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    Introduction


    
      The adage that ‘sex sells’ has been a long held belief for producers of all kinds of cultural texts: from
      Shakespeare spicing up the romance in his plays; to ancient Indian writings on the Kama Sutra; to exotic
      Orientalist paintings from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The arrival of the moving picture soon gave
      rise to erotic (or sordid) ‘peep shows’, but as cinema developed through the twentieth century, cultural
      attitudes toward sexuality on-screen saw many European cinemas (especially French, Italian and Scandinavian
      filmmakers) taking a relatively liberal view. Meanwhile the English language national cinemas of Britain, the
      USA, Canada, and Australia took a more puritan turn by establishing strict cinematic boundaries. The introduction
      of more clearly-defined classification systems led to some adventurous forms of filmmaking from the 1960s
      onwards, in which taboos on nudity in particular were lifted. But while this revolution took place, much of Asia
      was more circumspect, and traditional or conservative values toward overt sexuality (often closely linked to the
      attitudes of the colonising forces across Asia) were maintained through a balance of official and unofficial
      codes for what was acceptable as film content.
    


    
      In all parts of Asia, strict codes can be found governing the types of images that can be screened on film. Past
      controversies over depictions of nudity, pre-marital relations and miscegenation in what are ostensibly
      general-release films have impacted heavily on local filmmakers in nations such as China, India, Singapore and
      Malaysia, subject to strict censorship and successive bans on the screening of their films. Japan, and to a
      lesser extent, South Korea, have different approaches to on-screen sexuality offering much more liberal
      environments for filmmakers. Yet the cultural mores of each nation’s cinema are seldom discussed in academic
      literature, nor are the more recent, somewhat startling transformations in attitudes and regulations in countries
      such as India; therefore this book offers the first major study to examine this important cultural shift in
      Asia’s film aesthetics. Furthermore, this shift is occurring concurrently with changes to Western representations
      of sexuality through films that blur the lines between general release films and pornography, such as Michael
      Winterbottom’s 9 Songs (2004), Lars von Trier’s Antichrist (2009) and Nymphomaniac Vol.
      1 (2013), and Abdellatif Kechiche’s Blue Is the Warmest Colour [La Vie d’Adèle – Chapitres 1
      & 2] (2013). Each of these films has enjoyed notoriety because of their graphic sexual content. What
      sets these films apart from the world of pornography appears to be their narrative aim. Rather than existing simply as a platform for sexual acts (moving to the disrobing of key protagonists
      as soon as possible), these films propose more complex themes. This is not a book about pornography. What I wish
      to explore in these pages is the ways in which Asia’s cinemas deal with sexuality in general release films –
      films that dwell within the boundaries of a nation’s regulatory codes and are available to general audiences
      (albeit often within age-restricted categorisations). In reference to Susan Sontag and the complexities in
      deciding what constitutes a pornographic image, Gronstad sees her view as one where “as long as the erotic
      manifests itself within the context of Aesthetics, it should not only be tolerated but even commended” (2012:
      121). Sontag privileges representations of sexuality within the canons of high art, where, it seems, anything is
      permissible and a concept that is commensurate with those that defend the often confrontational images of art
      house cinema. For many Asian filmmakers though, the plea for leniency in the name of aesthetics may well fail to
      resonate with the institutions that govern them.
    


    
      This book explores the many differing attitudes and responses to on-screen sexuality across Asia and the moral
      boundaries imposed or implied upon filmmakers wishing to attract a broad audience for their films. The book
      focuses on the cinemas of several key Asian nations (respectively India, China – including Taiwan and Hong Kong –
      Malaysia and Singapore, Japan and South Korea) that have been the focus of my research for a number of years. I
      do not examine the vast cinematic outputs of other countries such as Thailand, the Philippines or Indonesia, as
      discussion of these national cinemas would be better left to those with a deeper familiarity of those nations and
      their cultures.
    


    
      One of this book’s central concerns is how cinema can create perceptions of a society’s underlying moral and
      aesthetic values in relation to sexuality. This is not exclusive to Asian cinema, indeed there is a universalism
      in film aesthetics where the “cinematic drive to maximise beauty is born in part of the need for cinema to arrest
      the gaze and conjure erotic desire” (Krzywinska 2006: 35). However, much Asian cinema has developed during a
      period when the representation of erotic images upsets the nature of cinemas long designed to operate at a level
      where all (or most) members of the family can join in the cinema experience. The communal or even village
      watching of films as a universal experience now looks to be a thing of the past in a number of formerly chaste
      Asian nations. In an increasingly global environment, this communal viewing can also be interrupted by linguistic
      differences such as those found in the increased use of English in Bollywood films. This reflects India’s
      colonised past as well as attempts to cater to diasporic and global audiences.
    


    
      Linguistic differences also reflect cultural diversity and arise in issues of representation and regulation. In
      the introduction to their collection East Asian Sexualities, Jackson et al. (2008) discuss the
      difficulties found in trying to establish a singular definition or meaning for
      the concept of ‘sexuality’ in those cultures where there is no linguistic equivalent. For Jackson et al. (2008:
      3), this indicates:
    


    
      something about the social ordering of sexuality in both Eastern and Western contexts – that to be ‘normally’ or
      normatively ‘sexed’ (gendered) is to display appropriate masculine or feminine sexual (erotic) conduct and, in
      particular, to form sexual (erotic) attachments to the ‘other’ ‘sex’ (gender).
    


    
      Therefore sexuality becomes part of a generally recognised hetero-normative society, perhaps reliant on
      traditional views of human development and trajectories of modernity that may (or may not) match the actual lived
      modernisation of the East. And it is instructive to not lose sight of the fact that sexuality can be used as a
      site of power by the church, the state, local communities, parents, and society in general. These institutional
      or societal bodies either allow or restrict the production and circulation of film and other media. In doing so,
      they influence the flow of discourses on morality and sexuality. The release (or banning) of a film that
      explicitly engages with sexual themes can enable widespread debates about the control and suitability of such
      themes within the moral boundaries of a community.
    


    
      The power of cinema in each individual nation or culture is not to be underestimated. After all, as Laura Mulvey
      (2010: 19) suggests:
    


    
      While the cinema reflects the society that produces it, its mediating images, forms, and cinematic language
      contribute to the way a society understands and internalizes itself as image. Thus, how cinematic meaning is
      created still remains central to the analysis of film, but these images take film theorists and historians away
      from the screen and into the surrounding cultural context to which they refer and from which they emerge.
    


    
      This work by Mulvey expands upon her seminal text, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975), a work
      concerned with both text and audience, in which she recalls, “I argued that the eroticized cinematic look was
      constructed textually, inscribed on the screen through its cinematic organization, point of view, privileged
      screen space, and so on, and that this way of looking is understood as gendered ‘male’” (20). Mulvey’s initial
      adherence to the work of Freud concentrated on his “naming of the pleasure of looking, voyeurism, as active and,
      therefore, metaphorically masculine” (20). Mulvey’s later considerations were to place a greater emphasis on the
      notion of context, as she admits:
    


    
      It was this textual critical perspective that was challenged by a concern for the actual aspirations and
      anxieties that might accompany an audience into the cinema from the real world
      and through which they would ‘negotiate’ with the pleasures offered by the movie on the screen (2010: 20).
    


    
      Thus, when discussing the broad concept of ‘Asian’ cinema, one must also be highly cognisant of the cultural
      ‘baggage’ of the audience, both the assumed audience, and the ‘real’ audience who have paid for their ticket and
      taken their seat in the darkened cinema. Through what lens is their “gaze” (to use Mulvey’s term) focusing? The
      increasingly liberal environments across Asia, partly spurred on by a globality of cinematic images, means that
      audience expectations and understandings are considerably different from previous generations. The arrival of the
      type of overt sexuality on Asian screens that was previously only found in illicit pornographic materials is
      perhaps, as Thoret contends, reflective of the situation in Western societies where “pornography has
      ‘disappeared’ because now it’s everywhere [ … ] It is no longer a scandalous land one enters with lowered head
      and raised expectations, but the standardized backdrop that now conditions our relationship to sex” (2012: 89).
    


    
      The possibility that once taboo images are now part of a “standardised background” raises a number of pertinent
      points. Like Michel Foucault, I too am interested in the ways that sexuality as a discourse of power emerges:
    


    
      … the channels it takes, and the discourses it permeates in order to reach the most tenuous and individual modes
      of behaviour, the paths that give it access to the rare or scarcely perceivable forms of desire, how it
      penetrates and controls everyday pleasure – all this entailing effects that may be those of refusal, blockage,
      and invalidation, but also incitement and intensification (1978: 11).
    


    
      But the institutional control of sexuality and its various discourses evolved in a myriad of ways. For instance,
      Gronstad argues that the “artists of the late nineteenth century were attracted to the erotic as a means both to
      produce social critique and to interrogate aesthetic conventions” (2012: 128). And Hollywood’s sexualisation of
      women in the 1920s (taking its cues from Broadway), arrived at a time when the USA had “mastered a discourse of
      sexuality and new freedoms associated with ‘our modern maidens’ while also promoting an identification of
      modernity with femininity and consumerism” (Mulvey 2010: 25). This move toward individualisation in late
      modernity is viewed as resulting in “greater sexual freedom, the breaking of the link between sex, marriage and
      reproduction, and the exploration of new lifestyles”, to the extent that “women in East Asia are [now] also
      seeking greater autonomy [but … ] face considerable constraints in doing so” (Jackson et al. 2008: 17). This
      change does not come easily though, as various regions, such as some parts of East Asia are marked by their
      “continued strong double standards of morality … sexual harassment … and the difficulties of forging a viable
      feminist sexual politics” (Jackson et al. 2008: 17). Indeed, these double
      standards are also apparent in India where Banaji notes that “in Bombay, the onus for remaining chaste is almost
      uniformly placed upon girls and women, while young men are known to engage, covertly, in a multitude of
      exploratory sexual practices and, sometimes, sexual violence without attracting much or any public censure”
      (2006: 105). While these views can perhaps also be extended across Asia, especially to South and South East Asia,
      geo-spatial renderings of ‘East Asia’ must also include Japan where different codes of morality and sexual
      politics appear to reside, and film has long been accepted as a site for explorations of sexual behaviour.
      Foucault once famously noted that the pre-modern societies of China, Japan, India, Rome and the Arabo-Moslem
      world perpetuated an ars erotica in contrast to the dour scientia sexualis of the Christian-led
      West. For Foucault, “in the erotic art, truth is drawn from pleasure itself, understood as a practice and
      accumulated as experience; pleasure is not considered in relation to an absolute law of the permitted and the
      forbidden” (1978: 57). While this may be the case for the earlier civilisations found in these societies, changes
      to moral outlooks in China and India have determined the course of cultural development often resulting in strict
      censorship of the ‘erotic arts’, such as the highly visual world of cinema. In its attempts to regulate film
      content, for example, India’s Central Board of Film Classification (CBFC) has shifted its approach on a number of
      occasions in its attempts to find a balance between conservative forces, on the one hand, pushing for the
      traditional codes of chaste morality that echo Foucault’s claim of the West where “the image of the imperial
      prude is emblazoned on our restrained, mute, and hypocritical sexuality” (1978: 3), and filmmakers on the other
      hand, keen to explore the perimeters of their craft. Japan, as an exception, appears to have instead incorporated
      such imagery into its daily life.
    


    
      In this book I wish to show how the many cinemas of Asia appear to be moving closer to each other in their
      ability to express openness toward on-screen sexuality, partly as a by-product of globalisation and as a result
      of the expansion of the global film trade. For instance, the changing representation of women and their sexuality
      in film as possible sexual aggressors, or at the very least, as active and willing participants in non-marital
      sexual relations, is also viewed as a part of the unwelcome moral deviancy of the West. Jackson et al. reiterate
      this, noting that “[f]eminist and sexual liberation movements strike at the heart of Asian values – which is why
      they are often seen as unwelcome Western imports” (2008: 23). In India’s Bollywood cinema, for example, there is
      a visible shift in the way that film handles its representations of human relationships; no longer is it as
      simple as Takhar et al. (2012: 273) suggest where:
    


    
      Bollywood love stories are always embedded within a wider context that maintains Indian social values,
      particularly the role of the extended family, its hierarchy, and the collective responsibility for family
      members. This system ensures that individual wants are subordinated to the
      greater interests of the family collectivity.
    


    
      Certainly this may be the case with family blockbusters like Khabi Kushi Khabie Gham (2000, dir. Karan
      Johar) – itself a commentary on the value of family and reunification in the global age – but a general shift in
      Bollywood films challenges such traditional values. This becomes a more significant issue when one considers the
      pedagogical nature of film where “mothers use Bollywood films as a means of reinforcing long-standing cultural
      traditions, moral values, and life lessons” (Takhar 2012: 274). This shift has been noted by Chowdhury (2012: 54)
      where she observes an “emergent dichotomy” in which “a transforming attitude towards female sexuality, that
      increasingly, since the nineties, attempt[s] to redefine the limits of feminine desire and question the
      traditional assumptions about its allure”. Such an approach suggests that this is indeed a gendered phenomenon
      built upon hegemonic notions of an almost universal nature where, as Richard Dyer once wrote:
    


    
      The visual representation of male sexuality puts women in their place, as objects of a ‘natural’ male sexual
      drive that may at times be ridiculous but is also insistent, inescapable and inevitable. Such representations
      help to preserve the existing power relations of men over women by translating them into sexual relations,
      rendered both as biologically given and as a source of masculine pleasure (2002: 98–9).
    


    
      In the case of Asian cultures, this creates narratives that replicate patriarchal societal structures, and
      further the increasingly global trend where “cultural transformations in the politics of sex are constantly being
      reflected and reworked in the cinemasphere” (Gronstad 2012: 130). What is new is the level of audience engagement
      in increasingly liberal screening environments, where there is an “amplified sense of spectatorial
      self-consciousness that has no doubt become part of the economy of watching moving images” (Gronstad 2012: 130).
      Changes are therefore apparent not just in the films, but in the Asian audience and their expectations of what
      the cinema can deliver.
    


    
      But there are limits to what the audience will consider watching. Perhaps even more challenging to mainstream
      Asian sensibilities than heteronormative sexual imagery is the spectre of homosexuality, and as Jackson et al.
      contend, “Homosexuality and lesbianism are not merely objects of moral outrage – they challenge the foundations
      of the Asian patriarchal family” (2008: 23). The seriousness of such charges is not to be underestimated, not
      only does the gay man “renege on the paramount filial duty of continuing the family line and ensuring parent’s
      future as ancestors”, but the lesbian “refuses women’s part in this project, brings shame on the family, and
      flies in the face of all tenets of feminine virtue” (2008: 24). Again, Japan
      appears to be the ‘odd man’ (or woman) out here, with more liberal views toward overt displays of homosexuality.
      While other Asian cinemas may feature gay characters, these are most often in the guise of overly-camp
      stereotypes acting as comic foil to the main, heterosexual protagonists (although Japanese cinema can be equally
      guilty of this). And while Dyer writes that the “effectiveness of stereotypes resides in the way they invoke a
      consensus” (2002: 14), Hong Kong director Stephen Chow’s films such as Kung-fu Hustle (2004) exemplify
      this with the use of the stereotyped character of ‘Fairy’ (played by actor and martial arts expert Chiu
      Chi-ling), the effeminate tailor so easily berated by the landlords of Pig Sty Alley where he lives and works. In
      the use of the stereotyped ‘queen’ or ‘dyke’, Dyer suggests that the message is that “gay men and lesbians are
      not ‘real men’ and ‘real women’, which expresses the assumption that true masculinity and femininity are in large
      measure defined in heterosexual sexuality” (2002: 30). Fortunately, Fairy’s eventual use of martial arts (the use
      of masculinised violence) to save the villagers goes some way toward redeeming the character as a worthy (that
      is, accepted) member of society, rather than simply a figure of ridicule.
    


    
      Depictions of sex (heterosexual or otherwise) in films are, of course, subject to a plethora of differing rules,
      regulations and moral codes throughout the world. In Paul J. Wright’s meta-study of sexuality in the mass media,
      he expresses surprise at the dearth of safe-sex messages presented, “[g]iven that adolescents comprise a
      significant proportion of the popular film audience and that sex in popular films often occurs between the young
      and newly acquainted” (2009: 190). Although Wright’s focus is on Hollywood films and US audiences, the social
      changes and increased autonomy for young people in Asia, in line with the rise of individualism, suggests that
      such themes are also appropriate for contemporary Asia. However, while issues of gender preference and health
      communication messages are important, this book’s focus is on the changing aesthetics surrounding on-screen
      representations of sexuality in Asian cinema, and the resultant moral debates that arise from these changes.
    


    
      Central to these debates is the role of censorship; the state-imposed control of images that often results in a
      crude intersection of art meets bureaucracy. When this censorship is carried out in an empathetic manner, the
      audience may be none the wiser. But the heavy-handed approach taken in many Asian nations where governments
      attempt to keep their citizens focused on nation-building (and economic growth), results in some severe
      interruptions to the artistic project. This approach often leads to the point where the:
    


    
      … censor is frequently depicted as an omnipotent, albeit incompetent, agent of the state whose ineptitude in
      literary and filmic analysis is matched only by the crudity of his methods: fig leaves, black lines of bars, x’s
      and o’s, fuzzy dots, or, more recently, digitized mosaics to replace the
      offending words or images (Cather 2009: 60).
    


    
      But while censors work hard to prevent the audience from seeing particular images that are considered offensive,
      the implied, often misogynistic tone of a film is often left untouched. The patriarchal social structures and
      film industries of Asia reflect Dyer’s suggestion in the introduction to his collected essays on representation
      that “[t]he representation of women and other oppressed groups was, and by and large still is, a relentless
      parade of insults” (2002: 1). Dyer later admits that “people do not necessarily read negative images of
      themselves as negative” (2002: 2), conceding perhaps that female audiences may not necessarily disagree with or
      find the ways they are represented on-screen as offensive. Certainly the turn of post-feminism saw the sense of
      agency shift from the “weight of control over representation on the side of the rich, the white, the male, the
      heterosexual” (Dyer 2002: 2), however the freedoms that emerge in the representations of on-screen hedonistic
      displays of sexuality in Asian cinema still tend to objectify women. In many cases, as this book will illustrate,
      the female protagonist struggles to move beyond a voyeuristic platform for male audience enjoyment.
    


    
      Furthermore, there is a split between representations of beauty and its commercial viability where the “problems
      of Plato’s cosmetic and Kant’s universal beauty are reinvigorated by the perceived dangers of the popular taste
      for spectacle and the mobilization of a global audience” (Galt 2011: 5). Judgements are constantly being made by
      audiences in different cultures because, as Galt notes, “[a]esthetic theories depend on constructions of gender,
      sexuality, and race to regulate what kinds of bodies and images can be beautiful and who has access to value
      itself” (2011: 5). This mirrors Feury’s understanding that “[s]eductive signs tend to be heavily invested with a
      sort of cultural currency. We quickly recognise them because they declare their intent and utilise
      well-established paradigms, drawn from cultural sensibilities, history, intertextual references, textual
      conventions, etc.” (2000: 160). In terms of the ‘foreign’, this itself can create a particular cultural or racial
      object of sexual desire where the “fetish that is produced in the movement between cultures is a concrete
      expression of the state of longing produced when what was inside moves to the outside, when what was taken for
      granted of one’s culture becomes an object of contemplation” (Marks 2000: 123). This can surface in the desiring
      of a racial other, whether by accident, such as when the Malay girl falls for a Chinese Boy in Yasmin Ahmad’s
      Sepet (2004) (see Chapter 3), or by design when a Korean gangster
      finds himself in China and expects Chinese woman to have sex with him in Happy Hotel (2012, dir. Wang
      Yuelun) (see Chapter 2).
    


    
      The cinematic experience is also a site for a more intimate, personal moment, and as Laura Marks (2000: xi)
      claims, the ways that “film signifies through its materiality” also “suggests
      the way vision itself can be tactile, as though one were touching a film with one’s eyes”. Perhaps this is simply
      another reading of Feury’s suggestion that cinema features a type of “auto-erotocism” that is “derived from the
      spectator’s own urphantasie [primal phantasie] meeting that of cinema’s” (2000: 168), in which the
      viewer’s intimate relationship with what appears on-screen is heightened. For Marks, the pleasure of cinema is
      found in “the tactile and contagious quality of cinema as something we viewers brush up against like another
      body” (2000: xii). But there are complexities in the delivered aesthetics of cinema, which are rarely (if ever)
      neutral images, and as Galt notes:
    


    
      Cinema condenses the sexism and racism of traditional aesthetics, but it also poses new questions about the
      pleasures of the image and the geopolitics of a global image culture. It embraces the gaudy and colorful, the
      pretty face of this year’s starlet, at the same time as it elaborates a battery of anti-pretty critiques to keep
      the medium’s essential qualities distanced from such secondary charms (2011: 5).
    


    
      But each of these cinematic images presupposes the gaze of the spectator, observing from a distance. Cinema works
      to reduce this physical gap between the audience and the screen because, “[c]inema is seductive – this is one of
      its most compelling qualities; and cinema has become well practiced and skilled at setting up and devising scenes
      of seduction” (Feury 2000: 158). And while Marks contends that “[v]oyeurism relies on maintaining the distance
      between viewer and viewed” (2000: 184), she elaborates on this, insisting that “[e]roticism closes that distance
      and implicates the viewer in the viewed” (2000: 184). For Marks, the notion of “haptic visuality” is one in which
      “the viewer is more likely to lose herself in the image, to lose her sense of proportion” (2000: 184).
    


    
      It is within this ontological trope that human desires (physical and emotional) are replicated in cinema, an
      auditory and visual medium, that “both produces and satisfies (but only in a restricted sense) such desires,
      feeding into the wider libidinal economy of desire and the Symbolic order” (Feury 2000: 75). For Patrick Feury
      this creates a concern with the importance of the on-screen image and “the force of the body as it drives the
      narrative, the diegetic, the discourse, the demands, the desires, and passions of film and its spectators” (2000:
      75). At its most modest level, the body as a tangible, physical object on the screen engages us in our
      recognition of the human form. For Feury, representations of skin on the screen provide a range of meanings, and
      the “discourse of skin is possible because of both the apparatus of film (the closeup, slow motion and time-lapse
      photography, which can be extended to include the extraordinary effects of makeup and costumes) and the libidinal
      economies that the filmic discourse has developed” (2000: 77). To return to my earlier argument of a juncture
      between art and institutions, representations of the body are further complicated by the fact that “[c]inema produces a unique concatenation of forces around art and
      international commerce, forcing those invested in visual aesthetics to consider the possibilities of a popular
      art and the significance of globally transited images” (Galt 2011: 5). The racial, ethnic, cultural and gendered
      bodies found on-screen enter a complex site of desired (and rejected) meanings for different audiences. Their
      aesthetic value is determined upon perceived notions around their artistic and commercial possibilities.
    


    
      The aesthetics of cinema and its implicit values based on morality and sexual mores is a key element in
      Cinematic Boundaries. My methodological approach in this book rests mostly on textual analysis, and
      while I take a semiotic approach to investigating the various films collected here, like Jean Mitry (in his later
      writings), I use this approach cautiously. I maintain a suitable distance from some of the more reductive
      constraints found in the application of rigid linguistic structures to the creative process of filmmaking and
      analysis. In Mitry’s words:
    


    
      Yet if it [film] is language, it is only so far as it is representation, i.e. the image of the world and its
      object. Now, this concrete representation implies certain values involving perception, the psychology of form
      (Gestalt), and other conditions at least as influential as those of linguistics whose structures in the final
      analysis, are only concerned with film semantics and narrativity (2000: 23).
    


    
      Thus, my analysis is informed by broader Film and Cultural Studies approaches, not just limited to the field of
      semiotics.
    


    Chapter Outline


    
      In each chapter of this book I outline the key state regulatory codes for defining the appropriateness of films
      for that nation’s audiences. These regulations and codes operate as legally enforceable advisory guidelines for
      filmmakers and audiences, but can also be seen as institutional impediments to filmmakers and their creative
      portrayal of sexual imagery. Select scenes from individual films are analysed to see the types of imagery used
      and to ascertain the limits of each nation’s regulatory codes. Each chapter also places these contemporary films
      within a temporal framework to track the cultural and historical changes that indicate a changed environment,
      often (but not always) toward a more liberalised field in which taboos on sexual imagery may have been sidelined.
      In some cases, the ready distribution of films through digital technologies and piracy has been instrumental,
      especially at a global level, in allowing the crossing of boundaries.
    


    
      In Chapter 1 of this book I explore the cinematic output of India, a nation
      rapidly changing the ways it portrays representations of sex and sexuality. Following the chaste morality imposed
      upon it by its former British colonial power, India’s filmmakers appear to have
      spent many decades replicating Foucault’s thoughts of the West where:
    


    
      Sexuality was carefully confined; it moved into the home. The conjugal family took custody of it and absorbed it
      into the serious function of reproduction. On the subject of sex, silence became the rule (1978: 3).
    


    
      But Foucault also went on to note that while silence might have appeared to be the rule, what emerged was a new
      discourse of sexuality where it emerged cloaked in secrecy and refigured into daily speech through suggestion and
      innuendo. Indian cinema, with Bollywood as its prime example, may not have shown nudity, but the hot pelvic
      thrusting of its leading ladies (and men) as they cavorted through musical items seemed to leave little to the
      imagination. But what was deemed overtly sexual (or ‘raunchy’) little more than a decade ago is now timid stuff
      indeed. Chapter 1 illustrates how in present day Indian cinema the veils
      have been lifted (both metaphorically and literally) to provide a much more explicit form of sexuality on India’s
      screens.
    


    
      In Chapter 2 I focus on China, perhaps in the sense of what is often
      referred to as Greater China, inclusive of Hong Kong and Taiwan. In many ways China has long shared both its
      geographical borders and its moral boundaries with India, especially in its attitudes toward on-screen depictions
      of sex or nudity. But while the mainland of China retains its sense of propriety in representations of sexuality,
      Taiwan and Hong Kong prove to be much more liberal in their views, creating some difficulties in the management
      and censorship of texts created as part of ‘One China’. Across these geographically disparate zones different
      codes of morality operate under the political, cultural and social rules of each territory, so while the Chinese
      mainland’s films still tend to adhere to Confucian, patriarchal codes of morality (Celli 2011), these are at odds
      with the films emerging from the Hong Kong and Taiwan film industries.
    


    
      Chapter 3 explores the concept of respectability in the cinemas of Malaysia
      and Singapore. The Film Censorship Board of Malaysia is renowned for its low tolerance of on-screen sexuality,
      whether implied or explicit. Its regulations impose upon filmmakers and distributors a strict regime of rules
      around the categories of public safety and harmony, religion, culture and manners and morality (Chin 2013), in
      order to protect its potentially vulnerable citizens from the influence of untoward images. In Singapore, similar
      attitudes are found, albeit with a more flexible series of responses. Attempts to kick-start Singapore’s
      fledgling film industry through increased enticements for national co-productions has seen some moves toward a
      more tolerant attitude for filmmakers, often to the confusion of local artists who feel a double standard is
      being imposed as their work continues to be subjected to the overly-sensitive demands of the state censors.
    


    
      Chapter 4 discusses the most liberal of
      all nations included in this study via the long established history of film in Japan. Perhaps reaching its zenith
      with the pinku [pink] films of the 1960s, Japan emerges as the most accepting environment for filmmakers
      and audiences to enjoy realist or hyper-sexualised images of nudity, sex or violence on-screen. Drawing on
      traditional forms of storytelling such as Noh theatre and ancient erotic art, Japan’s filmmakers have been at the
      leading edge of global cinema for more than half a century. Japan’s films are universally recognised for their
      determined focus on aesthetics and beauty, and their ability to present images that may be deemed far too
      confronting for many other national cinemas.
    


    
      Chapter 5 shifts to South Korea, the nation that is producing the newest,
      and in some ways boldest, cinema of the region. Relying heavily on the influence of Japanese cinema, but funded
      mostly through a system mimetic of Hollywood, South Korea’s burgeoning cinema industry shies away from the
      chasteness of neighbouring China to embrace the liberal attitudes of Japan. As a relatively new entrant in the
      international film market due to years of military rule, Korean cinema has quickly gained box office success at
      the local, regional and global levels. The rise of internationalisation through funding arrangements such as
      co-productions, talent exchanges and the increasingly influential Busan International Film Festival have assisted
      in ensuring that Korean cinema is now a ‘player’ in global cinema. Its risk-taking filmmakers and relatively
      liberal regulatory environment allow a creative field of cinema to emerge.
    


    
      The book concludes with a discussion on possible future directions for Asian cinema as attitudes, responses and
      regulations surrounding allowable film content are debated. Because of the multivariate ways in which we make
      meaning of a text, any attempt toward a universal aesthetic will invariably be stalled or countered by culture,
      by tradition, or by ideology. As Mitry once wrote, “the moving image will never be, could never be, a utilitarian
      language potentially capable of organising itself towards an aesthetic purpose” (2000: 36). Instead, as this book
      hopes to show, film is a culturally derived ‘product’ that reflects and often challenges the moral values and
      social mores of a particular culture. The cinematic boundaries that exist are ever changing, and it is within
      these boundaries – both real and perceived – that Asia’s filmmakers create, produce and release a vast and
      dynamic range of enjoyable films that each deal with sex and sexuality in their own unique way.
    

  


  
    Chapter
    1
    

    Indian Cinema’s New Aesthetic


    Introduction


    
      This chapter tracks changes in on-screen depictions of sexuality and morality in mainstream Indian cinema. It
      explores national and regional differences in India’s increasingly sexualised film content, the critical
      responses to films that contain such images, and the ways in which the state’s censorship bodies regulate such
      films. Home to 1.3 billion people, India is a nation whose populace has a much more intimate relationship with
      film than, arguably, any other nation. Enormous and productive cinema industries operate in various corners of
      the nation, with regional states ensuring a constant supply of a staggering number of films that firstly resonate
      with their home cultural and linguistic audience, and then nationally and in many cases, globally. Southern
      India’s Tamil film industry (Kollywood), for example, produced 262 feature films in 2012, more than the most
      commonly recognised Hindi film industry that produced 221 films (mostly Bollywood films) in the same year (CBFC
      2012). Further north the Telugu cinema industry (Tollywood cinema) produced 256 features, and Malayalam cinema
      produced 185; then there are the ‘smaller’ cinemas such as those of the Bengali film industry (also, confusingly,
      sometimes referred to as Tollywood) that produced 123 films in 2012 (CBFC 2012). Nationally, this results in
      around 1,200 feature films produced each year, considerably more than Hollywood’s annual production (2012
      figures) of 819 feature films, France’s 272, the UK’s 299 and Australia’s 43 (UNESCO 2014). Each of these
      localised Indian film industries reflects local cultures and their respective moral and religious values. Such
      differences appear in the types of films that emerge from each region, at times testing the national regulatory
      codes that apply to Indian cinema.
    


    
      In India, the early 2000s saw Bollywood audiences confronted by the release of the shocking (by Bollywood
      standards) Jism (lit. Body, 2003, dir. Amit Saxena and Aditya Prakash Singh). Jism is
      widely acknowledged as a remake of Lawrence Kasdan’s erotic thriller Body Heat (1981), a film decried as
      little more than a soft core reworking of Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity (1944). Since then, India
      cinema (with Mumbai’s Bollywood, Hindi-language cinema leading the way) has moved from its ‘No Sex Please, We’re
      Indian!’ frame of mind, to a much more liberal attitude and acceptance of images and narratives that confront
      shifting moral and sexual norms.
    


    The Regulatory Environment


    
      In 1983 the renamed Central Board of Film Certification suggested a move away from its more imposing-sounding
      predecessor the Central Board of Film Censors. This change of name was an attempt to give the impression
      that the Board (still known to this day as ‘The Censor Board’) would be more selective in its certifying
      of films, rather than acting in a more punitive manner as a censor (MoviePlus 2013). However, in the years that
      followed the most noticeable changes were found in the increased use of profanities and violence. When it came to
      matters of sexual or moral values, the CBFC seemed only too happy to return to its censorship role. This return
      could be seen, in part, as a response to the national Indecent Representation of Women (Prohibition) Act of 1986,
      although it can also be seen as closely linked to assumptions of a passive audience and the “striking
      similarities between the rhetoric of moral and regulatory anxieties about the ‘effect’ of the cinematic medium”
      (Bose 2009: 23) that the Board had tried to address through its changes to film classifications in the early
      1980s.
    


    
      India’s Censor Board reviews some 1,300 feature films each year across its major linguistic centres including
      Mumbai, Kolkata, Chennai, New Delhi and Hyderabad (Shekhar 2012). The Censor Board enjoys a surprising autonomy
      from direct state intervention, partly by appointing “bureaucrats with an inclination or interest in films”
      rather than over-zealous public servants or those trained in legal issues (Shekhar 2012). In an interview with
      esteemed film critic Anil Saari, former Censor Board Chair Bikram Singh noted that changes to the Board’s
      guidelines in the early 1980s were constructed to “have more realistic guidelines and to allow a little room for
      the play of the censor’s intelligence and his judgement” (Saari 2011: 210). Saari suggested to Singh that
      censorship began to show signs of “rational liberalism” and that there was “no prudishness about topless scenes
      in foreign films and there is more liberalism with kissing scenes and sex in Indian films” (209). Singh’s curt
      response to this suggestion focused on the technicalities that guide Board decisions:
    


    
      I am not even aware if any topless scenes have been allowed as a matter of policy. There is no policy like that.
      On kissing scenes also we have no policy. The guidelines we have say that scenes which are likely to be found
      offensive on the grounds of ‘depravity’, ‘obscenity’, and ‘vulgarity’ … should not be approved (2011: 209).
    


    
      This response appears to indicate a rigid attitude by the former censor, however his next comments addressed the
      complexity of applying a clinical approach to matters of morality and taste:
    


    
      It is possible that in a particular film even kissing may look vulgar. If it provokes a sense of vulgarity, then
      it should be deleted. But otherwise there are no pressures. The guidelines do
      not say that kissing should not be allowed in Hindi films. They do not say that nudity should not be allowed. At
      one time they did (209).
    


    
      The notion of how such themes are dealt with is noted several times in the relevant state legislation. The
      Cinematograph Act of 1952 explains in the notes to Section 5-B that: “It is not elements of rape, leprosy, sexual
      immorality which should attract the censor’s scissors but how the theme is handled by the producer”. Under the
      Act’s ‘Principles for Guidance in Certifying Films’, it states:
    


    
      A film is judged in its entirety from the point of view of its overall impact and is examined in the light of the
      period depicted in the film and the contemporary standards of the country and the people to whom the film
      relates, provided that the film does not deprave the morality of the audience.
    


    
      These ‘Principles’ indicate the temporal environment in which films exist, allowing for change in societal
      attitudes, such as those that have appeared in the past decade. It is instructive here to note the (selected)
      guidelines under the Cinematograph Act under which the Censor Board must operate:
    


    
      1. Objectives of Film Certification
    


    
      i) the medium of film remains responsible and sensitive to the values and standards of society;
    


    
      ii) artistic expression and creative freedom are not unduly curbed;
    


    
      iii) certification is responsible to social changes;
    


    
      iv) the medium of film provides clean and healthy entertainment; and
    


    
      v) as far as possible, the film is of aesthetic value and cinematically of a good standard.
    


    
      2. In pursuance of the above objectives, the CBFC shall ensure that:
    


    
      [ … ]
    


    
      vii) human sensibilities are not offended by vulgarity, obscenity or depravity;
    


    
      viii) such dual meaning words as obviously cater to baser instincts are not allowed;
    


    
      ix) scenes degrading or denigrating women in any manner are not presented;
    


    
      x) scenes involving sexual violence against women like attempt to rape, rape or any form of molestation or scenes
      of a similar nature are avoided, and if any such incidence is germane to the theme, they shall be reduced to the
      minimum and no details are shown;
    


    
      xi) scenes showing sexual perversions shall be avoided and if such matters are germane to the theme they shall be
      reduced to the minimum and no details are shown.
    


    
      The objectives selected here are those directly related to morality and the
      portrayal or representation of sexual imagery, and I will return to several of these key points during this
      chapter. Speaking to director Subhash Ghai, Saari suggests that the song ‘Choli ke peeche kya hai?’ (What’s
      Behind the Blouse?) in Ghai’s 1993 Khalnayak was responsible for “a new wave of permissiveness” in
      Indian film. Ghai’s response was to refer to the artistic value of the song within the film:
    


    
      I must say that I am glad that people have accepted the artistic approach and intention of the director towards
      that song. I am glad that even government officials and people from the literary world have praised the
      cinematization of the song [ … ] I have always said that the essence of the song was the use of the ‘kook kook’
      sound, but my detractors insisted that the essence was Choli ke peeche kya hai (What’s behind the
      blouse?) (Saari 2011: 46).
    


    
      Saari then asks about Ghai’s feelings toward the rise of subsequent ‘sexy sexy’ songs in later films. Ghai’s
      surprising response is that “It is a very unhealthy trend, which I will definitely never appreciate” (46),
      suggesting his own ambivalence toward the commercial and moral benefits of such a song. Ghai doubts the
      effectiveness of scandal as a marketing tool for a film, suggesting that controversy only results in an extra two
      or three days of patronage at a film. But the arrival of Jism in 2003 indicated that scandalous themes
      could enable the success of a film.
    


    
      Jism is an erotic thriller featuring Bipasha Basu in a career-gambling role as the married Sonia who
      meets up with Kabir (John Abraham) and begins an affair. Sonia’s passion for Kabir sees her straddle his lap
      while he drives along in his Jeep, and again while they writhe on a beach in a titillating scene reminiscent of
      Deborah Kerr and Burt Lancaster’s wave-crashing frolic in From Here to Eternity (1953, dir. Fred
      Zinnemann). Abraham’s Kabir is a playboy on an alcohol-fuelled self-destructive streak who looks to be at rock
      bottom when he sees Sonia emerge from the ocean; a mermaid-like vision that lures him from his morose state.
      Later he spies her on a hotel balcony, where her exposed flesh in a backless dress captures his gaze. He
      approaches her, propositioning her with lines of flowery prose:
    


    
      Kabir:   If there was someone who could give solace to my heart [pause] I never met such a person.
    


    
      Sonia fixes her gaze on him. She is neither impressed nor aggrieved at his interruption.
    


    
      Sonia:   I am a married woman.
    


    
      Kabir:   So?
    


    
      Sonia:   I’m not in search of company, a friend or a conscience keeper.
    


    
      Kabir:   Oh. [pause] So tell me that you’re happily married, and very content.
    


    
      Sonia:   Yes. I’m content.
    


    
      Kabir:   It’s a human being’s duty madam, to care for one another’s joys and sorrows. [pause] Will you
      have a drink?
    


    
      Sonia:   Can’t you hear me? I’m a married woman, and my husband …
    


    
      Kabir:   Where’s your husband?
    


    
      He makes a pretence of searching for her husband.
    


    
      Kabir:   I’ll buy him a drink too.
    


    
      Sonia:   He’s not in town at the moment.
    


    
      Kabir:   Oh, really. I love such husbands. [Sonia smiles] May we celebrate his absence from the city?
    


    
      Sonia:   He keeps coming here over the weekends.
    


    
      Kabir:   Oh. [pause] See, madam, the offer I made of buying you a drink holds good for only a little
      while. I’m here only for an hour and a half. After that I’m going away. Forever. For the rest of your life.
    


    
      Sonia contemplates this.
    


    
      Sonia:     All right, buy me a soft-drink if you must.
    


    
      Kabir orders the drink then suggests to Sonia that she looks like she belongs to a rich family. The drink arrives
      and Kabir looks to the stars:
    


    
      Kabir:   How I wish I had someone to soothe my tired body, someone who could satisfy the needs of my
      soul and my body.
    


    
      Sonia:   Get married.
    


    
      Kabir:   Married? These needs I feel only for one night.
    


    
      He leans in, desperately close. Sonia giggles, spilling her drink down the front of her dress. She berates
      herself as she brushes the drink from her breast – an action closely watched by Kabir. He rushes to get some
      tissues and she slips away.
    


    
      This initial exchange between the two establishes the potential of Sonia’s infidelity. Her decision to remain in
      conversation with the obviously predatory Kabir suggests that her moral strength and faith to her husband may be
      easily swayed. The action then cuts to a reprisal of the earlier beach scene where Kabir first sees Sonia, before
      returning to Kabir now being seated at a restaurant table in the hotel. He pours himself an effervescent glass of
      beer and takes a sip. A ‘musical item’ (song and dance number), with a
      less-than-subtle segue begins, and an overt link to the bubbly beer is made as the action cuts to a close-up of a
      woman’s lips forming a round ‘O’, the camera pulls back and Sonia is revealed as she blows through a child’s
      bubble maker. The bubbles sail toward Kabir and burst around him. The musical item now established, Sonia moves
      toward Kabir and suggestively drapes herself across his table. As Sonia dances, the song states:
    


    
      Come let me take you to a place where sweet intoxication awaits us in the shadows of the stars.
    


    
      Sonia is enchanting as she leads a dazed, mesmerised Kabir on a chase through the grounds of the hotel, and the
      lyrics continue:
    


    
      Come to me, come closer to me.
    


    
      Finally, in his bedroom Kabir is shirtless and Sonia climbs, cat-like, onto his bed, before rolling onto her
      back, lying in wait for him, as the song concludes:
    


    
      A beautiful dream is coming true for you.
    


    
      The seduction is obviously successful because a short time later the scene opens with them both (presumably)
      naked in bed as the sun rises, with Sonia caressing Kabir’s shoulders. Things heat up even further some minutes
      later in a 9 1/2 Weeks (1986, dir. Adrian Lyne) moment where the blindfolded Sonia is pushed back onto
      her bed and teased with Kabir rubbing ice all over her quivering lips and torso as she writhes in ecstasy. It is
      obvious that Kabir offers her pleasures that her older, wealthy husband cannot. Sonia’s regret at both her
      infidelity and the loveless marriage she is trapped in is expressed while they bathe naked in the moonlight, in
      the large swimming pool on the property owned by her husband.
    


    
      Sonia:   In just two days he’ll be back, and he’ll touch me again. He’ll treat my body like his property
      and just use it. I wish [pause] I wish I had never met you, I wouldn’t have known what a shameful life I’m
      leading.
    


    
      Of course, as the plot unfolds, it may be that this is all just a ploy to entrap Kabir and get hold of her
      husband’s money, however it also offers a pointed commentary at India’s traditional beliefs around arranged
      marriages, which often involve husbands much older that their brides.
    


    
      Saxeena and Singh’s controversial film was soon followed by Julie (2004, dir. Deepak S. Shivadasani), in
      which the unmarried, eponymous Julie (Neha Dupia), a prostitute, is seen making
      love with a young man Mihir (Priyanshu Chatterjee) in a hayloft, for pleasure, not money (described in my earlier
      book, Pugsley 2013: 44). Although there is nudity, the line is drawn at showing nipples, pubic hair or genitalia
      which would presumably breach the Cinematograph Act’s guidelines of avoiding “vulgarity, obscenity or depravity”,
      or of providing the viewing public with “clean and healthy entertainment”. Later releases have been similarly
      controversial, with one of the most recent being 2012’s Aiyyaa (dir. Sachin Kundalkar) that features an
      erotically-charged scene of leading man, Surya (played by Prithviraj Sukumaran) inserting a petrol pump nozzle
      into a fuel tank of the motorbike that he has Meenakshi (Rani Mukerji) pressed up against (see Figure 1.1). The scene takes place during a musical item ‘Aga Bai’, where Meenakshi is dreaming of an
      encounter with the mysterious Surya, making Meenakshi the predator. As Surya ‘pumps’ the fuel, the now full tank
      suddenly spurts forth a stream of petrol, some of it hitting a very willing Meenakshi in the face. Given that
      many items are released as stand-alone music videos, it is perhaps not surprising that Kundalkar’s ‘money shot’
      (in porn-speak) has been carefully edited out of a number of versions of the clip. Again, there is no nudity
      involved, but this scene almost earned the film a much-maligned ‘A certificate’ (corresponding with an ‘R-18+
      rating’ in Australia, but long viewed in India as a sign of vulgarity).
    


    
      Meenakshi’s behaviour is not too far removed from Jyotika Virdi’s examination of the cinematic ‘vamp’ in Indian
      films, where she notes that:
    


    
      Between the moral authority of the state’s censor board and preoccupation with women’s bodies through strategic
      camera angles and movement is the gratification and scopic pleasure filmed bodies, especially those of the vamp,
      offer to both male and female viewers. The vamp is presented as the sexualized woman, craving men and their
      attention by inviting their gaze upon her body, her eroticized gestures and movements (2003: 169).
    


    
      Thus, the sexualisation of the image is not merely for the titillation of the male audience, but a site for the
      self-reflective moralisation of the audience itself, regardless of gender. Value judgements can be made against
      the actions (in the literal sense) and behaviours of the women on-screen.
    


    
      Despite cries that the moral chasteness of Indian film is being eroded, the role of the woman’s body has long
      been a notable feature of this industry, with Virdi pointing to a published letter in the esteemed publication
      Film India in the 1940s where a fan wrote of his “admiration for a new actress, Begum Para, marvelling
      at her diaphanous sarees that enabled him to gaze at her magnificent breasts” (2003: 169). The publication of
      such a comment reflects a more open attitude to overt displays of sexuality than might be expected at that time.
      This suggests recognition of the historical imagery that emerged from, and was highly celebrated in, traditional Indian poetry and highly eroticised folk-tales, of which the
      Sanskrit Kama Sutra is the most famous. However, Virdi notes that the more sexually aggressive a female
      protagonist is, the more fatal her desire, as the “undomesticated woman” is always “punished with death, always
      an accident of fate” (2003: 168).
    


    
      The arrival of independence in 1949 saw a shift away from the trivialities of sexual permissiveness to the
      all-important task of nation building. Films like Pather Panchali (1955, dir. Satyajit Ray) and
      Mother India (1957, dir. Mehboob Khan) featured dour soundtracks and songs of hope, with performances
      highlighting the fact that personal struggles for survival were more crucial than frivolous romantic pursuits.
      But by the late 1950s and into the 1960s audiences demanded a reprieve from the ongoing trials of a nation
      struggling with immense poverty, widespread corruption and starvation. The demand for cinema as an escape led to
      a rise in the Bollywood style, taken up not just by Hindi filmmakers, but across the nation in such regional or
      linguistically-based cinemas as Tamil and Bengali.
    


    
      Virdi tracks the change in Hindi films where the 1970s saw the rise of the heroine as more favourable than the
      vamp character of old. She notes that the female protagonist had “transformed from a childlike innocent into a
      sexually alluring creature”, and that “much of this had to do with changing boundaries within rules governing
      sexuality: the boundaries ‘good’ women could occupy expanded lightly” (Virdi 2003: 170). For Virdi the newly
      eroticised heroine “marked a new trend” (2003: 170), and provided a strong counterpoint to the rising popularity
      of the highly masculinised leading man, exemplified by the emergence of the young and powerful ‘angry young man’
      figure of Amitabh Bachchan. The dashing and courteous hero of yesteryear was gone, as noted by Malati Mathur who
      romanticises about earlier representations:
    


    
      Time was when a film hero voiced his affection for the heroine in a surreptitiously delivered letter wherein he
      expressed his misgivings that she might be offended by his delicately articulated feelings. Or he might sing a
      paean to the moonlit night and star-studded sky, making subtle comparisons with his beloved all the while. Not so
      anymore. Our modern hero believes in letting it all hang out (literally) performing unabashedly in his song and
      dance sequences, those actions that any self-respecting man would confine to the privacy of the boudoir (2002:
      60).
    


    
      The shirtless exhibition of muscular male torsos signals a sexualisation of the male body. While Amitabh Bachchan
      perhaps began this style in the 1970s in films such as Deewaar (1975, dir. Yash Chopra), scenes of him
      shirtless were usually brief and featured a much hairier, less muscle-toned body than those of today’s stars (see
      Figure 1.2) that Costanzo insists, “are slimmer and more athletic than their predecessors” (2014: 169). Since then there has been a turn toward the abnormally
      sculpted ‘six-pack’ of stars like Salman Khan (Bodyguard 2011, dir. Siddique, Ek Tha Tiger
      2012, dir. Kabir Khan), John Abraham (Jism, Desi Boyz 2011, dir. Rohit Dhawan, Dostana
      2008, dir. Tarun Mansukhani – see Figure 1.3), Hrithik Roshan in Krrish 3 (2013,
      Dir. Rakesh Roshan), and even, somewhat surprisingly, the usually clothed Shah Rukh Khan (especially in the
      Dard-e-Disco item in Om Shanti Om). For the female viewer, Banaji’s interviews with female viewers of
      Hindi films found that representations of the male body elicit a “light-hearted enthusiasm for the provocative,
      sexual allurement available to her” and comments such as “I can’t deny that the portrayal of a man’s body often
      turns me on, especially when accompanied by music” (101), and “I think if they have good bodies I like to see
      them” (102). Thus, the overt visual sexualisation of Bollywood is not merely restricted to the objectification of
      women, however the narrative structures used tend to still allow male characters to dominate storylines and
      screen time.
    


    
      The concept of moral degradation and the overt use of sex in Hindi films has long been a subject of debate. Irene
      Gedalof (1999) notes the historical significance of the gender issue where “contestations over the norms and
      ideals invested in ‘Woman’, and over the meanings to be read into women’s activities and feminised spheres of
      social life were to bear enormous symbolic weight in the emerging versions of the postcolonial Indian nation”
      (1999: 29). Gedalof points to the role of the powerful woman in historical myths and stories where, drawing from
      the work of Uma Chakravarti, she sees that “women may be invested with the power to preserve and regenerate the
      nation or the community, but that power often depends on a simultaneous obliteration of the self” (58). As with
      Virdi’s reading of the vamp, the ‘undomesticated woman’ appears destined to remain on the fringes of Indian
      society, but that does not mean she is powerless. For instance, in 1990’s Dil (Heart, dir.
      Vinod Doshi), the female lead Madhu (Madhuri Dixit) initiates the romance with Raja (Aamir Khan) when she “walks
      up and kisses Raja openly before her peers and college authorities” (Virdi 2003: 191). This reflects Feury’s
      observation that the kiss (especially as it is used in film noir) “is destabilizing and dangerous, and the
      spectator recognizes this function, moving it from a signification of love to one of seduction and betrayal”
      (2000: 97). While Dil is too tritely romantic to be considered a serious noir film, Madhu’s behaviour
      nevertheless signals a clear transgression of moral boundaries.
    


    
      Madhu’s actions in Dil clearly suggest some level of sexual empowerment for women in India, and despite
      Rhadika Chandiramani’s focus being on the role of sexual helplines in India, her contextualisation of the
      discussion of sex is no less relevant when discussing film. Echoing Foucault’s thoughts on sexual discourse,
      Chandiramani (2007: 227) notes that sexuality is a problematic topic in almost every society:
    


    
      Speaking of and about pleasure is not easy. There is a language to talk about
      the coercive, painful and violent aspects of sexuality. There is the language of pornography that speaks
      ostensibly of pleasure and there is the softer language of erotica. However there are taboos about the
      pleasurable aspects of sexuality.
    


    
      Aside from the representation, or suggestion of heteronormative procreation practices, sex as a form of pleasure
      was not really tackled until films such as Jism, part of the newly arrived “sex-noir” (Gopal 2011: 61)
      genre that began to explore the issue in the early 2000s. And although her focus is on English-speaking cinema,
      Krzywinska notes the varying importance and impact of issues of sex and sexuality in film by acknowledging that
      “the definition and understanding of concepts as varied as good taste, civilisation, perversion, pleasure,
      morality, shame, love and obscenity are all subject to reinterpretation and change” (2006: 3). But there is a
      universalism to these attitudes – although changes may not occur simultaneously across nation-states, and changes
      may be subtle rather than major, there is in human nature a desire to challenge and question existing values
      surrounding such imagery.
    


    
      It would seem that any reinterpretation of social norms must start from a conservative base. The concept of a
      heteronormative society has long been projected through cinema, for instance Krzywinska notes of the 1959 Doris
      Day and Rock Hudson comedy Pillow Talk (dir. Michael Gordon) that it:
    


    
      Includes exuberant and more reflective songs, in musical styles popular at the time, a particularly bright colour
      palette, and builds a story around a misunderstanding between the pair that defers the sexual union of the couple
      (2006: 9).
    


    
      So far, so Bollywood. The eventual “union is only achieved – and permitted by the female character – at the end
      of the film, once the pair marry” (2006: 9). The similarity to pre-2000s Bollywood narratives and moral values is
      striking. Yet when examining the plot of Indian (not just Bollywood) films, there is often a more complex route
      taken than the traditional Hollywood three-act structure of set-up, confrontation and resolution, or the
      “formulaic journey from romance to nucleated conjugality” (Gopal 2011: 15). Instead, tensions are built and
      resolutions are found, only to lead to more tensions as the cultural demands imposed upon the protagonists mean
      that “the couple has to bring its desire for autonomy into equilibrium with familial mores, community norms, and
      the imperatives of the state” (Gopal 2011: 15). The imperatives of the Cinematograph Act again have credence here
      in ensuring that any film must “remain responsible and sensitive to the values and standards of society”, and the
      Censor Board has a duty to uphold these values and standards.
    


    
      One final word on the influence of Western cinema goes to the 1970s actress
      known simply as Rekha (Bhanurekha Ganesan) who speaks of her rise as a sex symbol through the 1970s and into the
      1980s. Rekha acknowledges the influence of foreign stars, noting:
    


    
      When I was a child we used to read these books, see all the magazines, read what Sophia Loren did, talk about how
      sexy she was. I was crazy about her. We used to think that if she’s done something, what’s wrong in exposing a
      little bit. The photographers would encourage us and we’d bare the shoulder a little more. It was childish, it
      was stupid. Imitating and copying someone was the ultimate at that age (Saari 2011: 104).
    


    
      The emulation of foreign stars (after all the term Bollywood is famously coined as a reference to the US
      Hollywood star system) provided inspiration for India’s filmmakers, but simultaneously offered the challenge of
      providing narratives and images that needed to be culturally inclusive of the values and standards expected by
      society and the Censor Board.
    


    Toward Change in the early 2000s


    
      As with changes in the US several decades earlier, with the arrival of its carefully constructed US film
      classification system in 1968, the transforming regulatory environment and enforced censorship in India was
      “shaped by different forces and have in turn produced different effects”, resulting in “a reformulation of what
      could be said and shown within the mainstream” (Tasker 1998: 11). And while Bollywood is not Hollywood – the
      arrival of a three level rating system in 1983 (with a fourth level ‘S’ category restricting display to “any
      special class of persons” such as medical practitioners for educative purposes) has allowed for a similar change
      in the filmic landscape and its representations of sexuality. The classification levels for films in India are:
    


    
      Table 1.1 Classifications and Guidelines (India)
    


    [image: Image]


    
      Until recently the U certificate was the most sought after as it assures
      filmmakers of suitability for family audiences and ensuring a steady stream of packed cinema halls and outdoor
      screening venues across both rural and urban India.
    


    
      The ratings system and the industry’s emphasis on achieving ‘U’ certificates, served to ensure that the family
      audience were forewarned about the suitability of a film and would suffer no affront in their (often) weekly film
      outing. Importantly, the on-screen content and representation of women needed to retain the moral values implicit
      in Indian society. In discussing the indispensable role of the woman in Indian domestic duties, including the
      socialisation of children into the nation, Gedalof quotes Gabriele Dietrich, that:
    


    
      The south Indian concept of karpu (chastity) is founded on very real anxiety in men that if women’s
      sexuality is not controlled, actual identities will change in unimaginable ways (Dietrich in Gedalof 1999: 31).
    


    
      The effect of outside, foreign influences such as feminism were seen as anathema to the traditions upon which
      Indian society had survived for centuries, with Gedalof claiming that:
    


    
      The foreign presence, in the form of false knowledge and foreign goods, was often characterised as a foreign
      parasite attacking the body; in these nationalist discourses, health and life therefore depended on women’s
      authentic knowledge and traditional healing, shopping and feeding skills, in the interior space of the household
      (1999: 47).
    


    
      The educated, globally aware females presented in contemporary Bollywood films contrast sharply with such images.
      Foreign locales also provide a site for women to be more overt with their sexuality as seen in the title song
      sequence for Dostana (Friendship 2008, dir. Tarun Mansukhani) and the theme song for Salaam
      Namaste (2005, dir. Siddharth Anand), both of which feature bikini-clad women dancing on golden sand beaches
      in Miami and Melbourne respectively. As Dudrah (2012: 47) notes, Dostana’s opening track, ‘Shut Up and
      Bounce’, “plays around with the idea of the gaze on screen, i.e. who is looking at whom as correlated with gender
      and sexual desires”. Shilpa Shetty (in a special appearance, rather than the film’s female lead, Priyanka Chopra)
      gyrates her way around an almost naked John Abraham, before busting (pun intended!) a series of breast-thrusting
      moves on the film’s other male lead, Abishek Bachchan. While the “lustful woman” (Chowdhry 2007) is a fairly
      common character most often found in historical folk songs sung by women for female audiences, traditional
      notions of the submissive woman and dutiful wife are turned on their head in these suggestive and at times ribald
      songs. The one saving grace (from a morally conservative view) in these folk songs is that, unlike in recent
      films,
    


    
      [t]his lustfulness, initiative and sexual aggressiveness [ … is] directed
      toward her husband – legitimate, and well within the ambit of social expectation of producing a legitimate heir,
      and of motherhood (Chowdhry 2007: 259).
    


    
      The sense of national propriety implicit in these songs becomes more complex when applied to film and its
      assigning of gender roles. Gedalof, for instance, asks whether feminism’s discourses construct women solely
      within “national or raced identities” as “passive, silenced and powerless”, or are they “being objectified across
      a more complicated set of networks, but with the same moves of exclusion, repression or objectification” (1999:
      50)? This is indeed a complex issue, further confused by the roles played by different characters in films, such
      as the box office college-based hit Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Some Things Happen 1998, dir. Karan
      Johar) in which Nair (2002) notes that the highly sexualised, fiercely independent character of Tina Malhotra
      played by Rani Mukerji (sometimes written as Mukherjee) enters the film in a much more powerful way than the
      character of Anjali Sharma, played by Kajol, who generally plays more traditional, less sexualised roles in her
      films. In reference to Mukerji, Nair notes:
    


    
      Witness the way her body appears in slow motion, her walk, the clothes and even her challenging look, all to
      signify her as a sexual spectacle to be looked at by the hordes of young men around the campus (2002: 55).
    


    
      In terms of Western cinema, Kathrina Glitre (2011: 18) notes that “the figure of the independent woman sells
      because she provides a pleasurable fantasy of power and success, not because she is a ‘feminist’”. But there is
      much to suggest that the women portrayed in Bollywood and other Indian films do not fit contemporary Western
      descriptions of independent women. As Glitre continues, under the guise of post-feminism there has been a return
      to narratives in Hollywood that have seen conflicts resolved through the representation of “women as ‘outgrowing’
      independence and becoming happily co-dependent through heterosexual romance” (2011: 18). So much for the
      ‘developed’ Western world! Evidence of such a return to traditional values can be found in the films of
      writer/director Nancy Meyers (What Women Want 2000; The Holiday 2006) that refer back to the
      cinema of almost half a century earlier where actors (actresses, as they were then exclusively known) such as
      Katharine Hepburn and Bette Davis were “part of a cycle of career woman comedies in which a successful woman
      falls in love, becomes more ‘appropriately’ feminine and relinquishes some of her power in order to form a
      (relatively) more ‘equal’ heterosexual couple” (Glitre 2011: 25). The notion of the independent woman of the
      largely collectivist societies of India similarly assumes particular traditional roles for women, where “the
      concept of the individual self is fundamentally a Western imposition, at odds
      with Indian metaphysical preferences for a more relational model of agency and subjectivity” (Gedalof 1999: 63).
    


    
      Recent examples of women entering the sphere of Western-type agency appear to be more frequently encountered in
      Indian cinema, particularly in Bollywood. For instance, acclaimed Bollywood actress Rani Mukerji’s role as the
      lovelorn Meenakshi in Aiyyaa (noted earlier) is as a strangely sexually-predatory creature, determined
      to win the heart of the sweet-smelling, devilishly handsome, Surya (Prithviraj Sukumaran), reflecting the idea
      that “smell has been considered a primitive and dangerously sensual sense” (Marks 2000: 204). The semi-fictional
      biopic The Dirty Picture (2011, dir. Milan Luthria), is based around the life of 1970s erotic actress
      Silk Smitha (real name Vijayalakshmi Vadlapati) and her contemporaries Disco Shanti and Nylon Nalini (such names
      are parodied in Rajesh Devraj’s Quick Gun Murugun 2009 with the buxom character of Mango Dolly, played
      by Rambha). The rise to fame and then rapid demise of the character Reshma (Vidya Balan) in The Dirty
      Picture, also under the stage name of ‘Silk’, suggests the sense of comeuppance or retribution for the
      damaged woman who allows her sexuality to remain unhindered as noted earlier by Virdi.
    


    
      The cinematic narrative presented in The Dirty Picture is perhaps tolerated because it is partly based
      on a series of real life events, which opens up the discussion of the intersection between cinema and society.
      Tania Krzywinska (2006: 1) writes that:
    


    
      Sex and sexuality in the cinema are shaped by a wide variety of factors, some formal or generic, some relating to
      the institutions that regulate what is allowed to be seen and not seen, and others grounded in the more
      socio-historical context in which a film is produced and consumed.
    


    
      Indeed, the historical defence for resorting to such themes in The Dirty Picture reflects Krzywinska’s
      claim that sex has “perhaps caused more controversy than any other aspect of cinema and is subject to competing
      claims that range between the extremes of libertarianism and conservatism” (2006: 2). According to Krzywinska
      this controversy occurs because of cinema’s overt position in the public sphere; depictions of private acts in a
      medium made for mass consumption. The controversies are not necessarily detrimental to the success of a film, and
      in fact they are often utilised in the promotion of a film: “It is clear from the ubiquitous presence of sex in
      cinema that it has a strong seductive power and it may well provide images that affect our own expectations about
      sex, sexuality and desire” (Krzywinska 2006: 2). In what has previously been India’s chaste and mostly
      family-oriented mainstream cinema, this could perhaps serve a more educative role that it does in other societies
      in the West (and Japan) where sex is a much more open topic. The Dirty Picture tracks Reshma’s own navigation into Bollywood where she pushes the acceptable
      boundaries, beginning with her first on-screen dance in which she steals the scene by erotically caressing a
      whip, through to her later musical items that include some slightly bizarre but highly-sexualised rubbing against
      a wall, and lingering breast shots as she cavorts in a waterfall (see Figure 1.4).
    


    
      The Dirty Picture is far from the only film to court controversy. In her introduction to
      Sexualities, Indian scholar Nivedita Menon (2007: xl) recalls the scandal that erupted in 2005 when
      Tamil film star Kushboo was quoted in an interview:
    


    
      [I]n which she said that society should free itself from ‘outdated thinking that a woman has to be a virgin at
      the time of her marriage’. Women should know to protect themselves from pregnancy and AIDS if they chose to have
      premarital sex, she said, adding that educated men these days do not expect their wives to be virgins (Menon
      2007: xl).
    


    
      The tumult that followed the publication of these comments resulted in Kushboo and several other high-profile
      women issuing public apologies for their comments. The appearance of pre-marital sex scenes in Hindi film
      Salaam Namaste in the same year caused similar consternation, but attacks were not as vehement, possibly
      because Hindi films had been much more adventurous in recent years in dealing overtly with on-screen sexual and
      moral issues around consenting adults and their relationships, and these forays into ‘modern’ sexuality most
      often occurred in films set outside of India (suggesting the corruption of foreign, usually Western, societies).
      Menon suggests that “the Kushboo episode, characteristically, can be seen to be located at the interface of the
      complex ways in which sexuality and women’s bodies intersect with class, caste and national identity” (2007:
      xliii). But this incident exemplifies the ways in which “[a]ctresses are thus constantly negotiating between the
      onscreen requirement of physical desirability and the off-screen demand for social respectability” (Ganti 2012:
      136). The vibrant trade in Bollywood gossip through magazines, television shows and influential websites such as
      Filmyfair.com and Bollywoodlife.com provides quick judgement on the behaviour of Indian actresses, not confining such
      gossip to Bollywood stars, but to actresses from any part of the Indian cinema circuit. For women, this includes
      a commonly held criticism that “the current road to stardom is not so much the actor’s studio as the fashion
      school and beauty pageant” (Costanzo 2014: 169).
    


    
      Following the trail set by films such as Salaam Namaste, there is a sometimes matter-of-fact approach
      taken to the idea of two consenting adults sharing a bed – for instance in Chennai Express (2013, dir.
      Rohit Shetty), when Rahul (Shah Rukh Khan) and Meena (Deepika Padukone) pretend they are married in order to hide
      out in a village while on the run from her gangster father. They are given a
      large bedroom to stay in, and when they realise they have to share the bed itself, there is no consternation over
      the perceived chastity of Meena, but rather a concern that she becomes violent in her sleep, leading to an
      Exorcist-style parody of Pawan Kripilani’s hit 2011 horror film, Ragini MMS. As Krzywinska
      notes, cinematic representations of sex contain “the potential to destabilise dominant mores about sex and
      desire” (2006: 2), and while Chennai Express preserves Meena’s chastity, it makes light of the
      possibility of them sharing a bed, something that would have been firmly frowned upon just a decade previously.
    


    
      The reference in Chennai Express to Ragini MMS draws attention to the latter film’s dealing
      with issues of chastity in a more serious manner as Uday (Raj Kumar Yadav) secrets away his girlfriend Ragini
      (Kainaz Motivala) to a secluded country house in order to film a sex tape (without Ragini’s knowledge or consent)
      to further his fledgling acting career. Their impending sexual congress is interrupted by friends Pia (played by
      an actress known only as Janice) and Vishal (Rajat Kaul), who have followed them to the house. When Uday finally
      dispatches them, and looks on the verge of seducing Ragini, the supernatural elements take over, and Uday meets a
      grizzly end. Ragini’s chastity remains intact, but Motivala’s raunchy performance pushes the boundaries of her
      character’s innocence (see Figure 1.5). There is even a shower scene; although Motivala’s
      entirely naked body is pixelated. Perhaps even more striking is when Uday’s friends arrive and stumble across a
      bag of sex toys in Uday’s bedroom. Pia handcuffs Vishal to a bedpost, tears open his shirt and does an erotically
      charged dance for him. She then leans in and threatens (jokingly), “I’m going to rape you today”. The sequel to
      this film received enormous publicity with the announcement that the Canadian former pornographic star Sunny
      Leone (born Karenjit Kaur Vohra) was to star in the lead role, furthering her Bollywood credentials following her
      success in Jism 2 (2012, dir. Pooja Bhatt), the sequel to the aforementioned 2003 hit, Jism.
    


    
      Reactions to the sexual tone of Ragini MMS were quite vocal, with one reviewer suggesting that: “In
      penning the sex scenes, the writers have not spared any chance to titillate the viewers and have used vulgar
      language to satiate the baser instincts of young boys and girls” (Nahta 2011). While this may be true to an
      extent, audiences would not have entered the cinema without knowledge of the tone of the film, after all, it was
      promoted with the logline “It’s a threesome, but they don’t know it!”, and was eventually awarded an ‘A’
      certificate by the Censor Board after the producers refused to make cuts that could have given it a ‘UA’ rating.
      While the enforced rating system previously acted as a red flag to audiences, certainly more so than it did for
      Western societies, the success of films like Ragini MMS, and its even more daring 2014 sequel Ragini
      MMS 2 (2014, dir. Bhushan Patel) suggests that audiences are no longer frightened by the idea of an ‘A’
      film.
    


    
      Dum Maaro Dum (Take a Shot, 2011, dir. Rohan Sippy) features
      as its cover art an airbrushed image of the bared, tattooed midriff of Deepika Padukone (who only appears in
      cameo as an ‘item girl’ in the title song). Padukone’s performance is a writhing, pulsating dance, where she is
      dressed only in a white, cropped halter top and a brief pair of shorts covered by a tasselled belt (Figure 1.6). It was reported that Padukone’s initial costume was a short skirt that had proved too
      revealing because it “hardly covered her rear portion” (Samron 2011). While most of the clip takes part in a
      disco, the action suddenly cuts to a pool and waterfall as Padukone performs a Flashdance style dunking.
      But is Padukone’s skirt bordering on the pornographic? Banaji writes of the multiple attitudes toward clothes
      fetishism and asks:
    


    
      Might it not be the case that, in some instances, the bodies of women and girls displayed in latex and lycra,
      shorts, swimming costumes, rent blouses, miniskirts and sheer fabrics become or are, to
      sections of the public, less sexual than images of women in flowing sarees and pure white salwar
      khameezes with high collars and full sleeves? (Banaji 2006: 98, original italics).
    


    
      For Banaji, the assumption that “fully clothed bodies may be relegated to an asexual realm” (98) discounts the
      idea that a woman’s sexuality may be just as overt clothed than if she were naked, which is in fact one of the
      key themes being teased out in the aforementioned musical item ‘Choli ke peeche kya hai?’ (What’s Behind the
      Blouse?).
    


    
      In the musical item ‘Sheila Ki Jawani’ from Tees Maar Khan (2010, dir. Farah Khan), Katrina Kaif’s
      Sheila sings the refrain (in English) “I’m too sexy for you” and then (in Hindi) “Now I feel like taking myself
      into my arms, what do I need anyone else for, I’ll love myself”. That the item begins with Kaif, Marilyn
      Monroe-style, draped only in a white silk sheet as she writhes on a spinning circular bed, surrounded by half a
      dozen black-clad male dancers, heightens the sexual nature of the scene. The focus on Sheila reiterates the way
      that items act as a crucial part of Indian films where the audience “gaze is invited to certain parts of the body
      selectively considered sexual – the eyes, the lips, the breasts, the navel, the buttocks and the legs” (Nair,
      2002: 53). Ganti (2012: 135) notes of Indian cinema that “the film industry is perceived as a morally hazardous
      space for women and [ … ] that the very fact of being an actress brings a woman’s sexuality into the foreground,
      marking her as an openly sexual being, in a manner not experienced by [male] actors”. For female audiences in
      India, the key attractions are “heroine-oriented films” or “those that contain narratives centred around kinship
      relations and (preferably) devoid of violence, action, and ‘vulgarity’” (Ganti 2012: 294). But such films are
      rare these days. Instead common motifs take a more male-oriented view, where each instance of gentlemanly conduct
      by a leading man is matched by crass male leads who will:
    


    
      pursue the heroine and pester the life out of her, manhandling her roughly,
      pulling at her dupatta [shawl], pinching her cheeks and so on as all the while, the girl tries to get away from
      this boor who professes his undying love as he tries his utmost to practically disrobe her in public. The marvel
      of this is that the heroine finally succumbs to the hero’s dubious charms and is won over with his caveman-like
      antics (Mathur 2002: 59).
    


    
      These themes can certainly be found in present day Bollywood, but the turn in the early 2000s has added a further
      sexualised element to such pursuits.
    


    
      The removal of the societal stigma that A-classification films used to attract appears to have a precedent
      several decades earlier in the West. Krzywinska notes that “Hollywood’s move into more overt sexual realms” in
      the 1950s were “linked to a crisis in the film industry, which went hand in hand with a shift in regulatory and
      censorship protocols” (2006: 14). As noted, in Bollywood (and all Indian cinemas) the formalisation of
      classification codes in recent years has seen a shift from the ad hoc nature of previous decades where:
    


    
      Rather than originating from the well-established tradition of market research utilized by the print media,
      television, advertising, and consumer product industries in India, the film industry’s audience classifications,
      which are broadly encompassing and highly imprecise, emerge from a combination of intuition, regional
      stereotypes, and developmentalist perceptions of how education, occupation, and residence shape subjectivities
      and thus taste cultures (Ganti 2012: 282)
    


    
      In order to reach large audiences and to avoid accusations of exploitation and pornography in the West, “a
      psychological line of approach to sex was taken that was couched within the established and industrially
      legitimated language of melodrama, providing thereby a convenient way of dealing with sexual themes in a visually
      non-explicit way” (Krzywinska 2006: 14). In order to entice audiences back to the cinema since the days of poor
      box-office takings in the 1980s, those involved in production search for new or borrowed modes of film, resulting
      in eras where “the lines between the legitimate cinema and the excluded or fringe cinemas become blurred”
      (Krzywinska 2006: 16). In India, the post-2000 environment has similarly blurred the lines between ‘legitimate’
      and formerly ‘excluded’ cinemas. The acclaimed website BollywoodLife.com even ran an article headed “Is 2013 the year of ‘dirty’ pictures?” in reference to
      the plethora of erotically-themed films being released, and concludes with the line that “It looks like sleaze is
      on the march this year!” (Jadhav 2013). Certainly, as one former Censor Board advisory member notes, “Indian
      audiences have come a long way since the word ‘sexy’ was banned from Hindi film songs and replaced with the word
      ‘baby’ in the 1990s” (Shekhar 2012).
    


    
      Indian filmmakers have long sought to produce a (mostly elusive) ‘universal
      hit’, and to create a film that both “resonated with diverse audiences” (Ganti 2012: 283), and was able to
      negotiate the range of diverse social, cultural, ethnic and economic limitations of a multi-state India. Hindi
      filmmaker Subhash Ghai once noted that the “optimum balance” in attracting audiences relied on a carefully judged
      mix of “the ‘earthy’ and the ‘aesthetic’, where the former appealed to the masses and the later to the classes
      [the elite, gentrified audience]” (Ganti 2012: 303). Furthermore, accompanying a rise in India’s middle-class,
      “Hindi cinema had transformed from being a form that exhibited and appealed to ‘rural’ sensibilities to one that
      was ‘urban and global’” (Ganti 2012: 318). The crucial notion of the family has always been central to the ideal
      of rural sensibilities in India, but more recently challenged by the increased desire for urbanisation across the
      nation. As noted earlier, within India, the concept of the ‘family audience’ relies on “cross-generational
      propriety: everyone should be able to watch the film together, which means there should be nothing in the content
      or treatment that makes it uncomfortable or embarrassing for parents, children, siblings, or other kin to view as
      a group” (Ganti 2012: 294–5). This notion is reiterated in Banaji’s findings where she notes the comments of a
      young female audience member recalling the ‘five-minute’ kissing scene in Raja Hindustani (the actual
      kiss lasts for around 45 seconds):
    


    
      I liked the film as a whole but if there were families there, then they would have felt shame (sharam)
      and, if a boy and a girl had come together to the cinema to watch the film, then it might give them ideas, and it
      has very bad, shameful effects (2006: 109).
    


    
      Yet, as noted above, the shift toward ‘dirty pictures’ challenges this very idea of a universal, family audience
      for contemporary films.
    


    
      On the other hand, Indian film often draws on universal film conventions in its representations of sex and
      sexuality. For example, the use of ellipsis, as Krzywinska notes in relation to mainstream Western cinema, is
      used to “build toward a sexual event and then, at the point it becomes fairly obvious what will occur, the scene
      fades to black” (2006: 29), meaning that it “allows the viewer to project into the gap their own personally
      tailored fantasy” (29). Krzywinska notes other devices such as “well-timed interruption”, including the arrival
      of family members (Ragini MMS uses this device only it is the friends, and ultimately the
      poltergeist-like ghost that put an end to any sexual activity), and the use of visual barriers “such as legs or
      arms, strategically-placed props or clothing keep genitals and breasts out of sight” (2006: 30), a strategy
      well-utilised in the sex scenes in Julie where errant tufts of hay conveniently obscure any detailed
      nudity.
    


    
      One of the key analogies used in Indian cinema is the use of water as a motif
      of sexuality. Again Krzywinska’s comments on Western cinema have credence here when she suggests that “[m]anaging
      the presentation of sex through suggestion and interruption lends it a mysterious transgressive caché, but it is
      this reticence to deal with sex explicitly that some films use to sell themselves by claiming that they reveal
      more than their predecessors dared” (2006: 31). Deepika Padukone’s water-based frolic in Dum Maaro Dum
      noted earlier (taking its cues from Hollywood’s Flashdance) is a prime example. And even earlier Raj
      Kapoor’s Satyam Shivan Sundaram (1978) featured a bold, veiled Zeenat Aman soaked in a brief bikini top
      as she flirts with a shirtless Shashi Kapoor beneath a waterfall, ending in an extended locking of lips. In 1985
      Kapoor reprised the imagery in Ram Teri Gangi Maili when the actress Mandakini stands clad only in a
      wet, white sari, clearly exposing her nipples. Kapoor famously defended the imagery, stating that she was fully
      clothed so there was no nudity involved, but critics remained unimpressed at the boldness of the images.
    


    
      Similarly, the musical items in Table No. 21 (2013, dir. Aditya Datt), a Fiji-based thriller, feature
      examples of this. During the song ‘Mann Mera’, for example, Siya (Tena Desae) has her shoulder-blade tattoo
      caressed by her husband Vivaan (Rajeev Khandelwal) when he joins her for an intimate moment in a shop changing
      room (the tattoo says ‘Vivaan’), before the scene cuts to her emerging from the ocean in slow motion, dripping
      wet and wearing a brief, strapless blue bikini. This fades into an even more revealing scene of the couple
      showering together outside their beach hut; this time she is wearing a red bikini as Vivaan slides his hands
      around her torso. A short time later Siya awakens alone in their hut before wandering out dressed only in a
      t-shirt to find him on the balcony typing on his laptop. She straddles him and says:
    


    
      Siya:       Happy Anniversary!
    


    
      Vivaan:  Happy Anniversary
    


    
      Siya:      Why are you up so early?
    


    
      Vivaan:  (jokingly) I was just checking porn sites.
    


    
      While this line is intended as a comic moment, it makes sense that it follows directly from the eroticised
      ‘water’ scenes. The further inference is that it would not be such an unusual activity for a man to be doing
      this, despite the fact that producing, distributing or accessing pornography is an illegal activity in India,
      again suggesting a change in societal values.
    


    
      And just as water is a key motif, so too is the narrative device of romance as a driving force and its use as a
      tension-building device leading towards consummation of the sex act; holding the protagonists apart “until the
      conditions are ‘right’” (Krzywinska 2006: 33), a motif employed during Sonia’s teasing dance – from the bubbles
      to the bed – through the hotel in Jism. Through their fascination with
      the boy-desires-girl trope, mainstream Indian films have until recently been especially adept at maintaining the
      chastity of the heroine, despite the advances of the hero. The turning point in the 1990s/2000s has allowed for a
      more active female protagonist to emerge, one who chooses when she will (or will not) submit to the lustful
      desires of either herself or those of her eager male suitor.
    


    Humour and Sexuality


    
      More recently there has been a move toward overtly-sexualised humour in Indian films. Grand Masti (aka
      Masti 2, 2013, dir. Indra Kumar) is a sequel to 2004’s Masti [Mischief], one of the
      first Bollywood films to follow the well-worn Hollywood path of adult comedies such as Porky’s and the
      American Pie franchise of male college humour. Grand Masti ups the gratuitous sleaze of its
      predecessor, and has been slammed by some critics such as Divya Solgama (2013) who states that “after the initial
      fun the movie goes on the vulgarity and cheap skin show path ending up like a B-Grade film made with A-Grade
      production values” and an example of the new generation of “films that cross the vulgarity line by a very high
      margin”. Despite the critical response, the film has been a huge success at the box office and easily recouped
      its production budget to become one of the biggest films of 2013 (boxofficeindia.com), and the highest-grossing A-certificate film since the category was brought into
      existence. The film is described by Hindustan Times film critic Anupama Chopra as “purposefully puerile,
      brain-dead and cheerfully offensive”, in which “[w]omen are reduced to body parts – mostly heaving bosoms and
      jiggling rear ends” (Chopra 2013). The tone of the film is set in the opening minutes on a college campus when a
      young woman, Unnati (Karishma Tahna), walks toward the film’s three central protagonists, reminiscent of not only
      the original Masti, but also the more chaste 2009 blockbuster 3 Idiots (dir. Rajkumar Hirani),
      a film that smashed box-office records for Hindi films both locally and abroad. Unnati is dressed in a low cut
      red dress and eating a chocolate-covered ice-cream, which (conveniently) drops onto her mostly exposed cleavage.
      As she nears a fountain (complete with a urinating angel statue), she sits to scoop up cool water to wipe the
      chocolate from her breasts, reiterating the sexualised nature of the water motif. In the foreground the angel
      spurts forth a stream of water, and the camera zooms in on her cleavage (see Figure 1.7). As
      she pats at her breasts (intercut with the drooling faces of the three male actors), the stream of water begins
      to rise, accompanied by a rising tone in the soundtrack, and underscored by a series of female gasps and sensual
      moans; the indication that the angel has an erection. The shot then cuts to the boys experiencing their own
      climactic ending to the event. Cheap, infantile humour, yes. But given the
      success of the film, noted by The Times of India (6 October 2013) as possibly the highest grossing
      ‘adult’ film ever produced in India, with a third edition said to be on its way, Grand Masti has
      obviously struck a chord with Indian audiences, perhaps starved of such openly risqué humour for too long.
    


    
      The images presented in Grand Masti are not without precedent. In Dyer’s Western-centred approach to
      film he refers to the use of the “image of the nubile, large-bosomed blonde woman” as a comedic foil, and
      suggests that they are “often at the centre of gags concerned with the extraordinary impact on men of
      overwhelming, uncontrollable sexual arousal” (2002: 94), such as that found in Grand Masti (sans the
      blonde hair). There are clear similarities between these recent Indian films and those of the earlier forms of
      British Carry On-type humour, rife with double entendre, which closely challenge Section 2(viii) of the
      Cinematograph Act that disallows “such dual meaning words as obviously cater to baser instincts”. One can only
      assume that the Censor Board provided some leniency in this case because of the film’s A-certificate.
    


    
      Other films may be more sedate in nature, but still raise questions around morality and sexual behaviour. The
      final film directed by famed Bollywood icon Yash Chopra before his untimely death at age 80 (Chopra was still
      active in the film industry but contracted a fatal case of dengue fever) in 2012 was Jab Tak Hai Jaan
      [As Long as I Live]. Chopra’s famous film franchise Yash Raj Films began in 1971 and has been at the
      forefront of highly entertaining and mostly family-friendly Hindi films for most of that time (aside from a bleak
      few years of low box-office yields in the 1980s). In Jab Tak Hai Jaan, struggling UK immigrant Samar
      Anand (Shah Rukh Khan) meets and falls in love with Meera (Katrina Kaif). Much of the first half of the film
      comprises of a flashback to when they first meet in London and their relationship develops. There is controversy
      even in these opening moments, as Meera is already engaged to an Englishman (that is, a Caucasian Englishman,
      Roger, played by Jay Conroy). When Samar and Meera finally acknowledge the spark between them they move in to
      kiss, but in true (traditional) Bollywood style, just as their lips are about to meet a cut to a long shot
      interrupts the action, and we return to the lovers just as they pull apart. The teasing nature of the shot allows
      Samar to retain his gentlemanly decorum, and Meera her chastity. However, the next time they meet in such an
      embrace, and it is established that she is not in love with Roger, they move in to kiss and Samar gently warns
      her:
    


    
      Samar:     You’re crossing the line, Meera.
    


    
      But this time she is in control, and we see their lips meet as they kiss passionately. Their romance continues to
      blossom, but soon a major setback occurs and the action shifts forward 15 years.
    


    
      Samar is now a bomb disposal expert back in India where he encounters Akira Rai
      (Anushka Sharma), a beautiful and vibrant college student and an aspiring journalist. After being saved by Samar
      from near-drowning while diving (clad in a brief bathing costume) at an isolated beach, Akira stumbles across
      Samar’s personal diary retelling the events that happened years earlier with Meera. After reading the romantic
      tale of Samar meeting and then losing Meera in London, Akira is bewildered, and asks him:
    


    
      Akira:   Is there this kind of love? Look, I’m this 21 year-old girl from this instant make out, instant
      break-up generation. First we have sex and then we think if it was love or not. With these fundamentals of love,
      there’s solid confusion.
    


    
      Akira is the voice of contemporary India; bold, brash and unafraid to openly discuss sex. Her character sits in
      direct contrast to Meera (and Samar) who represent the more conservative face of India. This is no more apparent
      than in another scene where Samar is suspended under a bridge defusing a bomb, while Akira dangles precariously
      next to him filming his actions in her capacity as a documentary-making journalist. Samar is deep in
      concentration as he cuts wires away from the bomb:
    


    
      Samar:  In our line of work destiny betrays you just once.
    


    
      Akira:   Don’t worry, today’s not that day, cause I have no plans of dying so quickly. I have to make
      many more documentaries and show them in every country in the world. I have to have sex with guys with different
      accents.
    


    
      Samar stops his work and gives her a puzzled look.
    


    
      Samar:  Did you grow up reading the Kama Sutra? Is this all you think of?
    


    
      Akira:   Soldier, at my age, this is all we think of. When I grow older like you, I’ll start thinking of
      love, being a good citizen, the ways of God, okay?
    


    
      Akira then suggests that she is the right girl for him.
    


    
      Akira:   Make me your girlfriend. Why? I’m young, yes? I’m entertaining, yes? I’m sexy, you’ve already
      checked my body out. Actually I’m like a jackpot for you. It’s a limited offer … think about it!
    


    
      Samar shakes his head in disbelief at what he is hearing.
    


    
      This portrayal of a young woman with a flippant attitude toward sex (and life in general) is a far cry from the
      moral dilemma faced by Meera earlier in the film and is indicative of the
      changes that have taken place in Indian society. Where once a character like Akira would have been demonised in
      such a film, she is now able to feature as a leading character. The important thing to note though, is that while
      Akira is keen to talk about sex, Yash Chopra’s direction ensures that the audience is not subjected to any visual
      material that might show such activities, suggesting that the film’s UA rating may have been a result of Akira’s
      frank tone.
    


    
      Although her role is not as a villain, Akira’s attitudes also tend to replicate Majumdar’s (2009: 170) links back
      to Indian cinema of the 1960s, which saw the emergence of female characters in whom “the essentialist figuration
      of identity takes place through the elimination of identifiable markers of regional or local affiliation”. In
      other words, Akira’s ‘corruption’ occurs as a result of her Western acclimatisation and desire to expand her
      horizons beyond India, working as she does with the UK branch of the international (US-based) Discovery Channel.
    


    Implied sex and nudity


    
      Filmmakers across the globe have long used narrative and visual techniques as elliptical methods for implying
      sexual activities between characters. As noted, editing can be used in a variety of ways to “extract the maximum
      dynamism” from a film or sequence of shots (Mitry 2000: 9). Mitry points to early Hollywood filmmaker D.W.
      Griffith and the ways in which through creating “relationships of duration between the shots, editing imposed a
      rhythm specific to each film”, and that by “manipulating time and the interrelated spaces, it allowed for all
      kinds of ellipses and abbreviations” (Mitry 2000: 9). In the case of pre-2000s Bollywood films, the omission of
      scenes of intimacy (or, God forbid, nudity) was no less powerful than if they had been explicit. I noted earlier
      the words of Rekha who looked to foreign artists like Sophia Loren for inspiration, but even Rekha knew her
      limits, later noting that, “I felt that I could look sexy (actually I hate that word ‘sexy’), that a woman could
      look desirable or sensuous even without undressing, with, say, the look in her eyes” (Saari 2011: 107). The
      sexual aesthetic could be conveyed covertly rather than in explicit imagery. In fact India’s cinema often draws
      upon the concept of the darshan, the two-way look that counters the one-way concept of the masculine,
      voyeuristic gaze often applied to cinema (courtesy of Mulvey and others). The darshan, as Costanzo sees
      it, provides its pleasure in that it “is not the voyeur’s guilty pleasure but the worshipper’s joy at being
      blessed by a reciprocated message through the eyes” (2014: 168), a device often used in Bollywood films when
      potential lovers first meet (an example of Western film using this device is the meeting of the lovers through
      the fish tank in Baz Luhrmann’s 1996 adaptation of Romeo + Juliet).
    


    
      The elliptical mode of storytelling had, of course, emerged decades earlier.
      Majumdar (2009: 101), for instance, refers to films of the 1930s where there was “an enamored gaze on implied
      nudity, and the arousal and desire that accompany it, barely contained in coded language of artistic and medical
      appreciation [of the body], or even cinematic technique”. Much like the substitution of the kiss for a musical
      item (via a quick cutaway), which Gopal (2011: 29) notes can “evoke a metonymic relation between sex and song to
      suggest that the latter can provide the affective intensities of the on-screen kiss”, the use of implied images
      or activities both bypasses the ire of the censor (mostly), and allows the audience to imagine what is happening
      within their own codes of decency and desire. This again reinforces Foucault’s notion that:
    


    
      Without even having to pronounce the word, modern prudishness was able to ensure that one did not speak of sex,
      merely through the interplay of prohibitions that referred back to one another: instances of muteness which, by
      dint of saying nothing, imposed silence. Censorship (1978: 17).
    


    
      And while this suggested an institutionalised nulling of the sexual discourse, it could also be seen as a new era
      where “a whole rhetoric of allusion and metaphor was codified” (Foucault 1978: 17). For Indian cinema, the
      less-is-more approach to the on-screen sexual dalliance proved a hit – not only could an entire family watch a
      film untroubled by images deemed rude or confronting, but the implied sexuality would still be broadcast for the
      knowing adult audience.
    


    
      At a subconscious level, films also provide gender-based, ontological meanings for an audience. The desire of the
      (male) audience for the heroine contains a complex relationship with that of the star actress playing the role;
      not only is the hero subject to the imagined visual and physical sexualities of the heroine, the audience is able
      to experience the “emotionally excessive expressions of sexualized desire for the body of the star, [and]
      spectatorial passion was displaced onto and barely contained by more genteel modes of appreciation” (Majumdar
      2009: 104). But rules and boundaries still apply to the images presented. Banaji writes of the “tacit Hindi film
      industry requirement that women remain clothed, albeit scantily, at all times and that no ‘explicit’ sexual acts
      be displayed” and that this approach may not temper, but could instead “increase the erotic potential” (2006: 99)
      of a film. In her interviews with Hindi film fans, Banaji quotes from one male viewer:
    


    
      Actually, what Hindi films do is they entice you more than English films. Like, actually, you might find Madhuri
      Dixit [Dil To Pagal Hai, 1997; Devdas, 2002] much more sexual in the rain or a bathing scene
      than an English (Hollywood) actress like Jennifer (Lopez) who strips off completely. [ … ] in Hindi films the
      common man can go wild in his imagination (2006: 99).
    


    
      This national and cultural difference is also found in the portrayal of Indian
      women in films that are more global in nature, such as Salaam Namaste, where the Indian women are
      portrayed more modestly in dance scenes than the women from other national or cultural backgrounds. In Salaam
      Namaste’s title item song, for instance, the ‘Australian’ (Caucasian) girls dance in brief bikinis, but the
      Indian lead (Preity Zinta) and other Indian characters wear brief shorts or have scarves tied around their hips
      to preserve their modesty. As Banaji points out, this may reflect the “emphasis on Indian male respect for Indian
      female chastity” while constructing a “despicable tendency to disrespect and denigrate Western women” (2006:
      119). This notion is reiterated by one of Banaji’s interviewees who claims that “Some of these films try to make
      out the West is very permissive. There are films where guys are dancing with white girls in bikinis behind them –
      Salman Khan in (Jab Pyar Kisise se Hota Hai)” (2006: 119). For Turner,
    


    
      Despite the fact that the mainstream feature film is a global industry, and that even the most successful of the
      national industries are still enclosed within the macro-structures of the American industry, the ideological
      power of film has been recognized in these competing, if subordinated, voices of national film industries (1993:
      137).
    


    Conclusion


    
      One notable structural change in several recent Bollywood films can be seen to affect the way that sex (and more
      broadly, romance) is portrayed on Indian screens. This change occurs in the removal of the song-and-dance item,
      an often-costly sequence of scenes inserted to represent the flourishing romance between the film’s leads, or
      even to represent the sex act itself through analogous means (the removal of these songs also means that the
      films run to a more multiplex-friendly time of around 100 minutes). Gopal points to the UK-directed Slumdog
      Millionaire (2008 dirs. Danny Boyle and Loveleen Tandan) as indicative of this change “whereby the kiss,
      banished from the screen since the 1930s, is making a reappearance, while the song sequence, which has long
      served as the primary expressive device for constituting the romantic couple, is being sidelined” (2011: 23),
      (although it must be pointed out that, like many others, I struggle to see Slumdog Millionaire as a
      Bollywood film). Grand Masti is one such film to only feature three songs (one of those is the title
      track), and popular films such as the Katrina Kaif / Salman Khan ‘starrer’ Ek Tha Tiger [Once There
      Was A Tiger] (2012, dir. Kabir Khan) rely on seemingly endless remixes of the same two or three songs to
      score the film. In the case of Ragini MMS, a cross-genre horror film which features few songs, sex
      becomes an important feature of the narrative.
    


    
      The possible move toward less singing and dancing in Bollywood films, requires
      filmmakers to devise more innovative ways of getting their stars into situations where their behaviour can be
      eroticised. The shift to the more overtly sexual women in Indian film in the 2000s may assist in this through the
      movement from previous displays of sexuality by Indian women (especially the vamp character) in film that were
      “simultaneously condemned as immodest and prurient”, and gave the viewer the opportunity to “enjoy the visual
      pleasure, the spectacular and erotic dance numbers while morally undermining the woman in unison with the
      narrative” (Virdi 2003: 169). The more recent shift in attitudes and representations means that the woman in
      question may no longer suffer in the narrative for her wayward sexualised behaviours – but this does not mean she
      escapes with her morality intact from the audience. There is much to suggest that the “contradictory response to
      female stars” still exists, where “the avid consumption of female performance coexists in a state of tension with
      moral condemnation” (Majumdar 2009: 171). In the reference to the aforementioned ‘five minute kiss’ in Raja
      Hindustani, Banaji notes the positioning of one young female audience member who shuns the “discourse of
      love and erotic curiosity” (2006: 110) found the scene in favour of:
    


    
      Discourses of ethnicity and moral censorship, positioning herself as a truly Indian moral censor – who
      may or may not watch, but is apparently unsullied by what she sees – and decides that kissing on screen is bad
      because it has bad effects on families, couples and the nation (111, original italics).
    


    
      The concept of the individual moral censor is aided by the more clearly defined and understood system of
      classification that now operates in India. And the lack of musical items in Bollywood films is however, not
      widespread, and even the ribald Ragini MMS 2 returns to a more traditional serving of five songs, with
      the non-traditional addition of an even higher degree of sex in the narrative. This move toward a liberalisation
      in Indian film consolidates the shift that began just over a decade ago. Whether Indian filmmakers and audiences
      are willing to go further with depictions of nudity or sex may be a challenge the Board of Censors will soon be
      facing.
    

  


  
    Chapter
    2
    

    Visual Decorum and Chasteness in Chinese Film


    Introduction


    
      China shares with India, its omnipresent neighbour to the southwest, particular views on the role of sexuality in
      society and the notion that its media (in all forms) should exhibit a moral chasteness in line with traditional
      and conservative values. Despite its ability to largely escape colonisation by prudish Victorians, China has
      nevertheless developed quite strict parameters around discourses, discussions and open displays of sexuality.
      China’s Communist Revolution of the late 1940s saw the nation, like earlier Western societies, “pronounce a
      discourse on sex that would not derive from morality alone but from rationality as well” (Foucault 1978: 24).
      Such attitudes have remained steadfast under China’s conservative control of its media, with swift punitive
      action against those who dare to present imagery that confronts established norms. Despite earlier calls for a
      gender-equal society where “women hold up half the sky”, there is an overarching dilemma in any attempts to pin
      Chinese feminism to a strict temporal framework (Chen 2011). Because of the various modes of feminism that have
      been evoked or enacted over the years this raises the question of “how to teach new generations about women and
      feminism in the Chinese cultural realm”, a problem that seemingly “cannot wait for diverse scholars to finish
      arguing over or to articulate an answer that satisfies everyone” (6). But the feminist rhetoric of the Chinese
      Communist Party (CCP) was not as enlightening in practice, and ultimately led to an “incomplete liberation of
      women” in which “women were only half-liberated from the private sphere – in the daytime only – because they were
      still expected to finish the same amount of housework in the private sphere each evening” (Chen 2011: 43). The
      notion of the model citizen, whose sole purpose was to ensure the development of the Chinese state led to the
      “promotion of models that were both descriptive and prescriptive [and] continued a long-time Confucian tradition
      of journeying towards worthy or virtuous behaviour in emulation of model daughters, wives and widows” (Croll
      1995: 72). Ultimately, these models presented a view of sexuality that featured androgyny at its core, with women
      firmly seen as workers for the revolutionary machine and objects of and for reproduction in the name of the
      state, in many ways mimetic of India’s intensely nationalistic Mother India period.
    


    
      By the 1990s writings had emerged in Chinese societies that looked to openly
      address women’s attitudes toward sexual pleasure, reversing many traditional literary and cinematic narrative
      trends where, as Dyer notes:
    


    
      Since men are the central protagonists of all but a few specifically feminine narrative genres (for instance,
      romance) and are also the ones given the active roles as the characters who make things happen and who move the
      narrative along, women function either as the goal of the narrative or as the reward for achieving that goal. In
      this way, narratives reproduce the connection with sexuality (2002: 98).
    


    
      Such narrative drivers have long been present in film as well. In the case of China such structures have been
      replicated, with Croll quoting one writer’s observations that:
    


    
      The female’s longing for pleasure sometimes is stronger than the male’s. However because of various reasons,
      mainly social reasons it seems, the female’s strong desire and need for this pleasure have been depressed and
      hurt or even buried under social traditions that centred on men for thousands of years (1995: 154).
    


    
      This repression of pleasure is found in the complex sexual relations between the protagonists in Lost in
      Beijing (Pingguo [lit. Apple] 2007, dir. Li Yu). Fan Bingbing’s Liu Pingguo (hence, the
      Chinese title) is unceremoniously raped by her boss, Lin Dong (Tony Leung Ka-fai), serving only to gratify his
      base pleasures. Lin’s indiscretion is found out though, and as a form of revenge his wife, the ‘older woman’,
      Wang Mei (Elaine Jin), seduces Pingguo’s hapless husband An Kun (Tong Dawei), using him entirely for her own
      sexual pleasure in an extended scene that focuses on her face as she has sex with him, where it seems any sexual
      pleasure is secondary to the pleasure of revenge.
    


    
      An earlier scene where Pingguo makes love with her husband in a wet, stand-up encounter as they shower together
      shows that they enjoy their domestic life, although An is keen to be more experimental with sex. Partly naked in
      the shower, Pingguo urges him:
    


    
      Pingguo:  Let’s make love in the bed.
    


    
      An:           I learned this from watching porno.
    


    
      Pingguo:  Shame on you.
    


    
      An:           Let’s try it. This way.
    


    
      Pingguo acquiesces, and as they persevere with their clumsy, standing sexual activity she soon breathlessly
      admits “I’m overwhelmed!” The explicitness of this scene just 10 minutes into the film suggests that this is a
      film that dares to go beyond the allowable boundaries expected from mainland
      films. Shortly after, Pingguo gets drunk while commiserating with her work colleague who is sacked for attacking
      a customer who tried to sexually abuse her (they work in a foot massage salon). Heavily inebriated, Pingguo
      staggers back to work and falls asleep on a bed in a back room. Passing by, Lin sees her and enters the room.
      Pingguo, half-asleep in her drunken state thinks it is An Kun and lets him begin to kiss and caress her. Suddenly
      she realises her mistake (Figure 2.1), but Lin is unstoppable. From this point the film
      becomes a tale of coincidence, blackmail and revenge, but always maintaining a focus on the injustices served up
      to Pingguo and her female colleagues battling discrimination and oppression in contemporary, patriarchal mainland
      China.
    


    
      Pingguo’s inability to attain sexual pleasure on her own terms suggests a fixed position of gendered roles and
      the dominating masculinity of the mainland. Croll notes the envy of mainland Chinese women towards their
      Taiwanese counterparts and the fact that they are “seeming to combine an alluring femininity and family care with
      careers” over the strict career-focus of their Hong Kong counterparts (1995: 175). This occurred at a time when
      ‘Kong-Tai’ advertising (in reference to the superior advertising standards of Hong Kong and
      Taiwan) was reaching its peak. This was a period where advertising in mainland China underwent an
      aesthetic revolution, demanding high production standards and a recognition of the power of sex to attract
      potential customers. It unleashed the creative powers of state-employed and newly privatised art directors in the
      advertising industry, and signalled an awareness of global commercial aesthetics.
    


    
      The impact of new paradigms in advertising also fed into the more open discourses around women’s sexuality noted
      earlier, and therefore into other mediums such as film. For instance, Marchetti (2011: 195) notes how in Ning
      Ying’s 2005 film Perpetual Motion [Wú Qióng Dòng], the “soft-porn language of romance fiction
      has seeped into the consciousness of even this very privileged, sophisticated group of women who talk about
      phallic ‘shafts’ penetrating expectant vaginal ‘flowers’”. Such films are an acknowledgement that contemporary
      Chinese audiences are well versed in the advances in American popular media, and television in particular (most
      notably in series such as Sex and the City and The L-Word) where women can often be seen
      discussing “female sexual desire and taboo subjects such as female orgasm, lesbianism, and masturbation, among
      other topics” (Marchetti 2011: 195). Of course these topics have crept into Chinese literature in recent decades,
      such as in the controversial 1999 novel Shanghai Baby, by Wei Hui, that featured explicit descriptions
      of drug-taking and sexual activities. In the 1990s, publicly broadcast radio also opened up with on-air sex
      helplines in the early hours of the morning, however the move to film and television has been much more rigidly
      controlled, resulting in the unusual situation where some forms of the media
      (literature and radio) appear to be more progressive than the other, more visual, forms.
    


    
      The inconsistency in which different media represent women is a more significant problem than that of presenting
      female protagonists that accurately reflect today’s China. The search for a contemporary Chinese female identity
      is also bound up in attempts to “define a culturally-specific Chinese womanhood with references to her Chinese,
      often traditional, qualities that differentiate her from her Western sisters” (Croll 1995: 178). While a
      mid-1990s survey of “new role models among children in Beijing revealed that the people they now respect are from
      film and popular music shows mostly derived from outside of China” (178), this is perhaps not so difficult to
      explain at that point in China’s development when film (and the accompanying rise of MTV) relied on outside
      influences (especially from Taiwan, Japan and the USA) to present exciting, daring images of young women. It also
      reflects Dai Jinhua’s observation that from the 1980s:
    


    
      Winning awards at European art-film festivals presupposed not only the internationalization of the traditions,
      standards, and tastes of European art films, but also the internationalization of the Euro-American imaginary of
      China. This necessarily meant that Chinese directors had to turn their native history and experience into a
      reified object, an exotic and sensational Other, which was still accessible to the Euro-American cultural
      decoding machine (2002: 131–2).
    


    
      For Chinese audiences this often led them away from locally produced films because of the dissonant,
      foreign-but-not-foreign-enough nature that the films presented. The China onscreen was not their China.
      Much has changed since then, especially in terms of MTV-type imagery, however aside from renegades such as Li Yu,
      China’s filmmakers still seem reluctant, or unable, to push the boundaries on the explicitness of sexuality in
      their films.
    


    The Regulatory Environment


    
      Mainland China still does not have an official film classification system (Fearon 2014). This reluctance to
      embrace a formal system allows the state’s SAPPRFT (State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and
      Television) to retain full control of what is shown on China’s cinema screens. This affects both local and
      foreign made films, and creates much confusion as both cinemas and promoters are unable to pre-determine the
      suitability of films for particular audiences. A recent report has noted a trend among multiplex owners who have
      “begun issuing unofficial ratings for movies on common-sense grounds, and [ … ]
      turning away filmgoers who do not meet the age requirements” (Child 2014). One multiplex manager in the northern
      city of Urumqi sees this as his civic duty and claims that he is “simply enforcing Chinese laws protecting minors
      from pornography, violence and extreme terror”, and influential film distributors, Polybona Films, also have
      plans to “begin issuing similar classifications on age grounds” (Child 2014).
    


    
      The dearth of clear classification guidelines for filmmakers and distributors requires a broader understanding of
      laws that may impact on the public exhibition of films. For instance, Article 51 of the state law on the
      ‘Protection of Rights and Interests of Women’ issued in 1992, where: “Anyone who employs or shelters any women to
      engage in obscene activities with others shall be punished”, either through regulatory means, or “if the
      circumstances are so serious as to constitute a crime, by criminal law” (Croll 1995: 192). Such laws could be
      used in conjunction with regulations surrounding film production and censorship where a director who encourages
      an actress to disrobe or perform a simulated sex scene has the potential to be charged with an offence. And the
      seemingly benign “with others” could implicate all those involved in a production from actors and crew through to
      producers and investors. Thus, the lack of clarity can foster a stronger sense of self-censorship for those
      afraid of transgressing the state’s legal and regulatory boundaries.
    


    
      The arrival of the internet in China and the merging of two separate regulatory bodies into the SAPPRFT have seen
      attempts to better control the flow of sexual imagery and information. This has proved difficult though, as
      Jackson et al. (2008: 23) note the changed environment in China:
    


    
      Where the government tries to limit access to knowledge about ‘decadent’ sexual practices, new communications
      technologies as well as the demands of a market economy have begun to make it easier to evade censorship and to
      exchange sexual information. One very significant aspect of the movement of ideas is growing evidence of a
      discourse of female sexual pleasure in East Asia, evident from the studies of women’s sexuality in China and Hong
      Kong.
    


    
      While the mainland persists without classifications, errant territory (and former British colony) Hong Kong has
      long taken a more clearly outlined bureaucratic stance toward film classification. As part of Hong Kong’s
      relative autonomy from the mainland, its films are subject to the 11-part Film Censorship Guidelines for Censors,
      of which the major section is Part V ‘Approaches in Classification’, which “provides for the approaches taken in
      censoring films by setting the limits of six censorship elements” (Saw 2013: 43). These elements include;
      ‘Cruelty, Torture or Violence’, ‘Horror and Shock’ and ‘Sex and Nudity’, in the latter of which is noted “The
      depiction of nudity is an established artform” (Saw 2013: 43), and therefore allowable (subject to
      classification) in a Hong Kong produced film.
    


    
      Hong Kong films are classified under a four-part system that consists of
      Category I films “Approved for exhibition to persons of any age”, and Category IIA and Category IIB that
      ostensibly must prominently display (in capitalised lettering) ‘NOT SUITABLE FOR CHILDREN’ or ‘NOT SUITABLE FOR
      YOUNG PERSONS AND CHILDREN’, respectively. It is important to note that these categories are advisory
      classifications rather than age-determined legal limitations. The final classification however is age-restricted
      under the title of Category III films which are those “Approved for exhibition only to persons who have attained
      the age of 18 years”.
    


    
      Like the mainland, Taiwan (the Republic of China, or ROC) resisted having a film classification system for many
      years, only introducing one in 1994. The regulatory body tasked with classifying films is the Government
      Information Office (GIO). There is presently a four category rating system in place as part of the ‘Regulations
      Governing the Classification of Motion Pictures of the Republic of China’:
    


    
      Table 2.1 Classifications and Guidelines (Taiwan)
    


    [image: Image]


    
      The Bureau of Cultural Affairs has also had responsibility for enacting laws related to the film industry and its
      outputs. Much of Taiwan’s film censorship has concentrated on the delicate nature of its cross-strait
      relationship with the PRC, rather than especially focusing on matters of a moral or sexual nature for which it
      takes a relatively liberal stance.
    


    The Chaste Mainland


    
      Jia Zhangke’s 2013 A Touch of Sin (Tian Zhu Ding) continues his shift in aesthetic style from
      the dour realism of his early Sixth Generation films, yet retains a sharp commentary on contemporary China’s
      social and economic misfortunes. Morality is a key issue in this film’s four
      narrative threads. In the first of these Dahai (Wu Jiang) is frustrated with the corrupt practices of the village
      leaders who were implicit in selling off the county’s coalmine for personal profit. The former village chief (now
      essentially the CEO of the town) returns for a flying visit (literally) in his new jet, parading his vast wealth
      and beautiful young wife. In front of the motley crowd of assembled villagers (bribed with the offer of a bag of
      flour to appear and cheer the visitors), Dahai attempts to embarrass the guests, receiving a savage bashing for
      his efforts. His more formal efforts to alert authorities in Beijing to the corruption are thwarted at every
      point, including a postal worker refusing to send his letter because it is judged to be incorrectly addressed.
      His fellow villagers ridicule Dahai until he finally breaks, returning home to collect his shotgun and visiting
      each of his antagonists with tragic results. At his first stop he agonises, briefly, over his actions as he holds
      his gun to the face of the village accounts keeper. Dahai’s moral dilemma is whether to continue to stick up for
      his exploited comrades by gaining retribution or to ignore the abuses. It seems the ‘sin’ (of the film’s title)
      is either Dahai’s or in fact those of the corrupt officials who have ensured the ongoing poverty of the village.
      Dahai’s loyalty to his fellow villagers wins out, and what follows is a graphically violent Tarantino-style
      rampage.
    


    
      In later segments of the film Jia acknowledges the place of prostitution in contemporary China. In one section,
      Xiaoyu (played by Tao Zhao, Jia Zhangke’s wife) works as a receptionist in a sauna and massage salon. Xiaoyu is
      mistaken by a drunken male client as available for a massage (and presumably, sex) simply because she works in
      the business. Unperturbed by her rejections, the client and his colleague become increasingly violent with her.
      These scenes highlight the situation that Jackson et al. see as a site where “work intersects with sexuality
      because business practice is facilitated through sexualised leisure” (2008: 20). Eventually, she pulls a fruit
      knife from her bag and attacks the man’s colleague. Several of Xiaoyu’s martial arts-style poses replicate the
      film’s original source (Hu King’s 1971 wuxia classic, A Touch of Zen), and will be familiar to
      audiences of such femme fatale films as Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000), or Quentin
      Tarantino’s Kill Bill: Vol. 1 and Kill Bill: Vol. 2 (2003 and 2004).
    


    
      In a later section, Jia makes an overt reference to the clandestine sex tourism industry that operates in
      southern China, offering large-scale prostitution services to visiting businessmen from Hong Kong and Taiwan. Jia
      carefully omits any reference to Japan, for a long time a large and controversial source of such tour groups and
      the cause of intense and hostile debate in the early 2000s following the ‘Zhuhai Incident’ of 2003 where hundreds
      of young Chinese women were employed to provide sexual services for a touring group of Japanese businessmen
      (Pugsley and Gao 2009). While carefully avoiding any nudity or sexual imagery,
      Jia confronts the plight of young sex workers, made to dress in costumes and carry out various fantasy
      characterisations for their clients. Vivien Li (aka Li Meng) plays a young prostitute fearful of committing to a
      romantic relationship because of her line of work, and because she has had to leave a small child back in her
      hometown. Jia’s presentation of this prostitution racket is perhaps criticism enough as its overt portrayal is of
      an industry long covered up by the state, and therefore a controversial topic to present on-screen. It also
      reflects Jackson et al.’s view (stated earlier) that many women in East Asia are “constrained to adapt to
      business-related leisure in venues designed for men’s sexual pleasure” (2008: 20).
    


    
      The representation of women in Chinese cinema has long been a vexed issue. Dai Jinhua (2002: 100) notes how in
      the post-May Fourth era, women in China:
    


    
      … emerged as a gender from obscurity and through great adversity ‘onto the horizon of history’, where finally
      they shared with me the same expansive possibilities. Yet they lost the power or possibility of affirming,
      expressing, and exploring their female sexuality. When women entered the course of history as ‘liberated women’,
      as a gender-based community they were nonetheless lost to history’s visual field.
    


    
      The revolutionary film genre that occurred from the 1950s rendered women invisible in the sense that “both the
      gaze of desire … and the narrative of desire were gradually wiped away by the political rhetoric of the rigid
      cinematic narrative produced in line with New China’s ideological discourse” (Dai 2002: 102). In the films of
      this era a women’s sexuality was a carefully honed tool for entrapment of the (male) enemy, a narrative
      effectively recreated in Tang Wei’s performance as the revolutionary spy Wong Chia Chi in Lust, Caution
      (Sè, Jiè 2007, discussed later in this chapter). This perhaps mirrors Dai Jinhua’s reasoning that “it is
      only necessary for women to ‘dress up’ and perform their gender – sexual identity is an act of seduction when
      positioned within the enemy’s gaze” (2002: 104). To visibly display one’s sexuality or sexual desires for one’s
      own pleasure was to lose sight of the revolutionary cause.
    


    
      While the revolutionary cause may be less of an imperative in contemporary Chinese society, the trope of
      nationalism is never far from the surface in films that are produced (or even co-produced) in China.
      Incorporating sex into a narrative therefore becomes increasingly complex to the point that to some mainland
      audiences, “a love relationship between a female spy and a perceived national traitor is not only perceived as a
      sexual transgression but also as a disturbance to China’s national spirit” (Chiang 2012: 121).
    


    
      In Lust, Caution Wong’s highly sexualised woman also features as a historically determined femme fatale.
      In this way, Wong reiterates Kuhn’s conception of cinematic “socialist realism”
      where individual protagonists occupy a complex space where they “may be drawn as rounded individuals with their
      own traits of personality, but at the same time they function as embodiments of social and historical
      characteristics” (1993: 141). In a geo-cultural sense, Galt notices that for those critics who follow Truffaut’s
      criticism of films by appearing to value form over function, “prettiness becomes a term of abuse aimed
      in Europe at the French New Wave’s despised predecessor and at the British heritage film and in Asia the Hong
      Kong New Wave of Wong Kar Wai and Stanley Kwan and the Chinese Fifth-Generation directors Zhang Yimou and Chen
      Kaige” (2011:16). Wong’s alluring character suggests more than prettiness though, as she acts as a counter to
      Yee’s animalistic abandon. The seemingly reckless use of her sexually objectified body shifts her into a realm
      where “[s]ex and politics, for some audiences, are considered a question of morality and, subsequently, a
      responsibility that a film director should or should not have in guiding or representing a ‘non-normative’ sexual
      relationship in a pop culture product like Lust, Caution” (Chiang 2012: 121).
    


    
      In the period up until the reform era of the late 1970s depictions of women resulted in situations where the
      female body was to be “exiled rather than [submit to] love itself, not only to support self-control as the
      discourse of love could possess a certain subversive potential or espouse individualism” (Dai 2002: 118), both
      characteristics that were antithetical to the revolutionary cause. But while the reform era could have promised
      liberation of female sexuality, women were instead relegated back to the primary role of being represented as
      vital cogs in the regeneration of the nation; as little more than mothers and wives whose central role was to
      support their husbands and bear their children. In more recent cinema, Galt argues that “The bodily politics of
      the pretty, as entirely formal constructions of aesthetic value” removes the objectified body (the female
      protagonist) from the opportunity to be representative of a particular gendered identity (2011: 21). Rather, what
      occurs in roles such as Wong’s is “the persistent denigration of decorative images in the languages of
      femininity, perversion, or orientalism [that] enables us to think beyond a politics of representation and to see
      histories of bodily exclusion instead as underwriting the structuring principles of cinematic value” (21).
    


    
      One film to suggest notions of prettiness and stereotypical roles for women is Finding Mr Right
      (Běijīng yù shàng xiyǎtú [Beijing meets Seattle] 2013). Directed by
      Xue Xiaolu, the female director whose first film was Ocean Heaven [Hǎiyáng
      Tiāntáng] in 2010 starring Jet Li. Lust, Caution’s Tang Wei plays the film’s lead, Wen Jiajia, and
      renowned singer and television actor Wu Xiubo as the presumed love interest, Frank (Hao Zhi). Single and
      pregnant, Wen arrives in Seattle to see out her pregnancy and have her baby, all quietly financed by her wealthy
      (and presumably married) lover back in China. She is met at the airport by Frank, a quiet, unassuming character
      employed to ferry women to maternity shelters throughout the city. Wen is
      self-centred, manipulative, and cashed up, and it seems she will stop at nothing to get her way. Sequestered in a
      comfortable half-way house for other pregnant Chinese women, Wen utilises Frank’s services to escort her around
      Seattle to doctor appointments and to a nightclub where she dances and gets drunk, much to Frank’s disdain. Under
      the influence of alcohol, a highly emotional Wen lets fly at Frank with a treatise on all the reasons as to why
      she will be a good mother, and how China’s regulations and cultures impact on her:
    


    
      Wen:     Do you know at home how many girls my age get rid of their babies instead of keeping them? Do
      you have any idea?
    


    
      Frank:  It’s not easy for many people.
    


    
      Wen:     You think it’s easy for me? (pause) I don’t have a job. He won’t get divorced. There’s no way
      for me to get legal permission to give birth at home. No permission then. I can’t go to the hospital for
      checkups. Even when the baby is born, I can’t even register him legally.
    


    
      Frank:  Okay, okay.
    


    
      Wen:     (increasingly agitated) You think I want to have the baby here in America? You think I came
      here just to have the baby? Who would cross the entire ocean to give birth if everything was fine? His father can
      leave us both, but I can never leave my child. I will never give up on him.
    


    
      Frank:  Good.
    


    
      Frank comforts Wen as she breaks down crying.
    


    
      Beautifully shot in high definition, Finding Mr Right presents a visually clean, almost sterile view of
      not only the United States, but also of the social circumstances that for many Chinese women would be much more
      difficult than portrayed in this upper middle-class world. It continues the long line of Chinese films that
      emerged as ‘women’s films’ in the 1980s, ostensibly films by female directors based around narratives of female
      struggle. Dai Jinhua suggests that these still remain, to a degree, within the bounds of societal rules because
      their “hackneyed narrative schema succeed only in producing a cliché of female expression” (2002: 139). The
      problem, as Dai sees it, is in the circular narratives where “these stories about gender and sexual desire often
      begin by attacking ‘marriage without love’, and end in the consummation of love in sealed marital bond” (2002:
      138). Such a narrative structure takes place in Finding Mr Right, although the film ends abruptly before
      the newly official couple marry, even though this is the assumed outcome.
    


    
      A film that is a long way from the earlier women’s films is the much more complex 2012 black comedy Happy
      Hotel [Lè Fàndiàn] directed by Wang Yuelun. Happy Hotel is centred on a mistaken
      infidelity and uses a plethora of suggestive images and innuendo. It opens with scenes of middle-aged Qian
      Shiqiang (played by Jiang Wu) dreaming of a naked young woman showering. His
      dream soon turns into a Psycho-like moment as a knife-wielding woman enters the shower and begins
      stabbing the young woman. The killer becomes visible as a slightly older woman, lunging backward and forward. The
      dream dissolves into the reality, and the killer is Qian’s wife, Meng Jinghua (Ning Jing) clad in a silk robe and
      revealing bra, sitting astride him as she tries to make love to him. She expresses surprise that he could fall
      asleep at such a moment. When he replies that he does not like to have her on top, she suggests an alternative.
      Unimpressed, he replies, “I want to pee”. As a mainland Chinese film, this is already a risqué opening.
    


    
      Qian heads to the Happy Hotel of the title, to continue his affair with young, pretty and seemingly naïve Kitty
      (Meng Tong Di). Meanwhile through a flashback, his wife reveals to her best friend that she is willing to undergo
      plastic surgery in order to keep him happy, and from straying to other women for sex. Meng is unsettled by her
      friend’s (Crystal Huang Yi) wise analogies:
    


    
      Girlfriend:  A rooster and a hen, after they have had sexual intercourse more than 20 times, the rooster
      will be impotent. Then a new hen shows up. The rooster waves its wings immediately, goes straight to the new hen
      [pause] and has sex with her! I come up with this conclusion based on science – it proves that men will be more
      capable in sex after they change sexual partners. It’s animal instincts!
    


    
      Meng:        (looking very concerned) Nonsense.
    


    
      Meng’s friend insists that men are attracted to women who look like “evildoers”, and as Meng is worried she will
      lose her husband, she arranges to meet a plastic surgeon from Korea to improve her looks. Through a room mix-up,
      she instead meets with a second-rate, gaudily dressed Korean gangster, Mr Kim (Jeon Kyeong-ho), presuming him to
      be the surgeon. Language proves to be a barrier, and Mr Kim thinks she has come to him for sex. In a scene rich
      in innuendo, Meng explains that she won’t require breast enhancement, touching her chest, as Mr Kim ogles her:
    


    
      Meng:     Well I don’t think I need to work on this.
    


    
      Mr Kim: (effusive) No, no, no! I like them that way. They looks [sic] good.
    


    
      Meng:    And I also heard it takes you a very long time.
    


    
      Mr Kim: Time? (then boastfully) Oh, It takes me a very long time every time. Especially when I am with a
      beautiful woman like you.
    


    
      Meng nods, encouragingly, as Mr Kim continues to boast.
    


    
      Mr Kim     (cont.) It will take me the whole night.
    


    
      They both laugh nervously, before Mr Kim explains in broken Chinese that he has
      a girlfriend. This does not stop him from continuing to court Meng though, and he slides over to sit next to her
      on her couch.
    


    
      Meng:   Before we get started, could I ask you a professional question? From your professional
      perspective, what kind of woman is the most attractive one?
    


    
      Mr Kim: Women? What kind of women do I like? Women, women, women?
    


    
      Mr Kim considers this carefully, looking down the top of Meng’s blouse before stretching and applying some lip
      balm and leering lustfully toward Meng (Figure 2.2).
    


    
      Mr Kim:  Slutty ones.
    


    
      Meng:     Huh?
    


    
      Mr Kim:  Slutty ones.
    


    
      Meng:    (correcting him) It’s evildoers! Evildoers.
    


    
      Mr Kim:  Are you ready?
    


    
      Meng:     OK.
    


    
      Mr Kim:  OK. (gesturing to her blouse) Take off!
    


    
      When he ultimately tries to molest her, she reacts instinctively and punches him, with disastrous results. From
      this point the film descends into a farcical heist and deception film, with a little romance that ultimately sees
      Qian and Meng together again – not perfect, but adequate for each other. The sex comedy themes from earlier in
      the film give way to a more straightforward comedy more in line with the sensibilities and gender roles favoured
      by the mainland’s state-supported cinema.
    


    
      China’s move into darker, action-fuelled genres look to provide a more equal platform for the feminine, feminised
      woman. Painted Skin: The Resurrection (Huà Pí Èr [lit. Painted Skin 2]) (2012) is
      directed by Wuershan (real name Er Shan Wu) who made his name with the 2010 action/comedy blockbuster The
      Butcher, The Thief, and The Swordsman. Painted Skin: The Resurrection follows on from the success
      of Gordon Chan’s 2008 original, a special effects-laden supernatural fantasy. Both films draw upon China’s long
      literary and cinematic histories of supernatural folktales. Painted Skin: The Resurrection certainly
      pays homage to earlier Hong Kong films such as The Bride with White Hair [Bái Fà Mó N[image: Image] Zhuàn] (1993, dir. Ronny Yu), and the later crop of
      post-Crouching Tiger wuxia films that feature a similar visually-rich aesthetic. The use of violent,
      bone-crunching and ethereal imagery moves Painted Skin: The Resurrection into a realm that mirrors that
      of Western films such as the Pirates of the Caribbean or The Mummy series. A number of scenes
      show the promise of lesbian encounters, especially two scenes central to the
      plot development that take place in a steambath, the first of which bizarrely features a series of demonic skin
      peelings and unmaskings as the ‘fox demon’, Xiaowei (Zhou Xun) changes between human and spirit form. The young
      Princess Jing (Red Cliff’s Vicki Zhao) becomes the centre of the action as she heads toward an arranged
      marriage with a prince from a nearby kingdom, a man she does not love. Characters trade identities and there are
      Cinderella-like warnings of returning home before one’s skin disintegrates. Ultimately though, the sanctity of
      hetero-normativity is preserved and the heroine is (rightly) reunited with the man she loves.
    


    
      The narrative arc taken by Princess Jing adheres to traditional storylines where the female characters of
      contemporary Chinese wuxia films (mostly presented as period films) arise with strength from a position
      of fallibility (in this case suggested through their gender as the ‘weaker sex’ in a patriarchal world), and
      where they, “like drunken masters and one-armed swordsmen, can be seen as symbolic figures in a national
      narrative” (Costanzo 2014: 59). The women are represented as though their “seemingly weak and afflicted bodies
      represent the body of the beleaguered Chinese people waiting for the right moment to emerge strong, resilient,
      and victorious” (59). Costanzo notes how Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon reversed some of the usual
      narratives by having a male character as the object of desire, as Lo (Chang Chen) transforms himself from “alien
      provocateur to exotic lover”, a mystical shapeshifting character who “releases the sexual energy, the
      animus” (93) within the female protagonist Jen (Zhang Ziyi). Costanzo suggests that “the women warriors
      in Crouching Tiger and their female ancestors anticipate more recent trends in the global representation
      of women” that reverse previous negative portrayals of strong women (97).
    


    
      Noted China scholar Rey Chow notes how China’s identity has been historically constructed by the West via
      Orientalising discourses “under the rubric of sinology, [that] were more than happy to collaborate in the
      creation in [Manchurian empress] Cixi, of a horrific female figure with insatiable sexual appetite, hunger for
      power, and capacity for murder”, indeed Cixi emerged as “the consummate primitive who served as a means to
      denigrate female sexuality and oriental civilization at once” (Chow 1995: 20). The silent film Goddess
      (1934, dir. Wu Yonggang) was an early example of Chinese filmmakers explicitly remarking upon sexuality, and
      quite possibly even have been the first in the world to overtly discuss prostitution. The film relies on its
      visuality, with very few written or silently mouthed words, so that “the verbal text no longer exclusively
      possesses the expressive function of narrative” (25). For Chow, Goddess is emblematic of the concerns
      that were facing China at the time, including “the commodification of sex and the disciplining of the female
      body, female sacrifice, and, finally, the hope arising from such sacrifice” (25).
    


    
      Later shifting her focus to more recent films, Chow turns to Zhang Yimou and his construction of the “exhibited”
      woman as representative of China’s primitiveness. In Zhang’s films, “The
      woman’s body becomes the living ethnographic museum that, while putting ‘Chinese culture’ on display, is at the
      same time the witness to a different kind of origin [ … ] the origin of human sexuality, which should be free but
      is imprisoned in China” (Chow 1995: 47). In her discussion of Zhang’s Ju Dou (1990), a film that
      certainly muses on the subject of sexual ‘imprisonment’, Chow rather reductively insists that its biggest appeal
      for foreign audiences lay in its sexual content, ignoring perhaps the film’s grand statements on exploitation,
      cruelty and hardship (58). Interestingly Marie-Claire Huot (cited in Chow) also chooses to focus on the sexuality
      in Ju Dou and Zhang’s other films where “Gong Li’s face fills the screen: her open mouth is the centre
      of attention. Her body is forever ungraspable because it is forever seen as if through a keyhole, fragmented:
      here a breast, or a nipple, there a nape, a back, and often enough, a foot”. (1995: 236, fn 59).
    


    
      In Ju Dou, when Gong Li’s eponymous character has an affair with her infirmed husband’s adopted nephew
      (the sole worker in her husband’s dye mill), Zhang Yimou treats the viewer with a screen full of vibrant colours
      as long sheets of cloth are pulled from the dyeing vats. Thus, the affair is presented outwardly to the audience,
      “enabled by these sheets of color, which fill the screen with a formless indulgence of chromatic pleasure at the
      same time that they function dramatically to shield Ju Dou and her lover from her husband’s eye” (Galt 2011: 29).
      Zhang’s protagonist exemplifies broader views of the twentieth century as a transformative era for Chinese women,
      an era where “the Chinese woman suddenly became a newly discovered ‘primitive’ – a body adrift between the
      stagnant waters of the [paternalistic] family, whose oppressiveness it seeks to escape, and the open sea of the
      nation, whose attention to ‘woman’ is only such that her sexual difference and history become primarily
      its support (i.e., become erased)” (Chow 1995: 68). The sexualisation of Ju Dou is further entwined with
      the nation as Chow notes when she later explores the metaphoric connections where it seems that “Like the female
      body thrown into ‘romantic love’, the nation is theoretically capable of all kinds of libidinous possibilities”
      (70). The primitive, or primitivised women presented in such provocative Chinese texts “are the bearers of the
      barbaric nature of a patriarchal system that has outlived its time and place; their abuse is a sign of
      China’s backwardness; through them we come to understand the fundamental horrors about a
      culture” (146, original italics). The ‘tactics of visuality’ employed by Zhang Yimou (and others), are starkly
      observable for Chow when she compares Zhang’s films with the novels and stories he has adapted, contending that
      “what Zhang performs here is not really a liberation of sexuality – neither a vibrant male sexuality nor a
      repressed female sexuality – in the narrow sense, but, first and foremost, a production of filmic signs” (149).
    


    
      Chow also accedes to Foucault’s thoughts on the deployment of a repressive hypothesis where the “representation
      of sexuality equals the revelation of truth” (1995: 158), a truth that needs to
      be suppressed either discursively or, certainly, visually, in order for a morally ‘proper’ society to function.
      Chow finds a dilemma in the films of Zhang Yimou, or at least in her reading of them, whereby she seems unsure of
      whether his slavish attention to film as form emphasises or negates his representations of women and sexuality in
      modern/contemporary China. Is his approach reliant on a hermeneutic reading of social mores, or is he simply
      concerned with the visual landscapes (of the body) afforded by the medium? After all, Chow soon poses that
      Zhang’s visuality in his films “contain this shrewd grasp of the essential illusion of transparency that film
      audiences are after” (1995: 160). Certainly in Zhang’s later Curse of the Golden Flower
      (Mǎnchéng Jìndài Huángjīnjiǎ 2006) his excessive and
      distracting use of corseted cleavage threatens to overwhelm the film’s central narrative.
    


    
      Sixth Generation Director Zhang Yang, best known for the urban realism of films such as Shower
      [Xĭzăo] (1999), returns with a much glossier, high-budget film in Naughty Girls [Wŏmen dōu
      shì Huài Háizi, aka We Are Bad Boys, but literally We are all Naughty Children] (2013).
      Opening with a scene of a young man getting an unavoidable erection during a ballet class, the tone is set for a
      very different kind of film than his earlier efforts. Cutting to a boisterous classroom scene with girls dressed
      in Japanese-style school uniforms (short royal-blue skirts, white blouse with blue neckerchiefs, and long socks),
      the girls smoke heavily and adopt an apparent anti-authoritarian stance. The group of girls share a dormitory,
      and gather around the computer screen to watch pornography. Switching scenes, an alternate dorm room features a
      group of boys who swear, drink and masturbate. The girls also swear and drink alcohol, and one of them, Angela,
      appears to be working as a prostitute as she gets into cars with young, attractive men she does not know. One of
      them, Alex, reaches across as if to kiss her, but instead, grabs the seatbelt, pulling it across her chest:
    


    
      Alex:     I’m used to putting on seat belts for others. [breathy pause]. Safe!
    


    
      Angela: I’m used to putting on condoms for others. [pause]. Safer.
    


    
      Soon the car is rocking, before the shot cuts to them now finished their sexual activities and back in their
      designer clothes as Alex sings Angela a sweet ballad.
    


    
      While Naughty Girls is undercut by a sense of light-hearted, hedonistic (perhaps puerile) fun, and its
      episodic scenes punctuated by a cute MTV-style pop soundtrack, the themes and images it presents challenge
      notions of propriety and behaviour (especially that of young women in a patriarchal environment) in Chinese
      society.
    


    
      The films of directors such as Zhang affirm claims that what may be classified as art cinema does not always
      equal aesthetic beauty. Galt, for instance, notes that “[w]here the very critics who helped usher ‘art cinema’
      into existence via taste-making journals use the term art cinema or art film, they often do so in a derogatory way that pits aesthetic surface against meaningful depth” (2011: 193).
      Therefore a film as rich in colours and design as Lust, Caution may be rendered a less socially
      important film than say a Sixth Generation film from China (or perhaps, even, the gritty realism of Iranian
      cinema) because it privileges the aesthetic over the political or cultural ‘value’ that the film carries.
    


    
      Another film that values the aesthetic and the erotic as a central part of its storytelling is Zhou Yu’s
      Train [Zhou Yu de Huoche] (2002, Dir. Sun Zhou), and starring Zhang Yimou’s long-time muse, Li Gong
      (perhaps better known in the West as Gong Li). In a classic torn-between-two-lovers scenario, the eponymous Zhou
      Yu (Gong Li), a porcelain artist, falls for a poet and a veterinarian in what Roger Ebert called a “pointlessly
      convoluted” love story resulting in a film that was “controversial in China for sex scenes that are more fond
      than fervent” (Ebert 2004). Nevertheless, the film’s initial and fairly torrid, sweaty sexual encounter is unlike
      any that had previously appeared in a mainland Chinese film. The frequent use of innuendo is probably hard to
      avoid in a film about train travel (Zhou Yu likes to take long journeys on the train, which is where she meets
      her veterinarian lover, Doctor Zhang, played by Sun Honglei), but other phallic imagery of tall temples and a
      lone chimney puffing smoke add to the ongoing sexual tension. Zhou Yu’s Train carries an aesthetic not
      unlike that of Hong Kong’s Wong Kar-wai, indeed, a number of scenes and plot devices in this film mirror several
      of Wong’s films, such as Chongqing Express (Chóngqìng Sēnlín 1994), In the Mood For
      Love (Huāyàng de Niánhuá, 2000) and 2046 (2004), which was actually made after Zhou
      Yu’s Train (perhaps Wong repaying the homage?). Zhang also uses one of Wong’s regular actors, Tony Leung Ka
      Fei, as the poet. But here, Sun creates a smouldering atmosphere where Zhou Yu’s behaviour drives both of her
      lovers to distraction, with Zhang especially forced to wait for Zhou to succumb to his charms.
    


    
      The consenting sexual acts in Zhou Yu’s Train seem much less contentious when compared to later films
      such as Li Yu’s Lost in Beijing. As noted, Lost in Beijing draws upon unequal relationships
      between a boss and his employee to illustrate the unfairness inherent in a patriarchal society. In an earlier
      film, Fish and Elephant [Jinnian Xiatian, lit. This Summer] (2001) Li used guerrilla
      filming on the streets of Beijing to create the first Chinese film to openly explore the question of female
      sexuality and a lesbian relationship, or as Cui puts it, the film positions “homosexuality against a heterosexual
      social-cultural environment” (2011: 214). For Cui, one of the dilemmas of a film such as this is that it “allows
      the spectator to project empathy outside heterosexual conventions” (2011: 218), something that poses a problem
      for China’s film regulators who have long seen film as one piece in the didactic functions of the state.
    


    
      Once Li Yu had been able to resume her film career following harsh bans upon the release of Fish and
      Elephant, her award-winning Lost in Beijing also saw Li and her production company suffer
      repercussions as a result of not being properly cleared by Chinese officials
      before its international release (Pugsley 2013: 104). Using a foot massage business as the basis for Pingguo’s
      employment, Li not only critiques the exploitative and sexualised overtones of such a workplace, but as the story
      unfolds throws in a number of moral dilemmas around the blackmailing of Pingguo’s boss, the possibility of her
      pregnancy, and the issue of surrogacy. In many ways this is a complex film, and Pingguo’s own relationship with
      her husband echoes the sense of a loveless marriage as he becomes more entranced with the idea of profiting from
      her distress.
    


    
      As Cui observes, Lost in Beijing “casts Apple [Pingguo] as property of common ownership: wife in a
      heterosexual marriage and victim of sexual violence” (2011: 226), a situation further driven home when Pingguo’s
      pregnancy becomes subject to a contract between the two possible fathers, with Lin proposing to buy the as yet
      unborn baby, and the greedy Ah only too willing to receive a large sum of money. Pingguo is sidelined in the
      trade, so that the film presents her as the “female protagonist, present but silent, [who] watches her pregnant
      body and unborn baby turned into a transaction between men” (Cui 2011: 227).
    


    Rogue States and Moral Values


    
      While Hong Kong’s film industry suffered a box office crisis in the mid-1990s, Saw is careful to point out that
      “censorship is not one of the factors that caused the industry’s downturn” (2013: 24), and in fact a number of
      early 1990s “exploitation films and risqué erotica (Michael Mak’s Sex and Zen, 1991 and Wong Jin’s
      Naked Killers, 1992)” were among the few films to have popular (if not critical) success both at home
      and abroad.
    


    
      The Taiwanese film Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow? [Míngtiān Jìde Ài Shàng Wŏ] (2013 dir.
      Arvin Chen) tackles the issue of ‘closet’ homosexuality with pop star turned actor Richie Ren (also known as
      Richie Jen) playing a gormless optometrist, Weichung, a married man suppressing his sexual desires to return to
      his former homosexual lifestyle. Ren is perhaps not the best casting choice, his pop career and earlier acting
      efforts firmly establishing an image as a ‘ladies man’. The film has its comic moments, but tends to play out as
      a rather dour drama, as if avoiding any outward celebration of homosexuality lest it upset traditionalists among
      its audiences across Greater China. Such reactions can be seen in Singapore’s rating of the film as R21, despite
      the lack of any sex scenes, nudity or graphic violence.
    


    
      Inherent in its broader links with Chinese traditional cultures, Taiwanese society is underpinned by Confucian
      morality that leads to a ‘moral order’ in which “women’s submission to men is one of the five major human
      relationships” where they must “fulfil traditional wifely and maternal roles”
      (Gallin 2002: 62). As discussed in the next section, films such as Taiwan’s Millennium Mambo (2001, dir.
      Hou Hsiao-Hsien) question the subservient role of women. The tortured relationship that Shu Qi’s Vicky has with
      the overbearing Hao-Hao (Tuan Chun-Hao), is a narrative that seems destined for an unhappy conclusion where she
      remains with him out of a traditional sense of spousal loyalty. However, it is Vicky’s decision to end the
      relationship, and her pro-active steps to set herself a deadline to be rid of him, that indicate a strength of
      character beyond acceptable Confucian gender roles.
    


    Taiwan


    
      In 1960s Taiwan, in stark contrast to its mainland neighbours who were experiencing the restrictions of the
      Cultural Revolution, a period of “rapid modernization” took place that “yielded a steady output of commercial
      entertainment and investments in Hong Kong films” (Costanzo 2014: 82). The desire to reflect the cosmopolitanism
      of Hong Kong and to shake any perceived connection with the mainland drew forth a range of creative and artistic
      endeavours in film, music and art that showed a Western-like adherence to pop culture. Although there were
      economic benefits to such a shift, the political motives were never far away. This division has continued to this
      day where “[t]he current rise of an indigenous Taiwanese identity not only weakens a sense of Chinese national
      identity but also enables an act of disassociation from China, under the Taiwan independence movement” to the
      extent that “Chinese nationalism becomes only a laughable and contestable terrain” (Chiang 2012: 113). Indeed,
      this echoes the taut relationships between the several “Chinas”, as Gary Bettinson (2012: 9) states, “[n]ot all
      Taiwanese and Hong Kong film-makers covet Mainland cooperation”. Difficulties therefore arise in furthering the
      film industry through co-productions, especially around the mainland’s “state censorship regime, a notoriously
      opaque and capricious system imposed upon all films seeking theatrical Mainland distribution” (2012: 8).
    


    
      Taiwanese director Chi Yuarn Lee’s poignant 2011 feature Blowfish [Hétún], deals with sex and
      the moral issue of infidelity in a more frank manner than many other Chinese films. Captivated by a blowfish
      caught by her dead-beat boyfriend, Xiao-Zhun (the first major acting role for newcomer Vicci Pan) returns home
      early from work one day to find him in bed with another woman. Xiao-Zhun’s passive response sees her take to the
      internet, where she sells the blowfish through an online auction. She takes the fish and leaves the apartment
      while her boyfriend sleeps, and delivers the fish to a remote country location. When the buyer turns up, the
      hunky, dishevelled ‘Coach’ (Kang Jen Wu), there is a spark of desolate sexual chemistry – both seem bereft, alone
      and needy. She asks if she can deliver the fish to his tank, which he affirms
      and she follows him to his house in a small village. There is an immediate physical difference between the two –
      her demure, waif-like dimensions against his rugged physique. Both are dressed in white as if to signify a fresh
      beginning. Back at his house the fish is all but forgotten as he unbuttons her blouse exposing the luminescent
      whiteness of her underwear and alabaster skin in the glow of his large fishtank (Figure
      2.3). Xiao-Zhun takes a surprisingly active role, before Coach (he coaches the local school’s baseball team)
      pushes her away, but then submits to his more savage, primal instincts. Although there are several scenes of
      torrid lovemaking, with one China Post critic (Hsiao 2011) comparing its brazen sex scenes to those in
      Ang Lee’s Lust, Caution, there is still a cautious approach toward nudity. The film’s moral premise
      surrounds the obsession on the part of Coach with his former partner Flora (Angel Yao) who has left him. He hangs
      her clothes through his apartment as he grieves her loss. Xiao-Zhun moves in with Coach and begins to wear
      Flora’s clothes. When Flora returns, briefly, it seems Coach will resume life with her, but Xiao-Zhun’s spell has
      been cast. The sparse soundtrack by Japan’s Yoshiro Hanno (who scored Hou Hsiao-Hsien’s Millennium
      Mambo, and Flowers of Shanghai 1998, as well as mainland director Jia Zhangke’s Platform
      2000) reflects the film’s sense of melancholy, rather than enhancing the visceral drama of its sex scenes.
    


    
      Xiao-Zhun’s high-risk sexual activity with Coach is surprising given her timid nature in the opening scenes of
      the film, however it is not out of line with perceptions of Western representations of sexual activity in films.
      Wright (2009) for instance, argues that there are three common features found in such representations, the first
      two which claim: “popular films contain frequent references to and depictions of sexual activity but feature few
      messages about the risks and consequences associated with being sexually active”, and that “casual, non-committed
      sex is portrayed as more normative and satisfactory in popular films than married sex” (190). Wright’s third
      claim is that, “popular films are mostly devoid of homosexual behaviour and tend to depict homosexuality as the
      sexual preference of deviants” (191), a point discussed later in this chapter.
    


    
      A considerably different approach is found in Hou’s Millennium Mambo, a film that provides a strong
      example of how the director likes to create an often tension-filled aesthetic in his films. As Lo notes, Hou
      “openly states that he likes to follow the main characters, and not employ the omnipresent point of view” (Lo
      2011: 86). From the very opening shot (one of Hou’s trademark long-takes), Shu Qi (as Vicky) strolls gaily along
      an enclosed pedestrian bridge; young, carefree and beautiful as she smokes and laughs back over her shoulder to
      her unseen companion (in this case it is us, the audience) who we assume accompanies her. A narrative in a
      woman’s sultry whisper provides a voice over introduction against a smooth electro-pop score, and a slightly
      slowed image captures the rise and fall of Vicky’s hair as she almost dances along the walkway before descending a set of stairs into a darkened tunnel. The next few scenes take place in a
      noisy nightclub where Vicky and her friends drink and smoke excessively, partake of illicit drugs, and dance
      relentlessly. The sound quickly drops away to be followed with a blurred pan to a scene of Vicky now at home,
      post-club, in her apartment. The camera tracks across a doorway as Vicky undresses, carelessly discarding her
      clothes and only partly visible in her underwear. Hou teases not just the audience, but Vicky’s boyfriend who we
      see is perched on a bed in the next room. Vicky pulls on a sweat-jacket and heads for the bathroom. When she
      returns, boyfriend Hao-hao (Tuan Chun-hao) emerges and removes her jacket, exposing her luminous white bra
      (mimetic of the fluorescent glow of lighting in the nightclub, a recurrent theme in the film and perhaps
      replicated in the aforementioned Blowfish) and attempts to seduce her (Figure 2.4).
      Vicky sits at a small table and stares off into the distance as she smokes and drinks from a plastic cup. He
      caresses her neck.
    


    
      Vicky:     Stop that!
    


    
      She pushes him away. Undeterred, Hao-hao disappears beneath the table.
    


    
      Hao-Hao:     Spread your legs.
    


    
      Receiving no response from Vicky, Hao-hao retreats to the bedroom in disgust. In voice over, the unknown narrator
      continues from the opening scene detailing Vicky’s exploits up until this moment.
    


    
      Narrator:    She began fooling around at 16, with Xuan-xuan, most Saturdays. They took the train from
      Keelung to Taiwan. They’d go into the toilet together, take drugs and get high.
    


    
      Vicky’s behaviour is far removed from traditional behaviours expected of young women in Chinese cultures. While
      Hao-hao is the sexually aggressive male in the relationship, Vicky is, at times, willing to join him in their
      pursuit of pleasure. The lack of ambition and dynamism in the couple (although Vicky does at least try to
      extricate herself from the dead-end relationship as the paranoid Hao-hao turns more and more to drugs and crime
      as his chosen destiny), is far from the cinematic representations that emerge from China’s mainland cinemas,
      where “the ‘iron girls’ of the Mao era needed to be transformed into global models of erotic femininity, female
      consumers, light assembly workers, domestic laborers, and managerial and design professionals to fit into a new
      economy” (Marchetti 2011: 193). When Vicky finally gets a job, it is in a decidedly non-productive role in the
      “services” industry as a lap-dancer in a hostess bar.
    


    
      The auteur-styled realism of Hou’s films present a contrastive view of
      Taiwanese society against a background of other Chinese cultures. Lo Wai-luk (2011: 81) notes that Hou’s
      cinematic style is markedly divergent from “classic Hollywood cinema’s continuity grammar that was well
      established in the first half of the twentieth century”. And while many have claimed that Hou operates in
      imitation of Japan’s great Ozu, Hou has disputed this, leading Lo to muse that it may have been “due to Hou’s
      desire to depict reality as it was that his aesthetics developed along the way” (2011: 82, italics
      added). For Lo, what has emerged is a filmic style that contains a flowing “emotional rhythm” (2011: 84) that is
      allowed to run its course, unhindered and uninterrupted. Lo maintains that for Hou, “the camera is analogous to
      the eye; it is sometimes the eye of the character, and sometimes the eye of the director” (2011: 98). Lo observes
      that Hou reflects the qi-yun (the ‘melody of the air’) of Chinese traditional arts and thought whereby
      “[t]hrough the flow of time, Hou induces layers of empathy, creating the temporality of emotion and a space
      filled with an aura of delicacy” (2011: 98). For Lo, then, the notion that Hou’s films are full of “empty shots”
      is erroneous, his films “are not empty per se, but they are either metaphor, emotional extension, or a space of
      aesthetical emptiness” (2011: 98), much as that found in traditional Chinese art which privileges the blank space
      on a painting. Indeed, Hou’s ability to create films that capture the quirks of its protagonists is particularly
      notable because “[h]is quest instead is for an odd serene detachment, creating a sort of cinematic Archimedean
      point from which he, and we along with him, can observe the world without the usual ideological and value-laden
      judgements” (James Udden in Bettinson 2012: 86).
    


    
      A high international profile is also afforded to Taiwanese director Tsai Ming-Liang. Although born and raised in
      Malaysia, Tsai’s films from his adopted Taiwan are of a more confronting style than Hou Hsiao-Hsien both in terms
      of their sexual content and their critical analysis of Taiwan and its urban societies. I-fen Wu (2011: 433)
      suggests that Tsai’s films illustrate an “urban malaise in which people are cut off from one another and from
      their feelings, moving around in drab, underlit apartments, cheap hotels, gay saunas, looking for sexual comfort
      to alleviate their loneliness and isolation” – the Mean Streets of Scorsese’s New York transposed into
      East Asia. Wu maintains that it is this claustrophobic urban environment that “imparts a sexual connotation to
      modern people’s relationships, and which leads to the exploration of the collapse of conservative categories of
      sexual identity” that Tsai relates back directly to Taiwan. Such themes are seldom touched on in (mainland)
      Chinese cinema and certainly not with the ferocity found in some of Tsai’s films. In The River
      [Héliú] (1997) for instance, a young man suffering a chronic neck condition “looks for comfort by
      visiting a gay sauna in search of illicit sex, which he unwittingly performs with his father” (Wu 2011: 435).
      Transvestism also appears as a theme, alongside other discourses of sexual desire, most notably homosexuality,
      which Wu argues is not just “a resistance to patriarchal disciplines, but also
      is depicted in association with a sense of fantasy and identification that project manly role models as ego
      ideals” (2011: 433). This transposes broader Chinese cultures and the Confucianist ideals centred around notions
      of traditional patriarchal societies.
    


    
      The measured pace and sparse dialogue of Tsai’s earlier films (such as 2001’s pensive tale of grief and
      loneliness, What Time Is It There? [Nĭ Nàbian Jĭdiăn?], or the near-claustrophobic intensity of
      Goodbye, Dragon Inn [Bu San], 2003) contrasts significantly with the sex-comedy musical The
      Wayward Cloud [Tiānbiān yī duǒ yún] (2005), where Taiwan is hit by a
      severe water shortage and the solution appears to be hydration via a plentiful supply of watermelons. Following a
      long opening CCTV-styled scene in a carpark where, eventually, a young nurse walks by, Tsai cuts to the nurse
      lying on a bed with her uniform hitched up and a large halved watermelon held between her thighs. A young man
      (Hsiao-kang, played by Tsia regular leading actor, Lee Kang-sheng) dressed in white (presumably as a doctor)
      appears, and begins to lick the watermelon, before digitally penetrating it, bringing the nurse to a high state
      of arousal. Cutting to another scene of a woman (Shiang-chyi, played by Tsai’s regular leading lady, Chen
      Shiang-chyi), who, at first could be mistaken as the nurse, is watching television where a news report explains
      the water shortage and the suggested use of watermelon juice. The scene cuts abruptly back to the now completely
      naked nurse who is smeared with watermelon juices slowly being slurped up by the doctor. Scenes alternate between
      the lovers (now vigorously having sex while he wears the watermelon shell on his head) and Shiang-chyi watching
      television lying (clothed) on her back on the floor with a flower-shaped ottoman between her thighs, mimetic of
      the earlier nurse scene.
    


    
      While The Wayward Cloud departs from Tsai’s regular film themes with a surreal take on sex and
      pornography (the doctor from the earlier scenes turns out to be a porn actor, and we see him desultorily going
      through the motions with his co-stars), the film again features very little dialogue (aside from the few bizarre
      musical items that interrupt the storyline). Shiang-chyi and Hsiao-kang begin a relationship, although she has no
      idea about his sordid career. Tsai continues to challenge the audience with his constant juxtaposition of scenes.
      For instance, there is a comical scene of Shiang-chyi carrying a watermelon home up a long flight of stairs to
      her apartment, with it tucked under her blouse, when she suddenly starts panting, drops to the stairs and gives a
      mock performance of giving birth. This scene, however, cuts directly to a confronting scene of one of
      Hsiao-kang’s female co-stars being filmed masturbating with a plastic water bottle. She complains of being
      dehydrated, and shortly after is found collapsed in a lift by Shiang-chyi. The presumably dead body is dragged
      back to the studio, and with Shiang-chyi looking on, at first horrified, Hsiao-kang completes his scenes with the
      corpse/unconscious woman under the close watch of his director. As he nears
      climax, Shiang-chyi begins to loudly shriek, as if sexually aroused, bringing to an end this final “graphically
      and ethically taxing spectacle” (Gronstad 2012: 134). The film garnered widely divergent reviews upon release
      with some critics applauding it for its cynical take on the pornography industry, and others dismissing it as a
      cheap, poorly shot piece of exploitation. While Gronstad mostly refers to the art cinemas of Europe, he maintains
      that “some of the works that evoke the concept of the metapornographic most unequivocally – a group of art house
      films that in various ways are about, or make references to the production of pornography – also contain scenes
      that suggest yet another instantiation of a poetics of the unwatchable” (2012: 123). It is perhaps no surprise
      then that The Wayward Cloud is one of the few non-European films that he explores as an example of a
      film that appears to have a “strident disregard for audience pleasure” (Gronstad 2012: 130).
    


    Hong Kong


    
      Hong Kong’s Love in a Puff [Zhìmíng yŭ Chūnjiāo, lit. two names in a phonetic approximation of
      Jimmy and Cherie, although some English titles list it as Peter and Mary)] (2010, dir. Pang Ho-Cheung)
      and its sequel Love in the Buff [Chūnjiāo yŭ Zhìmíng, a reversal of the names in the previous
      film to Cherie and Jimmy] (2012, dir. Pang Ho-Cheung). As its title suggests, Love in a Puff
      presents cigarette smoking as a key motif between its protagonists, advertising executive Jimmy Cheung (Shawn
      Yue) and department store assistant Cherie Yu (Miriam Yeung). Both are decidedly middle-class and in their early
      30s, meeting as they join other urban workers corralled in office doorways and car parks as they gossip and enjoy
      a cigarette. These images of excessive smoking, along with some of the frank sexual tone of discussions earned
      the film a Category III rating. The tone of the conversations begins at a low level, with one of their first
      conversations about a female colleague’s bracelet that cuts between their telling of the story and a series of
      flashbacks that visually support their storytelling:
    


    
      Eunuch:     Something was caught in the bracelet. (pause) A pube [pubic hair].
    


    
      Bellboy:     No fucking way.
    


    
      Patty:         It’s true.
    


    
      Man:          Or maybe it was Jimmy’s.
    


    
      Eunuch:     (laughs) True, you can say that. If she was shagging a Chinese, you could say that.
      But this is different. That particular pube was blonde.
    


    
      Bellboy:     Blonde?
    


    
      Cherie:      Gross.
    


    
      Patty:        The follicle attached was enormous.
    


    
      Bellboy:    You noticed? She’s caught shagging a gweilo [foreigner]!
    


    
      The discussion alone suggests that this is a film for an adult audience, and
      shortly after this scene Cherie drags Jimmy to a friend’s birthday party, where the birthday cake is shaped as
      two large breasts. The friend blows out the candles and her rowdy friends scream at her to “Cut the tits!” which
      she does (Figure 2.5). They then encourage her to “eat the pink bits” (the oversized nipple
      made of icing) as she devours a slice, before getting Jimmy to eat the other ‘pink bit’. While it seems that the
      relationship between Cherie and Jimmy is developing, Cherie, four years older than him, eventually mentions that
      she has a boyfriend, and the film cuts to scenes of the established couple in a comfortable domestic situation.
      Following an argument with her boyfriend, Cherie and Jimmy book into a ‘Love Hotel’, but their friendship remains
      at the platonic level as they lay fully clothed on the bed. Jimmy’s old-fashioned chivalry only serves to
      heighten Cherie’s desire for him, but their confrontational manner looks to keep them apart, until Jimmy finally
      acquiesces and admits that he actually likes her.
    


    
      Despite its suggestive name, Love in the Buff continues the rom-com style and the relationship between
      Jimmy and Cherie has developed to them living together, but tensions are apparent. Jimmy soon finds himself
      heading to Beijing with several of his party-boy colleagues to take up a new position, leaving Cherie behind. The
      brash dialogue of the first film is not found in the opening scenes, as Pang builds on the development of the
      romantic tensions (given that the audience are already familiar with the characters). Jimmy soon hooks up with
      the younger, bustier You You (Yang Mi), and when Cherie eventually also ends up in Beijing and bumps into Jimmy
      and You You, she cannot help but be compared (unfavourably) to Jimmy’s new girlfriend after foolishly asking her
      young and naïve Beijing work colleagues their opinion:
    


    
      Cherie:         Am I any different from that girl? [ … ] With her bigger boobs, she’s better right?
      Don’t worry, you can be frank.
    


    
      Young man:  Honestly (pause) she’s a tad better.
    


    
      Cherie’s friend Isabel (Yat Ning Chan) furiously tries to get the young people’s attention to indicate that they
      should not answer.
    


    
      Cherie:        That’s true. Go on … Don’t worry, you can be frank.
    


    
      Young man: Men like women they can’t handle. You’re … too easy.
    


    
      Isabel shakes her head in despair as Cherie encourages him to continue.
    


    
      Young man: All men will be attracted to her cleavage. But in 8 to 10 years her boobs will sag. You’re probably
      better to look at.
    


    
      Isabel looks relieved, but then the young woman interrupts:
    


    
      Young woman:  I don’t agree. Her boobs may sag, but not her youth. Even in 10 years they won’t sag much.
      Let’s forget her figure and look at her face. You can turn the tables on her in 10 years.
    


    
      Isabel:               How do you figure that?
    


    
      Young woman:  (sincerely) A woman undergoes drastic changes from 20 to 30. Imagine a miss becoming an
      auntie [a rather derogatory term, akin to calling someone an ‘old maid’], that’s scary. But you don’t have to
      worry. You’re already an auntie.
    


    
      Cherie sits in stunned silence.
    


    
      This episode reflects (in a comic way) the prevailing attitudes toward women, and single women in their 30s in
      particular, in Chinese culture. Notions of progressiveness or independence are subservient to the ability to
      attract a (male) partner. When Cherie’s phone is returned to her (after dropping it in a restaurant toilet), she
      asks the debonair man, Sam (Zheng Xu) who returns it to her while she is at work, what she can do to repay him.
      Isabel, walking by says (loud enough that he can hear), “Spread your legs”. Through gritted teeth, Cherie replies
      “Go to Hell!”. Once Cherie organises a date with him and he has gone, she turns to Isabel:
    


    
      Cherie:       Spread my legs? Fuck you! At least say it in Cantonese. He could hear you!
    


    
      Isabel:        Don’t you want to?
    


    
      Cherie:       (frustrated) Want … your ass!
    


    
      While Pang shows some restraint in the two ‘Love in …’ films, his attempt at crass humour reached its
      zenith with Vulgaria [Dĭ sú Xĭjù, or Dai Chuk Hei Kak (Cantonese)] (2012, dir. Pang
      Ho-Cheung), a high farce comedy about an unconventional film producer keen to boost his profile and his economic
      circumstances. The film precedes its opening credits with a mock warning on the appropriateness of the film
      stating via a voiceover and the film’s title plus some occasional key words on a black screen that the film “has
      been classified as a vulgar comedy” because of its “high amounts of coarse language, adult themes, political
      incorrectness, discrimination and sexual situations”. The voiceover tells the audience that it is rated higher
      that “Parental Guidance” to the level of “Parental Censure”. The voiceover continues:
    


    
      Voiceover:        Any persons who are unable to accept these themes will be granted 10 seconds of screen
      time to leave the cinema.
    


    
      An old style film countdown then begins, before the voiceover resumes:
    


    
      Voiceover:         As a result of seeing this film, if any person develops symptoms of emotional
      distress, illness, unhappiness or erectile disfunction, the film and the cinema would like to make clear that
      [pause] it’s none of our fucking problem!
    


    
      The story begins with the producer To Wai-Cheung (Chapman To) speaking to an auditorium of film studies students.
      From the beginning, To adopts a crude manner, using an analogy of pubic hair to explain how a film producer must
      reduce the ‘friction’ between the filmmaker and those who provide production funding. In a series of flashbacks,
      To recounts how his career took several unexpected turns. The dialogue is strewn with expletives, something that
      must have surely tested the patience of Hong Kong’s censors. When To is given the chance to produce a feature
      film for a flamboyant mainland (Guangxi Province) director, known simply as Brother Tyrannosaurus (Ronald Cheng),
      he jumps at the chance, despite the dubious triad connections of the director. At their first meeting a joke
      about how one of his enemies has just been executed (a riposte at the PRC’s harshly punitive legal system), makes
      To nervous. Tyrannosaurus treats an increasingly nauseated To to a feast of the finest local offerings, including
      ‘a deep fried family of fieldmice’ (“Eat the mother first!” instructs the director’s offsider), ‘braised rabbit
      head’ and ‘cow bliss’, which Tyrannosaurus explains is ‘cow vagina’. To’s delicate sensibilities see him vomit at
      the table. During these scenes the tone of Tyrannosaurus’s vulgarity is found in his dialogue as he castigates
      his offsider:
    


    
      Tyrannosaurus: I fucking told you basketcase so many fucking times, don’t fucking disgrace me in front
      of my fucking guests. Why the fuck are you always fucking up like this? Am I fucking right?
    


    
      But the dishes turn out to be the least of To’s troubles, as two mules are brought out as a treat for To and his
      friend Liu (Simon Liu) to commit bestiality with, prompted by Tyrannosaurus and all his offsiders brandishing
      guns. Trying to numb the thought with alcohol, To and Liu approach the mules as the on-screen image goes to
      footage of movie film getting caught in a projector’s gate and burning. To then appears on the white screen
      breaking the Fourth Wall by addressing us, the audience, with a story of how missing footage is like
      alcohol-induced memory loss. The problem is that in his drunken state, To promised to produce a remake of a Hong
      Kong pornographic film for Tyrannosaurus starring his favourite actress, Shaw Yum Yum.
    


    
      Vulgaria normalises the underground erotic and pornographic film industries in Hong Kong, paying homage
      to the ‘golden days’ of the low-budget films produced in the 1960s and 1970s
      such as Confession of a Concubine [most commonly known in Chinese as Guānrén, Wŏ Yāo!] (1976,
      dirs. Peter Yang Kwan and Chan Chi Hua) which originally starred Shaw Yum Yum (who plays herself in
      Vulgaria) and is the film To is expected to remake. To makes the most of green screen technology to
      project a younger woman’s body in place of the 60-something year-old Yum Yum’s.
    


    
      The response to Vulgaria’s launch at the Hong Kong International Film Festival is summed up by Tony
      Rayns in Sight and Sound (2012) where he notes that a full-house screening “went ape-shit, creased up by
      the gags, amazed by the non-stop obscenity and ecstatic at the defiant Cantoneseness of it all”.
      Vulgaria manages, as its name suggests, to be as vulgar as possible, yet remain within the boundaries of
      Hong Kong classifications by avoiding nudity.
    


    
      In a reversal of directorial styles, the usually confrontational Fruit Chan turned his hand to production in the
      mainstream rom-com Love in Space [Quan Qiu Relian] (2011, dir. Tony Chan and Wing Shya). The
      theme of the romantic pursuit of love is high on the agenda in this film, as three sisters Rose, Lily and Peony
      (following the Chinese custom of feminine, flower names) seek true love. Unlike Fruit Chan’s earlier films
      including the fleshy Hollywood/Hong Kong (2001) and the cannibalistic 2004 Dumplings
      [Jiaozi] (which is subtly alluded to in this film), Love in Space is about as squeaky clean as
      a film can be. There is an elliptical reference to Lily (Gwei Lun-Mei) and Jonny (Eason Chan) having entered a
      sexual relationship when a scene opens with Jonny waking up in Lily’s apartment as Lily makes breakfast for him.
      But this is a film without even innuendo and barely any kissing, until the final lip-locking scenes when the
      sisters are united with their loved ones, in true rom-com style.
    


    
      While Chan’s film sits comfortably as a genre piece, others certainly venture into bolder territory, or at least
      suggest that they will. Despite the erotic potential of the film conveyed in its slightly ambiguous title, Wong
      Kar-wai’s In the Mood For Love is a film where the “power of pure sensuality occupies more of the film
      than does action” (Nochimson 2010: 346). Indeed, there is no overt sexuality or nudity (although characters are
      shown in their underwear or in bed); rather the film’s power derives from the simmering, steamy atmosphere of the
      suspension or promise of love and sex, a similar trope used by Wong in Chungking Express with the
      possible romance between Cop 663 (Tony Leung Chiu-Wai) and Faye (Faye Wong), 2046 and the complex
      relationships between Chow (Tony Leung Chiu-Wai) and Wang Jing Wen (Faye Wong), Bai Ling (Zhang Ziyi) and Su
      Li-zhen (played by Maggie Cheung in flashback and Gong Li in the ‘present day’ scenes). Wong’s earlier film
      Days of Being Wild (Ā Fēi Zhèng Zhuàn, lit. The True Story of Ah Fei, 1990) set the groundwork
      for the development of such awkward and sexually tense relationships with the hot-then-cold affair between York
      (Leslie Chung) and Su Li-zhen (Maggie Cheung).
    


    Notions of “Chineseness”: Maintaining the Moral High
    Ground


    
      Rey Chow discusses the blockbuster martial arts films that proved globally successful for China in the early
      2000s, exemplified by Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, Hero [Yīngxióng] (2002, dir.
      Zhang Yimou) and later, Red Cliff (Parts I and II, 2008, 2009, dir. John Woo) films “in which a
      masculinist moral universe … is packaged for the big-budget cinematic screen with best-selling contemporary
      ingredients like naturalized heterosexuality, fetishized female body parts, computer-enhanced cinematography, and
      special effects” (2011: 557). But Chow’s main focus is Ang Lee’s controversial Lust, Caution as an
      “overwhelming box-office success in the Chinese-speaking world, where it has provoked substantive intellectual
      and popular debates” (Chow 2011: 557). Although adapted from a short story by Chinese-American Eileen Chang,
      Lee’s film differed from the “open-ended, hesitant reflection on female sexuality” (558) in the original text to
      the “several scenes of rough sex” that were added, scenes that were “controversial on account of the
      licentiousness of the sex depicted (they were edited from the version of the film released in the PRC)” (Chow
      2011: 558). Chow maintains that the film proved popular because of “the scandal – and truth – of this liberation
      of the flesh on the part of the woman, which brings about a fatal reversal of her patriotic act” (Chow 2011:
      558). Wong deploys her best powers of erotic charm to cause Yee to let down his guard, as “[l]ike prettiness,
      charm implies magic, a form of pleasurable seduction that is outside of reason or agency” (Galt 2011: 55).
    


    
      In her discussion of Lust, Caution, Chow maintains that the depictions of sex “are delivered in such a
      manner as to be virtually indistinguishable from conventional pornography, and the excessiveness of the scenes,
      like that of pornography, suggests that the point is perhaps not sex per se but rather what can be made visible
      in ways that defy all possible reservations and boundaries” (Chow 2011: 559). But Chow’s reading of the film as
      “pornography” is perhaps a little overstated as she argues, “the camera itself is given over to jouissance, in
      the sense of a violent prying open of the possibilities of visualisation” (559). Chow goes on to state that
      “[s]ensational details, from the characters’ genitalia to their contorted facial expressions and their tortuous
      manners of seizure, penetration, copulation, climaxing, and release, are shown with methodical finesse and screen
      polish” (560). Certainly there are some brutally realistic sex scenes, and nudity, including the unprecedented
      (for Chinese audiences) vision of pubic hair, and perhaps one glimpse of male genitalia, but no graphic or
      extended shots of the rudimentary physical machinations of intercourse. Where Chow is more accurate is in her
      assessment that Lee presents to his audience “what used to be deemed debased, shameful, or representationally
      off-limits” (Chow 2011: 560). Turner writes that “When we talk of popular films as ‘realistic’, then, we do not
      necessarily mean that they are like ‘real life’; we mean that we have in a
      sense agreed to respond to their codes and conventions – their established systems of narration – as if they
      were like real life” (1993: 80, original italics). These views reflect Foucault’s notions on the
      discourse of sexuality and the West’s “triple edict of taboo, non-existence, and silence” (1976: 5).
    


    
      The controversy surrounding Lee’s film is further examined by Chiang, who notes that “[i]ronically, the explicit
      sex scenes and the representation of a Chinese women’s sexuality in relation to seductiveness trigger criticism
      from some audiences, especially from Mainland China” (2012: 95). Wong’s subterfuge as a married woman means that
      she must surrender her virginity to one of her comrades (he wins a short-straw contest), and she practices her
      love making to ensure that she knows how to convince Yee that she is an experienced lover. In her first sexual
      encounter with Yee, he turns violent and rapes her in an agonisingly uncomfortable two minute sequence. At the
      end of this assault, as he tosses her coat to her and leaves her lying on the bed, the camera sweeps down, and
      she allows herself a wry smile, suggesting that she is not unhappy with her on-going entrapment of Yee. Two later
      sex scenes, of almost three minutes each, are both confronting in their depiction of nudity and sexual
      aggressiveness. The first of these scenes is intercut briefly with a menacing glimpse of military guards and
      their savage dogs patrolling outside the building where Wong and Yee are engaged in their highly risky behaviour.
      As Yee climaxes, Wong whispers to him, “You should get me an apartment”, showing that she may be physically
      engaged in the act of sex, but mentally aware of the task ahead of her. In the final extended sex scene, they
      exert themselves almost to the point of exhaustion, when Wong, astride Yee, takes a pillow and aggressively
      pushes it over his face, suggesting (at first) that she will suffocate him, however she lifts the pillow slightly
      to allow his gasping breath. The explicitness of this long scene is heightened by the rapid editing and almost
      quizzical use of sexual positions that highlight their desperation (‘lust’) to possess one another. The clear
      sight of pubic hair and possible glimpses of genitalia were certainly a first for a big-budget Chinese
      (co-)produced film.
    


    
      Lee’s portrayal of propriety (and impropriety) challenges some of the central tenets of Chineseness and it is
      through Yee and Wong/Mak’s “passionate and sometime animalistic, violent sexual behaviors, [that] they each
      release their oppressed ‘self’” (Chiang 2012: 96). However, not all audiences were impressed with the politics of
      the film and its use of sexuality as a form of entrapment, with Chiang pointing to a group of Chinese scholars
      who released a statement condemning the film stating that “… Ang Lee’s movie goes even further to present naked,
      explicit sexual scenes to denigrate the dignity of our war martyrs and the innocent victims of the Sino-Japanese
      war” (in Chiang 2012: 101). Furthermore, it is seen that “Wong’s relationship with Yee is undoubtedly perceived
      as an alleged violation of the conventional moral code – chastity being supplanted by sexual transgression”
      (Chiang 2012: 101).
    


    
      In a visual sense, Wong’s full-length cheongsam signal her chasteness and
      adherence to social convention as a married woman dressed in immaculately tailored gowns. These outfits also work
      to send an alternate message to Yee, and as Bruzzi contends, “superficially restrictive clothes function as
      equivocal signifiers, acting both as barriers to sexual expression and as the very means of reaching sexual
      fulfillment” (1997: 37–8). This is clearly apparent in Wong’s (as Mrs Mak) rich silk and elaborately buttoned
      cheongsam that exude an air of sophistication and becomes a challenge for Yee to liberate her from such
      restrictive apparel. Bruzzi sees a “division between functionalism and fetishism [that] pervades what is loosely
      labeled ‘the costume film’, where clothes usually exist as empty historical signifiers but can more imaginatively
      become essential components of a film’s erotic language” (1997: 39). When Yee finally, impatiently, tears apart
      one of Wong’s beautiful dresses, the garment transforms from a barrier to sexual activity to a symbol of Yee’s
      power. Quoting from Freud, Bruzzi notes that “[h]ence shoes, feet, underwear and substitutes for female pubic
      hair such as fur or velvet are fixated on because ‘it is as though the last impression before the uncanny and
      traumatic one is retained as a fetish’” (1997: 40).
    


    
      Wong’s increasingly risky involvement with Yee reflects, as Chiang notes, the transgressive nature of the sexual
      relationship that appears to be “a pure act of sexual domination” (2012: 111), however Wong’s subjugation is part
      of her dedication to the political cause, as evidenced by her wry smile at the end of the first sexual encounter,
      which is little more than a violent assault by Yee. The importance of the act of using sex, and one’s virginity
      “is perceived as a shame that metaphorically denigrates a heroine’s value and further disrupts a reunited
      national consciousness or injures a nation’s spirit” (Chiang 2012: 101–2). This can be seen to extend beyond the
      on-screen performance of a fictional character, as Tang Wei’s performance saw her placed under a (short-lived)
      ban by the PRC’s leading regulatory body, the State Administration of Radio, Film and Television (later to become
      the SAPPRFT).
    


    
      But not all responses to the film were negative. As Chiang points out, groups from the mainland travelled to Hong
      Kong to see the uncut version of Lust, Caution in a show of support for the artistic vision of its
      director (Chiang 2012: 106). Additionally in Taiwan, audiences felt that “rather than judging the ‘moralistic’
      aspect of the story, the need to honestly face one’s own inner desire [was] the more important lesson they learn
      from the film” (2012: 112).
    


    Conclusion


    
      Conceptualising a singular Chinese cinema is a venture fraught with difficulties. Aside from the clear
      differences in each territory’s regulatory codes and legal classifications, the
      cinematic output of each territory has reflected differing forms of Confucian-based morality. The development of
      Hong Kong as a colonial outpost of Britain until relatively recently, Taiwan’s emergence from Japanese rule and
      its constant striving for independence, and mainland China’s politico-social phases through hardline
      authoritarian-ruled Communism to free-market Capitalism under the guise of socialism, have shaped three very
      distinct film industries. What remains to be seen is how these industries develop in the coming years with the
      growth of the PRC as the dominant economic (and politico-military) force in the region. The present move toward
      co-productions across the territories has so far been fruitful. Providing that the Beijing-centric state does not
      attempt to reign in Hong Kong’s generous use of Category III films, or return to a distant or hostile
      relationship with Taiwan, the growth of three vibrant, highly intertwined film industries should continue to
      develop a strong regional base for Chinese cinema.
    

  


  
    Chapter
    3
    

    Maintaining Respectability in Singaporean and Malaysian Cinema


    Introduction


    
      Both Singapore and Malaysia have made concerted efforts in recent years to establish their cinematic credentials
      on a global scale. While India’s apparent conservatism (as discussed in Chapter
      1) could be seen as arising from its colonial legacy, something that could be seen as shared with Singapore,
      Malaysia has both this legacy and the moral values of an influential theological power group to contend with.
      Similarly to the Victorian West, as Foucault sees it:
    


    
      Thus sex gradually became an object of great suspicion; the general and disquieting meaning that pervades our
      conduct and our existence, in spite of ourselves; the point of weakness where evil portents reach through to us;
      the fragment of darkness that we each carry within us: a general signification, a universal secret, an
      omnipresent cause, a fear that never ends (1978: 69).
    


    
      The strict moral codes that exist in Malaysia and Singapore reflect the multifarious cultures that impact upon
      both nations. Noted Singaporean scholar Chua Beng Huat notes how particular “Asian values” were adopted by
      Singapore and, I contend, these values are also highly visible in Malaysia where:
    


    
      Against the West, Asia is privileged; against rights and entitlements of individuals are juxtaposed the interests
      of the ‘collective’; against individualism is pitched community and family. What emerges is a simple dichotomy of
      morally ‘good’ Asian communitarianism against a morally ‘decadent’ Western liberal individualism (Chua 1998: 40).
    


    
      But there are signs of change, often accompanied by inconsistencies, in the region. The development of
      state-encouraged film industries as part of the economies of global cinema in both Singapore and Malaysia points
      to the emergence of a more liberal environment. Co-productions and talent exchanges open up opportunities for investment and may cause state censors to be less officious in stifling
      creativity because of possible financial repercussions.
    


    The Regulatory Environment (Singapore)


    
      Changes to the rating system in the 1990s led to the opening up of Singapore’s film industry. Until 1991
      Singapore had “only a single-tier system whereby films and videos were either approved for release or disallowed”
      and all films were required to be edited to suit this system (BFC 2011). In 1991 a three-tiered film
      classification was introduced: G (General), PG (Parental Guidance) and R18 (Restricted to 18 years and above).
      When this latter category was created, as now openly conceded by the government, there were:
    


    
      concerns over an influx of sex-exploitative films within the first month of the classification system’s
      inception. The rating was modified to R(A) or Restricted Artistic, to signal that only films of artistic merit
      would be allowed, and the age limit was raised to 21 years.
    


    
      By 1993 state regulators saw the need for an NC16 (No Children under 16), classification to be brought in to
      “protect children from viewing films thematically unsuitable for them and to bridge the gap between PG and R21”
      (BFC 2011). Even further changes were adopted in 2004 when an M18 (Mature 18) category was introduced. Along with
      the now five-tiered classification system a form of Consumer Advice was made available to audiences to “provide
      information on the content of the films” and to “allow parents and adults to make more informed film-viewing
      decisions” (BFC 2011). But in 2010 the Censorship Review Committee felt that these regulations were still not
      rigorous enough, so in 2011 a PG13 classification was introduced to provide an ‘intermediate rating’ that:
    


    
      helps to indicate to parents that the content in the film is more suitable for an older teenage audience. This
      allows for informed choice. It also helps parents in supervising their young children in the selection of films.
      PG13 is an advisory rating. Parents exercise their discretion as to whether they would want their younger
      children to watch a PG13 film.
    


    
      The film classification system not only ranks films but also “spells out content concerns that are applied in
      different degrees at all classification levels” under the seven categories of: theme, violence, nudity, sex,
      language, drug use and horror (BFC 2011). The table below lists the classifications and key guidelines as of
      2014.
    


    
      Table 3.1 Classifications and
      Guidelines (Singapore)
    


    [image: Image]


    
      * “In exceptional cases, a film may not be allowed for all ratings (NAR) when the content of the film undermines
      national interest or erodes the moral fabric of society” (BFC 2011).
    


    
      In what was a fairly unique procedure, Singapore’s Board of Film Censors created a “sequential dual ratings”
      system for film where theatres could choose to “screen two versions of the same movie, one after another to
      enable them to reach different sectors of the populations” (MDA 2013). However, strict regulations were put in
      place, supposedly to “avoid confusing the public”, where the second version of the movie could only be screened
      “at least one week after the first version’s run has ended” (MDA 2013).
    


    
      As noted, the M18 regulation states that “Homosexual theme/content as a sub-plot may be permitted, if discreet in
      treatment and not gratuitous”, however Tan suggests that the MDA “has
      apparently placed the terms exploitative and promoting homosexuality under such large all-encompassing umbrellas
      that render almost any homosexual content as such” (2010: 4). The double standard that is said to exist is borne
      out by the permission granted to screen Ang Lee’s 2005 homosexual-themed cowboy film, Brokeback
      Mountain, but many commentators suggested that the government would baulk if “local counterparts were to be
      made” (Tan 2010: 7). Williams sees Brokeback Mountain as a groundbreaking film where it is as if “[o]ne
      day homosexual desire is hidden, another day it is plain as can be” (2008: 256–7), a notion that for Singaporean
      authorities only reinforces the threat of an untethered cinema.
    


    
      Interestingly, the Classification Guidelines state that the first three ratings, G, PG and PG13 are advisory
      ratings, while the higher NC16, M18 and R21 are enforceable by law, where cinema operators must obtain a license
      and enforce the appropriate age restrictions to screen films under these categories. Despite these complex
      initiatives, astute Singaporeans have been easily able to access pirated (or even imported, legal copies of) DVDs
      of almost any film, bypassing the state’s strictly enforced codes.
    


    
      While many are critical of Singapore’s regulatory environment, the Censor Board is seen as trying to reflect the
      social mores of a conservative society, and thus operates within a detailed set of six ‘General Principles’ which
      are listed as:
    


    
      a. Generally Accepted Social Mores
    


    
      Films screened must be sensitive to community standards of morality and decency, as well as social norms
      acceptable to the general public.
    


    
      b. Need to Protect the Young
    


    
      For the lower ratings, particular attention will be paid to content that may be harmful to or unsuitable for the
      young.
    


    
      c. Racial/Religious Harmony
    


    
      As Singapore is a multi-racial and multi-religious society, films that denigrate any racial or religious group,
      or create misunderstanding or disharmony amongst the races are not allowed for all ratings.
    


    
      d. National Interest
    


    
      Films deemed to undermine public order, national security and/or stability will be disallowed for all ratings.
    


    
      e. Treatment of Theme, Content and Context
    


    
      How a film is classified depends on its theme or message, presentation of content, and the context in which
      scenes are presented.
    


    
      f. Evaluation of Impact
    


    
      The impact of a film or a scene will be evaluated based on the presentation, duration, frequency, degree of
      visual and audio details, and their cumulative effect. The impact may be stronger where a scene:
    


    
      • Is shown in greater detail; uses close-ups and slow motion
    


    
      • Uses special effects such as lighting, sound, colour, or size of image to heighten emotions
    


    
      • Is prolonged and/or frequent
    


    
      • Is more explicit than implied
    


    
      • Is realistic rather than stylised
    


    
      • Is one in which the local audience can identify with
    


    
      • Is visual rather than verbal or written
    


    
      These ‘General Principles’ follow the seven concerns (noted earlier) in the Classification Guidelines. The key
      elements of these concerns for this book are the third and fourth categories, Nudity and Sex which are outlined
      in very specific detail:
    


    
      c. Nudity
    


    
      Nudity is not allowed for a G rating. Rear nudity is allowed in PG films if it is discreet, justified by context
      and not meant to titillate. Side nudity in a nonsexual context is allowed under PG13. Upper body frontal nudity
      in a non-sexual context is allowed under NC16. Full frontal nudity may be allowed for M18 or R21, if it is
      justified by context and without gratuitous close-ups. Nudity featured in health programs such as breast-feeding
      can be rated PG, PG13 or NC16 depending on its portrayal and treatment. More explicit portrayals including child
      birth could be given a higher rating.
    


    
      Nudity is defined by the Classification Guidelines as:
    


    
      Nudity can consist of frontal or rear nudity, above and below the waist for both sexes. It is determined by the
      details of nudity shown, and also by other factors including the duration of visuals, repetition, close-up shots
      and clarity.
    


    
      The detailed categorisation of nudity in almost clinical terms of front, rear and side nudity avoids mention of
      specific parts of the body (genitals, nipples or pubic hair). It does however, provide filmmakers with clarity
      over the types of shots and images that may or may not be allowable under the Guidelines. A similar level of
      detail is presented in the classification of sexual imagery:
    


    
      d. Sex
    


    
      The level of sexual activity allowed on screen depends on the explicitness and frequency of the activity, its
      relevance to the storyline and the target audience.
    


    
      Generally, depictions of sexual activity are not allowed for G, PG, PG13 and
      NC16.
    


    
      Scenes depicting sexual activities such as sado-masochism, bondage or sexual violence will be subject to strict
      review and may only be allowed under a higher rating, depending on the treatment and context. The content should
      also not be gratuitous or excessive.
    


    
      Films likely to encourage deviant sexual activities such as pedophilia, bestiality and necrophilia are not
      allowed for all ratings.
    


    
      Films that depict a homosexual lifestyle should be sensitive to community values. They should not promote or
      justify a homosexual lifestyle. However, nonexploitative and non-explicit depictions of sexual activity between
      two persons of the same gender may be considered for R21.
    


    
      Content considered to be pornographic or obscene in nature is not allowed for all ratings.
    


    
      Further to these classifications are the state rulings on the depiction of violence in film that carefully
      address the theme of sexual violence, where censors are mindful of the:
    


    
      • Depiction of graphic/gratuitous violence;
    


    
      • Normalising the use of violence as a solution to resolve problems;
    


    
      • Depiction of violent gangster behaviour (e.g. self mutilation rites);
    


    
      • Emphasis on violent techniques/acts (e.g. methods of torture, gangfights, combat techniques);
    


    
      • Encouraging aggressive and sadistic attitudes towards infliction of pain and violence;
    


    
      • Explicit and prolonged sexual violence or erotic portrayal of sexual assault/coercion.
    


    
      Two further points are worth noting here. Firstly, in regard to promotional materials:
    


    
      19. Once a film is classified, posters displayed at public places should clearly display the rating and consumer
      advice. The display of posters and banners for R21 films should be restricted to cinemas licensed to exhibit R21
      films. More sensitivity should also be exercised in the dissemination of publicity materials for films in the
      lower rating categories as they can be displayed in public places where young audiences are exposed to them.
    


    
      The ruling that only select cinemas could screen R21 films was brought home to me when I endeavoured to see a
      film by Korean enfant terrible Park Chan-wook (Old Boy) in Singapore several years ago.
      Oblivious to the use of separate cinemas for R21 films, I looked up the
      screening schedule in the newspaper and went to the required cinema only to find it was a seedy little shop
      front, rather like a New York peep show cinema. I decided to wait until I returned to Australia to see the film.
    


    
      Despite the obvious forethought that has gone into the creation of such detailed classification guidelines, the
      Censor Board clearly indicates that this is a temporal process that reflects the views of the state at a
      particular time, and that:
    


    
      The Board will continue to review guidelines periodically in the light of changes in lifestyle, public
      expectations and concerns.
    


    
      Such observation of the guidelines meets Singapore’s ‘soft authoritarian’ approach where the state (often
      controversially) “concentrates power and centralises all decision-making in the Cabinet and the civil service and
      which engages in stringent policing activities in areas such as religion, race relations and the arts through
      various censorship agencies, all in the name of protecting public interests” (Chua 1998: 45). However, critics of
      the government point out the notion of the ‘OB’ (out-of-bounds) markers that appear sporadically whenever the
      state finds a text (such as a film, theatre production, magazine or artwork) that challenges the moral boundaries
      of Singaporeans. Tan (2010: 3) notes that general release films “tend to have little trouble”, but “it is when
      films end up beyond the R21 mark and fall within the ‘out-of-bounds’ area that the issues arise”, and filmmakers
      “are either asked to make cuts in order to fit into one of the existing categories or are outright banned
      altogether”. For Tan, this suggests that the MDA’s efforts to provide detailed classifications is “merely
      cosmetic while the conservative mindset inherent within the body still remains unchanged” (2010: 3). The critics,
      including some well-known filmmakers such as Royston Tan, maintain that the state’s attempts at censorship
      involve “a draconian and arbitrary act of thought control and political safeguards in regards to content that
      challenges the conservative mindset of the authorities” (2010: 6).
    


    
      Despite the state’s determined efforts to control cinematic themes and imagery, “[s]ooner or later, the public is
      informed that a film was cut and often also what was cut and why” (Uhde and Ng Uhde 2010: 173). Of course nothing
      arouses interest more than the idea of something that is prohibited, so black market DVDs flood marketplaces or
      illegal downloads suddenly become available immediately after a (cut) film is released. As Uhde and Ng Uhde
      reiterate, there seems to be “little sense to cut or ban films when there is a virtually limitless and easy
      supply of erotic, pornographic, violent or politically controversial material through a variety of channels,
      especially broadband Internet and mobile telephony” (2010: 185). As seen in the previous pages, Singapore’s
      authorities are determined to keep a close watch on its film industry to ensure
      that film content remains within the acceptable moral boundaries of the state.
    


    Propriety in Singaporean Film


    
      Winning the Camera d’Or at Cannes in 2013, the Singaporean film Ilo Ilo (the title refers to a rural
      province in the Philippines) marks the directorial debut of Anthony Chen, a former short filmmaker who had
      trained in the UK at the National Film and Television School. In this gentle (if somewhat staid) drama about a
      Filipino maid, Teresa (Angeli Bayani), arriving in Singapore under the employ of the Lim family, a lower
      middle-class family is struggling to maintain the appearance of normality despite relationship and economic
      strain. With an estimated production budget of around half a million dollars, Ilo Ilo is not an
      aesthetically-driven film (making it perhaps surprising that it won at Cannes in a category that has included
      winners such as 2009’s Samson and Delilah, or 1993’s The Scent of Green Papaya, both films that
      rely heavily on visual style), but carries on the tradition of Singaporean filmmakers unafraid to provide an
      honest view of life in the city-state.
    


    
      Set at the beginning of the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997, Mr Lim (Chen Tianwen), represents the helplessness of
      the Singaporean male who finds himself losing face by not being able to provide for his family. It reflects, as
      Chua Beng-Huat says of previous Singaporean films, “how the realist-humanist aesthetics of the pathetic engage
      with the specific socio-political context of Singapore” (2012: 69). But as a flagship film for a nation keen to
      kick-start its film industry through increased government funding and co-production support, it is no powerhouse
      experience, unlike the mostly independent films that emerged a decade or so earlier under the helm of Eric Khoo,
      including the street gang-themed 15 in 2003, or his tragic and confronting tale of a prostitute in
      Mee Pok Man (1995), or Djinn’s reflection on the Geylang Massacre and domestic violence in the savage
      Perth in 2004. These films tapped into the raw centre of Singaporean life, and sent the censors
      scurrying for their scissors. The most contentious image in Ilo Ilo is when Teresa bathes her charge,
      the 10 year-old Jiale (played by Koh Jia Ler) and they joke about his nakedness. A theme ignored by the film is
      that of the possible sexual tension between Mr Lim and Teresa, after all, Singapore’s history is riddled with
      controversial cases of sexual intimidation and exploitation of foreign domestic workers. As a narrative for
      films, this is a theme not exclusive to Singapore, and as Jackson et al. point out, the domestic space is a
      contentious workplace as, for the domestic worker “[t]here she is under surveillance, and also under suspicion as
      a potentially threatening sexualised other” (2008: 19). But Mr Lim’s financial woes are enough to keep him
      occupied. There is little to worry the censors in this film.
    


    
      That Girl in Pinafore (A Singapore Love Story) (2013, dir. Chai Yee
      Wei) is a Chinese language film that features all the usual Singaporean critiques of over-ambition and the
      over-emphasis on the importance of learning English. Its Chinese title is Wode Pengyou, Wode Tongxue, Wo
      Aiguo de Yi Qie [lit. My Friend, My Classmate, The Only One I’ve Loved], setting the scene for some lowbrow
      college humour where its mostly teenage cast (although lead actor Daren Tan was almost 30 at the time of filming)
      means that it features a series of running schoolboy jokes around sex, the use of condoms and the distributing of
      pornographic magazines such as Playboy and Penthouse (for a small cost) around a high school.
      It even features pixelated images of boys masturbating in the school toilets, a series of scenes that ensured the
      film was indeed fortunate to escape with a PG 13 (‘Some Sexual References’) classification.
    


    
      Similar unsavoury themes are replicated in Jack Neo’s comedies Ah Boys To Men [Xīnbīng
      Zhèngzhuàn, lit. Recruits: A True Biography] (2012) and its sequel Ah Boys to Men 2
      [Xīnbīng Zhèngzhuàn II] (2013). In the first film, beginning with some surprisingly violent scenes,
      Singapore is under attack from an unknown army. Iconic buildings are destroyed by fighter jets, but these scenes
      are strangely intercut with light-hearted quips, including a fart joke. Singapore’s reservist army are called in
      and quickly deployed. Soon enemy ground troops arrive and begin shooting, including graphic scenes of women and
      children being shot. Singapore’s streets and HDB (Housing Development Board) units begin to resemble a war zone,
      as the home troops try desperately to hold off the attackers. A brave soldier throws himself on a live grenade to
      protect a roomful of civilians. The screen cuts to a ‘Game Over’ image on a computer screen and the camera
      reveals a young couple playing a game in a video arcade. What follows is an episodic look at several young men
      preparing for national service. One of them, IP Man (Noah Yap) is in his bedroom with his girlfriend Mayoki
      (Sherraine Low) resting on his single bed. He turns to her:
    


    
      IP Man:     We’ve been dating for 3 months, yet we didn’t do anything:
    


    
      Mayoki:     You are always thinking of sex. My mother says I can only do this after marriage.
    


    
      IP Man:     Your mother doesn’t know anything. Look, I’m going into the army soon and I heard the
      training is very dangerous. What if I die during training? Then I would not have the chance to try sex. If I go
      to heaven the angels would surely laugh at me.
    


    
      He tears off his shirt, but she refuses to engage in any sexual activity with him. At that moment his mother
      walks into the room.
    


    
      Like most Singaporean films Ah Boys To Men relies on innuendo to portray any direct sexual references.
      In a flashback to the 1970s, when the lead character’s father was in national service, the new recruits have
      begun their training. Their tough platoon sergeant (Justin Dominic Mission)
      takes them out into the jungle and holds up a large leaf. In their camouflage gear, he sits them down.
    


    
      Sergeant:    Gentlemen, I’m going to share something very serious with you today. Something that is
      important knowledge in your lives as SAF soldiers. Whether you win a war or not does not matter with this thing.
      In fact, if you do not know about this, it’s a shame to be called soldiers in the SAF. Gentlemen, do you know
      what is a CB [Hokkien abbreviation for women’s vagina] leaf.
    


    
      All the recruits shake their heads.
    


    
      Sergeant:     All of you, pick up a CB leaf.
    


    
      They each hold up a similar leaf.
    


    
      Sergeant:     Now turn, open like this.
    


    
      He turns the leaf over, and splits the base open, revealing a close-up of a heavily pixelated image (Figure 3.1). The boys snigger and show each other the “vaginas” they have made.
    


    
      Sergeant:    (chuckling) Gentlemen, I proudly announce that you’re no longer boys. You are now (pause)
      men.
    


    
      While this could be read as a critique of the misogynistic world of the armed forces, the schoolboy humour of the
      scene perhaps suggests that little has changed in terms of attitudes towards women in Singapore. Shortly after
      (and back in the present time), recruit Ken Chow (Joshua Tan) is shown enjoying a welcome home party during his
      first ‘book out’ leave break. The scene highlights the embedded patriarchal culture of Singapore, with the
      fleeting appearance of his family’s foreign maid, and then a large banquet of food, where the men of the family
      help themselves to the food first while the women follow along. Although Jack Neo’s films politely parody most of
      the bureaucratic, regulatory and moral boundaries that Singaporeans are exposed to each day, as a popular,
      mainstream comedy writer and director, he seldom turns the lens onto the society itself. The use and exploitation
      of foreign workers, for instance, is treated as little more than an aside. When Ken jumps out of his parents’ car
      to catch the ferry back to his training, it is the maid, Maria (Malay actress, Biwa Mastura) who runs after him
      lumbering with his heavy backpack, shouting “Sir, wait Sir! Sir! Your bag Sir!”. That she has to address the
      younger man as ‘Sir’ reinforces the gender and racial hierarchies that permeate Singaporean society.
    


    
      In Ah Boys to Men 2 the recruits, isolated from their girlfriends
      during training, suffer the heartache of their relationships ending because of the separation. To exact revenge,
      the recruits surreptitiously record a video to send to IP Man’s former girlfriend, Mayoki, where the jilted lover
      berates her in a straight-to-camera tirade:
    


    
      IP Man:      Hey bitch. I’m telling you now. You didn’t dump me, I dumped you! You want to know why?
      Because hugging you is like hugging a washing board. No boobs, no bum! Buck-toothed and smelly mouth. Kissing you
      is like kissing shit! It made me vomit for days.
    


    
      Then, in an attempt to make his ex-girlfriend jealous, says:
    


    
      IP Man:    Let me show you what real breasts should look like.
    


    
      The camera pans to the left to reveal a towel-clad ‘cleavage’, which is actually recruit Ken’s buttocks clad in a
      towel. IP Man leans over and gives the pretend breasts a squeeze:
    


    
      IP Man:     Come see for yourself. It’s D cup! You see?
    


    
      Mayoki’s response is for her new boyfriend to send a return video of them naked and kissing together in a bath.
      Given IP Man’s professed virginity, this only serves to make him angrier. While the story descends into a rather
      puerile tit-for-tat revenge scenario, the underlying trope of (male) loyalty reinforces patriarchal notions of
      Singaporean culture. Aside from the recruits’ overly-concerned mothers, the few female characters shown, such as
      Mayoki, are merely peripheral to the story, mostly only spoken about or shown briefly as sexual objects.
    


    
      Happy Go Lucky [Fuxing Dao] (2010, dir. Harry Yap) opens with a title stating “30 Years ago in
      Singapore” before fading in to images of men in a gambling den, as one man obviously loses a hand of cards a
      woman’s cries are heard, non-diegetically, as she pants in what sounds to be in the throes of sexual activity:
      “It’s so painful … Honey … where’s honey?” Cutting between the diegetic sounds and comments of the gamblers, she
      again pants: “It’s so painful honey … Honey … so painful!” Eventually we see that it is in fact a woman in
      labour, and it seems the man who has lost at cards is her hapless husband. The action then cuts to contemporary
      Singapore and the man, Hock Lee Poh (Richard Low), is still losing each time he gambles. The woman giving birth
      has since died, and their daughter, Fu Xing (Fann Wong), is left to deal with a bitter, self-absorbed elder
      step-sister, Donna (Patricia Mok).
    


    
      Like many Singaporean films, Happy Go Lucky wears its morality on its sleeve. Fu Xing helps her father
      win first prize in the national lottery. At their celebratory dinner with
      family and friends she warns him not to get too carried away with gambling. He responds angrily:
    


    
      Hock Lee Poh:  Are you trying to give me a lesson? Are you trying to make a fool of me in front of
      others? You’ve never said anything good since you were little. Bad mouth!
    


    
      Hock Lee continues to celebrate at a hostess club where he spends $2000 on a hostess to drink with him, and gives
      a further $500 to each of his friends to spend on women. There is a heavy implication that the women are
      prostitutes, but as this is an illegal activity in Singapore, the director does not make this overt. The men have
      such a good time that he returns in subsequent evenings and continues his hedonistic behaviour with excessive
      drinking, smoking and gambling. After making out in his car with his favourite hostess, he passes her a cheque
      for $400,000. As his money runs out, she leaves him, and Xing’s modest foot massage clinic is forced to close as
      he reneges on rental payments for the shop. Hock Lee wanders the streets in despair until Xing convinces him to
      seek help. Hearing of a casino in Cambodia that will fly and accommodate willing punters free of charge, Hock Lee
      and Donna borrow money and fly to Cambodia. Once there they begin to lose the money quickly. Xing goes to help
      her father and wins back the money, but in a confused message (for the audience), helps her foreign banker to set
      up his own casino back in Singapore (perhaps the subtext is that while individual gambling is bad, any form of
      commercial ‘trade’ in Singapore is welcomed). Several months later Xing has invested her winnings in a new foot
      massage business, where Hock Lee and Donna are now gainfully employed, as he fights the temptation to return to
      the gambling lifestyle.
    


    
      Acclaimed Singaporean director Glen Goei (Forever Fever, 1998, released internationally as That’s
      The Way I Like It) took some risks with The Blue Mansion (2009), an English-language black comedy.
      This satirical commentary on Singaporean capitalism and greed, features an ensemble cast of Singaporean and
      Malaysian actors from all fields of the performing arts. It opens with a dead patriarch, Wee Bak Chuan (Patrick
      Teoh), creeping around his mansion and listening to the conversations of his grieving family. The first striking
      thing in The Blue Mansion is the gratuitous use of ‘bad’ language. Bak Chuan’s second son, the highly
      ambitious Meng (Adrian Pang) swears profusely throughout the film, and in an early scene, dissatisfied with the
      choice of (revealing) dress his wife Veronica (played by Kheng Hua Tan, best known for her long running role as
      Margaret on the sitcom Phua Chu Kang) has chosen for his father’s funeral, tells her “Take off the
      fucking dress”. As he physically tries to tear the dress from her (Figure 3.2), the sexually
      frustrated Veronica sees this as an opportune sexual moment. The poorly sound-insulated mansion means that others
      in the house can hear the altercation, with their sister-in-law in the next
      room muttering to her husband that Veronica is a “slut”. Littered through the film are references to people being
      “full of shit”, and in one argument with his father, Meng screams at him, “You fuck! You fucking tyrant!”
    


    
      The Blue Mansion also pushes the themes of sexuality throughout the film, from a scene where a snooping
      detective finds a tube labeled ‘Sexual Pleasures Lubricant’ in Veronica Wee’s underwear drawer, as she watches
      on, to his finding a false partition in a desk draw where Meng’s older brother, the gormless Teck Liang, has
      secreted away a stack of gay men’s magazines. And while these visual references suggest that sexual desires
      exist, a later scene shows Meng in a rough physical sex scene on a spiral staircase with the woman he is having
      an affair with, known only as ‘China girl’. As the plot of the film unravels, Teck Liang’s first wife, Mei Yi
      (the late Emma Yang) appears (also as a ghost) as it transpires that she took her own life. Speaking with Bak, he
      has a ‘vision’ of Mei Yi suddenly transforming with blood dripping form her arms. Bak tries to block out the
      images, but when he looks again he is faced with a scene of full frontal nudity, as Mei Yi stands, now covered
      from her chest down in bright red blood, pleading for Bak to help her. In a graphic flashback, Bak is shown
      discovering a dying Mei Yi in the bath. He rushes to the telephone, dials the emergency number, but hangs up
      before speaking. Mei Yi pleads from the bathtub for him to help her, but instead he quietly walks to the bathroom
      door and slowly pulls it shut, blocking out her cries. Upon release in Singapore, the sex scene on the staircase
      had to be cut, and the full-frontal nudity subjected to pixilation of the image.
    


    
      The short 2004 film Cut (also by Royston Tan) is a “provocative twelve minute satire on movie
      censorship” (Uhde and Ng Uhde 2010: 184) that lists dozens of local and international films that had suffered at
      the hands of the censors. Cut itself was not banned but as a short was easily viewed online rather than
      in cinemas, and for this reason made a significant impact in discussions around the role of the censor in
      Singapore. In Cut, an unidentified film fan (played by film and stage actor and playwright, Jonathan
      Lim) confronts a woman who he recognises as the Chief Censor (played by stage and television actress, Neo Swee
      Lin) who is shopping in a supermarket. He begins to lambast her with a comical litany of local and international
      films that have been dramatically and controversially censored in Singapore:
    


    
      Fan:     Three cuts in The Hours, and the acclaimed French film 8 Women, cut one, left
      seven women only!
    


    
      As a visual gag, the censor picks up and caresses various phallic-shaped fruits and vegetables, seemingly
      oblivious to the tirade. Lim, in a ridiculously large afro wig, continues his
      tirade, getting increasingly shrill as he walks alongside the Censor:
    


    
      Fan:     Let me test you. How about our Singaporean film 15 directed by that street gang leader
      Royston Tan? Can I remember right? 27 cuts! I’m so proud [of] you, your highest record so far. But, the Japanese
      film In the Realm of the Senses, amazingly no cuts! Why? Because it is still banned! Like the Wong Kar
      Wai film Happy Together, banned together! So happy!
    


    
      The film descends into a camp musical number (in the shopping centre carpark), featuring an ensemble cast of
      dancers that includes some of Singapore’s best known film, television and stage actors and filmmakers
      none-too-gently parodying the censor’s inconsistent approach to their role as moral arbiters of Singaporean
      society. At one point, the protagonist acerbically questions the censor about who watches out for her well-being,
      given that she has to watch so many hours of depraved imagery.
    


    
      But Singaporean audiences are not completely excluded from films that may be seen as risqué. The Singapore Film
      Society, for instance, began in the late 1950s and has long provided a venue for the showing of (mostly) foreign
      films (Uhde and Ng Uhde 2010: 253).
    


    The Regulatory Environment (Malaysia)


    
      FINAS (National Film Development Corporation Malaysia) was established as the state’s regulatory board for cinema
      in 1981 (Gray 2010: 121). By the 1990s the introduction of the Film Censorship Board saw a close alignment with
      the increasingly conservative state that was keen on “censoring out rather than legislating what was to go into
      films” (2010: 128). Problems arise, as in many cases of regulation with the lack of clarity in giving specific
      guidelines of what is acceptable (Gray 2010: 128). Unlike Singapore’s very detailed Classification Guidelines,
      Malaysia’s filmmakers must operate in a more nebulous environment when it comes to their interpretation of
      content regulation. The state’s Film Censorship Act 2002 (PART III) notes that:
    


    
      CONTROL OF FILMS AND FILM-PUBLICITY MATERIALS
    


    
      Obscene film
    


    
      5. (1) No person shall –
    


    
      (a) have or cause himself to have in his possession, custody, control or ownership; or
    


    
      (b) circulate, exhibit, distribute, display, manufacture, produce, sell or
      hire, any film or film-publicity material which is obscene or is otherwise against public decency.
    


    
      (2) Any person who contravenes subsection (1) commits an offence and shall be liable on conviction to a fine of
      not less than ten thousand ringgit [approx US$3,000] and not more than fifty thousand ringgit [US$15,500] or to
      imprisonment for a term not exceeding five years or to both.
    


    
      In 2013, the Per Capita GDP in Malaysia was estimated by the International Monetary Fund to be between US$11,000
      and $15,000, so in other words a fine could well equal a year’s income for any one individual.
    


    
      In regard to different forms of freedom of expression in national settings, Saw Tiong Guang (2013) notes the
      “criticisms about the vagueness of definitions of key censorship terms as well as the weaknesses of the obscenity
      tests” (2013: 8), and quotes a leading U.S. Supreme Court case in which “‘obscenity’ is limited to works which,
      taken as a whole, appeal to the prurient interest in sex; which portray sexual conduct in a patently offensive
      way; and which taken as a whole, do not have serious, literary, artistic, political or scientific value” (10).
      But in Malaysia things are not as clearly defined, with the Ministry of Information delegating the issuing of
      licenses to the National Film Development Corporation of Malaysia (FINAS), a body “also empowered to refuse to
      issue a licence ‘without assigning any reason’, and such refusal ‘shall be final and conclusive and shall not be
      challenged, appealed against, reviewed, quashed or questioned in any court’” (Saw 2013: 18).
    


    
      Amendments to 1993 Film Censorship Guidelines in 2010 resulted in “even more vague and convoluted” wording than
      the initial guidelines (Saw 2013: 17). This is not to say that the process is complicated, in this case the
      requirements of what filmmakers or production houses should do is quite clear, as Saw (2013: 39) notes:
    


    
      Section 9 of the Film Censorship Act 2002 requires films to be submitted to the Board of Censors for censorship
      purposes before they can be exhibited and distributed to the public. The censorship process of a foreign film is
      similar to that of a local film. After a film is received for censorship purposes, the Chairman of the Board of
      Censors will appoint three or more members from the Board to form a panel to examine the film. A larger panel may
      be formed if the Chairman is of the opinion that the film to be examined is controversial or that there may be
      difficult issues that would arrive from the film. After viewing the film, the panel will then determine whether
      there is any scene, dialogue, sound or subtitle that should be altered based on the censorship guidelines.
    


    
      The difficulty arises in not knowing exactly what parameters will be allowed in
      film content. Adding to this uncertainty, the rise of genre-specific films in the fields of horror and
      comedy-horror in Malaysia has seen the emergence of films that are not politically sensitive, but culturally
      challenging for the Malaysian regulators especially in the portrayal of spirits or other quasi-religious
      apparitions or deities.
    


    
      The vagaries of allowable content have meant that Malaysia’s filmmakers have become adept at self-censorship;
      “before the official censors get to the controversial bit and force them to destroy the rhythm and continuity of
      their film” (Khoo 2006: 106). However, in the 1990s many filmmakers where keen to test the waters by producing
      films that dared touch on such topics as “lesbianism, prostitution, the seedy side of the modeling world, the
      supernatural pre-Islamic world of Malay culture, incest, and female sexuality” (Khoo 2006: 106). Malaysia’s
      filmmakers are restricted through legislative means, or, as Khoo calls them, “repressive ideological apparatuses
      such as the Internal Security Act and the Official Secrets Act” (2006: 107). In an infamous period, the film
      Babe, whose central protagonist was a talking pig, looked like being banned because its titular
      character was “deemed dirty and non-halal” (Khoo 2006: 108), and not suitable because of its potential
      attraction to children. Those filmmakers that dare to present images and narratives that challenge the status quo
      are well aware of the parameters within which they work:
    


    
      Portraying gay men or female sexuality in a sympathetic light is a political statement not just from a queer
      feminist perspective but also because it challenges the boundaries policed by the Muslim religious authorities
      (and inadvertently forces the secular government to challenge the Muslim clergy) (Khoo 2006: 113).
    


    
      For Khoo, representations of women during the 1990s were either “focused on the sexualized and/or materialistic
      woman”, the “sweet-tempered, virginal, patient love interest or the loving, supportive, and sacrificing mother or
      wife” (2006: 113). And while it seems “Malay girls are relatively constrained in both their spatial movement and
      social interaction” (Gray 2010: 125), Malaysian filmmakers traverse the fine balance between acceptable
      representations of ‘reality’ and the fictional worlds inhabited by cinema’s characters that must align with state
      ideas of what is permissible. As Gray notes, “the corresponding censorship codes, and therefore what
      cinema-goers, filmmakers, or actors accept as a ‘real’ enactment of space and action has likewise shifted” (2010:
      129).
    


    
      A false sense of freedom was created in the 1990s where Malaysia appeared to promise “not only a free-market
      economy but also a liberal atmosphere where issues such as sexuality could be raised for discussion” (Khoo 2006:
      113). However, inconsistencies toward censorship proved problematic to the extent that one actress was given a two-year ban from performing on stage following a stage kiss during a
      performance of Tennessee Williams play ‘A Streetcar Named Desire’ (en. 44, p. 228). For filmmakers this created
      an environment of nervousness in a nation where:
    


    
      [D]espite putative liberalism, state patriarchy ensures that all deviant views or explorations of female
      sexuality will, for the most part, be combined or subsumed into patriarchal bourgeois order (Khoo 2006: 117).
    


    
      Malaysia’s film classifications currently operate under three categories as decreed in January 2012: the blue ‘U’
      logo for “viewing by all walks of life without age limit” and where “the film portrays good values, decency and
      positive lessons as well as [being] entertaining” (Ministry of Home Affairs); the orange ‘P13’ logo, and the red
      ‘18’ logo. Prior to these classifications, a more complex series of ‘18’ categories existed (with no
      middle-ground ‘P13’ option), that consisted of 18SG (“contains elements of violence or horror that are not
      excessive”), 18SX (“contains elements of sex that are not excessive”), 18Pa (“contains religious, social or
      political elements”), or 18PL (“contains a combination of two or more elements of violence, horror or sex that
      are not excessive or contains religious, social or political elements”) (Saw 2013: 40).
    


    Religion and Morality in Malaysia


    
      The moral codes imposed on Malaysian cinema are by many standards overly strict and inconsistent. The
      unapologetically clumsy edits of local and foreign films at the hands of the censors are part of life in this
      multicultural state. One commentator who had returned to his home country ventured into a new state-of-the-art
      multiplex to watch US action film The Wolverine, but was taken aback by the interruptions to the film
      before being reminded that “liberal application of cuts and bleeps are part and parcel of the Malaysian cinema
      experience” (Chin 2013). Constitutional limitations on speech and expression have existed since the Peninsular
      Malaysian states gained independence from Britain in 1957, but these are fraught with difficulties as “tensions
      often exist between the proponents of fundamental liberty and the increasingly authoritarian executive” (Saw
      2013: 15). Malaysia’s ‘Golden Age’ of cinema was during this time in the 1950s and 1960s when they produced the
      first realm of popularly received “Malay language films, with audiences that crossed ethnic boundaries, a true
      superstar in P. Ramlee and a successful market in Indonesia and British Borneo (today’s Brunei and the Malaysian
      states of Sarawak and Sabah) [and] beyond that in Malaysia itself” (Gray 2010: 119). For Gray, “[t]he thematic
      focus of many of the films produced from the 1950s onwards bears this out, with
      a plethora of mytho-historical drama and song-and-dance love stories and comedies” (2010: 120).
    


    
      In a slight concession toward the idea of alternative sexualities, Malaysia’s new censor guidelines permit “the
      depiction of gay characters onscreen”, although the underlying message should be (as Chin cheekily suggests) “so
      long as the gay characters either repent towards the end of the film or suffer a tragedy of Shakespearean
      proportions” (Chin 2013). In other words, films should not portray gay lifestyles as entirely positive lest
      audiences are led to believe that it is an attractive lifestyle choice, or a viable alternative to the
      heteronormative ambitions of the state. An example of this is the overtly effeminate costume and makeup artist,
      Nino (Isma Aizal Yusof) in Dollah Superstar [Gengster Superstar] (2014, dir. Kabir Bhatia) who
      appears in a supporting role as a mostly shrieking and quite inept member of the film crew on the set of a
      gangster movie (discussed later in this chapter).
    


    
      Perhaps the strongest theme to emerge in Malaysian cinema is that of struggle and the commensurate suffering.
      Yusoff (2011: 21) notes how many films throughout Malaysia’s cinematic history “foreground the notion of
      suffering, as a result of not only metaphysical fate such as tragedy, but also socio-economic depravation, e.g.
      poverty, and physical affliction such as blindness”. Made in 2014, Ismail Yaacob’s Laga [lit.
      Fight] examines rural Malaysia and the social environment including under-employment that sees men
      involved in the illegal activity of cock-fighting. Ageing, grey-haired Hassan (Wan Hanafi Su) is renowned in the
      district for his prize-fighting birds, but it is not a wealth-making pursuit, and constant raids by the police
      are slowly destroying his enterprise. Meanwhile, his young, sexy wife Ayu (Marsha Milan Londoh) remains at home
      waiting for him to strike it rich. While not a box-office hit, critics praised Laga as a “star-studded”,
      medium-budget film that “combines the best of old and new in Malaysian entertainment” (Kamin 2014).
    


    
      In discussing Laga’s risqué bedroom scenes, director Ismail noted that “the censorship board gave the
      green light – and an ‘18’ rating – after being briefed on their inclusion in the movie. ‘The scenes are needed
      for the movie as it tells the life of people in the village. They aren’t there for fun’, he said” (Kamin 2014). A
      review from BandWidth (2014) magazine notes that “it’s been a long time since a Malay movie took this
      kind of risk, showing us some skin. This movie will surely get a good smacking from the public, especially those
      who are more reserved. But, what else will bring the people to the cinema if not some pretty face in provocative
      appearance”. The first shot of Ayu is sexualised as she lays face down having massage oil rubbed into her bare
      shoulders. She soon slowly descends the steps of her hut to greet Hassan, clad only in a sarung, her
      oiled body and coy looks quickly establishing a marked difference with her older, shabby husband and his nicotine
      stained goatee. Shortly after, the couple are shown in bed, this time both sweating profusely in a presumably
      post-coital glow. Much as Bollywood has for years relied on the water motif to
      suggest intimacy, and Hollywood saw “the initiation of physical intimacy typically led to a pan away from the
      depiction and space of intimacy (to a crackling fire or some such), the ‘eating-together’ scene [in Malaysian
      cinema] stands in place of the depiction of intimacy” (Gray 2010: 131).
    


    
      But Hassan’s spousal loyalty only goes so far, such is his addiction to gambling. Out of money to gamble, Hassan
      stakes his wife as the prize, against the sleazy, voyeuristic Dasuki (Nasir Bilan Khan), but it is the younger
      Sabri’s (Syazwan Zulkifli) bird who ultimately wins the match. The cock-fighting world is a highly-masculinised
      space of misplaced loyalties, long-running, often violent disputes and desperate attempts to procure money to
      gamble. Ayu watches on helplessly as Hassan descends into debt, shame and a constant haze of cigarette smoke, and
      she begins to refuse his sexual advances. When Sabri and Ayu finally declare their love to Hassan, he uses Sabri
      as a scapegoat ensuring he is arrested and Ayu is taken away.
    


    
      The film is rich in messages around proper behaviour, and even the “risqué bedroom scenes” (Kamin 2014) are
      modest by all accounts as there is no nudity, nor any kissing. Nevertheless the widely publicised pre-release
      trailer for Laga suggested a much more erotic film by selecting mostly those scenes where Ayu bared
      skin. But this is Malaysia, and mere suggestion is enough for the censors to reach for their scissors, thus these
      brief scenes take up much less screen time in the feature-length film than the trailer suggests.
    


    
      Similarly the abovementioned Dollah Superstar is a film that despite its gangster theme avoids the
      seemingly requisite band of gangster ‘molls’. The most overtly erotic performance is the lead female role of
      Farah (played by Neelofa Noor) who seems to be a loyal girlfriend to the cowardly, egotistical lead actor,
      ‘Dazzle’ (Sharnaaz Ahmad) (in the film being made within Dollah Superstar). However when the busty Farah
      is caught in a compromising position (fully-dressed, of course) in a transit van with another man, she responds:
    


    
      Farah:  What are you doing? Hubby … Thank God you came. [unconvincing] That guy tried to rape me.
    


    
      Dazzle: [But] I just saw …
    


    
      Farah:  Oopsy, busted. At least I don’t have to hide anything from you anymore.
    


    
      Dazzle: But why?
    


    
      Farah:  Why? Because I am gorgeous, I’m famous, everyone wants to be with me.
    


    
      Farah’s fake performance at feeling guilty for cheating on Dazzle sets her up as a corrupted woman. In an
      interesting twist where real life impacts upon the cinematic representation, the actor who plays Farah, Neelofa
      began wearing the hijab shortly after the film was completed. As a result, altered posters of the film were
      produced which “has caused confusion amongst some as it shows her wearing the
      hijab, while her appearance in the film is the total opposite exuding sexiness” (Suzira 2014). The red sleeveless
      mini dress that Neelofa wears in many of the film’s pivotal scenes is replaced by a full-sleeved black gown with
      hijab. The red dress is one of the predominant images in publicity for the film and “Neelofa was also criticised
      for a particular scene [ … ] where she donned a tight red dress showing off her thighs as she sat on the main
      actor, Awie’s lap seductively” (Suzira 2014), as the film’s central protagonist, Dollah, played by the
      aforementioned Awie, a Malaysian rock star and prolific actor, shows restraint (and disinterest) in Farah’s
      attempt to seduce him (Figure 3.4).
    


    
      While many Malay films tend to be sweetly romantic stories, often made for television such as Mukasurat
      Cinta [Pages of Love] (2014, dir. Mohd Pierre Andre), some Malay Chinese films take a more
      independent approach to the extent that Zakir Hossain Raju sees them as a type of “non-Malaysian cinema” that has
      “developed in connection with, and in opposition to, other transnational cinemas in the contemporary cosmopolitan
      world” (2008: 68–9). James Lee has carved a career with his stirring independent productions that explore the
      harsher side of life in Malaysia. In Call if You Need Me [Hei Ye Xing Lu] (2009) he enters the
      world of petty criminals and lower-ranking organised crime. The film’s focus is on two cousins as they endeavour
      to corner a racketeering market. The urban Ah Soon (played by popular musician/actor, Pete Teo) is the man with
      the contacts in the criminal world, while his affable cousin Or Kia (Sunny Pang) arrives from a rural village. Or
      Kia is street smart and soon able to assist Ah Soon with strengthening the reach of their small gang of thugs.
      Lee’s film projects a view of Malaysia where there is little hope of stable, honest employment. His characters
      are no longer optimistic, aspirational youth, but men and women in their late 20s to early 40s. The opportunity
      for establishing a legitimate (or legal) career seems to have passed them by as they descend into a world of
      crime, alcohol, sex and drugs.
    


    
      The characters in Call if You Need Me are not wealthy, but they show a range of excessive behaviours
      that cross the boundaries of what would be deemed acceptable in polite society. They drink and smoke to excess,
      and experiment with illicit drugs with little concern for their own safety. In one of the film’s early scenes,
      the cousins are at home around their dining table with a large group of their friends, all heavily drunk and in a
      post-dinner stupor. The nerdy Lai Ming (Chye Chee Keong) pulls out a small bag of pills, proclaiming “Here it is,
      fresh from Thailand”. The matter-of-fact response from all those at the table suggests that this is a normal
      activity, and in a seemingly deliberate move Lai Ming passes the packet to the ironically named ‘Monk’ (Albert
      Hue) to circulate. When Ah Soon’s waif-like girlfriend Peng (Chua Thien See) asks for a pill, Ah Soon
      protectively warns her to remember that she has not been feeling well. She insists, and as the conversation
      around the table continues, Ah Soon can be seen quietly placing a pill onto her tongue. When the others complain
      that the drug is too slow in taking effect, Lai Ming pulls another bag from his
      pocket, “Here try this … This is ‘Apple’, an apple a day keeps the doctor away”. The others laugh, then reach for
      the bag.
    


    
      Call if You Need Me is also littered with profanities, a clear indication that Lee is presenting a
      realist depiction of one anti-social layer in the stratum of Malaysian society. In a later scene, a drunk Or Kia
      is treated to the services of a young prostitute, listed in the credits as ‘Call Girl’ with the actress named as
      simply Fei. He sits at the end of the bed with her behind him, as he gazes into the distance in a contemplative
      mood. She senses that he is hesitant, so she asks:
    


    
      Call Girl:   Are you worried that I’m under-age?
    


    
      Or Kia:      No.
    


    
      Call Girl:   I’ll show you my identity card.
    


    
      Or Kia:      There’s no need.
    


    
      Call Girl:   It’s all been paid for, are you sure you just want to sit there?
    


    
      Or Kia sighs, then sits in silence. The girl picks up and begins a Sudoku puzzle. Or Kia shows some interest in
      the puzzle, and turns toward her as she explains what is required. Finally, Or Kia asks:
    


    
      Or Kia:     How old are you?
    


    
      Call Girl:  You mean my real age or the fake one?
    


    
      Or Kia:     The real one of course.
    


    
      Call Girl:  20.
    


    
      Or Kia:     And the fake one?
    


    
      Call Girl:  20 too.
    


    
      Or Kia is satisfied with this answer, and turns his back on her once more before reaching for the television
      remote control. The scene then cuts to him returning home, leaving an ambiguous sense about whether he made use
      of her sexual services.
    


    
      Lee and other marginal, independent Malaysian filmmakers such as Tan Chui Mui (Love Conquers All, 2006)
      and Woo Ming Jin (The Elephant and The Sea, 2008) have embraced digital production (and distribution),
      not just because of the higher production standards and lower costs, but because it allows them a degree of
      autonomy from the regulatory environment facing the more traditional cinema industry. Raju claims that “most of
      the Chinese-language digital films produced since the early 2000s have eluded the censorship procedures of the
      state because they were not screened in local cinemas” (2008: 72). But it is not just avoiding the censor that
      drives these filmmakers. Borrowing from the combined literary term Mahua (an abbreviation of Malaiya
      Huaqiao – literally Malaysian Chinese), Raju explains that Mahua cinema “as a means of expression for the Malaysian Chinese becomes more important when we consider the
      strict control of the state over Malaysian media” (2008: 72). The ability to provide a voice for a significant
      ethnic group that comprises almost a quarter of the Malaysian population is seen to be limited by the
      over-promotion of Malaysia’s bumiputra (ethnic Malays); the perceived privileging of local indigenous
      groups in arts funding over other groups, most notably the Chinese and Indian minority sections of the community.
      The strong presence and international impact of these marginalised filmmakers capitalising on their creativity
      and the technological advantages of ‘DV Movies’ has meant the films of this group have been able to enjoy success
      beyond their own national boundaries.
    


    
      On a very different scale, the big budget rom-com with high production values, set partly in Phuket, Thailand,
      Sejoli: Misi Cantas Cinta [lit. Lovebirds: Mission to Cut Love] (2014, dir. Osman Ali) uses the
      kind of slapstick, opposites-attract opening usually found in Bollywood films. Gangly, clumsy Joe/Jo (actor,
      model and filmmaker, Bront Palarae) bumps (literally) into newly broken-hearted Gina (Maya Karin) as they arrive
      in Phuket. Jo drops a photo, and as Gina goes to give it back to him, notices that it is of a young woman, with
      her ex-fiancé. The two bond as they make a pact to forget about their former lovers, Hardy (Remy Ishak)
      and Nita (Izara Aishah) (who are now planning to get married), but then decide instead to systematically sabotage
      the forthcoming wedding.
    


    
      Back in Kuala Lumpur, Joe and Nita link up to plan the disruption, calling upon their friends Lola Tijo (Dira Abu
      Zahar) and Joe’s workmate, Tompi (Azad Jasmin) to assist them in a series of episodic comic events, each of which
      carries moral implications. The wealthy Hardy throws a bachelor party at a bar the night before his wedding, so
      Gina and Joe hire an exotic dancer (Cristina Suzanne) in an attempt to seduce him so that he can be blackmailed
      during the wedding. In a blue wig and thigh-length boots, the dancer approaches him as he tears himself away from
      his drunken buddies:
    


    
      Dancer:     I hear someone is getting married.
    


    
      Hardy:       It’s me.
    


    
      Dancer:     Well handsome, it’s sad if you haven’t tried everything completely.
    


    
      She runs her hands seductively down his body (Figure 3.3).
    


    
      Hardy:     (boastful) You are wrong. I’ve done it all.
    


    
      They begin to dance, and she leaps into his arms to the raucous cheers of his friends. The scene in this P13 film
      no doubt contravenes the U classification that the film “portrays good values, decency and positive lessons” by
      suggesting Hardy has engaged in casual sexual encounters.
    


    
      The next scene is on the day of the wedding where Tompi suddenly backs out of
      his role impersonating the Tok Kadi (the officiating Muslim cleric for the wedding). Joe is left with no
      choice but to take up the disguise, and he begins officiating the sacred event, speaking into a microphone so the
      gathered family and friends can hear the proceedings. Again, this may have impacted upon the film missing a U
      classification, and perhaps narrowly avoided an 18 Pa classification as it “contains religious, social or
      political elements”. The mockery of the ceremony is pushed even further when Joe (as the Tok Kadi)
      begins using sexual innuendo as a reason Hardy should not be marrying Nita:
    


    
      Joe:       It is my responsibility to stop any structures that are not firm. And long-lasting, due to
      weaknesses in the pole. [Hardy looks down at his groin] Poles have to be straight.
    


    
      The crowd murmurs uncomfortably and Tompi (who has snuck in), adds an unsavoury comment. Joe continues.
    


    
      Joe:       So in situations like this, I have to find out, have you been circumcised? [the crowd is
      shocked] We need proof to find out the truth. (pause) I will check it myself.
    


    
      Joe lunges toward Hardy as the crowd gasps, then laughs nervously. At this point the dancer appears in her blue
      wig from the night before and yells:
    


    
      Dancer: Hardy? You can’t marry her. You are supposed to marry me.
    


    
      She then kneels before him and pleads:
    


    
      Dancer:  I gave my all to you. Everything. I gave you my all.
    


    
      While Hardy tries to reassure his parents, Tompi speaks with the dancer and then loudly exclaims:
    


    
      Tompi:     He popped your cherry!
    


    
      As if this is not enough to destroy the wedding, as Hardy tries to plead his innocence, Tompi and the dancer draw
      his attention to two large video screens showing footage of Hardy and blue-haired dancer in what look to be
      compromising conditions in a bedroom. The ruse works, and Nita and Hardy are soon reunited with their former
      partners who arrive to comfort them in their time of need. But of course, this is a rom-com, and things soon
      resolve to their rightful place as Joe and Gina realise that it is each other they love. Osman Ali’s film had the potential to be quite controversial, however its well-credentialed cast and
      production house support, coupled with the high use of humour managed to keep it within the boundaries of what is
      acceptable in Malaysian cinema. This also shows a loosening up of previously strict controls over the allusion to
      either sex or religion in Malaysian cinema.
    


    Conclusion


    
      In cases of miscegenation such as those presented in the Malay girl-loves-Chinese boy relationships of
      Sepet (2004, Yasmin Ahmad) and Spinning Gasing (2000, Teck Tan), filmmakers often faced harsh
      criticism from the state and institutional leaders. The realist style of Ahmad’s films were seen as perhaps too
      closely mirroring Malaysian life because they presented “critical aspects of contemporary Malaysian multicultural
      society, representing an antithesis to many mainstream, commercially-made Malaysian films” (Yusoff 2011: 23).
      Gray suggests that Malaysia’s emerging filmmakers (in the early 2000s) took a different direction by aiming at
      “international festivals and ‘art-house’ circuits rather than trying to ‘crack’ the cineplexes” (2010: 132), but
      the arrival of Yasmin Ahmad’s feature film career and her intense knowledge of popular media saw a convergence of
      the “art-house” with the more popular, mainstream forms of cinema.
    


    
      Race also featured strongly in Ahmad’s films, especially the “conceptions and anxieties” (Yusoff 2011: 25) caused
      by miscegenation and the socio-economic distinctions between the Malay and Malaysian-Chinese protagonists of her
      films. In Amir Muhammad’s touching and personal account of his late friend and mentor in Yasmin Ahmad’s
      Films, he notes:
    


    
      Oh, some people hated her guts! There are several ways to explain this, so we might as well talk about sex. Four
      (out of six) of her feature length films (Sepet, Gubra, Muallaf and
      Talentime) had interracial romance or at least attraction. [ … ] Although miscegenation isn’t a new
      topic in local cinema, she alone kept returning to it. Eroticising the Other had a way of making Malay
      conservatives squeal like stuck pigs, to use a non-halal simile. But it won’t be fair to say her detractors were
      only conservatives; the more jaded intelligentsia accused her of glossing over some of the real divisions in our
      society, and of excessive ‘sentimentality’ (2009: 9–10).
    


    
      At the beginning of Gubra, Ahmad features a bilal (a man who calls Muslims to prayer) who pats a dog
      (long seen as a bad omen by those who follow strict Muslim traditions), and chats with two prostitutes returning
      home after their night’s work. As Amir Muhammad quips: “A bilal who likes dogs and doesn’t condemn prostitutes: is this one of the signs of the Apocalypse?” (2009: 83). Ahmad was well aware of
      the types of reaction this would provoke, “giving ammunition to her enemies very early in the game: this is at
      the 5-minute mark!” (Muhammad 2009: 82), but she claimed that she had based this on a cleric that she had heard
      of in Indonesia.
    


    
      Malaysian cinema has certainly made great advances in the last decade or so. The rise in production values and
      investment in film has seen local audiences maintain their affinity with films that reflect their own cultures
      (albeit often subject to the cultural or linguistic distinctions of Chinese or Malay-based films).
    


    
      Films of both Malaysia and Singapore cross the narrow Straits between the two nations, united by past histories
      and shared aims of presenting a modernised face to their regional and global neighbours. The parameters set by
      state regulatory bodies have loosened somewhat in recent years suggesting to emerging filmmakers that they can
      afford to be less restrained and begin to offer a more candid portrayal of life in Southeast Asia.
    

  


  
    Chapter
    4
    

    An Open Mind: Japanese Cinema’s Sexual Revolution


    Introduction


    
      From the 1950s into the 1960s, new regulations surrounding film censorship saw former underground pinku
      (soft pornography) filmmakers like Seijun Suzuki utilise the power of major film studios to bring their visions
      to wider audiences. Incorporating their own take on the hip films emerging from Europe’s New Wave and neorealist
      directors such as Godard and Fellini, Japan’s own Nuberu Bagu (New Wave) included Suzuki, Yasuzo
      Masumara (Blind Beast [Moju] 1969), and Nagisa Oshima (In the Realm of the Senses
      [Ai no korîda] 1976), directors who could explore the possibilities of film, seemingly without
      restriction. Masumara’s Blind Beast is an intense, bizarre story featuring a sadistic blind sculptor who
      has made a gigantic model of a nude woman. With the help of his mother he kidnaps a young woman and unleashes a
      series of torturous, sado-masochistic acts, mostly on or around the sculpture. While Blind Beast seemed
      about as depraved as cinema could get, Oshima’s In the Realm of the Senses pushed the boundaries even
      further with its sexually violent and explicit tale based on a true story.
    


    
      As Japan’s cinema industry began to develop in the early twentieth century it established a clear path that
      diverged from Western cinema, where it had “consciously chosen its aesthetic traditions (the ‘presentationalism’
      of theater, the foregrounding of formal play, etc.), over the realist representationalism of Hollywood film”
      (Gerow 2011: 213). But its international notoriety was to emerge most forcefully in the post-World War II era.
      Japan’s Nuberu Bagu began in the 1950s, where it “worked for a cinema of violence, explicit sexuality,
      and fragmentation that tended to portray history as a series of random, meaningless events dominated by arbitrary
      authorities” (Nochimson 2010: 225). The difference from other national ‘New Waves’ was that these films were
      produced within Japan’s existing studio system. Suzuki’s Tokyo Drifter [Tōkyō Nagaremono]
      (1966) and Branded to Kill [Koroshi no Rakuin] (1967) toyed with the sense of morality that
      underpins Japanese society. Loyalty to one’s (gangster) boss was unquestionable, but no such rules existed for
      the women or families involved. By the time of In the Realm of the Senses, the rule book, it seemed, had
      been thrown away, breaking taboos for Western and Eastern cinema in its exotic savagery as an unrelentingly
      taught sexual drama ending in tragedy. Of course such films have been well
      documented by others (Bordwell, Richie), but it is instructive to reflect on them in light of the dramatic
      influence they still hold on Japan’s filmmakers today.
    


    
      Japan’s fame as a producer of genre films also saw a bending of accepted genre conventions, for example Costanzo
      notes that although the “samurai film is traditionally a male-dominated genre, women often appear as prostitutes
      or innocent girls about to be turned into courtesans” (2014: 54). The women are subject to the confines of the
      society, but as Costanzo notes, they “may also be fighters”, and more often than not, “their main weapon is their
      sexuality” (2014: 54). As early as 1956 ‘sun tribe’ (taiyo zoku) films began to emerge (in reference to
      Shintaro Ishihara’s 1955 novel of youthful hedonism, Season of the Sun), where young women began to be
      portrayed in a more radicalised way, startling “the Japanese public with stories about bored, rich, late teens
      who take drugs, drink, have promiscuous sex, and generally get into trouble” (Nochimson 2010: 226). No doubt
      influenced by a similar movement in the USA and films such as Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause
      (1955), Kô Nakahira’s Crazed Fruit [Kurutta Kajitsu] (1956) featured a young woman, Eri (Mie
      Kitahara), engaging in romantic adventures and casual sex with two brothers of her own generation, all while
      remaining married to a much older man. An adaptation of Season of the Sun with Ishihara enlisted as
      screenwriter saw the scandalous nature of Crazed Fruit helped along by publicity that proclaimed a film
      that showed: “an immoral world, full of the unruly” and “the urges of unseasoned youth” (perhaps addressing the
      audience) who were unable to “resist your inner drives”.
    


    
      Exploring such issues of morality and sexuality seemed to set Japan even further apart from the cultural mores of
      its geographic neighbours. The arrival of the pinku (or pinku eiga) films of the 1960s
      emphasised the stark differences from other cinemas of the region. These films emerged “when marginal theaters,
      suffering from declining business, latched onto sex as a survival strategy” (Gerow 2011: 220). This was a complex
      time for the film industry; with Japan’s film studios keen to produce as many films as possible, questions over
      yakuza involvement in the industry, and a range of filmmakers that were intent on using “the genre as a
      form of political and aesthetic protest” (Gerow 2011: 220). Whatever the reasons though, the end result was a
      series of films that gave the local industry a major boost, and continued to raise the profile of Japanese cinema
      at an international level.
    


    
      Japan’s relationship with the rest of Asia is a complex one, but in recent times the rise of cooperation and
      co-productions has signalled a new direction. While Wada-Marciano recognises the “‘imperialist’ nostalgia toward
      other Asian countries” (2012: 111) that has long defined Japan as perhaps superior to its neighbours, both
      economically and culturally, the film industry’s recent collaborations and exchange of cultural talent
      (especially with Korea and China) have shown that it is willing to be part of a regional and global industry.
      Part of this “Japan-centered cultural glocalisation” (Wada-Marciano 2012: 108)
      and cooperation demands an understanding of the cultural mores of its neighbours and their regulatory codes (see
      the other chapters in this book) that are mostly far more punitive or restrictive than those found in Japan. For
      Japan though, an appreciation for film as art and generations of state rule that has favoured an arms-length
      approach to censorship have allowed one of the world’s most daring cinemas to flourish.
    


    The Regulatory Environment


    
      In the post-World War II decades, Japan’s Criminal Code would define “obscene writings and pictures as ‘that
      which wantonly stimulates or arouses sexual desire or offends the normal sense of sexual modesty of ordinary
      persons, and is contrary to proper ideas of sexual morality’” (Maki 1964, in Cather 2009 n.2). This benign,
      subjective definition is not too far removed from the kind of wording found in more authoritarian states, and
      could easily be interpreted to enact strict censorship. But it may be more difficult to offend the “normal sense
      of sexual modesty” for the “ordinary persons” of Japan than, say, the more conservative peoples of Malaysia or
      Singapore. This is not to say that Japan is without a regulatory framework for its cinema. Japan’s film
      classification is regulated by EIRIN (Eiga Rinri Iinkai, known in English as the Film Classification and
      Rating Committee), an organisation that is supported by the Eirin-Sustaining Committee made up of representatives
      from 17 Japanese film companies. The Sustaining Committee appoints the president of EIRIN, who is then charged
      with appointing examiners and ensuring that category decisions are followed and EIRIN policies are enacted. The
      current rating system in Japan was introduced in 1998 and is voluntary, but generally followed by film studios,
      distributors and exhibitors. The categories are provided to “secure freedom of expression, to respect human
      rights and to protect children from early exposure to potentially harmful subjects and expressions” (EIRIN 2014).
      The four categories as listed on the EIRIN English website are:
    


    
      Table 4.1 Classifications and Guidelines (Japan)
    


    [image: Image]


    
      While these classifications reflect a less heavily regulated or disciplined
      approach than other nations, such as Singapore’s highly detailed rulings on the ‘type’ of nudity than can be
      shown (such as ‘side nudity’, see Chapter 3), Kirsten Cather (2009: 61)
      notes:
    


    
      Japan, a nation notorious for both its old-fashioned obscenity laws and its prolific pornography industry,
      illustrates how censorship can paradoxically fuel rather than stifle artistic production as well as how even the
      most seemingly primitive censorship standards can offer rich material for theorizing about reception.
    


    
      The impact of In the Realm of the Senses, both locally and internationally illustrates the fine balance
      between what is seen as acceptable cinema and what may be deemed pornography. In the case of Western audiences
      (and state reactions), Oshima’s film was certainly placed in the latter category. Recent films such as Guilty
      of Romance have received an R18+ classification in Japan (in Singapore it received an R21), perhaps equally
      because of the combination of sexual and violent imagery, including mutilated bodies.
    


    Asia’s Cinema of Difference


    
      Japan’s feature films tend to fall into the categories of literary adaptations (bungei-eiga), period
      stories (jidaigeki) or contemporary, everyday life (shingeki) (Nochimson 2010: 203), each of
      which can then be found in broader genres such as samurai or yakuza films, dramas, comedies or anime. However it
      was the legacy of Japan’s ancient erotic arts, and later iterations into manga, that brought sex into the public
      discourse, while most other cultures (apart perhaps from those in some of the Nordic or Scandinavian countries)
      had worked hard to bury overt mentions of sex under the mantle of moral propriety. But the real life events of
      Abe Sada (which served as the basis for In the Realm of the Senses), the hyper-sexualised mistress
      charged with murdering and mutilating her married lover, Yoshida Kichizo, became a highly publicised scandal.
      Initial debates saw her as a depraved woman whose perversions were worthy of medical or scientific investigation.
      But what was first viewed as the unleashing of a primitive, savage sexuality was later viewed in a different
      light. Sada’s actions become the stuff of popular discourse as the public’s intrigue deepened, to the point that,
      as Christine Marran (2005: 83) notes:
    


    
      In manifold texts ranging from pulp magazine serials of the 1950s to film and theatre of the 1970s, Sada was made
      to embody a socially subversive position. In other words, Sada was transformed from bad girl to good girl, useful
      to the attack of the patriarchal status quo, which these writers and
      filmmakers saw as the real evil.
    


    
      Oshima’s romanticised cinematic version of Sada and Kichizo’s affair is graphic and violent (often sold on the
      tagline of its notoriety of being banned in numerous countries), and serves as a benchmark work of art that
      stretches the boundaries of what can be seen as a non-pornographic film.
    


    
      More recently, the films of Sono Sion exemplify some of the open attitudes toward sexuality found in Japanese
      cinema, if not in mainstream then certainly in general release films. Sion’s 2011 Guilty of Romance
      (Koi no Tsumi) begins as a bored housewife drama before soon turning to an eroticised and much more
      grizzly interrogation of extremist sadomasochism, familial roles and relationships, all bookended by a murder
      investigation. It exists in both a shorter ‘international version’ and an extended Japanese version some 30
      minutes longer (I refer here to the shorter version).
    


    
      The domestic setting of Guilty of Romance is culturally significant beyond being a mere plot device.
      Patrick Galloway explores the oddball representations of family in Japanese cinema, noting that “[t]he
      fundamental unit of Japanese society is the uchi, meaning ‘house’ or ‘household’, a word containing the
      implicit notion of interiority … Chaos within the uchi is a symptom and also a cause of instability in
      the society” (2006: 28). Guilty of Romance signifies this chaos when timid housewife Izumi Kikuchi
      (Megumi Kagurazaka) leaves the confines of her house and the exacting demands of her older, famous novelist
      husband Yukio (Kanji Tsuda). Izumi takes on a part time job handing out food samples in a supermarket. She is
      soon lured to a modelling agency, which turns out to be a front for a soft-pornography (pinku) studio.
      Following her first modelling assignment, which turns into a sexual encounter with the male model she has been
      posing with, Izumi delves deeper into discovering her own sexuality and the pleasure she derives from this. In
      one extended scene she stands naked and alone in front of a full length mirror in her home in which not only is
      her body reflected, but also the trappings of her conservative, upper middle-class house: a black leather sofa,
      an ornate gold pendulum clock, a model yacht and a grand piano. Izumi’s self-directed gaze is one of wonderment,
      a cheerful naivety rather than a narcissistic devouring of her own image. The naked Izumi begins to recite the
      lines and mimic the actions she has so carefully memorised for her supermarket job as they take on a new meaning:
    


    
      Izumi:   Hello there. Would you care for some? Hello there. How about you? Care for some? Want some?
      It’s delicious. Hello there. Would you like to try some? It’s very delicious. Hello there. Would you like to have
      some?
    


    
      She tries a variety of poses and as her confidence grows, she speaks louder
      and non-diegetic classical strings music begins.
    


    
      Izumi:   It’s very good. Hello there. Would you care for some. It’s delicious. You can try some. Hello
      there. Would you like some? It’s delicious. Try some. [louder] Hello there. Would you care for some? It’s
      delicious. Try some. Would you care for some, it’s delicious. [reaching out to an imaginary customer] How about
      you, would you like some? [straight into camera] Hello, care for some? It’s delicious, try some.
    


    
      As the music changes tone she becomes slightly hysterical and the scene cuts to a much tighter shot (Figure 4.1). She breaks her gaze to return to imaginary customers to her left and right.
    


    
      Izumi:   Try this, it’s delicious. It is, try this. It’s very delicious.
    


    
      Finally she turns back to the mirror with a self-satisfied smile.
    


    
      Izumi:   Hello there!
    


    
      The scene then cuts to her in close up in a starched pink food service hat and white shirt. She is in the
      supermarket, reaching out with a small sample of processed meat perched on a toothpick. Confidently, she spruiks
      her lines:
    


    
      Izumi:     Hi, would you care for some delicious sausage?
    


    
      The change in Izumi’s confidence picks up from Freudian notions of psychoanalysis and Lacan’s interpretation of
      the “mirror phase” which initially examines the sensations experienced by an infant when first seeing oneself in
      a mirror. What follows is “a privileged moment of specularity” where the recognition of oneself as a distinct
      subject echoes, as Annette Kuhn notes, “more or less with that aspect of scopophilia defined by Freud as
      autoerotic: narcissism, when the object of the look is one’s own body” (1993: 47–8). For Izumi, her mirror
      ‘moment’ unlocks this sense of self, aided by the positive experience in the modelling/porn studio. Izumi’s
      sleazy supermarket boss picks up on the change in her demeanor as he edges close to her, licking his lips:
    


    
      Boss:     You sound great today.
    


    
      Izumi:    Thank you.
    


    
      Boss:     You look radiant too.
    


    
      Izumi’s husband, Yukio, who surprisingly supported her getting a daytime job,
      still insists upon her subservience both domestically and sexually, but also notices her altered demeanour:
    


    
      Yukio:   Since you’ve been going out, you look relaxed. You look very good Izumi.
    


    
      As Izumi becomes entwined in the soft-porn industry she becomes even more bold, openly seducing customers in her
      supermarket and seeming to reach a point of sexual boldness and self-satisfaction all while maintaining her
      demure housewife role in front of her husband. Beyond her front door Izumi begins taking more and more risks and
      the film descends into a bizarre Clockwork Orange-style tale of violence, sado-masochism, prostitution
      and murder. Izumi becomes increasingly confused with the purpose of her life. Her morality is questioned, but her
      curiosity and libido become paramount driving forces as she enters a state of madness and the film becomes
      interspersed with grotesque autopsy scenes and a series of flash-forwards to a detective investigation. The
      playful innuendo of earlier scenes disappears.
    


    
      The overt sexuality in Guilty of Romance suggests a progressive Japan, however its narrative thread
      returns to a more traditional notion of a gendered society. Izumi’s ultimate corruption reflects the earlier
      concept of the ‘fallen woman’ that Krzywinska notes “has pretty much died out in Hollywood and Europe, a response
      to changing attitudes to sex, marriage and gender roles” (2006: 55). This notion of redemption could also be
      found in Sion’s earlier Love Exposure (Ai no Mikidashi 2009) where the sinful Aya (Sakura Ando)
      makes the ultimate sacrifice at the end of a samurai sword to account for her behaviour.
    


    
      The visible representations of sex and violence in Japanese film, as noted, have differed considerably from
      neighbouring Asian cinemas, a consequence of liberalised attitudes toward cinema as art. As Krzywinska (2006: 37)
      notes of Western cinema, the “combination of sex, romance and beautiful bodies couched primarily in idealistic
      aesthetic terms have often provided cinema with a way of escaping censorship; a way of making sex into ‘art’ and
      thereby evading accusations of judicial obscenity”. For Japan, the concept of art is held in such high regard
      that censorship is considered a serious matter, one that takes into account the integrity of the artist and
      therefore privileges the aesthetic, where the importance lies in “not the appreciation of an artist’s works, but
      the practice of producing or performing artworks as a part of one’s own life” (Amagasaki 2010: 31).
    


    Critiquing Morality in Contemporary Japan


    
      Female director Mika Ninagawa offers a sharp critique of global consumer culture with her 2013 film Helter
      Skelter (Heruta Sekeruta). Über-famous model Lilico (Erika
      Sawajiri) uses her considerable charms to further her already expansive career. A Lady Gaga-style fashion icon,
      she allows herself to be used as a base sexual object for her rock star boyfriend and a prospective film
      producer, and then forcefully seduces not only her girl Friday, the homely Hata Michicko (played by Shinobu
      Terajima), but also applies her predatory behaviour to Hata’s boyfriend while the hapless Hata is forced to
      watch. When a competitor to Lilico’s place at the top of the modelling circuit arrives, the younger, cuter Kozue
      (Norwegian Wood star Kiko Mizuhara), Lilico realises the stakes are high. The film opens with Lilico
      being unwrapped from a swathe of bandages, itself suggesting the idea of attaining beauty by the unnatural means
      of plastic surgery. Lilico is thus part of an unveiling recognisable to global audiences from the reality
      television format of “the reveal” (Weber 2009), an often-gendered performance that reinforces the contemporary
      notion that “without intervention there can be no ‘authentic’ womanhood” (Weber 2009: 170). Lilico is flawless,
      and naked. Her alabaster skin suggesting a rebirthed purity; a virginal innocence that proves to be at odds with
      her cunning and sadistic behaviour.
    


    
      Lilico’s beauty therefore portends of problems to come, reinforcing Galt’s suggestion that “prettiness is
      consistently evoked as a lesser quality, a gesture toward what goes wrong with aesthetics rather than toward its
      positive qualities” (2011: 7). Inherent in this notion of prettiness, and exemplified in Lilico’s behaviour, is
      “an ambivalence about the truth status of the image” (Galt 2011: 7), where a sense of subterfuge or trickery may
      be found. The beguiling prettiness of the femme fatale, for instance, and the notion of the too-pretty
      “with its implication of witchery”, and where the “word pretty bonds suspicion of the aesthetic image to
      the gendered political terms of its embodiment” (Galt 2011: 7). In other words, beware of the traps and the
      subterfuge of the protagonist who uses beauty as a weapon.
    


    
      Lilico uses her sexuality as a platform for her career under the watchful, enthusiastic gaze of her mother
      (although whether she is her birth mother is not clear), and a medical clinic that uses unsavoury and illegal
      methods of injecting clients so that the aging process is delayed. Lilico’s behaviour puts her squarely in the
      domain of the ‘bad girl’ explored in Miller and Bardsley’s 2005 collection of essays, Bad Girls of
      Japan. Director Mika Ninagawa is a renowned Japanese fashion photographer, suggesting that her entry to the
      cinematic world is well informed by her past professional experiences. Helter Skelter therefore fits
      into the body of complex works in Japanese cultural productions that inflate the importance of:
    


    
      … commercial J-pop products, already hybrid, and mixing these with the global and techno sex/body markets,
      [where] women artists are pushing and disturbing those very meanings of nation, global and culture (Mezur 2005:
      178).
    


    
      Although Katharine Mezur’s focus is on contemporary Japanese stage performance
      and art installations, Mika’s Helter Skelter offers a similar critique of a society where the “little,
      cute girl image, repeatedly force-fed to girls and even women, is held up as an ideal of the feminine” (2005:
      178). As can be seen by Lilico’s obsessive and violent behaviours, this image can mask deeper anxieties, and the
      arrival of Kozue as her immediate successor indicates the ready availability of another ‘cute girl’ to take her
      place. Mezur suggests that this intersection of passive and active ‘girl’ helps to illustrate:
    


    
      How power and agency are derived from a culture-specific hierarchy and its oppositional system of gender and
      sexualities. In contemporary Japan, in its present male hegemonic system, occupying the woman-identified position
      and identity will not have a great effect. In contrast, young girls and women recognize possible and productive
      agency from within popular culture (which is the center and the goods of Japan’s globalization). This productive,
      even radical, agency is not over and above male power, but rather beside, behind, beyond, inside and through that
      male-powered world (2005: 179).
    


    
      In other words, by reclaiming their bodies and their sexuality, Japanese women are not calling for a Western,
      feminist-style overhaul of their society, but creating a site for them to have a voice. This reasoning is also
      found in Gretchen I. Jones’ chapter in the same volume where she examines pornographically illustrated “ladies’
      comics” in Japan that “frequently depict women being sexually hurt, beaten or humiliated” (Miller and Bardsley
      2005: 97). While these graphic (both literally and figuratively) images would suggest the involvement of a
      masculinised, if not misogynistic world of artists and publishers, Jones argues that the surprising thing is that
      such comics are quite often (not just occasionally) “created for women, by women – and sell
      hundreds of thousands of copies every month” (2005: 97, original italics).
    


    
      Another important cultural factor in representing women on Japanese screens is found in ethnic and national
      differences. The use of Korean actress Bae Doo-na in Air Doll (Kuuki Ningyou 2009) may well
      have been a choice based on the actress’s ability (following her success in films such as Bong Joon-ho’s 2000
      Barking Dogs Never Bite and in 2002’s Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, directed by Park Chan-wook),
      or it may have been because of the cross-cultural benefit of capitalizing on Hallyu (Korean Wave)
      talent. It also offers the sense of an exoticised othering, perhaps extending Robert Young’s thoughts on the
      “group fantasy” of colonialism where “racist depictions of the Other simultaneously conveyed the colonizer’s
      secret desire for the colonized” (Ling 1999: 285). As Nozomi, Bae Doo-na plays an inflatable sex doll who has
      taken on a human form, although she does occasionally require re-inflating through a valve conveniently located
      in her navel (Figure 4.2). Several years earlier Bae may not have been chosen for the role, as Japan’s turbulent relationship with Korea led Japanese
      filmmakers to be cautious in their casting of Korean actors for fear of a backlash amongst the Japanese audience
      (see Wada-Marciano 2012: 120–23). On the other hand, Bae’s role may be seen through a more cynical lens that
      suggests that Nozomi is, after all, a manufactured synthetic (plastic/rubber) product of dubious quality (in one
      scene she stumbles across a pile of rejected dolls marked as ‘burnable garbage’). Despite this scene taking place
      in the workshop of the man who created her, the notion that she (Bae) is ‘Made in Korea’, may be all too obvious
      to the Japanese audience.
    


    
      Air Doll is based on a manga and deals with a number of themes of moral and social importance in
      contemporary Japan. It opens with scenes of a man, Hideo (Itsuji Itao) returning home from work late in the
      evening; the train ride, stopping at a convenience store for supplies, then hurrying home in the rain. He reaches
      the door to his home, and as he fumbles with the key calls out “I’m home”. The soft strings in the musical score
      add a poignant air to the scenes of an everyday domestic encounter. Hideo disappears inside and can be heard
      explaining, “I should have listened to you and taken my umbrella. I’m dripping wet!”. The scene cuts to Hideo now
      dry and comfortably sitting at his dinner table opposite a young woman, her back to the audience, dressed in a
      black and white maid uniform. Hideo is recounting his day at the office as the camera slowly pans around until
      cutting to a view from over Hideo’s shoulder where it is revealed that he is talking to an inflatable sex doll.
      Hideo finishes summarising his day before suggesting that it is getting late, and they should skip their bath
      tonight. The scene cuts to them both now naked, as Hideo makes love to her, telling his ‘Nozomi’ that she is
      beautiful, amidst the awkward squeaking of the rubber body as he moves against her. Hideo’s domestic duties are
      not finished for the evening though, as he is then seen in the bathroom dutifully washing the doll’s detachable
      vagina (an act reprised later by Nozomi herself), surely one of cinema’s most odd moments. These sensitive
      opening scenes explore the notion of loneliness, desire and societal expectations (to be married in a
      heterosexual relationship) in the contemporary urban world.
    


    
      The following day, as Hideo prepares for work, with his back to Nozomi who is propped up in bed, she suddenly
      moves. Hideo does not notice, but gives her a kiss, telling her that he loves her, and then leaves for the day.
      Nozomi then emerges from the bed and jerkily makes her way over to the window. She reaches out a rubber arm
      toward some drops of water, remnants of the previous night’s rain. As she makes contact with a few drops she
      withdraws her arm, out of the frame. The camera follows the direction of her arm to reveal the ‘human’ Nozomi,
      nakedly gazing at her own hand. She reaches out again, only this time the arm is made of flesh and she is able to
      verbalise what she feels: “Beau-ti-ful”, she exclaims. The transition from synthetic to natural is complete, and
      the film’s title credits appear.
    


    
      In Nozomi’s human form she spends her days roaming the streets and observing
      life around her. At night she returns home to Hideo, who remains unable to see or feel that she has changed, and
      she keeps her ability to speak hidden from him. He continues to shower her with love, even buying expensive
      shampoo to keep her fresh. Nozomi’s only flaw, it seems, is that she occasionally deflates, so Hideo keeps adding
      air with a small pump through a nozzle in her navel. As Hideo once again begins to make love to her, Nozomi (in a
      voice-over) dryly reflects on her existence:
    


    
      Nozomi: I am an air doll. A substitute for handling sexual desire.
    


    
      But Nozomi’s emotional detachment lessens as she discovers more about life. When Hideo eventually brings home a
      new air doll (another woman!), Nozomi reveals that she can speak, startling Hideo and demanding to know:
    


    
      Nozomi:      What is it you like about me?
    


    
      Hideo:        What do I like?
    


    
      Nozomi:      You don’t know, do you? Even the name, Nozomi, is your old girlfriend’s name.
    


    
      Hideo:        You read my blog?
    


    
      Nozomi:      I’m just a substitute for her.
    


    
      Hideo confesses that he was lonely when his girlfriend left him, but Nozomi pressures him for answers:
    


    
      Nozomi:     Why me?
    


    
      Hideo cannot find an answer, but wishes that she would just go back to being “the old doll”.
    


    
      There are other gendered considerations that arise from such roles. According to Ling, for instance, the sense of
      a global hypermasculinity (as originally proposed by Ashis Nandy as a response to the possible feminisation of
      colonising societies) is reinforced by representations of Asian women as either part of being ‘in service’ to the
      masculinised society, or as highly sexualised. Ling (1999: 289) argues that Japan (and its East Asian neighbours)
      perpetuates these representations through the media:
    


    
      With their high production values and well-established distribution networks, Japanese commercials dominate the
      region’s broadcast and print media. Typically the Japanese media market female consumers as cute schoolgirls
      (thirteen to eighteen years old), hip cuties (eighteen to twenty-two, single office workers (twenty-two to
      twenty-five), or sexy adults (twenty-five to thirty-five).
    


    
      In film, similar stereotypes exist. The only alternative to these, it seems,
      is the ‘housewife’, traditional, loyal and subservient, and falling in line with state (and societal)
      expectations. When Guilty of Romance’s Izumi breaks from this role to become a ‘sexy adult’, the final
      outcome is, and can only be, tragic.
    


    
      Izumi’s unabashed full-frontal moment in view of the mirror again indicates Japan’s privileging of cinema as art,
      where Cather points to the altered position toward visual imagery where:
    


    
      Obscenity provisions in the Criminal Code dating back to 1880 have been interpreted by the courts to forbid the
      display of genitalia and pubic hair until the much-heralded ‘liberation of hair’ (hea no kaiki) in the
      early 1990s (2009: 61).
    


    
      Cather argues that this suppression of imagery “encouraged the depiction of childlike women with shaven pubic
      hair or young children themselves, fueling the popular Loli-kon (Lolita complex) genre, especially
      common in adult erotic manga and anime” (2009: 61). Such imagery also feeds into Western notions of
      “Female Japan – submissive, delicate and exotic” (Morris-Suzuki 1998: 111), and a nation where the “feminine
      persona was … captured in repeated imagery of littleness and fragility” (112). David Leheny (2006: 3) notes that
      the 1990s was in many ways a turning point for Japanese society, where “the emergence of a generation of
      self-sexualised schoolgirls confirmed that something was wrong with Japan, something that would make these girls
      behave so extraordinarily”. The social disruption brought about by Japan’s economic downturn was “part of a
      developing narrative about contemporary Japan, in which institutions of social and economic life had broken down,
      leaving in their wake a new generation untethered by traditional expectations of how their lives are supposed to
      work” (Leheny 2006: 28). Lilico’s behaviour in Helter Skelter presents an ultimate vision of this
      generation.
    


    
      But just because Japanese filmmakers have a seemingly clear slate when it comes to portraying sex, not all take
      the opportunity to offer up excess. The Great Passage (2013, dir. Yuya Ishii), for example, is a very
      quiet, conservative film. Majime (Ryuhei Matsuda) works on a team producing a dictionary – an old fashioned
      pursuit in a rapidly changing, digitalised society. When he meets the beautiful Kaguya (Aoi Miyazaki) their
      relationship is exceptionally coy, like a couple of young teenagers. Even when they finally marry, they follow a
      strict moral code, and Yuya avoids any overt deliberation on their sexual relationship. There is almost no
      physical interaction between Majime and Kaguya, even to the extent that when she reaches a comforting hand out to
      touch his back during a moment of bereavement, it becomes clear that they rarely touch. A similar chasteness
      appears in Post Card (2011, dir. Kaneto Shindo), a film of domestic heartbreak in which the focus is
      always on maintaining the intensity of the drama in the period surrounding World War II.
    


    
      Another intriguing film that avoids overt sexuality is Hitoshi Matsumoto’s
      ‘bondage film’ R100 (2013). An established comedian and filmmaker, Matsumoto’s bizarre social commentary
      film, Big Man Japan (2007) featured a one-eyed monster that looked like a human scrotum and had an
      extendable penis-like neck and head (see Pugsley 2013). In R100, the central premise of a man who joins
      an exclusive bondage club has all the hallmarks of a film that will indulge the audience in sexual promiscuity.
      However, the various dominatrix that appear (without warning) to surprise the hapless Takafumi Katayama (Nao
      Omori) instead whip him into a state of nirvana, where his face physically swells (with the help of
      computer-generated imagery) with happiness, and a visible aura emanates from him once he has reached his high
      point of suffering. There appears to be no sexual pleasure derived from the performances, although the women are
      dressed in the familiar and often-revealing leather attire associated with their craft, Katayama’s willingness to
      succumb to their behaviour has its origins in guilt rather than sexual fulfillment. His wife lays in a coma, and
      he works long hours often leaving his young son at home alone. The title of the film plays on the notion of
      classifications and Japan’s R15+ and R18+ codes, with the self-referential appearance of a 100 year-old director
      who is viewing his film R100 and its story of Katayama and the bondage club. As with Big Man
      Japan, Matsumoto is unafraid of breaking the Fourth Wall, and a recurring on-screen gag about a group of
      film censors taking a break from the film R100 to argue its merits, only serves to confuse matters. The
      absence of nudity and overt sexuality in a film rated ‘R100’ serves to tease the audience while denying them the
      visual spectacle that may be expected (just as the various dominatrix use blindfolds to deny Katayama the
      pleasure of seeing them).
    


    
      Sono Sion’s Himizu [lit. The Mole in reference to a small, timid species of mammals] (2011)
      also forgoes sex scenes in its unusual tale of domestic violence in the aftermath of the Fukushima tsunami and
      nuclear emergency as Sumida (Shōta Sometani) balances attending school with running their decrepit family boat
      hire business. Sumida wishes he could live quietly, like a himizu (a small mole), but his abusive father
      keeps showing up and inflicting beatings on him, while his mother brings men home to their boat shack for sex.
      When the mother clears out, Sumida drops out of school to look after the business. A female classmate of Sumida’s
      is infatuated with him, and follows him home to his shack, wanting to help him run the business. Keiko (Fumi
      Nikaido) is also from a violent family, where her gambling-addict mother has constructed a gallows inside their
      house (Figure 4.3) in the hope that Keiko takes her own life and she can be free of the
      burden of looking after her daughter. Both Sumida’s father and Keiko’s mother repeatedly blame their respective
      child that they should have never been born or, in Sumida’s case should have died in a drowning accident when he
      was younger. The representation of both Sumida’s and Keiko’s mothers in submissive, victim-like roles in their
      respective relationships shows the “survival of existing attitudes and
      economic structures” that prohibit women from “creating anything approaching equal participation by men and women
      in the workplace or in the central political institutions of Japanese life” (Morris-Suzuki 1998: 114). The 1990s
      also saw an “increasing image of the social threat that teenage girls presented, arguing that newly troubling
      images of them were inextricably tied both to large-scale anxiety over the juvenile crime wave and the sexual
      precociousness of girls and young women” (Leheny 2006: 50). Such images are reflected in the female protagonists
      of films such as Love Exposure.
    


    
      Sion’s comment on greed and the morality of the selfish baby boomer generation is heightened by the subplot of
      the tsunami crisis and the possibility of their community being affected by massive doses of radiation. As a
      contrast to their behaviours, Sumida befriends an old man who has become homeless due to the tsunami. In a
      dream-like flashback we see the man stumbling through the post-tsunami wreckage in search of loved ones, but
      ending in despair. Later, while defending Sumida from some yakuza henchmen, the man allows himself to be
      violently beaten with the sense that he has nothing to lose, as he says, “I have already died”. Leheny notes of
      Battle Royale that its presentation of how Japan could look in just a few short years is one of “when
      juvenile delinquency has become so severe a problem that the government has passed a law to annually send one
      junior high school homeroom to a deserted island, where they must slaughter one another [Hunger
      Games-style] within three days” (2006: 41).
    


    
      The prolific Sono Sion’s latest offering, Why Don’t You Play in Hell? [Jigoku de Naze Warui]
      (2013) initially looks to be about a child TV star, and a kidnapping involving conflicting yakuza (Japanese
      mafia) groups. What ends up on screen is a highly comical slice ‘n’ dice samurai bloodfest. Sion is always full
      of surprises. From his quirky tale of redemption and ninja-style ‘upskirting’ in Love Exposure, to
      addressing domestic violence in the post-tsunami landscape in Himizu, his films always intrigue. But
      despite their serious themes of abuse, family loyalty, fetishism and obsession, they are always injected with
      much humour.
    


    
      In Why Don’t You Play in Hell? Sion’s complex array of characters features a naïve teenage film crew,
      keen to develop their guerrilla-style of filmmaking. Jump forward 10 years, and they are still pathetically
      trying to live their dream of cinematic success. An escalating yakuza war sees them employed by one mob to film
      an ensuing raid. Inevitably, the crew find themselves drawn into the graphically brutal, but largely nonsensical
      fighting. While there are obvious comparisons with Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill, Sion’s film taps a
      more slapstick vein. As with his previous films, this one also works to a fever pitch, once again ending in a
      blood-spattered slice of Japanese silliness.
    


    
      A much less confrontational film is Wood Job [Wood Job! Kamusari Nana Nichijo, lit. Easy
      Days in Kamusari] (2014), a fish-out-of-water story by established comedy director Shinobu Yaguchi. When
      Yuki (played by Himizu’s Shōta Sometani) bums out in his university
      entrance exams he decides to take a gap year rather than suffer the indignity of immediately repeating his final
      year of high school. Lured by a photo of pretty girl on the front of a logging industry brochure, he sets off for
      the forest to work in the timber industry. But Yuki’s soft, city-boy lifestyle has ill-prepared him for the
      challenges of the country. Lazy, inattentive and frightened by even the smallest of creatures, Yuki almost faints
      at the most minor of cuts, and suffers great embarrassment when his co-workers have to burn leeches off his bare
      bottom.
    


    
      Housed with the masochistic, authoritarian woodsman (square-jawed Hideaki Itō from the Quentin Tarantino assisted
      Sukiyaki Western Django), Yuki feels bullied and humiliated. While this is a comedy, the film also
      provides a sympathetically instructive look at Japan’s plantation timber industry and its rural cultures. Shōta’s
      delightfully comic performance as the naïve teenager is juxtaposed by his more poignant side as he yearns for the
      girl from the brochure, Naoki (Masami Nagasawa). Shinobu mostly resists the draw toward the gross crudity found
      in many contemporary comedies, preferring (mostly) subtle innuendo as a vehicle for his comedy. In one of the
      final scenes however, the menfolk of the village climb the nearest mountain and fell a giant tree. They strip the
      branches, and hone the top end of the log, allowing for remarks that it looks like a giant ‘woody’ (erection).
      The log is placed on a timber rail that descends the mountain to the valley below where the women of the village
      wait anxiously. At the end of the rail is a not-so-subtle vagina-shaped thatch of woven straw that the log must
      penetrate, symbolic of the fertilisation of the mountain. Yuki’s clumsiness sees him ensnared in a loose rope,
      and suddenly he is trapped astride the rocketing ‘woody’ as it hurtles toward its intended target (Figure 4.4). Shinobu’s restraint is perhaps indicative of Japanese comedies, a genre that makes a
      clear distinction from the extreme imagery often found in dramas, horror and action films.
    


    
      As with other nations, Japan’s film industry still utilises literature as a source for films, with literary
      adaptations perhaps more broadly covering prose novels and popular (and obscure) manga. This is indicated by a
      number of the films mentioned in this chapter, including Wood Job. But as with the West’s move to a
      reserved, Foucauldian scientis sexualis, Japan’s literature has also undergone changes in its approaches
      to sex. Leheny, for instance, refers to changes in Japanese romance novels of the earlier Meiji (1868–1912) and
      Taisho (1912–1926) eras where “the literature drops eros out of male-female affairs, turning sex into a filthy
      commodity for purchase, and converting geisha and yujo (women in brothels who had [ … ] previously been
      depicted as equal partners in sexual and emotional relationships) into objects of potential scorn” (2006: 62). It
      is this depiction of geisha that has long prevailed in Western thought, leading to Western audiences possibly
      having a more base attitude toward the career-path desired for in Lady Maiko [Maiko wa Redi]
      (2014, dir Masayuki Suo).
    


    
      This wry comic musical (yes, a Japanese musical) from Sumo Do, Sumo
      Don’t (1992) director Suo is an acknowledged homage to My Fair Lady. At its core is the question of
      whether there is such a thing as an ‘authentic’ geisha. Is their knowledge as culturally enriched hostesses
      versed in storytelling, dance, poetry and subservience a natural phenomena, or a learned craft? Bemoaning the
      lack of geisha with the necessary poise and assumed respect for the linguistic skills needed to fulfill the role
      are a teahouse ‘mother’ Chiharu (Sumiko Fuji) and grumpy old Kitano, the teahouse owner (Ittoku Kishibe). They
      meet with their erudite customer, a linguistics professor named ‘Roach’ (played by Hiroki Hasegawa from Why
      Don’t You Play in Hell?).
    


    
      Set in one of Kyoto’s traditional districts, Suo makes use of the city’s historic sites, festivals and
      performance spaces. Homely, doe-eyed 16-year-old, Haruko (Mone Kamishiraishi) stumbles into the teahouse with the
      wish of being transformed into a maiko (trainee geisha). Raised by her grandparents, Haruko is burdened with not
      one, but two regional accents that are incomprehensible to the cultural snobs of Kyoto and Tokyo. She has learnt
      about the craft through the secret blog of current maiko, Momoharu (Tomoko Tabata). Momoharu is castigated by the
      elder Chiharu who has no idea what a ‘flog’ is used for, but is certain it is not a suitable activity for a
      wannabe geisha. Taking on the Henry Higgins role, Roach makes a piddling bet with Kitano that he can bring Haruko
      up to maiko standard in six months. Roach draws upon old and new technologies to assist in the expansion of her
      vocabulary and the smoothing of her pronunciation. Appearing almost 10 minutes in, the film’s title song is as
      delightfully cheesy as you can get. Other songs pop up in the most unlikely of places. Despite Haruko’s
      schoolgirl crush on the much older Roach, the film remains chaste in its aversion to sexuality.
    


    Conclusion


    
      While Japanese cinema exhibits a seemingly open attitude towards moral values and sexuality there are particular
      codes of ‘decency’ apparent in contemporary film. Attitudes toward male nudity, for instance, remain
      conservative. The hit comedy Thermae Romae (dir. Hideki Takeuchi, 2012) is a time-travel adventure based
      on a manga comic and a later anime series, and set in the bathhouses of ancient Rome (Japanese-speaking, of
      course!), and contemporary Japan. Athletically chiselled lead actor Hiroshi Abe (as a Roman architect, Lucius
      Modestus) spends a great deal of the film naked, but aside from some longshots of his naked buttocks (Figure 4.5), any genitalia is modestly obscured by an array of baskets, towels, or furniture, much
      like one of Britain’s 1960s Carry On films. The iconography of various golden phalluses is a running
      motif throughout the film, with one scene featuring a woman at a fertility festival riding a giant golden penis borne on the shoulders of several men as they plunge into a lake (not
      dissimilar to the abovementioned climactic scene in Wood Job). She pleads to the “Holy Phallus” to
      “Please give me a baby this year”, as our hero, Lucius, suddenly splashes out of the water. A miracle, indeed.
      Struggling manga artist Manami ‘Mami’ Yamakoshi (Aya Ueto) is becoming disillusioned in contemporary, urban
      Japan, but soon becomes obsessed with the mysterious Lucius as he continues to arrive whenever she is near a
      bath, lake or other water source. The film’s coyness extends to restraint in showing no female nudity and little
      sexual activity beyond Lucius finding his wife in the throes of a lover when Lucius returns home unexpectedly.
      The film’s sequel, Thermae Romae II (dir. Hideki Takeuchi, 2014) follows a similar tone, only Mami is
      now located at a hot springs bathhouse in a peaceful rural village.
    


    
      In terms of genre cinema, the halcyon days of Japanese horror look to be over, but this in no way signals a
      weakening of the Japanese film industry. Audiences still support locally made cinema and filmmakers continue to
      explore the limits of story and visual imagery. There is considerable scope for filmmakers in this era where the
      “discrimination of high art from low art is now almost meaningless” (Amagasaki 2010: 38) as films like Helter
      Skelter suggest. Changes to the makeup of the cinema industry and its former reliance on the studio system
      have altered the environment for filmmakers. The three largest studios have seceded their dominance of the local
      market, a pattern beginning in the 1990s with a rise in independent production (although often still with the
      assistance of the studios) (Wada-Marciano 2012: 14). Japan’s successful export of popular culture continues to
      provide regional and global audiences with content that delights, and is enhanced by extended cooperation with
      other filmmakers and national cinema industries.
    

  


  
    Chapter
    5
    

    Culture, Tradition and Sexuality in South Korean Cinema


    Introduction


    
      (South) Korea’s development as a risk-taking cinema only took place in the New Korean Cinema phase from the late
      1990s where “the idea that sex being pleasurable in its own right” emerged, transposing traditional Korean values
      by presenting sex “without a need for it to be leading to anything more long-term, and relationships not simply a
      means by which to move to the stability of marriage and family” (Paul Quinn in Balmain 2013: 141). The rise of
      the sex-comedy and the increased use of sex as a narrative device across genres such as drama and horror have
      advanced Korea’s cinematic reputation. Its industry has now moved beyond that of the makers of soppy romance
      dramas that signalled the beginning of the Korean Wave (Hallyu) and opened up exports of Korean film and
      television. Martin Cleary (in Balmain 2013: 85) suggests that the New Korean Cinema emerged during a period of
      “national re-examination of identity, the arrival of a new generation of cinephile film-makers and the
      globalization of Korea’s developing industries”. But its successes in the first decade of the 2000s seemed as
      though it would be short lived. One report suggests that falling box office for locally made films is being
      countered by “[r]amping up the level of sexually-explicit content in domestic films [that] is also increasingly
      being viewed as a way to fend off Hollywood” (Chosun Media 2012). In this chapter I will track developments in
      Korea’s cinema over recent years where “sexual content has become somewhat more accepted in South Korean cinema,
      resulting in a gradual increase in the graphic nature of sexual references and imagery even within mainstream
      films” (Paul Quinn in Balmain 2013: 141). Several big budget films have negotiated the classification system
      resulting in box office successes where they may previously have been sidelined as too marginal or pornographic
      for general audiences.
    


    The Regulatory Environment


    
      Korea has a five-tiered classification system administered by the Korea Media Rating Board (KMRB), consisting of:
    


    
      Table 5.1 Classifications and
      Guidelines (Korea)
    


    [image: Image]


    
      The KMRB was established in the mid-1990s and exists “[i]n order to assure the ethics and public spirit” of films
      and other media texts, and “to protect the youth”, through “[f]air and reasonable classification” (KMRB 2010).
      The KMRB’s objectives in classifications are to “[r]eflect public opinions in classification results” and to
      “[e]nhance transparency in rating and expand information services” (KMRB 2010).
    


    
      Korea’s film classification and censorship has emerged from a tumultuous history due to the nation’s colonisation
      under Japan, and the interventionist approach taken by the Japanese rulers which extended its national
      regulations such as the Chosun Motion Picture Law and the Motion Picture Censorship Regulation that required all
      films to be cleared before screening and for Japanese police to attend all screenings. The colonial power reached
      its zenith when in 1938 a law was introduced making it illegal to screen a film in the Korean language
      (Taylor-Jones 2013: 16). For Korea however, the departure of its Japanese colonisers did not pave the way for a
      liberated state, as it soon became embroiled in civil conflicts resulting in its separation from North Korea and
      American military intervention. The human, physical and economic imposts of the Korean War were catastrophic, all
      but wiping out the nation’s fledgling film industry. Rising from the ashes of turmoil, the new South Korean state
      recognised the importance of cinema and put into place tax concessions to encourage local filmmaking and compete
      with the influx of Hollywood films and their hegemonic, foreign, cultural imagery. Such support led to a Golden
      Age of cinema from 1955 to 1972, with steady production of films and strong box office receipts (Taylor-Jones
      2013: 20). The Golden Age was curtailed by a series of aggressive militarised dictatorships that demanded the
      making of ultra-nationalistic films (known as ‘quality films’) that were carefully scrutinised and subject to
      strict censorship before both production and release (Taylor-Jones 2013: 28). This effectively stilted Korea’s
      film industry until the early 1990s. In less than a decade though, a close alliance of state and industry was
      able to see a resurgence of investment in Korean film, and by the turn of the century the Korean Wave
      (Hallyu) had swept Korean popular culture across the Asian region and would soon gain global attention.
    


    
      While Korean cinema appears to be more open than other cinemas of the region,
      the KMRB takes a cautious approach toward on-screen depictions of genitals or pubic hair, often demanding
      pixilation of offending body parts. A recent change to working conditions for those in the film industry includes
      a “regulation whereby minors cannot be forced to wear revealing clothing, dance provocatively or take part in
      simulations of rape or sexual abuse” (Conran 2014). The Korean film industry has been seen as highly competitive
      and exploitative in terms of working conditions for actors and crews, and this bill, passed by the Korean
      National Assembly, was designed to address the “oversight” that have not only seen exploitation in labour terms,
      but also “concerns” about the “highly suggestive nature” and sexual innuendo of films such as A Girl at My
      Door [Dohui-ya] (2014, dir. July Jung) (Conran 2014), a film that deals with the abuse of a
      14-year-old girl.
    


    The Hollywood Influence


    
      The phoenix-like rise of Korean cinema mirrored Hollywood in a number of ways. Just as “the ‘sexiness’ of
      American femininity and its consumer culture played a key role in establishing American exports as desirable in
      world markets” (Mulvey 2010: 25), Korea banked on the sexiness of its own TV drama, pop music and film stars to
      gain an edge in regional markets. With considerable state support and a firm eye on Hollywood’s business
      practices, Korea was able to grab the world’s attention, even influencing Hollywood to the extent that they began
      remaking Korean films to suit their own market. Films such as Il Mare (aka Siworae 2000, dir
      Lee Hyun-seung) was remade as the Keanu Reeves romantic drama The Lakehouse (2006, dir. Alejandro
      Agresti), rom-com My Sassy Girl [Yeopgijeogin Guenyeo] (2001, dir. Kwak Jae Yong) appeared in
      an American version with the same English title (2008, dir. Yann Samuell) and A Tale of Two Sisters
      (2003, dir. Kim Jee-woon) was remade as The Univited (2009, dirs. Charles and Thomas Guard).
    


    
      The Hollywood relationship is fraught with difficulties though, and like many nations Korea struggles to ward off
      the might of Hollywood and its powerful networks of promotion and distribution. There is one suggested solution
      though, as put forward by Lee Chang-hyun, spokesperson at Korea’s influential CJ Entertainment, when he noted
      that, “R-rated films can compete with Hollywood blockbusters by targeting the niche market for adult viewers”
      (Chosun Media 2012), especially in the face of blockbuster Hollywood releases that tend to corner the market in
      advance of the summer.
    


    
      One such film to reflect Korea’s more open attitude to sex and to combat the encroaching power of Hollywood is
      the 2010 romantic drama Love, In Between (Doo Yeo-ja, also referred to as Two Women,
      or Freezing Rain, dir. Jeong Yoon-soo). Love, In Between
      stars Sin Eun-kyeong as Han So-yeoung, a gynecologist unable to bear children with her husband because of his low
      sperm count. The film’s director plays her husband, the handsome architect (and university professor) Yoon
      Ji-seok. The film opens with several highly sexual scenes as the young professionals lustfully play, at one point
      Yoon holds a camcorder as he films himself making love to his wife. When visiting Yoon’s office, Han stumbles
      onto a series of suggestive instant text messages on his computer, with a small spider logo accompanying each
      message, and her suspicions are aroused to her man’s behaviour. Han tracks the woman she suspects to a gymnasium,
      and as the object of her interest strolls freely naked around the changing room, Han sees the same spider logo
      tattooed on the young woman’s upper thigh. Rather than confront the woman, who turns out to be one of Yoon’s
      graduate students, Han befriends the yoga-obsessed Suzzie, aka Su-ji (Shim Yi-young) and pretends that she is
      oblivious to the fact that the young woman’s lover is her husband. Han watches with jealous admiration as Suzzie,
      14 years her junior, flexes her taught, muscular almost androgynous body (she also wears her hair short), well
      aware that her husband would be enticed by such youthful suppleness. Suzzie’s physical appearance is important,
      not just because it differentiates her from the more traditional femininity of Han, but because, as Bruzzi
      figures, “Contrary to much writing about androgyny that considers it to be an impossible idealization or a
      non-sexual state, most cinematic representations of the androgyne stress the eroticism of his/her ambiguity”
      (1997: 199). Suzzie’s active sexualisation makes her a key figure in the film, and rather than reflect the
      androgynous style made famous by Diane Keaton in Woody Allen’s Annie Hall (1977), where “[b]y not being
      fitted and not accentuating the feminine curves the distance between the masculinity of the clothes and the
      femininity of the body became magnified” (177), Suzzie wears tight-fitting athletic tops that accentuate her
      boyish physique.
    


    
      Even when Han stumbles across some Polaroid photos of the naked lovers, she does not let on. Han begins hanging
      out with Suzzie’s college friends, getting drunk with them before succumbing to the sexual advances of one of the
      young men. Suzzie is a flighty, tempestuous girl keen to establish some formality in her relationship with Yoon.
      Featuring a high degree of nudity and some torrid sex scenes, Love, In Between only narrowly avoids the
      depiction of pubic hair and genitalia with a well-placed hand or a sudden switch of camera angle avoiding
      obscenity. Unlike Japan’s ‘liberation of hair’ noted earlier, Korean cinema still maintains a sense of propriety
      with its depictions of nudity. The film’s unexpected resolution avoids (to a degree) a harsh judgement on those
      characters that have strayed beyond their moral, or marital, boundaries.
    


    
      House with a Nice View [Jeonmangjonggeun Jib] (2012, dir. Lee Soo-sung) on the other hand is a
      risqué romantic comedy that features the sharp-dressed businesswoman A-Ra (Ha Na-kyung), as a callous real estate
      director, and Mi-Yeon (Kwak Hyun-Hwa) as an innocent young woman at the
      beginning of her real estate career. In visual and narrative style this film has all the indicators of a standard
      comedy. Its opening title sequence features a whimsical musical score behind a split-screen montage of the two
      lead (female) characters preparing for a day at work. The slightly voyeuristic view of one showering, although
      only shown from behind, and the other exercising is no indication of the explicit sex scenes that follow shortly
      after. In fact, the overt nudity and intensity of its sex scenes pushes House with a Nice View into the
      realm of a much more adult-style film. A-Ra enthusiastically seduces potential (male) clients when showing them
      around properties for sale. When the curvy Mi-Yeon arrives as a new employee in A-Ra’s office, she is painfully
      shy, embarrassed that men are constantly ogling her trim, but buxom figure. Mi-Yeon is an unfulfilled romantic,
      spending her lonely nights holed up in her apartment reading romantic (and sometimes erotic) love stories.
    


    
      Drawing from earlier writings on workplace clothing in business environments, Bruzzi (1997) notes the supposed
      mutual exclusiveness in codes of business dress and sexual attractiveness, hence A-Ra presents at first as a
      professional woman in her designer skirts and neat blouses, and the young Mi-Yeon mirrors her employer’s style.
      Bruzzi quotes Molloy (1980) where he suggests that women in business settings need to de-emphasise “the bust by a
      blazer which ‘should cover, not accentuate the contours of your [sic] body’” (1997: 134). A-Ra’s lustful
      behaviours and seeming enthusiasm to undress, both confirms the idea that we are all human, and that the business
      attire of the “power suit” is to suppress desire, with the “resulting paradox … that women in business should be
      identifiably female but asexual; sexed but not sexed” (134).
    


    
      One day a curious Mi-Yeon, at the prompting of another colleague, decides to check up on her boss at one of
      A-Ra’s longer-than-they-should-be apartment inspections. Mi-Yoen finds A-Ra in the midst of a lustful sexual
      encounter with the young husband of a prospective buyer. Mi-Yeon observes for some time, then stunned at what she
      has witnessed, leaves just as the man’s wife arrives at the apartment. A-Ra and the man have just completed their
      activities and pulled on their clothes when the woman enters. The innocent wife notes that her husband is
      perspiring, and affectionately wipes the sweat from his brow. Mi-Yeon returns to her lonely apartment, but is
      plagued by visions of the two making love. It is a warm night, and flustered, she decides to go to bed after
      opening the balcony door to capture the breeze. Lying on the bed in her underwear she notices a shadow from an
      apartment in the next building, and realises that she is being observed. She crawls to the window (Figure 5.1) to close the curtains but drags a splinter of floorboard into her knee and rolls on the
      floor in pain. From the view of the voyeur (framed through a camera viewfinder) she is seen writhing on the
      floor, presumably in some kind of sexual ecstasy. The next morning she spies a handsome young man leaving the
      other apartment building, assuming that he is the voyeur. In a romantic but
      non-sexual gesture, they begin to exchange notes with each other.
    


    
      Interestingly, books play a central role in the narrative, from Mi-Yeon’s novels to the sexually experienced A-Ra
      passing a copy of erotic fiction to her younger colleague. The usually coy Mi-Yeon even begins to have fantasies
      about meeting her suitor in a library. Eventually Mi-Yeon begins to play out her fantasies by undressing in front
      of her open balcony door. On the other hand the more predatory A-Ra is well aware of the consequences of her
      actions and feels no remorse in using her body as both a site of enjoyment and as a tool for enticing customers.
      She eagerly passes this on to her protégé as behaviour that should not be seen as morally bereft, but as a
      rightful use of one’s sexuality to profit from what nature has given her. A darker, violent twist to the film
      suggests that A-Ra’s actions do leave her vulnerable, and a client attacks her. From this point House with a
      Nice View takes on a more poignant tone, resembling a K-Pop romantic drama rather than the light-hearted,
      but confronting sexuality of its first acts.
    


    
      While not blockbusters, the strong box office returns of Love, in Between (playing to a home audience of
      1.17 million viewers) and Eun-gyo (1.35 million) reflect the Korean audience’s willingness to support
      films that push cinematic boundaries in terms of plot and imagery (Chosun Ilbo 2012).
    


    The Japanese Aesthetic


    
      The rise of contemporary Korean cinema, as noted, was due to strategic planning guided by careful observation of
      other national cinemas. The all-or-nothing funding model that emerged to support blockbuster co-production
      The Host [Goemul] (2006, dir. Bong Joon-ho) was soon seen to be too focussed for other smaller
      or independent Korean films to emerge. Nikki J.Y. Lee notes the strong impact and vibrancy of Korea’s film
      industry since the early 2000s where the Hallyu wave preceded a more practical reworking of the industry
      to align itself with regional co-productions and to be a major player in the development of multiplex cinemas
      throughout the region, especially into China’s mainland (2012: 87). Lee notes that Korea has cleverly latched on
      to the idea that it produces “films designed to appeal to the cultural tastes of audiences in other Asian
      countries”, (2012: 82), under what she calls “Kor-Asian cinema”. This allows Korea to not only tap into the
      “multilayered sub-regional markets” that make up the Asian media sphere, but also to tap into the shared
      (imaginary) nostalgia that exists in the orientalising of cultural images. Drawing from Iwabuchi, Lee notes that
      Korea’s deliberate export of film (and television) into Japan reflects the idea that “Asia (or respective Asian
      countries) is temporally projected into Japan’s past and spatially represented as an exotic and sumptuous place. Such patterns chime with the ways in which orientalism configures the
      international consumption of Japanese arts and cultural products” (2012: 86). Central to this is the sexualised
      Japan, and it is here that intersections with Korean cinema emerge. After all, as Kate Taylor-Jones states,
      “Japanese and Korean histories, cultures and futures are inevitably entwined, although this in no way conflates
      or reduces their individual impacts” (2013: 8). While this has resulted in a greater focus on the aesthetic value
      of films produced in Korea, it does not lock Korea into an exclusive partnership with Japan’s studios and broader
      cinema industries.
    


    
      Sophie’s Revenge is a co-produced Chinese-Korean romantic-comedy (interspersed with some high farce and
      snippets of animation) about young, middle-class Sophie (Zhang Ziyi) who produces an autobiographical comic book
      following her painful break up with her fiancé Jeff (So Ji-sub). Sophie’s life is a mess, so her friends take her
      out to a Christmas party to cheer her up. Sophie gets outrageously drunk, and then is embarrassed when Jeff turns
      up with his new love, film star Joanna (Fan Bingbing). Unlike other Korean films that feature overt sexuality, it
      seems the Chinese moral values win through in Sophie’s Revenge. The only risqué moment is at a Halloween
      party when Sophie’s costume gets entangled with the eligible Gordon (Peter Ho), resulting in a scene where Sophie
      appears to be fellating Gordon. However, the only characters to notice and comment on this smutty behaviour are
      two nearby Westerners, keeping the moral values of the Chinese intact.
    


    
      Not surprisingly, as with Sophie’s Revenge, one of the films that Lee focuses on, both House with a
      Nice View and Love, In Between feature protagonists as economically secure, independently employed
      women. This is something less overt in films from most of the other countries under examination in this book, and
      reflects Lee’s observation that:
    


    
      Korean popular culture mediates American popular culture for the newly rising middle class … In tandem with
      Korean popular culture Sophie’s Revenge takes up the desires of urban middle-class women through the
      projection of fantasized global settings (2012: 89).
    


    
      One of the most successful Korean films of recent years (nominated for Palme d’Or at Cannes and taking over US$14
      million at the box office) The Housemaid [Hanyeo] (2010, dir. Im Sang-soo) features an
      extremely wealthy family (a theme replicated in Im’s later The Taste of Money, the film which saw
      director Im famously give a verbal spray to the Festival judges stating that they did not understand the Korean
      sensibilities of the film when it failed to win), but the titular female protagonist, Eun-yi (Jeon Do-yeon) is
      from a poor background and the object of her married employer’s (Hoon Goh, played by Lee Jung-jae) lust. Hoon’s
      wife is in late-term pregnancy, often confined to her room, giving Hoon ample opportunities to ramble around their mansion. He invites himself into Eun-yi’s quarters, plying her
      with expensive wine before seducing her, standing naked and Christ-like as she fellates him. A remake of a
      controversial 1960 film by Kim Ky-young, director Im’s attention to aesthetic detail uses crisp whites and
      shadowed faces to accentuate the gothic nature of the story that unfolds. Eun-yi and Hoon’s trysts are soon
      discovered by Miss Cho (veteran actress Yoon Yeo-jong), the seemingly humourless, ever-watchful head housemaid.
      Nudity is commonplace for Eun-yi – she likes to lay naked on her bed, to Hoon’s delight, and luxuriate in her
      bath, allowing a voyeuristic lingering by the camera. The Housemaid is a class-based thriller that sides
      the audience with Eun-yi, at the mercy of the powerful family. While Hoon suffers ill-feeling from his wife and
      family for his infidelity, his unlikeable attitude toward everyone around him paints him as a selfish aristocrat.
      Yet it is Eun-yi that suffers the most. For her there can be no happy ending, resulting in Im’s ascerbic comment
      on the charmed life of the wealthy.
    


    
      While The Housemaid was somewhat controversial for its sex scenes, it is also notable for a sex scene
      featuring veteran actress Yoon Yeo-jeong, at the age of 64. Yoon was later to remark:
    


    
      ‘I didn’t know there was such a scene when I began’, Yoon, 64, said. ‘After I found out, I was really surprised
      and asked the director, “Don’t you think the audience would be offended to see an old woman naked on screen?”’
    


    
      ‘The director answered, “I wrote in the scene intending on that very thing”’, she continued. ‘It was hard to try
      and look undaunted during filming’ (Kim 2012).
    


    
      In the corporate thriller The Taste of Money (Donui Mat 2012, dir. Im Sang-soo), a Korean
      family is embroiled in a web of deceit, corruption and sexual infidelity. Yoon Yeo-jeong (as Baek Geum-ok)
      replicates her powers of seduction (and power). A tale of a dynastic power struggle within an enormously wealthy
      Korean chaebol (family-run) business, headed by Chairman Yoon (Baek Yoon-sik) who has inherited the
      company from his father-in-law. After finding out about her husband’s infidelity (again, a housemaid is involved)
      through the use of the CCTV cameras she has had installed throughout their house she forces her husband’s
      protégé, the much younger Joo Young-jak (Kim Kang-woo) to have sex with her as an act of revenge. Somewhat
      disturbingly she initiates this by rubbing herself against him as they stand in front of a family photograph, a
      stark reminder that he is now under the complete control of the family (Figure 5.2). In the
      scene following, Young-jak is in a bath, rinsing his mouth with lemons in an attempt to expunge the experience,
      in one of the film’s rare tragic-comic moments. The next morning he attempts to resign, but Geum-ok assures him
      it won’t happen again:
    


    
      Geum-ok:   You young people get drunk and do it all the time.
      One-night stand, right? Isn’t it the same?
    


    
      A dejected Young-jak stares at the floor.
    


    
      Geum-ok:   Is it because I’m so old? Is it so disgraceful to sleep with a granny like me?
    


    
      Young-jak:  No, of course, it’s not that …
    


    
      Geum-ok:    Sometimes old women want to do it too. Anyway, I hear you.
    


    
      She dismisses him and walks off. He gazes after her, perhaps with respect.
    


    
      Young-jak:     Tough. Tough as nails.
    


    
      Sex also features prominently as one of Young-jak’s primary roles as an employee of the Chairman, as Young-jak is
      to engage prostitutes for Chairman Yoon and his foreign business associates. There is an air of Stanley Kubrick’s
      sexual thriller Eyes Wide Shut (1999) in Im’s use of shadowy lighting, and rich autumnal brown backdrops
      that contrast the naked flesh of the various women in the scenes of orgies and illicit sex that take place within
      the family mansion.
    


    
      Morality is the predominant theme in The Taste of Money, whether it be personal honesty and fidelity, or
      the lure of corrupt business practices. Young-jak appears to be the most morally upright of all the characters as
      he wanders the halls of the mansion, a silent observer of the sordid deeds and ingrained distrust between family
      members. In a tender moment he modestly tries to cover the naked, floating body of the housemaid, drowned on the
      orders of the dastardly matriarch, Geum-ok. But Young-jak is not entirely guilt free as his trust in his
      employees reaches a limit, and he is revealed squirreling away bundles of cash from the family’s vault to ensure
      that he can one day escape the madness of the murderous, greedy dynasty.
    


    
      Eun-gyo (English title A Muse, dir. Jung Ji-woo) is a 2012 Lolita-style tale of a lonely
      17-year-old schoolgirl, Eun-gyo (Kim Go-eun in her screen debut), who meets Lee Jeok-yo (played by Park Hae-il,
      well-known to audiences through his memorable roles in Bong Joon-ho films including the Korean 2006 blockbuster
      The Host, and 2003 Memories of Murder). In his early 30s, Park plays a nationally-recognised
      poet, but despite some barely effective makeup is not entirely convincing in his attempt to play a man in his
      70s. One review suggests that Jung Ji-woo has “crafted a rich film here that exposes a number of social taboos
      and strongly questions the social correctness of them” (Wheeler 2012). In one scene the feisty Eun-gyo paints a
      tattoo-like picture of an eagle on Mr Lee’s chest. As she leans over him, Mr Lee’s imagination takes over in a
      visual indication of the palpable distance between them: his awareness of the taboos he will be breaking if he touches her, and her seeming innocence. In the dream-like sequence that
      follows, Lee is suddenly his younger self, playfully seducing Eun-gyo and, as they remove each other’s clothes,
      he notices she has a matching eagle tattoo on her breast. Wheeler (2012) suggests that this is indicative of the
      way film confronts “society’s normative beliefs around sex, power, and relationships”.
    


    
      Eun-gyo is a mostly somber film, punctuated by the eroticism of Mr Lee’s visions of his young muse, and
      an extended love-making scene between Eun-gyo and Mr Lee’s assistant, observed by a distressed Lee. Its moral
      dilemma lies not in infidelity but in the questions surrounding age, piety and the boundaries of desire. Dyer
      proposes that in film (following Laura Mulvey’s concept of the masculinised gaze) our watching of a female
      protagonist in a vulnerable state – whether as the object of pursuit or the “heroine in jeopardy” narrative
      (2002: 96) – is:
    


    
      … time and time again set up for us in ways that equate the general excitement of suspense and tension with
      sexual excitement, power over women, the thrill of taking a woman and the reassurance of female subordination
      (2002: 97).
    


    
      School of Youth: The Corruption of Morals [Chungchoonhakdang: Poonggimoonran Bossam Yasa] (also
      listed as A Case of Bachelor Abduction, 2014, dir. Do Chang-hoon) is a schoolboy sex comedy set in 1887
      during the Joseon era. The setting allows for elaborate period costumes, giving the film a vibrant, fresh look,
      despite its rather flimsy plot about a trio of peeping-tom schoolboys, two of whom are mysteriously kidnapped,
      tied and blindfolded, and made love to by an enigmatic woman in a black veil. The bulky costumes of nineteenth
      century Korea provide a foil for the women (and men) in School of Youth to hide their physiques while at
      the same time (as with the business suits noted in House With a Nice View) suggesting an increase in
      desire and intrigue of what lays beneath. This echoes Bruzzi’s observation that in “costume films interested in
      sexuality (above nostalgia and history telling), the contrast between the obtainable concealed body and the means
      of enforcing that concealment (namely the clothes) is seen to heighten expectation and arousal” (1997: 42).
    


    
      One of the boys manages to peek beneath his blindfold to see that the woman has a distinctive mole on her body,
      leading to the search for the woman. In a style reminiscent of American college humour, and complete with a
      sometimes abrasive rock soundtrack, School of Youth is a light-hearted, quite sexist film that features
      plenty of (female) nudity and numerous comical scenes of the boys and their erections at (mostly) inopportune
      moments. The film is somewhat contentious because it would seem to be aimed directly at the youth market that is
      unable to legally view the film in cinema release.
    


    
      Park Chan-wook’s Sympathy for Lady Vengeance (2005) features a common theme of whiteness throughout, as
      noted in my earlier book on film aesthetics (Pugsley 2013). The motif of the
      ultra-white body, especially in the film’s title sequence using makeup and flour, and mirroring the Japanese
      geisha aesthetic, points toward what Galt sees as “[t]he virginal woman, enshrining cultural purity in her
      exposed white body, [that] counterposes the artistic and political value of the pure with the implied
      colorful/colored slut of inadequate film” (2011: 68). Thus, long-standing cultural and racial codes are
      replicated on screen to the extent that “purity has helped construct the white body as transparent, rational and
      modern, linking fleshly corruption and racial otherness to excess color” (2011: 68). As also noted in my earlier
      book, the colour yellow was used in the early colour films of Vincente Minnelli as a bright, highly visible
      indicator of the vamp. Contrasting yellow costumes and adornments against darker skin created an Orientalist
      trope that suggested the unbridled eroticism and carnality of the racially ‘other’ woman. The radiant brightness
      of garish “[i]ndecent color implies an erotics” (Galt 2011: 82) that are clearly apparent to most filmmakers.
    


    Conclusion


    
      The highly influential trilogy of films by Park Chan-wook (Sympathy for Mr Vengeance 2002, Old
      Boy 2003, and Sympathy for Lady Vengeance 2005) established Korean film on the international
      festival circuit through their visual aesthetic and their value as a series of films with a high shock value.
      Toying with themes of disability, incest, graphic sex, amputation, mutilation and other scenes of extraordinary
      violence, Park almost single-handedly raised the bar of Korean filmmaking. His films move far beyond the
      “fluffy-but-strict parameters that cage K-pop and K-soaps” (Salmon 2012). But as Taylor-Jones points out (134):
    


    
      Park refuses to offer a narrative ‘moral’ narrative but rather creates situations where the worst of humanity can
      be shown and we are left with the consequences of violence rather than being given any possibility of redemption.
    


    
      Despite their brutality, or perhaps because of it, the global impact of Park’s trilogy is unparalleled in Korean
      cinema. Salmon suggests the reason behind this may be that “Park acknowledges and shows the results of violence,
      rather than using it simply as a cinematic device to leverage excitement” (2012).
    


    
      Park’s foray into Hollywood in Stoker (2013) is less dramatic though, with a taut psychological thriller
      far removed from the violence of his trilogy, or even the later horror of his vampire thriller, Thirst
      [Bakjwi] (2009). The former film is very much a Western production in terms of its stars and the use of
      a US location and English language, although it does bear the hallmarks of Park’s ability to create tense
      situations in films that appear to be “afflicted by an insane archival addiction, violent yet lyrical, at once
      mannerist and experimental, a combination between collector and fetishist”
      (Thoret 2012: 234). The latter film, Thirst, is a very different creature, released in Korea as
      Bakjwi, which simply translates into English as ‘Bat’. Thoret sees Thirst as a “gore melodrama” in which
      Tae-ju (Kim Ok-vin) plays a “poor little Korean match girl, hamstrung by a deadweight of a family and an impotent
      husband, who, once bitten, morphs into a carnivorous ingénue” (Thoret 2012: 235). Her sickly, but abusive
      ‘husband’ (who is actually her step-brother) Kang-woo (Shin Ha-kyun), and her overbearing adoptive
      mother/mother-in-law treat her with contempt. But Tae-ju is infatuated by local priest, Sang-hyun (Song Kang-ho),
      now internationally acclaimed as having helped to prevent a pandemic emerging from Africa. The self-flagellating,
      and now un-dead, bloodthirsty priest, returns to his hometown and visits Tae-ju’s family. During dinner, Tae-ju
      manages to drag him away where she begins to unleash his unfulfilled sexual desires:
    


    
      Tae-ju:  I waited for you, when I was young. Because the idiot [Kang-woo] liked you. When you came, he
      left me alone.
    


    
      Tae-ju is busily undressing.
    


    
      Tae-ju:     I’m not a shy person.
    


    
      She sits astride him (Figure 5.3) and exposes her bare breasts, but he turns away, the guilt
      of his compromised position as her priest causing him pain. She manoeuvres her way around him to undo his belt
      and trousers, but he pushes her off, grabbing a stick and begins to whip his thighs as punishment for the sins he
      is committing. Tae-ju rips the weapon from his grip, kissing his bruises, before continuing to undress him. She
      mounts him and begins to make love to him, but just as it seems he is relaxing, Tae-ju’s brother and mother begin
      shouting from the dining table, that they need her back at the table to assist them. When she returns she is
      beaten for her tardiness. With the table cleared for Mahjong, and Sang-hyun back at his seat (after some
      supernatural flying to ensure he enters through another entrance to Tae-ju), he deliberately informs Tae-ju that
      he will be at the hospital on the following Sunday.
    


    
      Tae-ju duly arrives at the hospital for a clandestine meeting with Sang-hyun where they quickly find a deserted
      wardroom (except for the unresponsive patient lying in a coma in the next bed). While undressing her, Sang-hyun
      requests that she does not seek him out again, after all “It’s a bigger sin for a priest”. Her response is more
      blunt:
    


    
      Tae-ju:        I’m not Catholic. To me, you’re just a needy, single man.
    


    
      Sang-hyun: We can both go to Hell for this.
    


    
      Tae-ju:        I don’t have faith. I’m not going to Hell.
    


    
      It is here that things turn from the moral and theological to the physical.
    


    
      Sang-hyun:  I have a terrible infectious disease.
    


    
      Tae-ju:        I’m too damn healthy. Just once, I wish I could be sick in bed.
    


    
      Sang-hyun pointedly snaps off his priest’s collar and leans into Tae-ju’s neck. She gives a brief squeal of pain,
      before giving herself over to his sexual desires.
    


    
      The savageness of Thirst is not just figured visually, but as Dean Lockwood (in Balmain 2013: 266)
      states, his “‘naturalistic’ study of vampirism and seduction is discomfortingly accompanied by frequent and
      detailed noises of sucking, slurping, swallowing, genital friction and armpit-licking”. Such aural imagery is
      also found in Park’s other films, perhaps most notably in his short film Cut (2004) where the sound of
      digits being severed adds to the unwatchable horror as a kidnapper fulfils his threats on an innocent musician.
    


    
      As a filmmaking aesthete, Park imbues his films with high quality visuals and dramatic splashes of colour, and,
      as Salmon (2012) notes “[w]hile members of Korea’s fine arts community may well question whether blood-spattered
      revenge flicks are in any way an appropriate representative of modern Korean art, there can be no question of
      Park’s global influence”. Are the films of Park and other bold Korean directors part of the “new extremism” that
      Horeck and Kendall (2011) contend has emerged in European cinema over the past decade or two? After all, they
      suggest that “[i]f the films of the new extremism in France have been received abroad as a particularly ‘French’
      take on this ‘rising tide of sex and violence’, a range of European films since the 1990s have employed many of
      the same confrontational aesthetic strategies, and have also garnered attention for their distinctive takes on
      cinematic provocation and transgression” (Horeck and Kendall 2011: 4). Locally though, the disappointment of
      House With a Nice View suggests that the titillation of viewers through boundary-crossing sexual imagery
      is not enough. Popular website, The Chosun Ilbo quotes one film industry spokesperson who suggests that a
      “growing number of moviegoers are bored with nudity as a gimmick to market films”, and that they “are put off by
      such tactics” (2012). Nevertheless, Korea’s liberalised film industry has had success, as seen by
      Eun-gyo, The Taste of Money and several other films that have performed well at the box office
      and provided a continuing audience base for Korean films.
    

  


  
    Conclusion


    Maintaining Propriety


    
      Throughout this book I hope to have illustrated how concerns over the presentation of on-screen sexual imagery
      are behind many of the restrictive environments for filmmakers in Asia. Research from the United States may do
      little to allay the fears of state and religious leaders in Asia, with one study showing that 84 per cent of
      general release films in the USA from 1950 to 2006 contain some form of sexualised content (Nalkur et al. 2010,
      cited in O’Hara et al. 2012). A further study of more than 600 films over a six year release period shows that
      particular ‘scripts’ (narratives) have been shown to “provide behavioral options in social situations, including
      those that may lead to sexual behaviour” among young people (O’Hara et al. 2012: 985). The impact of such visual
      and aural images reflects the pedagogical possibilities of cinema, leading Linda Williams to surmise that
      “[m]oving images are surely the most powerful sex education most of us will ever receive” (2008: 6). Furthermore,
      Williams suggests that instead of critics opining that “movies no longer leave anything to the imagination, we
      might do better to approach the imagination as a faculty that perpetually plays with the limits of the given”
      (2008: 260). In terms of offering audiences new ‘behavioural options’, the social and cultural background of each
      viewer allows them to fill in the gaps of what is not shown on the screen. In other words, the “limits
      of the given” proposed by Williams may be visually codified or restricted, but the audience imagination is bound
      by no such limits.
    


    
      While the liberalisation of sexual imagery may open audiences to suggestions of behavioural change or increased
      risk-taking, transversely the study cited above claims that restricting exposure to on-screen sexualities “may
      retard the increase in sensation seeking normally experienced during adolescence … which in turn could delay
      sexual debut and subsequent engagement in risky sexual behaviors” (O’Hara et al. 2012: 990). These are outcomes
      that would be welcomed by, and indeed are a desired regulatory aim for states such as Singapore and Malaysia for
      reasons of morality, and nations such as China and India that battle with both the moral dimensions and the
      socio-economic difficulties associated with rapidly increasing populations. The last thing these nations would
      need, it seems, would be further promotion of sexual activity. And although Japan appears to be the nation that
      is at odds with its neighbours in relation to overt sexual imagery, “in Japan,
      too, there are tough judgements about sex: what is right and wrong, permissible and impermissible, extolled and
      forbidden” (Leheny 2006: 52). The fact that Japan may be more liberal than its neighbours does not mean that it
      is without parameters of decency. Perhaps surprisingly, the West has played a significant role in the development
      of Japan where:
    


    
      Popular views and public rules about sexuality bear the strong imprint of international – particularly U.S. and
      European – influences. Sexuality has become another avenue for Japan’s modernization, attended by ideas of proper
      or scientifically defensible sexual behavior. And it has also included fluid but consistently tense notions of
      innocence … (Leheny 2006: 52).
    


    
      The astute observer of Japan’s cinema industry may contend this notion of ‘innocence’, especially in the films
      produced since the 1960s. For instance, Nagisa Oshima was able to step around Japan’s censorship laws in the
      1970s through his “innovative strategy that stymied police from prosecuting him” when producing his notorious
      In the Realm of the Senses (Cather 2009: 62). Exploiting loopholes in Japan’s obscenity laws, Oshima
      used film stock brought in exclusively from France to shoot his film in Kyoto. He then shipped the undeveloped
      film back to France for developing, editing and distribution. Thus, Oshima’s most famous film was not a Japanese
      film in the legal sense, but a product of Europe (Cather 2009: 62). Similar strategies have been called upon by
      filmmakers elsewhere, most notably Singapore and Malaysia with their ‘exporting’ of feature-length digital videos
      (DVs) for release in foreign cinemas and online sites, with varying success. This illustrates how the policing of
      film now takes place in a global environment that incorporates an increasingly complex “age of unprecedented
      freedom to access a broad range of cultural products that transcend current national boundaries of censorship and
      regulation” (Hickin 2009: 64). In other words, state regulations find that they have little impact in foreign
      jurisdictions.
    


    
      Nevertheless, national cinematic boundaries still exist, or at least, try to exist. In Malaysia, filmmakers such
      as the late Yasmin Ahmed were vocal in their criticism of overly strict censors, while others such as James Lee
      have tried to take a more adversarial approach highlighting the fiscal and cultural benefits that can arise from
      a freer creative environment. In China, the international success (again, both economic and cultural) of Zhang
      Yimou, Chen Kaige, Li Yu and Jia Zhangke have helped (despite some bitter struggles) to see a less obstructive
      attitude toward filmmaking from the state. Elsewhere, Singapore’s Roystan Tan confronted censors head on (as
      noted in Chapter 3) with his short, flamboyant musical Cut (2004),
      released exclusively online for a global audience. The fact that such a film exists suggests that parody and
      mockery of regulations are acceptable (just), and that repressive attitudes toward on-screen sexuality are confined to the production of visual imagery. It also further supports the idea that
      “the social dimension of film narrative is not found at the deep structural levels explored by Todorov, Propp, or
      Levi-Strauss”, but more overtly “at the level of discourse – the ways in which the story is told, inflected,
      represented” (Turner 1993: 79, original italics).
    


    
      Further complications arise in the categorisation of images where narrative structures may feature sexual imagery
      in the form of the erotic such as the inevitable consummation of a loving relationship. There are critics that
      argue that overt or blatant on-screen sexuality instead makes a mockery of eroticism, so that “[w]hether finding
      ways around it, or abiding by it, repression seems to help the libidinal apparatus by presenting it with a rigid
      structure of laws” (Murphet 2014). This perhaps reflects Foucault’s claim that:
    


    
      What is peculiar to modern societies, in fact, is not that they consigned sex to a shadow existence, but that
      they dedicated themselves to speaking of it ad infinitum, while exploiting it as the secret
      (1978: 35, original italics).
    


    
      The notions of discretion and chasteness can therefore be seen as alluring for their scandalous sense of promise.
      It may be the case that “[s]exuality without the law is no sexuality worth having; it’s a marketing mechanism”
      (Murphet 2014), and unlike the films emerging from Singapore, China, Malaysia and India, the work of European
      filmmakers such as Lars von Trier with their graphic use of “unsimulated sex” show that they have “no interest in
      the aesthetic delicacies of subordinating the visual to the verbal” (Murphet 2014). Perhaps these European
      filmmakers lack the wit or subtlety to create the erotic through metaphor and analogy. Or it may suggest they are
      savvy enough to feed on the voyeuristic desires of the transnational cinema audience (albeit the marginal
      art-house audience). As noted in Chapter 2, Ang Lee was able to cleverly
      merge the erotic with the traditional in Lust, Caution as represented by Wong’s glamorous image in a
      shredded cheongsam and underclothes that challenge the environment where “[t]oo often period costumes are
      presumed to signify sexual repression as opposed to the presence of an active sexual discourse” (Bruzzi 1997:
      37).
    


    
      Aside from the visual and design aspects of individual films, the various discourses of on-screen sexuality are
      also importantly brought into focus by the way in which different nations deal with gendered representations of
      sexuality and morality. Mulvey, for instance, explores Hollywood in its pre-Hays Code days when female sexuality
      seemed to be flourishing in the representation of female stars on the screen. These roles were part of a societal
      and institutional containment where: “[e]mblematic freedom and independence stayed ultimately within bounds,
      traditions of sexual morality were maintained, and endings could bring the heroine back to the tradition and
      stability of conventional marriage” (Mulvey 2010: 24). Such containment is
      still found in the many national cinemas across Asia, signalling that these potential liberties are part of a
      highly complex web of cultural and moral regulations. As with early Hollywood and its attempts to reflect ongoing
      changes across American society, “[w]hile the presence of an active, assertive female sexuality in culture and in
      everyday experience had to be acknowledged, the discourses surrounding it were contorted by hypocrisy and social
      anxiety” (Mulvey 2010: 24). Similarly, while the increased openness toward sexuality across Asia in the
      discourses of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century offer a sense of liberalisation for filmmakers,
      this still (mostly) fits within the scope of the global hypermasculinity thesis proposed by Nandy, Ling and
      others where it “fuses Western and Asian patriarchal traditions” (Ling 1999: 299). Any sense of liberation for
      women must reside in the post-feminist approach that women are somehow empowered by being able to appear to
      derive sexual pleasure for their own sake, rather than being purely objectified. It is here that Asian cinema is
      indicating change in its sexually forward female protagonists.
    


    
      Change can be difficult to introduce in established cultures, and as Jackson et al. claim, in “East Asian
      capitalist democracies men’s sexual ‘needs’ are still privileged and it remains difficult for women to attain
      sexual autonomy, especially if they seek to escape the institution of heterosexuality” (2008: 8). Notions of
      autonomy in Cultural Revolution-era China, for example, proved problematic, and while Japanese film often shows
      the sexually powerful woman, this is often within a frame of revenge by the dangerous femme fatale
      rather than as a form of social or sexual equality. While Sono Sion’s Izumi (Chapter 4) becomes a sexual aggressor, she ultimately suffers a violent end at the hands of a man.
      But narrative structures are not the only way that the role of women can be reinforced, as noted, the visual
      imagery through blocking and staging of the physical body can be equally as significant. In The Dirty
      Picture (see Chapter 1) Reshma discovers the value of making herself
      the centre of such attention at once defying the idea of subjugation, but as the film plays out, she also
      ultimately suffers for her narcissistic behaviours.
    


    
      Despite the push toward a global cinema, the cinemas of Asia remain governed by the social, economic, political
      and moral codes of their individual nations. The increase in transnational funding arrangements and talent swaps
      has seen a number of concessions made, in some cases rather than limiting the on-screen imagery, they have
      broadened the allowable discourses. Indeed this may well mirror the cultural homogenising that sometimes
      accompanies Hollywood films (making them therefore more easily exportable) and results in “a high degree of
      cross-cultural coding where audiences agree to accept an imported system of meaning for the purposes of enjoying
      the film” (Turner 1993: 79). However, it is difficult to escape the moral values and prescribed gender roles
      embedded in local cultures. It is in this sense, for instance, that “[n]ormative Malay gender discourses are
      focused on the ideologies of shame and reason/passion” and that “in official
      Islamic/Malay discourse, women are regarded as having inherently more nafsu [passion] than do men, and
      therefore must continuously demonstrate their ability to control that passion via shame (malu)” (Gray
      2010: 124). In recent times, according to Gray there has been a reversal where men are now “discursively
      constructed as being more likely to give in to their passion than women; that they are unreliable, and they take
      younger wives to satisfy their lust” (124). This ‘giving in to their passion’ can be seen in films such as
      Sejoli and Dollah Superstar when seemingly strong male characters become subsumed by their
      desires, usually with a disastrous outcome. Again though, we see that this may have a different level of
      significance in different nations, perhaps projecting an image that is counter to the desires of the state, as
      Turner suggests that:
    


    
      When films act as representatives of as well as representations of the nation overseas they become subject to a
      different regime of inspection. They are assessed, for instance, for their appropriateness as tourist
      advertisements, or for their ‘typicality’ as depictions of national life. [ … ] The ways in which the texts
      produced by the national industries are patrolled for their images, for their suitability as the national
      ‘touring team’ (1993: 138).
    


    
      Thus, films that carry overtly sexual, violent or morally contentious matter may register as inappropriate
      representations of a nation.
    


    Watching the Sexual Image


    
      While the geo-political boundaries of the nation-state offer a site for the regulation of cinematic images, it is
      instructive to reflect upon what it is that is being shown, and the mechanisms and techniques that are used in
      presenting sexualised images on Asian cinema screens. Could it be that, as Krzywinska (2006: 35) proposes, the
      “cinematic drive to maximise beauty is born in part of the need for cinema to arrest the gaze and conjure erotic
      desire, in the service of which impossibly ideal bodies are manufactured”? This certainly fits with ideals of the
      consumerist demands increasingly placed on filmmakers in the global cinema industry in the hope of drawing
      audiences to the cinema. But images that ‘conjure erotic desire’ may also be central to the narrative process and
      their suppression or removal as a result of censorship may alter the intended artistic message of the filmmaker.
      Many films work as adaptations of literary works, and here again, the choice of whether to include scenes that
      existed in the original written text (but played out in the imagination of the reader rather than as directly
      visual) will affect the final look of the film and create questions around the authenticity of the text in
      comparison with the original literary work.
    


    
      The visual characteristics of the film medium can therefore both assist and
      align with the narrative structure of a film and be made to affect audiences in a variety of ways. As seen in
      various examples in previous chapters, the use of particular camera movements, for instance, can heighten and
      prolong the sensual experience on screen. Advances in the portability and mobility of cameras creates a further
      range of possibilities for filmmakers, and in Galt’s examination of films she states: “I want to think about
      these prettily curvilinear camera movement[s] in terms of the arabesque, a concept that is used in everyday
      language to mean an elegant curve, but that opens onto a rich aesthetic and political history” (2011: 163). Galt
      cites Andre Bazin’s examination of a documentary on French artist Henri Matisse that follows “continuous and
      uniform arabesques” of his brushstrokes through the use of slow motion (163). For Bazin, according to Galt, these
      brushstrokes “are like the smooth cranes of Hollywood of the third-person effects shots of Moulin Rouge
      (2001, dir. Baz Luhrmann), whereas the neorealist point-of-view shot reveals its own place and time” (163–4). The
      movement of the cinematic arabesque is itself a gendered moment on the screen where the “idea of a curved and
      elegant line is strongly associated with the female body” (170), therefore it focuses the (masculine) gaze on the
      object at its core.
    


    
      Full-frontal nudity of the type found in Guilty of Romance and The Blue Mansion, where a female
      protagonist stands alone as the central focus of the audience’s gaze, cannot but help reinforce such gendered
      imagery. In terms of classical ballet, the arabesque (itself an Orientalised term) is “pictorial, frontal,
      developed to emphasise the elegant lines of neoclassical form as well as the femininity of the dancers’ bodies”
      (Galt 2011: 171), again gendering the moment. Galt proposes that the classical form of the arabesque “demands
      stillness [ … ] whereas in film it implies a multidirectional, potentially endless motion” (171) as the camera
      circles its object. This stillness, the rigidity of the exposed (naked or near-naked) female form can also be
      read as a form of subjugation, denying the possibility of freedom of movement from the centrality of the gaze.
      The visible difference when dealing with women in film occurs because:
    


    
      Conventions have built up around the representation of the female in films. Particularly in Hollywood film since
      the adoption of colour, the female is shot in a different way to her male counterpart. There is more emphasis on
      individual parts of the body, even to the extent of cropping out the head or face [ … ] Hollywood film has turned
      the female form into a spectacle, an exhibit to be scanned and arguably possessed by the (male) viewer (Turner
      1993: 81).
    


    
      I would suggest that the woman as ‘spectacle’ moves well beyond Hollywood’s conventions, and this is replicated
      in the cinematic arabesque that can be seen as encoding female suffering in
      the way that it “extends an aesthetic category that abstracts, sensualizes, and scatters across the surface the
      tensions and pleasures of geopolitical being” (Galt 2011: 176). In other words there are recognisably universal
      themes at play in the cinematic representation of the sexualised female form.
    


    
      Universalities appear even though the ways that filmmakers present sex and sexuality is constantly in flux,
      influenced not just by changing regulatory environments and shifts in society’s moral boundaries, but also by
      transitions and trends in film styles and movements. The French New Wave, Italian Neorealism, the Korean Wave,
      China’s Fifth and Sixth Generations, and the Hong Kong New Wave movement all feature examples of where filmmaking
      has been unleashed and “[s]exualization has come to behave in effect like a lingua franca of visual
      culture” (Gronstad 2012: 122). The moves toward greater realism in cinema may provide some insights into the
      ‘unleashing’ of on-screen sexuality, but as Williams suggests, realism in cinema is still caught in a problematic
      phase, where “filmmakers, critics, and society have not agreed on the correct place of sex acts mediated by
      moving images” (2008: 66–7). This lack of uniform agreement is clearly reflected in the controversies surrounding
      Tsai Ming Liang’s The Wayward Cloud (Chapter 2) or von Trier’s
      Nymph(o)maniac. And in relation to changing values around cinematic representations of sexuality, it
      appears that “[a] process of idealization has been of paramount significance in order to maintain those crucial
      boundaries between interiority and exteriority, matter and form, revulsion and beauty, and obscenity and art”
      (Gronstad 2012: 118).
    


    
      Despite such controversies, visual (and hinted) references to sex are now almost commonplace in popular culture
      texts where sex has a highly visible impact “across virtually every conceivable domain and genre/medium involved
      in the production, dissemination, and reception of images” (Gronstad 2012: 118). The everyday exposure to such
      imagery emerged in the West where “television breached the defensive wall between the public and private spheres
      and beamed its profane images into the sanctuary of the home” (Thompson 1998: 130). But this was not initially
      the case in India where the desirability of the U certificate became even more attractive because in the 1980s
      not only were films created as family-friendly for cinematic releases, but “only films so certified could be sold
      to the Doordarshan [national television network] – a safe and sure niche” (Dasgupta et al. 2012: 68). The arrival
      of MTV-style film clips and musical items sexualising women (and, to a lesser extent, men), saw a rapid change in
      representations during the 1990s, if not preceding then at least concurrent with changes in India’s cinema.
    


    
      The highly visible sexualisation of media cultures that emerged in the late twentieth century impacted on “the
      high and the low, the aesthetic and the utilitarian, fiction and reality, the material and the digital, as well
      as fashion, sports, entertainment, fine art, photography, cinema, television,
      new media and social websites” (Gronstad 2012: 122). In Britain, moral panics about the degradation of society
      through popular culture that had first appeared in the rock ‘n’ roll era of the 1950s resurfaced in the 1990s
      despite the fact that what the British Press previously claimed was becoming ‘deviant’ had become “increasingly
      the norm, and the ‘permissive society’ that began to emerge in the 1960s was even more firmly established,
      especially in sexual representations and practices, ranging from homosexuality to extra-marital sex” (1998: 136).
      But if such deviant imagery is allowed to continue unfettered across such a broad range of media, why is cinema
      so often seen as the scapegoat?
    


    
      As a creative medium less restrained than the commercial and regulatory codes of broadcast mediums, film has long
      provided a site for open artistic expression. At times changes in regulation and even audience tastes have seen a
      push toward more extreme imagery on the screen. From Luis Bunuel’s horrific eyeball cutting scene in Un Chien
      Andalou (1929), to Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Salo, Or the 120 Days of Sodom (1975), to Matthew Barney’s
      multi-performance opera/film/dance piece, River of Fundament (2006–2014), avant-garde filmmakers have
      continued to take considerable risks. For Horeck and Kendall it seems that by “pushing at the limits of the
      watchable and the tolerable, these [extreme] films involve and implicate spectators in particularly intensified
      ways with what is shown on screen, demanding critical interrogation and ethical and affective response” (2011:
      8). Certainly the films that Horeck and Kendall discuss are testing the resolve of the audience, but these are
      within the culturally determined boundaries of European cinema. Films such as India’s Jism or Japan’s
      Ichi The Killer [Koroshiya Ichi] (2001, dir. Miike Takashi) while worlds apart in terms of
      their outrageousness, are each seen to push at the “limits of the watchable and the tolerable” in their
      respective home environments. The offence and outrage over the screening of a bared breast in one culture may
      equal that of a shot of exposed genitals in another. Interestingly, the regulatory environments in which
      censorship operates tread carefully when it comes to the on-screen imagery of sexual fluids. Such images are
      generally seen to transgress into the field of the pornographic, and as Feury contends, these “are more
      threatening to the social order because they show a beyondness to the body [and] cross the boundaries between
      flesh, body and subject” (2000: 81). The visibility of such excretions “represent subjectivity through the acts
      of flesh, merging the two into a different type of body, that of the unrestrained” (81). They also raise
      questions around the intent of filmmakers working in the types of extreme cinema that “would seem to invite
      comparisons with earlier filmmakers for whom aesthetic provocation was an explicit form of political activism,
      they also seem invariably to short-circuit such analogies, such that the line between critique and complicity is
      increasingly difficult to discern” (Horeck and Kendall 2011: 6).
    


    
      But while this extremism edges ever closer to possible mainstream acceptance,
      Gronstad maintains that the “visibility of the nude body and of explicit sexual acts in the art cinema of the
      noughties may bespeak a superficial similarity with the various phenomena taken as evidence of a sexualized
      culture” (2012: 128). Cinema often tends to push boundaries beyond that of the mainstream audience, rendering it
      “a mistake to lump this cinema in with reality TV shows and fashion magazines” (2012: 128). Rather, the views of
      Horeck and Kendall are more apt, when they note that “[g]raphic representation and the tradition of artistic
      transgression have complex histories, and the definition of what one takes to constitute extreme is notoriously
      subjective, slippery and bound by historical and social pressures” (2011: 5). As noted in Chapter 1, for Indian audiences of the past the extreme included even the simple act of
      kissing. But could it be that audiences and critics have reached a point where “[k]issing too long, kissing
      posited as the sole visible sexual act, necessarily becomes, as Freud says of pathological symptoms, obsessive
      and repetitive” (Williams 2008: 47)? It seems that India’s audiences have become bored and disaffected with such
      imagery and now demand ‘more’ from their films. Do they really want to see ‘What’s behind the veil’, as cheekily
      suggested in the song noted in Chapter 1?
    


    
      The extreme is obviously subjective and rendered differently if a film is aiming for a degree of realism. For
      instance, Linda Williams notes how “every kiss in every film is already a kind of documentary of that particular,
      intimate, and yet still publicly acceptable sex act in a way that an act of violence, which is usually faked, is
      not” (2008: 66). For Williams, “two people must really kiss in a film close-up” (66), the act must take place
      without stunt props, computer-generated graphics or body doubles. Furthermore, the classification of a film can
      determine how much is revealed as “[w]here the PG film conceals sex and is all about the kiss as an entrée to
      what would not be further revealed, the X film reveals the very functioning and the hydraulics of sex” (5). These
      functions are overtly presented in films such as The Wayward Cloud that challenge the moral codes of a
      particular culture. Annette Kuhn argues that “although modes of address in pornographic representations in
      general may be a feature of a patriarchal order, any specification of the pornographic apparatus demands not only
      a consideration of other structures (economic and legal, for example), but also an examination of the precise
      character of patriarchal social relations at any particular conjuncture” (1993: 120), and are highly contingent
      on national tastes and standards. These approaches may include “current sexual mores, and codes of conduct
      governing social and sexual relations between women and men” (Kuhn 1993: 120).
    


    
      This intertwining of reality and fictional narratives can be problematic, especially in the current environment
      that fosters international co-productions, amplifying the scope for scandals amongst societies that may be less
      liberal in their attitudes. In the conclusion to his important work on moral panics that drew from Stanley
      Cohen’s initial studies, Kenneth Thompson wrote:
    


    
      Taking a lead from Foucault’s insight that the history of discourses and
      regulatory practices concerning sexuality in modern society is not a simple matter of deregulation or increasing
      ‘permissiveness’, but rather of the envelopment of new forms of regulation, we have seen that moral panics are
      often symptoms of tensions and struggles over changes in cultural and moral regulation (1998: 142).
    


    
      This development of new regulatory forms can run the risk of heavy-handedness and open up these regional
      differences such as those in India that impact heavily on the allowable images for cinema screens, with former
      Eastern India censors Dasgupta et al. noting how filmmakers in the East were critical of them because in the more
      liberal states around Bombay (Mumbai) and the south of India the censors “are letting a camel pass, and you are
      straining at a gnat!” (2012: 68).
    


    
      The different approaches to cinematic regulation across Asia tend to reflect a similar divergence of opinions –
      while Japan’s authorities are ‘letting a camel pass’, other nations continue to ‘strain at gnats’. The increasing
      globality of cinema and growth in the national cinemas across Asia that are closely examined in this book have
      widened the gap though; increasingly it seems that camels may pass through. Liberalisation in allowable narrative
      structures, dialogue and imagery is crossing cinematic boundaries far beyond that of the geo-physical. The moral
      and sexual boundaries that once signalled taboos have been breached in many instances. These shifts are often
      driven by the complexities of global investment and industrial changes to cinema production that demand bigger
      audiences for films and a larger take at the box office. Concurrent with these changes has been the development
      of carefully stratified classification systems and a simultaneous push for multiplex cinemas across the Asian
      region allowing for more films to be shown to more distinct or niche audiences. The growth in the market for
      films that feature sexual or morally questionable content (enabled by the age-dependent segmenting of the film
      market in the multiplexes) has seen national films more readily accepted throughout the region, and among the
      growing field of diasporic and Western audiences. The ability for Asian films to impress (or shock) audiences at
      ‘foreign’ film festivals such as Cannes, Berlin or Sundance is a beginning point of contact for Western
      audiences. Festivals in Busan, Hong Kong and other Asian cities alert regional distributors of films that are
      likely to gain interested audiences among the various nations of the region. Exposure to these new and bigger
      audiences signals that Asia’s cinematic boundaries are being crossed. The region’s films are no longer
      constricted by overly officious state regulators (in most cases), but can increasingly be afforded the freedoms
      to follow the creativity of the filmmaker. No longer confined to jingoistic nationalism through films that
      function as a form of quasi-propaganda and strictly chaste standards of morality and sexuality, Asian films are
      now being produced for a truly global audience.
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      1.1 Sequence from Aiyyaa (Showmaker Pictures)
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      1.2 A hirsute Amitabh Bachchan in Deewaar (Trimurti Films)
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      1.3 John Abraham flexes in Dostana (Dharma Productions)
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      1.4 Reshma (“Silk”) is baptized in the erotic arts in The Dirty Picture (Balaji Motion Pictures)
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      1.5 Ragini about to submit to Uday’s charms in Ragini MMS (ALT Entertainment)
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      1.6 Deepika Padukone’s too-revealing skirt in Dum Maaro Dum (Ramesh Sippy Ent.)
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      1.7 The bawdy fountain sequence from Grand Masti (Mehboob Studio)
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      2.1 Lin forces himself upon Pingguo in Lost in Beijing (Laurel Films)
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      2.2 The leery Mr Lim in Happy Hotel (Starlight International)
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      2.3 Xiao-Zhun’s not-so virginal whiteness in Blowfish (Happy Pictures Co., Ltd)
    


    [image: Image]


    
      2.4 The partial obscuring of Vicky in Millenium Mambo (3H Productions)
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      2.5 Birthday cake in Love in a Puff (Media Asia Films)
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      3.1 Presenting the CB Leaf in Ah Boys To Men (J Team Productions)
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      3.2 Domestic tensions and inappropriate clothing in The Blue Mansion (Tiger Tiger Pictures)
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      3.3 The Blue-haired seductress in Sejoli (Primeworks Studios)
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      3.4 Dollah rejects Farah’s seduction in Dollah Superstar (Filmscape Malaysia)
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      4.1 Izumi’s mirror moment in Guilty of Romance (Django Film)
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      4.2 Inflation valve in Air Doll (Engine Films)
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      4.3 Keiko’s evil mother in Himizu (Gaga Corporation)
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      4.4 Astride the giant phallus in Wood Job (Django Film)
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      4.5 The naked Lucius in Thermae Romae (Filmmakers, Tokyo)
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      5.1 Mi-Yeon crawls to the window in House with a Nice View (Mines Entertainment)
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      5.2 Young-jak being sexually objectified in The Taste of Money (Above the Line Productions)
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      5.3 Shy girl Tae-ju in Thirst (© copyright all reserved by CJ Entertainment)
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I'm not a shy person.
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Classification
rating (Theme)

Guidelines

Theme
introduced
or revised

G

PG

PG13

NC16

Mi8

R21

NAR*

a

Them itable for viewers of all ages.
Content should promote positive social values ¢ family
bonding, respect for the elders.

“Themes should be suitable for children below 13 years.
“Themes should generally have a low sense of theat or
menace, and be jusifiable by context.
Special attention should be paid to their impact on children.
Crime, violence, juvenile delinguency and promiscuity
should not be glmorised or promored.

s between 13

“Themes should be suitable for young t
and 15, Darker themes can be allowed.
Crime, violence, juvenile delinguency, and promiscuity
should not be glmorised or promoted.

Portrayal of mature themes (e gangsterism and
ansvestism) may be allowed, provided they are treated with
cretion and appropriate 1o those 16 years and above.

are

Stronger portrayal and esploration of mature them
allowed. Homosexual theme/content as a sub-plot may be
permitted, if discreet in treatment and not gratuitous.

Stronger and more explicit portrayal and exploration of
mature themes are allowed.

il tha portray, as 2 main theme, s
parenting will be subject to strict revic

“Themes that promore issues that denigrate any race o
religion, or undermine national
“Themes that glorify undesiable fecishes or behaviour
(e pacdophilia and bestiality) are not allowe
Promotion or glmorisation of homosesual lifestyle.

1991

1991

2011

1993

2004

1991
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Guidelines

G

PG 12
R15+
R 18+

General, suitable for all ages

Parental guidance requested for young people under 1

For persons aged 15 and above only (No one under 15 admitred)

For persons aged 18 and above only (No one under 18 admitted)
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Guidelines

(G) General
(P) Protected

(PG) Parenal
guidance

Viewing is permitted for audiences of all ages.

Viewing s not permitted for children under six; children viewers
between 6 and 11 shall be accompanied and given guidance
parents, teachers, seniors, or adul relatives or friends

Viewing s not permitied for children under 12; attention and
‘guidance from parents, teachers, or seniors are required for
adolescent viewers between 12 and 17.

Viewing is not permitted for those under 18,
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Guidelines

AIL(G)
PG
PG

18-years +

Restricted

General admission
12-years +
15-years +
Teenager restricted

Limited s

recnings at select cincrmas
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U
UA

v

Universal
Restricted exhibition to those over 12 years of age
For those over the age of 18

Restricted display






