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PsycCRITIQUES 50 (17), 2006, [np] Emotion machine Vera Drake (2004) UK. Directed by Mike Leigh Review by Keith Oatley One of the effects of watching a good film is the experience of emotions. If we are not moved, we are tempted to ask for our money back. Just as I. A. Richards (1925) called a book “a machine to think with,” a film is, in the words of Ed Tan (1996), an “emotion machine.” The latest film of Mike Leigh (who directed Naked, Secrets and Lies, and Topsy Turvey) is Vera Drake, which at the 2004 Venice Film Festival won the award for Best Picture, with Imelda Staunton, who plays the title role, winning Best Actress. If you involve yourself with this film you will experience emotions. Such is the paradox of enjoyment-as-involvement that the principal emotion to be experienced here is empathetic shame although the film could not be called a downer. Vera Drake works as a cleaning woman in London, England in 1950. She lives with her husband, a car mechanic, with her outgoing twenty-something son, and with her shyly awkward twenty-something daughter, in what the English call a council flat (an apartment in a public housing complex). The flat has a tiny kitchen and a small room in which the family lives and eats. Each of its three bedrooms has scarcely more space than is occupied by the bed. In her spare time Vera visits invalid neighbours to make them—a cliché I suppose—a nice cup of tea. She visits, too, her complaining mother. Vera was an unwanted and probably unloved child, and we infer that she has built her life in reaction to her mother’s selfishness. Her generosity, and possibly the experience of being helped when she was young, take her at five o’clock some afternoons to addresses written on slips of paper, where she helps young women who have got in trouble. She asks them to lie on a towel on the bed. Then with a rubber syringe she pumps in warm soapy water and disinfectant. For this service she accepts nothing. “Got in trouble” is 1950s English for becoming pregnant outside wedlock, an accomplishment that could have one kept indefinitely in a mental hospital under a law that was not repealed until the late 1950s (Humphries, 1988). Such are the mysterious developments of language that in 1800 the word “intercourse” meant what we now mean by conversation, and the term for intercourse outside marriage was “criminal conversation.” Just as I was coming out from seeing Vera Drake a stranger asked me: “Was that based on a true story?” “I don’t think so,” I said. “But it was true.” What Leigh did with this, as with some of his previous movies, was to assemble a cast around a basic idea, and work with them for some weeks in improvisation, before writing the script.



One might think this film is about abortion. Leigh does not neglect to depict how the daughter of a woman for whom Vera cleans gets pregnant from the forced attentions of a not very friendly boyfriend. For her there is a visit to a gynacologist, a fee of a hundred and five pounds, and a certificate from a psychiatrist. Although she seems naïve, the young woman is conversant enough with the system that when the psychiatrist asks about mental illness in her family, she invents an aunt who committed suicide. She says she couldn’t possibly keep the baby. She would rather kill herself. “I don’t think we can allow that to happen,” says the psychiatrist. “Can we?” But abortion, with its illegality in 1950s Britain outside this arrangement, is only the occasion for the film. A comparable film could have been made about homosexuality, which was also illegal at the time. This is a film about the inappropriate equation of illegality with what might be shameful (see Nussbaum, 2004) such as getting pregnant or helping someone who has become pregnant. Imagine something of which you would be ashamed if it were publicly known, whether or not it is illegal. This is a film about that thing. Whatever we might think about abortion, we can feel for Vera because we know something about ourselves. Shame has both a phenomenology and causes. The phenomenology is that of Adam and Eve, who were ashamed and experienced themselves naked. The film shows the layers of Vera’s life stripped progressively away. As to causes, shame is loss of selfhood. Typically involved is a hierarchy of status in which we aspire to maintain our sense of self. As Tom Scheff (1997) has said, shame is the master emotion as evidenced by the colossal efforts we exert to avoid losing status in the eyes of others and hence in the eyes of ourselves. For a recent introduction one might read the charming book Status anxiety by Alain de Botton (2004). Masterfully Leigh depicts this hierarchy of status as an externalized metaphor: the English class system in the form of its representatives the keepers of law and order. One might think that a job as a cleaning woman would not be much foundation for selfhood and, as far as the evidence of this film goes, one would be right. Vera’s selfhood comes from knowing she is a good person, from knowing she loves, and is loved by, her husband, son, and daughter. Her selfhood is threatened as the status hierarchy with its power to degrade, previously implicit, becomes suddenly explicit with the arrival at Vera’s flat of a burly detective inspector, his thin-faced sergeant, and an unctuous woman police constable. The hierarchy is impressive, as it is meant to be. Its actions are inexorable, as they are meant to be: First the police, then the police station, then a night in the cells, then a court with a magistrate, then another court appearance for committal to trial, then the case before a judge. None of the middle class women for whom Vera has worked are willing to appear as character witnesses for her. We know that the judge, the magistrate, the police-inspector, the sergeant, do not live in council flats. We see they are all male. When he has passed the sentence of two and a half years imprisonment, the judge (Jim Broadbent) utters the words, “Take her down.” Although Vera is in the lower part of the socio-economic order, there is opportunity for further descent. The shame is of her kindness transformed into crime in the eyes of others, and of the sadness of loss of her selfhood as the



sustenance of her family. She starts the film selflessly. She ends it with her self almost wholly lost. Among early experiments with emotion in film were those of the Russian filmmakers of the 1920s and 1930s, and among the most interesting of these is the Kuleshov-effect (see e.g. Smith, 1995). To accomplish it, an actor plays a shot without much facial expression, and then there is a cut to what the actor is looking at. When this technique is used, it is often remarked that the actor is brilliant at depicting the most profound emotions. But really what should be remarked is that the emotions in question are not those of the character, but those felt by members of the audience as they contemplate what the character looks at. Something of the effect is used here when the dutiful but not unsympathetic detective inspector (Peter Wight) regards Vera as he questions her, with cuts to the extraordinarily sympathetic face of Imelda Staunton as Vera. She can hardly speak, she cannot look at anyone, rivulets of tears run down her face. The effect is further enhanced by the sense of her being steadily observed. It is not Vera’s shame and sadness that we members of the audience experience. We experience our own emotions. The emotion machine of film is not, then, the machine of the studios, or the machine that is the whirring projector. It is the machine of our own emotions having taken on the goals and plans of a protagonist, as we are confronted by the vicissitudes that such plans meet. The whole method of this film is suggestively to turn things over to the audience. Film is a machine that allows us to experience ourselves as another person, and as ourselves, and as others might see us. Bibliography De Botton, A. (2004). Status anxiety. Toronto: Viking Penguin. Humphries, S. (1988). A secret world of sex: Forbidden fruit, the British experience, 1900-1950. London: Sidgwick & Jackson. Nussbaum, M. C. (2004). Hiding from humanity: Disgust, shame, and the law. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. Richards, I. A. (1925). Principles of literary criticism. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. Tan, E. S. (1996). Emotion and the structure of film: Film as an emotion machine. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. Scheff, T. J. (1997). Emotions, the social bond, and human reality: part/whole analysis. New York: Cambridge University Press. Smith, M. (1995). Engaging characters: Fiction, emotion, and the cinema. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



KEITH OATLEY, Department of Human Development and Applied Psychology, University of Toronto, 252 Bloor Street West, Toronto, Canada, M5S 1V6. e-mail [email protected] BIO Keith Oatley is a cognitive psychologist whose research is on emotions and on the psychology of reading and writing fiction. He is also a novelist. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada, and is Director of the University of Toronto Cognitive Science Program. His most recent novel is A Natural History, Toronto: Viking Penguin (1998), and his most recent psychology book is Emotions: A Brief History. Malden, MA: Blackwell (2004).
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worked are willing to appear as character witnesses for her. We know that the judge, the magistrate, the police-inspector, the sergeant, do not live in council flats. We see they are all male. When he has passed the sentence of two and a half years imprisonment, the judge (Jim Broadbent) utters the words, â€œTake her down. 
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