bean curd restaurant with her husband, is forced to close it
down when she is classified as a “rich peasant” during the
“four clean-up” campaign prior to the outbreak of the Cul-
tural Revolution. Qin Shutian is labeled as a “rightist” intel-
lectual who is sent to Hibiscus Town to receive “reeduca-
tion” from the peasants. After her husband Quigui commits
suicide under the political pressure, Hu Yuyin and Qin Shutian
gradually fall in love while they are both punished and have
to render their daily chores of sweeping the streets; however,
the puritanical, stifling political culture at that time makes it
impossible for them to openly announce their relationship.
Qin is later sentenced to a ten-year prison term and Yuyin
almost loses her life in a difficult labor. Throughout their
ordeal only one person, the demoted former village head Gu
Yanshan, remains their friend. The film has a very thought-
provoking ending, when Yuyin is able to reopen her popular
bean curd restaurant with the onset of economic reforms
while Wang Qiushe, a poor peasant who gains power and
prestige during the Cultural Revolution largely due to his
class background, has gone insane, unable to cope with the
vicissitudes of the political climate. It goes without saying
that the ups and downs in Chinese political history are
threaded through the lives of the protagonists in the film;
their experiences together tell a compelling story of the fragil-
ity of human life as well as resilience of human spirit in an era
of unprecedented social and political chaos. My students
“confessed” to me that while they may forget the details in
my lectures on the Cultural Revolution, films such as Hibis-
cus Town and To Live would always stay with them.

The topic of the 1989 Tiananmen Square incident is
studied with the use of Gate of Heavenly Peace, a documen-
tary produced by Richard Gordon and Carma Hinton. Through
a significant number of interviews with participants in the
pro-democracy movement, student leaders and eyewitnesses,
together with news coverage and photographs, the video
provides a thorough and objective account of the events
and developments before and during the movement as well
as that crucial last few hours before the governmental crack-
down. It reveals the complexity of the whole process and
prompts the students to take a closer and more reflective
look at the situations leading up to that tragic night on June
4n,

When dealing with the dynamics and dilemmas that
characterize the current economic reforms, the film Shower
encapsulates the essence of the struggle between tradition
and modernity. Daming is a young Beijing native who, riding
the tide of economic reforms, has struck it rich in Shenzhen,
China’s first special economic zone. His aging father and
younger, mentally-retarded brother Er-ming run a man’s pub-
lic bathhouse in Beijing, one of the traditional trademarks of
the city. The bathhouse is the place where neighbors and
friends gather to chat, play chess, sing, share their personal
secrets, and release their stress. During his unplanned home
visit, Daming finds it difficult to accept the old practice that
his father and brother are immensely proud of. He can hardly
conceal his contempt for the old-fashioned way of life. The
family tension is mounting when Er-ming is missing and the
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Father blames Daming for it. After the father unexpectedly
passes away, Daming has to take over the responsibility for
taking care of his brother, and decides to postpone his return
to Shenzhen, not without some reluctance. At the end of the
film, another telling moment appears when the bathhouse
has to close down and the old neighborhood is demolished;
in its place will rise a new commercial center. Amidst comic
laughters, the students get a clear sense of the coexistence
of tradition and modernity as well as the inherent contradic-
tions between the two in contemporary China. The warmth
and coziness of the old way of life are placed in sharp con-
trast with the cold efficiency and wealth of the new era. They
also see the human dimensions of the struggle, which are
vivified by the story of one family.

These afore-mentioned feature films and documen-
taries have made my class a great deal more interesting and
effective. They enable the students to stay actively involved
in the entire learning process by not only providing visual
illustrations but, more importantly, highlighting significant
historical themes and events. My students commented that
the films have indeed helped to enhance their understanding
of modern Chinese history and culture. A number of other
films can be used to achieve the same purpose. The cover-
age of this particular class is chronological in nature, but it is
certainly conceivable to take a more topical approach by di-
viding certain films into several different categories accord-
ing to their main themes, such as women, politics and mod-
ernization, It is fair to say that films, carefully selected and
critically reviewed, can play an invaluable role in the teach-
ing and understanding of history.

A Social History of Modern
Japan Through Film

A January-Term Course

Stephen Udry
Carthage College

In January of 2001, I taught a January-term course
entitled “A Social History of Modern Japan Through Film.”
The course was described in the catalogue as one which
would “examine the changing representations of women, fam-
ily, work, and duty, as well as issues such as identity and
alienation, as presented in the popular media of Japanese
cinema.” The description pointed out that, through critical
viewing of films by directors such as Ozu and Mizoguchi,
students would investigate the relationship of history and
its photographic representation. Lectures and selected read-
ings would provide the students with the necessary back-
ground and tools for critical analysis. Furthermore, the de-
scription held that “the goal of the class was to come to an



