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 April 21, 1701, marks the beginning of a Japanese legend about forty-seven ronin, 

master less samurai, who set out to seek revenge for the death of their lord. It was on that 

day, Lord Asano of the Akō province, attacked Lord Kira, the mater of protocol, within 

the shogun’s castle in Edo (Tokyo). Due to numerous efforts by Lord Kira to embarrass 

Lord Asano for not offering him a bribe in return for his teaching, Lord Asano grew tired 

and angry promoting him to slightly injure Lord Kira. Yet, striking another man in ager 

was against the law and therefore, the shogun (military commander) sentenced Lord 

Asano to death by seppuku, suicide. After Lord Asano’s death the shogun also took his 

monetary funds and the Akō providence was confiscated. The death of Lord Asano and 

the confiscation of his property left his samurai unemployed. Once the news had reached 

the samurai, now ronin, they devised a plan to carry out a vendetta on behalf of their lord 

to regain his honor. Their quest for vengeance started two years after Lord Asano’s death 

on January 30, 1703 when they secretly attacked Lord Kira’s castle in Edo. They claimed 

their victory by beheading Lord Kira and presenting at the Sengakuji, grave site, of Lord 

Asano. Yet, due to their unlawful revenge the shogun sentenced the remaining forty-six 

ronin with the same fate as their former lord. On March 20, 1703 the victorious forty-six 

ronin committed seppuku, in honor, and joined their lord in the after life.  

The legend of the forty-seven ronin is tale of bushido code consisting of honor, 

loyalty, and revenge set in a feudal society of the Tokugawa period. Its historical nature 

is ambiguous enough to allow one’s imagination to run wild. The legend’s adaptability 

has found its way into the western culture invoking a sense of Japaneseness within a 

feudal society that is not yet to be forgotten. The retelling of the Akō Incident is known 

as Chūshingurara, a term coined by the first known joruri play about the incident, called 

Kandadehon Chūshingura. The legend has survived over 300 years and continues to be 

adapted and retold. The story grew in popularity through out years due to 19th century 

Japanese woodblock prints (ukiyoe), kabuki, and joururi-banraku (puppet plays). Persons 

of major artistic and cultural influence on the spread of legend consist of but are not 
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limited to playwright Chikamatsu Monzemon play in 1741, filmmaker Mizoguchi Kenji’s 

film Genroku Chūshingura or “The 47 Ronin” was released in 1941 and 1942, and last 

Donald Keene’s translation of the puppet play Kanadehon Chūshingura or “Chūshingura 

(Treasury of Loyal Retainers): A Puppet Play,” was published in 1971.  

The most recent attempt to retell the story of forty-seven ronin through 

Chūshingura was done by Charles Rinsch, an American filmmaker, in 2013 with 

production of the film called 47 Ronin.1 The film was produced by Universal Pictures 

(Studios) and starred actors such as Kenau Reeves [Kai], Hiroyuki Sanda [Oishi], and Ko 

Shibasaki [Princess Mika]. Building upon the international appeal of Mizoguchi’s 

pervious film in 1941, Rinsch has placed Japanese cinema into a western account by 

creatively placing the historical tale into three genres that include action, fiction, and 

fantasy. My research argues that Rinsch’s film, 47 Ronin, is a Freudian film by applying 

a psychoanalytical analysis of the Aristotelian definition of a tragic hero and plot with the 

use of the Freudian concepts such as unconscious theory of the mind, the Oedipus 

Complex, and use of the phallic symbol of a sword to evoke power and the fear of 

castration. The preceding literature review attempts to establish and support my argument 

by outlining key ideologies and concepts.  

The concept of the tragic hero is based on Aristotle’s formalist approach 

regarding literary criticism in his book Poetics (355 B.C.). Aristotle, a Greek philosopher 

and scientist, focuses on literary theory and regards poetics as drama, comedy, tragedy, 

dithyramb, epic and lyrical poetry. The importance of Aristotle’s Poetics in regards to my 

research consists of his definition of a tragic hero and how the plot and character are 

major factors within tragedy. The plot according to Aristotle includes two major 

concepts, the hamartia and perpeteia. The hamartia relates to the tragic hero causing the 

downfall of himself in the end. The perpeteia produces an effort opposite to that which 

the tragic hero intended to produce. The tragic hero “character” consists of three 

elements; he is morally good, acts appropriately regarding his title, and he is able to blind 

in with the time and place where the events occur. Other key elements mentioned by 

																																																								
1	47 Ronin. Dir. Carl Rinsch. Perf. Keanu Reeves and Hiroyuki Sanada. Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2013. 

DVD.	



	 Gatlin	3	

Aristotle are catastrophe, anagnorsis, and katharsis (catharsis) that will be implemented 

later in my argument. 

Lois Tyson’s (2006) book Critical Theory Today a User-Friendly Guide is one of 

the most commonly used critical literary theory text used today. Tyson uses F. Scott 

Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby to examine how theories are used in literary text. Tyson 

offers a variety of criticisms yet the extent of my research only applies Sigmund Freud’s 

psychoanalytical criticism to examine the complexity of the unconscious mind of the 

main characters in relation to the tragic plot. Freud uses the ideology of the Oedipus 

complex to discuss what Tyson states as being, “The Oedipal conflict (competition with 

the parent of the same gender for the attention of the opposite gender),” (14). Concepts 

that support this criticism are flashbacks, phallic symbol, castration anxiety, and elements 

of the unconscious mind, which include the Id, ego, and super ego. The application of 

this methodology and its concepts help establish the 47 Ronin as a Freudian film through 

plot and character analysis.  

Two articles written by Henry D. Smith II, “The Capacity of Chūshingura: Three 

Hundred Years of Chūshingura" (2003) and "Rethinking the Story of the 47 Ronin: 

Chûshingura in the 1980s" (2008) are both related to Smith intrigue with the historical 

accuracy of the story behind Chūshingura. Smith is a professor at Columbia University 

and was inspired by the legend to teach a seminar on Modern Japan. December 1981, 

while in London at a conference he heard Tsurumi Shunsuke, a pioneer in Modern 

Japanese popular culture say, “if you study Chūshingura long enough, you will 

understand everything about the Japanese,” (Smith, 187). It was this particular statement 

that sparked Smith question, “What in fact do we mean by (Chūshingura)?” In both 

articles he explains the history of the retelling of the Akō Incident and what is has 

evolved to throughout the years. Smith extensive research historically analyzes the 

popular and universal appeal of numerous depictions of the legend. He discusses 

prominent scholars in multiple disciplines who have legally, culturally, and socially 

studied the Akō Incident over the past three hundred year. This important scholarship has 

argued for and against the details of the actual event and the ambiguity that has lead to 

creative retellings throughout Japan.  
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Sharalyn Orbaugh reviews, Myth and Masculinity in the Japanese Cinema: 

Towards a Political Reading of the "Tragic Hero” a book written by Isolde Standish in 

(2002). Orbaugh states that Standish’s objective is to, “Identify and characterize a 

thematic or “mythic” element that structures a large number of modern films and use the 

exploration of that element to draw some conclusions about ideology and masculinity in 

modern Japan,” (550). Stanish argues that the narrative of the tragic hero appears within 

the story of the forty-seven ronin. The author further asserts that elements of the “tragic 

hero” story regenerated Japanese pride after WWII. Standish claims that the myth behind 

the forty-seven ronin gave the Japanese audience a guilt free conscious eluding that hey 

were forced individuals, like the ronin, who had to perform duties regarding WWII. In 

relation to my analysis, Standish’s approach to the tragic hero as an Aristotelian character 

gives substance to audience in term of katharsis (catharsis) relating to how the audience 

will be emotionally moved so that they feel better themselves. Orbaugh’s review also 

gives insight into Japanese masculinity and gender. 

Dr. Haha Lung’s electronic book, Mind-Sword: Mastering of the Asian Dark Arts 

of Mind Manipulation (2012), focuses on the psychology of martial arts and those who 

have performed martial arts over the years. The book is focused on telling the story of 

Musashi Miymasto (1594-1645) one of the former greatest swordsmen in Japan. The 

context of this book explains the bashido code within feudal Japan and how it established 

the mentality of the samurai warrior. Dr. Lung explains the psychological force regarding 

why the forty-seven ronin may have felt compelled to accomplish their desire to seek 

revenge and commit suicide. Dr. Lung states, “Everyone expected Asano’s 47 samurai 

retainers to follow him with junshi (immediate suicide). But to everyone’s surprise and to 

their disgrace, all 47 instead were scorned as cowards.” The slow response of the samurai 

can be later interpreted as a form of repressed desire to seek vengeance against Lord Kira. 

Understanding the culture codes that drives the unconscious mind of the samurai will 

explain their desires and the shift between the id and ego. 

The next articled by J.L. Anderson, “Japanese Swordfighters and American 

Gunfighters," (1973) builds upon Lung’s definition of the samurai code and how 

feudalism, a system of hierarchy, established a sense of desire within a class that made 

their living as swordsmen. Anderson’s article focuses on the Japanese equivalent of the 
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American gunfighters within a dramatic performance. The author outlines two major 

genres within Japanese film jaidai-geki, a historical drama and gendai-geki, a modernist 

film. In regards to Rinsch’s film 47 Ronin it is best consider a film of jidai-geki because, 

“Jaidai-geki usually focuses on a man with a sword,” (3). Anderson also includes three 

major types of swordsmen heroes depicted in Japanese films, samurai, kyokaku, and 

yakuza. There are two swordsmen presenting in Rinsch’s film and that includes samurari 

and kuokaki, which refers to a sword-carrying commoner. Anderson article explains that 

feudal society’s hierarchical society and themes of obligation, heroism, honor which are 

related to Aristotelian plot and character features but also to the phallic symbol of the 

sword due to its importance of characterization. Anderson discusses the consequence of 

choice in the form of obligation as this relates to the tragic hero and flaw concept. He also 

notes that obligation is driven by society and uses the terms geki and giri to explain the 

importance of power within relationships and how the phallic symbol of the sword is 

attached to the samurai psyche.  

Charles Rinsch, the production team of the 47 Ronin, and Universal Studios 

created production notes on the film to give an overview of the production work that 

went into created the film in 2013.  

The production notes state, KEANU REEVES leads an all-star 
international cast in the action-adventure 47 Ronin. After a treacherous 
warlord kills their master and banishes their kind, 47 leaderless samurai 
vow to seek vengeance and restore honor to their people. Driven from 
their homes and dispersed across the land, this band of Ronin must seek 
the help of Kai (Reeves)—a half-breed they once rejected—as they fight 
their way across a savage world of mythic beasts, shape-shifting 
witchcraft and wondrous terrors. (25).  
This places the context of the film in the genre of action, adventure, and fantasy. 

The production notes explains major changes the audience may have trouble deciphering 

from the actual account of the historic event. Major changes to the story such as Kai 

(Reeves) and the mythical creatures in the film are explained as new elements. The 

production notes also assert Rinsch’s Chūshingura was based on artistic vision of feudal 

Japan that was depicted in the woodblock prints from Hokusai and Hiroshige but also 

through folklore tales. The issues with this resources is that Rinsch explains the image of 

Kai, the tragic hero of Aristotelian definition, does not entirely fit the time frame of the 

Tokugawa period in which the movie is based. Rinsch states, “Kai symbolizes the eternal 
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outsider, struggling to fit into a culture rooted in its deep sense of nationality,” 

(production notes, 30). Even with this minor issue Rinsch succeeded in retelling 

Chūshingura by using other elements that constitute Kai as a tragic hero and the plot 

including emotion themes relevant to its contemporary audience.  

Lastly, March Schumacher is scholar who received his M.A. in International 

Relations and two certifications in Japanese and Mandarin Chinese from John Hopkins 

University in 1990. Schumacher’s website includes A-to-Z photo dictionary of Japan’s 

Buddhist and Shinto deities which my research utilizes to explain the mythic and folklore 

element of the Tengu Monk and the witch. Schumacher’s article, "Tengu - Japanese 

Buddhist and Shinto Slayer of Vanity (Yamabushi Tengu, Karasu Tengu)" (2013) 

explains the Tengu deity and its historical prevalence within Japan. The article also 

explores the relationship of the deity to that of the samurai. Due to the Tengu’s ability to 

transform into human appearance to actively participate in the lives of men I assert the 

there was a relationship between the monk and the witch lady within the film. The 

information taken from this article is ultimately utilized to describe the life of the tragic 

hero, Kai, before the age of twelve within the film. It addresses the issues of the 

psychoanalysis of the child before the adolescent stage by explaining the character of the 

Tengu monk. The previous stated articles and scholars will further utilized ideologies and 

concepts of both Aristotle and Freud which be applied to my argument that the 47 Ronin 

is a Freudian film.  

Tragedy is a medium of drama that is not a narrative but rather a sequence of 

events that are rooted in a cause-and-effect chain of events within the universe. These 

chain of events are inevitable and reveal what happen and the way the world operations 

within a given time period. The establishment of the tragic hero according to Aristotle is 

the second most important element of a tragedy. Yet understand the first most important 

element, the plot, one must first have a character for which the action of tragedy takes 

places. Aristotle states, “The plot, then, is the first principle, and, as it were, the soul of a 

tragedy: character holds the second place. Hence, the plot is the imitation of the action: 

for by plot I here mean the arrangement of the incidents. By character I mean that in 

virtue of which we ascribe certain qualities to the agents,” (VI). In the 47 Ronin film 

there are two tragic hero characters, Oishi, the leader of Lord Asano’s forty-seven 
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samurai and Kai, a fictional character created to represent outsider and half breed who 

was raised by mythical demon called Tengu.  

The prologue of the narrator in the beginning of the film established this chain-of-

events discussing that the plot is based in ancient feudal Japan during the Tokagawa 

period where samurai and their lords live in peach. The narrator suggest that the only 

disruption of this peace is through the witches and demons that share the islands with 

humans and through the samurai class suffering the great shame in all of Japanese 

society, becoming ronin through loss of their lord or failure his master. The narrator 

concludes by stating, “Yet to know the story of the 47 Ronin is to now the story of all of 

Japan.”2 The concept of Japaneseness is also given by Tsurumi Shunsuke, a pioneer 

scholar in modern Japanese popular culture who states, “If you study Chūshingura long 

enough, you will understand everything about the Japanese,” (Smith, 187). Thus, creating 

a relationship between the tragic hero and the audience of the film. 

A tragic hero is great man falls because of some moral blindness or error. He must 

also evoke a sense of pity and fear from the audience. The characterization of both Oishi 

and Kai as tragic heroes help to establish what a good plot is according to Aristotle and 

its ability to move from happiness to unhappiness. To propel the tragic plot forward the 

tragic heroes must convey four basic characteristics; one, they must be morally good, 

two, they should act appropriately to his status, thirdly, the character must be true to life 

and lastly, they must be consistent psychologically. The tragic hero must also have 

hamartia, a tragic flaw that causes his down fall and experience perepeteia, tragic irony, 

where he brings these problems upon himself within the tragedy.  

 Separately accessing Oishi and Kai leads to many issues about who represents the 

definition of a tragic hero and how their individual stories within the plot lead the 

audience to believe they are by definition tragic heroes. For example, Kai is revealed to 

the son of an English sailor and peasant Japanese girl. The status of his mother would 

have made him a peasant as well. Therefore, would not fit the Aristotelian 

characterization of a noble tragic hero falls from grace. Yet it is easy to consider that due 

to Lord Asano’s adoption of Kai when he was found at the age for twelve could of placed 

Kai within a higher level of status in Japanese society. Another interpretation of Kai’s 

																																																								
2	Ibid	
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status could be eluded of high status due to his adaption from the Tengu monks who were 

deities and appeared like Gods within the film. The narrator states, “Many believed he 

had been raised by Tengu, the demons of the forest, who had taught him their dark 

powers and trained him in their lethal arts of killing.” The narrator suggest that Kai was 

given a supernatural teaching from supreme beings and this may also establish is place as 

tragic hero of noble status. In contrast to Kai’s story, Oishi is a samurai and he holds a 

prominent title within Japanese society during the time period and thus concludes he is a 

tragic hero. 

Another issue with the characterization of Kai, in regards to Aristotelian ideology 

of a tragic hero, consists of him moving from a state of happiness to unhappiness. Yet, 

the beginning of Kai’s story he is running from a past filled with evil teachings from the 

Tengu monks. He finds happiness when Lord Asano and his daughter Mika adopt him. 

Even though he does move into a state of happiness after the prologue this might assert 

the beginning of Kai’s true life as also relates to establishing him as tragic character.  

To better understand the function of the tragic hero in regards to the cultural 

context of Japanese society J.L. Anderson best describes the types of heroes typically in 

Japanese cinema includes the samuari, kyokaku, and yakuza. Oishi and Kai present two 

three listed previously. Oishi is clearly the representation of the samurai, which Anderson 

describes as, “those exalted warriors whose code of bushido represents standards to 

which swordsmen of all kind aspire,” (3). This statement depicts Oishi as a character of 

moral, high status, who fits within the context of society. On the contrary, Anderson 

would label Kai’s character as a kyokaku, “A sword-carrying commoner. These men who 

have no hereditary right to carry swords but somehow, they have acquired weapons and 

the skills to use them,” (3). Kai does have the other characteristics of a tragic hero in the 

sense that his morally good, he acts appropriately to his status until his tragic flaw is 

revealed, and his true to life and remains psychologically consistent through the film. 

 The most important assessment of the film and the two main tragic heroes is 

assisted through the psychoanalysis of the unconscious mind. Tyson describes Freud’s 

definition of the unconscious as, “The notion that human beings are motivated, even 

driven, by desires, fears, needs and conflicts of which they are unaware,” (2). With the 

constant debate from scholars over the truth behind the historical event of Chūshingura 
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and the ambiguity behind the reason why the forty-seven ronin were driven to seek 

revenge for their lord who illegally attacked another lord in the home of the shogun. 

Columbia University professor, Henry D. Smith II, recounts the legend as two narratives 

one of bloody revenge with the attempt to murder a single elite, which ended in a mass 

execution of all the members who were involved.3 Fundamentally, Smith’s research 

claim that the legality of the vendetta of unwarranted and that the forty-seven ronin acted 

outside of their duties and acted more upon months of planning which concluded their 

desire to kill Lord Kira.  

 Dr. Haha Lung book Mind-Sword also suggest that the forty-seven ronin were 

socially castrated and forced to act upon their desire to kill Lord Kira after bring reduced 

to lower status within society. Lung suggests, “Everyone expected (after the death of 

Lord Asano) that his 47 samurai retainers would follow him with junshi (immediate 

suicide). But to everyone’s surprise and to their disgrace, all 47 instead were scorned as 

cowards,” (web, Mind-Sword). When a samurai becomes a ronin they only have a 

number of jobs they can be offered. Due to the historical democratization of the 

Tokugawa regime, the Shogun was forcing peace through his military leadership, and 

therefore forcing peace amongst the provinces. This new peace meant that samurai were 

becoming an obsolete class. Many samurai, according to Lung, became craftsmen, 

farmers, or merchants. The economic complexity and ambiguity of the mentality of the 

samurai makes the artistic retelling of the Akō Incident an appealing story. Rinsch has 

taken the historical complexity and psychological ambiguity of the samurai and created 

an entirely Freudian film.  

 The historical context of Japan’s feudal society is based on each tragic heroes’ 

characteristics and is best interpreted based on how family shapes the psyche of the 

characters. According to Tyson, “The “birth” of the unconscious lives in the way we 

perceive our place in the family and how we react to this self definition,” (13). Tyson 

asserts that the family plays a very important role in how individuals view themselves 

and other because as human we are products of our familiar environments. Both Oishi 

and Kai a paternalistic relationship with Lord Asano. They were raised under the wing of 
																																																								
3	Smith II, Henry D. "The Capacity of Chūshingura: Three Hundred Years of Chūshingura." Monumenta Nipponica 

58.1 (2003): 1-42. JSTOR. Web. 01 Nov. 2014. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096750>. Pg 3.	
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Lord Asano’s family structure. Kai story is different because he is first adopted by the 

Tengu monks of the forest and stumbles his way into the family of Lord Asano. Lord 

Asano accepted Kai as half-breed into his family and allowed him to live amongst his 

people. Young samurai like Oishi who is presented at the beginning of the film as child, 

were retained by lords and treated them as family members.  

 Within a jidai-geki film, Japanese historical cinema, there is a conflict related to 

the tragic plot that propels tragic hero narrative and is consist of the giri, the duty or 

obligation in contrast with the character’s ninjo, feeling or person inclination. (Andrew, 

3). It is this type of psychological conflict that Aristotle would interpret as perepetia, 

tragic irony, in which the tragic hero brings problems upon himself. I will address this in 

more detail depicting how each tragic hero encompasses their own version of tragic 

irony. Kai’s has a personal indication with Lord Asano that is expressed through ninjo 

because Lord Asano showed him love when everyone treated him poorly. The narrator 

depicts Kai’s ninjo to Lord Asano by stating, “Although, he lived as an outcast, Kai was 

determined to repay the love he received from Mika and her father, whatever the cost.”4 

(movie). Oishi on the other hand asserts displays a sense of giri because as a samurai he 

has a duty to protect Lord Asano and the province. It is due to both Kai’s ninjo and 

Oishi’s giri that creates tension from the unconscious Id that urges them to repay Lord 

Asano by seeking out revenge in anger and killing Lord Asano. 

 Aristotle stated, “There remains, then, the character between these two 

extremes,—that of a man who is not eminently good and just,-yet whose misfortune is 

brought about not by vice or depravity, but by some error or frailty. He must be one who 

is highly renowned and prosperous,” (XIII). In reference to the establishment of the 

characterization of a tragic hero within a plot and the incorporation of the historical 

context of Japanese society and cinema I will further focus on the elements of the 

establishment of the tragic hero with the film.  

 A good plot for a tragedy, according to Aristotle should move from happiness to 

unhappiness. The plate should rely on the hamartia of a hero to progress the plot from a 

natural state of happiness to unhappiness. Hamartia is the tragic flaw experienced by the 

																																																								
4	47 Ronin. Dir. Carl Rinsch. Perf. Keanu Reeves and Hiroyuki Sanada. Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2013. 

DVD.	
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tragic hero within the context. Kai’s tragic flaw can be interpreted through two incidents 

within the film. The first, is Kai’s ability to flee from the Tengu monks and their dark art 

and secondly, Kai’s sense of ninjo to Lord Asano that leads him to impersonate a 

samurai. Both incidents are examples of tragic irony where Kai bring these problems 

upon himself. The question is how did Kai bring these problems up on himself and would 

lead him to flee the Tengu and was that related to his impersonation of a samurai. The 

relations of Kai to the Tengu, who appears as a divine source, could have lead to the 

universal events of create moral blindness in Kai’s character. For example, Kai is half 

breed and he is always treated badly by others so he obtains this moral blindness about 

his role within the Japanese society of 18th cent. Therefore, when he flees the divine 

order of the Tengu monks he enters a mentality of fantasy and he fails to understand his 

place within society so he experiences the tragic flaw of impersonating a samurai which 

further leads to the death of Lord Asano, a father figure.  

It is due to Kai’s acquired blindness that he becomes a tragic hero and soon falls 

because of his moral blindness and error. The catastrophe, the disaster of the play, causes 

a reversal of fortune from a high status to a low status of both tragic heroes. Oishi is 

blinded by his tragic flaw of not listening to Kai when he approached him about the witch 

lady who appeared to him as wolf and then in Lord Kira’s court as woman. Therefore, 

both of their tragic flaws lead them to a high status to low one. Oishi transcends from 

samurai to a ronin and Kai goes from a servant to Lord Asano to a slave on a Dutch ship. 

Oishi and Kai both experience reversal of fortune that leads to even more issues. 

Eventually, the tragic heroes’ reversal of fortune leads them to anagnorsis, where 

each of them begin to understand what has happened and that their flaw played an 

important role in the events that aspired. Each hero concludes that ere was nothing they 

could do to solve this chain of events (catastrophe). Oishi states to Kai, “I failed my 

lord.” Oishi also admits he should of killed Lord Kira the day of Lord Asano’s death 

revealing their understanding of what happened. Kai does not understand the 

consequences of him flee from the Tengu monks and how that led to his demise until he 

finds himself returning to their temple. Tengu monk is depicted as, “are mountain and 

forest goblins with both Shinto and Buddhist attributes. Their supernatural powers 

include shape-shifting into human or animal forms, the ability to speak to humans 
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without moving their mouth, the magic of moving instantly from place to place without 

using their wings, and the sorcery to appear uninvited in the dreams of the living.” 

(Schmacher ,“Tengu”). The relevance of the Tengu monk can be compared to a sphinx in 

the sense that they foretell of things what will happen. The monk says to Kai, “No matter 

what you do Mika will never be yours in this life.” Kai responds,” Then I will go to my 

death and pray I find her in the next.”5 (movie). The relationship of Kai to Mika in the 

film is relayed as one of lovers but can be interpreted as more of a mother and son 

relationship. 

Due to the tragic hero’s Kai’s characterization being shaped by familiar status 

within the film my research extends to the Freudian concept of the Oedipus complex 

occurs when a child (male) despises his father and loves his mother. Tyson calls this the 

Oedipal conflict stating, “The Oedipal conflict [is a] competition with the parent of the 

same gender for the attention an affection of the parent of the opposite gender,” (p. 14). 

The affects of this type of conflict within the context of the 47 Ronin applies to the nature 

of Kai’s relationship with Lord Asano and Mika. The relationship attributes to the child 

relationship with the father and mother and how that establishes conflict within the 

psyche of the character. 

There are three father figures that are relevant to Kai’s character and they include, 

the Tengu Monk, Lord Asano, and Lord Kira. Focusing on Lord Asano due to the fact 

that Kai’s tragic flaw leads to the death of Lord Asano therefore leaving Mika to be 

obtained through replacement of Lord Kira. Lord Asano appeals to Kai’s Ego or mirror 

stage because Kai secretly wants to be like his father. An example of this is when Kai 

begins to move away from Mika while she nurses his wound. Mika says to him that even 

when he tires to help her father’s samurai they beat him. Kai takes up for them and telling 

her that this is all he knows. Mika tells him that this is not the way it has to be and places 

her hand on his shoulder. He looks at here with discontent, in the film,  and says “This no 

place for a you my lady.” This is a sign that Kai is moving away from his mother’s 

bosom. Mika responds, “Are you sending me away? Look at me an tell me you don’t love 

me.” Kai responds, with his head down, “I will always love you. You have your place 

																																																								
5	Ibid.	
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and I have mine.”6 Reeves explained his characters relationships with Mika as one of a 

mother by stating, "When I'm a young boy, I see the princess and the princess sees me. 

There's this moment where she brings me food and then we have this kind of connection 

that becomes unrequited love. We can't be together.” (Krup, “Ten things” ). Even though, 

Mika on numerous occasions nurtures him and even when Kai is almost killed for 

impersonating a samurai, she pleads with the Shogun not to execute him. This type of 

action of women pleading with a man of higher status would of caused her to lose her life 

and display a maternal instinct to protect. The entire scene leads to Lord Asano growing 

angry with princess Mika because of her love for Kai almost causes her to get killed. Kai 

understand that he must leave behind his desire to be with Mika because he wants to be 

like his father and also be he is tragic hero who knows his place within the society he 

exist.  

The Aristotelian definition katharsis (Catharsis) conveys that the audience will be 

so emotionally moved that they feel better about themselves after they experience the 

performance. The pity and fear that is channeled through the depiction of the 

characterization of Kai as the tragic hero allows Rinsch to be create a sense of catharsis 

within a modern audience. It is Kai’s foreignness that provokes a sense of pity because he 

is viewed as an outsider. Reeves states, “On this journey, Kai strives to be included and 

accepted; that’s a story a lot of people can relate to. This kind of immigrant story is 

relatable: that yearning for acceptance while retaining your individuality,” (production 

notes, 30). The emotion described here by Reeves is a form of pity and is aroused by the 

misfortune of Kai due to him being a half-breed. The fear of the audience would relate to 

the death of the forty-seven ronin and not wanting to find their self in a situation where 

they are conflicted between what they are obligation to do versus what they desire to do. 

 Lastly, psychoanalysis of the phallic symbol of the swords must be assets in 

regards to metaphor and the concept of castration anxiety is explored as means of 

interpreting the representation of the loss of power. Tyson describes the phallic symbol as 

male imagery stating, “Phallic symbols, can include towers, rockets, guns, arrows, 

swords, and the like,” (20). She also discusses the female imagery of enclosures such as 

the cave of the Tengu Monks. The phallic symbol is a metaphorical representation of the 
																																																								
6	Ibid.	
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penis of a man. In the 47 Ronin the sword symbolizes masculine power and who ever 

appears to hold the sword holds power.  

Within the Tokawaga period, the only people that were allowed to carry swords 

were samurai, and therefore Kai’s ability to possess this weapon is depicted in various 

ways through out the film. Anderson states, “To a kyokaku [Kai], the sword is a means to 

the stature and power denied him by birth,” (3). Kai is without a sword when he tired to 

help another samurai, Yasuno, when the creature of the forest began to run wild killing 

everything in its path. Kai grabs Yasuno’s discarded sword as the animal run toward him 

and he lunges the sword into the heart of the creator killing it. When Yasuno approaches 

Kai to retrieve his sword, Kai presents the sword horizontally as a sign of feminization 

and asserts his lower status through the presentation of the sword. Later in the film, 

Yasuno presents Kai with the sword of his dead Conrad, Basho, allowing Kai the ability 

to obtain power but also claim the status of a samurai.  

The sword in the metaphorical sense can be feminized and associated with 

castration and anxiety as a form of lost of power through different ways. Using Tyson’s 

female imagery the sword is feminized when it placed within its carrying case. It is also 

feminized with the swords is interested into an object such as the ground or a person. An 

example of this is the performance of seppuku in the film can be interpreted as a form of 

castration due to the sense that the warrior takes a small blade and slice his stomach and 

then is followed by another warrior decapitating him. Lord Asano performs this type of 

suicide at the beginning of the film and the forty-seven ronin also committed this form of 

suicide at the end of the film. Oishi states that the warriors must commit to whatever 

death sentence the Shogun bestows upon them so they may end the vicious cycle of their 

desire to seek revenge. Therefore, the sword itself castrates the samurai and leaves them 

powerless yet they never experience that sense of loss because they die only experiencing 

a rewarding victory after accomplishing their vendetta.  

In conclusion, 47 Ronin is a western attempt to retell the story of forty-seven 

ronin through Chūshingura. Filmmaker, Rinsch, has creatively placed the historical tale 

into three genres that include action, fiction, and fantasy. My research as attempted to 

argue that the film is a Freudian film by applying a psychoanalytical analysis of the 

Aristotelian definition of a tragic hero and plot with the use of the Freudian concepts such 
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as unconscious theory of the mind, the Oedipus Complex, and use of the phallic symbol 

of a sword to evoke power and the fear of castration. The tragic hero, of Kai suffers form 

an Oedipus complex, he has experience of reversals when his attempts to mimicry the 

ways of warrior lead to his surrogate father, Lord Asano’s death. Kai eventually 

experiences a revelation given to him by the Tengu monk. Revealing Kai’s inability to 

stop the events preceding the death of his lord. He instead acts upon the forty-seven 

samurai’s desire to seek revenge and kill Lord Kira. His failure allows him use the phallic 

symbol of the sword to release the power he once desired by ending his life and leaving 

him in physical state of unhappiness having loss his love Princess Mika. 
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