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Monster movies are widely acknowledged as an integral part of twentieth century American pop culture – 
the last decade or so has seen several classic monster movie remakes like The Stepford Wives (2004), The 
Mummy (1999), and War of the Worlds (2005); the Godzilla series is still churning out films; and neither 
reruns nor parodies of King Kong are hard to find on regular cable television. Though it may be easy to take 
these monsters for granted as simple cultural icons, it is worth considering why they have become ingrained 
in pop culture. For King Kong and Godzilla this is especially true. When these icons have become so 
institutionalized that people who have never seen the films are familiar with the monsters, it suggests that 
these movies tell us something valuable about ourselves as a culture. 
 
Critics have long taken notice of both King Kong (1933) and Gojira (1954) (released as Godzilla, King of 
the Monsters [1956] in the United States) as uncommonly thoughtful monster movies. King Kong has most 
popularly attracted critical analysis as a narrative of the monstrosity of primitive desire, while critics praise 
Gojira as a pop culture commentary on Cold War nuclear proliferation from a post-Hiroshima Japanese 
perspective. While these two interpretations are certainly applicable, much of the cinematic analysis has 
kept the two films isolated from one another,[1] interpreting them as cultural phenomena only within the 
historical context of their release dates. I would like to suggest, however, that it is precisely their historical 
contexts that encourage their comparison. 
 
These types of giant-monster-destroys-metropolis movies usually set up a binary between the dominant, 
technological, master race and the exotic, disempowered “Other.” What makes both King Kong and Gojira 
unique is that they work to uncover and question the boundaries and the functions of this binary. 
Furthermore, when placed into a timeline of monster films, beginning with one of the first of the genre, The 
Lost World (1925), a silent, stop-motion dinosaur jungle adventure, the three films chronicle the colonizing 
world’s gradual development of a post-colonial consciousness that calls into question the absolutism and 
racism traditionally involved in creating first-world knowledge: The Lost World expresses civilization’s 
dual relationship of fascination and fear with the primitive and exotic, but ultimately affirms the right of 
white, Western civilization to define the Other; King Kong does the same, but asks the audience to identify 
with the Other instead of the white man, and thereby questions the merits of modern constructions of 
knowledge; and Gojira, told from a Japanese perspective, reveals that modern, scientific, first-world forms 
of knowledge (like atomic weapons) are absolutely monstrous when compared to Other forms of 
knowledge (like the consequences of atomic weapons). While it would be overblown to claim that this is 
the sole reason the movies have remained at the top of the monster pantheon (because like any good text, 
they can be read many different ways), I think this argument will add an important analytical lens to the 
cultural relevance of the films.  
[...] 
To put these films into their historical context, we should look back briefly to the Enlightenment. Western 
European powers had been colonizing the rest of the world for several hundred years already, and so were 
by that time accustomed to thinking in terms of the civilized “us” and the primitive “them”– a frame of 
mind the literary theorist, Edward Said, called Orientalism. However, the eighteenth century’s 
Enlightenment brought a huge expansion in Orientalism because of its rethinking of how to organize 
knowledge. The Enlightenment emphasized rationality and order as universal virtues. The movement tried 
to totalize and essentialize knowledge, to create taxonomies and hierarchies for everything, and to stress 
that every thing or idea had a proper place relative to all other things. This need to define and quantify 
knowledge led to many great advancements and achievements, but it also combined with colonialism to 
create Western racial discourses, or models of thinking and framing knowledge which, “operate as self-
policing regimes, establishing their own categories of truth… and simultaneously encouraging the 
production of certain kinds of statements or texts… as well as discouraging or rejecting those which violate 
the norms of that particular discourse…”[1] These discourses of white, Western supremacy carried over 
into all walks of life for both the colonizers and the colonized, and only intensified as colonialism spread. 
By the nineteenth century, Orientalism was an ingrained “system of truths”[2] constructed to legitimize the 



act of colonizing. But where Orientalism becomes most important in contextualizing our monster movies is 
in the study of anthropology. 
[...] 
A man named Félix-Louis Regnault made the first ethnographic proto-films[1] to study race and movement 
in 1895. He filmed a white French man and a Senegalese woman walking next to each other to compare his 
“urban walk” with her “savage locomotion.”[2] By the time film became more accessible and people began 
to see movies in the theater, anthropologists were making full-length ethnographies. These films, because 
of their subject matter, took place in far off, “exotic” lands, and therefore crossed narrative paths with 
travelogues and eventually adventure fiction, which both had been bestselling literary genres for some 
time.[3]  However, Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922) did much to popularize these 
ethnographic “documentaries” and expose them to mainstream audiences.  
 
Nanook serves as a good example for the overarching trend these ethnographic films grew to follow. 
Flaherty made the film as a documentary with the goal of preserving the Inuit way of life. However, he 
wanted to show the Inuit culture not as it was when he made the film, but as it had been before explorers 
“discovered” it and it came into contact with “civilization.” This meant that he staged and scripted the 
entire film to make the Inuit appear more authentic to the Orientalist concept the white, Western audience 
had conceived for them. He hired unrelated actors to play the Inuit family, dressed them in inaccurate 
costumes, filmed the igloo scenes on a set, and staged each dramatic scene as a normal, everyday activity in 
the Inuit way of life.[4] Another reason these films attracted audiences was that “the (purported) 
documentary authenticity of the represented subject matters legitimated the otherwise censorable screen 
representation of sexuality and lethal violence.”[5] For Nanook, this meant that the Inuit mother could 
appear bear-breasted several times in the film without it being censored. This, of course, holds perfectly 
with the sexualized, primitivized, enfantilized discourse that Orientalist attitudes ascribe to the Other.  
 
As the ethnographic film tradition continued, this style of dramatized truth became more prevalent and 
accepted. The films often borrowed tropes from turn-of-the-century adventure fiction. Many of the films 
contained one of Edgar Rice Burroughs’ favorite plot devices of having an ape or a primitive man abduct 
an innocent white woman, who must then be saved by the white male hero. For example one film called 
Ingagi (1930) is about a village that sacrifices local women to gorillas to prevent them from attacking the 
village. The scientist explorers pursue and kill the gorilla, who dies only to be mourned by a naked black 
woman who comes out of the jungle foliage and slips right back in. The film was billed as a documentary, 
though it included innumerable relatively obvious clues that it was not – they used chimpanzees and actors 
in gorilla suits for the terrifying apes; they included species like orangutans, armadillos, and eucalyptus that 
are not native to Africa; and they made up the word ingagi for the title, claiming that it was Swahili for 
“gorilla.” Although many anthropologists criticized the film for its inaccuracies, the public loved it, and it 
had an extremely successful box office run.[6] This was just one of the many films that signaled that the 
next logical step for the ethnography film was to cross the divide from dramatized truth to monstrous jungle 
fictional. [1] He used chronophotography, which produces a series of sequential, photographic frames that 
look like a filmstrip, but which are not meant to be projected. 
[...] 
Though this film shares the theme of the rampaging monster, it has important differences from King Kong 
and The Lost World which place it as the next step in the monster genre’s chronicling of the development of 
a post-colonial consciousness. Unlike in the first two films, where Professor Challenger and Carl Denham 
are creating the knowledge of the Other, Gojira does not focus on the actual construction of knowledge. 
Throughout the film, knowledge is something that already exists, and exists within strict discourses. The 
film is more concerned with who has the knowledge than who is creating it. The Americans, an implied 
presence in the film, have the knowledge of atomic technology; the Japanese have the knowledge of the 
consequences and societal repercussions of using that atomic technology on a country. The Orientalism in 
the film is already an existing structure that the Japanese live under within their interaction with the United 
States. And since Gojira is a Japanese film, from the Japanese perspective, it goes a step further than King 
Kong in exposing the contradictory plight of the individual with the double identity – that of the “Self” and 
that of the assigned Other. To understand the Orientalist structure present in the film, we must understand 
the historical context of the film, and Japan’s position in the world at the time.  
 
The film opens with a scene in which a boat of Japanese fishermen are blinded by a bright light that is later 



revealed to have been a nuclear bomb test out in the ocean. In the movie, this is the plot device that creates 
Godzilla, a legendary sea creature from Japanese lore who has grown gigantic and radioactive as a result of 
the nuclear tests. However, this opening boat sequence is significant because it refers to a specific historical 
incident between Japan and the United States that every Japanese viewer would have understood 
immediately at the time of the movie’s release.  
 
In 1954, a Japanese fishing boat in the South China Sea was caught inside the fallout zone of an American 
H-bomb test. This bomb, named BRAVO, was the most powerful H-bomb ever tested by the United States. 
The U.S. had designated a safe zone, but because of some miscalculations, the force of the blast was 2.5 
times bigger than they had expected. The Japanese fishing boat, The Lucky Dragon, was 80 miles from the 
blast site, 19 miles outside the danger perimeter the US set,[1] but because of the miscalculations, atomic 
ash rained down on the boat, leaving one fisherman dead and the others sick with radiation poisoning. The 
US, not wanting to disclose military secrets, did not acknowledge that the men had fallen ill as a result of 
the fallout and would not disclose to Japanese doctors what kinds of chemicals the men had been exposed 
to in the fallout ash. Instead, the United States Atom Bomb Casualty Commission (ABCC) sent men to 
observe the twenty-three fishermen and study the bomb’s affects. Japanese newspapers expressed outrage 
at the Americans for treating the fishermen like “guinea pigs.”[2] After the bomb, scientists discovered 
some radioactive fish, and a tuna scare swept Japan. Tons of fish were discarded for fear of radioactive 
contamination. The Japanese government responded with a list of requests for the United States – among 
the requests were to restrict tests to the months outside of the tuna fishing season (which lasted from 
November through March), to notify Japan in advance of any future tests, and to make their restricted zones 
the minimum safety distance so as to open more water for the fishermen.[3] The U.S. responded with 
minimal concern.[4] 
[...] 
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