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A Study of Family Types in the Movies of Yasujiro Ozu
in the Early Postwar Period (1945-1953) : The search for
the family open to society

Jeewon Yang

The purpose of this study is threefold. First it seeks to research the meaning of the role of the
family in Yasujiro Ozu's movies in a historical and social context, second, to investigate Ozu's
message to Japanese society of the early postwar period and, third, to critically examine the social
reality that the medium of film creates. I have chosen the works of Ozu for this study because of
the strong message, a call for the reconstruction of the family as a family open to society, which can be
found in his films.

In the early years of the Japanese postwar period the external revolutionary power of the
American occupation and internal movements towards change within Japanese postwar society
were entangled in conflict. It was an era of revolution with great potential. In particular, the
trend (movement) toward family revolution after the war was remarkable for its duality. Some
argued for a rational reconstruction of prewar family relations and whilst others desired a new
formation of private family relations on the basis that families are composed of egoistic human
beings. An examination of family forms in the early postwar era in a historical and social context
provides us with an understanding of not only Japanese society of the period but also of the
changing role of the family in Japanese society since then.

Yasujiro Ozu was a film director whose works are notable for their depictions of the era in
which they were made and their observations and sketches of daily life in Japan with particular
focus on the family. While his films are recognized as great art they are sometimes criticized for
being out of touch with reality. Some criticize him as a conservative fixated on Japanese tradi-
tions. Others, however, commend his ability to produce great films, regardless of his message. In
this way repeated attempts have been made to discuss the appeal of Ozu's work from the perspec-
tive of his unique filmmaking styles and techniques. Very little research has been conducted,
however, on the social relevance of the family structure which Ozu describes.

This study analyzed six of Ozu's early postwar period works, and the way in which the family
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is depicted in them, in their social and historical context, making reference to the director's state-
ments about his films. As methodology Hayao Kawai's psychological theories of maternity and
paternity were used to analyze the common characters of family and social image. Also, using
Masato Hase's concept of the sociology of films which regards films as an actual part of social
reality, this research sought to critically analyze the social reality produced by Ozu's sensibilities.

The six early postwar works of Ozu's analyzed in this research were Nagaya shinshiroku (1947),
Kaze no naka no mendori (1948), Banshun (1949), Munekata Shimai (1950), Bakushu (1951) and Tokyo
monogatari (1953). The analysis of families as they appear in the above works was conducted with
reference to the concepts of maternity (inclusion) and paternity (severance). These two concepts can
also be expressed as contextual ethics and personal ethics. The findings of this research are summa-
rized as follows.

Ozu identified the negative features of the family as belonging to maternity and sought to
eliminate them using the principle of paternity. In doing so he attempted to make the positive
features of the family more active. It is noteworthy that Ozu's emphasis relies on the assumption
that paternity is based in maternity. It seems likely, then, that Ozu considered a balance between
maternity and paternity as ideal.

Within Ozu's works during the early postwar period the emphasis between paternity and
maternity shifted subtly as the times changed. In earlier works maternity was conceived of as a
foundation and, simultaneously, paternity was emphasized as an instrument of reflection. In later
works paternity was emphasized as a new social vision. Later still, maternity was perceived as
something longed for.

When contrasted with his prewar works and his works of later years, there are some features
appear particular to Ozu's films of the early postwar era. Rather than understanding these
themes as a conservative nostalgia desiring a return to the past we might express them as a
construction of a new type of family , a family open to society. Furthermore the themes of self-awakening
and the encouragement of self identity are an obvious feature of these works.

In his films during the early postwar period Ozu proposed that opening the family to others,
rather than regarding the family as an unreflective source of love, would be a positive solution.
This radically unique suggestion can be understood as the experimental and original message
which Ozu wished to convey to the society of the period.

In contrast to previous studies of Ozu's works this research rejects the claims that his films
during the early postwar period are no more than nostalgia for prewar Japanese society, simple

confrontations between tradition and modernism or nothing more than pleasant film experiences.
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Rather, by considering the aspects of his films discussed above this research suggests that we can
think of Ozu's works as voicing a unique message and, in so doing, better understand their power-

ful and lasting appeal.
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