walling to commit suicide, and
thereafter her parents had stopped her schoolidgaenanged her marriage apparently as a
remedy. Nirmala thus believes that to control teeusl urges of unmarried girls their parents
should marry them off quickly, and she is worriedoat finding grooms for her own
daughters. Here, even though there is an indidctaviedgement that women like men also
have natural sexual desires, it is regarded as somef a malevolent force in women that
needs to be contained and restrained through mgarridnd if it is not contained in this
manner, then it can end up destroying the womarhanéamily.

20 This view of women’s sexuality is not only atjfisation for families wanting to
marry off their daughters at the earliest oppotiyribut it is also a depersonalization of a

woman’s relationship with her own body. Her sexyais not a venue for her individual
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exploration and choices, but an impersonal eneogyained within her that can be externally
caged, owned, and used by whichever man her pareatsy her off to. This view of
women’s sexuality is also endorsed in another fll)amini (Lightening), oddly enough by

the young woman’s own decision!

The Terrifying " Choice"

21 The film Damini acquired a special social significance in Indi2@12, because the
name of the protagonist of this film was also dsemlito the victim of the high profile Delhi
gang rape case of a young woman in a bus. Like Diamithe film, the Delhi rape victim
had also valiantly fought to bring the rapistsustice. However, in the film Damini fights for
justice for another woman, a young maid in heramwd house, who she witnessed being
raped by her brother-in-law and his friends, ana Wdter succumbs to her injuries. It is in
light of the socio-sexual significance of both Damihe film and the character, that this
particular incident in the film is oddly perplexing

22 Damini’'s parents are unable to arrange the ddhay men are demanding to marry
their daughters. In the meantime, Damini’s sisByika, decides that she will elope with
Birju to save her parents the trouble of findinguitable man and paying him a big dowry.
The problem is that Birju is not only a toxic perabty—abusive, alcoholic and with a
criminal past—but he had also been stalking, séxumdrassing and terrorizing Devika for
months. Devika explains to a puzzled Damini, that teason for her choice is that he is the
only man who seems to want her, and that she veacitiance at living—that is to be married,
to have a sex life and to start a family. Damisicatiefends Devika’s action to her parents,
who seem more concerned about the ‘shame’ Devikachased them in the community by
secretly eloping, than about the psychopathic eatirthe man that Devika has married.
Damini reminds them of the many humiliations Deviafered when grooms selected by
their parents rejected her, and that unlike unredrwomen who commit suicide when their
parents cannot shell out big enough dowries talggh married, Devika had made a choice
to live her life! This hints at the tremendous saximustration that builds up in unmarried
women, because of the cultural restrictions impogedthem. But one also cannot help
wondering that if this is the way women in Indideimd to get married, then should not they
also exercise greater freedom to meet men and rexptationships before their marriage, so
they can have a larger and more decent pool ofstiatehoose from?
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The Consumed Consent

23 As perplexing as Devika’'s decision to marry Bimay seem, it is nonetheless a
choice she makes about her life. What is perhape ouncerning are the situations, of which
there are millions, where parents believe that th@ughter’'s sexuality needs to be harnessed
by a certain age by marrying her to a man of thkeoice, whether she wants to or not, and
whether she likes him or not! Furthermore, giveat tthe Indian law refuses to recognize
marital rape, and assumes consent by the woman mporage, it makes the institution of
marriage one of the premiere legal channels footiganized rape of women India. There are
films like Balika Badhu(Child Bride) that were immensely popular in Indséend a current
television series by the same name has one ofigiredt TRP ratings! This speaks volumes
to the fact that India houses one-thirds of theld®rchild brides. The filmZubeidaaskirts
around the issue of a woman’s consent in marriage,presents it more as an obstinacy and
unruliness in Zubeidaa. In order to squash her @omisi for a career in films, Zubeidaa’'s
father forces her to get married to a groom hechasen for her. Zubeidaa does not want to
get married and she weeps, and begs and plead$evittather to relent. When he does not
she lets him know he’s trampling on her life and hghts, in no uncertain terms. She
furiously informs him that she is not a cow thatdaa string a rope around her neck and hand
her over to whichever man he pleases. Nonethellessyedding ceremony is held. In the
Muslim tradition under which Zubeidaa was marrigds important to note that both the
bride and the groom are officially given the opttoraccept or decline the marriage proposal,
and they are both required to give their conseriially by saying “Qubool hai,” (I accept). If
either does not, then the marriage should not gahciterestingly, even when there is a
provision within a cultural system that allows aman personal choice, her parents reserve
the unsanctioned right to overrule it. When Zubeidzfuses to say ‘I accept’ when asked by
the cleric, her father says that she actually amteskand the marriage proceeds.

24 Interestingly, the tendency of Bollywood filntsrhake the forced marriages of Indian
women look exotic and thereby acceptable withinuducal pretext, is also adopted by
western film makers. In the filnkat, Pray, Lovebased on the autobiographical account of
the same name by American author Liz Gilbert, theydar-old Indian girl Tulsi, who Gilbert
meets during her stay in India, is shown beingddrto unhappily endure a colorful Hindu
wedding, with Gilbert assuring her that she widlrie to find happiness, even though there is
no such account of a wedding in Gilbert’'s book!ded, Gilbert whose travels are inspired by
her own search for an independent feminine ideotitigide of the marriage and motherhood

model, that women, even in the west, are still etgubto aspire to, is what drew her to Tulsi
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in the first place. Gilbert realizes that womentgiggle to retain autonomy of their bodies
and sexualities are universal, irrespective ofchieural context they occur in, and that's why
she empathizes with Tulsi. She gives us a glimgséutsi’s frustrations with her family

wanting to control her decisions and choices, wanher to get married when she herself
covets the freedom that Gilbert has of traveling arploring the world. And in her book

Gilbert affirms Tulsi’s right to that autonomy oél§ and the last we see of Tulsi, she’s
running in circles shouting she wants to go to Hawéet, when the film director, Ryan

Murphy takes creative license with the book, heosles to strip Tulsi of this freedom by
forcing her through an Indian wedding ceremonykiog miserable — in a scene clearly
intended to enchant the western audiences withxitsicism. One does wonder whether this
is because the director is male and at some ldwaletis a cross-cultural patriarchal
endorsement for this kind of subjugation of femaéxuality, especially when portrayed

glamorously in an ethnic context?

The Dishonorable" Honour"

25 Could there be anything worse than being pushidinstitutionalized rape in the
name of marriage by your own parents? Undeniabhlyoitld be being pushed into marriage
with your rapist by your own parents! In the filiumara Dil Aapke Paas HqMy Heart Is
with you), Preeti who testifies as a witness inwaher trial, is raped by the main accused as a
form of revenge. Despite the courage she has shamhthe consequences she had to bear,
she is stigmatized and rejected by her communityesen her own family. Later, when the
rapist is allowed out on bail, he approaches heemia with a marriage proposal. In the
Indian penal system, this is still a common pragtior a rape victim’s family to drop the
case against the rapist if he agrees to marry PRegeti’'s parents see this as a golden
opportunity to regain their status in societysithe male protagonist, Avinash, who has been
Preeti’s friend and admirer all along, who interegrand challenges her parents and indeed
the society’s corrupted vision of crime and “honbW/hat honour is there for a family to
marry their daughter to a rapist, a criminal? -challenges Preeti’s parents. And how could
they be so cruel to their own daughter?

26 If the Indian patriarchy views women as sexugects for its entertainment, or as
domestic resource for sex and childbearing, hows dwoe Indian woman raised within the
context of this definition of female sexuality, widerself?
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TheDistorted Reflection

27 The answer to that is revealed in a powerfuheda Antardwand(Inner Conflict) a
film based on the practice of kidnapping groomsyplent in certain states in India. Fathers
who want well educated grooms with good jobs fairtllaughters, but do not want to pay
the massive dowries that such grooms command, &ithmap these men and force their
marriages with their daughters (Deepali Gaur Singihis a practice that is catching on so
fast, now there is a popular television drama seoie it (The Times of India). In this film,
Raghu Veer is thus kidnapped, held captive, todtared forced into a marriage with Janki by
her ambitious father. The couple is kept lockedaimoom thereafter in the hope they will
consummate their marriage. When Raghu Veer stubbogfuses to, he is told that if does
not do the ‘deed’ that night he will be shot deRdghu Veer then plans to avenge his anger
on Janki. Seeing the fury on his face, she reallassintent and screams for help and
desperately tries to get out of the room whichoskéd from the outside. Raghu Veer drags
her back and brutally rapes her. However the fdalhgwmorning, he is remorseful and
ashamed and apologizes to her. She modestly respbiadl it's alright, since he is her
husband.

28 Disturbingly, rape, even in a woman’s own miisdnot so much about her personal
choice and consent, or even about violence intliciea her, but about who is and is not
allowed to “use” and “abuse” her body. Through deegted cultural conditioning girls in
India grow up believing that their body belongstfito the families they was born into, and it
is their ownership right to hand them over to wieiér men they see fit. Similarly once a
woman is married, whatever her circumstance, hdy lb@longs to her husband, and it is up
to him to do with it as he wishes. So what contguape? Rape it seems is the “illegitimate
sexual use” of a woman’s body by men who have aehlauthorized by family and society.

The Legitimate Abuse

29 This view of rape and female sexuality allows \farious other culture specific and
systematic forms of sexual violence on women. Ohdhese is the practice of ‘bride
trafficking’ in India, as depicted in the filflatrubhoomi(The Nation without women). This
is essentially a form of culturally sanctioned gaiape and sex-trafficking. Due to the
rampant and misogynistic practices of female intahe and feticide, there are regions of
India where men cannot find women to marry, ang tlesort to buying ‘brides’ from distant
regions. However, the bought ‘bride’ is treatecklkk sexual commodity for the use of all the

men in the family regardless of who she marriedthla film, Kalki who has had a carefree
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and happy upbringing, finds herself imprisoned inightmarish hell after her marriage, as
she is raped day and night, by all the men in #milfy, and not just her husband’s four
brothers, but his father as well. Later on shefistied in a cowshed where random men from
the village take turns raping her. Perhaps the ralostking aspect of her story is that her
father, once aware of her in-laws plans for hed fraely struck a monetary bargain with
them in lieu.

30 The filmPranali (Tradition) deals with another such establishestau in India, that
of the Dev-dasi tradition. Dev-dasi literally meaiservant of god,” and is a form of
prostitution that has evolved in certain templesinidia. Young girls are “married” in a
formal ceremony to the god of a local temple, aral then raised on the premises of the
temple where they are raped by the priests and atigortant visitors to the temple. In this
film, though Pranali’'s mother attempts to raiseegbpns saying the custom is now illegal,
Pranali’s father, who was reluctant at first, beesradamant on giving Pranali to the temple,
for he feels it would raise his social esteem.

31 A third form rape and sex-trafficking that’'s wised in the guise of culture, and in
which the parents of a girl or woman are complisitportrayed in the filnRivaaz(Custom).
This is a tradition prevalent in certain commusitibke the Bedia, for centuries, where the
daughters are customarily prostituted, as a formmaime for the family and the community.
When the daughters enter puberty there is a cerngmamhich the whole village participates,
after which the parents negotiate a market pricettfe right to ‘de-flower’ their daughter,
and sell that right to the highest bidder. Soci@tsywho have studied the cultural and
economic dynamics of the Bedia explain that evethatlower end of earnings, a Bedia
woman can earn up to four times what the averagkillad worker earns in India (Agarwal).
In the film, Bela the daughter of Mangatram, a rfram this community, falls in love with
Rahul, a man from the city visiting the village. @&hBela wants to get married and leave the
village, she is violently beaten up by her fatAidrough Bela’s mother wants to help her get
out, she is terrified of the consequences, forkstoavs that it could get them both killed. One
of the biggest hurdles for Bela is that her faiBesupported by all the men of the community
who have become highly dependent on the incomedbethrough pimping their daughters,
and do not wish to work to make a living of theiwro That is why this practice is not
considered ‘shameful’ within the moral preceptdhed community even though prostitution
in India generally is.

32 Interestingly, none of the three practices nosxetdl above constitute rape or sex-

trafficking even within India’s legal jurisdictiorOften in cases of ‘bride’ trafficking the
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police refuse to intervene because they belieigeatdomestic matter for a married couple to

sort out among themselves (IOL News).

Thelnvisible Suicide

33 Still more disturbing is the response of womdmvare victims of these forms of
sexual violence and exploitation, for it indicatedeep, self-destructive internalization of the
abuse that renders it ‘normal’ and acceptable imem@s minds, and thus helps its
perpetuation. Though Bela Rivaazis shown to revolt against her father and the camity,

in actuality it is not usually so. Efforts by sdamrorkers and limited government programs to
educate the Bedia girls and to try to wean themyawam the community and its traditions
have consistently failed, and there is now conedrout increasing rates of HIV infection in
the community. Pranali, who is trafficked by thenfdes into mainstream prostitution, a fate
that befalls almost all the women at some poinglithree traditions mentioned above, joins
up with a social activist to challenge the way sbtciconveniently ‘uses’ and still ostracizes
prostitutes and their children. Pranali wants leggihts for sex-workers, and she wants to
hold a mirror up to society’s conscience by chaleg all parties involved — politicians,
police, school teachers and businessmen. But seég wmlat hold that mirror up to her own
family, the people that compromised her life in fingt place.

34 The response of Kalki iMatrubhoomj who is gang-raped by her husband’s brothers
and father is particularly perplexing. Kalki is sh to have had a happy and carefree
upbringing. Her father tried to keep the fact thia is a girl hidden, so desperate men did not
try to grab her, by having her dress as a boy. &tbigally seemed to give her more freedom
of movement, as she roamed the forest, explorimgireg, and jumping over walls. How
would a woman like this respond if she was suddéelg captive and repeatedly raped by
various men? What would be her physical, psycholdgind emotional response? Except for
one instance, much later in the film, where she enak failed attempt to escape, Kalki is
shown to be almost completely passive. She isusitg sexual slave in the house, but also a
domestic one, and she submits to all of it with echanical detachment. This is not an
unexpected response in victims of captive violebecg it sets in gradually once the body and
the spirit have been broken. Especially given thes@nality we meet when we first glimpse
Kalki, we would expect her to resist, to fight bdakiously, to challenge her abusers, to feel
betrayed by her father, to be resentful, fearful aad. But we see none of these responses in
Kalki. Might this be a directorial oversight? To degree, perhaps it is. The vision of

Matrubhoomiis clearly male-centric and perhaps even nartisslly so. It seems interested
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only in how men feel — their sexual frustrationgldears, their anger and deadly hostility
towards each other in their fierce competition rimates. In a way it is ironic that the male
narcissism that annihilates women at birth, andnth@oceeds to dehumanize and
commoditize the ones that survive, is not abletk lbeyond itself, its own ego, interests and
emotions, even when it attempts to grapple with tbsue via a creative medium. It does not

feel it necessary to ask — what debefeel? What doeshethink?

The" Real" Rape

35 Yet, this is atypical of the manner in whichedp usually depicted in Indian films.
The women are shown to be fearful and begging fercgnwhen cornered, and swearing
vengeance if raped. Often the rape scenes are pecwosad with thunder and lightning to
show it as a catastrophic moment in the womanrés lii Ab Insaf Hoga(Now there will be
justice), Janaki, who works at a construction witeake care of her sick husband, is raped by
a wealthy man at the site. Unable to deal withwife’s rape, her husband commits suicide.
Janaki exacts revenge by plunging a sword intady@st’s belly towards the end of the film.
In many other filmsNoorie, being a memorable example, the woman who is rapeunits
suicide. And often the lover or brother exacts ngge However, the underlying premise of
these rapes is not about the infliction of violemtea woman, but the besmirching of her
“honour” and that of her family’s. The logic hers, ithat since a woman’s sexuality is
regarded as owned by the family, its ‘use’ by a mwao is ‘unauthorized’ is an infringement
on family territory and needs to be avenged ortedhin some way, either by killing the
rapist, or the killing of the raped woman who h#rbecomes an evidence of the offense to
the family.

36 However, the sexual violence on and exploitatiba woman by members of her own
family, at some level still is an exercise in assdrprivilege, and hence is not rape, and does
not evoke the same catastrophic response on scigén as rapes by ‘other’ men usually do.
So possibly Kalki’'s response iMatrubhoomi could also be viewed as the culturally
conditioned response in Indian women to rape withenfamily. It is seen that most women
who are trafficked as ‘brides’ and held under ctinds of sexual slavery and abuse often do
not complain or want to bring charges against tleisband’ and ‘in-laws,” which limits the
scope of intervention and rescue of these womeh {@ws). One young woman who had
been ‘bride trafficked’ says, “It is all fate. Wha&s happened has happened. What can | do?

My parents didn't even get any money from this ‘dg&dal 2006). Her concern still was not
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about her condition, but the fact that her parbatin’t benefitted as she believes they rightly
should, from the deal they made with her life!

37 Ultimately underlying Bollywood’s baffled appidato sex, rape and prostitution is
India’s view of women’s sexualities. Sex is accbfaas long as it has a commercial or
domestic use for men, but it is not acceptable wivemen choose to express it in their
personal identity or choices. Rape is about whieim s and is not permitted to inflict sexual
violence on a woman, but it is not about the violatof a woman’s bodily integrity and
human rights regardless of who the offender is. pnoktitution is about the selling of a
woman’s body outside the hallowed institutions anfly and marriage, not about the sale

and sexual commoditization of a woman by her parent

The Ultimate Freedom

38 Yet, there is a consistency of purpose bendathese apparent contradictions, and
that is the intent or purpose of a patriarchalcttme to maintain its power and hierarchy by
owning women’s bodies. Indeed the ownership andrebaf women’s sexualities is integral
to the very existence of the patriarchy and its @@wAnd this is the reason why:

An Institution] even when it involves an entire pdgdion, has an inbuilt mechanism
of group controll...] [that] is indispensible to [itsurvival [...] [and] legitimacy. A
critical strategy is to control the members throutgrindividuation, a systematic
stripping away of individuality[...] Human sexualithus becomes a prime target of
de-individuation]...]because it is a unique expresbd individuality[...] The power
of [human] sexuality is that it is far more thammply the mechanics of human
physiology]...] [It is] a vigorous tool of self-expsion. It assumes a person’s
distinctiveness and becomes his or her uniqueiigetitis complex and encompasses
many [factors][...]such as gender, sexual orientatidonthing, mannerisms, facial
expressions, speech, preferences, thoughts, idd@mams, ideals, fallibilities,
unconscious habits and interactions. It defiesrigel boundaries that institutions
impose on people and [is][...] constantly and fluidhanging, trailing a person’s path
of growth and assuming it. Sexuality, therefore ®s/nonymous with
individuality[...][and is] a potent anti-institutiomissile[...] It therefore becomes
imperative from the point of view of institution&lontrol that human beings be
stripped of their sexuality. (Banerji 11-13)

39 Paroma (see para 7) who lived one part of fieldike a passive sexual resource for
her husband, not only discovers her deeply repdess&uality through her extra-marital
affair, but also discovers its powers; its abitityconnect her to another person at a level she
never connected with her husband on, or the neetdaaf her own personality, her dreams,
desires and longings. In this powerful awakenindhef sexuality, Paroma experiences the
ultimate freedom of self which comes with its unbited release. In the end, when the
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relationship is finally discovered, and Paromairesl that she has also been abandoned by
her lover, she tries to give expression to thisalery of freedom and self, by shaving off
her hair and attempting suicide by slashing hewstariHer suicide attempt fails and the
family, in its inability to understand or accept l&fair, decides that she must be mentally
unwell and should be institutionalized. Paromanewben she feels beaten back, challenges

them and says she believes she has done nothimgwro
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Pageant Trouble: An Exploration of Gender Transgression in Little Miss
Sunshine
By Alison Happel, University of Memphis & Jennifésposito, Georgia State

University

Abstract:

Little Miss Sunshiné a recent (2006) film that was popular amongowar audiences within
the United States. Because of its popularity, fils serves as an important representation of
cultural norms and ideals since it is through papaulture we learn lessons about gender
and race. The plot centers on a dysfunctional whitaly making a cross-country journey in
order to enter their elementary school aged daughte a beauty pageant. Utilizing Judith
Butler's theory of gender performativity, we inugate the relationships between beauty
pageants and gender. We also use the film a® doséxplore interpellations of femininity
and sexuality. We explore how the main charactdiyeQ disrupts normative gender
expectations and behaviors by performing her geimdieansgressive ways at the pageant.

1 Little Miss Sunshines a recent (2006) film that was popular amongouer audiences
within the United States. The screen-play was amitby first-time writer Michael Arndt and
was directed by Jonathon Dayton and Valerie Fétrisvas nominated for four Academy
Awards and received two, one for Best Original SoréPlay and the other for Best
Supporting Actor.

2 We argue thdtittle Miss Sunshinés an important text that needs to be theorized fo
its messages about normalized subjectivities antbleyed expectations. Because of its
popularity, this film serves as an important repregiation of cultural norms and ideals since it
is through popular culture we learn lessons abeuntgr, race, class, and sexuality. We begin
our analysis by outlining Judith Butler's theorygender performance. We then review the
cultural significance of beauty pageants, payingcH attention to feminist critiques of
beauty pageants and the cultural norms that thangsent. Next, we explain our methods of
film analysis that informed our interaction withetitext of the film. We follow this with a
brief synopsis of the film. Finally, we provide oanalysis of the film and explore the
implications of the gender representations andrmmpéions present within the text. Using
Butler's theory of gender performance, along witdiscussion of post-feminism, we offer
our interpretation of the film, arguing that Oliwdinal performance illustrates important
cultural ideals and expectations about gender.

3 It is important to note the social and politicainate in which this movie was created
and consumed. Many scholars have asserted thairthaway from critiquing and engaging

with political power structures (including patriagd has created what has been termed post-
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feminism. We argue thaittle Miss Sunshingas produced within a post-feminist climate in
which popular discourses about feminism assumeitth&ho longer necessary and relevant;
these assumptions assert that social critiquesewisi® and patriarchy are unnecessary.
Angela McRobbie is one of the leading scholars wiallenges and critiques post-feminism.
Although this term has wide variation depending rupdiscipline (and even within
disciplines), McRobbie defines post-feminism as:
An active process by which feminist gains of the7d® and '80s come to be
undermined. It proposes that through an array ofchinations, elements of
contemporary popular culture are perniciously dffecin regard to this undoing of
feminism, while simultaneously appearing to be gigin a well-informed and even
well-intended response to feminism. (258)
Post-feminism suggests that the goals of feminiawetbeen attained and, thus, there is no
need for further collective mobilization around den As McRobbie argues, in order for
feminism to be “taken into account,” it has to belerstood as having already passed away
(259). Women are presumed to be free to articudatedesires for sex, power, and money
without fear of retribution. The notion of choicesclissed in terms of post-feminism takes
the stance that women are free agents in theis likas they are able to make choices free
from sexist constraints and institutionalized ogpren. The focus remains on the individual
(the personal as split from the political) instezfdhow the individual is located within a
heteropatriarchal culture (the personal is polificaArguing against notions of
“victimization,” post-feminism assumes that womea aow equal to men, and can therefore
make agentic, rational decisions unencumbered kigrae(Hua 68). These discourses about
gender, freedom, and individualism are presentugjinout the film, and an understanding of
post-feminism is important when engaging theoréticabout the social significance of the

film.

Theoretical Framework

4 Judith Butler has made substantial contributimsonstructivist understandings of
sex, gender, and sexuality. Utilizing her framewdok gender performativity, we will
examine how youth pageants are constitutive of gendrms and disciplined bodies. In her
various texts on sex and gender, Butler seeksweatehe socially constructed nature of
binary sex categories. Interrogating the potentiedinstructed nature of biological sex points
to the tenuousness of gender and gender categtirieas been assumed that gender and
gender categories have been founded upon binarcaegories that have been based in

essentialized, biological differences. Butler psimut that the instability of gender and
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gender categories is a natural consequence of iguiesf the constitution of binary sex
categories. If gender is no longer thought to dkeceng biological essences, then gender
itself is a performance that “regularly conceats genesis” and is highly unstable (Butler,
Performative Act®03). This leads to her conceptualization of gepéeformance.
Because there is neither an 'essence' that gemgeesses or externalizes nor an
objective ideal to which gender aspires; becauséeyeis not a fact, the various acts
of gender create the idea of gender, and withasgelacts, there would be no gender
at all. (Butler,Performative Act®03)
Gender performance is a necessary fiction thatral&as sex and gender. Butler does not
believe that gender performance is a “singularbéetite act” (Gilbert 130). Rather, it is a
“reiterative practice by which discourse produdes ¢ffects it names” (ButleBodies that
Matter 2). Gender identity is an imitative process whgrebértain gender performances are
socially sanctioned, while others are not. The atioh of certain gender performances
reinscribes the seemingly naturalness of gendegoaes, again upholding the fiction of
binary sex/gender systems. “Gender is a kind ofaiti@n for which there is no original”
(Butler, Imitation 643). The constant imitation/reiteration of gendbérough socially
sanctioned performances perpetuates normative veawes beliefs about binary gender
systems.
5 According to Butler, the fact that society hasvsany regulatory regimes that dictate
and/or encourage certain gender performances parttse tenuous and unstable nature of
these very same categorid3e(formative Acts903). If these categories were natural and
innate, no regulation would be necessary in ordemaintain the distinctions. Because
gender performance regulation is present in varimssitutions, social structures, and
relationships, this shows that the categories tleéras are socially constructed and not easily
maintained. The instability of the categories ssgg@ossibilities of agency and resistance. If
gender is a performance and must constantly bextimit and repeating socially sanctioned
performances in order to be read as natural aratenmesistance is possible by interrupting
different forms of imitation or performing gendefferently.
6 We utilize this theoretical framework about gemplerformance and transgression in
our analysis of the filnkittle Miss SunshinéNe look to the film in order to better understand
which gender performances are socially sanctiometlveny. By examining Olive's gender
(mis)performance, we can begin to investigate dnth@® many socially sanctioned gender
regimes that perpetuate certain ideals and embodsr& gender. We approach the text
asking, why was Olive's final performance so distuy to both pageant officials and
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audience members? How did Olive transgress traditioonceptualizations of gender, and
what does it mean to interrupt normative gendereetgtions? How are girls and women
simultaneously complicit and resistant to normatender expectations and practices? By
utilizing Butler's frameworks, we hope to examirevhgender is regulated and performed

within the culture of beauty pageants as repreddmgdahe filmLittle Miss Sunshine

The Cultural Significance of Beauty Pageants

7 Different variations of the modern day beauty gaag have been in existence for
centuries, and the roots of the pageants can bedita medieval Western Europe. Within the
United States, the Miss America pageant is cledrl most significant beauty pageant
currently in existence. Originally constructed asoarist attraction in Atlantic City, New
Jersey, the Miss America pageant has been a duétveat since 1921. Since its inception,
the nature of the pageant has shifted accordiitg tastorical context. or example, following
World War I, the pageant was wholeheartedly emdxlafor its role in upholding certain
traditional norms of gender and femininity. Argualthe most significant change in the
pageant structure and ideology followed the 1968iriest protest of the pageant. Feminists
protested the objectification of women at the MAsserica pageant, and they drew attentio to
the ways in which women were oppressed by beaatydards and expectations. After the
feminist protest, the pageant focused more atterdiointellectual ability, individual talent,
and civic responsibility. Currently, Miss Americaageant contestants are judged on a
numerical score based on several categories: fleagfe interview, the spontaneous on stage
interview, and the talent, swimsuit, and eveningvigocompetitions. Since the feminist
protest, the pageant has adapted an arguably llismanist framework that facilitates
meritocratic understandings of success, beauty,rafididuality which seeks to counter the
pageant's reputation that the competition only Ive® physical appearance (Banet-Weiser
88).

8 Although many believe that beauty pageants atdated and consequently of little
social significance, we argue that pageants aretitapt and uphold critical ideals that are
central to our cultural beliefs and practices. “Bggpageants are a singularly unique site in

which to study the production and representatiooutture and power” (Mani 718). Socially

! Liberal feminism seeks to equalize rights and opmities between men and women. This branch ofrfism
focuses on equality within the home, workplace, deghl system. Liberal feminists often focus on the
individual and individual rights and believe thabmen deserve the same rights and opportunitieseas m
Liberal feminists often focus on the importancechbice and autonomy. They have their roots in teosd
wave of feminism (for more, see Brown 2002).
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sanctioned gender performances are legitimatedighrgarticular representations of ideal
femininity at beauty pageants. As Sarah Banet-Weisenvincingly argues in her
ethnography of the Miss America beauty pageantledtirhe Most Beautiful Girl in the
World, beauty pageants represent a very deliberate aniduydar version of femininity, one
that upholds a nationalized identity, which seri@esymbolize the cultural core of the nation
(2). As Angela Latham shows, beauty pageants gush'about physical beauty; instead, they
also seek to construct and perpetuate “an imagéeofdeal attitude of femininity” (164).
Beauty pageants in general, and the Miss Amerigaga in particular, serve to represent an
ideal femininity that embodies very specific clakseaced, and sexualized gender
performances. Banet-Weiser illustrates that ditgiisi represented in very superficial ways,
and that white, middle class femininity still carls which gender performances are socially
sanctioned, and which are excluded (19).

9 Beauty pageants are culturally significant beeahey teach us a number of highly
contested lessons about gender and femininity,caild beauty pageants in particular have
sparked a number of debates in feminist and acadaranas. The 1996 murder of JonBenet
Ramsey put child beauty pageants in the nationaltlight, complicating national
understandings of childhood, innocence, feminiraty] parenthood. The murder of JonBenet
Ramsey highlighted the contradictory attitudes prattices surrounding the culture of child
beauty pageants. As mentioned above, a numberadiatcs have critiqued these pageants
using feminist and cultural studies frameworks.rieat Oppliger asserts that the main
concern feminists have with child beauty pageastthat they sexualize young girls. She
argues that little girls are being taught that tbag and should be judged on their looks, and
that their natural beauty is not good enough andtrbe enhanced by a variety of beauty
products (Oppliger 77). She points to the beautals enacted by girls in beauty pageants to
illustrate the superficial and objectifying messateat beauty pageants perpetuate. Similarly,
Henry Giroux argues that child beauty pageants aewai and commodify children and
become pedagogical sites “where children learn apteasure, desire, and the roles they
might assume in an adult society” (36). Pageardssdes where young girls are informally
educated about gender roles and expectations;irtbisdes lessons about being sexually
attractive and complicit, and it also involves tigectification of the young female body. He
further argues that child beauty pageants mimeréibfeminism when they utilize notions of
self-esteem and autonomy when justifying the ertsteof beauty pageants (41). Like Banet-
Weiser, Giroux points to the ways in which the setovave of feminism influenced the

culture of beauty pageants.
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10 Although she does not write specifically abdutccbeauty pageants, Susan Bordo's
work on Westernized notions of femininity is a usefritique of Westernized body practices
and ideals that are present within pageant culBoedo argues that Westernized discourses
surrounding gender serve to create disciplined dsodihat, although agentic, conform to
socially situated norms and ideals (166). She &sHeat gendered norms and practices serve
to homogenize bodies while simultaneously normadjzhe very same practices (Bordo 25).
The child beauty pageant is an overt way in whiolng girls are taught to discipline and
control their bodies. The pageant offers emotiosatjal, and economic rewards to the girls

who are able to control their bodies and presasthtin normalized and homogenized ways.

Methods

11 Popular culture texts are important sites thath us about ourselves and the social
norms of society (Esposito and Love 33; Kellner Bjom engagement with these texts,
people learn what it means to live particular iderg (Kellner 263). For example, popular
culture texts inform viewers on social norms inwty race and gender. These texts are
therefore educational and must consequently beyzedl critiqued, and questioned. As
Stuart Hall (“New Ethnicities” 200) has argued, plaw culture texts are constitutive. These
texts simultaneously reflect and create understeysdiabout the world. Consequently,
popular culture texts are an important influencat ttan have tremendous power over how
people privilege certain ways of knowing and actingheir social worlds. The influence
popular culture has over how people think and athtp to the importance of critiquing
popular culture texts, especially those that hasssvappeal to young people.

12 The popular culture text and its meaning do stahd alone; there is no inherent
meaning that the text contains (Fiske 1). Rathwes,relationship between the consumers of
the text and the text itself is an active procésasll( “Notes on Deconstructing the Popular”
447). Popular culture texts both reflect and camstrour understandings of our worlds
(Schildcrout 823). Viewers of popular culture texdse not passive; instead, viewers are
engaged in a constant negotiation in which theytgesv they view the world against the
view of the world presented in the popular culttext. We viewed the film alone multiple
times and noted instances of “gender trouble.” Eaahor made a list of these instances in
the film. We came together and discussed the siginite of these moments and what we
each had learned about gender, race, class, dgxaradi beauty. These conversations formed

the bulk of our analysis of the film.
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13 We approached our reading of the filnttle Miss Sunshineas feminist identified
women. The term “feminist” is complicated and hasmdefined, contested, and redefined in
a variety of ways. Yet, “we use the tefeminist with an acknowledgment of its troublesome
history and usages, because we need it” (Pillow ago 155). In our method of film
analysis, we define feminism as a way of critiquimgw regimes of gender, race, class,
sexual orientation, and beauty structure the lofedl of us. We also recognize how privilege
and oppression are relational. One can be simwtasty privileged and oppressed based on
varying subjectivities and how these subjectiviaes interpreted at a given moment in time.
140ne author is White while one is Latina. Althougle grew up in very different
environments, we are both academics with similsrasts and epistemologies. By divulging
this information, we do not wish to essentializéiwmeanings or our identities (hooks 373).
Our identities are not stable nor do they denotesistently particular ways of viewing the
world. We divulge this information in order to s&gg that our reading of the film have been
shaped by our multiple subjectivities, and we aekedge that our reading of the film is but
one (Blair 244). Although it is difficult to knowxactly how being a particular age, race,
gender, or sexual orientation structured our meamaking of the film, we know that these
identities have exerted some influence. For exampbdeith may make entirely different
interpretations of the text thus, as Buckinghamgssts, there are limitations to adult
readings of youth culture (10). We recognize, haavethat this reading is still crucial in an
attempt to understand the power of popular culterés and the ways in which gender

regimes are constructed, negotiated, and maintained

Film Synopsis

15 The cast of the film centers around a lower-meidthss “dysfunctional” white family
who is determined to get their daughter from tin@ime in Arizona to a beauty pageant in
California. The story revolves around Olive HooyAbigail Breslin), a seven-year-old girl
who finds out that she qualified for the Little MiSunshine beauty pageant after another
contestant was disqualified for taking diet pildive is not traditionally beautiful; she wears
glasses, unfashionable clothing, and she is shamnigéheavier than other pageant contestants.
Richard Hoover (Greg Kinnear) is the father of tamily and is a mediocre motivational
speaker; he is constantly making references tagbeminner and not giving up. Throughout
the film he is ironically unsuccessful in trying and a book deal for his self-help book.
Sheryl Hoover (Toni Collette) is the mother of tfaenily and is over-worked and over-

stressed with her familial and economic duties.aBse of her husband's lack of professional
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success, she is the breadwinner of the family &edisalso in charge of the emotional and
physical work it takes to keep her family togetiawayne (Paul Dano) is a teenage boy who
has taken a vow of silence until he is accepteal piibt's school. He is Sheryl's child from a
previous relationship or marriage. He communicétesugh writing notes, hates his family,
and is an avid Friederich Nietzsche follower. Obvgrandfather, Edwin (Alan Arkin), lives
with the family because he was kicked out of hiregment community for his heroin use.
Although he is foul mouthed and constantly talkeudlbsex, he loves Olive and is the one
working with her on her pageant routine. At theibemg of the film, Sheryl's brother, Frank
(Steve Carell) comes to live with the Hoovers atitempting to commit suicide. He is a
leading Proust scholar and fell in love with a ygeinman who did not return his love thus
propelling him toward an unsuccessful suicide apem

16 Early in the film, after bringing Frank homeritdhe hospital, the family learns that
Olive has qualified for the Little Miss Sunshinggpant. Edwin immediately begins working
with Olive on her routine for the pageant. Becatlsefamily does not have the money to fly
to California, they decide to drive their Volkswag@2 Microbus. The whole family,
including Frank and Edwin, leave for California.rihg the road trip, the family encounters a
series of substantial problems. Richard finds bat he did not land his book deal, Dwayne
finds out that he is colorblind and consequentlphle to go to pilot school, and Edwin
overdoses on heroin in a hotel room on the wayhéopageant and passes away. After his
death, the family decides to continue on to theepag because that is what they think he
would have wanted for Olive.

17 Once at the pageant, Frank and Dwayne realiae Gfive is significantly under-
prepared for the culture of the pageant. They zedlne time and effort necessary for the
particular kinds of gender performances that angeeted, and they leave the pageant to
avoid witnessing Olive's embarrassment. Richard/lgloealizes that Olive does not fit into
the pageant culture, and he struggles with decidow to make sense of the pageant and his
daughter's obvious upcoming “failure”. Sheryl isspthelping Olive prepare and does not
seem to acknowledge the potential problems thateOf bound to face surrounded by the
thin girls who are applying spray tans, shavingrtiegs, and putting on make-up. She
defends Olive's right to perform when confrontedHognk and Dwayne, who come back to
help “save” Olive before Olive takes the stagetier final performance. She believes that
Olive should be able to decide to perform evemd does not fit in.

18 The final scene of the movie consists of Oliegfgrming a dance that is read by the

audience as a strip tease. Her grandfather hatitténeg the dance and the rest of the family
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was unaware of what she had planned. The pagefitisfare infuriated and try to remove
her from the stage. The audience initially is uasaf how to react, but many of them
eventually leave, disgusted by Olive's overtly sdiwed performance. Olive, however, is
unaware of how controversial her final performaisc@nd she keeps dancing. Eventually her
family joins her on stage in a final act of solithamwith Olive. The movie ends with the
family sitting outside of an office where pageaffictals are talking with the police, and the
police let the Hoovers leave as long as they prertasever again enter Olive into a beauty
pageant in the state of California.

Analysis

19 The film opens with Olive studying the reactioh Miss Kansas when she was
crowned Miss America. She studiously watches tige @er and over again, watching and
re-watching the joy and excitement of Miss Kansasnimg the crown. Olive finally sets
down the remote, and she slowly and deliberateijates the woman on the screen. Olive
imitates her facial expression, her body postund,tae ways in which Miss Kansas flails her
arms with excitement. This opening scene servemamcovering of gender performativity
in that it shows Olive intentionally imitating aghily gendered performance. In this clip, we
are shown the ways gender and race are interpgllateugh cultural practices, taught, and
then lived. The Miss America pageant functionsrag@ucative space for Olive as she learns
appropriate and culturally sanctioned practicedenfininity. As Lesko has suggested, a
curriculum of the body exists for young girls. Thiearn how to become feminine through
multiple teaching tools. “Becoming feminine invadviearning sets of attitudes and actions
conceived and completed upon and through the biddgko 123). As viewers, we witness a
seemingly very influential and educative experiefareOlive as she learns how to perform
femininity by imitating Miss Kansas.

20 Televised beauty pageants are, of course, justeaslucative space about gender.
Throughout the movie, Olive is taught, often threwugpcial interactions, covert and overt
lessons about gender and gender performance. Borpdg, on the road trip to the Little Miss
Sunshine beauty pageant, her family eats at a dimesreakfast. Olive orders waffles a la
mode. Her mother asks incredulously, “for breakfaQlive, like the rest of the family, has
been given a monetary limit to spend on breakfastl she replies, “Yes, it's under four
dollars.” As viewers, we are not sure why Sherylif@®s mother) questions her daughter’s
breakfast choice. We know, however, based on RithdOlive’s father) response that he

attempts to manage her choice in order to managgemeler performance:
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Richard: Olive, can | tell you something about azeam? Ice-cream is made from
cream, which comes from cow’s milk. And cream hakotaof fat in it. Sheryl:
Richard...

Richard: What? She’s gonna find out anyway. Right?

Olive: Find out what?

Richard: Well, when you eat ice-cream, the fatcercream becomes the fat on your

body.

Sheryl: Richard, | swear to God.

Olive: What? What's wrong?

Sheryl: Nothing, honey. Nothing’s wrong.

Richard: So if you eat lots of ice cream, you'renga become big and fat. But if you

don’t, you'll probably stay nice and skinny.

Grandpa: Olive, Richard’s an idiot. | like a womaith meat on her bones.
This dialogue is complicated for multiple reasaMiest noticeably is Richard’s interruption
of Olive’s breakfast choice. He tries to use themant to “teach” Olive about the dangers of
eating too much fat. Yet, he does not explain watyid not culturally acceptable and skinny
is. He just tells her that if she does not eatt@tace cream she will stay “nice and skinny,”
thereby letting Olive know that being skinny is fhrévileged position. It appears Richard is
trying to help discipline Olive’s body so that gherforms a femininity that is sanctioned by
the dominant culture. In this clip, there is eviderthat Richard’s teaching of his daughter
helps support Sandra Lee Bartky’'s argument that,cntemporary patriarchal culture, a
panoptical male connoisseur resides within the @onsness of most women: they stand
perpetually before his gaze and under his judgméf?). In this situation, Richard is the
literal panoptical male connoisseur using his gazdeach Olive about the tyranny of
slimness, and it is assumed that eventually Olivié imternalize this information as she
learns to regulate her own choices in the namegé&monic femininity.
21 The Grandpa’s role is less clear. He remainpative of Olive as he dismisses
Richard’s insinuation that fat is a bad thing. Yie¢cause the film has positioned him as
sexist and vulgar (he told his grandson to “fuclotaof women”), his support of Olive is
suspect. That he likes a woman with “meat on herebdis a testament that he is also a
panoptical male connoisseur and it is Olive whiefsto negotiate between their desires for
how her body should look and her own desire forci@am. Both of these conflicting
opinions are driven by the physical/sexual prefeesnof arguably the two most important
men in Olive’s life.
22 Sheryl's response in this scene is the mosicdiffto read. She has been “pro-
honesty” in terms of Olive up until this point, agging a common stance in this society that
childhood innocence must be protected from thestnaealities of the adult world” (Jenkins
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2). For example, when Olive saw the bandages arbusmik’s wrists (where he slashed them
in a suicide attempt) she inquires about what haggpeWhile Richard says that Uncle had an
“accident,” Sheryl, instead, asks her brother HloQéve the truth because she believes seven
year old Olive is old enough to know what realrspired. Thus, Frank tells Olive about his
suicide attempt and his failed love affair with #re¥ man. Yet, in this scene, while Sheryl
certainly “advocates” for Olive in that she intgtsi her husband’'s paternalistic attitudes
about weight, she does not afford Olive the honskg/had been previously entitled. Instead
of teaching Olive about dominant beauty norms lati@n to weight, Sheryl merely silences
Richard but tells Olive that nothing is wrong. Siweild have, instead, utilized the moment as
Richard tried to do to teach Olive what the cultoften requires of the White female body.

23 In other instances, Sheryl is less than honébkt@live. She appears to be unable to
critigue dominant gender norms herself, or, anradtiee reading could be that she embodies
post-feminist beliefs and ideals. This would explaihy she privileges Olive’s desire and
agency to make choices over a critical engagemdht iwstitutionalized oppression. She
seems to suggest that Olive’s happiness in her seifrexpression is the absolute. Sheryl's
attitudes about the pageant itself, and Olive's vathin the pageant, are an embodiment of
post-feminism. Sheryl believes that Olive has filghtrto make her own individual choices
about the pageant, and she does not engage Olitieany discussions about the gendered
and class dynamics obviously present at the pagEaen though it is obvious Olive does
not fit into the pageant's culture, Sheryl refusesacknowledge this and instead believes
Olive's individual rights and choices should betgected and honored regardless of the
emotional costs. Embodying post-feminist ideolo8feryl does not engage in political or
cultural analysis of gender relations and normsabsge ultimately she believes if Olive is
able to express herself then that is all that m&atteheryl relies on tropes of post-feminism
which posit individual choice and autonomy as mamgortant than critigues about
institutionalized oppression. In other words, piestinism helps create the situation whereby
gender is discussed in terms of individuals, chgi@nd freedom instead of institutions,
oppression, and patriarchy.

24 It is important to note that Sheryl looks traatially feminine in the sense that she
was of average weight, had long hair, and dressefdrm fitting clothing. So, while she
acquiesces to gender norms, she does not expedabhghter to as long as it is her “choice”.
Yet, this lack of attention to a critique about dennorms ultimately serves male interests
and perpetuates patriarchy. This is because Olesntual consumption of the ice cream

(encouraged by all of her family members exceph&id) could have material consequences
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on her body and, thus, her status in heteropatriyai8y not equipping Olive with the tools to
understand gender oppression, Sheryl remains coitnpithin the systerqh By not teaching
Olive about how fatness and other hegemonic bestatydards are socially constructed, she
helps create a situation where Olive may later viewr own “fatness” as an individual
problem instead of a problem with how gender opoeshas created hegemonic standards
of beauty. It is, however, when Olive asks the eniriMiss California if she eats ice cream
that the post-feminist trope is reified. She té@ls/e that she does, in fact, eat ice cream and
we learn that even beauty queens make the “chacehdulge in ice-cream. Though, in
keeping with hegemonic beauty standards, Miss @aif goes on to tell Olive that
technically the ice cream she likes is actuallg&mo yogurt. While the adults understand that
frozen yogurt does not have the same fat conteiteasream, the point is lost on Olive who
just feels validated that a beauty queen enjoysream.

25 Throughout the movie, Olive receives and netggi@arious messages about gender
and socially sanctioned gender roles and perforesrks mentioned earlier, Butler's theory
of gender performance offers a way to conceptuaaader interruptions and gender norm
resistance. Because our society is so intent ostearting and maintaining very specific
forms of gender performance, there is space fastexe that is determined by social,
historical, and personal circumstances. Gendan isndative process that must be constantly
negotiated and regulated, and this allows for gemderruptions that highlight the socially
constructed nature of traditional gender regimes. akjue that Olive’s final performance in
the pageant is an example of one such genderupten. For example, when her family
arrives at the pageant, it is obvious that Olimdsly does not “fit” in with the rest of the
girls. She is heavier and shorter than the othertestants, and her outfits do not fit
appropriately because of her weight. As viewers,s@e immediately that Olive and her
family are outsiders to the pageant culture thastexo represent femininity in particular
ways. As girls are being prepared for performanees,witness the incredible amount of
work and time invested in their femininity. Littggrls are having makeup applied, hair done,
and even getting their almost hairless legs shavéegcomes obvious that Olive did not have
the same training for the pageant as the othes.ditktead of a professional pageant coach,
Olive relied on her drug-addicted grandfather ttphgrepare her routines for the pageant;

thus, she arrives at the pageant with very litteppration.

2 We do not mean to engage in “mother blaming” ti@urs all too often within patriarchy. We recognthat
ALL of Olive’'s family members have a role in teashiher about gender oppression not just her mothes.
Sheryl, however, who has the “pro-honesty” stance so0 it is Sheryl who we believe would be the most
capable of engaging in honest dialogue with Oliveu the system.
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26 Upon her arrival to the pageant, Sheryl doesimatediately recognize the type of
work and time required for a socially sanctionethd(eclass specific) performance of
femininity. The other family members, however, arade aware of the types of femininities
that get privileged. Olive’s uncle and brother kedecause they cannot bear to watch Olive
embarrass herself. They eventually come back to phageant to try to stop Olive’'s
performance. Olive, however, remains oblivious & family’s concern. It is not clear to
viewers whether or not she overhears her brothmadding that Sheryl intervene:

Dwayne: | don’t want Olive doing this.

Sheryl: Oh, my God!

Richard: See?!

Dwayne: Mom, look around. This place is fuckedohd want these people judging

Olive. Fuck them.

Richard: Exactly. Fuck them.

Sheryl: No, Dwayne. It’s too late.

Dwayne: It's not too late. You're the mom. You'repposed to protect her. Don't let

her do this. She’s not a beauty queen mom. I'mgytortell her.
This dialogue positions Sheryl as potentially dasng her daughter’s dignity in the name of
autonomy and choice. While Richard and Dwayne neizegthe cultural norms demanded of
beauty queens and that “beauty pageants are nptptades where queens are chosen but
where they aranadé (King-O’Riain 75), Sheryl is determined to provkat it “doesn’t
matter.” She believes that her daughter should Haeight to attempt to be a beauty queen
even when the rest of the family understands thiae@as not been adequately educated in
how to do it. In addition, for all of Olive’s anch&ryl's other honest dialogues, they have not,
to viewers’ knowledge, engaged in conversation ndigg the meaning of beauty pageants
and the cultural norms and hegemonic performantcgsroninity expected of beauty queens.
As such, Olive cannot truly make an informed chaat®ut whether or not she wants to
participate.
27 During her final performance, Olive puts on p tat and takes off her glasses. She
dedicates her performance to her late grandfatimer taught her the moves. The DJ plays
“Can’t Touch This” and Olive performs a dance tisabasically a strip tease. Olive spanks
her butt and throws her hat off. Her long hair tlestdown. She then pulls off her pants and
twirls them around. Her smile is huge and it isaclehe is enjoying the dance. She becomes
increasingly more sexual with her moves as she vemaber tie and places it in her mouth.
Her father, standing in the audience, looks onishelief (as does everyone else) and mouths,
“No, no.” When some of the audience members leawvaisgust, her father and uncle stand

up and slowly start clapping. One of the pageafitiafs asks Richard what his daughter is
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doing and he replies, “She’s kicking ass, that'ssghe’s doing.” At this point Olive crawls
on the floor growling with her mouth open. The Emaé the pageant tries to pull Olive off
the stage. Her family rush to the stage and Richackles the Emcee so that he cannot
interrupt Olive. Richard then pretends as if hel weéilmove Olive and, instead, he starts
dancing with her mimicking some of her sexuallygegtive moves. Uncle Frank joins in and
defiantly stares at the pageant official. Soon, lv@ther and mother are dancing as well.
More audience members leave and eventually thelyaemds up dancing in a circle,
solidifying their love and support for Olive. Oligefinal performance can be read as an
ironic commentary on the sexualization of girls pageants. The audience and pageant
directors, as gender police, resist her performamzetry to discipline both Olive and her
family for their overt interruptions of gender parhance. What is sinister about the pageant
officials “policing” the sexualization of Olive’sgsformance is that the sanctioned femininity
relied on sexual undertones as well. Little girlsrggmade-up to look like adult women. They
wore make-up, had their hair done, and wore rewgalutfits (including a swimsuit). They
stuck out their butts and their non-existent bieagtien they posed. Yet, this conception of
femininity as “good girl” beauty queen was allowélive’s performance exposes the sexual
undertones of the pageant by exploding them. Steeripts the sanctioned performance of
femininity by hypersexualizing her performance auding as the (ironically unknowing)
“bad girl.” It is this interruption that effectiwelexposes all of gender as a performance,

especially as a socially and culturally mediatedgrenance.

Conclusion

28 As feminists, it is important we utilize theacal frameworks that help explain the
complexity of gender in application to real lifdusitions. Beauty pageants have been a
source of contention within the feminist movemelitwas a protest of the 1968 Miss
America pageant that earned 2nd wave feministstithes of “bra-burners.” Yet, these
pageants have been an enduring part of life an@ireulvithin the United States. As such,
they are in need of gendered and racialized cesqirhe textlLittle Miss Sunshineteaches

us (and all viewers) about femininity. Beauty pagedave seen an increase in popularity as
evidenced by the TLC reality sholoddlers and Tiaraga look at beauty pageants for young
children). Studying beauty pageants in general,cdildren’'s beauty pageants in particular, is
important because “children's ideas about gendss, and sexuality develop gradually and
are greatly influenced by information that theivieonments provide” (Levin 78). Because

popular culture is one of the main sites in whiclulyg people form their raced, classed, and
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gendered identities, it is important for feminigisnvestigate ideologies being encouraged or
at least represented in popular culture texts.

29 ThelLittle Miss Sunshindext satirizes gender performances in general ety
pageant performances in particular. Throughoufithewe are witness to the immense work
and time invested in the process of “becoming femeiri We watch as mostly mothers help
discipline their daughters’ bodies to be socialbceptable. The film illustrates through
visuals and dialogue the ways gender is a perfocmariet, we also learn what are socially
acceptable and sanctioned versions of femininitg. [@arn that femininity has been defined
in narrow ways and that the punishment for trarsgjoms and interruptions of femininity is
severe. In fact, the family faced the police afidive’s performance was over. They were
allowed to leave on the condition that they wereendo enter Olive in a beauty pageant in
the state of California.

30 Little Miss Sunshineexists as a satirical examination of the tyranroésbeauty
standards upheld by beauty pageants. Yet, theditimately reifies hegemonic notions of
femininity because it does not engage in honedoglie@ about the ways these notions are
informed and shaped by heteropatriarchy. We seeathian effect of the social and political
climate of post-feminism in which the film was cdeéand consumed. Yet, our interest in the
film remains because it provocatively illustratesnder interruptions in performances of
femininity. Olive’s performance was a literal parfaance (i.e. she was participating in a
beauty contest and thus performing on stage). héatliteral performance also allowed us to
see the ways gender is figuratively performed iergday lives. We were witness to the ways
Olive learned about femininity and how multiple ydes (popular culture and family)
participated in her education about femininity. v@liinterrupted hegemonic norms by not
constructing a normative “body project” (Brumbei8).9We know this because, throughout
the film, Olive was positioned in opposition to y@ung women who were disciplining their
bodies and creating body projects that enabled tienbe properly surveyed by the
panoptical male connoisseur as well as the beaaggant judges. We hope that feminists
will continue an exploration of how gender is neggetd, lived, and transgressed in literal and

figurative ways.
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Disciplining Deviant Women: the Critical Reception of Baise-moi®

By Amy E. Forrest, Manchester, UK

Abstract:

Since the emergence of the New French Extremityege¢he depiction of both non-simulated
sex and extreme violence in the medium of film hasome a perennial issue that calls for
new feminist discourses. This is even more so waeiim includes subversive female
sexuality and women perpetrators of violence. ThepiEs need to be explored in relation to
gender issues, as it is only when one radicallyverb conventional cinematic
representations of sex, violence, and women thatpt#rvasive “mad” or “bad” dichotomy
restricting our understanding of violent women ilmfcan be weakened. The role of
marginalised women directors who make subversilesfimust also be considered as it
invites an exploration of the interventions thatical women can make, especially pertaining
to the issues of sex, violence, and dominant atsshe film. Reviews by amateur and
journalistic Anglophone and Francophone film cati@are especially revealing of the
dominant attitudes facing subversive, sex-positraglical, and provocative feminist films
and women directors. From this backdrop, this pa&sg@fores the socio-cultural reasons for
the strongly critical reception of the contempor&mench film Baise-moi (dirs. Virginie
Despentes and Coralie Trinh Thi, 2000), from anrerafeminist perspective.

1 Anette Ballinger notes iNo Angels: Women Who Commit Violeticat “[fleminism
has shown a marked reluctance to deal with femalkence, perhaps concerned that the
subject will harm the feminist cause” (1). This ulfimgness is with good reason because
women are still considered either “mad” or “bad”emhthey kill. Nonetheless, we need new
feminist discourses outside this dichotomy as ondewstanding of violent women is
inadequate. Much can be learnt by exploring recases of radical artistic endeavours that
treat the issue of women perpetrators and puslkdbheadaries of established feminism. The
contemporary French filBaise-moiis one such case that conveys a radical, sexalriand
subversive discourse. As such, it is subjectechttense yet divided amateur and journalistic
film criticism from the Anglophone and Francophanedia, while its co-directors, Virginie
Despentes and Coralie Trinh Thi, are heavily aniidj.

2 Released on 28 June 2000 and based on the npibElsame name published by
Despentes in 19948aise-moiportrays the story of Manu (Raffaéla Anderson)pacasional
porn actor, and Nadine (Karen Bach), an occasipradtitute, as they separately experience
traumatic events which drive them to murder. Thiegnce upon one another and embark on

a sexually charged killing spree across France &ty meet their equally separate fates.

! This paper draws on material submitted as panmngfBachelor of Arts dissertation at the Universitly
Manchester in 2012.
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3 The film provokes a range of reactions that nyoséintre on its inclusion of non-
simulated sex, and which, along with its extremelerice, places it in th&lew French
Extremitygenre. This term, coined by James Quandt, detimeslatively recent category of
French films which include a predominant amalgaomabf violence, torture, and sexuality
(17). Baise-moistands out from this recent trend since the 18804 for art house films with
graphic content (Downing, “French Cinema’s New ‘Ga&lxRevolution’ Postmodern Porn
and Troubled Genre” 265). This is because, deshtging such taboo features with its
contemporaries, it is one of the few which garreersh vehement opposition: the film has a
21% rating on Rotten Tomatoes, and a “generallawmirable” 35 out of 100 Metascore on
Metacritic.

4 Films are a highly accessible visual medium arel @oducts of specific social,
cultural, political, and economic contexts. Thegyp& role in the reflection on, and validation
or contestation of, socio-cultural norms and exgimhs. The polemic critical reception of
Baise-moiindicates the extent to which dominant contempocacidental attitudes are still
quite conservative and relatively untouched byaaldieminist and anarcha-feminist idéas.

5 From an anarcha-feminist perspective, this papetores the socio-cultural reasons
for the strongly critical reception of the filBaise-mai As non-simulated sex in mainstream
cinema is still somewhat provocative, and film eswers often evoke the corresponding
matter of female sexuality, the first section exp#othese issues. The second section is
concerned with another overtly denounced elemetiteharrative: the extreme violence. As
women commit many of the obvious instances of vioe this is logically followed by a
consideration of women perpetrators. Finally, altfiothe essay largely maintains a narrative
perspective, the effect on the film reviewer oftbtite film’s aesthetics and its wider context
cannot be ignored, thus the third section explthmesgrainy filmmaking techniques and the

critique of the co-directors.

The Taboo of Non-Simulated Sex and Disruptive Female Sexuality
6 “Femininity is whoring. The art of servility. Wean call it seduction and make a
glamorous thing of it. [...] Overwhelmingly, it'sigt about making a habit of behaving in an

inferior way.” (Despentes 126)

2 Anarcha-feminists oppose all forms of hierarchgt ezlationships of power, including class and race view
patriarchy as a symptom of involuntary hierarchheveas radical feminists consider patriarchy agptheary
and most profound source of oppression.

3 All translations are my own.
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7 Having undeniably offended some members of theliguthe portrayal of non-
simulated sex is easily the mastert reason for which the film is subject to intensiical
reviews. This is explored with a focus on: the lgim¥nographyand its financial and cultural
implications in contemporary French society; anel thematic taboo of non-simulated sex
on-screen.

8 The original un-cut version dBaise-moiis often labelled as pornography as it
contains extreme and vivid scenes of a sexual @&ldnt nature. The meaning of the term
pornographyis disputable, however, and the implications ef usage are financially and
culturally important in contemporary France. Orallg released with a 16 rating, the right-
wing religious groug’romouvoirand members of tHeront Nationalcampaigned against the
film. The French state council responded by replgacgis commercial certificate with an X
certificate, which effectively made it the firstriveed film in France in 28 years. Catherine
Tasca, the Socialist Minister for Culture from 20@02002, finally awarded the film the
newly reinstated 18 certificate around a year Jaddter much protest led by the French
novelist and filmmaker Catherine Breillat. In a dowentary on the making of the film, Trinh
Thi saw this as “an indirect economic ban” (Sankidrbecause in France, pornographic
films, unlike other French films, are not eligid an advance against the box-office from
the National Centre for Cinema and Animated Ima@&sC). An X certificate meant that
this early payment would have to be paid back, #rad Philippe Godeau, the producer,
would lose his investment and risk bankruptcy (Reyh3). The cultural implications of
banning a radical film are equally important whesmgidering the extent to which such
radical ideas are permitted to enter, and havdfanoten, mainstream culture. A film with an
X certificate would not have benefitted from promatof any kind; it would only have been
allowed to be sold by sex shops which, Trinh Tlyuas, would effectively have silenced
their voices as the typical clientele of these dghments would not be interested in their
film (Santarelli). With an 18 certificate, the filoould be more widely shown in mainstream
and art house cinemas around France, thus widé@sipgospective audience.

9 Concerning the labg@ornography Despentes, Trinh Thi, and R. Anderson argue that
Baise-moidoes not fall under this category as, unlike thigin, pornography is made for
erotic and masturbatory purposes (Santarelli). Nbetess, one must note that
cinematographic pornography is generally definedavy as the inclusion of certain sexual
on-screen acts including erection, fellation, pat&n, ejaculation and incitement to
violence (Nettelbeck 7), most of which the filmlundes. Yet labelling the filnpornographic

is a simplification. As Lisa Downing, ProfessorFaench Discourses of Sexuality, maintains,
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“[plornography displaced, fragmented, relativizaddermined is not pornography” (“French
Cinema’s New ‘Sexual Revolution: Postmodern Pond droubled Genre” 278). The film
could instead be considerpdst-pornographicin that it fulfils most of the expectations for
pornographic content, but contains a highly polersix-positive discourse that critiques
pornographic representation. Indeed, French quesarist Marie-Hélene Bourcier suggests
that Baise-moi is post-pornographic because the co-directors ompite modern
pornographic codes of representation and denatarddem (380).

10 One of the reproaches made of the film is thas pornography masquerading as
“legitimate” cinema. “Nix,” forBeyond Hollywoogwrites: “The flick is controversial only in
the sense that it shows hard-core sex in what pigrgo be a mainstream film” (1); and
“Grim Ringler,” writing for Jackass Criticslaments: “It seems as if its deep, but isnt. Seem
as if its a porn, but isnt. Seems as if its a dagasire, but isnt [sic]” (5). There is distinct
frustration from reviewers that the film does ntunchly conform to the narrative and/or
aesthetic expectations of either hardcore porndgyragr traditional, art house cinema
(MacKenzie 317-318). In short, despite having hadlaively unremarkable first screening,
the film immediately drew the attention of film rewers thanks to the initial ban and the
label pornography which was undisputedly linked to the public’s mimplification of the
visual inclusion of non-simulated sex.

11 Despite the polemic surrounding the labelling@afse-moj such a vivid portrayal of
real sex in cinema is still taboo and faces stropgosition based on aesthetic and narrative
reasons. The French cinema maga8haliogave the film two stars in 2000 and called it a
hard-core version of the American filithelma and Louisédir. Ridley Scott, 1991) that
challenges the taboo about sex in mainstream cinéAreon 30). This remark is
rather justified, yet it requires further explaoati It is themethodof using digital video to
depict real sex in cinema, as well as tepresentationitself, which makes for unsettling
viewing. Neil Archer, writing in the postgraduatkearonic journalE-Pisteme argues that
the pornographic tropes in the film, which includ#® only what is depicted but also how it is
depicted, are aesthetically disconcerting — theaisdigital video “trangress|es] the line of
past-ness and aesthetic distance necessary — pimaljo— to the illusion of filmic reality”
(74). Concerning both the aesthetics and the maera®hilip French, who reviewed the film
in the Guardian claims that the film is not erotic, but that ithelusion of non-simulated sex
only “distracts the audience from other mattergpedoing the overall sense of reality” (3).

One could therefore conjecture that the film revaesmdid not appreciate the conflation of the
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porn genre with art house cinema that arguablymgite to open up a debate for serious,
social commentary through its narrative.
12 Similarly, but specifically concerning the comdiion of sex and violence, it is
possible that unfulfilled aesthetic, thematic, ageheric expectations play a role in the
reception of non-simulated sex in film. Jeffrey Mnderson, forCombustible Celluloid
argues that “[t]o the film’s detractors, the sexkemthe violence seem more graphic and the
violence makes the sex seem more unappetizing T{t. overt portrayal of the sexual act,
especially in the graphic rape scenes, removeslitee (the second one is in the scene of the
sex club massacre, where Manu uses a gun to graligtrate a man. The massacre begins
when he gropes he non-consensually, implies thatsbkbuld accept it because they are in a
sex club, and then makes a racist comment). Thig p@s picked up on by Richard Scheib,
writing for Moria: The Science-Fiction, Horror and Fantasy FilReview “The film
interestingly co-opts porn style filmmaking, altlybuthe intent is clearly to do anythinther
than show the sex scenes in an erotic or titigatight” (3). Overall, the conflation of two
such provocative issues — sex and violence — algsals it apart from films that depict only
one or the other. Linda Ruth Williams, writing BFI's Sight and Sounduggests:

that this is neither a horror film nor a porn filmay be part of the problem. [...]

What's unusual is the conjunction of real sex anckal violence, the confusion of

authenticated pornographic fantasy and simulateléni spectacle. (11)
13 The uneasy relationship in cinema between takard the simulated, as well as the
film’s conflation of genres, is therefore recoguid®y some film reviewers and academics as
aesthetically and narratively disturbing. Accordingeviewers treat non-simulated sex in
film as a problematic and taboo issue to whichfilhe overtly draws attention. However, the
inclusion of real acts of a sexual nature is netdhly issue that incites less than favourable
reviews. The film depicts the women’s sexuality Bn unconventional, potentially
unexpected, and disruptive manner. This secondtpearéfore concentrates on: the lack of
female homosexuality; autonomous female sexualr&leand aggressive sexuality in the
film.
14 Bérénice Reynaud, a French film critic, historigheoretician, and film and video
curator, accuses Despentes and Trinh Thi of naesepting female homosexuality in the
growing complicity between Manu and Nadine, thus stattering this particular boundary
(11). Perhaps it is true that the co-directors helienited vision of female sexuality and are
too phallus-centred for their film to be truly tegmessive in all domains. Yet if these two

seemingly heterosexual characters then become atdim effectively for the spectator —
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around the same time as they commit murder, itccdid too easy to associate female
homosexuality with misandry. In the scene where WMand Nadine pick up two men and
take them up to a hotel room to have sex, oneefribn suggests that the women engage in
homosexual activity with each other, effectively fas visual and sexual pleasure. Manu
promptly throws him out. Within the narrative, Maisuejecting the sexual desires of anyone
other than herself and Nadine. In doing so, shaffisming her right to dictate her sexual
encounters (in sharp contrast to her earlier egpee of rape). Outside of the diegesis, the
film hints at the contradictory heteronormativity @ contemporary occidental society by
refusing to provide an explicit onscreen portraghlhomosexuality. This is a society in
which female homosexuality is often evoked in thedra merely for the visual pleasure of
men and not for the erotic pleasure of the womemtelves. IrSalon Charles Taylor —
although adamant that the film is pornography -egecses this expectation and proposes that
“the point of the [earlier] sequence [in which teemi-clothed women dance together],
though, is that they don’t have sex, thus defusirgmale gratification that’s the point of
porn’s ubiquitous lesbian scenes” (10). The characare not going to become temporarily
homosexual just because others (the men in theesasnwell as the male heterosexual
spectator) expect this, and their complicity does automatically make them homosexual
either. In “Des Marchandises Entre Elles,” Lucegdriay, Belgian feminist and cultural
theorist, argues that female homosexuality is resegl only to the extent to which it is
prostituted to man’s fantasies (189-193). Therefdespite what Reynaud deems as a limited
vision of female sexuality, it is important, in shinstance, that the film does not overtly
depict any potential homosexual relations betweemni and Nadine within the
narrative. This is so that the film may maintam stance that women should have complete
control over their sexuality (including the freedamreject). This clearly involves denying
the heterosexual male spectator the visual pleaduaa expected - but ultimately temporary
and superficial - female homosexual performancés hot only an example of the women
defining their own limitations, but also a strorgection of the normalised imposition of
men’s desires.

15 Not only doesBaise-moi attempt to thwart narrative expectations of oresor
homosexuality, but it is also essentially a deamsion of conventional heterosexual
femininity. This is because it contradicts tracht gender roles, which can provoke
subconscious opposition from a more conservatiwtgpor. The definition of a “natural”
woman stems from that which is considered un-maseuh dominant discourse. Despentes

argues that women who know their sexuality, and wtait from it, are excluded from the
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group as they do not respect the rules of behavaugirls (105). It is in relegating women

to the “inferior,” “weaker,” “fairer” sex and, mo#nportantly, in normalising the belief that
women are that which men are not, that taboos foomcerning women’s “unnatural”
behaviour. P. French epitomises the misogyny intteire many critical reviews when he
labels the women in the film “whores” (2), implyingith such terminology that their
promiscuity sufficiently encapsulates them and aixy@ their violent and unfeminine
transgressions. As Anne Cranny-Francis et al. mo@ender Studies: Terms and Debates
“[H]eterosexist norms [...] assume a compliant f@miy devoid of autonomous sexual
desire” (40). The film rejects many of the dominaatio-cultural codes and conventions of
an occidental patriarchal society in which womee aot expected tactively seek sexual
gratification. After they meet, the film portrayatline and Manu dseer sexual beings who
now instead attempt to exercise their sexual freeincluding, as previously mentioned, the
freedom to reject). The dismissive and reductivieellng of the main protagonists by
numerous film reviewers reveals the latters’ adhegeto the conventional expectations of
“natural” feminine behaviour.

16 Connected with many film reviewers’ unease wite women’s unconventional
autonomous sexual desire is their focus on Manu ldadine’s aggressive sexualities.
Maximilian Le Cain, inSenses of Cinemaalls the film “an almost apocalyptic view of
heterosexuality, a loveless, predatory sexualiti0)( and Marc Savlov, for théustin
Chronicle disparagingly summarises the film as “chock-faflithe most unexpressive [sic]
and predatory sexuality I've ever seen” (1). Anglence on the part of the women, which is
reserved for the male realm, is not only treatethhsrently sexualised, but also unfeminine
and therefore unnatural. The close-up of Nadin&skostiletto heels covered in blood after
having kicked to death the “dickhead condom guie@nly man with whom they had a
sexual encounter who they kill, contrary to manyiee's) draws attention to this inevitable
association. Nadine and Manu — as violent womenefaily creating their own path in
public — are dangerous to traditional expectatiansut natural, docile, feminine sexuality.
Nadia Louar, Literature and Francophone studiedure argues that it is the sexuality
inherent in their violence which reveals the wonseattempts to reposition themselves as
subjects and not objects: “By sexualising the vioke which is inflicted upon them, the
women make themselves the wretched subjects of tigectification” (9). Likewise,
Breillat, in an interview, insists that “[tlhe twberoines inBaise-moireclaim their sex
through violence. Nadine and Manu actually go thhowith it” (Grassin 2). With the

incorporation of this sexualised violent behaviaurthe narrative, the film subversively

61



denounces an important oppressive element of aietyothe sexist expectations of gender
roles and “appropriate” behaviour. This may havetgbuted to the negative critical
reception as the film disturbs conservative viewgi

17 The overall negative critical reception of saxdasexuality in the film reveals
unfulfilled expectations on many levels, namelyattthe film comply with either cinema’s
need for aesthetic distance or pornography’s p@r@sa masturbatory aid; that the women
engage in homosexual activity; and that the wonmfarm to conventional, heterosexual,
submissive, “natural” and non-violent femininityle@rly, the issue of violence in association
with women is central to socio-cultural reasonstfa film’s negative critical reception and

the following section considers this.

Extreme Narrative Violence and the Taboo of the Violent Woman

18 To be aggressive: virile. To want to fuck loadspeople: virile. To respond with
brutality to something which threatens you: vifilespentes 128)

19 While the non-simulated sex and the disruptiamer in which female sexuality is
portrayed are both essential factors in the ofegyative critical reception of the film, another
element of the narrative is brought out in revieth& violence. The first half of this section
consequently concentrates on: gratuitous, glansbrgdence; arbitrary violence as nihilism
or contestation of social injustice; and the reansiof certain violent acts in filmic
adaptations.

20 Baise-moihas come under particularly harsh scrutiny fordiépiction of violence,
most of which film reviewers and the censors degmattiitous” or “eroticised.” This is
especially evident in the cuts made to the initégde scene, which, in the filmic release for
British audiences in February 2001 and in the fBsitish video release in May 2002,
underwent a vital cut at the moment of penetrafidre British Board of Film Classification
(BBFC) gives the following explanation:

Cut required to an explicit close-up shot of a pegmenetrating a vagina during a
violent rape sequence, in accordance with BBFCeduies on sexual violence which
[sic] state that portrayals which eroticise sexaatualt [sic] may be cut at any
classification level. (BBFC, “Baise-Moi Film Relea26/02/2001")
However, the use of this penetration shot withia diverall context of the film is a way to
reappropriate a stereotypical pornographic troperefore undermining the idea that the

visual moment of insertion is automatically erotleurthermore, this initial reading is
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supported by the reasons givenvi@ivingthe cuts in the latest February 2013 British rsdea
of the video (BBFC, “Baise-Moi Video Release 0721R/3"):
neither the nudity nor the real penetration ardrpged as sexual or titillating. On the
contrary, the rape is presented as violent andflwprand, in this context, the shot of
penetration reinforces the violation and brutaljty. The] sequence [does not] make][]
sexual or sadistic violence appear normal, appgamarousing. There is never any
suggestion that the victims enjoy the experienod, the audience is led to identify
and empathise with the victims, not the perpetsaat@BFC, “Baise-Moi” 2)
One could easily construe cuts to the initial rapene as an effort to gloss over the horrific
experience of sexual assault. The co-directorsndlyding the penetration, are explicityg
eroticising shots of penetration; indeed, overtictegn does not automatically render the
image erotic — context is vastly important.
21 In the British reviews preceding the latest 20b8ut release, there is an expectation
that the sexually violent sex scenes should ngbdstrayed as explicitly as they are in the
film’s other scenes of consensual sex, lest théente be rendered erotic. Joshua Dysart,
who reviewed as recently as August 2011 MWBI, proposes that the film “gleefully
fetishizes violence [and] rape” (2). While J. R.e@ory, writing for Digital Retribution
refutes this reading and instead argues that “8ee af actual penetration during the rape
makes for an uncomfortable viewing experience [duedfilm] depicts rape as unglamorous|,
...] completely unsanitised and confronts the auzbewith what is the reality for many
women” (7). Noticeably, there are inconsistent npttetations of the same scene, but it is
important to be aware of the reasons for this. Qdoyris, writing for Bright Lights Film
Journal suggests that it is the voyeurism felt by thecsgter that makes for uncomfortable
viewing (8). This feeling of complicity and voyesm invites provocation, even if
inadvertently, which could explain some less tharotirable reviews.
22 The presence of gratuitous violence remains |pnaditic for some reviewers who
deem that certain “superfluous” acts of violencelkesn any “serious” meanings conveyed by
the narrative. Morris argues that the two mostugtatis scenes — that of the cash machine
murder and the sex club massacre — “undermineilth&s ffeminist/liberationist stance” (6).
Anthony Julius, writing for th&uardian agrees with this, suggesting that the “makers of
Baise-moi [are] both feminist and misogynist” (12), which,ovever, signals an
unsubstantiated contradiction within his review. pteposes that this polarity is due to the
film’s “fascination with what women are capablevdien freed from constraint” (Julius 12),
thus implying that the nihilistic side of the mursleand violence is inherently unfeminine.

This simplistic reading fails to take into accotim institutionalised physical, emotional, and
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psychological violence the women have had to face ao daily basis (particularly

demonstrative of this point is the scene with Nadim the bar at the beginning of the
film, involving, separately, the misogynist boyfigk and the man who objectifies a nearby
woman). The sex club massacre may at first appedoet gratuitous, glamorised, and as

detracting from any “serious,” “feminist” meaningget it can also be read as a violent
denunciation of the middle classes - a reading ithatven more supported by the
juxtaposition of the wealthy businessman's murdethie preceding scene. The massacre
reveals the contempt that the women have for alaisggliand falsely constructed world in
which the middle classes need to designate a ptadese their inhibitions. Ultimately, as
some of the violence iBaise-moiis not explicitly or sufficiently endorsed by pattlar
narrative events, several film reviewers automéyicshink it is gratuitous without
considering any deeper motivations for its inclasio
23 As well as often being considered “gratuitoubg violence contained in the film is
frequently deemed “nihilistic’ due to Nadine and W& violent — but ultimately self-
defeating — rejection of society’s laws, norms, amhventions. Julius rightly notes that
Manu and Nadine are not revolutionaries; however,dbes not associate their “arbitrary
violence” with its socio-cultural context (5), amdr does Paul Clarke fdfamera “any
intended message or intellectual vigour is lostdaam unrelenting, nihilistic atmosphere” (7).
Many film reviewers saw only unjustified, socialljacceptable violence, and deemed the
film “nihilistic” without searching deeper for thheasons for such a representation of violence
and extreme outlook. This is arguably because ef(on both) of two reasons: the film was
not explicit enough in its intended meanings aretdfore does not stand alone as a cultural
piece; and/or the public is not familiar with comigorary anarchist theories about the use of
violence to contest social injustice (Gelderloas, éxample, makes a case for violence).
Focus by critics on the nihilism obscures the npoktical reading that their violence could
also be an extreme contestation of social injusti@vard J. Ehrlich, a sociologist and social
psychologist, notes:

Politics [...] encompasses everything we do indaily lives, everything that happens

to us, and every interpretation we make of thegegsh All of them have political

meanings, because they are integral parts of ttereun which we live. (233)
Arguably, the film illustrates the radical femingtnciple, “the personal is political:” Nadine
and Manu’s actions are a violent and personal pragainst society’s inability to protect
them. Nevertheless, Downing warns us that “thebdedite postmodern play, signalled by the

nod to Tarantino [in the sex club massacre scemggs us not to take seriously the promise

64



of the possibility of freedom and transcendenceubh lawlessness and violence” (“‘Baise-
Moi’ or the Ethics of the Desiring Gaze” 54). Theiolence has roots, therefore, but the film
does not portray this violence as a path to lib@natAlthough they do resort to a form of
nihilism, their violence is not meaningless, butinstead a message about the social and
cultural context for their behaviour. The film stes the characters in an unquestionably
oppressive kyriarch&lsociety so that we may draw conclusions about ititertwined
processes, oppressive structures, and ideologiedved in reducing an individual to view
the world and human life as pointless. Those fibwiewers who consider that the film’s
nihilism renders it less articulate about the dffeicoppressive structures in society on the
individual are simplifying and unreasonably disrmgsthe revolutionary and political
potential of the film’s narrative.

24 Even less acceptable for some film reviewetasradical revision of a particularly
violent scene from the source novel: the sex clalsgacre in the film replaces child murder
in the novel. Reynaud identifies a truism in comeradrfilm production that the murder of a
child is the only thing for which most film patromsll not forgive you. Thus, replacing this
scene from the novel with mass murder in a swingdub in the filmis, she asserts, a
“cowardly compromise for simple reasons of massketarg” (Reynaud 7). On a cultural
level, Baise-maij as a filmic adaptation of a novel, is thereforéased in comparison with
the literary source. Ginette Vincendeau, ProfessiolFilm Studies, notes that “fidelity
stubbornly remains the critical criterion” (xiii)ybwhich a film based on a novel is most
judged. In the documentary, Despentes and Trinh eKpilain that their motivations for
cutting the scene of the murder of a child werdnlwhctical and ethical: “We’d have had to
find a three-year-old kid to do it, but he can’tde this kind of thing” (Santarelli). It would
be conceivable that it is precisdbgcauseof this particular truism that Reynaud mentions,
that the film does not portray infantile murder his study on the different codes of literature
and film, Brian McFarlane compares the “conceptuaHture of literature and the
“perceptual” nature of film (26—-27). In the noveheo couldconceiveof such an event,
whereas in the film the visual shock goetceptionof the act could eclipse the co-directors’
underlying intended meaning that no-one deservadigdSantarelli). Instead of inciting a

debate about women perpetrators of violence, ttésies could have arguably reduced the

* Kyriarchy is a feminist analytical category coinleyl Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza in 1992. It iealagism
“derived from the Greek words for ‘lord’ or ‘mast€kyrios) and ‘to rule or dominate’ (archein) whiseeks to
redefine the analytic category of patriarchy inmierof multiplicative intersecting structures of doation.

Kyriarchy is a socio-political system of dominationwhich elite educated propertied men hold powoegr

wo/men and other men. Kyriarchy is best theorized aomplex pyramidal system of intersecting mlidiive

social structures of superordination and subor@tinabf ruling and oppression” (Schissler FioreRpa).
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focus down to the shock of a child’s murder on-sordt may well be for mass marketing, as
Reynaud disparagingly declares, but replacingitfuglent with another of high shock value
allows one to depict, as closely as possible, ttmaptete lack of limits on the part of the
heroines, without transgressing the aforementidnesim of cinema.

25 However, it is not solely the extreme violenhattis addressed by critics but also,
most importantly, the women perpetrators. Annedsill Professor of Frenatmeritg notes
that “the film’s directors gave voice to somethaggnew as it was revolting to the established
order. [...] Baise-moiviolates a taboo in the perception of the femihi(203). For this
reason, the second part of this section contengplateiety’s notion of femininity in relation
to the taboo of the violent woman; and the linkwestn power, violence, and reviewers’
focus on gender.

26 While many critics focus on non-simulated sex gnmaphic violence irBaise-maoj
there is another central, but less often conscgpoid#ntified, taboo: the violent woman.
Cranny-Francis et al. note that the gendering mextof certain genres — in this case, the
New French Extremity — are often “embedded in residexpectations” (108). The disgust
and the negative criticism shown by many film rexees illustrate the extent to which this is
the case. That is to say, it is not the violenselfitwhich is disliked, but the violemtomen

In an interview with Despentes for ti&uardian Elizabeth Day notes that Manu’s violent
(albeit delayed) reaction to being raped is theaditionally male response of undiluted
aggression” (12). Men are socially conditioned ébdve in a certain way and to accept these
particular behavioural patterns as “normal,” witfjgeession and violence being perceived as
“an important means of achievement among men” (Bdk¥). Moreover,No Angels:
Women Who Commit Violendeals with real examples of women perpetratorgia@énce
and can be rethought to apply to the medium of.fllean French, in the same work, points
out: “the horror of crimes, especially murders, coitted by women is [...] understandable, if
not rational. We react more strongly to rare evef8), and J.M. Anderson also states that
violence only becomes an “outrage” when committgdmomen (7), even as a last-resort
reaction to continual oppression.

27 In the film, Manu fires a gun at her brotheeatftis repeated taunts of “whore, whore”
and the accusation that she enjoyed being rapedci8arly did not intend to kill him but had
quickly fired in order to silence his verbal abugalent women are inextricably linked with
society’s notion of femininity as they are commomgcused of either suffering from an
excess of femininity: hysteric; or a lack of it:natural (Myers and Wight xiii). In some

reviews, Manu and Nadine are perceived as unenafidhat is to say, as lacking in
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“natural” feminine behaviour: “all they can realbe, are written to be, are monsters. Manu
and Nadine never connect with anyone outside of edler” (“Grim Ringler” 4). InNo
Angels Elizabeth Stanko and Anne Scully note: “when wonodéfend, their actions are
assessed within traditional notions of approprimininity. [...] Self-control and non-
violence are assured via suitable femininity” (6jolent women disrupt these established
assumptions about women that anchor the gendedelifgilyers and Wight 22). Their
violence is portrayed as a taboo to enable the stramm definition of femininity to
dominate, thus limiting their acceptable forms t#mMinine” behaviour. It is probable that
this taboo of the violent woman has had an effecthe reading of the film in some of the
negative critical reviews.
28 Another way in which the gender of perpetratdrgiolence features in film reviews
is concerning the link between power and violerineher feminist manifestoking Kong
théorig Despentes relates rape to the capitalist systemrduing that “[rape is] a precise
political programme: the skeleton of capitalismisithe raw and direct representation of the
exercise of power” (50). The film also exploresstmtrinsic link between power and sexual
violence committed by men, notably in the initiape scene. Yet film reviewers dispute the
extent to which this is successful in terms of igjarwith some, such as Raphael Pour-
Hashemi, posting fofhe Digital Fix evoking the inadequate treatment of this conaeat
the narrative:
when the rapist relinquishes his forceful interseuafter noticing Manu will not put
up a fight, he loses interest. This strong notionvdver, of rape being fuelled by
ownership of power, fizzles in the air like mogtelligent claimsBaise-Moisuggests.
[...] Rather than being a debaBaise-moishould have rammed its ideology down its
viewers [sic] throat. (3-5)
Yet other film reviewers either did not mention a@id not recognise the aforementioned
relationship in Baise-moj which also includes a focus on pervasive “stnattuand
“cultural” violence against women (Galtung, “Viols Peace, and Peace Research”; and
“Cultural Violence”). It is cleaeither that the film does not adequately portray theanck
inherent in sexism, classism that many film reviewers are not sufficiently peptive or
educated in the matter. We can further contempiiegdatter possibility.
29 To reappropriate the words of Cranny-Francialgtthe narrative addresses sexism
“by the taboo act of speaking what sexist discoadempts to silence” (93), especially
through the use of resistant subjects (Nadine amahuyl who are aware, however
inadvertently, of the oppressive nature of theirideghal society. The film does, in fact,

consistently deal with the issue of power and vioke— two such examples: the opening
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scene where Nadine witnesses common misogyny asitsheg the bar; and the crude sexual
harassment from the man in the street who asksnatiivanna feel my balls slapping your
arse?”. The initial rape scene, above all, trdasrélationship between power and violence
by subverting conventional pornographic expectatiowencke Mihleisen, a Norwegian
writer, gender and media researcher, recognises ‘fibutral’ registration made by the
camera, which systematically avoids the point efwof the assailant and the eroticization of
the assault, as well as [Manu’s] unexpected re@tt{@19). This gang-rape scene is a
remarkable portrayal of the horrors of sexual dss@he polar-opposite reactions from
Manu and her friend suggest a variety of responsesmpe, and the focus on Manu’'s
impassive face de-eroticises the forced intercomsecomparison to common hardcore
heterosexual pornography in which the women viguatipress and verbalise their supposed
pleasure, if not merely their presence (Johnson)).
30 Sexism, classism, racism, heteronormativity, amslogyny are arguably present in
contemporary occidental society. It is becausehef iormalisation of these attitudes, and
precisely becausethe co-directors’ discourse is feminist and nonnasiaeam, that film
reviewers may find it difficult to recognise themteir socio-cultural education may have
taught them otherwise. What is more, film reviewaosnot question the legitimacy of such
normalised psychological, emotional, and physigalence against women, which the film
exposes (especially through the aforementioned pbeen Instead, it appears more shocking
to some critics that these women are demonstré#tigig ragephysically and overtly(instead
of staying within their designated gender role, amdrnalising the anger or suppressing it).
For example, Roger Ebert, an influential Americaarpalist, film critic, and screenwriter,
argues:

A case can be made thBaise-Moiwants to attack sexism in the movies [... but]

Manu and Nadine are man haters and clinically iasand not every man is to blame

for their unhappiness — no, not even if he sleefis them. (4)
Ebert problematically formulates this form of dedee assertion as a “truth” rather an
opinion (as countless critics are wont to do). @ilgeit is the women’s acts of murder, rather
than the acts of everyday violen@gainst women as an assertion of power, which
reviewers primarily address and denounce.
31 The critical reception of the narrative violemegeals a focus on — and sometimes a
condemnation of — its gratuity and the overall liskic tone of the film. Either the film lacks
clarity or film reviewers are not attempting to safer the contextual reasoning behind this

nihilism. With aggression considered a naturallyadtuline” behaviour in contemporary
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society, film reviewers respond more strongly tstamces of female violence as it is a
rejection of societal norms. They also choose twg$oon the gender of the perpetrators more
than the film’s denunciation of an inherently viai&yriarchal system. Having explored the
issue ofnarrative violence, the next section will concentrate onlenge outside the diegesis

of the film, namely, in relation to the filmmakimgnd the treatment of the co-directors.

A Rejection of the Dominant Textual Genres of Cinema and the Critique of the Co-
Directors

32 “Stepping out of the cage has always been acapieg by brutal sanctions.”
(Despentes 22)

33 Following on from the issue of violence portraydathin the film’s narrative, Archer
maintains that the violence “perpetrated on thectsper’'s vision, the film’'s deliberate
resistance to easily readable (and therefore retlesh@esthetics, forms part of a strategy
aiming to complicate one’s relationship as readethe film’s textual subject(s)” (69). The
beginning of this section therefore focuses onthestie relativism; and counter cinema as the
visual rejection of the dominant textual genresatiety.

34 Although reviewers often cite the cinematic hests of Baise-moias “proof” of
inferior quality, this merely indicates an elitiSgbsolute” view of filmmaking. Aesthetic
relativism — the “doctrine that [...] truth [of hag] itself is relative to the standpoint of the
judging subject” (Blackburn 314) — is instead ayphere. The grittynise-en-scendairly
simple script, natural lighting, low budget, useaohand-held camera, low quality digital
video, and punk-inspired soundtrack incite filmiesvers to come to the conclusion that the
film’s grainy “look” either reveals the unprofessalism of the crew or successfully mirrors
the film’s graphic themes. Edward Guthmann, fr8an Francisco Gateargues: “[w]hatever
message it wants to impart is overwhelmed by shaddynique” (6); and Julius claims that
“the film's visual language is lurid and tawdry,ettacting is perfunctory, the script is
uninventive and the soundtrack music dire” (9). Yother reviewers propose that it is
precisely due to the grainy filmmaking techniques that the nidweais intensified. For
example Alix Sharkey, a British free-lance joureglinotes that “[t]he film’s grainy, pseudo-
documentary texture makes it even more provocatwel disquieting” (7). Gregory
also proposes that “[tlhe use of digital camerdagjeverything a grainy, washed out ook,
adding to the realism and downbeat tone that passeaverything” (11). Furthermore,
within the film, the co-directors covertly acknowtge their focus on content rather than form

— after having killed the gun shop owner, Manu latsg “Fuck, we’'ve no feeling for
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language at all, we're not coming up with good mstat the right moment”, to which Nadine
replies, “We’ve got the actions right though, tealready something.” Scott MacKenzie, in
Screen notes that this self-consciousness “signals aaremess about the ways in which
critics and the public interpret and react to uiblenages” (318). It is clear that there exists a
polemic surrounding the use of “real-life” aestbetin the film, yet some film reviewers do
not take into account the absolutist nature ofrtjueigements oBaise-maoj and in doing so
betray their dogged adherence to the dominant d@kxtodes and conventions of
contemporary mainstream cinema.

35 Following on from the vital consideration of #eic relativism, it is not only
through a graphic, unsentimental narrative, bud gisough DIY punk aesthetics andunter
cinemathat Despentes’s work challenges “the unquestisngdemacy of the male viewpoint
in both film and literature” (Day 18). Despenteaisd Trinh Thi's use of unknown actors,
sometimes shaky camerawork, natural lighting, aigdtadl video instead of film is a strong
visual rejection of the dominant textual genres coiema. Despentes notes that they
encountered much opposition, even before the filas wade, based on their aesthetic and
cast choices (Santarelli). Despite many profes$samngng to persuade them to use particular
lighting, they resisted, in some part thanks togstpport of the director Gaspar N@aise-
moi is essentially an example of punk aesthetics dadlogy centred on anti-establishment
values, individual freedom, and, most importandly,do-it-yourself” attitude to the creative
process, which is intended to encourage self-seffty and self-empowerment. J.
Hoberman, fromVillage Voice recognises this when they associate the filmngakin
techniques and this DIY, sometimes nihilist, comatdture: “this journey to the end of the
night derives a certain amount of punkish energynfrits crude editing, cruddy-looking
close-ups, strident soundtrack, and overall vaigti(6). This rebuff to the dominant cultural
group and rejection of the cultural canon is algadical rejection of the universalisation of
masculine experience. Indeed, $exual Stratagems: The World of Women in Filitaire
Johnston, a feminist film theoretician, exploresvlBmme women’s cinema can be considered
“counter cinema” (133-143). Using what can be ater®d as a subversive choice of style,
Despentes and Trinh Thi challenge a sexist diseotlvat defines what is possible to do or
not do in film, and by extension, what is possiieiesay or not say as marginalised women in
society. It is by drawing attention to the prodantimethods used in their film and by
opposing sexist ideologies — among other dominart appressive ideologies — that
Despentes and Trinh Thi have rejected the noti@t there is one “correct” method of

filmmaking. Taken as a whole, film reviewers’ dkgi or public condemnation of these
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unconventional and rebellious methods reveals theiracious belief in the -cultural

supremacy of the dominant masculine textual geoifresciety.

36

While the violent rejection of dominant aesttetvokes negative reviews, one must

also address complex socio-cultural factors peartgino the implicit critique of the co-

directors themselves. Thus, this second part I@kshe transgression of the co-directors’

social positions; and the intense media coveragefasn of male “privileged hysteria.”

37

AlthoughBaise-moihas an undeniable “trash” aesthetic, the negativieism of the

filmmaking appears to be linked more to the coatoes’ and the actors’ transgression of

their social positions — marked through the depictof aggressive female sexuality and

violent women perpetrators — than the actual cinenagsthetics of the film. Despentes, as a

former prostitute, peepshow hostess, and outspplkek, and Trinh Thi, as a former hard-

core porn star, do not have any traditional tragnim cinema and come from marginalised

backgrounds. This exposes them to harsher critigae they might otherwise receive, as

“Stéphanie,” inLes Fées du Logigsrgues:

This pornographic auteur film reveals the quandarsed when one shows, displays,
and films sex — but not only that. The film shotlkecause two women made it. [...]
From the reactions it aroused, one can deduceattiesiring woman, a violent woman
(and a desiring woman inevitably does violence) tnstigy in front of the camera,

must be kept at a respectable distance, or mustabehed by the careful eye of the
filmmaker. Once the object of desire - this womadpeeomes the subject of desire,
and when this desire doesn’t correspond to thetlikgasociety has, everything is seen
as going wrong. (1)

The real problem is that the film is about violembn-white, working-class women (Karen

Bach is half-Moroccan and Raffaéla Anderson is-Balfber), and is made by marginalised

women, all of which is disturbing to the cinemaditd media mainstream. This point is also

made by Despentes: “we were simply too raw, tobfogahem” (Sharkey 31).

38

On a visual level, the co-directors’ use of Dpunk aesthetics disturbs and

undermines established gendered and hierarchicaleations in both society and the film

industry. While on a narrative level, reviewers sider violence and hardcore sex,

especially, as inappropriate subjects for womeaatirs, which Despentes identifies:

It's not that the bookBaise-mdj isn’'t good, according to [the] criteria [of thest
critic in Polar], that disturbs the man. He doesn’t even speakitattee book. The
problem is that I'm a girl who is directing a filmith those kind of girls. [...] It's only
my sex that counts. (117)

Hark recognises this taboo: “the establishmentydpsct, is outraged at women not only

directing but acting in the genre traditionallyeesed for its gender, that of violent, wanton
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slaughter” (4). Essentially, the co-directors hdxensgressed the imposed socio-cultural
limitations of their gender and class and have deoed these very same limitations in
public. Despentes notes in her feminist manifesbat tTrinh Thi received much
condemnation because she defied her social pasiggoRler transition from in front of the
camera to behind it disturbed the sexist heterademale populace as she was no longer
their sexual object: “She had to disappear from ghblic sphere. This, to protect men’s
libidos, who prefer that the object of their desimemains in her place, which is to say
disembodied and, especially, silent” (Despentes &fually, Despentes argues that the
female porn performers’ appearance in a non-poapdgc film destroys the illusion that they
are sexual toys (Sharkey 33). They take on a falhek more realistic character. A woman can
therefore face disapproval because she daresuserdéfie gendered boundaries consigned to
her by society. It also explains the overall nagatcritical reception of the film as the
transgression of one’s position in society distuebablished hierarchies.

39 Indeed, one must further explore this sociaktrea from film reviewers. INNo
AngelsLaura Grindstaff and Martha McCaughey propose tti@intense media coverage can
be explained as a form of male hysteria. Using\&lpsanalytical framework, they suggest
that due to a cultural inequality between men awdnen, their psychosexual neuroses are
displayed differently. This reaction to violent wemis termed “privileged hysteria,” which,
“because of straight men’s greater cultural autfipfi]s primarily discursive and textual
rather than bodily or somatic, and therefore n@ean as neurotic or a form of ‘acting out™
(Grindstaff and McCaughey 144-145). Not only cas theory apply to the — mostly male —
critical reaction to the sexuality and violencetlod characters and the narrative, but also it is
relevant to the underlying critique of the filmmakdhemselves. As we have seen, many
male film reviewers have responded negatively o fttm, citing narrative flaws and poor
quality aesthetics as the fundamental reasons Hist et it is possible that they are
demonstrating a form of male “privileged hysteriefiich, as it is supported institutionally,
socially, and culturally, is not as easily acknayged as such. Therefore, in the face of film
reviewers’ and the general public’s oppressive ignoe, the filmmakers and their film are
censured and accused of poor quality work.

40 Film reviewers either dismiss the film’s aestteas poor quality or believe that they
augment the coarse realism of the narrative. Aigiig number of critics also recognise the
film’s visual origins in various counter-culturesicluding punk and women’s cinema.
Overall, the negative criticism levelled at thenfié aesthetics emanates from a persistent

belief in the superiority of the dominant textuainges of society. However, there is also an
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implicit critique of the co-directors themselvedjieh is linked to their transgression of their
gendered social positions through their insistemtareating “unfeminine” subjects in film.
The intense critical reception of the film can beplained as a form of male “privileged
hysteria,” both in response to the film and the wearfilmmakers.

41 The critical reception of the film’s three keieas that incite polemic reactions (sex,
violence, and cinematic aesthetics) is further ustded with a consideration of gender in
each case. Having explored the non-traditional reann which the film depicts female
sexuality and women perpetrators of violence, thgative critical reception of the sex and
violence of the film is more comprehensively untlmwd. It is possible that without the
overwhelming controversy caused by the brief bam dne label pornography the
unconventional and grainy cinematic aesthetics didalve invited less disparaging readings
of the film. Also conceivable is that without suahdissident and condemnatory feminist
discourse, film reviewers would not critique theditectors as aggressively.

42 Ultimately, the media plays an intercessor inlenaintaining the dominant cultural
and social consensus by speaking superficially aBaise-moi The narrative can potentially
open up sites of negotiation for a critique of sbciand its inherent sexism and violence.
Unfortunately, due to a number of socio-culturasens rooted in the inequalities and power
struggles of a kyriarchal system, this debate lemsbargely one-sided. The critiques of the
film constitute a nexus of polyvalent texts that, the most part, support each others’ largely
negative reviews by making reference to, and fousn, only a handful of unusual,
subversive, or radical narrative and formal elemewthat is more, many film reviewers have
judged the film using the conventional and dominttual codes and conventions of
cinema, which are overwhelmingly influenced by theiversalisation of masculine
experience. It is therefore no surprise that (nyasihle) film reviewers’ reactions to the film
often involve immediate defensive retorts and boatting comments expressed as evident
truths, rather than considered explorations ofiskees the film raises. Fortunately, a form of
criticism that is decidedly more considered sulisdtad certain reactions, although usually
these commentators were film theorists and academaither than journalists or general
members of the public. Nevertheless, film revieteromade numerous errors on the level
of the narrative and credentials B&ise-maj which not only clearly perverts the reading of
the film on several occasions, but also revealstndt lack of professionalism and accuracy
on the behalf of the film reviewers and journalists

43 Once one exploresa more extensive context-ecedly concerning the lived

experiences of the filmmakers themselves — theesémpgreater comprehension is widened.
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Indeed, one must strive to understand its impogdaorca profound reading of the film. More
research needs to be conducted on the ideal viesanditions for particular films, whether
this exposes their inability to stand alone asuralt pieces or merely acknowledges the
possibility that more accurate outside influenceshe reading of a film should be taken into
account. A study of the influence that film reviearsd critics have on others’ readings of a
film is imperative. This would allow one to speciiyrther the impact of outside influences
on a film’s reputation. What is more, although hesexuality and monogamy (versus
promiscuity) in relation to the film were touchegan in the first section, this paper did not
consider other privileges more substantially (faraple, middle-class, white, gisable-
bodied, size). Further research in these areasdwmilwelcome, especially including a more
detailed consideration of intersectiondlignd the kyriarchal system in which the ignorance
and abuse of such privileges are intrinsic.

44 The reviews of Anglophone film critics reveaé tdominant conservative tendencies
pervading contemporary, occidental attitudes tondil made by marginalised women.
Consequently, radical feminist and anarcha-femidesblogies are still considered deviant. In
order to further feminist discourses on the subjestead of limiting ourselves to the “mad”
or “bad” dichotomy when exploring violent womendualture and society, one must instead
focus on those who judge and label them. Overtlis idue to this subversive feminist
discourse on a socio-cultural level (concerning-smmulated sex, female sexuality, extreme
violence, women perpetrators, DIY punk cinematistlaetics, and the marginalised socio-
cultural status of the directors themselves) that film receives such a negative critical
reception. Through their critiques, film revieweage attempting to discipline the deviant
women of Baise-moiDespentes puts this most pertinently, in her mlisiy trash literary
style:

The real censor, evidently, doesn’'t pass througjisltion. It's more a piece of
advice that they give you. [...] Of course it mbstforbidden for three hard-core porn
stars and a former prostitute to make a film abape. [...] Can’t be having a film
about a gang rape in which the victims don’t whateut it as their noses run down
the shoulders of the men who will avenge them. 120

® Cis (which encompasses batisgenderandcissexudl is the term used to describe “individuals who éhav
match between the gender they were assigned &t tietir bodies, and their personal identity” (&chnd
Westbrook 461). This is opposed to the umbrellmteans*, whose asterix is intended to make it an inclusive
term for “all non-cisgender gender identities, utihg transgender, transsexual, transvestite, ggquder,
genderfluid, non-binary, genderfuck, genderlessndgr, non-gendered, third gender, two-spirit, tige, and
trans man and trans woman” (Killermann 2).

® Intersectionality is “the notion that subjectivig/ constituted by mutually reinforcing vectorsrate, gender,
class, and sexuality” (Nash 1)
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The Sapphires (2012) and One Night the Moon (2001): Song, History and
Australian Aboriginality
By Victoria Herche, University of Cologne, Germany

Abstract:

The two Australian Indigenous film musicals, Thepares (Wayne Blair, 2012) and One
Night the Moon (Rachel Perkins, 2001) concern thewes with the representation of
Aboriginality and by using song, dance and musidress the painful aftermath of the Stolen
Generations, colonial displacement and racism. 8tgtihe genre’s typical testing of bonds
of friendship and making use of the romantic subhpldne Sapphires brings the audience
back to the utopian core at the heart of the geFime. historical lost child drama One Night
the Moon, on the other hand, conceals the recogchiarmonies in the disharmonies of the
music, the sadness in the lyrics and the polyphsriotm and thus creates an awareness of
the ‘unfinished business’ between Indigenous antieskustralia. It is the female presence in
both films that conveys the reconciling power; th@men’s struggle towards cross-cultural
understanding has introduced optimistic tones ensiif-confidence of Australian Indigenous
filmmaking.

1 The film musical is predominantly perceived asaanform of pure entertainment,
where everyone “may burst into magnificent, bresting song and dance in order to give
unhindered expression to their emotions” (GrantN)sical entertainment hence seems to
“effectively den[y] the legitimacy of other needsdainadequacies, and especially of class,
patriarchal and sexual struggles” (Dyer 184). Hosvetwo Australian musical productions
by Indigenous filmmakers have successfully shovat the genre can productively discuss
urgent social issues of racial and gender poldieg the question of reconciliation. Through
the use of song, dance and music these productddeess the painful aftermath of the
Stolen Generations, colonial displacement and matiBoth films advertise with the
truthfulness of their stories and refer to realgle@nd eventdgdne Night the Mooset in the
1930s,The Sapphiresn the 1960s). The films, despite their distinetivistorical narratives,
heighten the addressed problems by appealing tortiversality of emotions and histories of
oppression for instance through references to rem@es in the USA. The commercially
successful musical comediyhe SapphiregWayne Blair, 2012) more closely follows the
genre’s conventions than the musical dra@ree Night the MoorfRachel Perkins, 2001).

However, both films follow a heroine's musical joey towards reconciliation, iThe

! The forced removal of Aboriginal and Torres Striitander children from their families was official
government policy from 1909 to 1969. It is estindatkat 100,000 Indigenous children were taken fthair
families and raised in homes or adopted by whitailfas, up until the 1960s. The policy was desighed
‘assimilate’ or ‘breed out’ Indigenous people. Taehildren became known as the ‘Stolen Generati¢ois’
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Just@ommission fifth report 1997).
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Sapphiresthrough the search for her Indigenous roots amuhtity and the struggle for
(sexual) liberation, inOne Night the Moorthrough her role as non-indigenous cultural
mediator.

2 In the essay “Aboriginal Art and Film: The Paldi of Representation,” Marcia
Langton credited the legacy of Australian film wah‘dense history of racist, distorted and
often offensive representation of Aboriginal pedpleangton 2005). In an assessment of
estimated 6000 fiction and non-fiction films in thistory of Australian cinema that have in
some way addressed Aboriginality, Langton seesheeitndigenous nor non-Indigenous
filmmakers challenging colonialist representati@tduse they are trapped in “the power of
the visual realm to conceal social and politicaldiions” (ibid.). In the growing ambition to
appeal to mainstream movie-going Australia and rtovide narratives about Aboriginal
people which are popular and commercially succéssfany film-makers favour narrative
themes which have proved popular in the past, lsat popular genres such as melodrama,
comedy and musical. If producers stick to the catieeal styles and constructions of
melodrama, documentary and popular genre, they aregrding to Langton, bound to
reproduce conventional racism and sexism. By cefjtRose Capp argues that in the recent
decade, a number of fiction films by Indigenous amwh-Indigenous filmmakers have
“redressed that representational imbalance in semall measure and in the process,
produced some of the most commercially and criicgliccessful Australian films in recent
decades” (“Seriously Funny: History and HumourTine Sapphire@nd Other Indigenous
Comedies”).

3 In 2001,0ne Night the Moorreached a mainstream Australian and international
audience, winning several local and internationabrals (including two Australian Film
Institute (AFI) Awards). The musical comedfe Sapphiretas achieved a great box office
success after its premiering in an out-of-competiscreening at the Cannes Film Festival in
2012. It was picked up for American release andsegbently acquired for release all over
the world. In its first two weeks it grossed arouwsixl million dollars (cf. Karena 84). Both
films are written and directed by Indigenous filnkees, dealing with Indigenous life under
the impact of white settlement and racism.

4 Indigenous filmmakers have demonstrated thaisgwes debated in representations of
Indigenous life can especially be deployed to espra range of universal modern human
experiences, from psychological trauma (&gght Cries 1990) to the specific realities of
social deprivation (e.gsamson and Delilgl2009).The SapphireandOne Night the Moon

focus on the extraordinary achievements of Indigengirls in the 1960s and the sufferings
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of a white mother in the 1930s. Through humour, tesnal appeal, and especially music, it
is precisely the musical genre that has led touhiwersal success of these exceptional
Indigenous films, and at the same time, enabledffarent approach towards Australian
particularities and reconciliation.

5 The adaptation of Tony Brigg’s 2004 stage musited Sapphiresvas inspired by the
experiences of Brigg's mother as a member of tharigimal girl band that performed for US
troops in Vietnam during the late 19603n Blair's film adaptation, the three young
Aboriginal sisters Gail, Cynthia and Julie, plusithcousin Kay, are spotted in a rural talent
show by the scruffy Irish wannabe manager Dave lamee He persuades the girls to switch
from their preferred country-and-western repertdaoesoul, as he believes it is the more
appropriate music genre for black singers (“Can gmake it sound blacker?” 28:57) With
their new look, dance moves and sound, and rendraedthe Cummeraganja Songbirds to
The Sapphires, the girls go on to win a competitmmentertain American forces fighting in
Vietnam. The trip to the battlefront in Saigon pgevto be a formative experience as the
film’s taglines indicate: ‘It's what's in the gramhat counts.’ ‘Follow your heart. Discover
your soul’ (imdb). Through the use of flashbacksfiméd out more about the girls’ past and
the daily racism they are confronted with. Yet, pies the historically relevant themes
addressed — Stolen Generations and disrupted &smiiacism, prejudice and hostility; the
Vietnam War — the film’'s mood is celebratory andeetiul as its protagonists “approach
obstacles with good-humoured determination (Yat@ah The Sapphiress a “feel-good
movie about bad things” (ibid.).

6 The film musical as a distinct genre refers tmdi that involve the performance of
song and/or dance as an important narrative ele(@ant 1). In the combination of popular
music and cinema, both providing familiar storié®at the relationship between our social
and private life, the musical genre serves theladgeal function to cast social debates into
narratives making sense of the “large, abstradakéarces that effect our lives” (4). Grant
argues that most of the genre movies address tther wocial context through the theme of
community. Lead performers singing in the compahgtbers; supporting players or a larger
chorus joining as a diegetic audience in the damzkmusical numbers, express a sense of
communal solidarity, which then represents an ‘lided folk culture” or tends towards “a
vision of social integration” (44). Thus, a sen$esarcial utopia is fulfilled: “[C]haracters are
able to satisfy their desire or at least to fedtdseby dancing and singing. [...] And when

2 The story is set in 1968, a year after the 196@eF# referendum that belatedly delivered Austtslia
Indigenous population the right to vote.
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others join in, it is as if the entire world hasbme attuned to thefeeling (46, emphasis
added). The performance embodieseah®tionthat a utopian depiction of community would
create. Musicals, therefore, do not, present comerodels of unknown utopian worlds, but
rather contain the utopian dreams in the feelirgy teambody, in an everyday, well-known
setting (Dyer 177). The reconciling individual agtbup values thereby appeal to us “as
cultural ritual, replaying the same narratives wilight variations time and again, and
offering us comfortable narrative resolutions foesolvable questions” (4%)In restoring
this harmonious vision of society, the role of gemaonstruction is essential to the
ideological work of musicals, reinforcing heterosak monogamous couples and marriage as
the status quo (43).

7 The categorisation of a film as ‘Australian’ essissues of images and sounds that,
according to cultural perception stafmt Australia. Rebecca Coyle, in her anthology of
Australian Feature Film Music, studies the reladitip between music and Australian film
and argues for the significant relationship of filonnational identities, and therefore of film
music to national identities (2). If one assumest tharticular locations are charged with
particular stories and hence certain musical astsrarrative rhythms only make sense in
these locations, then Coyle clearly marks the aleseri a special Australian ‘flavour’ in
Australian music and film music. “Outside of Audiés indigenous artists there really has
never been a homegrown sound, a musical ground#vetlis distinctively Australian, easily
recognised the world over. [...] our popular music leeen massively derived from the
American and British artists we have been listertmgnd looking at” (Gudinski cited in
Coyle 12). The musical numbers Tine Sapphiresre, indeed, relying on established soul
classics rather than original (Australian) composg. The group performs upbeat jukebox
renditions like ‘I'll Take You There’, ‘Land of On&éhousand Dances’, ‘I Heard it Through
the Grapevine’, ‘People Make the World a BettercBland ‘I Can’'t Help Myself (Sugar Pie
Honey Bunch)’, a Motown mix of “good-natured, liggfirming songs about love and
independence” (Yatman 13). Coyle, however, alsa@sdhat certain connotations within the
lyrics of film music will be particularly accessébto Australia-raised viewers, even though

the musical texts do not originate in Australia)(12o despite the US-origin of those ‘black’

% There are, of course, examples of Hollywood musithat do not end happily and do not resolve in a
harmonious solution of all imposed problems, examphcludingLes MiserablesWest Side Storand The
Phantom of the OperaGrant and Dyer, however, clearly argue that tlagonity of film musicals embody the
optimistic spirit
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soul pieces, it is their message of loss, relentiriggle for justice and independence that
these girls appropriate for their own backgrounthasStolen Generatioffs.

8 Tony Brigg’s approach to issues such as racigmpression, voting rights and the
Stolen Generations is deliberately light in tonkealivays wanted politics in there, but never
on a soapbox about our plight. Ultimately this @t enjoying your life, especially your
youth. But you can'’t tell a story about blackfellaghat time and ignore politics. [...] | don’t
want to belittle our past and our people” (Briggea in Karena 86).

9 Briggs and director Blair manage to tell a unvadlly accessible story with an
Indigenous focus. When the young women go to Vietna 1968 — a time when young
people all over the world started rebelling agathst conservatism and racism of society —
the battles for Indigenous rights and battles fack America’s civil rights are paralleled. As
Kay and Cynthia embark on affairs with the Africamerican soldier Robbie and the band’s
drummer, the girls learn to identify with the stgles of African Americans. Hence the film
explores the common ground of various minoritied aurther implies the shared dream for
independence and equal rights. This culminatekanstene when the Sapphires sing for the
American troops on the day of Martin Luther Kingsirder.

10 In a very brief but effective match cut, theretation between the circumstances of
the forcible removal of children in Australia artetviolent wartime events in Vietham is
emphasized. In one of the flashbacks to 1958 tHe gin away from the authorities who
have come to pick up Kay, one of the so-calledf-baste’ children, to be fostered, adopted
or put into an institution or mission dormitory. Ahe point we see children’s feet jumping
over a barbed wire fence, a hopeless last attempistape from their fate (61:22). In a
similar shot, the grown-up women run away and juwgr sandbags to escape the rifle shots,
when a bombardment strikes during the climactititstakes concert in front of the troops in
Vietnam, (78:44). The similarity of the two scenesprobably the most horrifying and
threatening events in the women'’s lives — parallieés devastating and traumatic legacy of
the policies of the Stolen Generations in Australa the gruesome effects of the Vietnam
War.

11 In contrast to the depiction of the shared éditethnic minorities such as Indigenous
Australians or African Americans, the film strangelgnores the plight of the local

Vietnamese. Apart from one minor appearance ofedndimese hotel boy and a grim-looking

* Dave favours soul over country for the followingason: “Country and western music is about lossl So
music is about loss, too. But in country and westeusic, they’'ve lost and they’'ve given up and trejust
whining about it. In soul music, they're strugglitigget it back and they haven’t given up” (32:00)
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group of Vietcong by the wayside, there are no rotietnamese characters involved in the
narrative. A subplot, originally included in theage-version, about a Vietnamese boy
searching for his family, has been removed (cfmé&t 12). Nor is there any mentioning of
Australian military presence in Vietham. The emphdalls on the link between the black
experience of oppression and segregation in thdetdnbtates and Australia and, by
highlighting the musical convention of romance tloa difficulties arising from a mixed-race
relationship.

12 The importance of romance in film musicals itedly raises further questions about
the genre’s representation of gender and sexu8lggry Grant argues that the film musical’s
highest concern, the maintenance of the socialravitein a community, is mainly regulated
by defining the parameters of sexual desire anccéeghe regulation of sexuality (46).
Typically, the romantic plot in a film musical inlves a “developing attraction between the
protagonists that is [...] eventually resolved witle touple getting together in marriage or its
promise” (ibid.). The Sapphiregonservatism and genre-conformity in terms of Gend
Dave’s romance has been widely criticised, foranse by Ross Miller: “[W]hile you might
hope that it would avoid the type of clichéd romatrappings often associated with this type
of film it ultimately can’t help itself, piling omomantic subplots that just feel forced and
unneeded” (“The Sapphires Movie Review”).

13 Characteristically in musicals, the narrativenftot is resolved when the couple
reconciles after a series of delays and obstaateseunites through the mediating power of
a dance or musical performance. “Before we knowthi¢, leading players are smoothly in
step” (Grant 47). Wayne Blair's musical uses thissioal convention precisely whenever the
story starts to unfold the girl’'s sorrowful pastdamence uses a group dance, song
performance, or a humorous remark by Dave, to mettuithe upbeat nature of the film. This
happens most disruptively in the scene when Gaiflashbacks and supported by dramatic
instrumental music, tells Dave the events of harsgo Kay's removal by the government
authorities from their community in 1958. She fertlexplains that Kay was then raised by a
white foster family and after years of distance tdasied her Aboriginal heritage, expressed
in Kay’'s harsh remark towards their grandmother @ad: “If you people worked as hard as
you fished, you'd be really rich, you know” (62:5This flashback gives an insight into the
disrupted relationship between Kay and her Aboabifamily and comments on the
remaining gap between Gail and Kay (“I've neverrbedble to forgive her, or myself”
62:52). Dave’s only and sudden reply, clearly inaarkward attempt to cheer Gail (and the

audience) up, is “We should dance!” (62:59). Afteromical discussion about Dave’s dance
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skills and whether or not Gail's belief that whiten cannot dance is “racist”, they eventually
do end up dancing in close embrace and there figrtteer mentioning of the past events. The
scene thus combines a self-conscious referencheogenre’s romance conventions and the
dance as expression of a sense of solidarity. Mmeréfuses to further debate the political
and historical situation of the protagonists andreby avoids the victimisation of the
Aboriginal young women. According to the playwrighintention, their Aboriginal past is
neither ignored nor “belittled”, although this tmeeent eludes the complexity of the
protagonist’'s unpleasant experiences.
14 Moreover, in film musicals, dance scenes ared use unfold the metaphorical
connection between dance and sex.
When a couple dance well, often ‘spontaneously’ thdir bodies move in graceful
harmony, their synchronization a sign of their iggpal and physical union. This state
is, of course, also the ideal experience not oflgeing in love but of making love,
and so this metaphorical meaning of dance has t@®mon in popular culture since
the 1920s. (Grant 47)
Cynthia is surely presented as the most sensuasexuahlly liberated member of the group.
As her confidence grows during her time in Vietname closely interacts with the soldiers
during performance and backstage. She developsexgrdance moves and refuses to listen
to Gail's warnings concerning men. Set in 1968, filke makes recourse to the sexual
revolution of the time that unleashed the fight iagia gender discrimination and
heteronormativity. Cynthia’s behaviour promoteseausl liberation and acceptance of sex
outside of traditional heterosexual, monogamouaticgiships. Her behaviour, however, is
presented as a ‘phase’, a delightful excursion imiependence and sensuality (“Hey sis, if
you want something, you gotta go get it” 46:11)hwiit having a long-lasting effect after
their return to their home mission in Australia.tBdé&ay and Cynthia have affairs with men
during their time in Vietnam, but according to thenre’s romance convention, only those
couples who are promised to get married, end umpilyapGail and Dave’s mixed-race
relationship seems the most unconventional at, fiost their engagement is the most
foreseeable in the course of the genre-complianatige. Gail is dismissive of Cynthia’s
passion for men. When Cynthia engages too canelily the soldiers during a gig, she is
even unanimously suspended from the group. Thexetbe band only then unites in the
utopian mode of a harmonious, ideal community wddémembers behave appropriately and
within the assigned gender roles. It seems inelattiat all girls opt for marriage as soon as
they return to Australia. Even Cynthia, althoughngeleft at the altar before the trip to
Vietnam, returns with the promise to give her eatié Jimmy a second chance, who is
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already waiting for her remorsefully. The free-gpat younger members of the group
experience the time of their lives, yet without argnsequences for their gender roles.
However, the girls do not seem to be upset or tthbevictim of this regression. In keeping
with the constraints and conventions of the musieaire, the positive final song of the film
emphasizes the importance of bonding and familgifeation.

15 The Sapphire’s musical numbers, along with éiearsal scenes, present the message
of group unity. In each song they join togetheharmonious and mostly cheerful melodies,
which contrast their familial disharmony. The thsesters have not seen their paler-skinned
cousin Kay in ten years as she grew up in the witih a white foster family. It is Kay’s
journey from denial of her roots to identifying iher Aboriginal identity that provides the
most powerful scenes of the film. In one of theé Eenes of the film, Kay reunites with her
Indigenous grandmother and celebrates a tribahwoang to become reincorporated with the
land and spirits of her ancestdrin the background, the song ‘Ngarra Burra Femdiich

the young girls had performed in 1958 before Kaglisappearance, is played. This
reconciling scene appeals emotionally, through tise of a children’s song and the
grandmother’'s words, to an international audienakhough spoken and sung in an
Indigenous language. Across the boundaries of aeifgpéndigenous Australian context, the
process of Kay’s musical and personal coming of &g search for identity adds depth to
the predominantly comic narrative.

16 Nonetheless,The Sapphireshas been extensively criticized for its perfungtor
attempts to deal with delicate and complex raaia political issues. At the end, all conflicts
and open questions are alleviated through the pofveong, which hardly does justice to the
hardship of Aboriginal Australian life in the timesthe Stolen Generations. For Dyer, this is
precisely the ideological function of musical etaerment, the escapist capacity to present
complex and unpleasant feelings in a way that mék&s seem “uncomplicated, direct and
vivid, not ‘qualified’ or ‘ambiguous’ as day-to-ddife makes them” (Dyer 182). Seemingly
uncritical of the film musical’'s escapist convemio the film’s mix of comedy and social
commentary has in its recall value led to the agibdgy and international success of the
film. However, at time§he Sapphiresontrasts the escapist take on issues of racisimtiae
subsequent, genuinely shocking depiction of racsmh as when a dying white US soldier

refuses treatment by the African American soldiebBle.

® In subtitles we get to know the grandmother’s vgoddring the ceremony: “With your country/| clearysei/

and return you home/ and make you one/ with yomd lance more./ No one can ever remove your spaihf
here again/ This is where you belong/ This is where will always return/ Where your spirits will main”

(86:40-87:39)
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17 The Sapphiresambiguous approach on racism expands on the geoogistraints,
also by the use of subversive Aboriginal humoure Way in which Aboriginal humour
works cross-racially is what makddhe Sapphiresa genuinely entertaining work. Anne
Brewster, in her article on the impact of humouthe work of Nyungar writer Alf Taylor,
argues that in literature, humour has been a higffisctive strategy by which Aboriginal
authors and performers have intervened in whitdipgipheres (235). Especially in the use
of gallows humour, “Aboriginal humour challenge ttistance established by racialized
stereotyping and the authority that this distanteres up” (250). This subversive use of
stereotypes also can be foundTine Sapphireswhen Gail and Cynthia try to hitchhike to
the talent show and Cynthia wonders why a car gagsan without stopping Gail replies,
“It's because we are black, stupid.” Cynthia themarks: “No, it's cause you're ugly”
(07:05). These comic moments enable the directadtivess issues of racism that otherwise
are difficult to be raised overtly, because “incaimstances where a direct critique of
coloniality might be rebuffed, humour can be efficaus in gaining a white public’s
attention” (243). Gallows humour, according to Bstsv, skates for a white audience along
the borderline of pleasure and discomfort, as thay consciously notice the foregrounding
of white people’s investment and stake in the stymng of Aboriginal people (243/250).
Also in filmic representations, Rose Capp noticesmall but significant number of filmic
works that have harnessed comic conventions togengea substantive way with the events
and consequences of Australia’s past. She is heedbyring to Richard Frankland and his
explanation for directing the “first Aboriginal cady ever in Australia’Stone Bros(2009),
and his belief in the crucial role humour can piaythis cultural context: “I think that
reconciliation is a great way to laugh, and laughsa great way to reconciliate. This film is
about saying to the world, ‘Ok, so you've seen &pdrd sad stories, and it's important to
keep telling those stories, but Aboriginal peoledgh too. And it's ok for you guys to laugh

with us™ (Frankland in Wotzke). Capp acclairifie Sapphireas a “surprisingly sharp-
edged contribution to the Indigenous comedy ge(i@&riously Funny”).

18 Blair's use of archival black-and-white footage historical reference, effectively
intercut with the storyline, gives the impressibatiThe Sapphiresleliberately refers to the
past and true events. This is also emphasizedebinttorporation of photographs of the real
Sapphires, Lois Peeler, Naomi Mayers, Laurel Ralnrend Beverley Briggs. Since the early
2000, many films based on historical events haves®ad debates about national identity, the

status of Aboriginal people, and the continuingeet$ of European settlement through child
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removal and frontier violendeThe filmic versions of the past serve as springthdar
present political struggles between Aboriginal avidte Australians. Lydon claims that the
visual discourse constituted by film is an immegliamotionally compelling and accessible
way to understand the past (137f). This may, howealso enforce distancing strategies
because the violence portrayed in these histdiiloas stand for the injustices of the colonial
past, and can ultimately, release the modern Aliatraviewer from responsibility to
acknowledge the larger and continuing effects ¢druaation (cf. Lydon 141).

19 Rachel Perkins’ film music&ne Night the MooK2001) also deals with a ‘true story’
of the Australian past. It is based on the liféhaf Aboriginal tracker Riley who had received
considerable recognition for his contribution te thew South Wales Police Force during the
1930s. The film deals with the events of an incideril932, the true story of a young white
girl who went missing in the Australian outback.eTparents turn to the local police for
assistance with the search, yet the father Jinctsejbe help of Aboriginal tracker and police
officer Albert because he insists on having “nockéaon my land” (12:45). Much later, the
mother finally overrides the husband’s commands alhows Albert to lead her to her
daughter, who by this time has perished. The fatinemasked as the stubborn white settler,
walks off and takes his own life. In the last scamesee the daughter’s funeral, conducted by
her mother with the help of Aboriginal women.

20 The duration of the film is a brief 57 minutdsaich the musical elements make up
a significant proportion. Director Perkins herded asserted that the film operates in a space
between the genre of Hollywood film musicals andhitemporary music video clips (cf.
Millard).” The film relies strongly, in accordance with Hellyod film musicals, on lyrics
and musical numbers to produce its narrative ahctlaracters also engage in musical
soliloquies. Unlike other film musical’'s overly-ghorous, colourful and bright general tone
(e.g.The Sapphires One Night the Mooemphasizes a very bleak, melancholic atmosphere.
Through the process of bleach-bypassing, pink tbags been drained out in postproduction
to create a visually gloomy and rugged mood thapetts the dark content matter. Time-
lapse photography, close ups and lingering landscsimots also add to the stylised

cinematography. The visuals, together with theusidn of musical numbers (but no dance),

® Examples includ®abbit-Proof-FencéNoyce, 2002)The Tracker(de Heer, 2002)Black and WhitéLahiff,
2002), andAustralia (Luhrmann, 2008)

" For Sue Gillet it is precisely this tension betwehe historical subject matter and the contempgonausic
video style that is fruitful, for “it retrieves hary from the completed past and immerses it incivetemporary
and ongoing movement for reconciliation” (86)
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create a surreal effect, an in-between twilightezon metaphorical landscape, a melancholic
setting to represent the mother’s point of view ammeér state (Perkins in Millard).

21 Also unlike the genre’s conventions, the serfseoonmunal unity is challenged. In
One Night the Mogrthe musical pieces do not relieve the spectatthr marmonious, happy
moments. The disharmonies in the music, the sadnekse lyrics and the polyphonous form
rather create an awareness of the ‘unfinished basinbetween Indigenous and white
Australia and signal “the effectiveness of harmeméich both acknowledge and celebrate
differences of viewpoint, producing what might [@led reconciling harmonieshat rely on

a sympathetic discordance of voices and sound’b{Pro“This Land Is Mine/This Land Is
Me’: Reconciling Harmonies i@ne Night the Modih emphasis added).

22 The narrative is situated within debates abaud land belonging, the trope of the lost
child, gender relations and the relations betwestthess and Indigenous people. The father’s
character is portrayed as an angry racist who b#sng but hostility towards the Aboriginal
population. His rejection of the black tracker redarscored by the general settler’s fear that
Aboriginal people’s knowledge of the land castsldtaover his rightful ownership of it (cf.
Probyn). The unease of displacement of the ‘urexetéttler’ is in particular visualized in the
figure of the black tracker, “as a haunting figafecolonial history (in the settler’'s mind),
and as a challenging figure of ‘true belonging’ wboms over the settler's derangement”
(ibid.). The paradox of the settler's anxiety ighadized by the white police officer who
cannot understand the father’'s refusal to makeofis&lbert’'s expertise: “This is Albert’s
country, he knows this land” (12:39). This remaxa&ly confirms what it is that unsettles
the settler in the first place: Albert’s expertisedeniedbecauset is ‘his land’. The father
therefore simultaneously knows and refuses the lediye of the Indigenous relationship to
the land. What follows is the song ‘This land iseiiThe land is me’, a disharmonious duet
that juxtaposes the settler's and the Indigenowplpés attitudes to land ownership. Their
discordant beliefs are expressed both lyricallyd amusically. The instrumentation of the
song highlights the racial and cultural differendetween father and tracker. Strings and
flutes are employed alongside the father’'s vodhks didgeridoo is used to introduce Albert's
vocal signifying the spiritual presence of an ‘athiirning into “a sonic metaphor for

Aboriginality as a whole” (Winchester 182).

8 Winchester further explains that despite the faat the didgeridoo was traditionally used onlyinelatively
small area of northern Australia it has becomedminant symbol of Aboriginality and it is assoeitwith
representations of Aboriginality in general (182)
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23 The music irOne Night the Mooemphasizes difference in culture and perspectyve b
drawing on instruments as cultural signifiers. Wiester believes that this use of cultural
stereotypes caters specifically to a white audieand that this is why “however stylistically
imaginative, the film has not attempted to ‘pusk thoundaries’ of the representation of
cultural identity” (185f). Thus the tracker Albaran be read as a stereotypical representation
of the noble native (Palmer and Gillard 132). Rekbtaiesses the underlying link that exists
between racist and romantic representations of dlmality. Filmic Aboriginal
representation “often reinforce romanticised, if raxist, clichés of Aboriginal identity” (7).
Hence, the representation of the hostile and siiérstather on the one hand, and the heroic
wise black tracker on the other hand, hover betwkercritical redefinition of the settler’s
failed beliefs and the reinforcing of well-knownlttual stereotypes.

24 The film conveys the possibility of reconcil@ti once the mother Rose and Albert’s
wife approach one another. Initially, the motheregats the racist position of her husband and
responds towards the Aboriginal people with hdgtilin the prologue of the film, while
passing the tracker and his family, the mothergurar daughter's head away to stop her
from smiling and waving at the Indigenous family. the course of the events and her
growing despair about the daughter’'s disappearasice becomes of increasing importance
and potency for the film, as she slowly overcomes prejudices. Again, shown through
musical disharmonies, one of her first encounteith Wlbert is accompanied by jarring
dissonant string tones (20:30) reflecting her inste of fear and revulsion. Once she
collaborates with the black tracker to locate hanghter after the failure of her husband’s
search, the sounds between them are more harmoniotise duet ‘Unfinished business’
they each sing a verse separately and then, whit&ihg the daughter, reunite in the chorus
and sing in unison. The lyrics “represent the usfhird business of locating her daughter’'s
body, the unfinished business of apologies overett@usion of the black tracker from the
search and the ‘unfinished business’ which the Retiation movement continues to draw
attention to” (Probyn).

25 It is the role of the white mother to articulttte personal and domestic fear caused by
the loss of the child. Perkins, as director, sHiftiee script’'s original focus from that of the
historical figure tracker Riley to the mother’s joay and the loss of a child (cf. Millard). For
much of the film, we see the mother sitting on vieeanda of the homestead, wrapped in a
shawl, many close ups returning to her grieving fatile looking out and awaiting news.
Probyn emphasizes the importance of the verandaebposition of the mother; “it is an

ambiguous space neither wholly in nor out of thendstic scene which enables her to
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imaginatively wander and stare across the lan@anch of her daughter while being enclosed
and protected by the homestead” (“This Land Is irhis Land Is Me™). Moreover, the
woman’s liminal position on the veranda also signdie cultural position of cultural
mediator. In her equivocal position as the settleman she makes use of the limited power
she has in overcoming the comfortable safety zdrnigeo homestead, goes to the tracker’s
house and approaches the Indigenous people.

26 It is through the song of another female charatitat the film presents a case of
appropriation of culture and how it connects th@igenous and non-Indigenous community.
In the last scene of the film, Albert’'s wife singChristian hymn at the funeral of the little
daughter Emily. This implies the influence of Cliea missionaries on Aboriginal beliefs,
yet the wife’s intense and unusual performancesgalso the impression of a revitalisation of
the song through its adoption into Aboriginal crdtcf. Winchester 187). The Indigenous
women'’s song consoles the mother as she can uadérand relate to the lyrics. Regardless
of the words, the women’s unique performance cos\gref and sadness which appeals to
emotions shared in any culture. Hence, the meapeeg®ent the receptive and interactive way
of sharing cultures is through song.

27 At the end oDne Night the Mognthe mother sits all alone by the grave, in sienc
The musical genre’s classic elements of dance, moemand sense of community all remain
unfulfilled. The melancholic atmosphere and sad@uie of the story evolve from the role of
the mother. In the attempt to rescue her child,nlo¢her takes the courage to approach the
Indigenous community for help who in the end moilm& white child just as much. “Perkins
at once heightens and represses the power of yadgoism by entwining universal human
emotions of distress and concern through the wawétcharacters, Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal” (Langton 2006 63). According to Dyeme of the major purposes of musicals is
the presentation of alternatives, hopes, wishesahething better’ (177)One Night the
Moonfulfils and at the same time challenges this cative as it results in the possibility of
an utopian reconciled community between the setttanan and the Indigenous family, but
on the other hand ends with the image of the lonether. The despair of mother and father
and the pain of the tracker evoke emotions in gredg¢pth and harshness thidre Sapphires
as the film addresses the universal ‘unfinishednass’ between black and white, and the
remaining issues of racism.

28 These two very different examples of Australitim musicals have shown how to
expand the generic frame of the musical and totlhiseossibilities of the film's power of

evoking emotional reactions. Through the focus emdle characters as cross-cultural
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mediators, we see the difficult birth of new heesrlike the Sapphires girls or the white
settler woman, which leads to a shift in how Ausres perceive Aboriginality (cf. Lydon
148). These films were internationally successfubppropriating historical stories which,
albeit set in the past, do not close it off buheatlink it to the present by appealing to
emotions, shared also by a white audieidee Sapphiresavoids the victimisation of the
female protagonists in their search for identityusing Aboriginal humour and the notion of
romance, but confined in the inherited narratived @@mmon Hollywood genre conventions,
the gender roles are hardly challenged. Despiteetidency to replicate cultural stereotypes,
in One Night the Mooithe remaining disharmonies in the music are angtexpression of
the continuing political struggles between Aboraimnd non-Aboriginal Australians. But
the musical’s culture of optimism has rewardingijroduced new reconciling tones in the
self-confidence of Australian Indigenous filmmaking
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