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ABSTRACT

Th is article examines how cinematic representations of rape can challenge 

the silence which surrounds the issue of rape and sexual violence in Japan. A 

textual analysis of two contemporary fi ctional Japanese fi lms, DV: Domestic 

Violence [2005] and The Ravine of Goodbye [2013], was performed to illustrate 

how fi lmmakers can use narrative and cinematographic techniques to 

infl uence the viewer to refl ect upon their attitudes to rape and rape victims. 

By examining how these two fi lms depict rape and rape recovery, this article 

argues that there is discursive potential inherent within cinema to shape 

our imaginations and ideals about the world. But while the fi lmmaker can 

construct rape representations that encourage refl ection, how the viewer 

decides to engage with the fi lm has bearing on whether this potential for 

refl ection is realised.  

KEYWORDS

cinema; criminality; domestic violence; fi lm; gender; rape; representation; 

women; sexual violence; spectatorship 

© The Japan Foundation, Sydney

and Hei-Lei Cheng, 2016



Hei-Lei Cheng

New Voices in Japanese Studies, 

Vol. 8, 2016, pp. 77-97

78

INTRODUCTION

Stories have a remarkable power to infl uence and transform a viewer’s real-

world beliefs while immersing them in a fi ctional context. From stories, we 

pick up ideas and ideals about the world and our place within it; through 

stories, we spread these ideas and ideals into the world. Th is article explores 

how representations of rape in fi lm can potentially encourage a shift  in the 

way that individuals perceive sexual violence. Using a textual analysis of two 

contemporary fi ctional Japanese fi lms, DV: Domestic Violence [DV：ドメステ

ィック・バイオレンス; 2005] and The Ravine of Goodbye [さよなら渓谷; 2013], 

I argue that cinematic representations of rape and rape recovery can help 

break the relative silence around rape in Japan. Films that represent the issue 

of sexual violence with the necessary sensitivity can help deepen viewers’ 

understandings of this issue and build empathy in society for rape victims. 

Th is article specifi cally examines representations of female victims of male 

perpetrated rape; while other forms of sexual violence—such as female-on-

male rape, female-on-female rape and male-on-male rape—are also depicted 

in Japanese cinema, discussion of these representations is beyond the scope of 

this article. 

Representations of rape in popular culture is a topic that has fuelled divisive 

discussions and strong reactions within public and academic circles. In recent 

years, increasing numbers of feminist commentators have discussed the issue, 

concentrating primarily on two main points: 1) the prevalence of sexual 

violence in popular culture media, and 2) the nature of these depictions. Th eir 

concerns are with how the ubiquity of rape representations has naturalised 

images of sexual violence against women within the general populace (Higgins 

and Silver 1991; Projansky 2001). While professional critics are also active in 

this area, the bulk of the commentary comes increasingly from grassroots 

feminists writing on mass media and popular culture. In English-speaking 

nations, the emergence of websites and communities such as The Mary Sue 

and Bitch Media has off ered women a space to express anger and frustration 

at stereotypical depictions of rape and sexual violence, and to call for more 

accurate and diverse representations. Th ese criticisms are largely based on 

their own personal experiences. Utilising the internet to make their voices 

heard, their conversations spread rapidly into the general public and extend 

beyond a discussion of popular culture to pose broader questions about sexual 

violence in society.

In Japanese society, however, there is noticeably less critical engagement with 

rape representation in popular culture media, and the resulting discussion on 

the broader problem of sexual violence is also absent. I hope that engaging 

with such representations can help to facilitate important conversations on 

the topic of sexual violence in Japan, as well as broader discussion on popular 

culture and its role in motivating social change. By examining how cinematic 

depictions of the realities of rape and rape recovery can stimulate empathy 

for rape victims, I will discuss two key points crucial for this transformative 

potential to be realised: 1) how the fi lmmaker depicts rape and its aft ermath, 

and 2) whether the viewer chooses to critically respond to the discursive 

potential in the text.
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Japan and Sexual Violence

Firstly, it is important to understand the culture of silence that surrounds 

the issue of sexual violence within Japanese society. Between 2011 and 2015, 

the number of reported cases of rape each year was under 1,500 (NPA 2016, 

5). However, research suggests that the actual statistics are much higher, as 

many victims do not offi  cially seek help or report the crime. In a survey by 

the Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Offi  ce (2014), 67.5% of participants who 

identifi ed themselves as rape victims did not consult anyone aft er their attack. 

In Japan, victims do not report rape for a number of reasons, including fear of 

threats and further violence from the perpetrator, feelings of embarrassment 

and shame, and the belief that discussing the attack is pointless (Burns 2005; 

Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Offi  ce 2014). Although government services 

and women’s groups continue to raise public awareness of services available 

for rape victims and encourage victims to seek offi  cial support, victims’ 

reluctance to report rape contributes to the culture of silence that surrounds 

sexual violence at an individual and societal level (Buckley 1997; Burns 2005; 

Kaino 2005; Sawada 2010).

Furthermore, feminists and human rights activists have criticised Japan’s laws 

around rape for the rigid barriers it puts before victims seeking legal justice. In 

her examination of rape court cases in Japan, Catherine Burns (2005) argues 

that cases are treated diff erently depending on the characteristics of the attack. 

Cases that conform to dominant perceptions of rape, such as stranger rape, 

are seen as “tsūjō” (通常; regular), and are more likely to achieve a successful 

prosecution (2005, 4). However, cases that do not fi t this perception, such 

as acquaintance rape or marital rape, are considered “ fushizen” (不自然; 

abnormal, unacceptable) and are “consistently distrusted, dismissed or not 

heard at all” (2005, 4). By not conforming to the stereotype of “tsūjō” rape, 

these latter types of cases place victims’ personal lives under greater scrutiny, 

and the burden of proving violence and suffi  cient resistance to the attack is 

much higher (Burns 2005; Yatagawa and Nakano 2008; Asatori and Suzuki 

2009). Th is practice in the Japanese criminal justice system can deter victims 

from reporting their attack. 

While the Japanese legal system has established rape as a criminal wrong 

and it is also socially recognised as such, silence still surrounds the issue. 

Th is is due largely to the following three factors. First, the construction of 

male sexuality as a natural biological response is used as a rationale to avoid 

treating rape as a serious social issue. Th e male body was fi rst likened to a 

machine by the state in the early Meiji period [1868–1912], and in line with 

this, sexual gratifi cation was established as a natural impulse and a means to 

“maintain proper functioning” (McLelland 2005, 36). Takako Konishi (2009) 

argues that “because rape is still generally accepted as an extension of normal 

sexual activity, the violence of rape is made invisible” (強姦が通常の性交の延

長にあると考える社会通念のために、行為の暴力性が見えなくなってしまうのであ

る。) (81).1

Second, sexual relations are generally treated as a private issue within 

Japanese society’s public/private dichotomy. Burns (2005) argues that the 

1 All English translations of Japanese source text are by the author.
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construction of “male sexuality” as “natural” in Japan thus “serves to orient 

male sexual practices in general as private and, therefore, beyond regulation” 

(54). Although criminalised in the penal code and prosecutable by the state, 

rape tends to be treated as a private matter (2005). Th ird, Japan’s patriarchal 

power structure continues to prevent sexual violence from being treated 

with suffi  cient gravity. In a patriarchal society that binds women to their 

roles as wives and mothers, a married woman is considered her husband’s 

possession; any forced sexual relations thus tend to be tied to notions of 

obligation and wifely duty (Tsunoda 1995). Japan’s existing domestic violence 

law represents an attempt to balance the husband-wife relationship; however, 

the psychological, sexual, social and fi nancial control that husbands can have 

over their wives is still oft en overlooked in domestic abuse cases (Kaino 2010). 

Burns (2005) argues that Japanese law continues to frame rape as “an injury 

against the property rights of husbands or fathers and, thus, the patriarchal 

order”, thereby contending that the rape law’s true intention is the protection of 

chastity rather than women’s human rights (69). Japanese feminists continue 

to fi ght against such traditional gender notions faced by rape victims in the 

criminal justice system (AJWRC 2008).

Th ese three dynamics are embedded within and reinforced by institutional 

structures and cultural practices that are built around male power and 

privilege. Th ey ensure that silence continues to surround rape as an issue 

within social and political discourse, acting as a suff ocating barrier to keep 

victims of sexual violence from speaking out. Masayo Niwa (2004) points to the 

Super Free scandal of 2003 as evidence for how “[Japanese] society continues 

to exert tremendous pressure on victims of sexual violence to remain silent” 

(1). Members of an all-male student group called ‘Super Free’2 used events to 

scout potential rape victims: once their victims were drunk and unable to 

resist, they were lured away then raped by club members, and photos were 

taken to stop victims from speaking out. With the fear of blackmail, only 

three out of the hundreds of suspected victims stepped forward to report the 

crimes committed against them. 

But media coverage of the Super Free incident shows that it is possible to break 

through this culture of silence: the public discourse it generated prompted 

twelve more women to come forward following the arrests (Cybriwsky 2011). 

Th e success of the feminist movement in challenging dominant social norms 

of silence around domestic violence is further evidence of how ‘taboo’ subjects 

can change through public exposure. Aft er a decade of advocacy and political 

mobilisation, Japanese women’s groups successfully lobbied the government 

to introduce a law against domestic violence in 2001. Th eir achievement 

encouraged survivors to share their own experiences so that the law could 

be revised to include common-law couples and ex-spouses, showing that 

grassroots women’s movements can bring about policy change in Japan (Shin 

2011). 

However, despite progress in the legal sphere, fi ctional representations of rape 

and sexual violence continue to inundate Japanese popular culture. Th is is

2 Super Free was a student group that promoted rave events in Tokyo nightclubs and was initially based in 

Waseda University. Its popularity saw the group expand to include students from other prestigious Tokyo 

universities, becoming an inter-university club with 30 members.
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not a condition unique to Japan, as such scenes have become a normalised 

narrative device across numerous entertainment industries (Smith 2004; 

Heller-Nicholas 2011). For example, within the Japanese fi lm industry, sexual 

violence is popular in the soft core pornographic ‘pinku eiga’ (ピンク映画; lit., 

‘pink fi lms’) genre, which emerged in the 1960s. As Jack Hunter (1998) argues, 

these fi lms have a formulaic style where the “women … fall in love with their 

rapists, and end up begging for more”, leaving an impression that these fi lms 

condone rape (81). Since the 1980s, these rape scenes have been “slowly phased 

out” of pink fi lms due to cultural awareness and attempts to draw a female 

audience (Arnold 2015, 36). With other subgenres of pornography, however, 

the rape of young women remains a mainstay of the industry (Arnold 2015). 

Further, with the internet now allowing greater access to pornography, 

the diff usion and consumption of graphic imagery of sexual violence has 

dramatically increased over the past two decades (Omori et al. 2011). In 

many of these representations, women are depicted as “sexually materialised 

object[s] ready to be exploited (like a disposable toy) exclusively as a means to 

produce sexual gratifi cation” for a primarily male viewership (Shibata 2008, 

2). Feminist media critics vociferously oppose representations of this nature; 

instead, they call for sensitive representations that can eff ectively counteract 

the problematic representations that dominate and infl uence perceptions 

about rape and rape victims.

 

The Transformative Potential of Cultural Representations

Th e theoretical foundation underlying this article is the idea that all knowledge 

is constructed. Th e acquisition of knowledge and our understanding of the 

world is a dynamic process, which is ever-changing as individuals interact 

with the world as it changes around them: 

Knowledge is socially constructed; knowledge and the knower are 

interdependent; and all knowledge and knowing are embedded within 

history, context, culture, language, experience, and understanding […]. We 

continually interpret our experiences and interpret our interpretations. And, 

as such, what we create (e.g., knowledge) is fl uid, continually evolving, shift ing, 

broadening, and changing. Th us, there is no fi nality to our knowledge—our 

meanings, understandings, or realities. What we create, we create with each 

other.

(Anderson 2007, 8–9)

Our engagement with entertainment opens us to popular culture’s ability to 

either reinforce our existing values and beliefs or to challenge and transform 

them. It is therefore important to understand the processes and dynamics that 

work to shape our perspectives on the world, the people in it, and ourselves. 

Mass media, through which representations are disseminated across a wide 

audience, have emerged as crucial social institutions involved in shaping public 

consciousness. As cultural artefacts, fi lms provide a window into the values, 

beliefs and attitudes entrenched within a nation’s cultural and social history. 

Stuart Hall (1980) argues that all messages have a dominant or preferred 
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meaning encoded into them, and that these oft en refl ect dominant ideological 

discourses. Th us, the constant repetition of certain messages and imagery in 

mass media serves to normalise and reinforce behaviours and ideas. So when 

rape narratives are used in popular culture, they can “reinforce certain social 

patterns and trends and invalidate others” (Durham 2008, 148).

However, within mass media there are always competing voices and 

alternative perspectives that resist hegemonic ideologies. As media production 

and consumption increases, media representations have become sites 

where users can access alternative viewpoints that contribute to generating 

change (Halberstam 1993; Fuentes 2013). By constructing gendered stories 

of sexual violence from diff erent perspectives, there is a denial of pleasure 

to the dominant version of the male heterosexual gaze (Fuentes 2013). Rape 

representations that resist conventional portrayals of rape have the potential 

to “destabilise the real” by reorienting our perceptions regarding rape and 

rape victims (Halberstam 1993, 199). From this potential to transform the 

collective imagination emerges the potential to induce change. 

Women Engaging with Rape Representations

Key to this article’s direction is Sarah Projansky’s book Watching Rape (2001), 

which explores rape representations within American fi lm and television since 

the 1980s. Projansky argues that feminists are faced with a conundrum born 

of “a desire to ‘end’ rape and a need to ‘represent’ (and therefore perpetuate 

discursive) rape in order to challenge it” (19). Th at is, rape depictions can 

initiate discourse but still inevitably “contribute to the existence of violence 

against women in media culture” (2001, 96). Th e argument put forward in 

this paper is also caught in this dilemma: for cinema to serve as a potential 

site for activism against rape, the female body must fi rst be victimised to 

generate activist discourse. Projansky recognises that rape representations 

can include feminist depictions of rape which “provide an opportunity for 

reading the representation of rape in ways that have the potential to empower 

characters and/or spectators rather than … to increase their experience of 

vulnerability” (2001, 61). While she focuses more on aspects that “seek to 

recuperate or undermine that empowerment” (2001, 61), I concentrate on 

the opposite. Th at is, I argue that although these disempowering elements do 

exist, nuanced representations of rape can encourage critical discussion about 

sexual violence within the general public. 

Th is article is also guided by a question raised by Eva Maria Koopman’s (2010) 

research on the ethics of representing and reading rape in literature. Koopman 

(2010) argues that “representations of seemingly individual suff ering and 

violence can bring to the fore disturbing ethical issues and thus need to be read 

in an openness to being ethically unsettled” (11). Th e issue she poses is, “under 

which conditions, if at all, [is] representing the suff ering of others … possible 

and desirable” (2010, 13)? Koopman argues that “depicting an immoral act 

is not in itself immoral, it is the way that the immoral act is represented that 

matters” (2010, 110), a point that will be threaded throughout this article. 
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For feminists on the production side of popular culture media, the issue 

of how to depict sexual violence in a manner that does not (re)traumatise 

their audience is a constant question. With any fi ctional work, the intended 

response is not always elicited and so it can be diffi  cult, if not impossible, to 

have a rape scene that does not trigger an uncomfortable visceral response in 

rape survivors, as well as in those who have not experienced rape (Chris 2013). 

Although this is not true of all survivors, there are some who recognise that 

sexual violence should not be exempt from artistic expression; it just needs to 

be represented with more sensitivity (Friedman 2014). 

Increasingly, feminist media critics are using digital platforms such as social 

media and online forums to interrogate pervasive representations of rape 

within popular culture. Major criticisms include the excessive number of 

gratuitous rape depictions, their frequent use as devices to shock audiences, 

and minimal screen time given to exploring the impact of rape on victims as 

well as their long healing process (Goerke 2013; Friedman 2014; Rodriguez 

2014; Myrick 2014; Phillips 2016). It is also important that some of these voices 

are also the voices of victims asserting their dissatisfaction. Feminist backlash 

towards violent sexual imagery demonstrates how the encoding/decoding of 

message “may not be perfectly symmetrical” (Hall 1980, 54). Th at is, although 

media makers intend for a specifi c idea to be received, audiences are not 

passive consumers of media messages and can respond diff erently depending 

on their degree of identifi cation with the maker’s point of view. Using the 

internet to express their opinions and facilitate dialogue on sexual violence, 

feminist voices in the digital sphere continue to expand their infl uence and 

are becoming a voice that the entertainment industry cannot ignore.

BEARING WITNESS: THE RAPE SCENE AND THE VIEWER

While most people shy away from viewing violence in real life, audiences 

willingly expose themselves to acts of factual and fi ctional violence in the 

consumption of news and popular culture. As representations of immoral 

and illegal acts, rape scenes in popular fi ction fi lms raise a range of ethical 

issues. When presented with a cinematic rape sequence, the viewer is invited 

to partake in a spectacle of pain and suff ering, both physical and mental. 

As viewers of these representations, they take on the role of witness and are 

presented with an ethical dilemma: how can one be entertained and take 

pleasure from viewing images of suff ering? 

 

First, an awareness of fi ctionality allows the viewer to distance themselves 

from their involvement in viewing violent acts (Aaron 2007). Furthermore, 

the viewer can seek to justify being entertained by these acts when they are 

then shown to be condemned or punished, placing both fi lm and viewer 

in moral, social and legal alignment (2007). Although the viewer may 

choose to avoid or ignore this ethical quandary, as Michele Aaron (2007) 

argues, the imagined suff ering of others is “something [the audience is] 

always implicated in, not only as consumers but as consensual parties in 

the generation of characters’ suff ering for our entertainment” (112). Th is 
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involvement, along with the desensitising eff ect of continual exposure to 

violent imagery,3 produces a state of indiff erence to images of suff ering. Th e 

question thus turns towards the conditions that can provoke viewers into 

becoming active spectators critically and ethically engaging with the text and 

the subject of rape.

An Unsettling View: Closing the Distance between Screen 
and Spectator

Hidden within the processes of production and consumption is a complex, 

dynamic array of interactions between spectator and a cinematic text. By 

viewing representations on the screen, the viewer becomes a willing participant 

to engaging with the text and its producers, creating an implicit contract 

between spectator and spectacle (Aaron 2007). Th e viewer’s agreement to this 

unspoken contract becomes unstable as the subject matter begins to challenge 

social sensibilities. Being entertained by watching depictions of violent acts 

can possibly place the spectator in an uncomfortable position of moral 

refl ection. With rape representations, the sexual element adds to the dilemma 

of being a spectator to depictions of violence. As Tanya Horeck (2004) asks in 

her analysis of rape and spectatorship, “Are we bearing witness to a terrible 

crime or are we participating in shameful voyeuristic activity?” (vi). As a 

witness, the spectator is allowed some measure of innocence in their position 

as bystander; in contrast, the voyeur spies from a distance, potentially gaining 

sexual pleasure from their watching (Wilson 2012). 

Voyeuristic pleasure gained from fi ctional scenes of violence is grounded in 

the knowledge of being a safe distance away from the represented experience 

of suff ering. In the case of sexual violence, the potential for the voyeur to 

experience sexual pleasure is increased. Cinema’s fascination with the human 

form lets the male spectator gaze upon and gain sexual pleasure from the 

female body: women, put on display for the enjoyment of men, are a spectacle 

objectifi ed through the male gaze (Mulvey 1989). Female bodies thus become 

“sites for invasion, penetration, and are oft en presented in a voyeuristic 

manner” (Viteo 2012, 15). Within this context, privileging the rapist’s point of 

view could potentially steer the spectator toward identifying with the rapist’s 

perspective. Koopman (2010) argues that this can produce a voyeuristic 

desire to “see [more], wanting to indulge in the sexual violence from the 

safe position of the spectator” (18). While voyeuristic pleasure is a socially 

undesirable aff ective response to rape representation, this may induce ethical 

self-refl ection if the spectator then becomes ashamed of their initial reaction. 

If guided to consider that their “internal feeling about a scene [is] abnormal”, 

the spectator’s shame can outweigh their sense of pleasure, leading them to 

focus on more socially acceptable emotions and a contemplation of their 

spectatorial role (Cartwright 2008). 

3 Although the debate on media and desensitisation eff ects continues, a number of studies have found that 

contined exposure to violent imagery can have a desensitising eff ect on research subjects. For example, Daniel 

Linz, Edward Donnerstein and Steven Penrod (1984) found that college men who did not watch fi ve consecutive 

days of violent slasher fi lms were more sympathetic to a rape victim in a documentary on a sexual assault trial 

than those that did. Dolf Zillmann and Jennings Bryant (1984) found that exposing jurors to sexually explicit 

(but non-violent) imagery resulted in shorter recommended prison sentences for a rapist. 
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In The Ravine of Goodbye [さよなら渓谷; 2013], director Tatsushi Ōmori 

unsettles the viewer by drawing attention to their position as spectator of 

a sexual assault, contrasting the viewer’s spectatorial position with that of 

another character in the room. Based on Shūichi Yoshida’s 2008 novel of the 

same name, The Ravine of Goodbye is a story about the repercussions of a 

gang rape on the victim and one of the perpetrators. At the heart of the fi lm 

is the relationship between a couple, Shunsuke and Kanako Ozaki, who are 

neighbours of a mother accused of murdering her child. When a reporter, 

Watanabe, investigates a tip that Shunsuke was having an aff air with the 

accused, he discovers that Shunsuke was involved in the gang rape of a girl, 

Natsumi Mizutani, during his university years. Following many misfortunes, 

she has since disappeared. Eventually, it is revealed that Natsumi is in fact 

Kanako. Struggling to escape her past, Natsumi met Shunsuke aft er many 

years, and following a turbulent struggle with anger and guilt, the two 

reinvented themselves as husband and wife in a small town. 

Th e fi lm uses a fl ashback to show the gang rape that shadows Kanako and 

Shunsuke’s relationship. Watanabe is investigating at the university when the 

scene dissolves to the past, where a young woman and three young men are 

talking next to a pile of empty beer cans in a clubhouse room. As the camera 

slowly tracks closer to the jovial group, a couple quietly talking is brought into 

the shot. When the young woman from the group excuses herself momentarily, 

the camera reorients to focus on the couple, Natsumi and the young man. Th e 

camera lingers on the two’s quiet moment before the boisterous trio intrudes. 

Aft er a moment of play fi ghting between the men, the camera cuts away 

from the group to the young woman returning into the clubroom doorway. 

From off screen, a male voice rings out, telling the others “hold her down” 

(ちゃんと抑えて) (00:51:58). Seeing this, the young woman quietly slips away. 

Th e camera remains steady on the empty doorway aft er she leaves the scene, 

while Natsumi’s screams of protest continuing to ring out. Surrounded by the 

four boys, only her legs can be seen as her shrieks cut across the rowdiness of 

the boys and the crescendo of the haunting background music. 

Director Ōmori guides the viewer to focus on Natsumi’s suff ering and 

victimisation whilst trying to avoid evoking voyeuristic pleasures by 

presenting, unambiguously, the scene as a rape. By emphasising her non-

consent and the boys’ use of force, he emphasises the violence and pain of rape 

rather than the sexual aspects. Th e viewer is manoeuvred to a crossroad where 

they can choose to end these images of suff ering (by stopping or walking out 

of the fi lm) or to endure them. Th e fi rst choice ends the unspoken contract 

between the viewer and the text, as the viewer no longer consents to viewing 

the images being shown. Th e latter choice leads the spectator to the role of 

witness, a position where they might choose to confront the issue of deriving 

pleasure from images of suff ering. Like the woman who left  the scene, the 

viewer is a witness and bystander to this fi ctional rape; unlike the woman, 

who is able to leave and end her role as witness in the fi lm, the viewer cannot 

do so if they choose to watch the fi lm to its completion. For the viewer that 

chooses to continue watching, Ōmori creates an uncomfortable atmosphere 

by prolonging Natsumi’s screams as the camera lingers on the empty doorway 
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that they cannot leave through. As they watch her struggle, the viewer is 

invited to refl ect on the victimisation and suff ering being played out before 

them.

However, there are limitations to the extent to which the spectator can 

empathetically understand the traumatised other: being only witnesses 

to fi ctionalised representations of sexual violence, spectators cannot truly 

understand the experience of suff ering. Referring to war photography, Susan 

Sontag (2003) writes that those “who have never experienced anything like 

what [people aff ected by war] went through don’t understand … we truly can’t 

imagine what it was like” (126). Empathy, with respect for the experience of 

those that have suff ered, is a desirable response. Yet, the exact experience of 

another’s suff ering cannot truly be understood.

A cinematic rape sequence involves considerations from both the producers 

and the consumers of these representations. For fi lmmakers, what and how 

to represent can heavily infl uence the viewer’s response to a rape scene. 

Uncompromising depictions of sexual violence can guide the viewer to an 

unsettling ethical position where the victim’s suff ering becomes etched in their 

minds and their awareness of their own role as witness is heightened. By closing 

the distance between the viewer and images of suff ering, the fi lmmaker can 

trigger self-refl ective spectatorship. But while they can attempt to manoeuvre 

the viewer away from socially undesirable reactions through their directional 

choices, it is ultimately up to the individual viewer to transition from ethical 

refl ection to social action.

EXPOSING THE SILENCE: THE VICTIM AND EVERYONE ELSE

In a media-rich environment, cultural representations of the everyday are an 

oft -inescapable thread woven into the fabric of daily life. Shaped by the society 

and culture in which they are reproduced, representations are constructions 

of reality (Hall 1997). As such, fi ctional fi lms can serve as carefully craft ed 

windows through which the audience is directed to view and become involved 

in specifi c experiences, and are a useful avenue for fi lmmakers to communicate 

certain messages. By embedding a message within the cinematic narrative, 

fi lmmakers can use these spaces for overt or subtle social commentary while 

still providing entertainment to viewers. 

Exploring Representations of Secondary Victimisation

From fi rst responders to providers of recovery services, there are various 

avenues for victims of sexual violence to turn to for assistance. Victims are 

not always able to fi nd help from these agencies, however, and may even be 

subjected to further victimisation and trauma. Th is is known as ‘secondary 

victimisation’ (Campbell 2005). In DV: Domestic Violence [DV：ドメスティック・

バイオレンス; 2005], director Shun Nakahara draws attention to the poor 

support services in place for domestic violence victims. DV: Domestic Violence is 
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about the increasingly violent marriage between two characters, Shōgo and 

Yasuko. Th e marriage begins its downward spiral when Yasuko does not keep 

her promise to quit her job and become a housewife. Th e escalation of physical, 

psychological and sexual abuse that follows results in Yasuko seeking a way 

out of the situation. 

DV: Domestic Violence presents two rape scenes as part of the escalation of 

violence in Shōgo and Yasuko’s marriage. Th e fi rst occurs aft er Shōgo sets up a 

schedule of tasks, including arranging nights for sex. One night when Yasuko 

is sick, Shōgo insists on following the calendar and having sex regardless 

(00:25:35). Coughing throughout the ordeal, the camera repeatedly focuses 

on Yasuko’s pained face as she continues to tell him to stop (ちょっ…やめて) 

(00:25:51) and that it hurts (痛い) (00:26:35). Th e second rape scene occurs 

aft er Yasuko has been forced to quit her job and has endured weeks of abuse. 

In this scene, Yasuko’s non-consent is not voiced but demonstrated through 

her body language. When Shōgo tells Yasuko to be vocally expressive (声出

せ、声出せ), she remains silent (00:37:52). Yasuko is lifeless as Shōgo lift s up 

her limbs and her body for leverage. She is completely unresponsive, both 

physically and vocally. Th e timeline is unclear but this is likely another of 

Shōgo’s scheduled sessions. Her lack of response and resistance indicates that 

this is one of many unwanted sexual incidents within the marriage. 

Th e fi lm also represents Yasuko’s struggles with various institutions, and the 

viewer is positioned to contemplate the realities faced by victims trying to seek 

help, as well as the role that society plays in a rape victim’s recovery. Nakahara 

was motivated to make the fi lm following Japan’s introduction of domestic 

violence laws in 2001. He recognised that “regardless of how well-intended the 

law is, if people do not properly enforce it then the law means nothing” (どん

なに立派な法律でも、それを運用する人たちがしっかりしてくれなければ、何の意

味もありません), and made the scenes between Yasuko and support providers, 

discussed below, as “a message to people working in public institutions” (公

的機関に携わる人たちへのメッセージ) (Iijima 2012). Th is sentiment is clearly 

conveyed in the fi lm. 

Yasuko’s interaction with law enforcement in the fi lm is a good example of 

how cinema can serve as a space for social commentary. Following a beating 

by her husband, Yasuko escapes to a police station for assistance. In the 

conversation between Yasuko and the policeman, the viewer is shown how the 

domestic violence law as it was intended is not necessarily applied in reality. 

Th e policeman is sympathetic but reluctant to intervene in the situation: 

Policeman: Well, the police can’t really get involved in domestic matter like 

      this. A family matter really ought to be solved at home.

Yasuko:      What about the domestic violence law?4

(00:50:50)

As it becomes clear that the offi  cer considers that personal matters within 

marriage are too ‘minor’ for the criminal justice system, the offi  cer then 

4 P: 「えっと、ただね、警察は夫婦喧嘩の仲裁なんか、ちょっとね。お家の問題はなるべくお家でね。」

   Y: 「DV 防止法っていうのがあると聞きました。」
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presses Yasuko further, asking how oft en her husband has beaten her. Aft er 

responding that it has been a daily occurrence over the past three months, the 

offi  cer asks her why this has occurred. 

P:  Th ere has to be a reason for him to beat you.

Y:  Th e reasons are extremely trivial matters.  

P:  It may just be you that thinks that.5

(00:51:28)

Th e policeman’s prodding stuns Yasuko. When Yasuko asks him for 

clarifi cation, he asks if her husband has used any weapons against her. She 

replies yes, to which he then asks, “Are you sure?” (本当に？) with a questioning 

tone (00:51:52). At this point the camera switches from the stationary shot of 

the two conversing to close-up shots of their faces instead. When the camera 

is on Yasuko, the discomfort and unease that is affl  icting her is clear. Yasuko is 

hunched with her head bowed down and does not make eye contact with the 

offi  cer (00:51:55). Th e tight framing of the close-up shot emphasises Yasuko’s 

feelings of being trapped by her inability to make the offi  cer understand and 

the self-doubt brought about by the questioning.  

Th e policeman recommends Yasuko to visit a consultation centre because 

domestic violence can become very serious, and begins to explain the 

consequences for her husband if the court grants her appeal for protection. As 

he does so, the camera switches to Yasuko, now with a blurry fi gure appearing 

in the background. As the offi  cer expounds about how her poor husband would 

be kicked out of his home and get a criminal record, the encroaching fi gure 

suggests a looming threat as it approaches the station. Gradually, it becomes 

clear that the fi gure is Shōgo and the scene begins to take on a horror-like 

dimension, with a ‘monster’ bearing down on the female protagonist.

Th e ineptitude of the police offi  cer is driven home by his juxtaposition with 

Yasuko aft er Shōgo arrives. Th e offi  cer’s grin when he greets Shōgo feels 

inappropriate for the viewer, who has seen the extent of the violence that Shōgo 

has infl icted upon Yasuko. As the policeman’s grinning face turns towards her, 

the camera follows his gaze and pans to the right, showing Yasuko’s hunched 

fi gure with sounds of her muffl  ed sobbing audible. Th e comparison of the two 

characters emphasises the emotional chasm between victim and institution. 

Although she found very little assistance, Yasuko’s awareness of the socio-

legal avenues available to her as a victim of domestic violence refl ects the 

increased recognition of the issue. However, as the fi lm shows, legal reform is 

merely a single stepping stone to eff ecting actual change within individuals, 

communities, and society. 

Th e above analysis has focused on Yasuko as a victim of domestic violence 

rather than rape, as the fi lm emphasises the physical aspects of domestic 

abuse over the psychological and sexual aspects. In the public discussion of 

domestic violence, physical violence tends to dominate the discourse (Pagelow 

1988). Although the Japanese government recognises forced sexual activity as 

5 P: 「殴るのは理由があるんですよ。」

	 Y: 「理由なんて本当些細なことなんです。」

	 P: 「そう思っているのは奥さんだけだったんですね。」
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part of domestic violence, it is not referred to as ‘rape’ (Kakuchi 2003; AJWRC 

2007). By letting physical violence dominate the discourse on spousal abuse 

in the Japanese legal framework, many victims fall between the cracks as 

physical violence is not a necessary condition for marital rape to occur (Russell 

1982; Finkelhor and Yllo, 1985). Nakahara never explicitly establishes the 

sexual violence that Yasuko faces as ‘rape’ within the fi lm. Although Yasuko 

indicates on a questionnaire that she feels sexual relations with her husband 

are not normal (夫との	SEX は正常である?) (00:00:29), none of the characters 

call these incidents of unwanted sexual intercourse ‘rape’. By not doing so, 

Nakahara allows the viewer to reach their own understanding of the nature 

of these acts. Whether the audience interprets these scenes as rape sequences, 

as I have, will be dependent on the individual viewer’s perception on marital 

rape. Th e lack of acknowledgement of marital rape in the fi lm refl ects how 

the issue is treated within Japanese society and suggests how residual silence 

is built up around it, a problem that remains strongly rooted within many 

contemporary societies. Yet, while marital rape has been largely invisible in 

terms of public discourse, it has at least been drawn into the conversation 

through the broader problem of domestic violence.  

As has been shown, the inclusion of social commentary within fi lms makes 

cinema a possible site for communicating issues of social importance. Aside 

from picking up on deliberately included messages, the viewer can also garner 

unintended insights into the cultural, social and historical conditions under 

which the fi lm has been created. Cinema can be a powerful tool for confronting 

viewers with the social and institutional prejudices faced by rape victims—

experiences that may otherwise be distant to them—and break the silence that 

keeps these struggles unheard. By focusing on these barriers throughout the 

cinematic narrative, the viewer is encouraged to refl ect upon what they know 

and think about the realities and injustices of rape for victims.

 

BECOMING A SURVIVOR: A GLANCE INTO A VICTIM’S PROCESS OF 
RECOVERY

In this fi nal section, I return to one of the common criticisms of rape 

representations: that the victim’s recovery story is rarely given attention and 

the realities of rape trauma are not fully explored. Here, I examine how The 

Ravine of Goodbye provides one such story, by exploring Natsumi’s journey 

to work through her trauma. By representing rape’s lingering eff ects, the 

fi lmmaker portrays the long-term nature of rape recovery—an experience 

that the victim has been conditioned, through social and cultural norms, to 

keep secret and hidden from the rest of society. In The Ravine of Goodbye,  the 

protagonist Natsumi is shown confronting her abuser—not an action usually 

taken by victims of abuse. Confronting the abuser, usually symbolically, is 

considered an important part of healing and this can be enough for some 

individuals to recover from abuse. For others, it is a major step in a longer 

process (Freshwater et al. 2002). In exploring this personal journey, Ōmori 

creates a stage for the viewer to witness the emotional hardships faced by 

victims of sexual violence. Th is allows space for a dialogue between the viewer 
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and the fi lm that may facilitate a questioning of the social conditions that have 

created these barriers for victims.

Natsumi’s confrontation with Shunsuke is a reversal of the power dynamics 

between victim and victimiser. Following the rape, Natsumi is unable to 

escape from the stigma attached to rape victims. She tries moving on, going 

through a failed engagement, miscarriage, domestic violence, suicide attempts. 

By contrast, Shunsuke has a relatively easier life, but is wracked by guilt for 

his past actions and cannot let go. Years aft er the incident, during a dinner, 

one of the other rapists mentions to Shunsuke that he had seen Natsumi at 

the hospital. Soon aft er, Shunsuke visits Natsumi, who becomes hysterical 

upon seeing him. Haunted by his actions, Shunsuke persistently sends letters 

to Natsumi, which she leaves unopened. Following another suicide attempt, 

she fi nally opens a letter and calls him. Shunsuke fi nds Natsumi sitting in a 

payphone booth, clutching the letter. She reveals that, in his letters, Shunsuke 

declares he will do anything for her. She doubts him at fi rst, then realises that 

his declaration is genuine. From this point, Natsumi begins to test the limits 

of what Shunsuke will do to atone.

As Natsumi moves from town to town she is followed closely by Shunsuke. 

Th ings come to head in the countryside as a fi erce confrontation erupts when 

Shunsuke tries to lend Natsumi his jacket. As the wind rages against them, 

Natsumi explodes:

No matter what happens, I will never forgive you. If you’d be happier if I died, 

then I never want to die. If you think you’d be better off  dead, then I refuse to 

let you die. Don’t you dare try and get comfortable with this.6

(01:16:42)

Th e mise-en-scene in this confrontation refl ects Natsumi’s turbulent emotions. 

In her shots, the camera’s low angle suggests she is bearing down on Shunsuke. 

Th e dark lighting and storm clouds in the background emphasise Natsumi’s 

thunderous rage as she unleashes her diatribe onto the silent Shunsuke. Th e 

direction of the wind, blowing from Natsumi toward Shunsuke, reinforces 

the active-passive roles they hold in this outburst and foreshadows the power 

dynamics of their relationship in the future—Natsumi as the decision-maker 

and Shunsuke as the passive receiver of her authority. 

Following the confrontation, Natsumi begins the process of regaining control 

over her life by ‘becoming’ Kanako. At an inn, Natsumi signs in as ‘Kanako’ 

in the guest registry. Later, Natsumi explains to Shunsuke:

Th at night … the name of the girl that went home. Th e girl that went home 

that night was called Kanako. Th at night, I … Kanako went home.7

(01:19:40)

In ‘becoming’ Kanako, Natsumi allows herself a momentary escape from 

being a rape victim. Th is can be seen as a manifestation of the way that 

6 「どうしてもあなたが許せない。あたしが死んで、あなたが幸せになるなら、あたしは絶対死にたくない。あな

たが死んで、楽になるなら、あたしはあなたを絶対に死なせない。こんなことで楽になろうとしないでよ。」

7「先の	……	あの夜、先に帰った子の名前。あの夜先に帰った子、かなこという。あの夜、あたしは	……	かな

こは先に帰ったの。」
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traumatised people may create new personalities to “deceive themselves into 

thinking that their worst traumas happened to ‘someone else,’ not to them” 

(Waugaman 2010, 853). 

At one point, Natsumi runs off  aft er telling Shunsuke to stop following. 

Aft er a while, she stops and looks back, fi nding him no longer behind her. 

Eventually, he returns and apologises again, to which Natsumi reveals that, 

upon his absence, she wanted him to return. Upon hearing this, he breaks 

into uncontrolled sobbing, and the two come to a quiet understanding. Soon 

aft er, Shunsuke tells Natsumi that his fi nances are low and she must decide 

what happens aft er this. Renting a small apartment with the remaining money, 

they begin anew by reinventing themselves as husband and wife. 

Peppered throughout the fi lm, from small decisions like buying kitchen 

cabinets to more crucial ones like the possibility of sending Shunsuke to 

gaol, Natsumi is given control of the relationship. Th e most striking way this 

manifests is through Natsumi’s sexual empowerment.  Constance Mui (2005) 

argues that traumatic violence, such as rape, severs the body’s unity with the 

self. For a person to “feel at home in the world, one must fi rst feel at home 

with one’s body” (2005, 160). Rape disrupts this oneness by making the victim 

painfully aware of the body that has betrayed her (2005). To overcome this 

betrayal, victims oft en choose to desexualise themselves in order to “regain 

control of [their] own body boundaries” (2005, 159). In their study of the 

eff ects of rape on sexual activity, Ann Burgess and Lynda Holmstrom (1979) 

found that most rape victims do resume sexual activity over time, with one 

interviewee saying that having sex on her own terms was “like I was saying to 

myself, ‘I’ll have an upper hand now’” (652). 

In The Ravine of Goodbye, Natsumi’s resumption of sexual activity symbolises 

reclaiming control over her vulnerable body and sense of self. Th e fi lm begins 

by showing Kanako and Shunsuke’s sexually active relationship, in a sex scene 

that dominates the fi rst eight minutes. Th e fi rst time the two engage in sex 

since the rape is also the last sex scene in the fi lm, appearing as a fl ashback 

to the past. At fi rst, Natsumi pushes Shunsuke away, stopping any further 

advances. When she does eventually allow his advances, Natsumi is both 

consenting to Shunsuke and also reclaiming control over her own desires. 

In other scenes, Natsumi is shown as the instigator, and in control of what is 

permissible. By choosing to become sexually active with the partner of her 

choice, Natsumi takes back what the rape forcibly took away from her: the 

control over her body and the choice to act upon her sexual desires. 

While acknowledging some of the sensitive, thoughtful elements of the 

narrative, it is also important to critique the problematic aspects too. For 

example, Natsumi and Shunsuke’s new life as a married couple falls into 

the previously mentioned cliché of the victim falling in love with her rapist, 

which provides an unlikely resolution to what is hardly ever resolved in this 

way, while also reproducing the general apathy towards the normalisation of 

sexual violence within popular culture. Also, the fi lm presents an isolated 

story by focusing on Natsumi’s individual struggle rather than exploring the 
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structural causes that hinder her recovery. Th ere are hints to systemic factors, 

but these are not the focus of the narrative. Furthermore, the fi lm exemplifi es 

the absence of female directors and screenwriters engaging with the subject 

of rape in the fi lm industry, as well as the dearth of women working in 

production. Th is is not to assume that male fi lmmakers are unable to deliver 

responsible representations, nor that representations from female fi lmmakers 

are always sensitively done. However, women writing, editing or directing 

can potentially off er diff erent perspectives and ways of representing women 

and sexual violence in a male-dominated industry (Mayne 1981; Dowd 

2015; Michalik 2015). When writing a female character’s struggle with rape, 

female writers and directors can possibly help to mitigate the mishandling 

of the subject through nuanced, thoughtful representations that respect the 

complexities and sensitivities around sexual violence.

Trauma narratives in cinema can provide a space for viewers to consider the 

painful experiences of working through trauma. By drawing the viewer into 

these stories, the fi lmmaker can show the resilience and determination that 

survivors of gendered violence experience as they work through their pain, 

as well as break through internalised silences around this issue. Faced with 

these uncomfortable narratives, the viewer is presented with an opportunity 

to refl ect upon the nature of trauma from sexual abuse and the way that 

survivors overcome these wounds in silence. Making the story about the 

victim alone is unlikely to end the problem of sexual violence in society, but a 

focus on victims’ perspectives at least fulfi ls the demand from feminist critics 

for stories that do not cast aside the victims.

CONCLUSION

Cinema is both a source of entertainment and an avenue through which 

knowledge is developed and disseminated. As such, it is important to cultivate 

a keen awareness of the infl uence that fi ctional representations have in the 

process of knowledge formation, and how they shape our imaginations 

and ways of seeing the world. Aware of the mechanisms at play between 

fi lmmaker and viewer through the text, an active viewer is able to critically 

engage with and realise this discursive potential inherent within the cinematic 

space. Examining the cinematographic style and narrative content used by 

fi lmmakers in The Ravine of Goodbye and DV: Domestic Violence, I have 

argued that representations of rape and rape recovery have the potential to 

inspire ethical refl ection by the viewer regarding rape and rape victims. 

Th e subject of rape representations in popular culture will continue to be 

a contentious issue in media criticism. Yet, these representations can raise 

awareness, challenge dominant perceptions and stimulate public discussion. 

Feminist critics face a diffi  cult conundrum where they fi ght to end rape in 

society while having to tolerate representation of sexual violence to generate 

discourse. My goal is to provide readings that show how rape representations 

can potentially empower victims and, in turn, the viewer. It is also 
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important to recognise that fi lms can perpetuate ideologies that undermine 

this, creating a paradox. Th is does not negate the discursive potential in fi lm 

for bringing about change, but it is essential to call attention to the ways that 

even well-intended fi lms can reinforce sexist and anti-feminist discourse. 

Rape representations have the discursive potential to break the silence which 

surrounds sexual violence. By avoiding eroticised depictions of rape and 

emphasising the violent nature of the act, the fi lmmaker makes it tougher for 

the viewer to not refl ect upon the fact of sexual violence. Th e contextualisation 

of a rape scene within a narrative is also signifi cant: depicting shattered lives 

within social and cultural conditions encourages the viewer to engage in a 

social critique of dominant attitudes towards rape and sexual violence. By 

including the victim’s recovery, the viewer is shown the traumatic impacts 

of rape and the long, ongoing process of healing. Ideally, these fi ctional 

depictions of rape can further personal introspection, raise public awareness, 

stimulate dialogue about sexual violence and encourage further participation 

in activism against sexual violence.

In my analysis of the two chosen fi lms, I have primarily focused on how 

the fi lmmaker can elicit refl ective responses within the viewer through the 

cinematic space. Th ere is a need for fi lmmakers to be aware of the complexities 

in representing rape. As well, the viewer has a responsibility to decide whether 

to critically engage with cinematic representations of rape and refl ect upon 

how they feel about the issue. Th e discussion of fi ctional depictions in popular 

culture alone is unlikely to end the silence that continues to keep the actual 

experiences of both victims and survivors hidden. However, alongside the 

eff orts of Japanese feminists who are breaking the silence and working to 

change attitudes to sexual violence in Japanese social and legal spheres, I hope 

to challenge the dominant discourses surrounding sexual violence. 
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