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Depiction Of Social Issues In Griffith’s “Broken Blossoms” Compared To Today’s Depiction
Films have a particular way of addressing and communicating various concepts to the audience. Nearly each film, whether is the silent film of the ancient 20th century or the popular film of the present day, important social issues are addressed. These issues include, but are not limited to, racism, gender inequality, social unrest, and cultural differences just to mention a few. However, the manner in which these issues are addressed and presented to the audience depends on the director’s perspective, the medium used, as well as the existing societal condition and views. Silent film differs from contemporary popular film in the manner of presentation of various issues because unlike the latter, meaning is conveyed through interactive visual imagery rather than dialogue. D. W. Griffith’s 1919 “Broken Blossoms” is an excellent example of a silent film that connotes serious societal issues. This paper uses the film as the backdrop against which the depiction of racism, gender inequality, social unrest, cultural differences, and domestic violence, can be compared and contrasted between then and now.
In other words, the main objective is to examine and demonstrated how silent film depicts the above social issues in ways that are different to that which we are used today. It is important first to give a general overview of how these two cinematic genres differ [that is, silent film and contemporary popular film]. Popular film presents a total communication situation through a combination of visuals, music, words, and story; with the last two being the most common. Meaning is translated through repetition of phrases and words in dialogue and cues to context make. 
On the other hand, popular film banks on strong, vivid, and interactive visual imagery to convey its meaning or rather depict societal issues, personal struggles, and interpersonal interactions. Music and the short titles/texts that are interspersed throughout the visual narrative also help in the conveyance and understanding of the message. Griffith’s “Broken Blossoms” the three elements to discuss the central theme of prejudice, racism, love and violence in the narrative. It is the story of a fifteen-year-old girl, Lucy Burrows [Lilian Gish], who lives with her extremely abusive, racist, alcoholic father, Battling Burrows [Donald Crisp], in London and a kind Chinese shopkeeper, Cheng Huan [Richard Barthelmess], who falls in love with her.
Racism in silent film is depicted as the outright preference of one race over the other, where the minority race is discriminated against. This is similar to what is seen today in popular films as well as in the society. In “Broken Blossoms” the Chinese is discriminated against for being non-white and is regularly referred to as a chink – a derogatory racist term for a Chinese. Even his dear Lucy refers to him as chinky. This clearly shows that racism was apparent and taken as a normal thing. Today, the minority groups [including Chinese-Americans] who make up 25% of the U.S population are still treated and perceived differently from the whites in the society. Popular films depict them stereotypically where for example, blacks are depicted as violent and criminals, unlike the sophisticated civilized whites. Chinese-Americans, despite their crucial contribution to the U.S economy, are resented and viewed as alien intruders whose presence stands as a threat to the American social life and economy (Griffith Np).


Gender inequality is depicted through the strong masculinity of male versus the weak femininity of the woman. In other words, it is depicted in terms of the physical rather than economically as depicted today. For instance, Lucy in “Broken Blossoms” is depicted as a weak being because, in addition to being young, she is female. On the other hand, Battling is masculine and strong – representing the male gender. A heterosexual division of labor also depicts gender inequality (Mulvey 839). In the film, women are depicted as domestic help, housewives, or prostitutes while men are depicted as fighters, shopkeepers, soldiers, or in simpler terms, breadwinners for the family. This is slightly different from what we see today in the sense that the contemporary woman is allowed to play roles that were traditionally viewed as male jobs. Today everyone has an equal opportunity to be whatever they desire, and the heterosexual labor segregation no longer exists. 
Social unrest in the silent film is depicted as a male domain. In other words, the women are portrayed as receivers of the action while men make things happen. Early depiction of social unrest in the film takes place before Huan leaves China for London. It is portrayed through a group of fighting American sailors that refuse to listen the counsel of peace. Again poverty and desperation cause people to engage in various social vices such as prostitution, gambling, and opium addiction – all of which threaten social tranquility. A similar depiction is common today where men and women engage in fights to settle scores. This is depicted in action films, on social media, and even in the neighborhoods. At the same time, poverty, depression, and desperation leads modern-day people to engage in crime and various other social vices as those in Griffith’s film.


[bookmark: _GoBack]Cultural differences are presented as a social issue in “Broken Blossoms” people of different cultural backgrounds, albeit living in the same localities, do not mingle or mix harmoniously. The Americans and Chinese in China each keep to themselves. In London, the Britons and the Asians keep to themselves, and there are opium dens for the Asiana and the alcohol dens for the whites. These people are culturally different, and this affects their interaction. It is due to these differences that the Asian is predominantly referred to as the yellow man throughout the narrative – clearly being judged from the white man’s context. Today this is not very apparent. We live in a multi-ethnic global community where diversity has been embraced and integrated into all spheres of life. Therefore, although cultural differences exist today, its impact is not as saliently depicted as in the silent film.  
Therefore, there are similarities and differences between Griffith’s silent film “Broken Blossoms” depiction of racism, gender inequalities, social unrest, and cultural differences and what we see today. Mulvey says that having the man as the bearer of the look and the woman as the image constitutes gender imbalance and this is depicted in the film through Lucy, Huan, and Battling and is also common today because men look at women for their beauty and attractiveness or lack thereof of those features (837). We are also used to seeing people of different races treated and perceived differently just like in the film. Again, it is not rare to see people engaging in fights or spurring various social unrests to settle scores just as depicted in the film. Perhaps the most notable difference lies in the depiction of cultural differences where unlike in the film, today it fosters global integration and oneness. Therefore, silent films are not really silent; they just communicate differently.
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