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Japanese director Akira Kurosawa (黒沢  明; 1910-1998) in his 1954 film Seven 

Samurai (七人の侍  Shichinin no samurai) takes what could have been an ordinary action 

film and transforms it into a statement on class division and the dichotomy between the 
individual and the group. The visual and thematic elements of the film juxtapose the 
immortal, cyclic nature of the group with the mortal, temporal nature of the individual. 
Kurosawa draws upon classic conventions of both the western and the jidaigeki (時代劇; 

period drama). Jidaigeki are period films that are normally set in the Tokugawa Era 
(1600-1867), a time known for its peace and prosperity although these films were often filled 
with sword fights and samurai. By focusing on the characters and themes rather than the 
swordplay, and by setting Seven Samurai earlier in a darker, less idyllic time the ÒWarring 
StatesÓ period1  of the 16th  century, Kurosawa tweaks the standard conventions of the 
jidaigeki, in order to create a film that transcends genre stereotypes.

Seven Samurai is the story of a desperate farming community, which attempts to hire 
masterless samurai- or ronin (浪人) to defend themselves from a troop of bandits. Six of 

these ronin and a former villager posing as a samurai, agree to help the village in exchange 
for food. Kurosawa does not portray these samurai as starving beggars, but rather as 
impoverished noblemen, who valiantly organize defenses and lead attacks against the bandits. 
The samurai devise a careful plan of defense, dividing the villagers into units and training 
them to defend their stations. As the bandits surge at the village, Kambei, the head samurai, 
oversees and orchestrates the defenses. After the final battle, the village has been defended 
and the bandits slaughtered; however, only three samurai are left alive, and quite a few 
villagers have died defending their homes.

As the final scene opens, the farmers are seen returning to the natural agricultural 
cycle, as the samurai watch on in advance of their departure. Kurosawa sets the scene against 
two backdrops; the first is a rice field, and the second is a road in front of the graves of the 
fallen. Kurosawa sets up a series of visual contrasts between the somber samurai and the 
joyous villagers. The samurai, who lost their masters in the wars prior to the start of the film, 
are removed from the group structure that was formerly provided by their masters, and 
because of the samuraiÕs higher class status, they are not able to join into this collective 
celebration of rebirth as the villagers plant rice [Image 1]. A sense of class is so firmly 
ingrained into the minds of the farmers that they can no longer welcome the samurai into 
their village. They had already struggled to call on the samurai in a time of crisis; it is 
impossible for them to reach out the samurai in a time of peace.

1 The Warring States period (戦国時代, sengoku jidai) was a time of social upheaval, political 

intrigue, and nearly constant military conflict in Japan that lasted roughly from 1468 to 1605.
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Image 1

Kurosawa highlights the class divide between the samurai and the villagers in two 
ways. The first is the separation of Katsushiro, the youngest samurai, and Shino, a farmerÕs 
daughter. During the course of the movie, Katsushiro and Shino fell in love and slept 
together. However, they were only able to connect during the crisis because the samurai and 
the villagers were temporarily united against the bandits, and even then it was a forbidden 
love. Now that the crisis is over, and the bandits have been defeated, the two classes cannot 
coexist. This need for separation is apparent to both of the lovers, so when they part, they do 
not need to use any words; there are no goodbyes as it is impossible for their two worlds to 
meld. Shino walks back to her community and steps into line with the other rice-picking 
women, symbolizing her return to the community of the village [Image 2]. As she begins to 
sing, she harmonizes with the group, which joins her to the village and cements her return to 
the community. Katsushiro cannot follow her. After Shino joins the rice planters, Kurosawa 
cuts to a shot of Katsushiro gazing after Shino. There is a stream between the two lovers, 
which visually represents the social divide between Katsushiro and Shino. This frame is 
nearly identical to the earlier one of the three samurai gazing back at the villagers. Shino is 
with her village on one side of the stream, and Katsushiro is with the samurai on the other. 
They are separated because of class, but this separation also emphasizes ShinoÕs involvement 
in the group and KatsushiroÕs identity as an individual. 
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Image 2

The second way Kurosawa presents the class divide is in the burial of the dead. Even 
in death, the samurai remain separated from the commoners. While the villagersÕ graves form 
a little society of hillocks and bumps, each semi-indistinguishable from the next, the graves 
of the samurai are separate. They are larger and above the villagersÕ graves on the hill, and 
each individual samurai can be identified from the others by his sword and his own 
identifying flag [Image 3]. Although the samurai are respected, they are not welcome to 
integrate into the community, and this is apparent in the placement and construction of their 
graves. The upper-class samurai, both living and dead, remain segregated from the village of 
working-class farmers.

Image 3
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The farmers are a community, and once the crisis has ended, they return to their rice 
fields. These rice fields are representative of the community and the renewal of life. Just as 
the fields are regenerated each year, the group springs up anew from the ashes of their dead. 
Both the fields and the village are cyclic. In such a group each dead man is easily replaced by 
several living men, making the lives of the individuals secondary to the life of the group. 
Kurosawa portrays the villagers as a community by showing them moving together in 
chanting and dancing as they rhythmically plant their crops [Image 4]. The replanting of the 
fields becomes a festival of life and rebirth, celebrating the power of the group. Children, 
representing rebirth, help with the planting of the crops. The fallen, already forgotten, have 
become only small bumps on a hill, small bumps that the farmers have their backs to as they 
proceed with the life of the group. 

Image 4

The Samurai, on the other hand, cannot forget the battle so quickly, for they are 
individuals, and individuals, unlike a community, cannot replace deaths. This inability to 
replace the fallen makes each individual death tragic. The samurai have been portrayed as 
individuals throughout the film. Each one has been given his own personality, and when they 
die no one can replace them. Kambei, the head samurai, concludes the scene with the line: 
ÒThe farmers have won, not us.Ó Kambei, after saying this, turns to face the graves [Image 5]. 
By turning to face the graves, he is both explaining what he means when he says that the 
samurai have lost, and he is foreshadowing his own and all individualsÕ eventual deaths in 
addition to possibly presaging the eventual demise of the samurai. Because samurai were 
individuals, they could not be the victors, for when a battle is fought by individuals, each loss 
is a tragedy, and every man who dies can never be replaced. The community cannot fight 
battles by focusing on the deaths of the individuals because in order to win; one must allow 
the outlying houses to be burned to safeguard the majority. Individual sacrifices must be 
made for the community to triumph; however, this means that the samurai, who are 
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individuals and do not belong to the communal, cannot come out victorious. While the 
community is immortal, every individual is on a road to death.

Image 5

Kurosawa balances community and individualism and life and death showing the 
importance of both. He uses two main visual symbols in this scene to stand in for these 
concepts. Life, as represented by the rice fields, is the domain of the group while death, as 
represented by the graves, is the domain of the individual. Kurosawa sets the villagers, the 
group, in the rice fields, but the samurai, the individuals, in front of the graves. By doing this, 
he strikes a balance between life and death and connects these concepts to the roles of 
individual and group. Both the individual and the group are essential as men are all both 
individuals and members of a community. As an individual each man is unique and mortal, 
but as a member of the group man is allowed a portion of immortality.


