
The Last Samurai: Of Sign, Symbol, and Subtext 
 
 
“I don’t give a damn about the samurai.  I want to know my enemy,” is Captain Nathan Algren’s 
first statement wherein he mentions his initial thoughts as to the samurai warriors.  At this point 
they are just another tribe, one against which he is being paid to train Japanese soldiers to fight.  
So, how does his view point change during the course of the film to bring him in the end to say 
to the Emperor himself: “If you believe me to be your enemy—command me—and I will gladly 
take my life”? 
 The Last Samurai is a film that encompasses two cultures—Western and Eastern—in an 
old versus new opposition.  It is told from the traditional standpoint of a western captain, Algren, 
who suffers from traumatic flashbacks that are typical of the cinematic war veteran (Price, 2005). 
However, in an unconventional aspect, though the western-trained Japanese army defeats the last 
of the samurai in the end of the film, the last scene of the film shows that Algren returns to the 
Japanese village as the sole survivor of the slaughter.  This short scene tells audiences that in 
some respects, the old, honorable ways are hidden (in that Algren was never heard from again as 
the narration tells us) within us still (using the mountains as a metaphor for the deep reaches of 
the serenity that can be found within the mind). 
 The cinematic device of the vision (or prophecy) is also used heavily in this film.  In the 
very beginning, the character called Katsumoto—the general of the samurai, based on real-life 
Takamori Saigo (Keirstead, 2004)—has a vision of a white tiger fighting off mysterious soldiers.  
This vision becomes truth when Katsumoto and Algren’s soldiers clash in battle, and Algren is 
forced to fend off several samurai with a lance.  A flag with a white tiger insignia is attached to it 
(see Figure 1).  This flag serves as a sign within the film itself, one to which the audience has 
already been conditioned to understand.  We come to the same conclusion as Katsumoto within 
the same instant: This captain is the key to some greater cause.  Therefore, this point—
referencing Katsumoto’s vision—is the scene that propels the rest of the story, giving Katsumoto 
reason for ordering Algren’s capture and also, to keep him alive. 
 So then does Algren’s process of individuation begin. Forced to live in their village deep 
in the mountains, the coming of the winter season prevents him from escaping.  Accepting that 
he cannot leave, he observes the new world of ideas presented before him.  In time, he comes to 
readily learn about their culture, proclaiming, “They are an intriguing people … they devote 
themselves to the perfection of whatever they pursue … I have never seen such discipline.”  
Stuart Price tells us that filmmakers commonly use traumatized male characters a way that they 
are shown to be the “victims of war” instead of the “perpetrators of violence” (2005, pp. 87).  
We see this in the character of Algren and his deep wish for redemption, and so, it is with his 
experiences in the samurai village that integrates the shadows of his past into his transformation 
into of becoming a new man, a man with a new (or plainly “renewed”) sense of honor.  With this 
essential change, Algren will then turn against his own people and stand with the samurai 
(Keirstead, 2004). 
 However, Algren is not essentially the “hero” of this film, but the “helper” in respects to 
Vladimir Propp’s analyses of recurrent character types. Although he and Katsumoto—who is the 
true hero of the film—continuously help and advise one another, it is with Algren’s insistence 
near the end of the film that leads to the samurai’s final stand.  Therefore, it can be concluded 
that Algren is merely a shadow of this great samurai leader.  Nevertheless, it could also be seen 



that they are complementing heroes, Algren a reluctant one while Katsumoto’s valiant journey 
ends in tragedy. 
 This is essentially a war drama, but there is something to be said for the simplistic nature 
of the film, the overall message of the internal rather than the external world.  Though this is 
about the opposition between the old and new Japan, it is truly about the internal struggles of 
men.  In dissecting this inner resonance of the film, I turn to Bushido, “the Way of the Warrior.” 
This is related to in dialogue only once in the film, but with its mention, the viewer can then 
understand and associate this idea with the rest of the film. It is described as “a code of conduct, 
ethics, and honor that developed among the samurai over many centuries [and that the] … 
constant themes in [this] code are death and loyalty to one’s master” (Glenn, 2003, p.60).  
Therefore, Bushido is not only a story element. With Katsumoto’s mention of it, it is then 
essentially a device that can be used to examine the film on a whole.   

I will say that as Bushido is at the very core of this film, it is, in a way, the ideology of 
the film.  It is a people’s “way of life” (Glenn, 2003, p.61).  The discourses throughout the film 
are seen in different and, obviously, complementing ways.  Much of the film’s dialogue is 
spoken in Japanese, and this gives the audience an authentic standpoint as to the story being 
presented. As the director, Edward Zwick, tells us of the Japanese dialogues, he feels that “it’s a 
pleasure for the audience to feel as if they’re being let in on a secret” (Zwick, 2003).  And the 
use of the language does just that, literally adding layers of subtext to the performances, as the 
English subtitles were not accurate translations.  Instead, it was agreed to use the overall sense of 
what was being said in those interpretations (Zwick, 2003). 

There were also symbolic signs used throughout the film, but as the main source of this 
was the samurai sword, I will focus on this example.  The sword is considered to be the soul of 
the samurai (Glenn, 2003, p.128), so much so that as the character Simon Graham relates to 
Algren, “Katsumoto [does not] dishonor himself by using firearms,” and he goes on to say that 
“to those who honor the old ways, Katsumoto is a hero.”  With this, not only can we see that the 
sword is something special, essential even, to the samurai’s way of life, it is also a symbol 
relating back to the argument seen throughout the film of old versus new. 

What really seems to solidify this relationship between the old ways and the sword is the 
gift that Katsumoto presents to Algren near the end of the film as they prepare to ride into battle.  
He is offered a samurai sword, one that has been inscribed with Japanese characters—arbitrary 
signs—which read “I belong to the warrior in whom the old ways have joined the new.”  This 
statement in itself is the knot that ties the entire film together.  Every scene, every word and 
action, has led to this point.  We see—we understand—that the samurai will be no more, that the 
old ways will die, but this sword and this warrior (Algren) sheds light on the fact that perhaps the 
old can live on in the new—especially as Algren is the only one who is left alive after the 
suicidal battle, returning to the samurai village.   

Algren’s journey from the beginning to the end is summed up very well in one line of 
dialogue during the eve of the final battle.  When asked why he will fight alongside the samurai 
against his former employers, Algren replies, “Because they come to destroy what I have come 
to love.” 
 
 
--STEPHONIKA W. KAYE 
June 1, 2008: Semiotics Study 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 – During the battle in the fog, Cpt. Algren uses the lance with the tiger  
flag to fend off the samurai called Hirotaro. This insignia, having been in Katsumoto’s  

vision, proves to have a great significance to both Algren’s character and the film. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2 – Old joins with the new. 
Nathan Algren stands holding one  
of the film’s more prominent signs:  
the samurai sword that Katsumoto  
gives to him before their final stand.  
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