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8- NEW DIRECTIONS FOR WOMEN - JULY/AUGUST, 1988 

MATE·RNAL 
"AUTHORITY 
UNDERCUT 

MARINA HEUNG 

Shy People, \directed by Soviet emigre· 
Andrei Konchalovsky, is about two 
families. The film begins when a New 
York writer Diana Sullivan (Jill 
Clayburgh) and her teenage daughter 
Grace (Martha Plimpton) go to the Loui­
siana backwoods to research a series on 
families for Cosmopolitan magazine. 
Diana expects to find her great-uncle Joe, 
but he has long since disappeared. The 
new head of the family is Ruth (Barbara 
Hershey), Joe's wife since she was twelve 
and now the mother of four grown sons. 
When these two branches of the Sullivan 
family meet, there is a clash-of ·cultures 
and a contrast of parental roles. Ultimate­
ly, what Diana brings.home with her is not 
material for an article, but a lesson about 
herself as a mother. 

Diana is tense and distant with her 
daughter. Uncomfortable with authority, 
she cannot even confront the girl about her 
increasingly blatant drug habit and her in­
volvement with a much older man. At one 
point, Grace challenges her mother to 
take her cocaine away from her; Diana 
refuses, saying that Grace is a "free per­
son" and "she should learn to live without 
a policeman over her shoulder." But the· 
freedoms she and Grace offer their 
backward relatives are mindless and cor­
rupting tokens of "progress." Grace intro­
duces her cousins to cocaine, her 

'Walkman, and Playboy magazine; she is 
nearly raped by one of her cousins who 
misin~rprets her liberated sexuality. 

To the two worldly New Yorkers, the 
Sullivan homestead is an eerie relic of pre­
industrial America, an enclave of rough 
justice and· extreme passions. Unlike 
Diana, Ruth is harsh and tyrannical. She 
keeps one son locked in a toolshed; the 
face of another has been scratched out in 
all the childhood pictures because he has 

• betrayed the family. Ruth wants only to 
defend and perpetuate her clan. • When a 
poacher persistently steals her son's traps, 
she stalks up to the culprit in a bar and 
shoots him in-the hand. Insisting on family 
unity, she requires her daughter-in-law to 
return her newborn child to the compound 
because she refuses to be denied "the com­
fort of her grandchild." 

In Shy People, maternal authority 
has gone haywire. In many ways, the film 
is a variation on the Gothic romance. 
There is a journey to a desolate and 
timeless landscape full of danger, guilt 
and unspeakable family secrets. There is a 
dilapidated mansion, a young man in a 
cage .and a ghost in the swamp. But the ob­
ject of the quest is not, as tradition dic­
tates, a dark lady in a tower, but rather the 
man whose portrait hanging in the family 
dining room and empty place at the 
table signal his ongoing power in the fami­
ly. A prayer is said to him before every 
meal, and Ruth repeatedly invokes his 
authority: she explains she has locked a 
son up because ''he forgets who's his 
father," and she tells another son, "Think 
what your paw would have done - then 
you do it." 

A modern skeptic, Diana initially 
dismisses accounts of Joe's ghost as 
superstition. However, her odyssey 
culminates in her direct encounter with 
Joe in the swamp. When Grace flees her . 
aroused cousin, Diana pursues her in 
another boat. The boat capsizes; she pulls 
herself up to see a shrouded silhouette and 
to feel a firm grip._on her drifting craft. 
Joe's ghost, therefo!e, presides over 
Diana's rescue of her daughter and the 
preservation of her family. On their way 
home·, Diana is al;>le to assert her authority 
over Grace for the first time, interdicting 
Grace's plans to move in with her lover 
and threatening to have Grace locked up 
until she gives up her drug habit. Now she 
is able to say, "I'm the mother; you're the • 
daughter." , 

Meanwhile, Ruth also undergoes a con­
version and learns to tern per her tyranny 
over her family. In the last scene of the 
film Mark, the disowned son, sits at his­
father's place at the table._ Ruth breaks up 
the ensuing family fight and sends her 
children away saying, "And don't do what 
you do no more 'cos of paw neither." 

The resolution of the film is clear but un-

satisfactory for a number of reasons. After 
seeing its many negative images of ad­
vanced technological culture, we are un­
comfortable that Ruth willingly releases 
her family into this corrupted milieu. More 
disturbing still is the film's bow to com­
plete patriarchal rule within the family. In 
a key scene, Ruth reveals the unspeakable 
"family secret" that gives.Joe's memory 
its power and fascination. Beginning "I 

BOYHOOD 
YARNS BIG 
FILM THEME 

SYBIL DELGAUDIO 

Just because females make up 51 percent 
of the world's population doesn't mean 
we take up half the space on movie 
screens. In fact 1 the current movie 
message is that females sprout full-grown 
into women, apparently never experienc­
ing that strange and wonderful.period of 
life called childhood. 

Several recent films have centered 
around women (Moonstruck and Broad­
cast News), but the usual studio executive 
cynicism about audience interest in 
women's experience still prevails. The 
dearth of female roles has now filtered 
down into the screen's younger set, 
resulting in· a new kind of male bonding 
movie, a pint-sized buddy film which 
relegates girls to minor roles or excludes 
them altogether. 

Five recent films deal with growing up 
from a boy's point-of-view: Hope and 
Glory is director John Boorman's recollec­
tion of his own war-time experiences in 
London during the Blitz; Au Revoir Les 
Enfants is Louis. Malle's memory of how 
his life was touched by war ·at a boys' 
school in France; Empire of the Sun is 
Steven Spielberg's rendition of the child af­
fected by war, focusing on the experiences 
of a courageous youngster separated from 

Ad llllages 
Reinforce 
Old Myths 

JANICE R. WELSCH 

Still Killing Us Softly is an updated version 
of Jean Kilbourne's 1979 film, Killing Us 
Softly: Advertising's Image of Women. As 
pertinent today as it was almost a decade 
ago, the documentary presents multiple 
examples of the images of women and 
children that perpetuate negative gender 
stereotypes and foster restrictive female 
and male roles. . 

The images, dx:awn primarily from 
magazines and newspapers, encompass 
record album covers, billboards and 
display windows and illustrate precisely 
and eloquently the emphasis our society 
places on beauty, youth and sexuality. 
Advertisers have become masters at 
diverting attention froin the fact that the 
beauty they advocate is artificial, the 
youth a chimera, and the sexuality devoid 

want to tell YQU what he was-Joe-I want 
to tell you how I hated him," Ruth recounts 
how, during her last pregnancy, her hus­
band attacked"her physically to force her 
to help build a levee against rising flood 
waters. This treatment damaged her 
fetus; her youngest sq!} is retarded. But it 
turns out that Ruth's confession is meant 
to vindicate her abusive husband, because 
she adds, "There would have been no 

his parents during the Japanese takeover 
of Shanghai; Le Grand Chemin, one of 
most popular films of the past few years in 
France, deals with a young boy whose 
mother leaves him with friends so that she 
can give birth to her second child; and My 
Life As A Dog is about growing up from the 
point of view of a boy sent away from his 
dying mother. In fact, all of the films are 
strongly Oedipal, focusing partly or com­
pletely on the boy's attachment to his 
mother, and his difficult and painful. 
response to their separation. 

All five films are directed by men, 
several actually based on the director's 
own experiences. Clearly, the paucity of 
women directors contributes to the lack of 
roles for women and girls. Women behind 
the camera are as rare, it seems, as strong 
competent women in front of the cainera. 

Years ago, young girls were big stars, 
capturing the heart of the country in film 
after film. The appeal of a Shirley Temple, 
Judy Garland or Elizabeth Taylor was 
enormous and enduring; their experiences 
as exciting as those of any other adven­
turer. Remember, it is a Dorothy and not a 
Dick who leads a trio of misfit males to see 
the Wizard; and it is a Velvet and not a 
Vfctor who, disguised as a boy in National 
Velvet, rides her horse to victory in the 
Grand National. But the thirties and for­
ties were the decades of the star, and the 
films these young performers appeared in 
were created largely for the display of 
their startling talent and the exploitation 
of their proven appeal. 

Does the perceived lack of interest in the 
experiences of little girls suggest that their 
lives are no longer enough to sustain 
audience interest? Do people believe that 
little girls merely play with dolls and 
spend their recreationel hours practicing 

of humanity. Wrapping their products in 
the chic high tech, up-scale world of suc­
cess and romance, they reinforce myths 
that are detrimental to both women and 
men. 

Kilbourne skillfully and wittily leads her 
audience through the maze of adver­
tisements which regularly bombard us. 
She shows how women are objectified, our 
fa~es painted into masks, our bodies 
dissected and packaged as so many parts, 
all in need of reshaping or refurbishing. 
Why? To attain that elusive youthful beau­
ty advertisers have·created and to position 
ourselves more advantageous1y in our con­
tinuous rivalry for male attention. 

The devaluation of women continues 
despite the gains of the women's move­
ment. Advertisers, -Kilbourne asserts, 
have co-opted concepts identified with 
feminism, trivializing women's ac­
complishments. Ignoring both women's 
economic and psychological needs to work 
and the statistics reflecting where women 
are placed within the job market, ads 
characteristically portray working women 
as successful professionals, as women who 
have everything-and who are still 
available sexually.· 

Kilbourne defines advertising as "in­
herently exploitive." Because it promises 

child, there would have been no children­
none of us-nothin', if he hadn't done it. He 
ran hot and he ran cold, and it was 
because of that he saved us-he saved us 
all." When Diana and Ruth clasp bands at 
the end of this exchange, their gesture of 
mutual acceptance also expresses their 
deference to father-right and their will­
ingness to pattern themselves on male ex~ 
amples, all for the sake of the family. 

to become mommies when they grow up? 
Perhaps it tells us something about the 
values of recent movies, movies that seem 
to stress violence above compassion, self­
determination and independenc{:. 

Even the girls who appear in the afore­
mentioned recent movies are familiar 
stereotypes. The little friend in Le Grand 
Chemin is a young seductress, leading her 
pal into worlds of voyeurism, sex, mischief 
and danger. She is evocative of the adult 
temptress, an untamed being whose un­
civilized nature cannot even bear the re­
strictiveness of shoes. The girl in My Life 
As A Dog, who tapes her breasts and 
dresses as a boy so that she can play on the 
soccer team, also expresses sexual 
curiosity in an aggressive manner 
frightening to the reluctant male pro tag on--
ist. Both of these girls are youthful 
descendents of the dichotomous woman, 
the virgin/whore image which so pervades 
the history of American film. 

How many films like Risky Business ( an 
adolescent boy's fantasy of seducing 
myriad women) did we have before 
someone took a chance on Dirty Dancing 
(about the coming of age of a teenage girl 
who challenges her family's values)? And 
will the success 'of Dirty Dancing 
guarantee more of the same? Clearly, 
Hollywood's "inspiration" has always 
operated according to the principal of pro­
ven success, and girls, unfortunately, are 
still a risky business. Until little girls 
prove the box office equal of all the little 
boys we have seen so far, Hollywood will, 

. undoubtedly, continue to support the idea 
that sugar and spice and everything nice 
cannot hold a candle to snakes and snails 
and puppy ,dog's tails. 

Sybil DelGaudio teaches film history and 
criticism at Hofstra University. 

easy solutions to complex problems, 
creates needs where they do not exist, sug­
gests that happiness can be bought and 
that f~illment is just a product away, 
advertising threatens "our ability to have 
authentic, freely chosen lives," lives that 
encompass the full range of human 
qualities. 

_To counter advertising's impact, 
Kllbow·ne calls for social and political ac­
tion as well as consumer education. In a 
flyer accompanying Still Killing Us Softly, 
she provides "Resources for Change": a 
bibliography and a list of organizations 
working to effect reform. The clarity and 
energy she brings to her presentation, the 
rapport she establishes with her live au­
diE:mce, and the precise and compelling ex­
amples she uses to illustrate her assertions 
should spark enough interest to prompt 
further investigation and action. 

Still Killing Us Softly is available in 16mm 
film and ¾" videocassette (vhs and beta 
formats) for rental or purchase from Cam­
bridge Documentary Films, P.O. Box 385, 
Cambridge, MA 02139, (617) 354-3677. · 

Janice R. Welsch teaches film and coor­
dinates the Women's Studies minor at 
Western Illinois University. 
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