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Rethinking the “Shoshimin Films” of Ozu Yasujiro: Contemporary Criticisms
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Rethinking the “Shoshimin Films®™ of Ozu
Yasujiro: Contemporary Criticisms

Yuki Takinami*

Abstract

The term “shoshimin film (middle-class film)" is used as a generic term of the films
featuring the lives of the shoshimin, the urban white-collar people that emerged with the
process of modernization in the 1920s and 1930s, typically salaryman. It also has a critical
implication because many films of this genre depict the dark side of the shoshimin lives, such
as unemployment and the pecking order in the company. However, when the term had come to
be used in early-1930s Japan, it had an implication of despise in the context of proletarian film
movement and criticism. That is, the term shkoshimin had a connotation of political weakness as
opposed to the strong proletarian. The term shoshimin designated not just the subject depicted
in the films but also the attitude of the film author. Consequently, the skoskimin film implied
the meaning of the films whose approach is skoshimin-like, i.e. not politically engaging, being
opposite to the today’s connotation of the critical picture of the shoshimin lives.

Focusing on the films of Ozu Yasujiro—who is usually considered to be the most critical
director of the shoshimin films—this paper clarifies the other and scornful meaning of the
shoshimin films along the three lines. First, the paper examines the criticisms and reviews on
Ozu's films published in Eiga hyvoron in mid-1930. As I detail, Ozu started to be recognized as a
film author from the spring through the summer of 1930 (though his films had already received
a good reputation in the late 1920s), but the term skoshimin had already been used in these
earliest criticisms on his films. What I make clear through this investigation is that Ozu was
first regarded as an important film author when his films were connected to the discourse on the
proletarian cinema, the cinema that attempts to criticizes the social reality through this mass-
entertainment medium; and that, paradoxically, Ozu was regarded as an insufficiently critical
film author, designated as the shoshimin.

Second, this paper investigates the discourse on Ozu in the years of 1931-1932 more broadly as

Project Lectuer, Interfaculty Initiative in Information Studies, The University of Tokyo.

Key Words : Ozu Yasujiro, Iwasaki Akira, the Shoshimin Film, Proletarian Cinema, Japanese Cinema in the Interwar Period
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well as some writings by the proletarian cinema practitioners and theorists in search of what the
proletarian cinema is. While the scornful meaning of the shoshimin film—a politically nihilistic
film—remained through the early 1930s, as I show through the tracing of the reviews published
in the film journal Kinema junpo, the reputation of Ozu as the socially critical filmmaker on the
shoshimin lives became established in the years of 1931-1932—through his well-known shoshimin
films, such as Tokyo Chorus (Tokyo no kourasu, 1931) and I Was Born, But-- (Umareteha
mitakeredo, 1932). At the same time, this paper draws attention to the writings of the radical
proletarian cineastes, Sasa Genju and Iwasaki Akira, in an attempt to retrieve the other meaning
of the shoshimin film In contrast to the proletarian cinema. Through the consideration of Sasa’
s “Camera/Toy/Weapon” and Iwasaki's articles on proletarian cinema and film theory, I shed
light on the attempt of proletarian cineastes to give a direct impact on the viewers through
cinematic operation, particularly montage. While the proletarian cineastes thus attempt to
awaken the class consciousness in the viewers’ minds through montage, as Iwasaki writes in his
1931 articles, the shoshimin filmmakers lack in this will to revolution through cinema.

Finally, on the basis of the other meaning of the skoshimin films derived from the proletarian
cineastes’ writings, this paper examines the film-within-the-film scene of I Was Born, But: -,
the renowned film as the critical picture of the skoshimin lives. Speculating that Ozu watched
Dziga Vertov's Man with a Movie Camera from the date of release of the Soviet film in Japan
(March 1932, i.e. the days just before Ozu resumed the shooting of I Was Born, But..), I indicate
some similarities between Man with a Movie Camera and the film-within-the-film scene of I Was
Born, But---. Then, while we can find similarities between the two films, such as the fast-motion
tracking shot of the city, the panoramic view of the crossroad, the foregrounding of the process
of projection, etc., I show the will to awake the consciousness for revolution to be lacked in
Ozu's practice through the examination of some writings of Vertov as well as the shot-by-shot

analysis of the films.
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