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Introduction

IN THIS EDITION:

Hou Hsiao-hsien and the development of a Pan-Asian
style, Kung Fu Hustle, Wong Kari-wai’s Hong Kong (x2),
Ghost In The Shell, Copyright law and Anime culture,
Fantasia Festival 2005 Report, Hollywood Orientalism
revisited, Tomoko Matsunashi, “Squalid Infidelities”
Part 4, a review of IZ0, and splinter reviews.

GUEST EDITED by OWEN LIVERMORE

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

Faithful readers of Synoptique may remember that
at the end of edition 9 we promised changes were on
the way. But plans change. Owen Livermore and staff
have put together this gem of an edition all in classic
Synoptique form. 10 editions. It’s a fine round number
to turn a corner on. 111 articles. In honour of this little
publishing feat, I decided to dig into our archive and
present 10 articles from the last nine editions—articles
I feel were important to the journal, were particularly
good, or which I just happen to like. The real pleasure
was to discover how difficult it was to try and pick only
one article per edition. Please indulge this lingering
look back at how far we’ve come. Enjoy, and thanks
for reading;

Adam Rosadiuk
Editor-in-chief

We want to thank everyone who has contributed,
everyone who has pitched in to build this community.
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So long Colin, Lisa, Owen, and Janos.
Good luck. Keep in touch.
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The Gongfu of Kung Fu Hustle

Stephen Chow’s Kung Fu Hustle is a fast-paced slapstick
action/comedy, but it is also a study in modernization,
exploitation, and redemption. Gary Xu reads Kung
Fu Hustle through history and the history of film,
discovering an indirect, subversive strategy influenced
by the tenets of the martial arts.

Gongfu, the Chinese word made known to the West
by Bruce Lee as kung fu — Chinese martial arts,
originally had two related meanings: talents/skills
acquired over a long period of time and the time
needed for completing a task. Bruce Lee’s gongfu
apparently stemmed from the first semantic meaning
of this word, referring to both the skills of fighting
and the senses of justice and righteousness that require
arduous training and careful fostering. The skill aspects
of gongfu have been spectacularly displayed on the
big screen by Bruce Lee and other masters of kung
fu cinema. The second meaning of gongfu — the
temporal dimension — can also be found on the big
screen, especially in many productions of the Shaw
Brothers Studio during the 1970s and 80s. In Chang
Cheh’s Shaolin Temple (1976), for instance, the disciples
unknowingly acquire extraordinary martial arts skills
through years of repetitive daily labors such as cooking
and taking care of Buddhist sutras. The emphasis on
temporal duration corresponds to the well known
Chinese saying about gongfu: “With enough gongfu
(time, patience, and perseverance), you can sand even
an iron anvil into a needle.” This emphasis, however,
has been lost in the increasingly Hollywoodized kung
fu cinema. The audience no longer has patience for the

Gary Xu

slow-paced process of trials and trainings; the films
“cut right to the chase” and are filled with spectacular
fighting sequences; and the plots and characters are
weakened due to the sole focus on spectacles.

Stephen Chow intended to restore the temporal
dimension of gongfu in his recent film Kung Fu Hustle
(2005), whose original Chinese title is Gongfs. His intent
is made clear in his attention to the process of physical,
mental, and moral growth, in his incorporation of
elements of Shaw Brothers’ cinema, and in his historicity
that is based on not only the history of cinema but
also a strong sense of historical justice, which, in the
film’s fable-like setting, points to contemporary China’s
political and economic situations. Advertising his film
as the “ultimate kung fu film” that consummates and
concludes the kung fu cinema tradition, Stephen Chow
manifests his real gongfu — cinematic craftsmanship
(auteur-ship) and social concerns based on deep
knowledge of tradition and spirit of renovation.

The first aspect of Chow’s gongfu is growth over time.
Unlike in many contemporary action films, Chow’s
heroes are not born overnight. In contemporary action
or martial arts films, the temporal duration is usually
short — only a segment or a moment of the hero’s
life is of cinematic importance. In Chow’s films, the
entire life of the protagonist matters. Chow’s heroes
must endure a long process of physical tortures and
psychological humiliations before turning into shining
“needles” or “butterflies” Ah Sing’s growth from
a good-for-nothing weakling to a Bruce Lee-like
superhero gives the film a happy ending. Sing’s path,
however, is not free of obstacles or pitfalls. As a bullied



child, he spends his piggybank savings on a “Buddha’s
palm” training manual. Believing that he has mastered
the ultimate form of gongfu from the manual, Sing
challenges the bullies when they beat on a girl. His
heroics, however, incur further humiliations since the
manual is a worthless fake. Defeats and failures follow
Sing into adulthood. To change his fate, Sing decides to
join the evil Axe Gang His inner goodness, however,
prevents him from becoming an evildoer and eventually
uplifts him into a superhero. Sing’s physical and moral
growth gives meaning — belief that perseverance and
kindness will prevail — to Stephen Chow’s seemingly
meaningless “mo lei tou” comedy style — nonsense that
comes from nowhere and seems irrelevant to the film’s
story.

Western critics and audiences consider Chow “lowbrow”
because of his dizzying mixture of pop culture and his
jokes that mostly focus on the lower part of the human
body. It is true that Chow’s cinematic language — both
the words spoken in his films and the composition of
his films — are always mediated, full of puns, allusions,
references, and tributes to previous films in particular
and to pop culture in general. Some of the references
are easily recognizable. As A. O. Scott points out in
his review of Kung Fu Hustle for the New York Times
on April 8, 2005: “The movie snatches tasty morsels
of international pop culture, ranging from Looney
Tunes to Sergio Leone to ‘Airplane!; and tosses them
into a fast-moving blender.” The rest of the references
can be difficult to detect, requiring knowledge of
the history of cinema. The mixing, however, can be
cinematically significant if it is consistent with Stephen
Chow’s fundamental stance — to laugh at himself as
a social underdog is for exposing social injustices to
the underprivileged. It is especially interesting when
the history of cinema is used by Chow not only for
paying tribute but also for criticizing contemporary
social problems. Chow’ mediated cinematic language
thus turns his zo /e fon upside down, revealing serious,
“highbrow,” and tragic sides reminiscent of Charlie
Chaplin. To add meaning to the meaningless, to trace
the origin of the abrupt and context-less »z0 fe7 ton — this
is the most important aspect of the gongfu in Kung Fu
Hustle.

Stephen Chow’s fascination with the history of cinema
begins with Bruce Lee as well as with Chang Cheh,
Shaw Brothers’ greatest martial arts film director.
Chang Cheh’s impact on Kwng Fu Hustle is not only
highly visible in the action and in the mise-en-scene,
but also more deeply hidden in Stephen Chow’s casting.
The choice of Dong Zhihua to perform the role of
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“Doughnut” (the breakfast shop proprietor/spear
expert) is significant in itself — Dong was Chang Cheh’s
preferred actor at the last stage of Chang’s creative
burst. A Beijing Opera actor who migrated to Hong
Kong in the 1980s, Dong performed the lead role in all
of Chang’s last six films: Great Shanghai In 1937 (1986),
Launghter In Xi'an (1987), Across The River (1988), Ninja In
Apncient China (1989), Hidden Hero (1993), and Shen Tong
(1993). Dong was silent for a long period of time before
Stephen Chow invited him to appear in Kung Fu Hustle.
Rejuvenated, Dong shows some truly fantastic moves
that combine power with precision and quickness.

Dong Zhihua is important to Kung Fu Hustle, but the
most important impact of Shaw Brothers’ cinema on
this film is the site where all the action takes place:
Pig Sty Alley. “Zhulongcheng zhai” in Chinese, Pig
Sty Alley is not Stephen Chow’s invention; instead, it
is directly borrowed from a 1973 Shaw Brothers’ film
The House Of 72 Tenants (712 jia fangke). The year 1973
saw Bruce Lee’s Enter The Dragon (Menglong guojiang)
dominating the worlds and Hong Kong’s cinema
markets. Surprisingly, however, Enter The Dragon was
not that year’s box office champion in Hong Kong. It
was beat out by The House Of 72 Tenants, a situation
comedy directed by Chor Yuen. Chor’s film also is not
an original creation — it is a remake of an eponymous
film produced in mainland China in 1963 by Pearl River
Studio, which is itself based on a popular 1952 Shanghai
play. The play, situated in Shanghai’s typical shikumen
housing complex that usually accommodates numerous
low-income households under one roof, is a satire on
the corruption of the Nationalist government. In the
play, which is set in early 1949— shortly before the
Communists drove the Nationalists out of Shanghai—
the landlord of the complex conspires to sell his own
stepdaughter to a corrupted policeman. The policeman
can force the 72 tenants out so that the landlord can
sell his house for a hefty profit. The plan, however, is
defeated by the tenants, who help the stepdaughter and
her real lover escape. Despite its overt leftist ideology,
the play is full of funny moments due to its witty use of
the Shanghai dialect and its attention to the unexpected
in the tight living space. Transplanting the Shanghai
play and the mainland film to 1970s’ Hong Kong, Chor
Yuen created the unforgettable slum “Pig Sty Alley”
to replace Shanghai’s shikumen house. Chor’s film is a
poignant satire on the bureaucracy of Hong Kong’s
colonial government and shows tremendous sympathy
to the folks struggling on the bottom of the deeply
divided society.

Chor’s film is a milestone in Hong Kong cinema
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history. First of all, its dialogues are predominantly in
Cantonese. The Hong Kong cinema of the 1960s and
early 70s was dominated by Mandarin films, most of
which were produced by Shaw Brothers with the aid
of talent emigrating from Shanghai. But, in 1973, it
is noted that “...after a year in which no Cantonese
pictures were produced, Shaw Brothers, which was
still regarded as the king of the Mandarin film studios,
took the lead in the revival of Cantonese by making
and releasing The House Of 72 Tenants” ' This was the
beginning of the revival of Cantonese films in Hong
Kong, Before long, Mandarin films faded into obscurity
and Cantonese became the only dominant language in
the Hong Kong film industry.

The House Of 72 Tenants is thus important to Stephen
Chow for several reasons: 1) It revived the Cantonese
films that Chow was accustomed to watching when he
grew up; 2) It was the best of the situation comedy
or neighborhood dramas, a genre from which Chow
learned his comic expressions and perfected his 720 lei tou
skills; 3) It focuses on the underprivileged, the socially
injured, and the abject, people to whom Stephen Chow
pours all his sympathy and from whom Chow finds
his laughs; 4) It deliberately preserved the stage-style
in the original play and made the film’s indoor studio
set an aesthetic choice, similar to Hitchcock’s theatrical
nuances originated from his insistence on shooting in
studio sets; 5) It has created a most unforgettable site/
sight of urban dwelling in Pig Sty Alley: the pigeonhole-
like co-inhabitance, the everyday trifles, the laughter
amidst hardships, the unexpected out of banalities
and routines, and the extraordinary among the most
ordinary.

All these motifs in The House Of 72 Tenants are present
in Kung Fu Hustle. There is the clearly artificial stage
setting in the murder scene that opens the film; the
attention to the ordinary life in the slum; the most
extraordinary growing out of the ordinary; and, of
course, the archetypal site of slum life in Pig Sty Alley.
Setting this film in prerevolutionary period Shanghai,
Stephen Chow also pays tribute to the original Shanghai
play, although he does not forget Chor’s satire. The
unlawfulness of the Axe Gang, as well as the corruption
of the police and of the entire city bureaucratic system,
makes us wonder if these are well-disguised references
to contemporary China’s political and economic reality.

In the midst of unprecedented economic boom, China
continues to rest its development on two pillars: public
construction projects and exports. As part of the push
for urbanization, China’s real estate constructions

are quickly transforming its landscape and social life.
Shanghai in particular has become China’s window
for showcasing urban constructions that embody
modernization — it has more than 300 skyscrapers in
2005, compated to only one in 1985. 2 Old shikumen
slums are being demolished everywhere and replaced
by fake shikumen structures such as the high scale
entertainment district The New World (“Xin tiandi”).
Old tenants are driven out of their dwellings by the
corrupted bureaucrats, law-enforcement agents, and
well-connected powerful real estate companies; they
often receive little compensation when their houses are
demolished. Gangsters are often hired to violently attack
and force out these tenants. * I believe, to a great extent,
Kung Fu Hustle implicitly criticizes this trend of urban
demolishment, tenant intimidation, and government
corruption. The neat and artificial commercial street
at the beginning and the end of the film is stunningly
similar to The New World; the Axe Gang members, in
their business suits and in their ubiquity and brutality,
are reminiscent of today’s real estate bosses who profit
through bribery and violence; and the slum, juxtaposed
with the new streets, is representative of the polarized
Chinese city in which the poor have nothing except
supports from each other.

I'am usually against overtly politicized reading of literary
texts and films. Readers and viewers often are so eager
to look for political messages in foreign texts that they
miss literary, aesthetic, or visual nuances. Censorships
also rely on the reductionist reading to force linkages
between texts and dissident political implications. In
the case of Kung Fu Hustle, however, everyone expects
it to be lowbrow comedy and fantastic action; no one
suspects any political referencing. It is paradoxically at
the most unexpected place that Chow hides his political
criticism, which is also consistent with his concern over
the powerless. The political references and the social
satire are made possible by Chow’s embedment of
motifs from the play and the two films with the title The
House Of 72 Tenants. One still may insist that Chow is
merely paying homage without the intension to satirize
the contemporary situation. But the embedment itself
is what matters, since it registers and preserves the
original’s demands for social justice. Because of the
demands, history — be it cinema history or social history
— is evoked not merely for spectacle’s sake, but on
behalf of contemporary reality. This is what I mean by
“historicity”: history restaged in order to make implicit
reference to reality, history is not a “mirror” of reality,
but a part and parcel of reality — the temporal order
does not have to be linear since what happened is what
makes the world as it is today.



Justice is what Chow’s ultimate gongfu strike is about.
Martial arts films such as those by Chang Cheh and
King Hu traditionally are known for conveying senses
of justice and righteousness. But in recent films, such
as Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, Hero, and House Of
Flying Daggers, the focus shifts away from justice toward
melodramatic and universal terms of love and revenge.
Historical atrocity committed by the First Emperor of
Qin can be rewritten into a tale of the wise leader and
personal sacrifices; battles are no longer between good
and evil, but between jealous lovers; the distinction
between right and wrong is all relative; and the only
thing matters is the staging of spectacles based on
action and scenery. Stephen Chow returns the kung fu
cinema to its fundamental moral basis: right vs. wrong,
good vs. evil; in the meantime, he also discards the
nationalist baggage (China vs. Japan, Han Chinese vs.
Manchu, Chinese vs. white devil, etc.) in previous films.
By making justice absolute and universal, Chow further
reveals the serious side and contemporary relevance of
his filmmaking.

This is Gary Xu's first contribution to Synoptique.

ENDNOTES

1 Stephen Teo, “The 1970s: Movement and
Transition,” in Poshek Fu and David Desser, eds., The
Cinema of Hong Kong: History, Arts, Identity. Cambridge,
U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2000, 95.

2 See Time’s special report, “China’s New
Revolution,” ( June 27, 2005): 33.

3 There are numerous examples of using
violence on residents who are unwilling to leave their
houses. Many of cases are documented at this website:
http://www.peacehall.com/hot/chaigian.shtml

Gary Xu teaches Chinese cinema and literature at the
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. He has
written extensively on transnational Chinese cinema
and global politics. His recent publications include
“Remaking Fast Asia, Outsourcing Hollywood”
(Senses of Cinema, no. 34), “The Pedagogical as the
Political: Ideology of Globalization and Zhang Yimou’s
Not One Less” (The Communication Review, vol. 06,
no. 4), and “Flowers of Shanghai: Visualizing Ellipses
and (Colonial) Absence” (in Chris Berry, ed., Chinese

The Gongfu of Kung Fu Hustle

Film in Focus: 25 New Takes. London: BFI, 2003).

Edited by Owen Livermore.
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Corridor Romance: Wong Kar-wai’s

Intimate City

Laurel Wypkema is the first of two authors investigating
the place and importance of Wong Kar-wai’s Hong
Kong Cinema in this special issue of Synoptigne. Hong
Kong as Intimate City and the Cinema of Wong Kar-
wal focuses on Kar-wai’s unique vision of Hong Kong
as a post-new wave filmmaker. Wypkema beautifully
articulates Kar-wai’s postmodern representation of
love and loss in a Hong Kong that is characterized by
fragmentation and familiarity. This essay provides a
unique insight into Kar-wai’s emotionally charged, and
experiential, view of Hong Kong,

Hong Kong’s geopolitical history is fundamentally
unique. Colonized for almost 200 years by England,
Hong Kong prospered enormously, becoming
internationally renown as a wealthy and cosmopolitan
region boasting luxury cars, expensive hotels, the
English ritual of afternoon tea, contemporary
architecture and soaring skyscrapers comprising an
exquisite skyline and a unique mix of languages:
Cantonese, a dialect from Canton (Guangdong)
province not spoken throughout the rest of mainland
China and English (obviously, the language of the
coloniser). Hong Kong’s curious suspension between
cultures has continued well past 1997, when the
capitalist colony was ceded back to China, which had, in
the meantime, become a Communist republic. China’s
“One Country, Two Systems” policy is in place until the
year 2047. Hong Kong’s legal system, culture, currency
and immigration laws will be replaced by China’s. The
Special Administrative Region (SAR) of Hong Kong
has continued to thrive financially, though its residents

Laurel Wypkema

have become increasingly involved in protesting for
their democratic right to elect government officials
following China’s appointment of the deeply unpopular
Tung Chee Hwa as their Chief Executive ".

Hong Kong’s cinema — particularly its new wave
cinema — cannot be considered outside of its distinctive
political and social history. Particularly interesting
are the various contrasts and idiosyncrasies evident
in the relationship between site of production — the
region itself — and film texts produced since the eatly
1980s, which is the period generally agreed upon as
the beginning of Hong Kong’s new wave movement.
It is precisely the emergence of Hong Kong’s unique
cultural, political, colonial, postcolonial and arguably
recolonzal identity during this period that has shaped the
region’s creation of film texts fundamentally in recent
history; most notably in the turbulent and uncertain
years preceding — and the near-decade following — the
1997 handover.

The emergence of Hong Kongs “modern” new
wave cinema in the late 70s and carly 80s is discussed
critically as a major turning point in the industry’s
history. In his book, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics
of Disappearance, local scholar Ackbar Abbas corrects
a misunderstanding typical of his Western peers, who
until recently maintained the notion that the cinema
of Hong Kong was primarily one of kung fu and a
hyper-action-melodrama. Contrary to this widespread
impression, he says, Hong Kong’s new cinema

...Is not essentially a cinema of action or a
‘cinema of blazing passions, which was how



one popular festival of Hong Kong films was
billed in the United States. What is interesting
is that it is a cinema that responds to a specific
and unprecedented historical situation, what
I have called a space of disappearance where
‘imperialism’ and ‘globalism’ are imbricated with
each other... Dislocations and novel connections
typify the new Hong Kong cinema and the images
we find in them 2.

I would like to briefly explain the thrust of Hong Kong’s
cinematic history. Since consideration of this pivotal
moment, in what is indeed an articulation of Hong
Kong’s still-emerging cultural, even perhaps “national”
identity depends, in part, on an understanding of
what led to the emergence of the new wave. The
postmodern depiction of the city in Hong Kong’s new
wave films emerged after decades of locally-made films
were produced there for people outside of its regional
boundaries, where Hong Kong was often dressed up to
look like elsewhere — usually mainland China — and to
emulate the various traditions and cultural specificities
of those elsewheres. Prior to the emergence of the
People’s Republic of China in 1949, two genres typified
Hong Kong’s cinematic output. As the tiny region
sought (unsuccessfully) to contribute propaganda films
to the construction of nation-building for the mainland,
Confucianminded mainland-style melodramas (/unl)
and revolutionary films (minzu) were produced as a
show of patriotic loyalty to mainland China on the eve
of Japanese occupation in the 30s and 40s. After the
import of Hong Kong films was banned in China in
1952, Hong Kong sought a new market — again outside
its local borders — in the various Chinese diasporic
communities around the world until the 1970s. It was
another step away from mainland ties, and, according
to scholar Chu Yingchi, a landmark in the eventual
emergence of a certifiable ‘Hong Kong society’

Chu’s book Hong Kong Cinema: Coloniser, Motherland
and Self, plots this tendency to market and distribute
films abroad — an otherwise unusual tendency for
a nation’s film industry — or in Hong Kong’s case: a
“quasi-national” film industry. She argues that the
residential history of Hong Kong — an atypical blend
of colonization, transience, immigration and exile from
elsewhere (most often mainland China, the Philippines,
Taiwan and other areas of South and Southeast Asia)
directly influenced film production choices in Hong
Kong, in turn creating a film industry that pandered
to “others” rather than to local Hong Kong audiences.
The tendency to produce films for other areas —
whether for mainland China or for various Chinese
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diasporas throughout Southeast Asia and the rest of the
world — continued approximately until the last quarter
of the 20th century. At the same time, the region
became more culturally well-defined, politically stable,
economically successful and, significantly, increasingly
distanced from identification with mainland China. At
the same time, the emergence of Hong Kong’s new
wave cinema launched a prolific period of filmmaking
that has been described as “locally-concerned”. This
breakthrough led to others — political filmmaking
and locally-situated documentary, for example — but
perhaps most significantly, the art house film and
the frequent depiction of Hong Kong as “home” —
whether fondly, nostalgically or problematically — are
centrally important during this period. Until the early
1980s, Hong Kong was treated by many as a home
away from home; a transient, “meantime” destination.
As increasing numbers of people were born — or more
often raised — in Hong Kong, though, an indigenous
film culture began to take shape. The new wave marks
the emergence of a cinema made specifically for Hong
Kong residents. The cinema of Stanley Kwan, Ann Hui,
Tsui Hark, Patrick Tam and, slightly later, Wong Kar-
wal, depicts Hong Kong as specific place and city with
a distinctive culture and people. These films arguably
work towards a definition of what it is to live in Hong
Kong, call Hong Kong home, and cope with leaving
and yearning to come back when a journey abroad
is portrayed. In other words, this new cinema began
exuberantly showing the spaces of Hong Kong as homze
for the first time. These images became an important
part of Hong Kong’s cinema, and continue to be so.

Wong Kar-wai is, perhaps, the best known new/second
wave Hong Kong filmmaker, worldwide. He is at the
peak of critical acclaim following the international
success of In The Mood For Love (2000) and the greatly
anticipated recently released 2046 (2004). As such,
he is a filmmaker belonging as much to international
cinema as he belongs to Hong Kong’s. He is noted for
his sensitivity and a melodramatic style often focused
upon a Hong Kong that is intimately represented in a
fractured, dislocating manner emphasized by a complex
visual aesthetic, fragmented temporal thrust, and lush
musical score. Despite this fragmentation and small-
scale, or perhaps because of it, the city — renown as
a thriving and densely-populated metropolis —becomes
familiar to both indigenous and foreign viewers in a
very particular way, and this is perhaps best described
as “Wong Kar-wai’s Hong Kong”. David Bordwell has
said of Wong Kar-wai that, in him, “Hong Kong has
found its exportable festival filmmaker, the one director
no intellectual need be ashamed to like...Critics claim
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him as the allegorist of postmodern urban culture”
’. At the same time, Bordwell anticipates and warns
specifically against scholarly study of the director,
fearing that this will inevitably overlook the import of
Wong’s emotionally-wrought humanist films in which,
he says, time is treated as

...an unmanageable flux, a stretch of reverie,
an instant revelation, and an undying memory,
the films invite critics to search for allegories of
impermanence reflecting Hong Kong’s pre-1997
anxieties...|[but] this Romantic and romantic
cinema, however concerned with the city in history,
is centrally about being young and in love...To
treat these lovelorn films as abstract allegories of
Hong Kong’s historical situation risks losing sight
of Wong Kar-Wai’s naked appeal to our feelings
about young romance, its characteristic dilemmas,
moods and moves *.

It is with this charge that I take issue. My study of
Hong Kong film and concentration on the region’s
new and postnew wave movements, especially in the
films of Wong Kar-Wai, arise precisely out of my
understanding of him as a dynamic and emotionally
articulate filmmaker. If I study his representations of
the city it is because 1 firmly believe that they are rooted
in an understanding of his films as a whole experience.

“BEvery day we brush past so many other people. People we may
never meet or people who may become close friends.”
Cop 223, Chungking Express

This quote, spoken by He Qiwu (Takeshi Kaneshiro),
are the first words heard in Wong Kar-wat’s Chungking
Express (1994). Kaneshiro voiceover literally gives
voice to a series of shots over grimy rooftops and grids
of satellite dishes, wires and a hazy twilit sky. These
shots are curiously emptied of people, though they are
no less densely packed than the ensuing sequence inside
Chungking Mansions, where He Qiwu pushes past the
roaring, heady nighttime throngs who eat, laugh, shout,
steal, shop, loiter and work there.

The “mansions,” a real-life duo of huge and thickly
populated tenements, house 6,000 low-income renters
apiece, an assortment of hostels, fly-by-night travel
agencies, fast food stalls and knickknack shops which
measure, in some cases, less than 25 square feet. Hong
Kong’s notoriously overcrowded tenements — just
blocks away from its equally quintessential luxury hotels
— are in Kowloon, part of Hong Kong’s mainland side
and separated from Hong Kong Island by a narrow

strip of South China Sea.

Chungking Mansions, the thickly populated Island-side
markets and Officer 633’ (Tony Leung Chiu-Wai) tiny
apartment comprise Wong Kar-wai’s Hong Kong. It is
within this tropical and constantly changing urban space
that various manifestations of sensuality, intimacy, failed
love, lost love, and love of loneliness unfold in Chungking
Express. These bustling corridors, dank alleyways, food
stalls, crowded markets and tiny apartments also typify
Wong’s Fallen Angels (1995), Happy Together (1997) — an
undeniably “Hong Kong” film, though it takes place in
Argentina — In The Mood For Love and, to a lesser extent,
Days Of Being Wild (1991). Considered together, these
films present Hong Kong as a place of intimate public
spaces. That is: intimacy is possible and flourishes
in spite of — indeed, because of — the use of Hong
Kong’s densely populated urban spaces as private and
familiar. Intimate, interior spaces here are represented
within typically exterior metropolitan sites: the sway of
urban crowds, the glut of city noises and labyrinthine
side streets. The inner-city is prone to intimacy; the
negotiation of private relationships is located here.

Indeed, Wong Kar-wai’s characters in these films
share the (often frustrated) pursuit of intimacy within
intensely urban spaces. Esther Yau says of Wong’s
characters that they have “a sense that there is a public
world of possible intimate connections, but that one
does not quite know how to access it °.

Considered one of Hong Kong’s foremost second
wave filmmakers, Wong Kar-wai’s films tend to depict
in great detail the lives of Hong Kong residents as they
struggle with issues of romantic and familial love and
the search for personal identity. These recurrent themes
of fledgling intimacy, self-discovery, disappointment,
and the endless, repetitive thrust of time are inevitably
paired with characters who are tangled up in the
domestic, local, indigenous and transient aspects of
Hong Kong life. In particular, Chungking Express, Happy
Together and In The Mood For Love present these aspects
of intimacy as spatial relations between characters and
the various site-specific city nooks they inhabit. Wong’s
films portray a physically and spatially intimate Hong
Kong.

These rowdy, steamy spaces so typical to Hong Kong
contrast starkly with, and are located literally just below,
the region’s overwhelming wealth typified by skyscrapers
and massive, serpentine sidewalks linking ever more
luxurious and modern air-conditioned shopping
centres in Central, Hong Kong’s business hub. Though



this sanitized, glass and steel metropolis is rarely even
glimpsed in the background of Wong Kar-wai’s Hong
Kong (his only pan of the familiar skyline is flipped
upside down in Happy Together), it is nevertheless #here,
concretely suspended above the crowded street-level
population. This architectural contrast is part of a local
identity that is very specific to Hong Kong and which
originates in myriad political, geographical and social
tensions unique to this bustling region. Neil Leach,
professor of Architectural Theory at the University of
Bath, says:

Hong Kong is the quintessential site of spatial
appropriation. The interstices of the urban
fabric are used and re-used with an extraordinary
intensity. Stalls appear over night, squatting
within the leftover spaces of the urban fabric, and
disappear with equal ease. Interior spaces — home —
are created even in the external Jones of the public realm.
Public thoroughfares are adopted as the site of
ritual events. These spaces —many of them transit
spaces — become spaces of transitory identity, as
their character changes according to the way in
which they have been appropriated (emphasis
added) °.

Wong Kar-Wais films struggle with issues of
representation, sexuality, and culture within a
postmodern context. And perhaps ironically, at the
historical moment Hong Kong film was finding
and portraying a specifically “Hong Kong identity,”
filmmakers such as Wong Kar-wai have also implicitly
understood the transience and ultimately culturally
fractured and transnational nature of the space of the
city; of zheir city. In fact, it might be argued that Hong
Kong residents, as they come to terms with and explore
aspects of their identity with their “home” space, must
at the same time address their fundamentally shared
and shifting politics of location.

Wong Kar-Wais Hong Kong is not often narratively
bound to contemporary Asia specifically. The subtleties
of his work can be understood as internationally
accessible, while remaining founded on an intimately
identifiable cityscape. This, arguably, has everything to
do with certain undeniable realities of current Hong
Kong culture and its history. In seven of the eight films
he has made to date, Wong has portrayed Hong Kong
unquestionably as “home” for his characters. The city is
a place of unavoidable triad violence in As Tears Go By; a
place of origin and abandonment, inescapable even after
the film’s main character travels to Taiwan in Days Of
Being Wild; a home of frantic movement, clogged public
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thoroughfares and anonymous chance encounters,
each a possibility for potential romantic connection
in Chungking Express; a home of neighborhood gang
violence, thwarted romance and impossibly cramped
quarters making the pain of unrequited love that much
more physically unbearable in Fallen Angels; a home
known to us only through nostalgia, memory, painful
familial disassociations in Happy Together; and, finally, a
1960s Hong Kong is home to lingering but ultimately
abandoned possibility  and
connection in the sumptuous Iz The Mood For Love.

romantic emotional
These films concentrate repeatedly on lost or failed
love, with main characters usually ending up alone, if
they don’t die first.

These films have in common both a concentration
on young and almost exclusively failed love, and the
representation of city space as largely anonymous
corners, as well as a handful of immediately recognizable
spaces that belong unquestionably to Hong Kong: a
city that is most often represented by crowded nooks
and crannies, idiosyncratic shops, fast food joints and
narrow alleyways. Wong’s characters exist within a
city that is the physical embodiment and postmodern,
transnational indication of their various social lives.

In The Mood For Love, for example, provides an almost
constant depiction of this sense of intimate space
paired with unfulfilled emotional intimacy. This film
and others, most notably Chungking Express, Fallen Angels
and Happy Together express these fraught intimate spaces
— which are always public city spaces — of Hong Kong
(or the small, steamy Hong Kong-esque spaces of
Buenos Aires in Happy Together) and its residents. These
spaces are as recognizable and familiarly comfortable
to local residents as they are universally accessible to
international audiences. Potential romantic couples in
each of these three films, are confronted with — are,
indeed, comforted by — the ever-present urban public
space as potential, sometimes exclusive, site for
romantic pursuit.

The thematic link between city space and the search
for romantic love and identity in these films serve to
remind us that Hong Kong is a region of constant
political and cultural change. The region is, at the same
time, literally shifting and transforming as architectural
booms replace the old with the new. As a consequence,
regional and individual identity is often portrayed as
ambiguous and resistant of definition. Questions of
place, space and identity arise out of the fact that Hong
Kong is a place still deeply involved in immigration
and emigration which, in turn constantly hampers



14 SYNOPTIQUE | EDITION 10

the region’s ability to concretely define a “national”
or “quasi-national” identity. The Hong Kong resident
confronts daily the inescapability of the space of the
city — a relatively tiny plot of land that is nonetheless
home to more than seven million people. Just as identity
and identity formation are implicitly linked to Hong
Kong’s recent history and, subsequently, its people,
so does the spectre of the city’s cramped quarters and
the inevitability of chance meetings and anonymous
encounters weigh on character consciousness in Wong
Kar-wai’s cinema.

Questions of identity and the reality of intimacy are
therefore constantly present in the lives of the people
of Hong Kong, however indirectly they are felt. These
realities are consistently present also in the region’s
contemporary post-new wave films — which Wong Kar-
Wai’s oeuvre is a part of. For his characters, intimacy is
achieved as much in the public realm as in the private
realm, and this can be read as a learned consequence
of identification with the small spaces of Hong Kong
as the bome spaces of Hong Kong. Wong’s films portray
the city as a place where intimacy is, in fact, achieved or
sought after exc/usively in public. This use of city space
is both emotionally universal and regionally specific.
Small city spaces are used to connote intimate spaces
of failed, forlorn and yearning love and tenderness.

Laurel Wypkema previously wrote about HBO in Synoptique 7.
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Lanime en quéte d’identite: la saga ghost

In the shell

Anime may be the perfect medium to capture
what is perhaps the overriding issue of
our day, the shifting nature of identity in a
constantly changingsociety. [...] Inparticular,
animation’s emphasis on metamorphosis
can be seen as the ideal artistic vehicle for
expressing the postmodern obsession with
fluctuating identity.

-Susan Napier’

Susan Napier fait ainsi écho a Iintérét théorique que
l’anime suscite depuis quelques années. Percu comme
un simple phénomene économique a ses débuts, 'anime
devient progressivement une source d’observation
privilégiée pour la recherche sur le postmodernisme.
Comme TDécrit Thomas Lamarre : « A host of
commentators in Japan have likewise situated anime
in relation to the emergence of something new — the
postmodern, the post-human, the post-national, non-
identitarian politics [...]. More recently, Azuma Hiroki
situates anime in relation to the postmodern collapse
of grand narratives and ideologies. »

Bien suar, Iinfluence du courant cyberpunk sur les
anime est grandement responsable de sa connexion
avec les préoccupations postmodernes. En effet,
le genre cyberpunk, dont I'ouvrage le plus célebre
demeure Newuromancer de William Gibson, propose des
récits d’anticipation dans lesquels, suite aux progres
technologiques, la différence entre humains et machines
est sans cesse remise en question. Cette négociation de
I'identité humaine face aux progres technologiques a
tout de suite été assimilée aux définitions de I'individu
postmoderne. Appartenant a ce courant cyberpunk,

Bruno Dequen

le diptyque Ghost In The Shell est une oeuvre phare de
P'anime. Le premier volet, sorti en 1995, reste P'un des
plus gros succes de 'anime en Occident. Sa suite, sortie
en 2004, sera sélectionnée en compétition officielle au
Festival de Cannes. De plus, ces films sont réputés pour
leur abondante exposition de concepts philosophiques.

En tant que récits de science-fiction, ces oeuvres
abordent bien sur de nombreux themes liés a la
question de lidentité postmoderne. Néanmoins, les
themes abordés au sein de ces deux récits m’intéressent
moins que la facon dont le médium anime parvient a
les susciter. Comme le suggere Napier, le médium lui-
méme serait un véhicule privilégié pour I'exploration
et la visualisation de concepts postmodernes. A travers
lanalyse de la saga Ghost In The Shell, nous explorerons
en quoi les spécificités du médium anime peuvent étre
un judicieux instrument de pensée philosophique.

Ghost In The Shell décrit les aventures du major Kusanagi
Motoko, une femme cyborg appartenant a une unité
d’¢élite de la police de Hong Kong. Dans le premier
volet, Kusanagi et ses collegues sont a la poursuite
d’un pirate informatique surdoué nommé « puppet
master », mais le récit laisse plus ou moins de coté
Paspect policier pour se concentrer sur ce qui semble
étre le véritable sujet du film : la quéte d’identité de
Kusanagi. Cette derniére réalise progressivement que
son cerveau est manipulé par le « puppet master », qui
est en fait non pas un humain, mais un programme
informatique doué d’intelligence. Kusanagi accepte
finalement de « fusionner » avec le « puppet master »,
et le film se conclut sur son réveil dans le corps d’une
jeune fille (son corps ayant été détruit lors du combat
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final). Ghost In The Shell 2 : Innocence se déroule quelques
années aprés les événements du premier volet. Le
personnage principal est cette fois-ci Batou, I’ancien
collegue cyborg de Kusanagi. Batou, qui ne s’est jamais
remis de la disparition de Kusanagi, doit résoudre une
série de crimes perpétrés par des poupées robotiques.
1l finira par résoudre Iaffaire avec I'aide de Kusanagi
qui, devenue une entité immatérielle, a la capacité de
pirater les systémes informatiques et de fusionner avec
n’importe quel corps robotique.

Au niveau du récit, la saga Ghost In The Shell expose
de nombreux thémes philosophiques. A travers le
personnage des cyborgs, la nature de I'identité humaine
est questionnée. En effet, seul une partie du cerveau
de Kusanagi est d’origine humaine, ce qui provoque
chez elle de nombreux questionnements. Tout comme
dans Blade Runner, influence majeure sur ces deux
films, le récit policier est rapidement mis de coté afin
de privilégier les questionnements et les errances
des personnages principaux, dont une des capacités
semble étre la mémorisation de citations de textes
philosophiques et littéraires (Descartes, Milton...). Cet
utilisation abondante des citations s’explique au sein du
récit par le fait que, dans 'univers de Ghost In The Shell,
tout le monde est connecté en permanence sur le Net au
moyen de puces insérées dans le cerveau. Ainsi, chaque
étre humain peut puiser sans limite dans ce réservoir
de connaissances universelles et partagées qu’est le Net.
Dans le premier opus, le « puppet master » profitait déja
de cette innovation technologique pour piraterle cerveau
de certains personnages, ce qui créait un environnement
paranofaque dans lequel chacun pouvait étre manipulé a
soninsu. Ce danger devient omniprésent dans le second
volet. Tous les personnages du film sont victimes de
piratage a2 un moment ou a un autre. Lorsqu’ils ne sont
pas piratés, ils sont parfois victimes de « bugs », tel ce
policier qui use de citations dont il ne comprend pas
la signification. L’identité personnelle de chacun est
mise en doute, ce qui rejoint certaines définitions de
I'individu postmoderne, entre autres celle que propose
Stuart Hall lorsqu’il écrit : « [the postmodern subject
has] no fixed, essential or permanent ~ identity, |...]
[he has| different identities at the same time. » . On
pense aussi a 'idée du sujet schizophrénique que décrit
Fredric Jameson. * En effet, le policier humain utilise les
citations comme une suite de mots sans signification.
Puit de citations inutiles et incomprises, ce personnage
n’est capable ni de comprendre, ni de se servir de ces
citations philosophiques.

Livia Monnet utilise les théories d’Alison McMahan pour
décrire la nouvelle forme de subjectivité a 'oeuvre dans

ces films. ° Elle démontre par exemple que Kunasagi
possede les trois caractéristiques de la subjectivité
multiforme. Dans un premier temps, sa subjectivité est
distribuée dans d’autres personnages du film, a I'image
de son double qu’elle apercoit dans un café. De plus,
elle possede cette « networked subjectivity » citée plus
haut, qui lui permet de communiquer avec ses collegues
directement sur le Net et propulse ainsi sa propre
subjectivité au sein d’un réseau plus vaste. Enfin, le film
présente une « agentless perception » a travers le Net
lui-méme, qui est un point de vue non-attribué.

Ainsi, le récit dela saga Ghost In The Shellest explicitement
source de thématiques postmodernes. Mais cet aspect
n’est pas spécifique au médium anime. N’importe quel
film ou roman cyberpunk développe de la méme fagon
certains de ces thémes. Comme nous I'avons suggéré,
ce sont les spécificités techniques du médium qui lui
permettraient d’occuper une place a part au sein de ces
oeuvres.

L'un des concepts les plus employés dans les
discussions sur 'anime est « mukokuseki », qui signifie
« sans identité nationale ». © Ce terme fait référence
aux univers présentés dans ces films. Mamoru Oshii,
réalisateur des deux Ghost In The Shell, déclare ainsi
que la force de I'anime est la création d’un « autre
monde » qui est complétement détaché de la réalité.
Ce concept peut étre tout aussi bien applicable au
design méme des personnages. Une des particularités
des personnages anime est en effet la simplicité de leur
design. Contrairement a Panimation occidentale qui
porte un soin extréme au personnages afin de créer des
personnalités distinguables, 'animation japonaise porte
son attention sur les décors, et produit des personnages
qui se ressemblent tous. De plus, les visages de
personnages d’anime possedent souvent de grands yeux
et un teint pale. Ces caractéristiques physiques sont peu
japonaises, et de nombreux artistes abondent dans ce
sens en déclarant que les visages mémes des personnages
représentent un rejet de Iidentité japonaise, au profit
d’une identité « internationale ». De plus, dans Ghost In
The Shell, Oshii joue sur une autre particularité du dessin
japonais, qui est la représentation de personnages
féminins nus sans sexe, particularité recyclée d’ailleurs
avec ironie par lartiste d’avant-garde Murakami. A
nouveau, cette particularité créé des personnages qui,
en plus de leur multinationalité, possédent un sexe
hybride qui empéche toute notion fixe d’identité.

La qualité formelle la plus étudiée en ce qui concerne
lanime est le concept de « flatness ». Ce concept,



dans son sens le plus simple, est la caractérisation
typiquement japonaise d’un dessin trés 2D. Murakami,
dont la pratique artistique est une réflexion sur I'anime,
démontre que cette caractéristique est propre a lart
figuratif japonais depuis le début de I’ére Edo. 1l définit
ainsi cette pratique : « Creation of autonomous aesthetic
space within the framework of realistic representation
[...] is the radical spirit of the Japanese two-dimensional
aesthetic. » ' Cette pratique s’oppose en partie a la
tradition occidentale de la représentation réaliste et
perspectiviste. Ce type de dessin permet surtout la mise
en cause du point de fuite, qui est un élément fondateur
de la représentation moderne du monde. Ainsi, I'image
dans les anime ressemble souvent a une superposition
de surfaces hétérogénes sans centre apparent. Le sujet-
spectateur perd alors la stabilité de son point de vue.
Sachant que le concept méme de sujet moderne est
fondé sur la représentation perspectiviste, la pratique du
« flatness » détruit ainsi I'ildée moderne de sujet unique
et homogene. Si Murakami pousse cette platitude a
son extréme, la plupart des anime sont en constante
négociation entre représentation réaliste et « flatness ».
Thomas Looser décrit ainsi les images de Ghost In The
Shell - « Flat spaces of almost pure vivid green color,
in which the principal grounds of location are simply
cross-hatched lines, are combined with filmic, almost
photo-realistic depictions of bodies and movement in
spaces that are perspectival and three-dimensional (with
the point of view of a camera, for instance, following
a running man while panning past still elements in the
foreground and background). » ¥ Looser démontre que
le film tout entier fonctionne sur cette alternance entre
deux représentations. L’esthétique « flat » représente la
ville vue a travers le réseau informatique, alors que la
représentation classique sert aux visions « réelles » de
Ienvironnement physique. Looser développe ainsi une
théorie d’opposition/convergence entre analogique et
numérique, le numérique étant associé au « flatness »,
donc a une représentation postmoderne du monde.

Les points apportés par Looser sont d’un grand
intérét, mais la représentation de la ville dans la saga
Ghost In The Shell est un peu plus complexe que cette
simple opposition. S’il est vrai que le dessin traditionnel
permet de montrer des décors en perspective, le film
alterne constamment entre différentes parties de la ville
sans jamais relier ces endroits entre eux. Les différents
décors sont par ailleurs fortement différents les uns des
autres : d’immenses gratte-ciels, un batiment du siecle
dernier, des quartiers pauvres. Il n’est jamais possible
de faire le lien entre ces différents quartiers. Méme si
la représentation des décors est réaliste, le spectateur
demeure désorienté. En fait, la visualisation numérique
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de la ville permet une meilleure vision du monde
représenté que les scenes réelles. C’est d’ailleurs ce qui
faitla particularité de Ghost In The Shell. Aulieu d’opposer
de facon systématique ’homme et la technologie, ces
films, tout comme leurs images combinant dessin
traditionnel et animation digitale, proposent une vision
du progres technologique qui n’est pas essentiellement
négative. Tout comme I'animation digitale permet un
travail inédit sur les textures et la luminosité, le Net
est percu comme une technologie qui a besoin d’étre
apprivoisée et qui peut potentiellement permettre a
I’homme une meilleure compréhension du réel. Le sujet
postmoderne n’est plus placé en opposition/distinction
face au sujet moderne, il devient P'aide indispensable a
la pleine maitrise du monde par le sujet moderne. Loin
d’étre une oeuvre technophobique (comme la plupart
des films de science-fiction occidentaux), Ghost In The
Shell propose une utilisation positive de la technologie.
Le second volet se conclut d’ailleurs sur la victoire
positive de Kusanagi, dont la fusion totale avec le Net
permet une maitrise presque totale des événements.

Dans notre citation introductive, Napier évoquait le
concept de métamorphose comme spécificité technique
essentielle de 'animation. Comme le remarque Daisuke
Miyao, le film Fantasmagories (1908) d’Emile Cohl, 'un
des premiers films d’animation de Thistoire du cinéma
en 1908, était d’ailleurs entiérement fondé sur la
transformation de formes. ’ Ce film fut’un des premiers
films d’animation distribués au Japon et il provoqua un
énorme impact sur le public de I'époque. Selon Miyao,
ce film est, entre autres, a origine d’une pratique de
Panimation axée sur ses vertus métamorphiques,
pratique qui est toujours trés visible dans 'anime. Si ce
processus de métamorphose est visible dans la plupart
des premiers films de Disney, la particularité des anime
est d’effectuer ces métamorphoses principalement sur
des personnages humains (contrairement a Disney qui
utilise la métamorphose sur des animaux).

En ce qui concerne le diptyque Ghost In The Shell, Livia
Monnet propose d’analyser I'utilisation que ces films
font de la métamorphose en liant ce concept a celui de «
tesseract ». Le tesseract est, selon Monnet, la quatriéme
dimension d’un objet en trois dimension. Elle propose
ainsi I’hypercube comme source d’une théorie sur le
tesseract. Le tesseract peut ainsi s’interpréter comme
Pétat transitoire visible lors dune transformation.
Monnet utilise 'exemple du « morphing » Dans le
passage d’une image a l'autre, Monnet s’attarde sur
le moment ou I'image initiale n’est plus présente et
I'image finale pas encore définie. Comme Iexplique
Kevin Fisher, «Within any morph between two objects
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there is a midpoint at which the morph is minimally
recognizable as either “source” or “target” image. Itis at
the moment of midpoint that, if only just for an instant,
the morph lapses from the order of known things. Most
important, this lapse (or lack) of formal definition is
still figured in full three-dimensional extrusion, and the
paradoxical presence of being-withoutthing-ness blinks
atus [...] like some denuded metasubstance stripped of
the overdetermined trappings of symbolic designation
and fixity» ' Dans Ghost In The Shell, Monnet situe le
tesseract dans les scénes de camouflage optique. Les
personnages ont en effet la possibilité, au moyen d’un
camouflage sophistiqué, de devenir invisibles, et ainsi de
disparaitre dans le décor. La particularité technique de
I'anime (moins de 12 images par seconde) permet de voir
clairement ce moment de transformation. Ce moment
de transition entre deux identités peut étre interprété
comme la visualisation de Iidentité fragmentaire et
changeante du sujet postmoderne. Entre les deux stades
de la transformation, le personnage est « being-without-
thing-ness », sans identité.

Dans Ghost In The Shell 2, un autre aspect de
métamorphose animée fait son apparition. Il s’agit
de la capacité de représentation de ce que, faute de
définition, je nommerai les « mouvements anomaliques
», c’est-a-dire I'animation de mouvements impossibles
et inexistants dans le monde réel. Je fais ici allusion
a la derniére partie du film, dans laquelle Kusanagi
prend possession du corps d’une poupée afin d’aider
son ancien collégue a vaincre une armée de cyborgs.
Dans cette scene, la poupée combine une absence totale
d’émotions visibles a une série de mouvements qui
défient les lois de la physiologie humaine. Selon moi, ces
mouvements anomaliques constituent une visualisation
possible de ce que Bergson appellerait une rupture du
schéma sensori-moteur. Selon Bergson, notre systéme
sensori-moteur est ce qui nous permet d’agir sur le
monde qui nous entoure.

Néanmoins, afin de pouvoir agir, notre cerveau
sélectionne les éléments de notre perception tout en
générant une réponse corporelle appropriée a ces
stimuli. Cette opération d’analyse sélective, nous dit
Bergson, aurait comme inconvénient de nous éloigner
de la « matiére », c’est-a-dire de 'ensemble des choses.
Afin de s’en rapprocher (et donc de jouir d’une meilleure
connaissance du monde), une rupture du schéma
sensori-moteur est donc nécessaire, car elle permet une
perception accrue des choses. Le paradoxe fondamental
réside dans le fait que cette perception attentive a
besoin d’un retour du schéma sensori-moteur pour étre
constructive, puisqu’elle représente une absence totale

d’action sur le monde.

Chez Bergson, notre corps est a la fois Iélément
indispensable a notre action sur le monde et la barriere
qui nous empéche de le comprendre totalement.
L’animation permet, dans Ghost In The Shell 2, de
visualiser un étre hybride qui combine en quelque sorte
les deux attitudes irréconciliables de Bergson. Pur esprit,
Kusanagi est capable de percevoir la totalité du Net.
Mais elle a encore besoin d’un corps pour pouvoir agir
concrétement sur le monde. Piratant un corps extérieur,
elle est d’autant plus efficace que ce corps peut agir sans
étre dépendant d’un schéma sensori-moteur pré-établi.
Pur esprit et pur corps actif, Kusanagi est devenue
un nouvel étre qui, sans rejeter les principes de la
modernité (le corps, donc le soi comme centre d’action
et de connaissances), parvient a utiliser la technologie
comme moyen de perfection des caractéristiques
modernes. Cette courte analyse de la saga Ghost In The
Shell a permis d’observer en quoi les spécificités du
médium anime en faisait un outil d’expression privilégié
pour la pensée postmoderne.

Le design des personnages, la combinaison du dessin
traditionnel et digital, de méme que la capacité de créer
des métamorphoses, permettent en effet de mettre en
image un univers et des personnages en constante quéte
d’identité et en perpétuelle transformation. Il n’y a pas
d’image ou de concept stable et fixe dans 'anime. Mais,
dans le cas de Ghost In The Shell, cette ambiguité n’est
pas percue comme un élément négatif. Peut-étre cette
vision positive du changement constant et de ’hybridité
est-elle une nouvelle définition d’un T'individu (post)
moderne.

Bruno Deqguen wrote about Team America: World Police in
Synoptique 5.
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Fans, Copyright, and Subcultural Change:
A Review of Sean Leonard’s “Progress

Against the Law”

Sean Leonard, a law student at the University of
Chicago, wrote an essay, “Progress Against the Law:
Fan Distribution, Copyright, and the Explosive Growth
of Japanese Animation” to complete a course at M.L'T.
entitled, “Ethics and Law on the Electronic Frontier”
while a master’s student in Electrical Engineering and
Computer Science. Issues surrounding Copyright and
digital spaces are ones that scholars and entertainment
industry agents alike are keen to explore '. Leonard’s
paper is notable for its far-reaching implications,
touching upon subculturallevel power dynamics,
producer/consumer collaboration, and a smaller,
more obscure, but increasingly significant facet of
globalization. The latter is likely to lurk just under the
surface of a Japanese animation club meeting near you.

Leonard’s main argument critiques the U.S. copyright
regime in its tendency to inhibit fledgling new media
industries that rely upon royalty-free mass distribution
for their initial survival. He grounds the context of his
argument in the recent history of Japanese animation,
or anime, fandom in the US,, discussed in a carefully
researched method absent in the rest of the literature
on animation from Japan. This alone is an important
contribution, particularly to fandom researchers such as
myself. However, Leonard concluded this history and
analysis of anime fandom by arguing the need to reform,
if not subvert, some portions of copyright law; not just
for the good of the anime industry in the U.S. during its
nascent years, but also for the “progtess of the arts” *.
In so doing, his essay fails not only to problematize the
notion of this progress, but also to address questions
related to cross-cultural media reception, subcultural
politics, and political economy outside the bounds

Brent Allison

of copyright. By dialoging with Leonard’s work, this
paper will hopefully serve to inspire scholars with the
notion that subsequent research may explore on this
remarkable trend in globalization.

From the beginnings of a self-aware anime fandom
in the US. in the mid-1970s, fans have had to rely
not just on Japanese media, but Japanese people to
obtain and translate this media. Leonard discusses
the facts of fan interaction with Japanese American
community television, small rental shops located in this
community, and even U.S. military personnel stationed
in Japan collaborating with citizens of the host nation
to acquire anime for distribution in the States °. In this
sense, persons of Japanese descent were practically no
different from a U.S. fan group on another coast in that
both peoples had new anime to offer to non-initiates.

Apart from this, Japanese and Japanese Americans
are invisible in Leonard’s discussion of fandom. This
is likely not by Leonard’s intent, but by virtue of
their relative exclusion from fandom that continues
to this day, self-selected or otherwise. Exploring this
exclusion apart from “Japan(ese)-as-source” is critical
in determining how and why fans identify Japan and
Japanese people as Other, and what basis, if any,
this serves in their conceptualizations of anime and
themselves as connoisseurs. Does the relative absence
of Japanese people in everyday anime fandom instigate
Orientalism, another marginalizing system of discourse
that differs from it, or does it bear no significant
effects on fandom’s libratory potential? Would the fan
insistence on retaining the “true” meaning and spirit of
an anime title, often conflated with its “Japaneseness”,



remain as persistent today if more Japanese people
were part of fandom and viewed this “Japaneseness”
much differently?

The introduction of the Commodore Amiga in 1989
allowed small groups of fans to insert English subtitles
into anime for distribution in North America, a
process known as “fansubbing” ‘. Leonard cites this
development as loosening the control of distribution
by larger, well-organized groups such as the Cartoon/
Fantasy Organization (C/FO)°. Relying on technological
change to explain greater equity in power relationships
lends support to technology-inspired initiative over the
constraints of copyright regimes. However, this formula
marginalizes culture, its own force for change, as a
mere response to technology. It alone cannot explain
why fans felt that they were watching “real” anime for
the first time when English subtitles were present, as
Leonard indicates °. Did Catholic parishioners in the
pre-Vatican 11 era feel that their services weren’t “real”
because they were read in Latin? What might explain
the “reality” of subtitled anime for fans as opposed to
its presentation in “raw’” Japanese? This concern calls
for socio-linguistics, cultural and visual anthropology,
as well as social psychology to inform explorations of
this issue.

Further, power imbalances among participants in a
subculture may likely remain or even increase with the
introduction of more user-friendly technology. Web
technology, for example, can unleash democratizing
forces amongst fans to challenge dominant meanings
ascribed to anime in weblogs and message boards. This
same technology also allows relative behemoths such
as AnimeTurnpike.com and AnimeNewsNetwork.com
to organize massive amounts of anime-related data and
commentary without detailed public input or significant
control. Any private volunteer group today would be
hard-pressed to exercise C/FO’s level of control of
fandom in the 1980s, largely since anime fandom itself
has grown exponentially since then. Levels approaching
that control, however, can be re-enacted, especially in
smaller sub-anime fandoms such as series-specific (e.g
One Piece, Full Metal Alchemist, Honey And Clover) fan
groups, given sufficient knowledge and organizational
resources put to use online. In short, the question
should not be, “How has technology affected anime
fandom?” but rather, “In what ways have significant
portions of the fandom adopted available technology,
and for what purposes?” Leonard’s historical analysis
of anime fandom stops at 1993, before fans adopted
the Internet on a wide scale, so the web itself would
not have come under his scrutiny. Nevertheless,
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assumptions about the effects of technology on culture
and power should be checked and acknowledged rather
than taken for granted.

For Leonard, the main anomaly of interest in his study
is the rise of an industry that could not have taken place
unless copyright laws were flouted rather than upheld;
laws made ostensibly for the good of industry itself.
Another anomaly of political economy that deserves
attention is subcultural collaboration with an industry
as opposed to the rise of an industry itself. Most
scholars of subculture are familiar with the pattern of
cooptation of subcultural symbols by businesses for
commercial exploitation ". Anime, however, began as
a wholly commercial enterprise mostly aimed to sell
advertising airtime and toys associated with a title. Yet,
a subculture in the U.S. took up anime as a collection of
narratives that, when aggregated, symbolized novelty,
earnestness, and even spiritual transcendence. Rather
than resisting commercialization, Leonard explained,
anime fandom embraced it still as a venze to spread it
far and wide via the market, rather than as an end in
itself ®. An industry in North America, part of it run by
fans and part of it not, did coalesce from these efforts.
However, one must ponder whether or not fans entirely
viewed North American anime licensing as a positive
development, given that it would restrict, rather than
embolden access to anime for more impoverished fans.
Moreover, fans ma