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What is a Family?

Last month my husband and I watched
another of Hirokazu Kore-eda’s films, The
Shoplifters. It introduced us to a most unusual
family.

We soon meet the father, Osamu and his son,
Shota, as they snack and cheerfully chat on their
way home from the day’s theft. Itis very cold.

They notice a little girl who has apparently
been put out in the cold by her family. They hear
loud, abusive voices coming from inside the
house.

Just as easily as they might pluck an item off a
shelf in a store, they pick up the little girl, Juri, 5,
and carry her home.

The family scene is very cozy as they gather
around to enjoy supper, and to see what Osamu
and Shota have managed to bring home today.

Grandma is shown speaking gently to Juri and
rubbing some salve on the little girl’s burn scars.

The family does work: Aki the granddaughter
works at a soft-porn peep-show, Osamu as a day
laborer, his wife Nobuyo in a laundry room at a
hotel. The shoplifting simply helps out.

Master film maker Kore’eda has said he wishes
to use his film to express the widening class
divide in Japan. Thus, he shows us this family
living below the radar in Tokyo. He makes us feel
the love and care in this bruised family.

In this movie, nothing is really what it seems,
and as one reviewer said, it is “complex, subtle,
mysterious” and “builds to an extraordinary
ending.” In the end the family does learn that
rules can’t be ignored forever without
consequences.

We see many positive traits we want in a
family: Little Juri lands in this hodgepodge
family and experiences warmth and positive
attention perhaps for the first time. Osamu is a
caring father who relates to the children in a kind
and fun way. Grandma, living on a pension,
generously shares her home with this motley
bunch. What do you think it takes to make a real
family?

(A Farewell Note: As you know, the great
actress, Kirin Kiki, who played Grandma, died
not long after she delivered this fine
performance. She had played in six of Kore-eda’s
films. He will surely miss her—as will all of us
who enjoyed her work. Rest in Peace.)

June Seat,

APJapan Founder and Friend
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