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Cinema, Nation, and 
Culture in Southeast Asia: 
Enframing a Relationship 

WIMAL DISSANAYAKE 

THIS PAPER consists of four interrelated parts. In the first, I wish to dis
cuss the implications of cinema as a specific cultural practice. The second 
part is devoted to an examination of the notion of culture as it impinges 
on cinematic practice. The third part seeks to examine the centrality of the 
notion of ideology as it relates to cinema as a signifying practice, while the 
fourth is devoted to brief analysis of some films produced in ASEAN in the 
light of the earlier discussions. The overall aim of the paper is to underline 
a central problematic confronting ASEAN film scholars as they search for 
ways and means of enriching the cinemas of their respective countries as a 
textual practice intimately involved with questions of cultural construc
tion and national identity. 

Films are generally examined as works of art or instances of mass enter
tainment or products of industry or exemplification of technological inno
vation with inadequate attention to the fact that they are cultural practices 
in which the artistic, entertainment, industrial, technological, economic, 
and political dimensions are inextricably linked. As a consequence of our 
failure to recognize the importance of this fact and the tendency to discuss 
cinema as art or entertainment or industrial product without seeking to 
examine the interlinkages, we have, by and large, been unsuccessful in 
assessing their true import. 

As a result of the spread of modern cultural studies programs, it is grad
ually dawning on more and more film scholars that films need to be seen 
as significant social products; hence, the complex ways in which social 
meanings are engendered through films have been thrust to the fore of dis
cussion. Films have become one of the most important and popular media 
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of entertainment in the modern world, and hence we need to map out the 
ways in which they have become a means of pleasure and significance to 
so many people in our cultures. This means that we need to pay more and 
more attention to questions of film as a cultural practice and the complex 
interrelationship between art and entertainment, industry and audience, 
narrative and culture, form and ideology, image and its consumption, dis
course and power. 

Film can most usefully be understood as a specific signifying practice. Let 
us consider the three words contained in this phrase a little more carefully. 
Signifying suggests the acceptance of film as constituting a system of mean
ing in a nexus of articulations. The word practice calls attention to the 
mode of these articulations; taking the film to be a site of the production of 
meaning, it brings into focus such vitally important questions as the posi
tioning of the subject and the play of author and reader the film constitutes. 
The word specifically underlines the need to see films in relation to the par
ticularities and distinctiveness of its enterprise, and how it differs from 
other comparable signifying practices. The word specific in this context 
draws attention to the semiotics of filmmaking focusing on the codes and 
systems in operation as well as on questions of writing, image, sound, 
music, and so forth. As Heath points out, "specificity" is thus, 

both those codes particular to cinema (codes of articulation, of dialogue and 
image, codes of scale of shot, certain codes of narrative organization etc.), . 
and the heterogeneity in its particular effects, its particular inscription of 
subject and meaning and ideology. Directed in this way, the study of film is 
neither "contents" nor "forms," but breaking the deadlock of that operation, 
of the process of film and the relations of subjectivity in that process. (Heath 
1981 ) 

As he goes on to point out, such a direction posits a basic interaction 
among three domains: the condition of film production and distribution, 
the individual film, and the general apparatuses of cinema; so we have the 
industry, the text, and the apparatuses. This interrelationship among the 
three domains need to be understood if we are to attain a true grasp of 
film as a signifying practice (Heath I98I). Film being complex systems of 
signification, our analytical focus should be directed toward such intrinsic 
components as camera, lighting, sound, music, scene, and editing as well 
as extrinsic elements like the nature of the industry and the wider cultural 
practices of which cinema is a significant part. 
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Films are cultural events; but they are not autonomous in that their 
meaning and significances are derived in large measure from the cultural 
matrix in which they operate, as well as their relationship to other films. 
The term "intertextually" commonly used by literary critics and cultural 
analysts denotes this significant relationship between a given film and the 
copies of other films that have been produced before, in terms of meaning. 
As Janet Staiger observes, intertextuality is not simply a moment in a text 
or some relation between two texts but rather a central and continuing 
reflectational activity (Staiger 1989, 399). It involves the remote determi
nations of processing a filmic narrative by repeatedly referring to other 
texts. It can best be comprehended as an ongoing circulation of textuality. 

It is important to bear in mind the fact that in film analysis cinema is 
never merely the display of an object or the transmission of a message; it 
always has to be seen as the contested terrain of meaning where complex 
relationships between people and classes operate. As David E. James 
points out, the photochemical processes involved in projecting a film on 
the screen and its reception by our senses constitute a far wider process 
than appears on the surface. Each exists only as a moment in a wider cir
culation; the psychic and material economies are pivotal to the social sys
tems that are responsible for the production of the film (James 1989). Cin
ema, according to this line of thinking, can be understood as a social 
relation among people mediated by images. What is interesting about film 
is that its sounds and images reflect both the way in which it was produced 
and the reason for its production. 

The dynamics of cultural production are as complex as those of mate
rial production. At one level we can see cultural production related to cin
ema as the conjunction of the raw materials that go into making films and 
the human effort required to transform these raw materials into works of 
willed art and entertainment and the manifold relationships that are 
involved in this process. As one produces a film under the existing indus
trial system, one is also producing a whole web of social relations around 
that saleable commodity. Christian Metz characterized the configurations 
of materials and social processes that go to produce the film text as cin
ema. When seen in this light, we can assert that cinema is a process of 
social production that situates men and women in specific positionalities 
in relation to film industries, social relationships, and cultural discourses. 

In the modern world, in most countries, film constitutes a part of the 
larger entertainment industry. In the commercial cinema, film came to be 
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perceived as yet another commodity in which the social relationships of its 
production are reflective of the capitalist economy in general. In commer
cial cinema, cultural production and commodity production are inte
grated, and two overlapping domains of activity playa critical role here. 
They are the ideological and the material. Commercial cinema generates 
in the audiences the wants (what Marcuse would see as false needs), the 
fears, the anxieties by which they are situated in the capitalist society. The 
forms of mass entertainment are cultural products in both the ideological 
and material senses. The material production process is complete only 
when the viewer buys the ticket at the counter. As with all other commodi
ties in the market, in film too, the consumer is all important. 

As we stated earlier, the commercial cinema constitutes the mediating 
agency of diverse relationships among industrial entrepreneurs, finan
ciers, directors, actors, writers, technicians, theater owners, distributors, 
publicists, critics, scholars, and a vast array of audiences. What is interest
ing to observe, however, is that often this complex process of mediation is 
ignored or downplayed and filmic communication is conceived of as a 
simple art of communication between director and actor on the one side 
and the viewers on the other. It is very important, therefore, to recognize 
that it is this nexus of social relationships taken in their entirety and full 
complexity that constitutes commercial cinema; any effort at a deeper 
understanding of cinema must come to terms with the full force of that 
fact. 

It is generally said by film critics and cultural historians that cinema 
reflects culture. This is normally interpreted to mean that the content of a 
film reflects the values, beliefs, and contour of the culture in which it was 
made. But one has to expand the comprehension of this statement consid
erably if one is to study cinema as a cultural practice with anything like the 
thoroughness that it deserves. Film is no mere reflection of society; it is an 
active intervention in it. The statement "film reflects culture" should be 
construed to mean that films are active generators of cultural meaning and 
that a careful examination of them will tell us how and why they come 
into being. 

In any consideration of cinema as a bearer of meaning and pleasure, the 
nature of the audiences, which up until now were treated as inert and 
undifferentiated, needs to be examined more carefully. During the last 
decade or so, there has been an increasing tendency, which I think is a 
healthy one, to integrate artistic, social, economic, and technological 
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dimensions of popular entertainment. The celebrated study by Bordwell, 
Staiger, and Thompson (1985) on classical Hollywood cinema is a good 
illustration of this trend. Making use of the work of Russian formalists 
and neo-Marxists, they were able to relate textual practices to the institu
tion of production. Here the emphasis was decidedly on the text and its 
institutional modes of production. On the other hand, British cultural 
analysts, notably those belonging to the Birmingham school like Stuart 
Hall, focused attention on the texts and their diverse modes of reception. 
According to their chosen approach, the viewing of a film was regarded as 
a negotiation of meaning between the viewer and the film. The term nego
tiation of meaning signifies that the members of the audience, far from 
being passive consumers, are active participants in the generation of 
meaning; this goes against the grain of received wisdom, which saw the 
audience as inert and undifferentiated. Film is now seen as a site on which 
people are actively and productively engaged in the creation of meaning 
and pleasure. As a consequence of this line of thinking, the concept of 
audience has begun to attract greater attention of film scholars, and the 
interface between the filmic text and the differentiated audience becomes 
even more important. 

Earlier on, I remarked that commercial cinema positions the viewer as 
subject within the capitalist economy. This, of course, should not be con
strued to mean that he or she exercises no freedom in negotiating mean
ing. Different viewers derive different meanings and pleasures from the 
same film. Questions of social background, cultural experience, depth of 
familiarity with the medium, and so forth playa critical role in the way 
that people respond to films. It is erroneous to think that audiences are 
passive and readily manipulatable. They have minds of their own. As 
Stuart Hall comments, if the forms and relationships in the commercially 
provided "culture" are manipulative and debased, then the people who 
consume and enjoy them must either be themselves debased by these 
activities or else living in a permanent state of "false consciousness." Hall 
says, 

They must be "cultural dopes" who can't tell that what they are being fed is 
an up-dated form of the opium of the people. The judgment may make us 
feel right, decent and self-satisfied about our denunciations of the agents of 
mass manipulation and deception - the capitalist cultural industries; but I 
don't know that it is a view which can survive for long as an adequate 
account of cultural relationships; and even less as a socialist perspective on 



6 WIMAL DISSAN A Y AKE 

the culture and the nature of the working class. Ultimately, the notion of the 
people as a purely passive, outline force is a deeply un socialist perspective. 
(Hall 1981, 232) 

The audiences for films, far from being a passive and undifferentiated 
mass, are extremely diverse, constantly exercise judgment, and are 
actively involved in the process of creating meaning. Mass audiences rep
resent a range of social groups and subcultures that are reflective of the 
social formation of capitalist societies. Audiences are differentiated along 
a plurality of interesting axes such as age, gender, race, religion, profes
sion, and education. As Fiske (1987) points out, the social position of any 
one person within this network of axes is nonadic, unstable, and, hence, 
the social alliances he or she establishes change as different axes are 
granted different priorities at different periods. 

Film audiences are also extremely discriminating. How else could one 
explain the fact that while one film succeeds at the box office, another 
made to the same formula by the same director using the same glamorous 
stars fails dismally. They are also amazingly productive; how they derive 
pleasure and meaning from film and how they create newer subjectivities 
in relation to the films that they see are as fascinating as they are complex 
(Dissanayake and Sahai, 1992). This is, of course, not to suggest that any 
viewer can derive any kind of meaning he or she wishes from a filmic text; 
this is clearly not the case. The film delimits the domain within which the 
generation of meanings can take place and establishes the parameters and 
directs the process. It is also important to keep in mind, flowing from the 
earlier statement, that not all meanings derived from a film are equally 
valid and warrantable. At the same time, as Fiske has pointed out, the text 
offers its weak points, its contradictions and gaps, its heteroglossia, and 
multiaccentuality, which present opportunities to resist or evade its own 
control. 

Through this discussion of film as a specific signifying social process, I 
have sought to emphasize two important facts: that in cinema there is a 
vital interlinkage among aesthetic, social, political, economic, and tech
nological dimensions. Secondly, that film audiences, who constitute the 
perception end of this signifying practice, need to be seen as highly differ
entiated members who exercise judgment and are deeply involved in the 
negotiation of meaning. The implications of these for the study of South
east Asian films are enormous. 
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The next key term in this paper is culture - a term that has continued 
to defy unambiguous formulation. In today's intellectual landscape, an 
approach to culture that is endorsed by a large number of anthropologists, 
philosphers, literary theorists, historians, and cultural analysts is that of 
Clifford Geertz. I start with his conceptualizations with the intention of 
going beyond them by showing their inadequacies. Geertz's approach to 
culture represents a literary hermeneutic turn. The notion of "thick 
descriptions" is pivotal to his understanding of culture; thick descriptions 
seek to investigate public behavior more for what it says than what it 
does. It persuades us to read the symbolic context of human action. 
Geertz perceives culture to be socially constituted; repudiating the idea
tional notion of culture, he directs attention to the symbols that transmit 
meaning to social actions. As he observes, "Believing with Max Weber 
that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has 
spun, I take culture to be those webs and the analysis of it to be therefore 
not an experimental science in search of laws but an interpretive one in 
search of meaning" (Geertz I972, 232). 

Drawing on the writings of Paul Ricoeur, Geertz see cultures as texts; 
hence the question of reading, of interpretation, assumes great impor
tance. He says that the culture of a people is an ensemble of texts, them
selves ensembles, which the anthropologist seeks to read over the shoulder 
of those to whom they belong. It is in this light that he defines culture as 
"an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a 
system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic form by means of 
which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about 
and the attitudes toward life" (Geertz I972, 89). Geertz's approach to cul
ture, with its careful blending of Max Weber, Paul Ricoeur, Susan Langer, 
and Kenneth Burke, represents a definite advance over the naively func
tionalistic, psychological, and evolutionary approaches, which in their 
diverse ways are self-damagingly restrictive. In this regard, his emphasis 
on culture as texts, the importance of thick description, and the centrality 
of interpretation are all vital and tie in nicely with the concerns of film 
scholars. 

However, to my mind, Geertz's approach is flawed in respect of four 
dimensions. First, he pays little attention to the material basis of culture. 
It is indeed interesting that in discerning culture he uses phrases such as 
"attitudes towards life," "knowledge about life," which connote a sense of 
distanciation from existential and material realities, instead of phrases like 
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"knowledge from" or "attitudes in." This approach minimizes the impor
tance of social practices and materiality and emphasizes the phenomeno
logically valorized concept of consciousness. If we are to adopt a more 
fruitfully heuristic approach to culture, we need to come to grips with 
materialities and social practices better than Geertz has so far done. 

Second, he gives inadequate attention to the question of historicity. In 
proposing his notion of culture, Geertz was reacting against the cultural 
materialists. However the disappointing thing is that just as the cultural 
materialists, he fails to overcome the teleological imperatives and does not 
convincingly explain historical processes and social change. This is clearly 
discernible in his essay on Balinese cockfights, which has become a classic 
of ethnographic exploration. Here he discusses the psychological identifi
cation of men and cocks, the importance of the cockfight in relation to the 
hierarchical organization of Balinese society, and the value of reading cul
ture as a collection of texts. What is surprisingly missing from his analysis 
is the historical dimension: the changes cockfights have undergone during 
the last seven or eight decades and what they imply for his reading. This is 
all the more glaring because Geertz does refer to the fact that cockfights 
existed during precolonial times and that the Dutch administrations 
banned them. As Roseberry (1989, 24) rightly observes, "The cockfight 
has gone through a process of change ... that cannot be separated from 
Balinese history." Here we see the major inadequacy of the text as a meta
phor for cultures, namely, that a text is written; it is not the writing itself 
that receives the attention. To regard culture as an ensemble of texts is to 
detach culture from the process of creation. If culture is a text, clearly it is 
not everyone's text. And this leads to the vital question: who is responsible 
for the writing? Here questions of historicity that Geertz tends to ignore 
are especially important. History does not, of course, constitute a linear 
development; at any given moment, as E. P. Thompson (1988) has judi
ciously pointed out, there will be found contradictions and liaisons, domi
nant and subordinate elements, declining and ascending energies. This 
makes it all the more urgent that Geertz bring to bear on his textual read
ings the influences of history and social change. 

Third, Geertz's conception of culture tends to ignore questions of 
human agency despite his phenomenological proclivities. Cultures are 
being continually constructed and reconstructed. Consequently, the ways 
in which cultures change, new systems of meaning emerge, material forces 
interact with human action, people manipulate cultural meanings, and 
new material forces are released need careful attention. Without examin-
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ing these processes we cannot attain a deeper grasp of human culture. It is 
only by examining the construction of culture within the framework of 
continuous social practices that we will be able to comprehend its true 
import. 

Fourth, Geertz tends to shy away from discussing questions of power 
and domination in his anatomizations of culture. It is important to remind 
ourselves constantly that culture is not something that lies outside the var
ious social practices and human relations, but in point of fact the terrain 
on which they occur. Hence, power, domination, exploitation, subservi
ence, and so forth are integral facets of culture. Indeed, culture can best be 
envisioned as the site in which contestation of meaning constantly takes 
place. Hence, it is vitally important that we seek to examine how power 
play, domination, exploitation are involved in cultural practices; this 
means that politics has to be brought to the center of cultural analysis in a 
way that Geertz has so far refused to do. 

In modern societies cultural meanings are not stable, monological, and 
unitary but volatile, plural, and fragmented. Institutional structure, eco
nomic forces, material foundations, symbolic constructs all enter com
petingly into the process of cultural construction. How certain groups 
appropriate cultural values and meanings as a way of gaining legitimacy 
for their actions is a complex and problematic phenomenom. Walter Ben
jamin once remarked that, "There is no document of civilization which is 
not at the same time a document of barbarism" (Benjamin I969, 256). His 
statement calls attention to effects of violence and social domination that 
are endemic to constructions of culture. Cultural meanings are generated 
by human groups contending with each other in a terrain characterized by 
domination and inequality. Culture cannot rise above or remain un
touched by the material forces and relations of production in any given 
society. This is, of course, not to suggest that culture is a mere reflection 
of the economic system, as some "vulgar" Marxists would have us believe. 
What this points to is that the interaction among material forces, relations 
of production, and symbolic meaning have to be examined in their true 
mutual complexities. The generation of cultural meaning is always 
already implicated in the political and economic behaviors and social rela
tions of domination. It is only by recognizing this fact that we will be able 
to understand the true nature of culture as one of the sites in which the 
contestation for power, hegemony, dominance, and the establishment of a 
set of values and ideologies over rival ones takes place. 

It is against this background of thinking, regarding film as a specific sig-
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nifying practice and culture - as a terrain of contestation - that I wish to 

examine ASEAN'S cinematic challenge. The Association of South-East 
Asian Nations was formed on August 8,1967, consequent upon the ASEAN 

declaration. The main objectives of ASEAN are: 

I. To accelerate the economic growth, social progress and cultural devel
opment in the region through joint endeavours in the spirit of equality and 
partnership in order to strengthen the foundation for a pro serous and peace
ful community of South-East Asian nations; 

2. To promote regional peace and stability through abiding respect for 
justice and the rule of law in the relationship among countries of the region 
in adherence to the principles of the United Nations Charter; 

3. To promote active collaboration and mutual assistance on matters of 
common interest in the economic, cultural, technical, scientific and admin
istrative fields; 

4. To provide assistance to each other in the form of training and 
research facilities in the educational, professional, technical and administra
tive spheres; 

5. To collaborate more effectively for the greater utilization of their agri
culture and industries, the expansion of their trade, including the study of 
the problem of international commodity trade, the improvement of their 
transportation and communication facilities and the raising of the living 
standards of their peoples; 

6. To promote South-East Asian studies; 
7. To maintain close and beneficial co-operation with existing interna

tional and regional organizations with similar aims and purposes and to 
explore all avenues for even closer co-operation among themselves. 

There is an interesting set of differences and similarities among the 
ASEAN countries. As Reid (1988) has rightly pointed out, when we examine 
Southeast Asia as a whole, a coherent picture begins to emerge of the life
styles of the region. Even if vastly diverse in terms of language and cul
ture, this region was subject to many of the same climatic, physical, and 
commercial pressures and as a consequence developed very similar sets of 
material cultures. As he goes on to point out, 

The bewildering variety of language, culture, and religion in Southeast Asia 
together with its historic openness to waterborne commerce from outside 
the region, appear at first glance to defy any attempts at generalizations. Yet 
as our attention shifts from court politics and religious "great traditions" to 
the popular beliefs and social practices of ordinary Southeast Asians, the 
common ground becomes increasingly apparent. (Reid 1988, 3) 
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The situation regarding the six nations that now go to form ASEAN -

Indonesia, Singapore, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand, and Brunei - is 
even better. Malay!Indonesian is spoken in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Bru
nei. Islam is the dominate religion in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei, 
while Muslims are found in significant numbers in the other three coun
tries as well. On the other hand, Buddhism is the dominant religion in 
Thailand and Catholicism in the Philippines. Economically while all six 
countries favor a free-market economy, politcally they are moving toward 
democracy. All ASEAN countries in varying ways display the interaction 
between the idigenous cultures on the one hand and the external Indian, 
Chinese, Arabic, and Western influences on the other. 

S. Takdir Alisjahbana says that in Southeast Asia all the great cultural 
and religious traditions meet as nowhere else in the world, and we need to 
contemplate how this meeting of such rich traditions can be harnessed for 
the purpose of resolving some fundamental human problems (Alisjahbana 
I977, 44-53). The ASEAN countries can lay claim to diverse layers of sedi
mented history and cultural riches. Let us, for example, consider the 
Indian influence in the region as exemplified by the celebrated epic the 
Ramayana. In investigating the nature of the cultural influence that India 
exerted on Southeast Asia, Goeddes considers the following four features 
as being characteristic evidence of such influence: the Hindu concept of 
royalty; the Sanskrit language as a vehicle of literary expression; a mythol
ogy taken from the two Indian epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabha
rata; and the transmission of "dharma-sastras." 

The Ramayana figures prominently in old Javanese literature. Java has 
a strong tradition of puppet theater called wayang kulit coming down 
from ancient times, and stories drawn from the Ramayana are prominent 
in it. Bali, too, furnishes us with analogous examples. In Thailand, too, 
the import of the Ramayana can be seen in the oldest form of theater, 
referred to as khon. Similarly, one can identify traces of the Ramayana in 
some of the Malay performances as well. This is just one example of the 
richly sedimented layer of culture that we can discern among ASEAN coun
tries. 

It is against such a backdrop that we have to discuss the question of cin
ema and the construction of culture in ASEAN countries. When we discuss 
this question, a topic that almost invariably moves to the center and 
assumes a position of great urgency is that of national identity. Benedict 
Anderson pointed out the centrality of print capitalism in the emergence 
of nationalism, and now cinema has become an equally potent instru-
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ment. National identity, as with all other forms of identity, turns on the 
question of difference - how the uniqueness of one nation differs from the 
uniqueness of other comparable nations. National identity is at the point 
of interaction of a plurality of discourses related to geography, history, 
culture, politics, and ideology. The boundaries of a nation are inscribed in 
physical topography as well as in history, culture, politics and ideology, 
ethnicity, religion, material forces, economic organization, and social 
meaning. The notion of difference and the incessant interplay between 
presence and absence are central to the construction of nation identity. 

The discourse of national identity can best be understood in relation to 
boundedness, continuity, unity in plurality, the authority of the past, and 
accommodation to the present. It moves along two interesting axes: space 
and time. In terms of the space axis, the dominant question is territorial 
sovereignty; in terms of the time axis, the central question is the unbroken 
chain of history, continuities with the past. The way these two axes inter
act produces interesting results that bear directly and challengingly on the 
problem of national identity. It is important to keep in mind that the man
ifold issues related to these two axes are man-made; they are human con
structions seeking the status of the natural. These, understandably 
enough, bring into play the historically constituted narrative of memory 
and the challenges to this official appropriation of narrative in terms of 
counter-memory in the Foucaldian sense. 

Benedict Anderson is of the view that nationality is a cultural artifact of 
a particular kind. In order to understand its true shape and significance, 
he advocates the careful investigation of how nationality came into histor
ical being, the diverse ways in which the meaning has changed over time, 
and how it has come to command such powerful emotional allegiance and 
legitimacy today (Anderson 1985). Anderson defines a nation as an imag
ined political community - and imagined as both inherently limited and 
sovereign. It is imagined in view of the fact that the members of even the 
smallest nation can never get to know most of their fellow members or 
meet them; yet in the minds of each persists the image of this communion. 
The nation is imagined as limited because even the largest of them, con
taining a billion human beings, has finite boundaries. Beyond these 
boundaries exist other nations; no nation encompasses the whole of 
humanity. It is imagined as sovereign in view of the fact that the concept 
came into being at a time when the divinely ordained hierarchical dynastic 
realms were being rapidly dismantled. Finally, nationality is imagined as 
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community because irrespective of the very real inequities and social 
exploitations that exist in a nation, it is always seen as a deep and horizon
tal comradeship. In the final analysis, it is the identification with comrade
ship that persuades many millions of people the world over to risk death 
for their imagined communities. Anderson's approach to national identity, 
like Geertz's approach to culture, can be taken as a useful point of depar
ture for further exploration. The critical weakness of Anderson's concep
tualization, however, is that it pays inadequate attention to the materialis
tic and overlooks discontinuities of history. It is more profitable to 
conceive of national identity as a polyvalent discourse where materiality, 
history, ideology, and symbology interact in diverse and complex ways. 

National identity, in my view, can be most profitably discussed at four 
levels: the local, the national, the regional, and the global. All four levels, 
and the continuing interactions that occur between them, are deeply rele
vant to the problematic of national identity. Let us consider, for example, 
the case of Indonesia. The national identity of Indonesia is constituted on 
the basis of a vastly scattered geography, diverse races, various religions, 
and multiple sedimentations of history. At the local level, it is useful to 
remind ourselves that Jakarta used to be Batavia, and before that Jayakar
ta, Sunda Kelpa, and, still earlier, the Kingdom of Tarumanegara. There 
were also the various kingdoms of Aceh, Banjar, Banten, Bima, Bone, 
Deli, Gowa, Mataram, Riau, Siak, Ternate, and Tidore. Indonesia's 
national identity was forged by unifying the various ethnic and racial 
groups. In the islands of Kei, for example, two main groups are found: 
Lurlim and Ursiw. On the other hand, the Minangkabau people consist of 
two groups - Koto Piliang and Bodi Caniago. One can go on in this vein; 
the point is that in any examination of national identity, the local level, 
with its cultural specificities, is extremely important. 

At the national level, we see how a unity has been imposed on compet
ing languages, religions, ideologies, and cultural practices. This is by no 
means unique to Indonesia; this phenomenon is found in all modern 
nation states. Indonesia, like most other countries, is seeking to create a 
modern, prosperous, democratic country on the basis of its past traditions 
and cultural legacies and the imperatives of modernity. 

At the regional level, we have the Association for South-East Asian 
Nations. Indonesia works in close cooperation with Malaysia, Singapore, 
Philippines, Thailand, and Brunei to secure a strong defense and promote 
economic progress and cultural exchange. Its identity as a member of the 
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ASEAN is vital to its image. Then, we have the global level, where ques
tions of economics and information technology take on great urgency. 
The demands and the imperatives of these four levels are not necessarily 
compatible and harmonious; indeed, often they are not. How to balance 
the demands of the four levels is centrally connected with the national 
identity ofIndonesia. 

National identity is a human construction and a product of a distinctive 
discourse. As with all these discourses, issues of knowledge and power, 
exclusion and inclusion, valorization and occlusion, centralization and 
marginalization constantly are engaged. These contestations of meaning 
and power can be mapped out in terms of four polarities: center and 
periphery, unity and plurality, elitism and subalternity, past and present. 
Let us consider them one by one. All countries that construct and recon
struct national identities tend to valorize the activities of the center and 
marginalize those of the periphery by investing them with the signifiers of 
naturalness according to their own vested interests and control the circula
tion of image and meaning. This naturally engenders a sense of being 
manipulated and exploited at the periphery. The mapping of national 
identity by the center involves the privileging of its own activities and the 
exclusion and displacement of the activities at the periphery. This, natu
rally, transforms the concept of national identity into a site of hegemonic 
struggle. National identity is not something that is captured in its natural
ness but an artificial, and therefore ideological, construct. The contradic
tory impulses of the center and the periphery constitute an important 
polarity associated with national identity. 

Second, we have the polarity between the unity and plurality of dis
courses. National identity always presents itself as a unitary and harmoni
ous discourse, and the success with which it accomplishes this fiction is 
directly related to its pervasive power. This, understandably enough, 
involves rhetorical strategies of great consequence. Although the archi
tects and propagators of a given national identity would like to present it 
as a unified discourse, it in fact consists of a plurality of discourses, of 
ideologies, of metaphoricities, that inevitably would lead to a multiplicity 
of referents. The way that most countries, in order to buttress their 
national identities, make use of culture shows the dilemma. 

Third, there is the conflict between the elites and subalterns. National 
identity is made up by the elites seeking, among other things, legitimacy 
for their own positions. The various subaltern groups, subject to hege
mony, have their own distinctive ideologies and worldviews. The elite will 
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not seek to present national identity in an unproblematic manner; instead 
it will be displayed as a representation of consensual unity, while those 
who are being marginalized and silenced in the process will, no doubt, 
have their own alternative versions. Here questions of power and access to 
the channels of mass circulation of meaning take on a great urgency. 

Fourth, the clash between the past and the present is significant indeed. 
All creators and promoters of national identity selectively draw on the 
past for legitimacy and authority and seek to press it into service for cur
rent demands and determinations. Indeed there is an interesting dialectic 
between the past and the present. As John Berger remarked, "The past is 
never there waiting to be discovered, to be recognized for exactly what it 
is. History always constitutes the relation between a present and its past. 
Consequently, fear of the present leads to mystification of the past. The 
past is ... a well of conclusion from which we draw in order to act" 
(Berger 1988, 23). Hence the way the part is selectively used, distorted, 
manipulated presents us with an intriguing problem. Handler (1988) 
makes the point that history is the lifeblood, conscience, and foundation 
of a nation and is celebrated in that context. But history also serves more 
pragmatic goals. For example, carefully packaged aspects of the material 
legacy of history form a central ingredient of tourism and consumer soci
ety. Similarly history is deftly used for practical purposes in the way that 
traditional signifiers of authority are employed to buttress the legitimacy 
of present rulers and enrich their rituals of power. How the narratives of 
the past are made to confront the counternarratives of modernity consti
tutes an important dimension of national identity. This is a political inter
vention in which the signifiers of past discourses are mapped onto newer 
sign-systems. 

All these characteristics, then, are present in ASEAN countries as well as 
in other developing countries and present important challenges to the con
structions of national identity; and these issues are infrangibly linked to 
cinema and culture. 

So far I have been examining in this paper the nature of cinema as a sig
nifying practice, culture as a site of contestation of meaning, and the con
structedness and will to power associated with national identity, questions 
that are central to the papers that are to follow. Next I would like to 
address the issue of ideology - an issue that flows from the earlier discus
sion and leads to the role of scholars of cinema and film critics in ASEAN 

countries. 
Ideology is a term that has been pressed into service in manifold ways 
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by diverse thinkers, and hence it is difficult to advance a definition that is 
likely to command general agreement. Ideas find expression in society in a 
multiplicity of ways; therefore to investigate ideology is to investigate how 
language operates from the most casual conversation to the weightiest 
scholarly discourse. Theories of ideology have sought to order the com
plex ways in which ideas influence and shape the thought processes and 
activities of individuals and societies. Consequently, it comes as no sur
prise that the concept of ideology has been defined in a number of ways, at 
times contradictory. However, one thing is clear; it is within and through 
language that ideas are circulated through society. What this means is that 
the study of language in the social world must lie at the heart of the study 
of society. Ideology, as it first made its appearances in the domain of social 
description, brought with it certain negative correlations. For example, 
Marx and Engels - their conceptualization of ideology has been enor
mously influential - likened the operation of ideology to the workings of 
a "camera obscura" which represents the world through an image turned 
upside down. Their notion of ideology as false consciousness has had a 
profound influence on subsequent thinkers who have been grappling with 
views of social conflict, social order, and social change. However, in more 
recent times, with the writings of such thinkers as Louis Althusser, ideol
ogy has been seen in a more positive light - that ideology is not false but 
real, and that it represents not a distorted image of the social world but an 
important segment of it. 

Rejecting the Marxist notion that ideology is a constellation of illusion, 
Althusser claimed that it is a system of representations dealing with the 
real relations which people enter into in their day-to-day life. But what is 
represented in ideology is not the system of real relations that govern the 
existence of individuals but the imaginary relations of these individuals to 
the real relations in which they live. According to Althusser, the object of 
ideology is the construction of people as subjects. 

I say: the category of the subject is only constitutive of all ideology but at the 
same time and immediately I add that the category of the subject is only con
tributive of all ideology in so far as all ideology has the fruition of (which 
defines it) contributing individuals as subjects. (Althusser 198I, I6o) 

The notion of interpellation, or "hailing," is central to Althusser's con
cept of ideology. The subject is constructed in language, just as language 
and symbolic order are closely linked to ideology. The subject is in point 
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of fact constructed in ideology. Ideology marks the role of language in the 
construction of self. Consequently, members of society recognize (or more 
appropriately misrecognize) themselves in the way in which ideology 
interpellates them; they willingly adhere to the subjectivities conferred on 
them for their participation in the diverse activities of society. This is the 
essence of the statement, "ideology interpellates individuals as subjects." 
As a person hailed by a policeman recognizes that the call was addressed 
to him, so too, in ideology, the individual is constructed as a person by 
interpellation; the subject recognizes itself as a subject, but does not real
ize that its subjectivity is thereby contributed. The individual is interpel
lated as a (free) subject in order that he shall submit freely to the com
mandments of the subject, that is, in order that he shall (freely) accept this 
subjection. 

This line of thinking has profound implications for the study of cinema. 
It underlines the fact that the self, which is taken to be a most useful refer
ence point in film analysis, is not autonomous as the master of its own 
destiny, but a historically produced script, a creation of ideological forces. 

Let us examine, against this background of thinking, what an ideologi
cal analysis of film would entail. This form of analysis is crucially linked 
to the notion of film as a social practice with which I started this paper. An 
ideological analysis of a film would be less concerned with examining a 
limited aspect of ideology in the working content than trying to compre
hend how the film works in relation to wider historicities and disconti
nuities. All films are encompassed in ideologies, and we need to map out 
their true scope and shape. In that effort, much attention has to be given 
to surplus meaning. 

Often in film criticism we take it as axiomatic that cinema mirrors 
human social experience as it is seen by the director who communicates it, 
using the paraphernalia of cinema to persuade us of its truth. However, 
modern theorists are increasingly wont to stress the fact that this approach 
is deeply flawed ontologically and epistemologically, and that it is a less 
than adequate way of perceiving cinema and understanding its meaning 
and significance. What we look for in a film is not a reflection of society or 
the expression of stable and determinate meaning, but the inscription of 
complex and at times elusive semiotic and ideological forces seeking to 
harmonize and naturalize the various determinations in tension. It is 
indeed true that the film director is a primary agency for the production of 
ideological practice. (One does not have to subscribe to an author theory 
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to believe this.) However, he or she is not the sole agent of the production 
of ideological practice. There is much that remains outside the domain of 
his or her conscious control: technologies of production, the market, 
audience preferences, political relations, star systems, and so forth. Here 
the film director is implicated in material and social conditions and imper
atives that are beyond his or her control. 

Moreover, film is not a mere reflection of a pre-given experience; rather 
it is the creation of it. The making of the film and subsequent seeing of it 
by audiences are interventions in the social production of meaning. There
fore the more suitable trope for the understanding of cinema and social 
experience is not the mirror but a field of force, a terrain where forces of 
textual authority, resistance, and subversion meet in unexpected ways. 

Against this background of thinking I wish to consider a few films from 
ASEAN. One film is Butterfly and Flower by Euthana Mukdasnit - a film 
that won the top award at the Hawaii International Film Festival in 1986 
and has been well received at a number of international film festivals. The 
film deals with the emotional relationship between two teenagers
Huyan and Mimpi - against a backdrop of social struggle and efforts to 
rise above poverty. Huyan is a good student and, if allowed to continue 
with his education, he would have a bright future. However, due to the 
poverty in which his family is encompassed, he is forced to look for a job. 
Before long, he ends up in the rice-smuggling trade across the Malaysian 
border. His father is seriously injured, and Huyan becomes the sole sup
porter of his family - his father and younger brother and sister. Rice
smuggling, understandly enough, is a dangerous activity. As he becomes a 
regular member of a group of young smugglers earning a living in this per
ilous and unlawful way, he falls in love with a young girl called Mimpi. 
Seeing the danger that rice-smuggling involves and the tragic fate that 
befalls some of their comrades, Huyan and Mimpi decide to give up this 
trade and instead resolve to grow flowers for commercial purposes. The 
film ends on this hopeful note. 

There are a number of interesting points about this film that need to be 
taken into consideration in any just assessment of it. First, the story takes 
place in Southern Thailand, which is largely Muslim, in contradistinction 
to the rest of this country, which is Buddhist. What we find in the back
ground to the action is not the pagodas and saffron-clad monks but the 
mosque and Muslim calls to prayer. This points up the religious divisions 
in Thai society. The story of the film takes place against poverty, racial 
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injustice, and crime; however, the story moves along personal lines. This 
very attempt, through its silences, foregrounds the tensions between indi
viduals and the social system. The conflicts engendered in the film are 
resolved at a personal level. Huyan and Mimpi resolve to take up a more 
honorable trade. The concept of liminality is essential to this film; the pro
tagonist first moves from rice-smuggling to growing flowers, that is, from 
crime to an honorable occupation. This liminality is intimately connected 
with questions of dominance and subalternity, power and ideology. These 
are only hinted at and never explored in depth. Being a commercial indus
trial film, naturally, Butterfly and Flower had to attract mass audiences; 
the beautiful photography, the sweetness and lyricism that characterize 
the film serve to achieve this end. And the absence of any serious explora
tion into issues of ideology and power only serves to highlight the limita
tions under which talented directors have to work. The way the filmma
ker positions the spectator is also interesting; his moral imagination is 
subverted in the sense that, although it is clear that rice-smuggling is an 
illegal activity punishable by law, our sympathies are with the young men 
and women who are involved in it. What the discerning critic should look 
for, I think, in Butterfly and Flower is the way in which beyond and 
beneath the lyrical surface, oppositional viewpoints, values, and ideolo
gies are struggling to find articulation. It is this tension that alerts us to the 
dangers of accepting the overt ideology that is presented in the film. 

Let us briefly consider another film that was critically well received 
both locally and internationally - Ishmael Bernal's Himala. Himala in 
Tagalog means "miracle" and that is what is precisely at the emotional 
center of the film. The film deals with the tragedy of Elsa. When the vil
lagers come to know that Elsa has visions of the Virgin Mary, they con
clude that a miracle has taken place. The village was feeling all manner of 
hardships - famine, drought, interminable poverty, and so on - and 
Elsa's vision brought the villagers a sense of excitement. As Elsa's fame 
begins to spread, the village, too, seems to be moving away from some of 
its hardships. Those subject to pain, suffering, and anguish flock to her 
with the hope of seeking remedies for their ailments; pilgrims begin to 
arrive in large numbers. Elsa emerges as the largest money-earning indus
try of the village. Nimia, the former schoolmate of Elsa, visits her and sets 
up a cabaret, while another, a filmmaker by the name of Orly, plans to 
capture her story in celluloid. Things take a turn for the worse when she 
and a friend of hers are raped; her friend, in shame and disgust, commits 
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suicide. Elsa begins to entertain doubts about her power. In the meantime, 
she begins to lose her power and the villagers turn against her. It is then 
that they learn that she is pregnant. The village is again blessed with rain, 
and the villagers rejoice in an "immaculate conception." Crowds begin to 
flock to her and she admonishes them that it is human beings who 
produce their own miracles and curses. She tries to convince her followers 
and devotees that she possesses no supernatural powers; but they will 
have none of it. Eventually she is murdered and in her death gives rise to a 
new cult. 

Any reading of a film should be an act of cultural resistance. Himala 
has generally been interpreted as the tragedy of a woman caught in a sys
tem generated by excessive religious emotion and as representing a merg
ing, interesting and powerful, of Catholicism and folk beliefs. There is 
much substance to these interpretations. But beyond these, we need to see 
the tragedy of Elsa as the outcome of patriarchal ideology. In patriachal 
societies, which deny female subjectivity and thwart female desire, one of 
the few ways in which females attain glory is through supernatural experi
ences; even here, she is not the ultimate maker of her destiny: the society 
is. The camera frames her as an object of desire. Her desires and confes
sions and protestations count for nought. In reading Himala, then, we 
need to uncover the oppressive forces involved within repressive catego
ries of seeing and understanding. Our reading of the film must be engaged 
and adversarial, recognizing that it does not flow naturally from the filmic 
text. It is the silences, fissures, marginalizatons as well as the surplus of 
meaning that they produce that we need to attend to; seen in this light, we 
realize that Himala exemplifies the repressive power of androcentric dis
course and how representation of gender is subject to ideological coding. 

The films produced in Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and Singapore need to be examined very carefully as a way of understand
ing the cultures from which they emerge and into which they make an 
intervention. The intent of this opening essay is to raise some salient issues 
that would be helpful in en framing the detailed case studies that follow. 
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The Filipino Film Industry 

NICANOR G. TIONGSON 

FILM IS undoubtedly the most popular mass medium in the Philippines 
today. One survey estimates that in 1983 about 1.6 million Filipinos 
watched movies in about twelve hundred movie houses all over the archi
pelago. More visual than newspapers, magazines, and radio, and much 
more engaging than komiks and television, the cinema has expanded its 
reach, imposing its products, personalities, values, views, and concerns 
on the other media, thereby establishing itself as the undisputed queen of 
all cultural media in contemporary Philippine society. 

Leaders of the film industry have pointed out time and again that the 
cine generates various taxes for the government amounting to about 11400 

million annually, and more important, gives livelihood directly to about 
twenty thousand Filipinos all over the country - including film producers, 
artists, technicians, distributors, advertisers - and indirectly to the depen
dents of that work force, estimated at about one hundred twenty thou
sand. The last figure swells, however, if one includes those employed 
in industries and professions that depend in one way or the other on the 
film industry, notably, the television and video industries (Anonymous 
1989, I). 

The power and magic of the silver screen cannot be overestimated. It 
has brought fame and fortune to stars like Nora Aunor, Vilma Santos, 
Dolphy, Fernando Poe, Jr., and Ramon Revilla and launched the political 
careers of Senator Joseph Estrada, Senator Rogelio de la Rosa, and a host 
of other politicians. It helped Ferdinand Marcos win the presidential elec
tions of 1965 and 1969, through the movies Decreed by Fate (Iginuhit ng 
Tadhana, 1965) and Wed by Heaven (Pinagbuklod ng Langit, 1969). It also 
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contributed to the perpetuation of his dictatorial regime from 1972 to 
1986. On the other hand, the industry has produced a few films that have 
burst the myths churned out by the celluloid dream factory and bravely 
exposed the plight of the disenfranchised in Philippine society: the peas
ants, in movies like Naked Hero (Hubad na Bayani, 1977), and the work
ers, in films like My Country: In Desperation (Bayan Ko: Kapit sa Pata
lim, 1985). 

The cinema now rivals both the church and the state in the creation of 
role models for young Filipinos and the propagation of an assortment of 
values. On the one hand, it is blamed for disseminating views denounced 
by critics as escapist (e.g., only heroes and miracles can change society), 
colonial (e.g., the "white" is superior in race, religion, technology), and 
establishment (e.g., the status quo is still the best). On the other hand, it is 
praised for recognizing the new cinema and even supporting the alterna
tive films of the last decade which insist on a more scientific world view 
and a revaluation of the most hallowed messages and techniques of tradi
tional cinema. Whatever the values propagated by the Filipino film, how
ever, everyone agrees that the cine is to be credited for being primarily 
responsible for making Filipino the lingua franca and de facto national 
language of the many ethnolinguistic groups in the Islands, a dream that 
past presidents and lawmakers of the Republic could not quite legislate 
into existence. 

The nine-decade history of the Filipino film spans three general periods: 
the beginnings of Philippine cinema from 1897 to 1929; the establishment 
and growth of the Filipino film industry from 1929 to 1970; and the rise 
and development of the New Cinema from 1970 to the present. 

The early years of the Filipino cinema saw the initial dominance of the 
documentary film, the subsequent rise of the feature film, and the estab
lishment of the first Filipino-owned film companies. Philippine cinema is 
believed to have begun with the showing on January I, 1897, of four 
movies at the Salon Pertierra in Escolta, Manila. Billed as the "Especta
culo Cientifico del Pertierra," these forty-five-second films, shown on a 
60-millimeter Gaumont chronophotograph projector, included Man with 
a Hat (EI Hombre del Sombrero), Scene of a Japanese Dance (Escena de 
Baile Japones), A Boxing Bout (Lucha de Boxeadores), and Plaza of the 
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Paris Opera (La Plaza de la Opera de Paris). In August of the same year, 
two Swiss businessmen, Leibman and Perritz, showed short films made by 
Lumiere of Lyons, France, also at the Escolta. This film event, which 
showed The Czar's Carriage Passing Place de la Concorde, An Arabian 
Cortege, and Snow Games, among others, was billed as the "cinemato
graph," which, shortened to "cine," became the term for movie in Filipino 
(Deocampo 1985,8-10). 

In the following decade, film documentaries were made by locals such 
as Antonio Ramos and American filmmakers such as Joe Rosenthal, Bur
ton Holmes, and Raymond Ackerman. Made for local consumption and 
for American audiences, these short films focused on local scenes, as in 
The Escolta, Manila (1903), local customs, as in Filipino Cockfight 
(1902), and colorful events, as in Quiapo Fiesta (Fiesta de Quiapo, 1898). 
Some documentaries like Advance of Kansas Volunteers at Caloocan and 
Filipino Retreat from Trenches (1899) staged scenes from the Philippine
American War (using Negroes to play the part of Filipinos) in order to 
influence public opinion in America in favor of colonizing the "barbaric" 
Philippine Islands. Together with these films were shown those from 
Europe and America which featured events such as the assassination of 
President McKinley and film adaptations of The Adventures of Robinson 
Crusoe and Tennyson's Charge of the Light Brigade. A pianist or a band 
played appropriate music to accompany these films. All in all, during this 
decade and a half and through these films, the Filipino audience in Manila 
was slowly introduced to the medium of film in general and to the culture 
of the American colonizer in particular, even as the audiences in America 
were informed through these documentaries about the culture of the 
Pacific nation they were going to rule for the next forty years. 1 

By the end of the first decade, a steady supply of films and of shooting 
and projection equipment (leased or sold) led to the establishment of 
many foreign-owned film companies, which produced a stream of feature 
films. These were shown in movie houses, like the Paz, Cabildo, Empire, 
and Majestic, which mushroomed at this time because of the growing 
popularity of the new entertainment medium. 

The most important of the foreign producers was Harry Brown, who 
together with Edward Meyer Gross filmed the latter's stage play, The Life 
of Rizal (La Vida de Rizal, 1912), for the Rizalina Film Manufacturing 
Company. Using the famous sarswela star Titay Molina (Gross's wife) 
and her Molina-Benito Company as cast for the film, the hour-long movie 
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featured the actual sites where the major events in the life of the national 
hero took place. Seeing the market potential of Brown's film, Albert 
Yearsley of Oriental Moving Picture Company decided to rush his own 
Rizal film, using actors from another famous sarswela group headed by 
the famous Severino Reyes. Yearsley's twenty-minute movie, subtitled The 
Execution of Dr. Jose Rizal (EI Fusilamiento de Dr. Jose Rizal), was 
shown on August 22, I9I2, a day before Brown's scheduled showing. The 
two films were box-office successes (although Yearsley's closed much ear
lier), proving that there was indeed a huge market for the feature film. 
Soon after, Yearsley filmed the famous Severino Reyes sarswela, Un
wound (Walang Sugat), while Brown and Gross produced eight more fea
ture movies, among them Gomez, Burgos and Zamora, Nena the Boxer 
(Nena La Boxeadora), Subversion (EI Filibusterismo), and Florante and 
Laura (Florante et Laura) (Pareja I990, 14:23). 

Significantly, the feature films of these early years dramatized on screen 
stories already popularized among Filipino audiences in print, such as his
torical epics and stories from metrical romances (locally called awit and 
korido) and novels. This phenomenon would later become a tradition as 
film producers would discover over and over again that familiarity with 
the subject of a film through the print media effectively motivates audi
ences to see the film version of the same material. Furthermore, because it 
drew its subjects from popular culture, the Filipino film early in its life 
identified itself as a form of popular, not elite, culture. 

With the gradual withdrawal of the American producers from the scene 
in I9I9, the period of the first Filipino film producers was ushered in. In 
I9I7, with motion pictures already established among urban audiences, 
the brothers Jose and Jesus Nepomuceno founded the Malayan Movies, 
which sought to adapt the movie industry "to the conditions and tastes of 
the country" - obviously in reaction to the foreign movies that were 
already Americanizing Filipino tastes at that time. In I9I9, Nepomuceno, 
who was to become known as the "Father of Filipino Movies," produced 
his first film, Country Maiden (Dalagang Bukid), the Ilagan-Ignacio 
sarswela hit which featured the original stage stars, Atang de la Rama and 
Marceliano Hagan. With its success, Nepomuceno went on to film The 
Revenge of Don Silvestre (La Venganza de Don Silvestre, I920) and later, 
his masterpiece, Touch Me Not (Noli Me Tangere, I930). 

After Nepomuceno, three other Filipinos ventured into film produc
tion: Vicente Salumbides, a former "extra" in Lasky Studio's Famous Play-
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ers, who introduced new camera techniques (e.g., parallel-cutting, close
ups) from Hollywood in films like Miracle of Love (1925); Julian Manan
sala, who bravely made films with political and nationalist themes like 
Fatherland and Love (Patria et Amore, 1925); and Carmen Concha, who 
used authentic costumes and props for her movies like Oriental Blood 
(1930). Other Filipino producers of this period were the Silos brothers 
(Cesar, Octavio, Manuel, and Augusto), Carlos Vander Tolosa, Jose 
Domingo Badilla, and Rafael Hernandez (Lumbera 1983, 32-33). 

By this time, certain problems had begun to crystallize in the local film 
industry. First, Filipino capital tended to be small (Malayan Movies had 
only 11100,000 to work with), so that the Filipino films always compared 
unfavorably with the movies of big Hollywood companies, which were 
distributed widely and were already very popular with the middle and 
upper classes of the country who studied in the Americanized school sys
tem. Second, because the first film producers got performers from the 
stage, certain conventions of the Filipino popular theater reappeared in 
the new medium where these conventions proved inappropriate, for 
example, exaggerated acting techniques, which were necessary for plays 
staged in big theaters and in plazas but which became overacting in the 
close-up medium of film; the single, frontal angle of the camera, which lit
erally stood still in one place (for one thing, it was too heavy to move 
around), like a person sitting in the orchestra, and obviously was not yet 
capable of creating today's photographic effects; and stories characterized 
by stereotyped characters (hero versus villain), convoluted plots, and cor
rect endings; and later with the coming of sound, heavy rhetorical and 
declarative dialogue with antiquated words. 

The second major period (1929-1970) was witness to three major devel
opments in the Filipino film industry: the rise of the big commercial film 
companies, the achievement of some technological expertise, and the 
commercialization of the Filipino film. 

With the coming of the American talking pictures in 1929 and the pro
duction of the first Filipino picture with sound, The Golden Dagger (Ang 
Punval na Ginto, 1932), by Jose Nepomuceno, films rose in popularity, 
robbing the stage of both its stars and its audiences. The era of big Filipino 
film companies had begun. Realizing the big business potential of film, 
these companies transformed filmmaking into big industry. This process 
began in 1936, when the first major film outfit, Filippine Films, produced 
Zamboanga for local and international release. In less than a decade, 
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other companies were founded: Parlatone Hispano-Filipino Corporation 
(I935); Excelsior and Sampaguita Pictures (I937); LVN Pictures (I938); and 
X'otic Films (I939). By I94I, the bigger companies had established their 
own studio lots and basic production facilities, which made three or four 
films at a time. 

With the establishment of film as industry, certain significant develop
ments may be observed. First is the rise of the star system. Because Holly
vyood had built up stars as the principal attraction in its movies, Filipino 
producers likewise contracted, trained, and promoted local movie person
alities, many of them resembling American actors and actresses. Cauca
sian-looking and glamorous, these stars were classed into bida (hero) or 
kontrabida (villain) roles and images, derived from the stereotypes popul
arized by traditional sarswelas and dramas. Bidas were the likes of Rosa
rio Moreno, Mila del Sol, Rosa del Rosario, Elsa aria, Norma Blan
caflor, Rudy Concepcion, Leopoldo Salcedo, Fernando Poe, Sr., and 
Rogelio de la Rosa, while kontrabidas were Monang Carvajal, Ramon 
d'Salva, and Oscar Keesee. Stars like these made the local film soar into 
unprecedented popularity before the war. 

A second result of the establishment of the film as industry was the rise 
of the genre movies. Imitating Hollywood films, local movies now classed 
themselves into the bakbakan (fighting) or action movie, which featured 
an infinite variety of fight scenes; the drama or melodramas, which 
squeezed the audience's tears through sentimental dialogue and convo
luted plots centering on the weak and the oppressed; the musical comedy, 
which entertained through lavish production numbers, popular songs, 
and dances; the comedy, whose slapstick humor usually revolved around 
practical jokes; and the historical film, which extolled the life of a hero or 
an event in Philippine history. After their arrival in I940, the Japanese 
army decided to close the forty-eight movie theaters of Manila for reasons 
of security (theaters were dark and difficult to police) and of ideology 
(mostly American movies were shown in these theaters). Later, in I942, 
the theaters were reopened, but all films shown had to pass the Japanese 
censors. Since the Japanese had banned the importation of foreign films 
(which resulted in the same movies being shown over and over again) and 
since most Filipino film actors who were not doing any new films had 
gone to the stage, the theater, specifically bodabil (vaudeville), succeeded 
in attracting back to the teatros the audiences it had lost to the cinema in 
the previous decades. 
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Between I94I and I945, only one movie was produced by the Japanese, 
Tatlong Maria (Terami-Wada I990, 287-288). Ironically, the war period 
affected Philippine movies most profoundly only after it was all over. 
After the "liberation" of the Islands in I945, the big companies promptly 
reorganized themselves and as happened in Hollywood, produced pictures 
capitalizing on the Filipino's war experiences. Typical of these pictures 
were moneymakers like Garrison 13 (I946), Capas (I949), and Camp 
O'Donnel (I950). 

The I950S and early I960s have been described by many writers as the 
Golden Age of the Filipino film. Such a phrase should be qualified. Most 
of the films churned out by the Big Three studios of this period - Sampa
guita Pictures, LVN, and Premiere Productions - still had the same stereo
typed plots and characters of the prewar movies. But the decade was 
golden in two senses. First, some Filipino filmmakers seem to have 
achieved a higher level of technological expertise and artistry in filmmak
ing during this period, as may be gleaned from the costume pictures of 
LVN, the dramas of Premiere, and the musicals of Sampaguita. Second, the 
first award-giving bodies, principally the Maria Clara Awards from I950 
to I95I of the Manila Times Publishing Company and the Filipino Acad
emy of Movie Arts and Sciences (FAMAS) awards from I952 onwards, were 
established during this decade. These awards, together with international 
recognition garnered in prestigious festivals in Asia and Europe, helped to 
encourage the raising of the quality of Filipino films by calling attention to 
the artistic achievement of the films of Gerardo de Leon, Lamberto Avel
lana, Gregorio Fernandez, and Ramon Estella. 2 

With the gradual disappearance of the big studios of the I960s and with 
the proliferation of scores of independent companies that cared for noth
ing but profit, the film industry sank into one of its lowest periods. Even 
as the more enlightened sectors of academe began to confront and analyze 
the problems of Philippine society, the movies indulged their audiences in 
an orgy of escapism, pushing the star system to its limits (movies then 
made money simply because they had superstar Nora Aunor) and dishing 
out the same genre stories which now imitated the latest trends from the 
West: action-violence, showing karate or kung-fu masters; melodrama, 
which most often centered on love triangles; musicals, which strung for
eign and local songs together in implausible Cinderella stories; comedies, 
which were slow on wit and fast on slapstick and toilet humor; and in the 
later I96os, the bomba (literally, bomb) or sex film that had no other pur-
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pose but sexual titillation of its audience. By and large, this period was 
marked by a deterioration of the artistic and technical standards achieved 
in the previous decades. 

The New Cinema, which refers to feature films characterized by inno
vativeness and artistic integrity, was born in the I970S and grew through 
the I980s because of the confluence of social and cultural conditions pre
vailing during those decades. First, the I970S saw the rise and develop
ment of film directors, scriptwriters, actors, and designers who were 
familiar with the Italian neorealists (Rosselini, de Sica) and surrealists 
(Fellini), the Swedish art film (Bergman), the French "Nouvelle Vague" 
(Truffaut, Godard, Resnaid), and the Japanese (Kurosawa) and Indian 
(Ray) art films, many of whom had studied film abroad or in local univer
sities. 

Second, the decade witnessed the birth of a new social consciousness, 
which was the product of the activist movement of the early I97os. As the 
consciousness of economic oppression grew, as the Marcos regime became 
more and more repressive even as it arrogated unto itself executive, judi
cial, and legislative powers, as the country sank into its worst economic, 
political, and social crisis, and finally as the dictatorship curtailed free
dom of expression through a string of censorship bodies and controlled 
the Filipino, film artists could no longer remain indifferent or uninvolved 
and decided to create films that would at least reflect the far-from-ideal 
conditions of that period. 

The artists of the New Cinema, who had a consciousness of social con
ditions and of film as art, were taken into the industry by independent 
producers (LEA, Jesse Ejercito) or commissioned by the Experimental Cin
ema of the Philippines. Later, with the help of award-giving bodies that 
called attention to their artistic achievements, these artists were not only 
accepted but respected by the industry and positively received by a new 
audience that had grown weary of the commercial film and was looking 
for movies that could offer a deeper kind of entertainment. 

Some of the major films of the New Cinema are Lino Brocka's works on 
the lower classes and small-town Philippines, Ishmael Bernal's films on the 
middle and upper classes, Celso Ad Castillo's film on classes, Eddie 
Romero's historical film, Marilou Diaz-Abaya's films on women, Mike de 
Leon's films on fascistic society, Laurice Guillen's psychological studies, 
and Peque Gallaga's period films. 3 Other directors of the New Cinema are 
Maryo de los Reyes, Mario O'Hara, Mel Chionglo, Tikoy Aguiluz, and 
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Chito Rono, while its most important scriptwriters include Ricky Lee, 
Jose F. Lacaba, Clodualdo del Mundo, Jr., Butch Dalisay, and Amado 
Lacuesta. 

As in the 1950S, the achievements of the New Cinema have been recog
nized not only by local award-giving bodies but by the film festivals of 
Cannes, Nantes, Toronto, Berlin, Venice, and the British Film Institute, 
among others. 

But as the demands in the industry became more and more commercial 
toward the 1980s, many young filmmakers turned to alternative cinema 
and developed the short film, whether feature, documentary, animation, 
or experimental. Most senior of these filmmakers is Kidlat Tahimik, 
whose works, especially Perfumed Nightmare (Mababangong Bangungot, 
1977) and Turumba (1983), have received honors here and abroad. The 
young generation would include Raymond Red, whose outstanding films 
are Forever (Magpakailanman, 1983), Enemy (Kabaka, 1983), and Studies 
for the Skies (1989); Nick Deocampo, whose Oliver (1983) garnered sev
eral awards; and Lito Tiongson, whose documentaries include No Time 
for Crying (1986) and Beyond the Walls of Prison (1987). Other young 
filmmakers today include Noel Lim, Joey Agbayani, Roxlee, Louie 
Quirino, and Teddy Co. 

Viewed as a whole, the New Cinema and the Alternative Cinema have 
contributed to the spread of a more realistic and critical world view among 
the people through pictures like Broken Marriage and Brutal and to the 
politicization of movie audiences through pictures like My Country: In 
Desperation and Sister Stella L. The Marcos period from 1965 to 1986 
defined its relation to the film industry principally through a Board of 
Censors, which became more and more repressive toward the end of the 
dictatorship. The board, which was formed in 1979, was reorganized sev
eral times by President Marcos, who changed its name - from Board of 
Censors for Motion Pictures (BCMP) to Board of Review for Motion Pic
tures and Television (BRMPT) to the present Movie and Television Review 
and Classification Board (MTRCB) - but not its functions or criteria. This 
board effectively censored movies that in its interpretation showed "too 
much sex, too much violence" and most of all had "subversive" messages. 
In censoring films, Marcos's censors were accused - and with reason - of 
using very subjective standards, especially in the definition of subversion 
(e.g., the portrayal of poverty in any form was considered subversive) and 
in the judging of a film in terms of scenes and not as a whole. 
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Because of what were perceived as arbitrary and repressive standards of 
the board, film artists banded together to fight for their right to freedom 
of expression. In February I983, Lino Brocka organized the Free-the-Art
ist, Free-the-Media rally, which denounced the expansion of the powers of 
Marcos's Board of Censors and later pushed for the ouster of the censors' 
chief, Maria Kalaw Katigbak. In July I983, the Free-the-Artist Movement 
became the Concerned Artists of the Philippines, the most militant artists 
group in the country, which contributed significantly to the isolation and 
eventual downfall of the Marcos regime. 

Marcos also, in an attempt to give his regime a wash of liberality, orga
nized the Experimental Cinema of the Philippines in I982. Exempted from 
taxes and from any kind of censorship, the ECP, under Marcos's daughter 
Imee, ran a Film Fund to promote financial assistance to producers of 
artistic films; a Film Archives to retrieve and conserve all films relevant to 
the Philippines; a Film Ratings Board, which evaluated all films and gave 
tax rebates on the amusement tax to films rated A (50 percent) and B (25 
percent); the Alternative Cinema, which took care of film education pro
grams, workshops, and, more important, scriptwriting contests and the 
filming of some of the winning scripts; and the Manila International Film 
Festival of I982 and I983, which featured a competition among the inter
national films participating, a film retrospective of Asia's best films, a 
"Critics Choice" module, which showed some of the best Filipino films 
ever made, and a film symposium with international film artists and tech
mClans as resource persons. 

In retrospect, the ECP should be commended for its Film Ratings Board 
(FRB), which was effective in encouraging producers to create worthwhile 
films, and its Alternative Cinema Program, which produced some of the 
best scripts and films of the I980s, including Gold, Silver, and Death, Mir
acle, and Moral. These achievements are offset, however, by other consid
erations. For one, Marcos obviously never thought of the ECP as a priority 
so that it always suffered from lack of funds. Because of this, the ECP was 
forced to compromise its own ideals, funding films not for their artistic 
merit but for their commercial viability, lowering the standards of the 
FRB, giving very little support for the Archives, and showing pornographic 
movies at the Manila Film Center. Similarly, the MIFF should be credited 
for calling international attention to the Filipino film but should be scored 
for spending millions of dollars (which the country could not afford) for 
the tickets, hotel bills, shopping allowance, and entertainment of interna-
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tional guests in a festival that could not even sell Philippine films in the 
international market. 

Aside from the ECP, two other film bodies were formed during the Mar
cos era: the Film Academy of the Philippines and the Movie Workers Wel
fare Fund, both of which have grown into important institutions of the 
film industry today and will merit separate attention in the next section. 

After the February I986 revolt, President Corazon Aquino appointed 
Cirio Santiago to head a task force to oversee all film-related government 
agencies, including but not limited to the Movie and Television Review 
and Classification Board (MTRCB), the Videogram Regulatory and Classi
fication Board (VRB), the Film Development Foundation of the Philippines 
(FDFP), formerly the Experimental Cinema of the Philippines, the NMPC 

Color Laboratory, and the Film Archives. The task force, which included 
Lino Brocka and Jose F. Lacaba among others, recommended the estab
lishment of a National Film Commission. The proposed film commission 
has since been disapproved. 

To this day, the Aquino government has not really defined its attitude 
toward the industry in general and the New Cinema in particular. If it is 
interested in good films, then it still has to evolve comprehensive and 
coherent policies and programs to upgrade the quality of the movies that 
are now being dished out by the industry. Both the critics and private 
award-giving bodies, such as the annual FAMAS, Urian, Star, and FAP 

Awards, can only go as far as acknowledging deserving films and film art
ists. Only the government can institute wide-reaching programs for film 
development. Even as they continue working for the financial and artistic 
development of their members, the Film Academy of the Philippines and 
the Mowelfund, supported by the Cultural Center of the Philippines and 
the Presidential Commission on Culture and Arts, are now asking the gov
ernment to support and spearhead the establishment of the Alternative 
Cinema Program, which seeks to maximize the potential of film in shap
ing social values relevant to national development. The program still has 
to be approved and funded. 

Meanwhile, and because of the continuing commercialization of the 
film industry, many directors of the New Cinema, unable to make the 
artistic films they want, have either gone to the television industry to 
direct meaningful talk shows or magazine-format shows or have agreed to 
direct several "commercial" movies in exchange for one or two artistic 
movies that their producers may then allow them to make. As a conse-
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quence, good films have become as scarce as they were in the 1960s. 
Although many would concede that Filipino movies have improved tech
nically in the last decade, few are willing to agree that a more enlightened 
era in filmmaking is about to begin. 

PROFILE AND ANALYSIS OF FILIPINO FILMS 

According to the records of the Film Academy of the Philippines, the aver
age number of local feature films shown in the country from 1980 to 1989 
was about 140 per year. In 1989, of the II3 feature films made, 42 were 
action movies, 29 were drama, 26 were comedy, 4 were horror, and 2 were 
fantasy. 

Most popular and cheapest to produce of Filipino genres is the action 
movie or bakbakan (fighting) film, which is rooted in the tradition of the 
awit and korido, or metrical romances, which had become popular 
among the people in the last two centuries, and the komedyas, which dra
matized many of the stories of the awit and korido and in general focused 
on the struggle between the Christian and Moorish kingdoms of Europe 
and the Middle East in the Middle Ages. From these literary and theatrical 
sources, the early Filipino films drew some of their subject matter, as evi
denced by movies like Rodrigo de Villa (1952), Twelve Peers (Doce Pares), 
and The Adarna Bird (Ibong Adarna, 1955). In the succeeding decades, 
cowboy and secret agent movies from the United States and karate and 
kung-fu films from Taiwan and Hong Kong influenced the plot and fight
ing sequences of local action movies but not the plot and characterization 
established earlier. In the contemporary action films, the influence of the 
metrical romances and komedya survives in the characterization of the 
principal hero who is as humble as he is good-looking and in the struc
tures and elements of the total plot, which is made up of several fight 
sequences ending in the final triumph of the hero. 

Invariably, the bakbakan movie revolves around a hero (usually played 
by the likes of Fernando Poe, Jr., Joseph Estrada, Ramon Revilla, or Rudy 
Fernandez) who, no matter what his role - provincial cop, poor farmer, 
simple fisherman, dirty stevedore, tricycle or jeepney driver, priest or her
mit - starts out as a meek, peace-loving man. Predictably, this lamb turns 
into a lion when his loved ones (parents, siblings, girlfriend, or the poor 
and the weak) are oppressed by nasty, trigger-happy, ugly villains. After a 
string of about fifteen encounters featuring either swords, guns, chains, 
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spears, or fists and karate chops, the peerless warrior triumphs - often by 
himself - over all the forces of evil. 

A typical action film is I Will Be the Judge, When Patience Runs Out, 
Part II (Ako and Huhusga, Kapag Puno na ang Salop, Part II, I989), 
which revolves around Lieutenant Guerrero, a small-town police chief 
who goes against a powerful drug syndicate headed by the wealthy, Bible
quoting Judge Villaroman, who comes from Guerrero's own hometown. 
The judge is able to direct his illegal operations from inside his prison cell. 
In two separate encounters, the syndicate kills Guerrero's policeman-best 
friend, then wounds Guerrero's policewoman-wife. As if this were not 
enough, the judge bribes his way out of prison. Disgusted with the courts, 
Guerrero transforms his battle into a personal one. He exposes the judge's 
henchmen in the Police Department and frees his best friend's sister, who 
had been held captive by the syndicate. When another policeman's friend 
and his pregnant wife are brutally murdered by the judge's goons, Guer
rero seeks out the syndicate's luxurious mountain lair and single-handedly 
massacres scores of guards and goons. In the end, Guerrero buries the 
judge alive. 

The second major genre in Philippine movies is the drama, which is a 
direct descendant of the dramatic form of the same name, introduced into 
the Philippines by Spanish theater companies in the nineteenth century. As 
written by Filipinos in the early twentieth century, the drama was usually 
a one-act melodrama in prose or verse, depicting Filipino characters and 
situations and discussing issues of the day such as cockfighting, divorce, 
and corruption in government. It usually centered on a pair of lovers, 
whose love is hounded by misfortunes, which may include illness, infidel
ity, parental objection, and, most of all, poverty. No matter what the con
flicts, the drama manages to resolve them in the end. From its dramatic 
predecessors, the drama on screen inherited stories revolving around the 
problems of the hearth and heart, stereotyped characters, artificial resolu
tion of contradictions, and a dominant tragic tone. 

The contemporary drama has two typical plots. The first and more 
common one dramatizes the problems of husbands, wives, and lovers 
caught in the eternal triangle. Predictably, stories of this class focus on a 
husband who is ideal by establishment standards, that is, handsome, 
devoted to his wife, manager of his own firm, owner of a mansion, a 
yacht, and a Mercedes-Benz. Just as predictably, the husband falls in love 
with or is seduced by another woman - young, pretty, usually enterpris-
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ing, sometimes scheming but often sincere. The husband and the other 
woman try to hide their affair to spare the wife's feelings, but she finds out 
anyway. She grows bags under her eyes, plays the martyr and good wife 
until the situation becomes critical (either the wife gets very sick or tries to 
kill herself or the husband joins a religious retreat or the other woman 
reveals herself to be a gold digger or becomes overly possessive). In the 
end, either the husband repents and goes back to his wife or the wife dies 
and he marries the second woman. 

Another typical plot of the drama revolves around a child who is 
orphaned and has to live with relatives who scold and harm him and leave 
him nothing but crumbs from the dinner table, hand-me-down clothes, 
and a plywood board for a bed in the garage. Invariably, the child is 
portrayed as a lamb - cute and cuddly with sad, sad eyes. 

A melodrama of the first type is To the Extreme (Abot Hanggang 
Sukdulan, 1989), which tells the tragic story of a very beautiful young 
woman, Agnes, who is engaged to be married to a handsome young man, 
Jo Marie, who is finishing his law studies. One morning, Agnes is spotted 
by Romano Barredo, a spoiled brat and son of a wealthy congressman. 
Romano courts Agnes, who staunchly repels all of Romano's advances. 
Desperate and mean, Romano's goons kidnap Agnes; Romano rapes the 
young woman and dumps her on the sidewalk. Agnes's boyfriend and 
family refuse to accept the congressman's "settlement" money and instead 
decide to fight the Barredos in court. But when Agnes realizes that she is 
pregnant by Romano, and when the congressman forces his son to make 
an "honest woman" of Agnes, Agnes and her father accede to the wed
ding. Married or not, Romano refuses to change his ways, beating Agnes 
at the slightest provocation, making love to other women on the conjugal 
bed. Agnes meets up with Jo Marie, and the two decide to escape to the 
United States. They are found out by Romano and both are beaten to a 
pulp. Romano's meanness heightens. With the help of Romano's sister, 
Agnes escapes with her child. In revenge, Romano kidnaps Agnes's pretty 
young sister, a mute, and mercilessly rapes her. Like a wounded, cornered 
wild animal, Agnes takes a high-powered gun, drives herself in a jeep to 
Romano's hideout, and there systematically massacres Romano and his 
goons. 

The Third major genre of the Filipino film is the comedy, which derives 
its influences from comic dramas whose plots are usually built around a 
misunderstanding (the husband thinks his wife is unfaithful, the father 
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thinks his children want to be rid of him so they can get their inheritance, 
and so forth), situations similar to those of the commedia dell'arte; com
edy skits of bodabil, that is, local vaudeville, which feature extemporane
ous repartee with off-color jokes and toilet humor; American film come
dies, such as those of Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, and Bud Abbott 
and Lou Costello, which dish out practical jokes of the pie-throwing vari
ety and slapstick humor that often makes fun of a comedian's "abnormal" 
physical traits (bulging eyes, scooped chin, flaring nostrils, toothpick phy
sique); and foreign comic-book heroes such as Tarzan, Superman, and 
Batman or film heroes like the Godfather, James Bond, Jackie Chan, and 
Bruce Lee. 

More often than not, comedy plots and stories are created around roles 
identified with famous Filipino comedians. Thus, the blockbuster movies 
of top Filipino comedian Dolphy portray him either as a flaming transves
tite who starts out as the butt of jokes but in the end meets a woman who 
makes a man out of him or as the ne'er-do-well John, head of a poor fam
ily that manages to be happy in spite of its penury and in spite of John's 
rich mother-in-law, who nags John about his laziness and poverty. Simi
larly, another comedian, Chiquito, is always portrayed as a low-brow, 
coarse but sincere and lovable character, while the trio - Tito, Vic, and 
Joey - always have to be a gang of wise guys. 

A recent box-office hit was Starzan (1989), which cast Joey de Leon as 
Starzan, living in a tree house with Chita-eh, played by another popular 
comedian, Rene Requiestas, and a chimpanzee. One day a helicopter 
crashes near Starzan's tribal village. Its lone survivor is a beautiful photog
rapher named Jane. She is worshiped as a goddess by the whole tribe. 
Starzan falls in love with Jane and wooes her with song and jokes. When 
an enemy tribe attacks the village and Jane, Starzan comes to the rescue. 
Meanwhile, Jane's family tracks down its favorite daughter and forces her 
to come home. Jane persuades Starzan to join her, but Starzan believes his 
home can only be the forest. They are separated - but not for long. A 
band of goons kidnaps Starzan to make money on him in a circus. In 
Manila, Starzan eludes his captors and runs through the city streets in his 
forest attire. Jane rescues him and tries to teach him to live like a "civi
lized" gentleman. But Starzan is unhappy and so decides to return to the 
mountain. Unable to bear the pain of separation, Jane bids farewell to city 
and family and joins Starzan in the idyll of the forest. 

A fourth major genre of Filipino movies is the musical, which traces its 



NICANOR G. TIONGSON 

roots to the sarswela, a dramatic form introduced by the Spaniards in the 
nineteenth century and popular in the early decades of this century, which 
revolved around romantic love and featured songs and dances and collo
quial dialogue enlivened with humor, and the American musical films, 
especially those with music by Irving Berlin and Rodgers and Hammer
stein, which showcased lavish production numbers and lively music. Some 
early movies were nothing but popular sarswelas made into film, like 
Walang Sugat, Golden Plough (Ararong Ginto), and The Mysterious Lady 
(Ang Mahiwagang Binibini), originally The Flirt (Ang Kiri). After the 
decline of the sarswela in the 1940s, the film sarswelas rose as an impor
tant genre, featuring famous singing couples like Rosario Moreno and 
Rudy Concepcion, Rogdio de la Rosa and Carmen Rosales, Nida Blanca 
and Nestor de Vila, Gloria Romero and Luis Gonzales, and, later, Nora 
Aunor and Tirso Cruz III and the present crop of teeny boppers. 

During their heyday from the 1940S to the 1960s, the musicals almost 
always focused on a pair of lovers who, as in the drama, are separated by 
their social or economic classes. The handsome son of a rich landlord falls 
in love with the pretty daughter of a destitute farmer, probably the tenant 
of the landowner. The two sing a kundiman, a native love song, to express 
their tender love for each other. However, the parents of the young man 
object to the farmer's daughter. The couple sing another kundiman to 
lament their fate. To separate the lovers, the boy's parents send him to 
Manila to study and to forget the girl. Separately, the boy and the girl 
express their loneliness in song. But the girl proves her worth to the boy's 
parents, serving them and standing by them in times of crisis. The parents 
now appreciate the girl's sterling qualities. Responding to his parents' 
wishes, the boy returns home and is reunited with the farmer's daughter. 
They sing a happy song to celebrate the reunion. With the blessings of 
their respective parents, rich boy and poor girl are married and a huge 
production number ends the movie. 

In the last two decades, the typical traditional plot of the musical has 
been replaced by stories about puppy love between teen-age idols and 
about the contemporary problems of the youth, for example, strict par
ents, nasty barkadas, mean or sex-starved teachers, and social class. Now 
the emphasis is on the juvenile comic situations, pretty faces and trendy 
costumes, and the latest songs and dances. Such a movie is typified by one 
of the most famous youth films of the decade, Young Ones (Bagets, 1984), 
which centered on five boys, played by Aga Muhlach and J. C. Bonnin, 
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both known for their boyish looks; Raymond Lauchengco, who is a popu
lar singer; Herbert Bautista, who is a natural comic and "drama" actor; 
and William Martinez, who is the oldest of the gang. The five students 
enjoy themselves in their classes, outwit stupid teachers, escape from 
the clutches of sex-starved women, and reconcile with their immature 
parents. 

U sing these four basic genres of Filipino movies, directors and produc
ers have come up with other hybrid types to accommodate a star or a com
bination of stars popular at a given period. Thus, many dramas of the past 
years have incorporated songs into their stories in order to cash in on the 
popularity of actresses who were famous singers before they turned to act
ing. Similarly, action movies have incorporated melodramatic scenes in 
order to draw audiences who adore child actors and actresses known for 
their comic timing and wit. Comedies too feature big musical production 
numbers to attract both the older and the younger generations into the 
theaters. The allure of sex and steamy love scenes have been incorporated 
into melodramas (this is the genre usually known as the bomba movie) 
and even into action films, musicals, and comedies. Depending on empha
sis, horror movies may either be comedies or melodramas featuring the 
supernatural. Finally, historical films usually combine elements of the 
melodrama and the action movie. 

All in all, the traditional genres of Filipino movies exhibit many com
mon traits and values. First, the rationale of these movies is entertainment 
that provides audiences with an escape from their everyday lackluster 
existence - through action movies that feature heroes who are stronger 
and better-looking than the viewer and who can go through fifteen fight 
sequences unscathed and defeat all the crooked policemen, soldiers, politi
cians, goons, and oppressors that the ordinary man could never hope to 
overcome; through dramas that provide the audience a catharsis of tears 
and fears and reassure them that the underdog need not despair because 
rich and poor can be wed; through comedies that make light of all contra
dictions and portray poverty as tolerable and even fun; through musical 
comedies that show beautiful people singing and dancing in colorful cos
tumes in luxurious mansions the viewer could never hope to set foot in. 

Second, the worldview and style of traditional cinema are presenta
tional rather than representational. It is not interested in the depiction but 
the approximation of reality, demanding that the movie portray charac
ters similar but not identical to those in real life. Such a style demands that 
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the director merely narrate, not interpret a story, that he be a raconteur, 
not an artist, that a scriptwriter emphasize plot, not character, and that 
the plot be made up of sensational events but always arranged chronologi
cally because flashbacks baffle such a simple audience; that dialogue 
expose and narrate rather than define character; that acting be done with 
"masks" and stereotyped gestures, and characterization be black and 
white so that the good may be separated from the bad; that actors and 
actresses play the roles they have been associated with (Dolphy must 
either be a transvestite or a poor John; Fernando Poe, Jr., an innocent 
hero with a fist of steel; Nora Aunor, an oppressed maid, movie fan, or 
barrio lass); that actors and actresses be "beautiful," meaning Caucasian
looking; that the cinematography be "declarative" in lighting and camera 
angles; that editing style be slow enough to accommodate a mind unused 
to complexity; that a movie resolve its conflict in a "correct" manner, that 
is, according to the norms of the Establishment, thereby endorsing and 
legitimizing that Establishment, whose interests may not necessarily be 
the same as those of the man on the street. Consequently, the traditional 
genres purvey messages that the poor must be content to be poor because 
poverty is the will of God, that the rich are not to be envied because they 
also have problems, that the "white" is superior to the non-white in race, 
religion, and general culture, that foreigners have always been good to Fil
ipinos, that wayward husbands, gamblers, drunkards, wife-beaters, child
oppressors, usurers, capitalists, landlords, extortionists, and political 
rebels will and must mend their ways, and that soldiers and politicians are 
always there to serve the people. 

Although the great majority of films shown in any given year are the 
commercial genres, there are a handful of films made which may be 
characterized primarily as an individual's artistic expression with insight 
and integrity. Making up less than 5 percent of the total annual output of 
the industry, these films of the New Cinema made by directors like Lino 
Brocka, Ishmael Bernal, Eddie Romero, Celso Ad. Castillo, Mike de 
Leon, Marilou Diaz-Abaya, Peque Gallaga, and Laurice Guillen and writ
ers like Ricardo Lee, Jose F. Lacaba, Clodualdo del Mundo, Jr., Butch 
Dalisay, Amado Lacuesta, and Jose Carreon cover a wide range of topics 
and exhibit a diversity of styles and approaches to filmmaking. In general, 
however, these films would follow a realistic style that may be either a 
psychological study of particular persons and their relationship with other 
individuals or an exposition of social issues or conditions in which typical 
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Filipino characters find themselves enmeshed and which they may strive to 
change. 

Typical of the cinema of psychological realism is Ishmael Bernal's Affair 
(Relasyon, 1982), a perceptive and sensitive study of the mistress or sec
ond woman in a society such as Manila's, which, though urbanized, 
remains fettered by moral conventions and religious standards that con
sider perpetual chastity as the premise and proof of a good marriage and 
gloss over the importance of meaning and mutual enrichment between 
persons involved in any relationship. On the other hand, the film also 
bursts the myth that a man would find happiness automatically in a sec
ond woman and reveals that a liaison between a man and his mistress has 
to be worked out like all other relationships. 

The focus of this award-winning film is Marilou, a planetarium guide, 
who turns her back on parents and "morality" and lives in a rented house 
with Emil, a young successful executive who already has a family of his 
own. Emil divides his time between his two "homes," between Marilou 
and his family. The arrangement works out in the beginning, until Mari
lou can no longer bear the pain of being alone on occasions when she 
needs Emil most. Because Emil is all to her, Marilou soon becomes posses
sive and more and more demanding of Emil's time and affection. Emil 
recoils and refuses to be "imposed upon," remembering that this is pre
cisely what drove him away from his wife. In order not to lose Emil, Mari
lou decides to tailor her life to his, taking only what he decides to give of 
himself. But just when she has reoriented her psyche around him, Emil 
succumbs to a cerebral aneurism. Emptied of the core of her existence, but 
full of the memory of a love completely given, Marilou leaves the home 
she shared with Emil to work and start life anew abroad. 

A fine example of social realism is Lino Brocka's Fight For Us (Ora
pronobis, 1989), which exposes the continuing violation of human rights 
in the Philippines today and specifically denounces the paramilitary units 
called vigilantes which the military uses in its campaign against the New 
People's Army in the provinces. Jimmy Cordero, an ex-priest and activist 
leader who was incarcerated during the Marcos regime, has just been 
released because of President Aquino's general pardon for all political 
prisoners. He comes home to his wife, Trixie, who is a member of a 
human rights group, but who cautions Jimmy not to get too involved once 
again in the movement, especially since she is pregnant with their first 
child. But another massacre of innocent civilians by the vigilante group of 
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Commander Kontra is reported from the South. Over Trixie's objections, 
Jimmy and Trixie's brother join the fact-finding team of human rights 
workers sent to look into the carnage. Trixie's brother is killed, and 
Jimmy ends up in the parish that he formerly administered as parish 
priest. There he once again meets Esper, a lay worker and activist who 
became his common-law wife in the past and whose husband had been 
killed by the vigilantes. To Jimmy's surprise, Esper introduces to Jimmy a 
young boy, the child she bore him while he was in prison. Deeply caring 
for Esper and his son but with no intentions of abandoning Trixie, Jimmy 
protects them as they, their family, and neighbors flee from the shooting 
rampage of Kontra and his group. The victims join other refugees in a reli
gious house in Manila, but this is raided as well by the military, who use 
spies to pinpoint those suspected of being with the NPA. Esper's father is 
one of those picked up. Coming out of a press conference where Esper has 
described the raid, Esper and her son are abducted by Kontra's group. In 
Kontra's chapel/headquarters, Esper is raped by Kontra and his men. 
Esper's son defends his mother and is shot dead by Kontra. Desperate, 
Esper shoots and wounds Kontra, but is shot down by his men, who, real
izing that their leader is not invulnerable after all, finally abandon him 
and his cause. The next day, Jimmy goes to the chapel where the bodies of 
those slain the night before were gathered. There, Jimmy weeps bitterly 
over the body of Esper and his son. Seeing no hope for justice for the poor 
and powerless, Jimmy decides to join the movement once more. 

Unlike the traditional genre movies whose philosophy and premise are 
commercial viability, the films of the New Cinema pursue a single, most 
important objective - the faithful depiction of a truth in the Filipino per
sonality and society as it is perceived by the director and his associate art
ists. Considering no subject taboo or "nonartistic," these films may simply 
deepen the usual plots and characters of traditional action, drama, com
edy, and musical films. A few reinterpret or adapt classics of cinema or lit
erature, whether local or foreign. A handful go back to history to put 
present preoccupations in the wider perspective of the past. Some touch 
on controversial subjects like homosexuality, incest, drug addiction, sad
ism, and nymphomania. Still others focus on social issues like poverty, 
corruption in government, militarization and the practice of torture, 
hamletting, zoning, summary execution ("salvaging"), worker and peas
ant oppression and militancy, the contradiction between classes, and 
American exploitation of the Philippines through bases. 
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Whatever the subject, the director works closely with his scriptwriter 
and designer to create characters and stories in a style that best expresses 
the theme of the movie. Most directors follow a strong narrative style and 
create well-rounded characters in the manner of realists like Ibsen, Wil
liams, Miller, and the Italian Neo-Realists. Some are more experimental 
in approach, subordinating action and plot to character or theme or even 
tone, using the camera innovatively, purposely subverting at times the vis
ual and temporal expectations that conventional cinematography and 
editing have formed among audiences over the years, freely using flash
backs, dream sequences, and hallucinatory passages in attempts to depict 
different levels of consciousness or modes of perceiving "reality." 

Whatever the style used, the films of the New Cinema are one in striv
ing to harness all the elements of film - script, production design, cinema
tography, sound, acting - in the hands of the principal artist, that is, the 
director, who chooses, mixes, and shapes all the elements of filmmaking 
into a coherent, effective, and therefore artistic, whole. 

THE FILIPINO FILM INDUSTRY: I98o-I990 

Ranking fifth in the world in terms of output (Philippine Star, May I4, 
I990), the Filipino film industry has managed to survive and even prosper 
in spite of the many problems that have besieged it for decades and in spite 
of the economic and political crises that have plagued and impoverished 
the country in the last twenty years. 

Film Production 

The Film Academy of the Philippines (FAP) reports that there are now 
about ISI film production companies and film producers listed under the 
two major producers associations, namely, the Philippine Motion Picture 
Producers Association (PMPPA) and the Integrated Movie Producers, 
Importers, Distributors Association of the Philippines (IMPIDAP) (Anony
mous I989). However, only 30 of the ISI companies are active today, and 
of these, three produce almost 70 percent of the annual output, namely: 
Regal Films, Inc., Viva Productions, Inc., and Seiko Films, Inc. These 
three companies have the largest capitalization ouputs and number of 
actors and technicians on contract. 

The decrease in the number of active producers is understandable when 
one considers how much of a financial risk filmmaking has become. In the 
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late I960s, according to the FAP, a feature film cost P200,000 on the aver
age. By the I970s, the same film cost P300,000-550,000. By 1984, the fig
ure had risen to PI.5 million and by 1988, to P3 million. In 1990, the aver
age cost of producing a regular movie (no superstars, no special costumes, 
no expensive sets) went up to P4 million. The escalation is attributed to the 
rising cost of film supplies and materials, of processing of technical com
ponents, of location shooting expenses, of production requirements, and, 
of course, the talent fees of box-office stars, which may eat up as much as 
30 percent of total production cost. 

A typical budget for an action film made in early 1990 by one of the 
major companies, using 44,000 feet of film for fifty-four sequences shot in 
twenty-five days and completed in forty-five, totaled P4,726,5I9. The 
major components of the budget were: preproduction, P50,000; executive 
producer, P2,I87,500; production, PI,537,500; postproduction, P463,978; 
and preexhibition, P487,541. One notices that the biggest cost is the execu
tive producer's account. Of this amount, a full PI,807,500, or about 40 
percent of the total film budget, goes to the stars and extras. 

In order to keep costs down, many producers have now resorted to 
renting shooting and postproduction equipment from rental studios for an 
average period of forty-five days, during which a film has to be shot, proc
essed, edited, scored, recorded, dubbed, and printed. Such a hectic sched
ule obviously has no room for extra study and care in making a film and in 
fact leads to what Kidlat Tahimik, an alternative film director, calls the 
"MacDonaldization of films." 

But the expenses do not end with production. To the production cost of 
P4.7 million should be added P700,000 to I million for promotions and 
advertising, which include radio and television plugs, movie trailers, print 
ads and feature articles, posters, flyers, billboards, guest appearances of 
stars, press conferences, and giveaways, and about P300,000 for distribu
tion of the film nationwide, which covers salaries of film checkers, super
visors, film revisors, film tin cans, and shipping expenses. All in all, the 
total cost of a film from production to promotion to distribution would be 
about P5 million. 

A successful film would gross P7 to 10 million while a hit would gross 
anywhere from PIO million upwards. About 60 percent of earnings of 
most films are accounted for in Metro Manila and the rest from the prov
inces, except in the case of action films, which earn 40 percent in Manila 
and 60 percent in the provinces. Considering that the total taxes would 
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amount to 50 percent of gross, one realizes why producers have to earn 
enough to cover their investment in Metro Manila. 

After the gross earnings of a film are identified, the producer then pays 
all other required taxes and the distributors. Distributors may be paid 
according to a fixed percentage of 50/50 or 65/35 in favor of the producer; 
a sliding scale, which depends on average daily gross and the producer
exhibitor agreement; or a flat rental of theater (weekly or daily) by the 
producer (Anonymous 1989, 6-9). 

After taxes and distributors, a producer could lose or break even 
(which is the case with most producers), make some profit, or rake in a 
few million in profit. Really successful dramas and comedies earn about 
100 percent on their investment, while action movies, which hardly ever 
flop, can make as much as 150 to 200 percent profit on their initial finan
cial outlay. Whatever the case, the producer still looks forward to what 
the movie will earn when its rights are sold on video or to video produc
ers, and months after, when the movie is shown on television, which now 
shows more and more films. 

Given the odds, it is not surprising why more and more producers have 
in the past four years gone into the television industry, not only to maxi
mize TV'S power to advertise films, but more specifically, to invest in TV 

productions using film stars. Unlike film, TV requires a smaller financial 
investment - and this spread out over several weeks and months - and 
gives weekly returns on investment. However, this flight of investment 
into TV and the overexposure of film stars on TV, together with the fact 
that movies are already being shown on TV and TV has become more and 
more accessible to many (there are now more TV and VCR sets in the coun
try and going to movies has become both expensive and a risk to life and 
limb because of coups, bombings, floods, and even earthquakes), may, 
according to Marilou Diaz-Abaya, film and TV director, be primarily 
responsible for today's marked decline in the number of film productions, 
film hits, and even new movie houses (interview, October 1,1990). 

Problems of the Industry 

Filipino film producers, artists, and televiewers are one in identifying 
the principal problems of the industry today: onerous taxation, video 
piracy, and lack of trained film professionals. Three other secondary 
problems are pinpointed by film artists and critics: censorship, profit-ori
ented producers, and competition from foreign films. 
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Esperidion Laxa, a former producer and current director-general of the 
FAP, avers that the Filipino film industry is "one of the most heavily taxed 
entertainment industries in the country today and yet it charges the lowest 
admission prices [about fifty cents] in the world." While the United States 
charges no amusement taxes and Asian countries charge a maximum of 10 
percent amusement tax, the Philippines, Laxa claims, taxes films as lux
ury entertainment, together with horse-racing, cockfighting, and sauna 
baths. Because of this, there is hardly anything left for the producers to 
reinvest in quality for their films. This, he says, is the principal reason 
why many of the old production companies of the 1950S, 1960s, and 1970S 
have closed down (interview, May 28,1990). 

The taxes on films are divided into general taxes levied on all businesses 
and specific taxes on films. General taxes include a graduated business 
tax; corporate income tax; percentage tax; and privilege, corporation, 
and municipal taxes. Taxes on film include a specific tax (smaller for for
eign films); sales tax; withholding tax; tariff and customs duties on com
pleted imported films; import duty on unexposed and exposed film and on 
magnetic tape and other materials; censorship fee; cultural tax; and 
amusement tax. 

As if onerous taxes were not bad enough, producers and theater owners 
also have to contend with the menace of video piracy, which eats up about 
40 percent of the box-office potential of any local film and 50 percent of 
that of foreign films (Anonymous 1989,12-14,32-33). 

Films may be pirated from local or foreign sources. Locally, pirates usu
ally connive with film laboratory technicians, film vault personnel, TV 

technicians, government agencies, theater projectionists, bookers, check
ers, or shippers to get a copy of a film. Sometimes, piracy is effected 
through contacts in the United States, especially the West Coast, who buy 
copies of Filipino films whose video rights have been sold by local produc
ers to video producers in the United States. This operation can take as lit
tle as two days, with rights being given one day to the United States and 
copies being flown back to the Philippines the next day. Once pirated, 
films are copied to Beta or VHS tapes and rented or sold and shown in 
hotels, restaurants, video houses in the provinces, private homes, and on 
cable TV. 

To this problem, the government and private sector have responded 
with their own organizations. In 1985, Presidential Decree 1987 created the 
Videogram Regulatory Board, which seeks to eliminate video piracy at the 
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source, that is, the reproducers and wholesalers of pirated videos. Simi
larly, movie producers under PMPPA and IMPIDAP and theater owners 
under the Greater Manila Theater Association (GMTA) and the Metro 
Manila Theaters Association (MMTA) have on their own established a 
Motion Picture Anti-Piracy Film Council (MPAPC), which actively inspects 
and raids establishments reproducing or exhibiting, or stores selling or 
renting, pirated videos. It would seem that the MPAPC has been effective in 
its police functions and has filed cases in court against offenders, although 
convictions are still to come. 

The third problem of the industry is an internal one - lack of training 
of film artists and technicians. Because film came into the country as an 
entertainment and business enterprise, it naturally had to draw its practi
tioners from related popular entertainment forms, specifically the artists 
of the theater (sarswela, drama, bodabil), the writers of popular magazine 
and komiks fiction, as well as photographers and advertising people. 
Most of these artists had to play everything "by ear" (oido) in the begin
ning, and those who followed them had to learn by apprenticeship to 
those already established in the industry. While many of these artists 
should be credited for their natural inventiveness and resourcefulness, 
most of them could not be expected to regard film primarily as a form of 
artistic expression. 

Such a situation continued until the 1970s, when the young film direc
tors, writers, and designers who either took film courses or had been 
exposed to film as art entered the industry and showed how film could 
become art and how artistry could improve a film and even its perfor
mance at the box office. It was then that members of the industry saw the 
need for the continuing training of film artists and technicians. 

A case in point is scriptwriting for films (interview, Marilou Diaz
Abaya, October I, 1990). In the past, rare was the production that had a 
written script which visualized in sequence breakdowns the action in a 
given film. It was a running joke in the industry that "scripts" before were 
written on the back of the foil of a cigarette pack. But now Laxa himself 
admits that "a spring cannot rise higher than its source," meaning a film 
cannot be better than the script it is based on. 

And dire indeed is the need for good scriptwriters who would follow in 
the footsteps of Ricky Lee and others. Marilou Diaz-Abaya points out 
that writers now either produce "legitimate" literature, which they learn in 
school and create for literary contests and which are for the most part con-
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tent-oriented but not visually viable, or write komiks-style dialogue (like 
those in comic-strip balloons) that is simplistic, conveys no psychological 
nuances, and does not help to create character. 

It is in response to this need for scriptwriters that Mowelfund and the 
Scriptwriters Guild of the FAP have been conducting workshops for 
would-be film playwrights. The FAP has also begun to give substantial 
prizes in its annual awards to winning film scripts so that "legitimate" 
writers may be attracted to and have a way of entering the industry. 

Aside from scriptwriting, FAP feels training should also be given in film 
management and administration, production, direction, acting, editing, 
sound recording, processing and printing, production design, cinematog
raphy, musical direction, and animation. For training in these fields, the 
Mowelfund and the FAP have established in coordination with the Film 
Guilds ongoing annual training and workshops. The Actors Workshop 
Foundation has through the years given effective training to actors and 
actresses (interview, Esperidion Laxa, May 28, 1990). But even as practi
tioners undergo training in the Mowelfund and FAP, young film artists and 
technicians are also now being trained in schools that have in the last two 
or three decades opened mass communication majors. 

Of the obstacles to the creation of good films, progressive film artists 
never fail to pinpoint censorship as the most pernicious of all. Created by 
Presidential Decree 1986, the present Movie and Television Review and 
Classification Board (MTRCB) was created by then President Marcos to 
review and classify movies, TV programs, and publicity materials which in 
its judgment "applying contemporary Filipino cultural values as standard 
are objectionable for being immoral, indecent, contrary to law and/ or 
good customs, injurious to the prestige of the Republic of the Philippines 
or its people, or with a dangerous tendency to encourage the commission 
of violence or of a wrong or crime .... " This decree would therefore dis
approve of films that might, among other things, incite to rebellion 
against the state, glorify criminals, serve no purpose but to satisfy the 
market for violence and pornography, tend to abet traffic and use of 
drugs, or defame the reputation of persons living or dead, and pertain to 
matters which are subjudice in nature. 

Although the MTRCB has tried to use persuasion to get producers to 
reedit their films to get a more general rating (its predecessor actually cut 
film~) and although MTRCB has insisted time and again that it really just 
classifies films and TV programs according to appropriateness to certain 
time slots (programs for adult viewing outside prime time), the MTRCB is 
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still criticized for what many film artists see as its subjective interpretation 
of the law, for example, considering a TV show that featured statements 
by the urban poor saying that their lot has not changed under the Aquino 
administration as "not balanced" and therefore destabilizing to the gov
ernment, or more recently, disapproving a documentary on the United 
States bases in the Philippines because it showed "obscenity" (bar girls 
going about their "business" in Olongapo) and because it contained state
ments by a historian that some Filipino "heroes" collaborated with the 
American colonizers at the turn of the century, and concluding that the TV 

film was not banned and could be aired, on TV, with the proper deletions, 
"whenever the members of the RP Panel on the bases negotiation are ready 
for it" (Morato 1990). 

Rallies have been staged against the MTRCB time and again, but the 
issues will probably not be resolved - ever - because whoever sits on the 
board will necessarily have to use the guidelines given to it, which will nat
urally be interpreted according to the point of view of individuals (most of 
them senior and conservative) appointed to the board. Most important, 
the guidelines used by the board are quite clearly meant to protect the 
morals and point of view of the establishment (whether that establishment 
is headed by President Marcos or Aquino). On the other hand, artists, not 
only of film but in general, by their very nature seek to express themselves 
as freely as possible and often - as may be expected - question, threaten, 
or even seek to dismantle the conventions, customs, and strongly held 
beliefs of the ruling establishment. 

As with the censors, so with profit-oriented producers. Film artists have 
always had a love-hate relationship with their producers, with artists lov
ing producers for giving them the chance to make a film and hating them 
for putting all the strictures on budget that necessarily lower the quality of 
an artistic film. Says one director, "What can you expect of these Chinese 
producers, who want only the quickest returns on investment with the 
least possible risk."s He is right, of course, except that this has nothing to 
do with being Chinese. Any capitalist, whatever his race, will likewise be 
guided by the profit margin and will shun projects that may threaten his 
investments. Thus, producers cannot be expected to do only "good films," 
which take too long to finish and have "messages" that may not sit well 
with censors or audiences or are too depressing for the eight-to-five 
employee who just wants to forget his problems at work before he con
fronts more problems at home. 

Some directors, however, have managed to live with the situation and 
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have in fact produced many films that successfully merge the consider
ations of art and commerce or have bargained with producers, promising 
to deliver two or three "commercial" films so that they (the directors) can 
be assigned a film they really want to do. Other artists feel, however, that 
the solution to this problem is to reeducate producers so that they get to 
understand the point of view of artists to whom integrity is essential, so 
that they see the films they produce not only in relation to their bank 
account but vis-a-vis the economic and political crisis of the country as 
well as the necessity for social change, and so that they realize that mean
ingful change will have to be premised on the creation of critical minds 
and positive values among Filipino audiences, especially through the 
entertainment media. However, most people in the industry agree that 
together with reeducation, what could effectively convince producers to 
make good films is financial reward for such films, for example, through 
rebates on their amusement taxes, as practiced in the past by the defunct 
Film Ratings Board. 

Finally, foreign films are still regarded by a few as obstacles to the flow
ering of good Philippine cinema. Not that these imports outdo locally 
made films at the box office. In fact, since the start of the annual Manila 
Film Festival in 1966, when all theaters were required to show only Fili
pino films, local movies have slowly edged out foreign films and today 
even a Rambo film is no match for a Fernando Poe, Jr., movie. What art
ists and critics decry, however, is the fact that Filipino producers tend to 
make films that borrow from or blatantly imitate stories and characters 
from these imports, especially if the latter were box-office hits. For exam
ple, because of the success of the American movie Fatal Attraction (1989), 
two local films focused on the same theme of sexual obsession that 
deranges lovers and pushes them to commit acts of desperation and mad
ness. 

Given the colonial background of the Philippine movie industry and of 
the country as a whole, one understands why the constant flooding of the 
local market with American films - whether good or mediocre - serves to 
reinforce the colonial bias that is already so deeply ingrained in the Fili
pino. Because of this mentality, many producers and directors have fol
lowed the trends in sex and violence set by American blockbusters, 
thereby introducing preoccupations, "ideas," themes, and even world
views that are not only quite alien but often serve to befuddle an individu
al's perception of himself or herself and of society. Total exposure to a 
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whole range of experiences may strengthen individuals and countries who 
already know themselves, but the same openness may destabilize and 
weaken the Filipino, who is just now beginning to realize the importance 
of creating a solid core of Filipino identity. 

In view of this, film producers, artists, and even government officials 
supported the Lumawig Bill (1978), which sought to restrict the number of 
foreign films entering the country to one hundred per year. The bill did 
not become law, so today foreign films (about 300 to 400 a year) continue 
to outnumber Filipino films (150 a year) throughout the year except during 
the Metro Manila Film Festival in December. 

Film Institutions, Boards, Organizations 

The establishment and strengthening over the last two decades of a 
number of major institutions, boards, and organizations related to film 
clearly indicate that the members of the film industry have seen the need to 
band together to promote or upgrade their products and that those out
side the industry have become fully aware of the importance and wide
reaching effect of film. Whether government, semigovernment, or private, 
these organizations and institutions may be divided according to their 
principal thrusts, which may emphasize regulation, welfare, education or 
development, critical appreciation, or preservation. 

The three most important regulatory boards are: The Motion Picture 
and Television Review and Classification Board (MTRCB) and the Video
gram Regulatory Board (VRB), both government agencies, and the Motion 
Picture Anti-Film Piracy Council (MPAFPC), created by the private sector. 
Since the history, criteria, and analysis of the MTRCB have already been 
discussed, emphasis should now be put on the video councils. Created by 
Presidential Decree 1987 (1986), the VRB seeks among other things to pro
tect movie producers, importers, and licensees from piracy of their films 
and infringement of their intellectual property rights, and in general to 
"promote and protect the public welfare through the proper supervision 
and regulation of the videogram industry" (Anonymous 1989, 55-56). 
Composed of sixteen members from the video sector, the movie industry, 
and the independent sector, the VRB from June 1986 to 1988 registered 
4,000 video establishments, inspected 1,472 video outlets, seized 105,316 
illegal tapes, raided 53 unlicensed video establishments, seized 350 video 
machines used for illegal reproduction of films, filed 810 administrative 
complaints and 34 criminal complaints in the courts, and earned P13 mil-
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lion in fees and charges for the government. Organized in I986 by movie 
producers belonging to the PMPPA and the IMPIDAP and theater owners 
belonging to GMTA and MMTA, the Motion Picture Anti-Film Piracy Coun
cil also directs its efforts at protecting the film industry from wanton video 
piracy. Together with government agents, it also conducts inspections and 
raids production centers and outlets of illegal videos. According to Laxa, 
the council has been very cohesive and so effective that it has also begun to 
address other common problems. 

Of the organizations addressing the welfare and education needs of the 
movie industry, the most important and the most effective are the 
Mowelfund, Inc., or The Movie Workers Welfare Fund, Inc., and The 
Film Academy of the Philippines (FAP), both supported by the government 
and the industry itself. Founded in I974 by film actor-producer (now sena
tor) Joseph Estrada, the Mowelfund was endorsed by the government in 
I975 through Presidential Decree I485 and entitled to 60 percent of amuse
ment taxes collected during the annual ten-day Metro Manila Film Festi
val (Anonymous I989, 2I-22). As conceived and in practice, the 
Mowelfund, which is the only one of its kind in Asia, administers two 
types of programs: social welfare and development and education. 

Because film industry workers are contractual, that is, hired on a per 
project basis, they enjoyed no welfare benefits in the past. With member
ship in the fund (which costs 12200 initially and 12I50 annually), movie 
workers are now able to obtain financial help for hospitalization (maxi
mum 123,000), surgery (maximum 125,000), calamities, and death (their 
families get up to 1225,000). 

On the other hand, because the industry workers recognize the need for 
professional training in filmmaking (which upgrades skills and therefore 
salaries as well), the fund has established the Mowelfund Film Institute 
(MFI), which provides in-service training to movie workers through its ser
vices, workshops and courses in scriptwriting, cinematography, film and 
video production, editing, sound-mixing, basic and advanced photogra
phy, acting, production design, and musical scoring. In this endeavor it is 
helped by the Film Academy of the Philippines and its guilds, the Ateneo 
de Manila University Communication Arts Department, and the Goethe 
Institut. If one considers the number of quality filmmakers it has produced 
(many of them have won film awards), it would seem that the MFI runs 
one of the most effective film training programs in the country today. 

Created by Executive Order 640-A in I98I, the Film Academy of the 
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Philippines (FAP) was organized "to help integrate and rationalize all exist
ing and envisioned efforts designed to encourage the preservation, 
growth, and development of the motion picture art and science in the 
country, to the end that the motion picture will not only be viable and 
profitable business enterprise, but a vehicle to accelerate the artistic, scien
tific and cultural advancement of the nation, and reinforce the national 
endeavor of social and economic development and progress." On July 14, 
1988, President Aquino, after appointing its director-general, encouraged 
it to help the local film industry "assume a more important role beyond its 
commercial, recreational and aesthetic values" so that it could contribute 
to "the transformation and renewal of our society, and the realization of 
the hopes, dreams and aspirations of our people" (Film Academy of the 
Philippines brochure, I). 

Headed by a director-general, the FAP'S policy-making body is the 
Board of Governors, made up of the chairmen of the twelve member 
guilds, which represent the producers (PMPPA and IMPIDAP); the directors 
(Kapisanan ng mga Direktor ng Pelikulang Pilipino, or KDPP); the actors 
(Katipunan ng mga Artista ng Pelikulang Pilipino, or KAPp); the screen
writers (Screenwriters Guild of the Philippines, or SGP); the cinematog
raphers (Filipino Society of Cinematographers, or FSC); the sound techni
cians (Sound Technicians Association for Motion Pictures, or STAMP); the 
designers (Production Designers Guild of the Philippines, or PDGP); the 
associate directors and production managers (Film Assistant Directors 
and Production Managers of the Philippines, or ADPM); the music direc
tors (United Film Music Directors Association of the Philippines, or UFIM

DAP); the editors (Film Editors Guild for Motion Pictures, or FEGMP); and 
the Training Welfare Foundation (Mowelfund). Members at large are the 
Filipino Specialized Filmmakers Foundation, Inc., and the Actors Work
shop Foundation, Inc. A monthly subsidy of 115,000 is given to each of the 
twelve guilds for operations. 

The FAP operations and projects are funded from the 20 percent of 
amusement taxes collected during the annual ten-day Metro Manila Film 
Festival; 20 percent of the twenty-five-centavo cultural tax from all 
movies shown in Metro Manila; and the FAP awards night donations, 
advertisements, and TV rights. 

Following its objective of professionalizing the industry, the FAP has 
launched training programs, together with Mowelfund and The Actors 
Workshop Foundation, and scholarships for young film artists and techni-
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cians founded by big producers and the major stars, for example, the 
Fernando Poe, Jr., Scriptwriting Fellowship, The Vilma Santos Actress' 
Scholarship, the Rudy Fernandez Actors' Scholarship, the Manuel de 
Leon Directing Fellowship, the Jose R. Perez Editing Scholarship, the 
Kodak Philippine Cinematography Fellowship, the Vicente del Rosario, 
Jr., Musical Recording Scholarship, the Antonio Dulalia Sound Recording 
Scholarship, the Lily Monteverde Production Design Scholarship, and the 
Ben Yalung Production Managers and Assistant Directors Scholarship. 

On the other hand, to fulfill its main function of giving recognition to 
the outstanding film actors and technicians in the industry, the FAP also 
gives its annual academy awards and helps the FAMAS. 

Education and development programs are likewise given by academic 
institutions, which give both theoretical and practical courses in filmmak
ing. In the last two and a half decades, the following institutions have 
risen as the most important schools offering film courses and producing 
some of the better young filmmakers today: the College of Mass Commu
nication and the Film Center of the University of the Philippines in Dili
man (the Film Center holds film festivals and conducts filmmaking work
shops and seminars); the Communication Arts Departments of the Ateneo 
de Manila University, the University of Santo Tomas, Maryknoll College, 
De La Salle University, Far Eastern University, and other provincial uni
versities, as well as institutions like the Communication Foundation for 
Asia and the Goethe Institut. All of these institutions offer courses, work
shops, seminars, or hands-on training in the various aspects of film pro
duction (especially cinematography), research, and film theory and criti
CIsm. 

In order to promote films in general and Filipino film in particular, film 
festivals and retrospectives as well as lectures and symposia have been 
organized by the UP Film Center, the schools offering film courses, and 
most of all, by the Cultural Center of the Philippines through its Coordi
nating Center for Film. Being government, the latter does not involve itself 
in the production of films but concentrates its efforts on the critical appre
ciation of good foreign films and local film masterpieces of the commer
cial and alternative cinema; runs an annual Independent Cinema and 
Video Competition for feature, documentary, experimental, and anima
tion films; sends the better Filipino films to festivals abroad; and conducts 
provincial tours with film-showing and lecture-symposia components. 

Critical valuation and recognition of excellence are the rationale behind 
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the film awards and award-giving bodies active in the country today. Of 
the award-giving bodies, the oldest is the Filipino Academy of Movie Arts 
and Sciences (FAMAS). Organized in I952, the FAMAS Awards are given by 
press and industry people in twenty categories, including direction, acting 
(actor, actress, child actor), cinematography, story and screenplay, pro
duction design, editing, and sound. The history of the awards is fraught 
with controversy, with critics scoring it for being partial to "hysterical" 
performances, for singling out artists who are popular with the judges, for 
not having clear criteria, and for being "buyable." Whatever the criticism, 
however, the FAMAS continues to be the most popular - and glitzy
awards night for the industry. 

The second important award is the Urian or Critics Award. Established 
in I976 by the Manunuri ng Pelikulang Pilipino (MPP), a group of film crit
ics who were mostly from academe, the Urian evolved criteria that clearly 
favored the creation of film as art. Criticized for using what its critics con
sidered Western standards, the Manunuri at their active best wrote articles 
and reviews, made quarterly citations, and gave annual awards that called 
attention to excellence, especially as exhibited by artists who may not be 
box-office stars. Because it was consistent in applying its artistic criteria, 
the Urian slowly earned the respect of film artists and technicians over the 
years. 

Other organizations that gave out annual film awards are the Film 
Academy of the Philippine Awards, which are the main industry awards, 
given to seventeen categories in addition to lifetime achievement awards; 
the Metro Manila Film Festival Awards sponsored by the mayors of Metro 
Manila, which give hefty cash prizes to the winning entries and perform
ers in the ten-day Metro Manila Film Festival in December; the Catholic 
Mass Media Awards, which give importance to excellence in filmmaking 
and to social relevance and spiritual significance; and the Star Awards, 
which are given by the Philippine Movie and Press Club. Clearly, these 
award-giving bodies use different yardsticks for measuring film excel
lence. But the fact that there are six of them (the other arts are lucky to 
have one award-giving body each) is concrete proof that film is truly the 
most popular medium in the country today. 

Of the film areas identified, film preservation and restoration are least 
attended to. In general, these functions are performed by the bigger stu
dios, which keep their own films and film-related materials in vaults and 
libraries. Two institutions of government, however, have programs for 
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film acquisition and preservation: The Film Archives, formerly under the 
Experimental Cinema of the Philippines before it was turned over to the 
MTRCB, which has maintained a very low profile since 1986, and the Cul
tural Center of the Philippines, which has been actively acquiring films, 
classic and commercial, from the important production companies of the 
past. Unfortunately, neither the Film Archives nor the cCP has the exper
tise or funds for film restoration, so help in this regard has to be sought 
from foreign institutions such as the Goethe Institut. 

Observations and Recommendations 

If film is as potent a medium as should be obvious from the previous 
discussion, it is high time that all Filipinos - whether in government or 
the private sector - take a stand on what they feel the Filipino film should 
be, what directions it should take, what function it should perform in a 
Third World country like the Philippines. Film, like poverty, cannot be 
ignored. 

Steps have already been taken by the government to help the Filipino 
film industry and, more specifically, to encourage the creation of quality 
films. The Experimental Cinema of the Philippines, through its Film Rat
ings Board and its Alternative Cinema, created conditions conducive to 
the making of good movies. The December ten-day Metro Manila Film 
Festival, which the mayors of Metro Manila organized in 1982, as well as 
its predecessor, the Manila Film Festival established in 1966, broke the 
dominance of foreign films and conclusively reversed the trend of patron
age in favor of local films. Moreover, the MMFF serves to support two 
major entities, the Film Academy of the Philippines and the Mowelfund, 
which run effective programs for the financial welfare and professional 
development of industry members. Similarly, the cCP and the UP Film 
Center have contributed greatly to the critical appreciation of the Filipino 
film and even encouraged the development of alternative filmmakers. 

But all this is not enough. The fact that the industry today continues to 
churn out the same old genre movies, albeit more sleek and glossy than 
their predecessors, and the fact that fewer films of the New Cinema are 
being made are indications that not all is well with the industry. Even 
awards-giving bodies are complaining that there are hardly any films 
worth considering for nominations. Clearly, new measures must be taken 
to help the industry and encourage the making of films that, as President 
Aquino puts it, will help to "bring about the transformation and renewal 
of our society." 
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If the government does decide to help the industry and encourage good 
films, then certain steps may be taken. First, the Philippine Congress 
should pass into law the bills now pending before it, which seek to reduce 
the amusement tax on admission from 30 percent to 15 percent of gross 
receipts, as well as abolish the 10 percent value-added tax (VAT) paid by 
theater owners and distributors. It could also reduce or remove the exor
bitant taxes now being levied on imported raw materials and movie equip
ment and exempt from taxes investments channeled to exportable film 
projects. 

Second, to encourage the production of good films, the office of the 
president should resurrect the Film Development Foundation of the Phil
ippines so that it in turn may revive the Film Ratings Board. In the past, 
this board, composed of knowledgeable senior artists and film critics, 
established a "national film and classification system which served as a 
basis of an incentive system to encourage the production of quality Fili
pino films." It did this by giving substantial tax rebates to good films - 50 
percent to films rated A, 25 percent to films rated B, and none to those 
rated C and below. In order to raise the audiences' appreciation of these 
films, and of the board's rating, the FRB also published the Filipino Film 
Review, a quarterly journal that featured the films made every quarter as 
well as informative and analytical articles on various aspects of the indus
try. The revival of the FRB should be top priority, because special tax 
rebates on good films are indeed the best incentive to producers to make 
them. 

Third, the Office of the President should revamp and liberalize the cri
teria of the MTRCB. While it is true that this board no longer censors but 
merely "classifies" films, it nonetheless inhibits the free expression of ideas 
because it takes a strong stand for the government, frowning on films and 
TV programs that may embarrass or put the government in a bad light. 
Perhaps a more liberal attitude and a less inflexible and holier-than-thou 
stance would go a long way in removing the stigma of the present board as 
repressive and unenlightened. For after all, the responsible airing of con
trary views on any issue is essential to the democratic process and way 
of life. 

Fourth, in the endeavor to develop good films, the president should 
focus her attention not only on the industry's needs itself, but on the edu
cation of movie audiences as well. Marilou Diaz-Abaya points out that 
Filipinos of all ages see films, and the values and worldviews they pick up 
from just one film (or TV program, for that matter) can demolish whatever 
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good civic values they learned either in a marathon of Sunday homilies or 
in a year's course of social studies. If cinema is indeed so powerful, it is 
best, and time, that the educational system itself train its students at all 
levels to analyze and appreciate films. Similarly, the traditional humani
ties courses that teach appreciation of the fine arts must incorporate criti
cal analysis of film as one of the major art forms of this country, reaching 
millions of viewers that written literature, the visual arts, and the per
forming arts all together could never hope to reach. 

Fifth, the government should seriously consider approval of the Alter
native Cinema Program being proposed by the Film Academy of the Phil
ippines and Mowelfund and supported by the Cultural Center of the Phil
ippines and the Presidential Commission on Culture and Arts. Like the 
Alternative Cinema of the defunct ECP, this program seeks to "accelerate 
the process of bringing contemporary Filipino social values into closer rel
evance to the basic cultural requisites of national development" and to 
"speed up the dissemination of social attitudes that are most potently rele
vant to significant changes that have already taken root." To pursue its 
objectives, the ACP will train participants, set up facilities, and generate 
artistic products - both feature and documentary films - that will then be 
disseminated to various publics through commercial TV, movie houses, 
and video theaters with the help of public and private agencies in culture. 
Considering how effective the ECP'S Alternative Cinema was in the past in 
producing some of the classics of contemporary cinema, the ACP merits 
serious study by the government if the latter is truly interested in harness
ing film in the struggle to transform Philippine society. All the award-giv
ing bodies in the country can only call attention to the excellence found in 
certain movies; they can do nothing to make sure that these films will con
tinue to be made by producers whose orientation is only secondarily artis
tic. The ACP, if approved, could ensure the regular and annual output of 
good, intelligent films. 

The problems faced by the industry are nothing new. But they assume a 
special urgency today because the Philippines is undergoing one of the 
worst economic and political crises in recent history. To get out of this cri
sis, government has to have the perspicacity to see what institutions have 
the support of the people and the will to harness these institutions towards 
the national good. Film is one such institution, rivaling even the church in 
the impact it has on audiences. If the government fails to see this or sees 
film only in the narrow pragmatic perspective of using it as propaganda 
for maintaining the status quo whose premises are not necessarily pro-
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people, then it will have lost one major ally in the task of national rehabili
tation, and the nation will have lost the opportunity to guide the growth 
to maturity of the one art form that, in its reach and impact, could easily 
be the country's first national art form. 

Nicanor G. Tiongson is the director of the Cultural Center of the Philippines in 
Manila and a well-known commentator on film. 
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The Rise and Fall of the 
Film Industry in Thailand, 

1897-1992 

BOONRAK BOONYAKETMALA 

THE UPS AND DOWNS of the film industry in Thailand can be under
stood in terms of three distinct periods, each coinciding with the nation's 
changing status within what Immanuel Wallerstein (1979) calls the "mod
ern world-system." From 1897 to 1945, Thailand acted as part of an "infor
mal empire" of European powers, especially Britain. In the second period, 
between 1945 and 1976, Thailand served as a "collaborator state" in 
America's efforts to contain the spread of communism in Asia. During the 
third period, 1976-1992, Thailand gradually evolved into a "new indus
trial state" in the post-Indochina war epoch. Within this periodization, we 
will trace the structure of the Thai film industry from its inception until 
the present day by focusing on the nature of transnational and national 
policies, the role of foreign and local enterprises, and the cultural themes 
of Thai productions. Finally, we will offer a note on the problems and 
prospects of the Thai film industry toward the year 2000. 

TRADITION OF DEPENDENCE IN AN INFORMAL EMPIRE, 

1897-1945 

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, the colonial powers became 
increasingly aware of the vast possibilities of film as a vehicle for their 
multifaceted objectives around the world. In 1922, for example, Captain 
Harold Holland, M.e., remarked in the British-owned Bangkok Times: 

The Kinema will probably revolutionize the world. It is the greatest agent of 
publicity that has ever existed: it should be remembered that a popular 
photo-play is seen by scores of millions of persons throughout the globe. 
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... For propaganda of all kinds, whether social or political, the screen has 
never known a rival. . . . Some manufacturers are using motion pictures to 
instruct and amuse employees, and have found in them, one of the most 
powerful antidotes for labor troubles and social unrest. All this is quite 
aside from the use of motion pictures for the advertisment and exploitation 
of the manufacturers productions. (Bangkok Times, February 18,1922) 

During the informal empire epoch, despite the lack of any direct, for
mal agreement, the common policy adopted by all the colonial powers in 
this respect was to keep Thailand open for smooth penetration by enter
prises based in their individual home countries. First of all, the representa
tives of such powers did everything they could to facilitate the filmmaking 
efforts of such firms in Thailand. Consequently, between the late 1890S 
and the early 1940s, while the Thai state elite were mainly concerned with 
the propaganda value of films, both documentaries and features, they 
were also induced by certain members of an army of "foreign advisors" 
(Brown 1978) to cooperate with Western companies, mostly American, in 
the making of about one dozen "coproductions," which dealt with aspects 
of traditional life in rural Thailand, as well as some of the emerging mod
ern ways in Bangkok and the Thai court. 

Certainly, the shared concern of the colonial powers in Thailand was to 
ensure the continuous flow of regular trade related to film commodities 
originating from their countries. Up to 1927, the "unequal treaties" kept 
the film tariff at a flat 3 percent (Ingram 1971). In practice, this condition 
gave a decisive competitive edge to a handful of foreign firms rooted in 
Europe and, especially, America. 

The colonial powers, on the other hand, also required that any barrier 
to the workings of "freedom" in this field of activity be eliminated alto
gether or, if not possible, reduced to a minimum. Thailand's first film 
magazine, Paapayon Siam (Siam Motion Pictures), issued in 1922, echoed 
such a stance with this curious logic: "Free societies such as the United 
States and Great Britain do not censor films entering their territories .... 
Only in colonial countries like Singapore, Burma and India are imported 
films censored! How indeed are foreign films against our own grain?" 
(Paapayon Siam, April 8, 1922). In 1923, the British-oriented Bangkok 
Daily Mail elaborated this position further: 

Film censorship especially insults the intelligence of the people and if per
sisted in it will inevitably destroy the cinema industry, which is the cheapest 
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and most popular, and in some cases the only, form of amusement for the 
masses .... Fortunately, there is practically no film censorship [in Thai
land] . . . [T]he people here seem to be their own censors, and pretty good 
ones, too. (Bangkok Daily Mail, April 20, 1923) 

While the first Western film enterprises started to unload their novelties 
at the port of Bangkok in the late 1890S, King Chulalongkorn (1868-1910) 
was in the middle of a series of programs designed to catch up with the 
West, a strategy generally believed to have saved Thailand from the dread
ful fate of direct colonization (Anderson 1978). "To Europeanize his coun
try," wrote Malcolm Smith, a British physician in the Thai court, "became 
with Chulalongkorn one of the dominating passions of his life and the fact 
that some of his reforms were quite unsuited to the climate and the habits 
of the people never deterred him from introducing them" (Smith 1982, 92). 
A similar royal attitude has generally defined the spirit of the film policies 
and practices adopted by the Thai state up to the present. 

During the reign of King Vajiravudh (1910-1925), the first Thai mon
arch to have been educated in Britain, a Western-style film club came into 
being in the Jitlada Palace whose objectives were to view and exchange 
film collections among the royal family and high-ranking state officials. 
While many members of the Thai elite were among the most enthusiastic 
fans of foreign films, King Prachadipok (1925-1932), also British-edu
cated, demonstrated a penchant for Western films to the extent of becom
ing their key distributor and exhibitor in Bangkok in the 1930S (Yuthi
sathian 1970, 4II). 

Originally, Western traders triggered the foundation of the film indus
try in Thailand. In 1897, an outfit led by S. G. Markaufsky introduced the 
films of the French Lumiere brothers to the inhabitants of Bangkok. By 
1904, the British-owned Bangkok Times could comment that "Bangkok's 
experience with the foreign entertainer is not invariably happy but the 
'moving picture' shows given here have been fairly successful" (Bangkok 
Times, July 27, 1904). Ever since, Western companies such as Pathe 
Freres, Biograph and Concert Parisiene, Imperial Bioscope, British Cine
matograph, Royal Vita scope , Royal Bioscope, Edison Cinematograph, 
and American Phonograph have dazzled Bangkok with their latest wares 
with increasing frequency. 

Between the 1900S and 1920S, the commercial activities of traveling film 
salesmen were increasingly replaced by locally based Chinese firms, 
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including the Bangkok Moving Picture Company and the Phattanakorn 
Company, which were merged into the Siam Cinema Company in 1919. 
By the mid-1920S, according to W. A. Graham, a British advisor to the 
Vajiravudh regime, "every town or village of any size of importance can 
boast of its 'film palace,' usually a precarious erection of cheap planking 
and corrugated iron" (Graham 1924, 2II). Although a few other investors, 
both foreigners and Thais, entered the business at this time as well, the 
Siam Cinema Company transformed itself into the undisputed czar of film 
distribution and exhibition in Thailand during the heyday of the silent 
period. 

During the early 1930S, Bangkok had twelve theaters, and fifty-six were 
in operation in the major provincial centers. These were largely dependent 
on American films supplied by the Siam Cinema Company. With the com
ing of the sound era, however, the new technical requirements pushed 
the Siam Cinema Company into decline. Soon thereafter, Prachadipok 
created the United Cinema Company and the Sala Chalerm Krung for dis
tribution and exhibition of mainly American films in Bangkok. They were 
under the management of some elements of the royalty and nobility, but 
with foreigners such as L. von Haverbeck and H. F. Sholtz at the helm. 
By the late 1930S, Thailand housed around 120 theaters, most of which 
were located in Bangkok, and practically all of them depended upon 
American films supplied by the United Cinema Company. 

Despite the presence of theaters outside Bangkok, during the whole 
period under discussion here, the film business in Thailand was almost 
exclusively a Bangkok phenomenon. Even in Chiangmai, the nation's sec
ond largest city, film exhibition was anything but routine before World 
War I. "No film less than 10 years old was ever shown," according to the 
British consul-general in Chiangmai, William A. R. Wood, "and most of 
the films had come into pieces, and then stuck together again - all wrong" 
(Wood 1935, 35). By the late 1930S, as an American missionary observed, 
"The small-town theaters are barn-like buildings, with tin walls and roof" 
(Landon 1938, 176). 

The absolute monarchy was replaced by a constitutional monarchy 
after a 1932 "revolution" staged by a group of European-educated bureau
cratic elite, the so-called People's Party. Despite the political change, the 
traditional thrust of Thai governmental film policies and practices was not 
affected. While the open-door policy remained, the examples established 
by the absolute monarchy were further extended by leading members of 
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the People's Party, including the use of films for propaganda and govern
ment involvement in film distribution and exhibition. In the late 1930S and 
early 1940s, a set of propaganda films in support of Field Marshal Plaek 
Pibunsongkram's (prime minister, 1938-1944) peculiar form of militarism 
and nationalism, tainted with Westernization, came into being. However, 
Plaek's initiative to build a film business empire within the framework of 
state capitalism through the creation of the Sala Chalerm Thai Company 
in the late 1930S was temporarily stunted by the explosion of World War II. 

In any event, the 1920S and the 1930S did see some fresh film policy ini
tiatives. For example, in 1927, as Thailand obtained long-awaited fiscal 
autonomy following revisions of unequal treaties, the film tariff was 
raised from the previous 3 percent to about 5 percent. By the 1930S, this 
was raised again to 10 percent (a rate effective until the 1950S). In addi
tion, in 1939 a negligible film admission tax came into being for the first 
time. However, these moves were, more than anything else, an effort to 
increase state revenue in conformity with the trends of the day. 

Also, in September 1930 the Film Censorship Act (still in effect today) 
was enforced. The key component of this code asserted this catch-all phi
losophy: 

It is prohibited to produce, show, or display at any theater, films or placards 
which violate or may disturb the public peace and jeopardize the public 
morale or that has a tendency to cause such a result. Films or placards pro
duced in this Kingdom which contain such characteristics are prohibited to 
be exported. (Sathian and Suebong 1972 , 3) 

Virginia Thompson noted, however, that out of the fifty-seven films 
reviewed in 1931, only four were slightly cut. At least up to the early 1940S 
this code was sparingly used (Thompson 1941, 756). 

With such policies and practices, the film industry that evolved in Thai
land during the informal empire epoch was heavily unbalanced, character
ized by the overdevelopment of the foreign sector at the expense of the 
indigenous sector. Although data are rare and hard to pin down, there are 
strong grounds to believe that at the height of the period (in the late 1930S) 
capital investment in the Thai film industry totalled approximately 
U5$2,000,000: U5$1,500,000 (75 percent) in exhibition; U5$400,000 (20 
percent) in distribution, of which some 80 percent constituted the value of 
films imported yearly; and U5$100,000 (5 percent) in production, that is, 
in equipment and studios. 
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To be sure, since the end of World War I, dominant American film dis
tributors such as Columbia Pictures, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Paramount
Famous-Lasky Corporation, RKO, Twentieth Century Fox, United 
Artists, Warner Brothers, and Universal Pictures had sent their representa
tives to study market trends in Thailand on a more or less regular basis. 
But such companies did not find it worthwhile to set up sales units to han
dle their interests in Thailand. The Paramount-Famous-Lasky Corpora
tion, for example, explained that the market in Thailand was not well 
enough developed to justify the presence of a local office (Kent I927, 207). 
Consequently, these firms chose to sell their products under conditions of 
"primitive accumulation" to their local counterparts, such as the Siam 
Cinema Company and the United Cinema Company, at a price that was 
often, if not always, much lower than the real market value, normally cal
culated on a flat-rate, per footage standard. 

Though systematic information regarding film imports up to I934 is not 
available, since I935 data on imports have been registered in the official 
documentation system of the Thai state, an indication of the substantial 
increase in imports from the previous level, probably occasioned by pack
age deals imposed by foreign film distributors. However, a more detailed 
form of such data did not appear until I938-I940 (see table I). The films 
imported into Thailand at that time were predominantly American, fol
lowed at a great distance by Hong Kong, France, Britain, and Japan. "Pic
tures from America have 95 percent of the market," reported the Interna
tional Motion Picture Almanac, which reviewed the situation in the late 
I930S. "[T]he Siamese production, while liked, is no competition; nor is 
there any other" (Ramsaye I940, 930). A report of the u.s. Office of Stra
tegic Services (I942) noted: "American films were the most popular up to 
December I94I. Chinese pictures were also popular, owing in part to the 
large Chinese population." 

Owing to a long chain of structurally limiting factors rooted in govern
mental policies and practices, feature film production in Thailand experi
enced a fate of "late development." Ironically, when the first commercial 
filmmakers finally emerged in I927 they were a product of persistent 
financial difficulties unleashed by global depression. The core of such ele
ments were members of the nobility expelled from their official services as 
a result of a sudden reduction of governmental expenditures by the 
Prachadipok regime. These included those organized around newly 
founded film companies such as Bangkok Motion Picture and Thai Cine-
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Table 1. Foreign Film Imports into Thailand, 1938-1940 

1938-1939 1939-1940 

Source Footage Royalty (US$) Footage Royalty (US$) 

British Malay States 44,367 2,038 
Burma 24,049 385 
China 34,141 1,850 1,535 77 
Denmark 19,140 793 3,434 54 
France 86 12 
Germany 1,978 29 8,465 145 
Hong Kong 260,741 12,448 349,897 15,301 
Hungary 600 31 
India 26,189 1,192 
Indochina 145,651 7,755 178,905 7,563 
Italy 256 37 
Japan 47,524 1,831 88,853 3,655 
Netherlands 1,355 179 
Penang 4,000 352 11,426 423 
Philippine Islands 316 38 
Singapore 5,313,603 283,800 5,965,840 278,036 
United Kingdom 31,469 1,107 19,101 904 
United States 36,742 1,034 171,286 7,796 

TOTAL 5,894,989 310,999 6,895,960 317,866 

Source: Annual Statement of the Foreign Trade and Navigation of the Kingdom 
of Thailand. Bangkok: Department of His Majesty's Customs, 1938-1939 and 
1939-1940. 
Note: Includes feature films and newsreels. It may be estimated that 90 percent of 
the footage and foreign exchange represents feature films. Source does not always 
reflect the nationality of the footage involved. For instance, footage imported 
from the British Malay States, Burma, and Penang were possibly British for the 
most part; that from Indochina was probably mostly French, and that from Sin
gapore was likely largely American, but some could have been British. During 
1897-1945, royalty usually meant outright sales, as foreign enterprises did not 
maintain local offices to handle accounts on a day-to-day basis. 
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matography. During the 1930S, many film production outfits, including 
Srikrung Sound Motion Picture, Thai Motion Picture, Lawoh Film, N.N. 
Sound Picture, Sri Siam Motion Picture, Saung Sahai Film, Asiatic Pro
duction, Husadin Motion Picture, and Kanyanamit Film, were attempting 
to make their debuts in Bangkok. Not surprisingly, these companies were 
financially weak and technically amateurish. As a whole, the native film 
production sector was hardly more than a primitive cottage industry, 
characterized by limited production capacity and low investment per pro
ject. Between 1927 and 1945, the combined total of feature films made by 
all these producers was a mere sixty-four titles, an average of fewer than 
four titles per year. Most of these were made with black-and-white film, 
some in 35 millimeter, others in 16 millimeter. All of them were originally 
produced as silents, but sound effects were later dubbed onto some of 
them, especially those made after the early 1930S. During this same 
period, the average cost of making one such film amounted to around 
US$3 ,000-$5,000. 

Most of the members of such film production companies were ethnic 
Thais who belonged to the royal and noble families. The rest were com
moners who were formerly associated with some kind of traditional arts, 
theater in particular, which were progressively undermined by the film 
industry. These people tamely identified with the film policies and prac
tices of the Thai state without protest. 

At the peak of the film industry in the late 1930S, Dr. Kenneth Perry 
Landon, an American missionary who later served in the oss during 
World War II, observed: 

Many Siamese young men yearn to go to Hollywood and fail to understand 
why any American should miss the opportunity. . . . The movie heroes are 
taken to heart and made members of the community life. The drivers of cars 
have accepted the gallon hat, wild-west shirt, and neck-cloth as standard 
riding equipment on some of the southern bus lines. Across the top of the 
wind-shield flutters a line of famous faces .... The movies are helping to 
form Siamese character as shown by the candid admission of a certain ban
dit who said he got some of his best ideas from the shows he saw. Standards 
of living shown in the movies, patterns of behavior which are acted out, and 
styles of clothing that are shown, are all observed and often are copied. 
(Landon 1938, 175-176) 

Likewise, the film production sector that emerged in Thailand at this 
time was heavily influenced by Hollywood. This is reflected in the types of 
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films that dominated production during the entire informal empire epoch. 
A case in point is Wijitmarttra, widely recognized as the key film scholar 
of his time, the leading light for many of the film producers in Thailand 
during this whole period, who prided himself in being an authority on 
Hollywood-style filmmaking: 

What was truly important to me was the fact that I had a chance to read so 
many books ordered directly from Hollywood. . . . Such books dealt with 
all aspects of film production, such as make-up, lighting and sound effects, 
script-writing, company organization, film stars, film rating system based 
on the popularity of stars, and the operations of the Hays Office .... In 
sum, I just learned about everything from these books, both for silent and 
sound filmmaking. (Wijitmarttra 1980,355) 

As for filmmaking philosophy, Wijitmarttra echoed this view: "It is 
absolutely imperative that we follow Western culture so that we are not 
left behind .... When I was making movies I always studied Western arts 
and culture. Western movies served as our teachers. We largely try to emu
late them" (Wijitmarttra, 1975, 108, 122). 

Wijitmarttra once announced: "When I was writing the script for Going 
Astray I had the chance to see countless number of Hollywood movies. 
Nearly all of them were musicals. Songs were the very core of such 
movies. I thus figured that I should also have some songs in Going Astray 
as well. Six songs were then written up for this movie" (Wijitmarttra 1980, 
353). He also said: 

Hollywood was very fond of making horror movies. So we decided to make 
one too. The Treasure of Grandfather Soam was manufactured along the 
example shown by American horror movies. Also, since very many Ameri
can movies were musicals in those days, we decided to include several songs 
in this particular film. (Wijitmarttra 1975, 1q-II5) 

As most Thai film productions undertaken at this time were designed to 
localize the genres already established by Hollywood, they were largely 
aimed at members of the upper class in Bangkok. Meanwhile, Nazi-style 
propaganda film culture enjoyed some influence as well. With the rise of 
Nazism, Plaek quickly turned himself into a film producer, rallying a set 
of local filmmakers to turn out The Blood of Thai Soldiers (1934) and Our 
Fields, Our Land (1940), which preached militarism and his particular 
brand of nationalism, respectively. On the other hand, with World War II 
approaching, Dr. Pridi Phanomyong (prime minister, 1946), Plaek's key 
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political friend and foe, also became a film producer of King of the White 
Elephant (1941), designed to serve the cause of peace sought by the pro
Allies Free Thai Movement (Charnvit 1980). 

After a four-year disruption by Japanese occupation during World War 
II, during which the film industry came under the control of the Japanese 
military (Anderson and Richie 1960, 156), Thailand abruptly emerged as a 
staunch collaborator state in America's war against communism in Asia, a 
process ignited by Dr. Pridi's Free Thai Movement. While a tradition of 
dependence was firmly in place within the film industry during the infor
mal-empire years, in the next period foreign influences continued in full 
force and native productions came into their own, culturally representing 
a settled combination of Western and Thai values, aimed almost exclu
sively at those in the lower social strata. 

SPRING OF DEFORMITY IN A COLLABORATOR STATE, 1945-1976 

After World War II, Hollywood loomed large in Washington's imperial 
projects (Lowe 1945). In tune with its objectives, Washington's key policy 
in Thailand was to ensure that it be open only to films originating from 
the "free world," of which Hollywood supremacy was undisputed. In 
1946, the eight major American companies (Columbia Pictures, United 
Artists, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Paramount Pictures, RKO, Twentieth 
Century Fox, Universal Pictures,. and Warner Brothers) formed the 
Motion Pictures Export Association of America (MPEAA), a cartel whose 
many foreign activities would be considered illegal in the United States 
itself. By the late 1940s, the MPEAA had representatives settled in Thailand. 
This was a new move compared to the pre-World War II situation. 
Marching into Thailand at this time also was Walt Disney Productions, 
which, although theoretically separated from MPEAA, normally worked 
along the same lines. 

While Washington provided supportive services to assist Hollywood's 
penetration of the Thai market, Hollywood reciprocated by turning out 
The Ugly American (Universal Pictures, 1963), apparently designed to sell 
the domino theory to Thailand and South Vietnam. 1 The overall political 
tone of this film is summed up by the u.s. ambassador in the "fictional 
land," portrayed by Marlon Brando: "If supporting a dictatorship means 
protecting the Free World, we must continue to support a dictatorship" 
(Jaturat, October 21,1975). 

Not surprisingly, during the collaborator-state era, any move by Thai-
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land to deviate from the American-defined "free flow of information" ide
ology was to encounter Washington's protest. A case in point is when 
Field Marshal Plaek Pibunsongkram (again prime minister, 1948-1957) 
attempted to broaden his foreign policy by opening up cultural relations 
with the People's Republic of China and the Soviet Union during 1955-
1957 by showing a number of films from these countries. 

Simultaneously, the role of the American film industry in Thailand 
came under an unsurpassed attack in a certain segment of the Thai press. 
For example, a prominent radical intellectual, Jit Pumisak, offered this 
sharp observation: 

Virtually the whole film industry in the United States is under the grip of 
only eight companies based in Hollywood. These outfits are in turn con
trolled by the monopoly capitalists such as Rockefeller, Morgan, and 
Lehman, who have extensive influence in industry, commerce, and banking 
in the United States. Every time we watch a film in our country, it is always 
in some way related to the pockets of these monopoly capitalists. They are 
involved in everything, even in our charity programs organized to help flood 
and famine victims .... They are entangled in the arts in order to make the 
highest profit. Another equally important goal is to manipulate the mental 
make-up of the people .... In Thailand, they are out to dominate the way 
of thinking of our people so as to keep us under the cage of their imperialism 
forever. (Somchai 1979, 55,154) 

In 1957, disturbed by such unprecedented developments, Walter S. 
Robertson, assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs, strongly 
attacked the Plaek regime's film policies, both in the United States and in 
Thailand.2 By September 1957, the Plaek regime had been overthrown by 
a coup d'etat led by the pro-American Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat 
(prime minister, 1957-1963). Thailand was thus single-mindedly oriented 
toward America once again. With Sarit's death, his military clone, Field 
Marshal Thanom Kittikajorn (prime minister, 1963-1973) carried on the 
pro-American position. As President Richard M. Nixon put it, Thailand 
and the United States shared "common ideals [and] deep spiritual and 
ideological ties" (Morrow 1972 , 398). 

During most of the collaborator-state period, Bangkok largely left the 
direction and pace of film-industry development to the mandate of the 
"invisible hand." The thrust of governmental film policies and practices 
from 1945 to 1976 was described by an official source in these telling 
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words: "Merchants can buy or rent any foreign films (except those made 
in Communist countries) to be screened freely in Thailand" (Ministry of 
Economic Affairs 1972, 55). At the same time, dubious trade practices 
were notoriously rampant in the film industry, including those related to 

the estimation of business taxes on imported films. There were no restric
tions on the international transfer of profits from Thailand to the United 
States. 

Although Bangkok was now fully determined to make the most of the 
film industry as a tax collector, it was careful not to upset the "open door" 
stance imposed by the United States. As a rule, film tariffs were kept very 
low. Up to 1959, the rate was US$0.10 per 100 feet, a rate in effect since the 
1930S. In 1959, it was adjusted to US$O.II per meter, which remained the 
rate until December 24, 1976. As film tariffs were minimal, Bangkok 
located its tax gains in other segments of the film industry. Between 1947 
and 1977, claiming that film-going was a "luxurious" activity, a film 
admission tax was set at a flat rate of 50 percent of the price of each ticket 
sold. Since this tax theoretically affected the entire film industry equally, 
nobody protested. "The state," as an official document admitted, "has 
gained considerably from the film business, through a series of direct and 
indirect taxes" (Ministry of Economic Affairs 1972, 67). 

On the other hand, the "national security state" established by the Sarit 
regime inflicted a deep and long-lasting scar on filmmaking activities in 
Thailand. During the Sarit era, censorship under the Film Act of 1930 was 
further elaborated in "II Basic Rules." Films would be banned should they 
(I) contain any unsuitable depiction of the king, the queen, or any mem
ber of the royal family, the government, or civil service; (2) ridicule the 
monarchy or royal persons directly or indirectly; (3) depict political events 
in such a way as to arouse public disorder, loss of faith in the government, 
or improper social behavior; (4) be sacrilegious or insult any religion; (5) 

promote ill-will between nations or individuals; (6) depict evil persons in 
an attractive manner or suggest emulation of improper ways; (7) depict 
the life of a famous criminal or criminals; (8) show unusual criminal meth
ods or devices that might inspire the viewer with criminal ideas; (9) depict 
gory murders or executions; (10) depict inhuman treatment of animals or 
people; or (II) depict or suggest lasciviousness or show sexual relations. 
To ensure "perfection," members of the Film Censorship Committee were 
entitled to develop their own list of "nonofficial guidelines." Moreover, 
the enforcement of this law was highly complicated, at one point involv-
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ing some 177 members from the Prime Minister's Office, the Defense Min
istry, the Interior Ministry, the Education Ministry, the Police Depart
ment, the Office of the Attorney General, and the Religion Department, 
among many others (Sathian 1972). Given all the confusion, there was 
always room for some to gain personal income in return for their "special 
services."3 

In spite of all the petty regulations and procedures, the foreign film 
business community in Thailand faced no difficulties in regard to censor
ship. Thai censors had, as the Hollywood-based Variety observed (May 
14, 1975), "a very relaxed attitude towards foreign films." Apparently, 
Thai censors preferred to concentrate their expertise on local productions. 

After World War II, while practically all the prime ministers of Thai
land paid lip service to the necessity of promoting a stronger indigenous 
film-production system, none actually launched effective policies to that 
end. In fact, governmental film policies during the whole collaborator
state epoch are best epitomized in the words of Field Marshal Praphat 
Charusathian (army commander-in-chief, 1963-1972 and deputy prime 
minister, 1966-1973): "I don't like to watch Thai movies .... [T]hey 
make me feel embarrassed" (McBeth 1980, 27). Though Praphat was not 
particularly analytical about his curious embarrassment, his remarks 
probably reflected the attitude of the majority of the Thai elite during the 
American era. 

The most interesting move occurred when the Thanom regime ap
pointed the minister of economic affairs, Bunchana Attakor, chairman of 
a national film committee in the late 1960s. Working within a neoclassical 
economic framework, the Bunchana group made these recommendations 
to the Thanom regime: (I) import duty on foreign films be doubled from 
US$O.II to US$0.22 per meter; (2) admission tax for Thai films be reduced 
by half, from 50 percent to 25 percent; (3) efforts be made to induce local 
film producers to work in concert under management of fewer companies; 
(4) coproductions between Thai filmmakers and foreign film producers be 
encouraged; (5) low-interest loans be made available to Thai film produc
ers specializing in 35-millimeter films; (6) governmental units provide nec
essary support services to local film production companies, when so 
requested; (7) first-run theaters in Bangkok be required to screen a certain 
number of locally produced films annually; (8) Thai embassies abroad 
help in any way possible to coordinate sales of Thai films; (9) a national 
film institute be created to conduct relevant research useful to the long-
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term development of the film production system in the country; and (10) a 
special bill be enacted so as to organize the film industry toward some 
form of healthy competition among all concerned (Ministry of Economic 
Affairs 1972, 100-108). "If the Committee's recommendations are ap
proved and implemented," Bunchana said, "the local movie industry can 
overcome many problems and difficulties it is now encountering, and my 
dream that the movie industry will help solve the trade deficit problems 
may materialize in the foreseeable future" (Bunchana 1971, 68). 

Bunchana's recommendations were not approved by the Thanom 
regime. Instead, in 1969, the Board of Investment was instructed to accept 
film production as an industrial activity eligible for promotional rights for 
the first time in history. By 1975, the Board of Investment claimed that its 
efforts were a failure and therefore terminated the possibility. "In any 
case," declared an official document, "the Board of Investment believes 
that the promotion of production in this field of activity will not yield suf
ficient economic gain" (Board of Investment 1979). 

As Field Marshal Thanom Kittikajorn fled the country after the 1973 
"revolution" launched by the university students in Bangkok, an episode 
closely connected to America's decline as a global power, Thailand 
embarked upon a turbulent era of open politics (Morell and Samudavanija 
1981). Although the governments of Professor Sanya Thammasak (prime 
minister, 1973-1975), M. R. Seni Pram oj (prime minister, 1945, 1975, 
1976), and M. R. Kukrit Pramoj (prime minister, 1975-1976) were con
stantly pressured by the Thai Motion Picture Producers Association 
(TMPPA) to address the industry's long-standing problems, these regimes 
did not respond in any effective fashion. Instead, the Kukrit regime, 
plagued with a fiscal crisis, stepped up collection of the 50 percent film 
admission tax in 1975, resulting in an unprecedented crisis in the Thai film 
industry. The TMPPA warned that its members would cease operation 
within two years (Business in Thailand, December 1976, 47). 

By mid-1976, pressed by the TMPPA, the Seni regime appointed a 
national committee headed by Banharn Silapa-archa, deputy minister of 
industry, to review the situation of the film industry. "The problems facing 
the TMPPA are monumental," Banharn observed succinctly, "one of the 
main reasons for the failure of the previous national committees to solve 
such problems was probably the fact that the majority of their members 
had developed a strong hatred for Thai films. They thus spent most of 
their time fighting over non-issues among themselves. In the end, nothing 
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meaningful was ever done to restructure the heavily foreign-dominated 
film industry of the country" (Ban Muang, August 7,1976). Nobody had a 
chance to see if Banharn would or could reverse this situation. On Octo
ber 6, 1976, the Seni regime was overthrown by the military in the most 
violent coup d'etat Thailand had ever experienced. 

Throughout the collaborator-state epoch, the film industry continued 
to be grossly lopsided. In 1949, according to the u.s. embassy in Bangkok, 
there was a total investment of US$3,250,000 (90 percent) in exhibition; 
US$200,000 (6 percent) in distribution, of which some 75 percent repre
sented the value of imported films in distributors' hands; and US$150,000 
(4 percent) in production, namely, in equipment and studio. In the same 
year, Thailand housed lI8 theaters, 31 of which were based in Bangkok, 
with a total seating capacity of 66,000 (Sullivan 1949, 2). By 1976, there 
were as many as 634 theaters, 96 of which were located in Bangkok, with a 
total seating capacity of 366,65I. Thus, in less than two decades, the exhi
bition sector had grown by some 500 percent. In the same year, the total 
investment in this particular field stood at around US$50 million, by far the 
highest in the industry. 

As in the informal-empire years, the exhibition sector of the film indus
try was owned by members of the state elite and the trading class, with 
close links to the banking community. For example, in the 1960s certain 
organs in the bureaucracy such as Chulalongkorn University began to 
construct a score of the most modern theaters in Bangkok. By 1971, the 
Crown Property Bureau had "the largest overall assets in Thailand, with 
shares in a number of business concerns, including banks, hotels, cine
mas, construction, mining, and insurance" (Hewison 1981,407). 

Since the member companies of the MPEAA had become anchored in 
Bangkok in the late 1940s, these distributors had brought in a large stock 
of American films, often many more than could ever be circulated in the 
Thai market. In 1947, for example, as many as 1,471 films entered Thai
land, of which 1,027 were features and 444 were short subjects and news
reels. Of this total, almost 1,400 were American, while the rest came from 
China, Britain, and Australia. At that time only 300-350 films were 
required annually to fill the Thai market. In 1949, according to the u.s. 
embassy in Bangkok, "Siam's lI8 motion picture theaters are supplied 
almost exclusively with United States feature films [which] account for 
approximately 90 percent of the gross revenue in all Siamese theaters. 
. . . Competition from foreign films (or local ones) is negligible" (Sullivan 
1949,1-2). 
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Although the situation fluctuated, during the 1960s the MPEAA and Walt 
Disney Productions worked with Bangkok's most influential exhibition 
firms, the Siam Entertainment Company and the Hollywood Film Com
pany, respectively, which were subsequently merged into the Pyramid 
Entertainment Corporation (PEe) in 1976, making their position even 
stronger. 

The "free trade" position maintained by Bangkok soon encouraged 
many other foreign film distributors in Thailand as well. This process 
started in the 1950S and culminated in the 1960s and 1970s. The monopo
listic trade practices pursued by the MPEAA - package deals, block book
ing, designated play dates, among others - were now emulated and even 
extended in new directions, especially by the Hong Kong-based Shaw 
Brothers International (SBI). For example, in the 1960s SBI opened its 
office in Bangkok to work with the Union Odeon Company, then opera
tor of a score of first- and second-run theaters in the city. Around the mid-
1960s, the SBI and its trade partner launched a bold program aimed to take 
control of a number of theaters in the country, in the major provincial cen
ters in particular (Ministry of Economic Affairs 1972, 54). By the 1970s, 
more than one hundred theaters in Thailand were in one way or another 
controlled by SBI. Another Hong Kong-based company that became active 
in Thailand is Golden Harvest, which, since the 1970s, has secured release 
of its films through the Saha Mongkol Film Company, a moderately suc
cessful film exhibitor, distributor, and producer in Bangkok. By 1976,169 
film distributors and sub distributors were operating in Thailand, more 
than half located in Bangkok. 

During the 1945-1976 period, the film industry in Thailand continued 
to be predominantly foreign in orientation (see table 2). As late as the 
early 1970s, a government publication could still enter this note: 

Most Thai film producers are not even organized as business companies, for 
the simple reason that they have so little capital (to meet the official require
ments). Commonly, they have to borrow the money necessary for the pro
duction of their films at very high interest rates, ranging from 5 to 10 percent 
per month. This is so because filmmaking is a very risky business venture. 
For instance, if a loss is incurred it is extremely difficult to recover it .... 
Most of these people do not have adequately modern equipment to work 
with, not to mention film studio. They must rent all these at exorbitant 
prices .... Thus, it is virtually impossible for them to ever get established, 
as much of their profits, if any at all, had been consumed by the interest, 
instead of being utilized to enlarge their activity. This, in turn, makes the 



Table 2. Number of Films Passed by the Film Censorship Committee of Thailand, 1961-1976 

Hong Kongl Foreign 
Year US UK Italy Taiwan" Japan India Others Thailand Totalb Exchange' 

1961 157 7 102 52 54 38 48 458 1.245 
1962 170 9 99 56 56 49 56 495 1.180 
1963 182 12 119 76 53 49 44 535 1.105 
1964 162 17 88 69 42 59 46 483 1.335 
1965 163 2 106 53 29 45 68 466 1.440 
1966 167 11 63 44 25 71 71 452 1.765 
1967 173 12 59 41 30 104 68 487 2.110 
1968 205 10 116 18 33 101 79 562 2.050 
1969 190 4 144 5 28 87 83 541 2.040 
1970 199 4 63 180 18 41 26 73 604 2.725 
1971 164 31 77 125 52 30 56 74 610 2.335 
1972 371 18 73 111 49 28 218 71 839 2.300 
1973 210 25 97 219 15 69 55 81 771 2.235 
1974 176 13 83 198 15 49 35 83 653 2.935 
1975 199 16 118 163 17 50 45 91 799 3.340 
1976 190 14 42 155 11 58 44 130 644 3.250 

TOTAL 2,978 205 553 2,047 601 675 1,082 1,166 9,395 33.380 

Source: The Film Censorship Committee, Police Department, Ministry of Interior, and the Bank of Thailand. 
'Includes a very small number of films from the People's Republic of China. 
bFeature films only. 
'US$ in millions; includes feature films, telefilms, and television programs. Although no distinction was made by the 
Bank of Thailand, it may be estimated that approximately 90 percent of the foreign exchange in any given year went 
to feature films. These figures represent royalties only. Major foreign enterprises with local offices earn further 
shares from the revenue generated in the market. 
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quality of their products very low, since they have to make them within the 
shortest time and at the lowest cost possible, so that they can release their 
films as soon as possible in order to bring in the returns to pay their interest 
and loans, which keep mounting day to day. (Ministry of Economic Affairs 

1972 ,93). 

In contrast to the situation during the informal-empire era, when film
making was almost exclusively an enterprise of the royalty, nobility, and 
bureaucracy, after World War II, although a few royal families were 
active, the field was dominated by the newly emerging bourgeoisie, 
mainly Thai and Sino-Thai in ethic origins. "Nobody seemed to know 
how many producers there were," longtime film producer Prince Bhanu
bhandu Yukol reflected in the early 1970s. "One day there're 60, tomor
row there're 70, the next day there might be 40 and another day 90 .... 
Meantime, they go back to selling peanuts or medicine" (Bangkok Post, 
January 10,1971). However, during the thirty-year period being discussed 
here, approximately 1,750 feature films were produced in Thailand, 
averaging about forty per year from the mid-1940S to the end of 1950S and 
around seventy annually in the 1960s and until the mid-1970S. Generally; 
these native productions accounted for some 10-15 percent of the Thai 
market, both in terms of number of film titles and share of revenues. 

Until the early 1970s, virtually all of the domestic films were made on 
16-millimeter color film, with sound effects dubbed in separately, as this 
was the only way to have any chance of economic survival. In the 1950S, it 
cost approximately US$25,000-$30,000 to make such a film. By the early 
1970s, this increased to a minimum of US$50,000. By this time, because of 
the heightened competition among local filmmakers, as well as the in
creasingly fierce challenge from foreign products, anyone who wanted to 
stay in the business had no choice but to switch, reluctantly for the most 
part, to 35-millimeter color film, with sound effects dubbed in later. In the 
early 1970s, the cost of making a film in this manner was around 
US$75,000-$100,000, about half of which went for basic materials and 
facilities such as renting equipment and studio and buying raw stock and 

. . 
processmg serVICes. 

The film-production sector of Thailand, flooded by amateurs and gam
blers and a few who liked to think of themselves as "professionals," was 
deeply divided. It was not until 1967 that the first trade union, the TMPPA, 
was formed by a few leading groups in the field. Ironically, the TMPPA was 
created at the initiative of the Federation of Film Producers in Asia. In any 
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event, by the mid-1970S three other trade unions came into being, compet
ing for essentially the same people who were potential members of the 
TMPPA, namely, the Film Directors' Club of Thailand, the Artists Associa
tion of Thailand, and the Professional Performers Association of Thai
land. Despite some constructive proposals to merge all these into one, 
resistance was too widespread and strong to be overcome. 

Most Thai film producers preferred to be on their own, each fighting 
for the limited space left by foreign film businesses. Meanwhile, some of 
the more daring film producers saw a new solution in undertaking copro
ductions with film companies in Hong Kong, Taiwan, the Philippines, and 
Korea. In the 1960s and 1970s, there were probably some fifty such copro
ductions, most of which featured money-making stars from the countries 
involved and dealt with typical, predictable themes such as international 
sabotage and opium trade, mixed with sex, action, and violence. One pro
ducer, Sura Nana, rationalized: "We Thai cannot compete against the 
organization of the American film industry on an individual basis. We 
must pool our resources. They don't necessarily make better films, but 
they are better businessmen, as the worldwide success of Jaws has 
proven .... The only means to get into the Asian markets and the inter
national markets is through coproduction" (Bangkok Post, November I, 

1976). A broader perspective was put into words by a Metro-Goldwyn
Mayer producer, Martin Rackin, in these rather cynical terms: 

For Thailand to penetrate the big-money markets (the u.s., Canada, Italy, 
and Australia), local filmmakers would have to import professional script
writers, big-name stars, directors, film editors and technicians. In addition, 
original musical background should be of Western appeal and dialogue 
sound tracks in English. (Rangsit 1975, 38) 

No wonder the majority of Thai producers preferred to learn to cope with 
the hostile conditions at home. 

In the face of grossly unequal foreign competition guaranteed by the 
persistently low tariffs sponsored by the Bangkok-Washington alliance, 
the film producers of Thailand of this period, similar to the earlier era, 
invariably looked to Hollywood, glorified in book-length accounts by key 
personalities, including Sunthorn Choopan's A Thai in Hollywood (1950), 
Wilaat Maniwat's The Face of Hollywood (1959), and M. R. Kukrit Pra
moj's The City of Illusions (I965, 1971). For this reason, the films made by 
these people typically sought to reproduce familiar Hollywood genres, 
albeit tainted with local flavors. 



THE FILM INDUSTRY IN THAILAND 81 

During the late 1960s, Bernard Trink, a film reviewer at The Standard 
Bangkok Magazine, observed that most Thai films dealt with "cops and 
robbers," "secret agents and spies," and "ghosts." "Little relevancy," he 
wrote, 

can be detected in the Thai cinema to current problems - national or inter
national. The Burmese remain their screen enemies, though these two 
neighbours are at peace and have had friendly relations for the better part of 
two centuries. Cambodia, North Vietnam, and Red China, Thailand's 
modern-day foes, are never mentioned in its movies. (Trink 1968b, 24) 

Another foreign film reviewer at The Bangkok Post filed these lines in the 
early 1970s: 

I confess to rarely seeing Thai films, but the products seen lack even the 
semblance, even the glossy appearance of quality .... The plain truth is 
that ... Thai films have remained static. The same maudlin, platitudinous 
themes, the same awkward and sentimental acting, the same sloppy direc
tion. (Bangkok Post, January 21,197°). 

The well-educated population of Thailand would not contradict such 
comments. As a matter of fact, a number of Thai intellectuals routinely 
insulted native films, labeling them nam nao, literally, "stagnant water," 
indicating an irreversible, rotten state of affairs (Nithi 1980). Obviously, 
Field Marshal Praphat Charusathian agreed with this assessment as he 
referred to Thai films in the early 1970S thusly: "It's always the same thing, 
they fight and they eat, and they fight and they eat, over and over again" 
(Bangkok Post, January 21,1970). 

While many explanations for the unkind, but nevertheless true, judg
ments above may be advanced, including such well-known conditions as 
an underdeveloped infrastructure, rampant opportunism, low investment 
per project, lack of technical skills, and inadequate educational back
ground, the most powerful explanation probably lies in the long-standing 
repressive film censorship law and regulations in effect. Working within 
the confines of the ideology of "nation, religion, king," film censors in 
Thailand had their eyes primarily on native productions. "Thai films 
which will be easily passed by the censors are largely stories about high 
society, sensationalism, sex, and luxurious life style in a stagnant society," 
observed a social critic (Sujit 1968, 24). The late Permpol Chaey-aroon, an 
Australian-educated film director most prominent during the 1970S and 
1980s, further elaborated: 
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Several Thai film makers naturally want to invent something fresh, just like 
most artists anywhere in the world, but they are constantly intimidated by 
the chance of being arbitrarily accused of being "leftists." If they turn out 
films which reflect the ugliness of our society or awaken the minds of our 
people to basic social issues, their films will definitely be labelled as Com
munist-spired, and banned. (Chanit 1979, 18) 

"Thai motion pictures," according to a university student in Bangkok, 
"are directed at, and seen by, the people upcountry, the old women in 
Bangkok, and servants on their day off" (Trink 1968a). Somewhat harsh, 
but such an observation tells much of the truth about the state of Thai cin
ema during the 1945-1976 period. For example, from the late 1950S to the 
early 1970s, more than half of the films made in Thailand featured two 
superstars, the strong Mit Chaibancha and the sweet Petchara Chaowa
rat, whose physical and psychological orientations reflected the ideal man 
and woman in a predominantly agricultural society. In 1970, Mit was 
killed in an accident while filming, partly a result of overwork. Three 
years later, Petchara developed a debilitating cataract, apparently a conse
quence of having been overexposed to the spotlights. The dominant cul
tural theme of the several hundred films in which they co-starred pitted 
modernity against traditional values. Mit was almost always cast in the 
role of a handsome, rich, and courageous urbanite who suddenly falls 
madly in love with the invariably pretty, poor, and passive yet passionate 
Petchara, who was often a daughter of a peasant family that cared much 
about traditional virtues. Culturally, therefore, most of the domestic films 
of the collaborator-state era served as a dream factory to reshape the tra
ditionallife of Thailand's rural population, subordinating these people to 
modern ways on a superficial level at their own expense (Boonrak 1989, 
80-81). 

With the spread of 35-millimeter production in the early 1970s, and par
ticularly during the period of "open politics" between 1973 and 1976, Thai
land witnessed a refreshing emergence of a breed of film directors, casu
ally referred to as "new wave," who expressed a definite degree of social 
concern, notably Prince Chatrichalerm Yukol, Permpol Chaey-aroon, and 
Piak Poster. Chatrichalerm's His Name Is Karn and Tongpoon Kokpoh, 
An Ordinary Citizen probably best echoed the spirit of new Thai cinema, 
consistent with the emerging political forces of the day. Chatrichalerm's 
heroes, Karn and Tongpoon, ushered in highly original cultural themes 
epitomized in the ill-fate of an idealist doctor and a cab driver in a society 
dominated by unchecked social evils. Together, during the first half of the 
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1970s, this small group of directors succeeded in fostering a new film cul
ture that may be termed "social realism," a genre that would fully bloom 
only later. 

Meanwhile, in the mid-1970S, the Thai film-production sector was 
beset by a real crisis following the Kukrit regime's efforts to step up collec
tion of the film admission tax. The TMPPA responded in this unusually 
sharp comment, indicating the deformed state of the film industry of 
Thailand during the period under discussion: 

I just can't understand our government. It's not so much a question of eco
nomic support for the 200,000 people employed in the film industry, but of 
the educational possibilities of Thai films. All of our neighbours - develop
ing countries like Thailand - recognize that the film industry is a safeguard 
for their culture. But our government is doing everything it can to cut our 
throat. (Business in Thailand, December 1976, 52) 

UPSURGE OF DECADENCE IN AN EMERGING INDUSTRIAL STATE, 

1976- 1992 

Thailand entered the post-Indochina war epoch with a right-wing, mili
tary-backed regime under the leadership of Professor Thanin Kraivichian 
(prime minister, 1976-1977). Despite its continuing involvement, Wash
ington's role was considerably less active in the making of film policies in 
Thailand. Consequently, film policies became progressively enmeshed in 
power struggles among those having a direct stake in the film industry. 

As soon as the Thanin regime came to power, the TMPPA insisted that 
the government become more active in engineering local film productions 
toward the right-wing ideology of "nation, religion, king." The TMPPA 
claimed that this could be achieved by limiting the number of foreign films 
entering the Thai market through either a quota system or high tariffs and 
by decreasing the traditional film admission tax of 50 percent to 10 percent 
(Chao Thai, October 17,1976). 

With a keen sense of the exigencies facing its administration, the 
Thanin regime readily identified with the TMPPA'S objective. Professor 
Thanin soon became the first prime minister in several decades to attempt 
to upgrade the status of Thai film producers. With a striking touch of 
originality, Thanin once remarked that he was "particularly concerned 
with the quality of Thai movies and their role in social development" (The 
Nation, May 4,1977). 

Professor Thanin's concept of social development demanded that Thai 
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films strictly conform to the ideology of "nation, religion, king." One of 
the first actions of the Thanin regime was therefore to tighten the enforce
ment of the conservative film censorship. The chief of the Film Censorship 
Committee under the Thanin regime sternly warned those making politi
cal films to "watch every step they take" and "not touch on sensitive politi
cal issues, or else their films would be banned without mercy" (Chao 
Thai, October 14,1976). 

Then, on December 24, 1977, the Thanin regime decreed that the 
import duty on foreign films be increased from the original US$O.II per 
meter to US$I.50 per meter. The same decree also abolished the traditional 
7 percent business tax that had been levied at the point of entry and based 
on the declared value of each imported film. The Ministry of Finance, 
under the leadership of Suphat Suthatham, stated that "foreign movies, 
which were widely circulated and could be produced with much lower 
costs, had prevented the advancement of the local movie industry" (The 
Nation, December 30,1976). In addition, on March 25,1977, the Thanin 
regime reduced the film admission tax from the original 50 percent to 40 
and 10 percent, depending on the price of the ticket. Consequently, except 
for the censorship issue, the Thanin regime conformed more or less to the 
requests of the TMPPA. 

While the Thanin regime's measures simplified the method of tax col
lection, they represented a substantial jump in the taxes imposed on each 
print of foreign films entering Thailand. In any event, there was an impor
tant loophole: the decree did not distinguish between positive and nega
tive film. This meant that it was possible to reduce greatly the tariff per 
copy, that is, by bringing in the internegative, which could then be repro
duced in a local laboratory, a practice widely used. As this loophole was 
never eliminated, the measures inaugurated by the Thanin regime were 
anything but a radical departure from the conventional Thai governmen
tal approach to the film industry. 

Though successive coalition governments - that is, those forged by 
General Kriangsak Chomanan (prime minister, 1977-1980) and General 
Prem Tinsulanonda (prime minister, 1980-1988) - brought a short-lived 
series of so-called national film promotion committees, none initiated any 
change in policies and practices affecting the film industry in Thailand. 
While the two coalition governments of General Chatichai Choonhavan 
(prime minister, 1988-1991) engineered the creation of the Federation of 
Film Producers of Thailand (FFPT) and the National Film Institute of 
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Thailand (NFIT), neither organization had adequate financial resources or 
capable intellectual leadership. Consequently, while the FFPT concentrated 
on giving away awards, the NFIT focused on approving foreign film pro
grams. Meantime, the film policies and practices erected by the Thanin 
regime in I976 have remained intact. 

Although the true victims of the import duty instituted by the Thanin 
regime were primarily the small, home-based importing firms, the most 
powerful foreign cartel became most deeply disturbed by the change. 
American Motion Picture Association (Siam) (AMPAS), the local puppet of 
the MPEAA, immediately held a "frantic flurry of emergency meetings" and 
declared that "everything would depend on the unanimous decision from 
home offices" (The Nation, December 29, I976). After an on-the-spot 
study, Robert V. Perkins, vice-president of the MPEAA for Australia and 
Asia, announced on January I3, I977: "Regrettably, it is viewed that mem
ber companies of the MPEAA have no other alternative in the present cir
cumstances but to suspend further imports of foreign films" (The Nation, 
January I4, I977). 

Because of its major, long-standing role in Thailand, the MPEAA'S 

actions unleashed a chain of complex rearrangements within the nation's 
film industry. Throughout the MPEAA'S four-and-a-half-year boycott, 
between January I977 and May I98I, chaos prevailed, the tone of which 
was chiefly dictated by the wild whims of the MPEAA. During the boycott, 
MPEAA exploited its old film stocks to the fullest; manipulated the muscle 
of the u.s. embassy and the American Chamber of Commerce; lobbied the 
leading personalities in the state and the press; and engineered public 
opinion by organizing charity film programs. In the face of industrial con
fusion, virtually all the press community in Bangkok found itself single
mindedly standing with the MPEAA in its wars against Thanin and the 
regimes that followed (Boonrak n.d.). Years after stepping down from 
power, the Thanin regime was still condemned for its film tariff action by 
a journalist at Matichon Weekly, a leading newspaper in Bangkok, as 
"one of the most hateful governments in Thai history" (Matichon Weekly, 
April 26, I98I). 

During the MPEAA'S boycott and thereafter, the film industry underwent 
a slow, complicated structural rearrangement. Ironically, in the middle of 
the industrial crisis, the exhibition sector experienced growth; by I978 
Thailand housed 866 theaters, with 98 in Bangkok and 768 in the rest of 
the country, a 25 percent jump from just a few years earlier, with the entire 
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increase outside of Bangkok. However, the I980s saw some of the largest 
of such theaters being torn down to make room for more profitable enter
prises. "Leading officials," an economist noted in the early I980s, "had a 
stake in the ownership of the big new cinema theaters in Bangkok" (Pha
suk 1980, 444). By the late I980s, Bangkok saw a boom of minitheaters 
catering to smaller audiences, for the film industry was now hard hit by 
the rapid rise of the video, television, and cable industries. 

As for the distribution sector, SBI, which had exploited the positive/ 
negative film loophole to the fullest by opening, in 1977, a large color film 
lab in Bangkok, enjoyed unprecedented growth. In the same vein, Orien
tal Artists (OA), managed by a locally based Indian, Man Chotichawala, 
benefited a great deal by importing the internegatives of independent 
Western films to be reproduced and then distributed and exhibited, also 
filling the gaps left by the MPEAA boycott. Thus, when the MPEAA finally 
admitted its defeat and lifted its boycott in May 1981, it found itself on the 
defensive. Nevertheless, the MPEAA could always count on its loyal audi
ences in Bangkok. Upon expecting its return at one point, a columnist at 
the Nation, for example, filed these reassuring words: 

HOORAY! At long last we may soon be viewing some good foreign films. 
Films like "Annie Hall," which won several Academy Awards. "Rocky," 
"Star Wars," "Close Encounters of the Third Kind," "Network," "The 
Deep," etc. Films that we read of in frustration, knowing that we'll never 
have a chance to see .... No more! ... I look forward to days of happy 
viewing. (The Nation, July 16, 1978) 

The period after the MPEAA boycott marked a new phase of capitalist 
development in the film-production sector. Previously, native film produc
ers had largely operated as independents, isolated from the exhibition and 
distribution sectors. However, the American film drought had forced 
exhibitors and distributors to become producers themselves, a significant 
movement toward integration. By the first half of the I980s, an indepen
dent filmmaker could speak of "The Big Four Monopolies": Apex Produc
tions, Five-Star Productions, Sahamongkol Films, and Go Brothers, all of 
which were active in exhibition and Sino-Thai operated. The role of these 
conglomerates was described thusly: 

At present (The Big Four Monopolies) have monopolized the entire busi
ness. All and every aspect of cinema business is under the control of these 
companies, namely, the determination of substance, format, leading casts, 
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capital investment on behalf of the producers, the recruitment of all types of 
directors - old, moderately modern, or ultra modern schools; the assign
ment of films to various cinema theaters in Bangkok; the distribution to up
country theaters .... Each company has at least five affiliated theaters in 
Bangkok. Likewise, in each area up country, there are local theaters which 
are affiliated to each of these major companies. (Permpol 1983, 39). 

With the rise of such monopolies, the independent producers were pro
gressively eliminated from the field. As the TMPPA revealed, "Independent 
film producers are a dying breed. Usually, only people with good personal 
connections can continue to make films" (Bangkok Post, March 29,1981). 
In any event, after the MPEAA'S boycott, though the number of native films 
did not increase significantly, a function of the monopolistic situation, the 
percentage of such films vis-a-vis foreign ones looked more balanced than 
ever (see table 3). 

Beginning in the late I980s, Thailand suddenly became world-famous 
as it registered double-digit growth with all the right prospects for becom
ing a new industrial state. However, during the 1976-1992 period, Thai
land's film industry experienced a definite decline. According to a recent 
report, while in the mid-I970S the film industry generated around US$I44 
million per year at the box office, by the early I990S this figure dropped to 
US$48 million. Ironically, this plunge was accompanied by growth in the 
number of theaters in the early I990S, with around ninety in Bangkok and 
roughly nine hundred in upcountry areas (Manager, June 1991, 25). 

To be sure, in terms of local films, the post-Indochina war period was 
filled with disappointments, notably the movement of several quality 
directors to video and television production, including Apichaat Phothi
piroj, whose "new cinema" of the I980s appeared too progressive for the 
Thai market (Boonrak 1986, 52). For some other serious directors, such as 
Permpol Chaey-aroon, who was responsible for stimulating social-prob
lem themes throughout the I970S and I980s in such films as Rotten Life 
and The Abbot, filmmaking became only a part-time job. In the early 
I990S, when Permpol was shot dead, a fate reportedly linked to his hotel 
business, Thailand lost one of its most articulate contemporary film direc
tors. Among those who chose to stay in filmmaking, many directed only a 
handful of films in a whole decade, such as Chatrichalerm, Vijit 
Kounavudhi, Cherd Chongsri, Piak Poster, Rooj Ronapop, Euthana 
Mukdasnit, M. L. Punthewanop Thewakul, Manop Udomdej, Chana 
Kraprayoon, and Banchong Kosalwat. As the more serious film directors 



Table 3. Number of Films Passed by the Film Censorship Committtee of Thailand, 1977-1989 

Hong Kong/ Foreign 
Year US UK Italy Taiwan' Japan India Others Thailand Totalb Exchangec 

1977 153 9 27 159 9 38 33 115 543 2.405 
1978 169 4 21 161 13 14 19 161 562 1.620 
1979 60 5 7 156 5 14 13 120 380 1.985 
1980 71 1 7 171 3 14 8 125 400 3.425 
1981 104 4 6 197 7 14 3 138 413 4.778 
1982 119 2 2 114 4 5 4 117 367 6.017 
1983 126 4 115 3 3 6 109 363 n.a. 
1984 386 5.600 
1985 107 4 63/3 3 3 148 329 5.040 
1986 n.a. 2.400 
1987 95 79 3 3 121 301 3.520 
1988 88 98 2 5 118 311 3.520 
1989 82 10811 8 1 1 109 310 

TOTAL 1,170 29 74 1,419 60 100 98 1,381 4,665 40.310 

Source: The Film Censorship Committee, Police Department, Ministry of Interior, and the Bank of Thailand. 
'Includes a very small number of films imported from the People's Republic of China. 
bFeature films only. 
CUS$ in millions; includes feature films, telefilms, and television programs. Although no distinction was made by the 
Bank of Thailand, it may be estimated that approximately 90 percent of the foreign exchange in any given year went 
to feature films. These figures represent royalties only. Major foreign enterprises with local offices earn further 
shares from the revenue generated in the market. 
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experienced a flop in the market, some of them revised their strategy in a 
desperate effort to save their careers, through either the remaking of old 
films or the production of sequels, which became the trends of the day. 

Blessed with economic achievements, accompanied by a rapid expan
sion of the young middle-class population, the period witnessed a steady 
rise of empty comedies. Among the most successful in this respect has 
been Five-Star Productions' Bundit Ritthakol, whose many sequels on the 
adventures of a young rustic in Bangkok, Boonchoo, became a big hit for 
several years in a row. Another major trend-setter in the comic genre has 
been Thai Entertainment Company, which normally turns out only a few 
films a year. Thai Entertainment's relatively few, young directors, known 
by nicknames such as "Pid" and "Uncle," all familiar with the slick tech
niques of commercial advertising, have consistently found new ways to 
produce immensely amusing films based on impossibly stupid life situa
tions for the urban youth such as Small Chili and Ham and Just Use 
Tricks, Like Father Says. Also, Prayoon Wongchuen, who usually concen
trates on military and ghost comedy, has been quite popular with mem
bers of the working class. Ironically, when Prayoon decided to direct a 
decent drama such as Time in the Glass Bottle, it was largely ignored by 
the market, a symptom of conservativism on the demand side. 

By the early 1980s, Ian Buruma could observe the crisis of the Thai film 
industry in these terms: 

Like Thailand's capital city, the Thai cinema is sinking fast. Within the next 
three years, it is said, the film industry will be pushed out of business by TV 
and videotapes, which are fast becoming the main forms of mass entertain
ment. And the speed with which this process is taking place could cripple 
filmmaking in Thailand forever. This imminent demise of a national cinema 
does not seem to be the cause of much concern, least of all among the coun
try's intelligentsia. (Buruma I983, 53) 

In retrospect, in spite of such pitfalls, the post-Indochina war period 
has been the most exciting and worthwhile in Thailand's film history. 
Among the approximately seventeen hundred films made between 1977 
and 1992, there were some sparkling spots worthy of wide recognition, 
including Chatrichalerm's The Gunman, Teacher Somsri, The Elephant 
Keeper, and The Minor Wife; M. L. Bhanthewanop Thewakul's Damn 
It, I Don't Care; Permpol Chaey-aroon's The Abbot; Apichaat Pothipiroj's 
Friends and Two Dozen Make Twenty-Five; Cherd Chongsri's The Scar; 
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Banchong Kosalwat's Nualchawee; Piak Poster's Behind the Portrait; Vijit 
Kounavudhi's Son of the Northeast (Luk E-San) and The Woman Named 
Boonrawd; Chaat Kaubjitti's House; Toranong Srichue's The Violent Inci
dent and The Tricks of Romances; Euthana Mukdasnit's Butterfly and 
Flower and Path of the Brave; Jazz Siam's The Silhouette of God; Prayoon 
Wongchuen's Time in the Glass Bottle; and Manop Udomdej's Divorce 
Due to Adultery and The Dumb Die Fast, The Smart Die Slow. 

While many of these films did poorly in the marketplace, each was in its 
own way a landmark in Thai film history, characterized by some original
ity and inspiration. Culturally, the themes of these films reflected the ten
sions of social changes in the face of modernity. Compared to earlier peri
ods, these films symbolized a decided move toward social realism. The 
better part of such films emphasized, therefore, disturbing social malaises, 
ranging from landlordism, feudalism, extreme poverty, animism, polyg
amy, sexism, prostitution, women's liberation, and environmental con
cerns to violence and drugs. Most such themes were almost completely 
untouched by the previous traditions of Thai cinema. Moreover, by the 
measure of mainstream conventions, the manner in which these films 
addressed their chosen issues appeared very bold indeed. Nevertheless, 
similar to earlier periods, such films represent a sociological phenomenon 
rather than an artistic one (Boonrak 1991,112). 

Owing largely to the presence of such films, some top officials and poli
ticians in Bangkok have finally begun to show a certain respect due to 

their own cinema, as demonstrated in their deeply troubled efforts to 
build up a national film archive, including a sustained attempt to save sev
eral hundred old Thai films abandoned in Hong Kong laboratories 
between the 1960s and 1980s.4 Ironically, such an initiative came into 
being at a time when the film industry was in an economic decline. 

PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS TOWARD THE YEAR 2000 

As we have seen, the development of the film industry in Thailand 
between 1897 and 1992 has been closely intertwined with changes in the 
standing of the nation in the modern world-system. Leaving aside the deli
cate details of the three periods of history already delineated, the Thai 
experience points to two major problems. On the one hand, the Thais 
have never seen a balanced diet of world cinema, a function of market 
imperfections operating at international and national levels, resulting in 



THE FILM INDUSTRY IN THAILAND 

the dominance of a bourgeois way of life in Thai society. As Richard J. 
Coughlin observed in 1960: 

Chinese parents complain that Western movies serve to weaken traditional 
family discipline, "to put ideas" in the minds of their sons and daughters . 
. . . Second-generation Chinese youths object to working as hard or as long 
as the immigrant generation - they want more leisure, more enjoyment 
than the task of making money affords. . . . What we are witnessing in this 
situation is the gradual alteration of the host society and the minority group 
by the technology of the West welcomed and readily accepted almost by all. 
... Thus, although there are conflicts in fundamental values and patterns 
between the Thai and the overseas Chinese, the two peoples are attracted by 
similar aspects of Western culture, and their common acquisition of West
ern material culture, techniques, practices and values enlarge the basis for 
eventual social integration. (Coughlin 1960, 200-201) 

On the other hand, due to a series of structural restrictions in motion 
throughout history, the Thai filmmakers have matured only slowly, that 
is, most of their products represent little more than an extension of West
ern cinema. "Because they have never been colonized," wrote Michael 
Moerman (1964, 43), "the people of Thailand can learn the Western com
ponents of this way of life by watching their own movies." 

While an enlightened intervention is clearly needed to assure that the 
Thais will be exposed to a richer reservoir of international films in their 
own home market (by necessity through the imposition of a national! 
regional quota system) and, at the same time, to allow for a more satisfy
ing development of national film culture (notably through a systematic 
modification of censorship policies and practices), the chances are proba
bly dampened in a state progressively complacent with its position in the 
global marketplace (Boonrak 1991). 

In March 1991, after a coup d'etat on February 22, 1991, by the se1f
appointed National Peacekeeping Council (NPKC), Anand Punyarachun, a 
former diplomat and businessman, was handpicked by the military to lead 
an interim government. Taking economic liberalization as its main mis
sion, including a variety of unprecedented broadcasting deregulations, the 
Anand regime paid little attention to the film industry. By the end of the 
year, however, at a time when Thai productions accounted for one-third 
of the industry (the highest in history), the FFPT still claimed "nationalism" 
as a basis to push for a tariff increase as well as a reduction of taxes on 
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film equipment (Matichon Daily, October 29, 1991). Although such a 
redundant position was simply ignored by the globally oriented Anand 
regime, the FFPT appeared unconcerned, an indication that the leading fig
ures in the nation's film industry were actually rather satisfied with the 
status quo. 

Toward the year 2000, with Thailand's strong commitment to globali
zation, the open-door film policies will remain intact. While the film 
industry will become increasingly integrated over time, the foreign enter
prises, American and Hong Kong/Taiwan in particular, will continue to 
have a key role in the Thai market. In addition, given its many compara
tive advantages, Thailand will be more popular as a shooting location for 
foreign filmmakers, a trend set in motion in the 1980s. Meanwhile, top 
Thai producers will move into coproduction projects with foreigners on a 
larger scale. "Thai filmmakers must try to interest foreign producers," as 
Chatrichalerm, who accepted German funding for The Elephant Keeper, 
stated in 1991, "Otherwise, I don't see much future for the Thai film indus
try" (Manager, June 1991, 31). 

While proper development of the Thai film-production system has been 
stunted throughout history, film script-writer Rassami Phaoluengthong 
does not expect any change in the years to come: "The government is not 
sophisticated enough to understand the role of film as a cultural mirror" 
(Manager, June 1991, 27). In the early 1990S, as military and political lead
ers struggle for power with the banner of democracy, signs of cultural 
repression remain rampant. The current chief of the Film Censorship 
Committee, Police Lieutenant Ittipol Yindee, appears completely sincere 
when talking about his approach to Thai films: "We play it safe by cutting 
anything down to the smallest detail which we consider might be harmful 
to society" (Manager, June 1991, 26). 

Without well-informed, far-sighted policy changes on the part of 
national governments, the future of Thai filmmaking will hinge on the 
swings of the marketplace. For example, after a bankruptcy caused by 
Path of the Brave and The Dumb Die Fast, The Smart Die Slow, Euthana 
Mukdasnit and Manop Udomdej seem to have adjusted their careers. 
While Euthana devotes his time to Grammy Entertainment, a local music 
company aiming at the teenage market, Manop announces a change in his 
approach. "My life has been in a financial mess trying to make decent 
films with a defeated hope to change filmgoing habits," Manop said in 
1992. "I must now concentrate on money-making projects for the single 
largest, teenage audiences" (Kanjana 1992, 66). 
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Following the general election on March 22, 1992, a product of the 1991 
military-engineered constitution, Thailand is expecting a new coalition 
government. Although an army of analysts is busy predicting that the 
"guided democracy" will lead to a web of political chaos, it is not apparent 
how that scenario will affect the fate of the nation's film industry. Mean
while, the Federation of Film Producers of Thailand, the Entertainment 
Reporters Association of Thailand, and the Film Critics Club of Thailand 
are in a hectic competition to hand out their countless awards to any local 
film that either earns or loses a lot of money. 

Toward the next century, regardless of the health of the film industry, 
the Thais are prone to be mesmermized by their television screens, cur
rently served not only by five national networks and a number of interna
tional satellites, but also by two cable services and an ever-enlarging 
library of imported videotapes (Boonrak 1992). 

Boonrak Boonyaketmala is associate professor in the Faculty of Journalism and 
Mass Communication, Thammasat University, Bangkok, Thailand, where he 
was also dean (1988-1991). In Thai, he has published five books and numerous 
articles in the fields of international cinema, communication policies and develop
ment, and media and politics. His contributions in English include several book 
chapters and journal articles in similar disciplines. Boonrak has served as film 
critic for Asiaweek in Hong Kong as well as for many leading publications in 
Bangkok. 
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2. See Robertson's testimony in u.s. Senate (1957, 627). Also, see reports in 
Sarnseri, June 5, 6,7,8, and 9,1957 (in Thai). 

3. According to a journalist: "If the film is submitted for censorship two to 
four weeks before the projected screen opening date, there is no guarantee it will 
be viewed in time. The temptation to try to grease the rails to speed things along 
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The Rise of the 
Indonesian Film Industry 

SALIM SAID 

CINEMA CAME to Indonesia early in this century. The first screening 
took place in Jakarta in 1900, and the first movie house was established 
there five years later. The owners of the first movie houses were Europe
ans, mainly Dutch nationals. Europeans were also behind the first film
making ventures. Most of the early films were documentaries and short 
films. The first feature film, Loetoeng Kasaroeng, was produced in 1926. 
Two Europeans were involved in the production - Heuveldorp, a Dutch
man, and Kruger, a German - but we know little about them and how 
they acquired the technical ability to make a film. The only information 
we have comes from a brief article in the daily De Locomotief, dated Sep
tember I, 1926, which says that Heuveldorp had directed films in America 
and that Kruger was a laborant in a Jakarta film title-making laboratory 
and owned a photo shop and art gallery. It is important to note that there 
was a lapse of twenty years between the establishment of the first movie 
house and the production of the first feature film. In that interval the 
imported films that flooded Indonesia were silent films needing titles 
because the audience did not understand foreign languages. Apparently 
Kruger worked in one of the laboratories that titled imported films. 

Given the lapse of twenty years, it is understandable that, by the time 
Loetoeng Kasaroeng was produced, the taste of Indonesian moviegoers 
had already been shaped by imported films, particularly those from Holly
wood and Shanghai. This perhaps explains why Loetoeng Kasaroeng, 
based on a West Javanese folktale, did not catch the attention of the pub
lic. Because of this, the two Europeans abandoned filmmaking. 

By the mid-1920S movie houses, owned by Chinese, were already wide-

99 
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spread in the archipelago. There are two reasons for this: the increasing 
affluence of the Chinese community in Indonesia as a result of the liberal 
economic policy of the Dutch colonial government and the invasion of 
Chinese films from Shanghai. Realizing that the Chinese were potential 
patrons for movie houses, Chinese businessmen decided to go into the the
ater business. 

Even before establishing themselves in the film business, the Chinese 
dominated the theater business in the archipelago. The theater business 
was the beginning of a new bazaar culture that emerged in a society just 
beginning to enter a market economy. In the new cities, people had no 
time to patronize the traditional theater with its repertoire of stories about 
beautiful princesses and handsome princes. In their struggle to survive in 
the city, they needed stories about the "real" everyday life they were expe
riencing. The Chinese theaters were ready to meet this need. Business was 
so successful that Tio Dek Djin, a director and owner of the Miss Ribut 
Orion Theater Company, decided to make films even before the two 
Europeans had produced their film. He invited the three Wong brothers 
from Shanghai to explore the possibilities of making films in Indonesia. 
Because the screen test of Miss Ribut, his wife and the prima donna of the 
group, was unsatisfactory, however, Tio Dek Djin decided not to make a 
film, missing his chance to become one of Indonesia's pioneer filmmakers 
(Said 1990a, 26). 

In 1928, two years after the work of Heuveldorp and Kruger, the first 
Chinese-made film in Indonesia, Lily Van Java, was produced. Shot and 
directed by the Wong brothers, it starred Lily Oey, a Chinese actress from 
Shanghai, and portrayed the life of Jakarta's upper-class Chinese, who 
were clearly the target market. 

The second Chinese-produced film was Si Tjonat, based on a story 
already popular in the Indonesian Chinese community about a brave local 
Chinese who fought and defeated an indigenous bandit. It was a box
office hit, but a reviewer at the time wrote that the narrative of the film 
was not well done and that the audience liked the film mainly because of 
its action and slapstick scenes (Said 1990a, 29). 

Among the Chinese businessmen in Jakarta in 1929, there was a young 
man named Tan Koen Yauw, owner of several movie houses, who appar
ently was interested in expanding into filmmaking. The first production of 
Tan's film company was Mistress Dasima (Nyai Dasima), a film based on 
a turn-of-the-century story well known among theater audiences in Java. 
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The film was a box-office hit, and Tan decided to make two sequels, Nyai 
Dasima II (1930) and Pembalasan Nancy (1930). 

The last year of silent film production in Indonesia was 1931. Two years 
earlier, The Rainbow Man and Fox Follies, imported talking movies, had 
been screened in Surabaya, a city in East Java. In 1931 there were around 
three hundred movie houses in Indonesia, and the introduction of sound 
films forced theater owners to modernize their equipment. This was a 
problem for Shanghai-made movies, mainly patronized by the Chinese, 
since most Indonesian Chinese had only a meager knowledge of the Chi
nese language and therefore could not understand what was being said in 
the talkies. 

It was during this period (1930) that The Teng Chun, another Chinese 
businessman, decided to establish a film company, Cino Motion Picture, 
to produce sound films especially for Indonesian Chinese audiences. 
Almost all of The's films were based on Chinese stories; they included Sam 
Pek Eng Tay (1931), Pat Bie Fo (1932), Pat Kiam Hiap (1933), and Ouw Phe 
Tjo (1934). These films generated enough profit to enable The to expand 
his company by building a large studio complex. He subsequently 
changed the company name to Java Industrial Film Company (JIF). 

The coming of sound lured Europeans into filmmaking again. Two 
Dutchmen, Albert Balink and Mannus Franken, worked together to 
produce Rice (Pareh, 1934), an anthropological movie. Balink was a jour
nalist working for the daily De Locomotief in Semarang (Central Java), 
and Franken was a documentary cameraman who had worked for Yoris 
Ivan, the famous Dutch documentary maker. Rice was an excellent film 
but did not make money. Showing the beautiful Indonesian landscape and 
life in a traditional village, it did not appeal to Indonesian audiences, 
which were used to melodramatic stories complete with fighting and slap
stick scenes. 

After a brief break from the film business, Balink set up a company 
named Algemeene Nederlands Indische Film Syndicaate (ANIF) with the 
Wong brothers and Saerun, a well-known Indonesian journalist. In addi
tion to working for the Dutch news agency, Saerun was interested in the 
theater and had joined several theater tours. This experience led to an 
interest in cinema. 

In 1936 the Hollywood film The Jungle Princess was screened in Java. 
Set in the Pacific islands with girls wearing sarongs just like the ones worn 
by Indonesian girls, the film was a love story full of songs, dances, and 
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fighting scenes. Audiences liked the film, and, observing its success, 
Balink, Wong, and Saerun concluded that if they wanted a box-office hit, 
they had to make films like The Jungle Princess. They came up with a 
story that made use of all the same elements: singing, dancing, fighting, 
beautiful island scenes, girls wearing sarongs, and a happy ending. In 1938 
they produced Full Moon (Terang Boelan), starring a famous singer, Nyi 
Roekiah, and a handsome actor Balink had discovered while making Rice, 
Raden Mochtar. The film was a great success in Indonesia as well as in 
Malaya and Singapore. 

Even though Full Moon made money, it was the Chinese film compa
nies that reaped the benefit of this new formula for commercial filmmak
ing. A lesson learned by Indonesian filmmakers following the success of 
Full Moon was that if you wanted box-office hits, you had to model your 
productions on Hollywood from the very start of production. This lesson 
was applied religiously until the arrival of the Japanese army in 1942: Tar
zan became Alang-Alang and Dracula became Kedok Ketawa and 
Tengkorak Hidup. This tradition is still part of Indonesia's film business 
culture. 

The Japanese invasion in March 1942 ended all film production in Indo
nesia. The Japanese were at war in China and were suspicious of the Chi
nese in Indonesia. They closed all the film studios and confiscated their 
equipment. In order to survive, Chinese film producers engaged in other 
businesses. The Wong brothers, for example, converted their studio into a 
soft-drink factory, while The Teng Chun busied himself making soybean 
sauce. The actors and actresses mostly joined traveling theater groups, 
which toured Java under the close watch of the Japanese. 

The Japanese established Nihon Eigasha to make propaganda films and 
used the former ANIF studio. Because they did not trust the Chinese, the 
Japanese employed indigenous Indonesians in their filmmaking activities. 
In retrospect, the occupation period gave indigenous Indonesians an 
opportunity to learn professional filmmaking. Unlike the prewar Chinese 
producers, the Japanese at Nihon Eigasha trained Indonesians and 
required that films use the standard Indonesian language rather than the 
colloquial Indonesian formerly used. These were eye-opening luxuries to 
indigenous Indonesians, and this period is regarded by Usmar Ismail, the 
father of modern Indonesian cinema, as the period in which Indonesians 
began to realize that films had a social communication function (Usmar 
Ismail 1983, 55). 
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The Japanese managed to make only a few short propaganda films dur
ing their three and a half years in Indonesia, but that short period was 
enough to introduce a new paradigm of filmmaking. When the Japanese 
left at the end of the war, Indonesians still could not make their own films. 
Instead they had to fight the returning Dutch, who tried to recolonize 
Indonesia even though the country had declared independence on August 

17,1945· 
When the situation in Jakarta became unbearable, the capital was 

moved to Yogjakarta (Central Java) in January 1946, and Jakarta, in 
effect, became a Dutch city. In order to show the outside world that every
thing was under their control, the Dutch authorities in Jakarta encouraged 
the Chinese to reopen their studios and resume film production. The 
Dutch themselves also made films through a company named South Pasi
fie Film Company (SPFC), using the ANIF studio for production. 

While in Jakarta the Chinese and the Dutch were producing films simi
lar to those made before the war, indigenous Indonesians in Yogjakarta 
could only organize film discussion clubs and attend simple courses on 
filmmaking, for there was neither equipment nor material with which to 
produce films. 

Usmar Ismail was affected by his experiences in Jakarta in the last days 
of the Dutch occupation. As an intelligence officer of the Republican 
army, he was sent to Jakarta in 1948 to report on negotiations between the 
Dutch and the Indonesian Republic. When the negotiations broke down, 
all the Indonesian delegates, including Ismail, were arrested. When ten
sions subsided, the Dutch authorities, acknowledging Ismail's interest in 
filmmaking, invited him to work in the SPFC studio. This was his first 
experience in filmmaking, as he had worked mainly in amateur theater 
during the Japanese occupation. 

Usmar started at SPFC as an assistant director to Andjarasmara, an 
elderly man who had worked in a Chinese film company before the war. 
After only one film, Andjarasmara apparently recognized Ismail's ability, 
and the Dutch gave him the go-ahead to make a film. He managed to 
direct two films, Tjitra and Harta Karun, before leaving SPFC because of a 
disagreement with management. He thought that he was not free enough 
to make his films, so much so that in later years he did not even recognize 
the two films as his own. From Ismail's point of view, this was a period of 
preparation for his career as a filmmaker (Ismail 1983, 58). 

The Dutch finally recognized Indonesian sovereignty at the end of 1949 
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and subsequently left the country. On March 31, 1950, Usmar Ismail 
established the first indigenous Indonesian film company, Perfini. One 
month later, Djamaluddin Malik established Persari, another indigenous 
company. In contrast to Ismail, who was a playwright, director, poet, and 
journalist, Malik was a businessman and owner of two traveling theater 
groups during the revolution. This difference is evident in the kinds of 
films produced by the two studios: Ismail tried to produce art-quality 
films, while Malik was obsessed with creating a Hollywood in Indonesia. 

As Ismail and Malik started their activities, Chinese producers were 
continuing the work they had begun before the war or during the Dutch 
occupation of Jakarta. Since most of Malik's employees came from travel
ing theaters that originated in the Chinese film companies before the war, 
they produced films much like those of the Chinese companies. 

Thus there were two kinds of film culture in Indonesia after 1950. One 
was pioneered by Ismail and Perfini and produced films such as The Long 
March (1950). Based on the experiences of the Indonesian army during the 
war of independence against the Dutch, and heavily influenced by the Ital
ian neorealist movement, The Long March was shot outdoors with ama
teur actors and actresses. A shortage of money almost stopped the making 
of the film, but a loan from a Chinese movie house owner, Tong Kim 
Mew, made its completion possible. Perfini, under Ismail, made two other 
productions that needed advances from from the Chinese movie house 
owner: Enam Jam Di Yogya and Dosa Tak Berampun (Said 1990a, 65). 

The Long March premiered in President Soekarno's palace but met 
trouble in distribution. In some parts of the country, the military prohib
ited the showing of the film, while in other areas most of the movie houses 
were dominated by imported films. Looking back on this period, Ismail 
wrote: 

The Perfini's first film was made without commercial calculation, but solely 
based on idealism. Societal reaction was various, in some areas the military 
banned the film .... The second film, Enam Jam Di Yogya, was very much 
disturbing. The making of the film was watched closely by the involved 
institutions, so much so that the freedom to work was limited. (Ismail 
1983,59) 

Because of the persistence of such social and marketing problems, 
Ismail and Perfini managed to produce only a small number of films com
pared with the Chinese studios and Malik's Persari Studio. As a business-
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man, Malik had enough capital to build a Hollywood-style studio in 
Jakarta, where he produced an average of ten films annually. The working 
style of the Persari Studio was very much the same as that of the Chinese 
studios. During the time when lower-class Indonesian movie houses were 
dominated by Indian films, Malik invited an Indian director to make an 
Indonesian version of his Indian film. Persari also managed to produce 
color films in cooperation with a Philippines company in Manila. 

Two conditions hindered the development of the Indonesian film indus
try in the I9Sos: the political uncertainty resulting from the failure of the 
liberal democratic system (Feith I962) and the difficulties in film distribu
tion and exhibition caused by the importation of an unlimited number of 
foreign films. During the liberal democratic period, ministerial cabinet 
officials stayed in office an average of less than one year and were in no 
position to pay proper attention to the film industry. 

To protect and articulate the interests of the film industry, Ismail and 
Malik established an organization of Indonesian film producers, PPFI, in 
I9S4. In I9SS, PPFI petitioned the government to set a lower quota for 
Indian-made films, which were thwarting the exhibition of Indonesian 
films. The government responded positively, but implementation came 
too late as insufficient screening time for Indonesian films became critical. 
PPFI decided to halt all film production in Indonesia in March I9S7 (Biran 
I976, 6). 

From I9S7 until I96S, the Indonesian film world was highly politicized 
because of the Indonesian Communist Party's cultural and political offen
sive (Lev I966; Feith I963; Said I990a). During that period, the film com
munity was divided more or less into procommunist and anticommunist 
camps (Ismail I983). As a result of political bickering that lasted eight 
years and the worsening of economic conditions following President 
Sukarno's confrontation regarding Malaysia, Indonesian film production 
almost came to a halt. No more than five films were produced in I96S. 

Indonesian productions grew again in the late I96os. Free from political 
disturbances after the demise of the Communists in I96S, Indonesian films 
became very commercially oriented. In order to compete with the 
imported films that still flooded the country, Indonesian producers 
decided to make films in color. Since there was no color laboratory in 
Indonesia at that time, they had to go to Tokyo or Hong Kong for the final 
work. This finally changed in the I98os, when two color laboratories were 
established in Jakarta. The minister of information even issued a regula-
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tion requiring that Indonesian films be processed in Indonesian laborato
nes. 

The introduction of color in filmmaking coincided with the oil boom of 
the early 1970s. The economic improvement at that time and a new open
ness to the outside world were perfectly captured in mostly escapist and 
colorful films depicting the obsessions of the newly rich Indonesians. To 
intensify the escapism, some films were even shot in France, Holland, 
Italy, and the United States. 

PROFILES OF CONTEMPORARY FILMMAKING 

Foreign imports have been the dominant influence in the making of Indo
nesian films since before World War II. Foreign films shaped the taste of 
the public long before Indonesia began producing films in 1926. 

In 1950 Usmar Ismail tried to introduce a different kind of film, one 
based on real Indonesian problems. At that time, most of the films pro
duced in Indonesia were either imitations of foreign films or films based 
on Indonesian folklore. The latter combined traditional Indonesian the
ater with the influence of the films that dominated the lower-class movie 
houses in the 1950S. 

Ismail managed to produce some quality films, but they were always a 
minority among the ever-increasing numbers of commercially oriented 
films. Production of quality films is difficult in Indonesia for several rea
sons. First, it is difficult to find funding for these films. Producers who 
started as importers, distributors, or businessmen with no connection to 
filmmaking produced films that met market demands. Second, even when 
good films are produced, there are problems with distribution. Indonesian 
film distribution relies heavily on brokers who buy films through a flat
rate system for a certain area and a certain period. This is because most 
Indonesian producers are unable to distribute their products nationwide, 
and most brokers are reluctant to buy quality films. Third, there is a scar
city of talent for producing quality films. The system is so commercially 
oriented that film idealists are confronted with two choices: succumb to 
the system or abandon filmmaking. 

The fact that some quality films are still produced in Indonesia every 
year shows clearly that the seeds of idealism planted by U smar Ismail forty 
years ago continue to inspire filmmakers today. It is interesting to see how 
these directors manage to make their films within such a system. Teguh 
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Karya, for example, makes a film once every two years. He gets financing 
by several tactics: making his own film after directing a film wanted by a 
producer; making a quality film for a producer who wants prestige after 
having made a fortune from commercial films; and finding money outside 
the system. 

Curiously enough, most of the good quality films and those selected 
during the annual Indonesian Film Festivals have been products of com
mercial channels. They show the results of severe compromises between 
the directors and the producers; only a few directors are able to make 
good films. It is always difficult to cite even five quality films from the 
annual festival. Usually they are made by the same directors: Arifin C. 
Noer, Slamet Rahardjo, Teguh Karya, and Sjuman Djaja. 

Usmar Ismail died in January I97I while working on his first color fea
ture film, Ananda. Most of his films are now considered to be classical 
Indonesian films and are preserved in the Indonesian film archive. The 
most outstanding of his works is After the Curfew (Lewat Jam Malam), a 
I954 joint production between Ismail's Perfini and Djamaluddin Malik's 
Persari. The film tells about a disillusioned former freedom fighter who 
fails to readapt to society. After the Curfew was the first Indonesian film 
applauded by the Indonesian cultural community and was hailed as "hav
ing attained the level of artistry achieved by modern Indonesian painting 
and poetry" (Sitor Sitomurang I955, 23). 

While making films, Ismail, who was educated at the University of Cal
ifornia, also established the Indonesian National Theater Academy (ATNI) 

in Jakarta to train young people interested in theater and filmmaking. One 
of the lecturers in the academy was Asrul Sani, an outstanding Indonesian 
poet, scriptwriter, and theater and film director. Asrul Sani wrote the 
script for After the Curfew before making his own films. His best film so 
far has been Barbed Wire Fence (Pagar Kawat Berduri), produced in I96I. 
The film is based on a novel that deals with the ordeal of Indonesian mili
tary officers held in a Dutch detention camp run by a drafted Amsterdam 
medical student. The camp commander is a naive intellectual who 
unquestioningly believes the Dutch government's propaganda that the 
Indonesian people love the Netherlands and are not ready for indepen
dence and that the Indonesian revolution is merely a movement of politi
cal agitators led by Sukarno. Confronted by the Indonesians, the young 
camp commander becomes disillusioned and commits suicide. The film is 
interesting not only because of its philosophical confrontation between 
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nationalism and imperialism but also because of its technical superiority. 
Barbed Wire Fence is the best black-and-white feature film ever made by 
an Indonesian director (Said 1990b, 120). Since Barbed Wire Fence, Asrul 
Sani's outstanding achievements have been mainly in scriptwriting, for 
which he has won many awards. 

Also coming from the Theater Academy is Teguh Karya, a former the
ater director turned film director. Karya is now recognized as the best con
temporary Indonesian film director. He does not make a film every year, 
but when he does, he usually gets the best picture and best director awards 
at the annual Indonesian Film Festival. Trained as an art director, Karya's 
films have been outstanding in their visual forms. The same was true with 
his stage dramas. Most of his films have not been noted for their narrative 
subtlety, but in his last few films, his narratives have improved. Except for 
his redundancy in depicting opera scenes, the film Mother (Ibunda) is a 
moving story. 

The main theme in most of Karya's films is individual freedom in a tran
sitional society such as Indonesia. In most of his earlier films, the individ
ual is a victim of society, always harassed by his social surroundings with 
no place to go. But in his latest films one can see that Karya is beginning to 
comprehend his surroundings and slowly finding a place in society. This 
transition in outlook is evident in the happier endings of his latest films. 

Karya is definitely the most industrious Indonesian film director. He 
does not make a film every year because his preparation always takes 
more time than the actual filmmaking. It is believed in Indonesia, how
ever, that Karya can make better films if he can get better scripts. He has 
thus far not trusted anyone to write his scripts. This apparently is one of 
the main reasons for the redundancies of his films and the lack of feeling in 
many of them. 

Sjuman Djaja, the only Indonesian filmmaker trained as a director in a 
Moscow film school, also made some interesting films before he died in 
1985 in his mid fifties. In his first few films one can easily see traces of the 
influence of his alma mater. The slowness of After Midnight (Lewat 
Tengah Malam, 1972), his first film, and the inclusion of a scene from 
Eisenstein's Potemkin in his Atheis (1975) clearly show this. 

Before studying cinematography, Djaja was known as a short-story 
writer. Apparently because of this, he was interested in turning both 
world and Indonesian literary works into cinema. But viewing his works, 
one doubts his literary taste. Because of his persistent struggle to use film 
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as a medium to discuss social problems, he has been an outstanding figure 
in Indonesian film history. In this sense, he was a follower of Usmar 
Ismail. His best film, no doubt, is Mamad (Si Mamad), a 1973 film based 
on Anton Chekov's short story, "The Death of a Clerc." In the film, Djaja 
deals with the problem of poverty among the lower class and corruption 
in the upper class. The film is well made narratively and technically and is 
very touching. 

Arifin C. Noer is the best living playwright in Indonesia. Before he 
started making films in the mid 1970S he was already writing award-win
ning scripts. As a filmmaker, he is especially known as a director of colos
sal films commissioned and produced by the state film company. To 
understand his films, one must be familiar with his unique theater style, 
which is respected by the Indonesian theater community. 

Having grown up in surroundings where traditional theaters were 
almost the only form of entertainment, Arifin created his own style by 
making use of traditional theatrical styles. His first and best film, Suci the 
Prima Donna (Suci Sang Primadonna), is a traditionally inspired narrative 
about a theater prima donna. Arifin still makes films, but he is apparently 
abandoning his original style in favor of a "market approach," getting 
closer to the commercial mainstream film style of Indonesia. 

Slamet Rahardjo was one of Indonesia's best stage and film actors 
before turning to filmmaking. He acted mostly in Teguh Karya plays and 
films in the 1970s. His first film, Sun and Moon (Rembulan dan Matahari, 
1980), was hailed as the sign of the coming of a great director. The film 
has a conventional narrative and is based on the director's observations of 
rural life in an eastern Javanese village. Well directed and well acted, it 
tells of a village youth's long process of finding a place in society. Unfortu
nately, his more recent films are neither as beautiful nor as interesting. 

Slamet Rahardjo's output is approximately one film every two years, 
but his recent works do not bear the unique touch that was clearly visible 
in his first. He has said that he is obsessed by the success of imports and is 
striving to produce similar films. One can understand his obsession only if 
one realizes the difficulties in getting financial support for quality films, 
such as Slamet's first film, not to mention the problems of distribution and 
exhibition. 

Another promising director is Eros Djarot, Slamet Rahardjo's younger 
brother. His first film, Tjoet Nja' Dhien (1988), was the first Indonesian 
film to be screened in the Director's Fortnight competition at the Cannes 
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Film Festival. It was subsequently shown in the noncompetitive section of 
the Montreal World Film Festival, the Tokyo International Film Festival, 
the Hawaii International Film Festival, and other festivals in Europe. 
Before becoming a director, Eros was known in the Indonesian film com
munity as a composer of music for some of Teguh Karya's films and had 
won several top awards for film music. It was a great surprise when Tjoet 
Nja'Dhien took nine out of the top thirteen awards at the 1988 Indonesian 
Film Festival. 

There are other promising young directors, alumni of the Jakarta Film 
School, but most are working with producers of commercial and market
oriented films. One of these is Buce Malawau, whose Bintaro Tragedy 
(Tragedy Bintaro) was selected for screening in the noncompetitive section 
of the Montreal World Film Festival in 1990. Financial support is a major 
problem for Buce Malawau and his film school colleagues, however, and 
unless something is done about this problem, these graduates will be wast
ing their talents on commercially oriented films that do not need academy
trained directors. 

It is difficult to produce quality films in Indonesia because of the lack of 
funds, even though the government, through the Department of Informa
tion, has tried to overcome this problem. The department twice tried to 
finance quality films, once in 1970 and again in 1980. Mismanagement, 
however, compelled the bureaucrats to reconsider this policy (Said 
1990a, 100). 

Commercial films, on the other hand, are very much alive and well. 
There are several reasons for this. Unlike the 1950S, when Indonesian 
films had to compete with Indian, Malayan, and Philippine films in lower
class movie houses and with Hollywood films in the upper-class theaters, 
there is now a quota system that limits the number of imported films 
screened in Indonesia. Technical improvements and the rather liberal pol
icy of the Board of Censors have also contributed toward making Indone
sian films more competitive vis-a.-vis Indian and Chinese (Hong Kong and 
Taiwan) films in the lower-class movie houses. In other words, Indonesian 
films are really entertainment for lower- and lower-middle-class Indone
SIans. 

The increasing number of multiscreen theaters (cineplex) in major cities 
has also facilitated the production of Indonesian films during the last few 
years. 

It is against this background that the production of Indonesian films 
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increased significantly in the late 1980s. Fifty-eight films appeared in 
1986-87. The number dropped slightly to 53 in 1987-88, but then rose to 
88 in 1988-89 and to 106 in 1989-90. 

Imported films consist mainly of American and European films, fol
lowed by Chinese and non-Chinese Asian films (India, Japan, Korea, and 
the Philippines). Most of the imported American and European films are 
B movies and action films, but award-winning films are also imported. In 
1990 the government issued a regulation stipulating that 10 percent of 
imported films should consist of award-winning films from international 
film festivals. 

Since the lower classes have been captured by Indonesian films, 
imported films (mainly American and European) are patronized by the 
middle and upper classes in urban areas. Some selected Indonesian films 
are also screened in the better movie houses but only if the film is a big hit. 

Indonesian movie houses were traditionally owned and managed by 
private families, so there were no chains as in the United States. But in the 
last few years, following the establishment of the luxurious Studio 21 in 
downtown Jakarta by the Subentra Corporation, cineplexes have mush
roomed in many parts of the country. They are either owned or managed 
by this group, and because of the aggressive investment policy of Suben
tra, the number of movie houses is increasing rapidly. From 2,100 theaters 
in 1986-87, the number of movie houses grew to 2,215 in 1987-88, 2,600 
in 1988-89, and 2,850 in 1989-90. 

In remote areas where there are no theaters, people still watch movies 
thanks to a mobile service that screens mainly Indonesian films. Rural 
people can also enjoy Indonesian films at home by renting videos (mostly 
pirated) from rental shops. 

Cine clubs, growing in number in many big cities, provide venues for 
enjoying selected quality Indonesian films. These films are collected by the 
National Film Council (DFN) from films nominated in the annual Indone
sian Film Festival. All of these films have already been distributed before 
being collected by DFN, but because quality films generally have difficulty 
in distribution, audiences usually have not had an opportunity to see them 
in commercial theaters. 

The films selected by DFN are subtitled and made available for screening 
also at various film festivals abroad as well as in Indonesian film weeks 
held in many parts of the world. In the early 1980s, the National Film 
Council's collection was used to promote Indonesian films in diverse festi-



II2 SALIM SAID 

vals and film markets. The market showcases, it turned out, were inter
ested only in buying low-quality and action-type films. Since then, a mar
ket has been created abroad for commercially oriented Indonesian movies 
- mostly kung fu action films - but buyers are usually buying them for 
video distribution or for lower-class movie houses. 

FILM-RELATED INSTITUTIONS AND ORGANIZATIONS 

Since President Soekarno signed Presidential Decree 1/1964 on March 5, 
1964, the government has become an important and integral part of film
making in Indonesia. To set up a film company, one must register with the 
Department of Information, and if the company wants to produce a film, 
it must ask for authorization from the same department. A production 
license will be given only after the script has been reviewed by department 
officials. Before asking for a production license, the company must get a 
recommendation from the Technicians Association (KFT) for the techni
cians it will employ. Likewise, for actors and actresses, the company needs 
a recommendation from the Actor's Association (PARFI). In order to get 
these recommendations and licenses, the company has to be a registered 
member of the Producers Association (PPFI). 

When a film is finished, it will be screened by the Board of Censors, 
also under the Department of Information. Since most films do not deal 
with sensitive sociopolitical problems, the censors' main concerns are vio
lence and pornography. 

Government-controlled censorship of films can be traced back to the 
colonial period. The first film regulation was issued by the Dutch colonial 
authority in 1925. The regulation, known as the Film Ordinance, specified 
the kinds of scenes that could and could not be exhibited. Unlike the cur
rent reason for having a censorship board, that is, to protect audiences 
from the harmful effects of cinema, the 1925 ordinance was mainly to safe
guard the image of white people in the eyes of the indigenous population. 
The Dutch authorities thought that the violence and sex in American films 
would damage the superior image of white people. 

Although censorship was initially designed to deal with imported films, 
when the Indonesian film industry came into being, the 1925 ordinance 
was applied to it as well. In time, the ordinance was found to be inade
quate to deal with the expanding film industry and was replaced by the 
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1940 Film Ordinance, which continued in force for several years after the 
Indonesian declaration of independence. 

In 1950, the Department of Culture and Education set up a national 
censorship body (Panitia Pengawas Film), which created the regulations 
on which current censorship practices are based. The criteria set by Pani
tia Pengawas Film are basically an adaptation and expansion of the 1940 
ordinance. In 1952, the minister of education and culture issued additional 
regulations that made censorship even stiffer. It was against this strangling 
censorship that Usmar Ismail aired his protest, saying that he believed the 
government policy endangered democracy in newly independent Indone
sia (Ismail 1983,30). 

It is a great irony that government involvement in the film industry 
began by way of censorship and remained the same for many years. Not 
until 1964 did the government decide to involve itself systematically in film 
activities by regulating production, importation, exhibition, distribution, 
and censorship, all under the Department of Information. 

The government plays an important role in film production. In the late 
1970s, when the nationalist minister of information, Mashuri, decided to 
reduce the number of imported films, he issued a regulation stipulating 
that in order to import foreign films, an importer must also produce films. 
This policy had two contradictory effects: the number of films produced 
increased, but their quality decreased. 

In order to involve the film community in licensing film production, the 
government issued a regulation requiring that a certain number of recom
mendations be obtained from the film associations before a license would 
be issued. To be a member of any film association in Indonesia, one has 
only to work in the industry and register. The Organization of Film Tech
nicians is one such association. Its members include all of those involved 
in filmmaking behind the camera: scriptwriters, lighting technicians, 
makeup artists, camera operators, art directors, directors, and so forth. 
Most of the people entered the trade at the bottom as low-ranking assist
ants. Only in 1970 was a film school started in Jakarta. 

Since most directors started their careers very early, their average edu
cational attainment is only a high school diploma (Said 1990a, 133). This 
certainly has influenced the orientation of Indonesian filmmakers. Al
though apprenticeships in filmmaking have provided good opportunities 
for future directors to learn the trade, they have also instilled the precepts, 
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now long established in Indonesia, of making commercially oriented 
films. 

The situation is not too different for actors and actresses. Market-ori
ented films mainly need good-looking young boys and girls. Talent is 
beside the point, and because of this, the average film actor has only a jun
ior high school education (Said 1990a, 136). 

Twenty years after the establishment of the Jakarta Film School, one 
can begin to notice slow changes in the film industry. A good example is a 
now-famous actor who has played in many recent films: Didi Petet, win
ner of the best supporting actor award in 1988, was graduated from the 
school. Some of the recent award-winning technicians are also graduates 
of the school. This is not to say that the future is all bright, for most of 
these graduates are forced into making cheap commercially oriented films. 
It is against this background that people complain about the industry's 
wasting the talent and good education of film school graduates by induc
ing them to make only cheap, commercial films. 

Salim Said, a film critic for two decades, is the head of international relations for 
the Indonesian Film Festival in Jakarta, Indonesia. 
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Asia and the Global Film Industry 

ELIZABETH B. BUCK 

RLMMAKING is an intertext of the past and the present, of form and 
content, of technology and the cultures of technology, of political and eco
nomic powers, of codes of cinematic representation - a complex where 
multiple layers of economic, cultural, and social practices come together. 
Film is the totality of people - producers, capitalists, directors, stars, dis
tributors, critics, viewers - and the structures and institutions that en
compass and inscribe these people into roles and relationships - studios, 
multinationals, banks, theaters and chains of theaters, audiences. Film 
also has to do with relations between and among nations, between the few 
countries (mostly the United States) that produce, export, and profit from 
film and the many countries that primarily import but also struggle to 
produce their own films. 

Looking at filmmaking from multiple, overlapping perspectives is com
plex enough when applied to the history, institutions, production, and 
content of American films; it becomes increasingly complex and difficult 
as the focus of analysis moves away from the United States and other 
Western cultures to the countries of Latin America, Africa, and Asia, 
where analyzing filmmaking is complicated by the long history of Ameri
can domination of filmmaking, by major differences in culture, by histo
ries of colonialism and neocolonialism, and by the whole array of eco
nomic and political relations that are involved in commercial filmmaking 
nationally and internationally. As an economic, political, and cultural 
enterprise, the production of film cannot be seen as simply another sector 
of the larger global economy to be understood solely in terms of economic 
laws of supply and demand, imports and exports, and capital investments 
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and profits (or losses). Studying the history of the political economy of 
global film production is essential to understanding the material culture of 
filmmaking in Asia and other regions of the world. 

Because the United States so heavily dominates the global film industry, 
it is necessary to look at the history of this domination, how it works 
today as a global commercial enterprise, and how it has and continues to 
thwart the growth of national film industries in the ASEAN region. Specifi
cally, by looking at the similarities and differences between the Holly
wood system and the ASEAN film industries, and the interrelations between 
them, we can better understand the current problems facing filmmakers in 
the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand. 

THE U.S. ENTERPRISE OF FILMMAKING 

Filmmaking involves unique properties of production and distribution. 
Film production (even for a relatively inexpensive film) is capital intensive 
at the point of production. To come up with just a single master copy of a 
feature film involves outlays of capital for studio space and on-location 
shooting costs, film stock, cameras and camera operators, editors, stars 
and other acting talents, music, musicians and the sound track, scriptwrit
ers, special effects, and so forth. A major u.s. studio may easily spend in 
the neighborhood of $10 to $20 million for a single film, a smaller indepen
dent filmmaker in the United States, around $5 million. Such ventures, 
even for "small-budget" films, require financing on a scale that filmmakers 
in only a few countries can command. 

However, at the point of distribution, films enjoy great economies of 
scale. This is particularly true of American films because of their well
developed systems of domestic and international distribution and promo
tion. A single film title, reproduced in sufficient prints and placed into 
domestic and international distribution, can be shown to thousands of 
people. The same film can be sold at different prices in different countries, 
depending on variations in government policies, per capita income and 
what people can afford or are willing to pay at the box office, and the 
structure and extent of theatrical distribution within countries. Once the 
costs of production are recouped (usually within the domestic market for 
American films), additional showings in cities throughout the world 
produce revenues that are almost all profit. From the availability of large
scale financing for Hollywood films to the large domestic and even larger 
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international market for American films, economic and technological fac
tors, buttressed by the United States' cultural and political influence, favor 
the American film industry. 

AMERICAN FILMMAKING AS AN INTERNATIONAL INDUSTRY 

The basic structural components of the American film industry - a 
national distribution system, several large film companies with studio 
facilities, and accessible sources of capital - were in place after World 
War I. The success of the system in thoroughly capitalizing on the enter
tainment value of film was due in large part to monopolistic control over 
the industry by a small number of large movie companies; they controlled 
studio production and theater distribution and engaged in unfair trade 
practices such as block booking, blind bidding, and price fixing (Wasco 
1982a, 21). 

The American movie industry grew throughout the 1920S and 1930S. 
While the domestic industry was expanding, the foreign distribution of 
American films was also being extended. In 1927, 90 percent of pictures 
screened abroad were u.s. made. They generated $75 million, or about 25 
percent of American film-industry revenues. By the end of the 1930S, the 
United States accounted for approximately 75 percent of all capital invest
ment in film worldwide (Boonrak 1985, 36). 

During the Second World War, the American industry continued to 
make films, many of them in support of the war effort. However, the war 
severely disrupted foreign filmmaking. According to Alexander Cock
burn, the Marshall Plan aid package to France contained provisions that 
annulled France's import quota of 120 American films a year, a move that 
seriously hampered the rebuilding of the French film industry (Cockburn 
1991). In 1949 the u.s. Commerce Department reported that 72 percent of 
all films shown in lI5 foreign countries were American-made films 
(Wanger 1950, 445). 

In the 1950S a number of technological and social changes reshaped the 
American film industry. The most important technological development 
affecting films was television. Even within filmmaking itself, the new tech
nologies of color, wide screens, and stereo sound increased production 
and exhibition costs. These technological innovations, along with the 
large demographic shift of middle-class Americans to suburbia, led to a 
decline at the box office, making it more difficult to get financing for films 
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just at a time when the industry was trying to produce spectacular films to 
compete with television. On the legal front, too, the industry saw itself 
attacked in a number of antitrust suits; the result was the curtailment of 
many of the large studios' monopolistic practices. In the I950S, the foreign 
markets were also unpredictable because of currency problems and for
eign governments' efforts to restrict imports and block revenues from 
imported films from leaving their countries (Wasco I982a, I05). 

These social, legal, financial, and international pressures resulted in a 
major transformation of the u.s. film industry. Rather than fight televi
sion, the industry joined it, moving into television production and thereby 
realizing additional economies of scale by using the same facilities and 
personnel for both film and television production. Large entertainment 
corporations were formed, and "independents," in the form of known pro
ducers who produced films at the major studios or at their own studios 
(e.g., Walt Disney), came on the scene. As film companies incorporated 
and offered shares to the public, equity capital became as important as 
debt financing in the production of films (Wasco I982a, 4). 

The American film industry further developed its foreign markets in the 
I950S and I960s (Wasco I982a, I05-I07). There were a number of major 
investors and financiers of American movies whose other international 
interests worked well with the growing international orientation of the 
American film industry. These American banks developed the expertise 
involved in financing individual films for international productions 
(Wasco I982a, 206-207). Government and industry leaders encouraged 
the internationalization of the American movie industry, seeing it as an 
important export industry for the United States. 

With this capital impetus, geographic expansion of foreign film mar
kets took place during the I960s and I970s. A few major u.s. distributors 
bought foreign theater circuits, but for the most part u.s. distribution 
companies worked with foreign-owned theaters and distribution compa
nies. At the same time, there was an increase in the use of foreign locations 
for the production of American films and more co-production ventures 
and joint international distribution efforts by Hollywood and foreign film 
companies. "Thus, production as well as distribution became increasingly 
concentrated at an international level as well as on a domestic basis" 
(Wasco I982b, I37). 

By the I970S major studios had been transformed into film/television 
"factories" and conglomerate organizations that financed and distributed 
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films produced by affiliated companies or by independent producers 
(Wasco 1982b, 136-137). Mergers resulted in large multinational corpora
tions for which filmmaking was only one part of the total corporate enter
prise (for instance, in 1982 Coca-Cola bought Columbia Pictures). The 
new media giants combined film, television, cable, video, commercials, 
publishing, records and music publishing, and the like. 

By the end of the seventies, the production and distribution of feature films 
for theatrical release was, more than ever, only one part of the business of 
the major corporations that dominated the American Film industry. (Wasco 
1982a, 150) 

INTERNATIONALIZATION OF THE FILM INDUSTRY IN THE 1980s 

During the 1980s the restructuring of the u.s. film industry continued with 
increased buyouts and mergers, more fractionalization of the industry into 
related "software" products, and expansion of the international aspects of 
the industry. The corporate restructuring involved more conglomerations 
which enhanced diversification and internationalization, all of which 
spread the risk of filmmaking for American multinationals. 

The mega-merger of the decade was the 1989 acquisition of Warner 
Communications by Time Inc. for $14 billion. Time Inc. was simultane
ously and successfully fighting off Paramount Communications' takeover 
efforts. Time Warner Inc. became the world's largest communications 
conglomerate with thirty-five thousand employees, more than $10 billion 
a year in revenues, and interests in book publishing (Little, Brown), maga
zine publishing (Time, Sports Illustrated, and People), paperbacks (War
ner Books), filmmaking (Warner Brothers), television (Warner Televi
sion), record and music publishing (formerly Warner-Electra-Atlantic or 
WEA), and cable television franchises (Time and Warner cable TV systems). 

In the 1980s there was a major shift in the way film revenues were 
divided among various income-generating operations, some of which 
barely existed five years earlier. The major components included domestic 
and foreign home video sales and rentals, domestic and foreign theatrical 
sales, domestic pay television, foreign television, broadcast syndication, 
domestic cable syndication, pay-per-view cable television and network tel
evision. Whereas export rentals had accounted for roughly 50 percent of 
overall film revenue through the 1970S (Boonrak 1985), in the mid 1980s 
the proportion dropped to around 35 percent. For instance, in 1984 the 
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U.S. film industry earned more that $5.3 billion in worldwide sales, domes
tic and international. Of that, $I.2 billion came from videocassette sales, 
$600 million from pay television, and about $400 million from television 
rentals (Wildman and Siwek I988, 26). The foreign revenues from all 
sources were $I. 7 billion, almost one-third of the industry total, consider
ably below the long-held average of 50 percent from foreign sources. This 
proportional decrease in this period may have been caused by the then
strong dollar, by the increasing importance of video sales and rentals in 
the United States, and by increased satellite transmission of television pro
gramming (including films) in other countries (Wildman and Siwek I988, 
30-3I). In the last five years of the I980s, however, foreign revenues dou
bled and will probably surpass domestic revenues in the I990S (Huey 
I990). 

In the I980s domestic and foreign theater revenues increased relatively 
little when compared to the dramatic increase in revenues from video in 
the United States and abroad. The rise in the proportional value of the 
video market in contrast to the theater market is shown in revenue data 
for I983 , I988, and I993 projections. Domestic home video revenues were 
$.37 billion in I983, $2.9 billion in I988, and estimated to be $4.5 billion in 
I993. In comparison, while the I983 domestic theater revenues exceeded 
home video revenues, in I988 theater revenue was approximately $I bil
lion less. In I993 the gap between video and theater revenues will increase 
in favor of video to almost $2 billion (Cohen I989). Still, trade figures 
from the end of the I980s show that film revenues from foreign markets 
were on the rise; $800 million was earned abroad in I985, $I.05 billion in 
I987, and $I.I3 billion in I988 (New York Times, April I6, I989). 

While home video sales and rentals have been generating more income 
for filmmakers than domestic and foreign theater revenues, theater suc
cess or failure is what determines the profitability of domestic and foreign 
video sales and rentals, as well as television and cable use of film. In other 
words, to reap big profits from video and television sales, success at the 
box office is still essential. A u.s. Oscar winner - even an Oscar nomina
tion - is worth millions more in the international market. Because profits 
are theater driven, producers are forced to commit more money to adver
tising new films. For a major national release in the late I980s, prints and 
advertising expenditures frequently amounted to about $7 million to $8 
million for the initial campaign. One source of this kind of money was 
(and still is) international investors willing to invest for foreign rights. 

While Hollywood is still dominant in terms of exports (u.s. films com-



122 ELIZABETH B. BUCK 

mand roughly half to two-thirds of the box offices in the majority of coun
tries around the world), the dynamics of the film industry are changing 
rapidly, moving toward a more international product that has creative 
and financial roots in several countries. Now the industry talks about a 
"global cinema" where any single film may have stars, producers, a direc
tor, scriptwriters, and financing from various countries, all aimed at a 
global cinema audience of two hundred million people. Specialized for
eign marketing techniques have been developed over the years that include 
different advertising emphases for different foreign markets such as play
ing up sexual content with sexy posters or changing a film's name if it was 
not a box-office hit in the United States. For instance, Young Sherlock 
Holmes became Pyramid of Fear and did quite well internationally. For
eign distribution and advertising strategies also include release timing, big 
poster campaigns, star tours, and so forth. Usually a six-month or more 
lag is maintained between domestic release in the United States and inter
national releases. The exception is in the ASEAN countries, where piracy is 
a major factor. In these countries, American companies release films early 
to get in before pirates saturate the market. 

Part of the reason for the Time-Warner merger was to both take advan
tage of the booming overseas market for television and film, particularly 
in Europe, and at the same time fend off foreign competition from Sky 
Television in England, Berlusconi in Italy, and West Germany's Bertels
mann A.G. In a 1990S deal, Time Warner also gained the rights to distrib
ute MGM-UA films and control the home video and television rights to the 
valuable United Artists library, very important to Time Warner since it is 
the parent company of the cable networks, HBO and Cinemax. With 
increasing deregulation of broadcasting in Europe and the development of 
large commercial satellite broadcasting, the demand for television pro
gramming, including films, is expected to grow tremendously. For 
instance, Sky Television, under the same conglomerate that bought 20th 
Century Fox Film Corporation in 1985, has launched a four-channel satel
lite network that not only can bypass the technical standards of different 
national video systems but content regulations as well. It is just one of 
many far-reaching changes in satellite broadcasting that will radically 
alter the European scene - to the great concern of many who worry about 
maintaining cultural identities and quality programming. The same thing 
is happening in Asia with STAR, out of Hong Kong, and other large broad
cast satellites such as Palapa in Indonesia. 
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FOREIGN CAPITAL AND AMERICAN FILMS 

In the 1980s foreign markets offered additional sources of investment 
security for the production of American films in the form of advance sales, 
foreign capital, and even foreign subsidies for co-productions. In the late 
1980s foreign banks and investment companies were attracted more and 
more to American films, bypassing investments in their own national film 
industries for American films where profit margins are higher. 

Offshore investors make loans against distribution rights for American 
films in their home countries. They are willing to do this for American 
films since there is a higher probability that an American film will get 
overseas distribution as opposed to European or Asian productions. The 
success of English-language films has even influenced some foreign pro
ducers to make their films in English to take advantage of the large inter
national market for English-language films; a notable example of this was 
Bernardo Bertolucci's The Last Emperor. 

Through the 1980s, the British and Australians were the most aggres
sive in investing in u.s. filmmaking as well as acquiring filmmaking com
panies. An Australian company, News Corporation, now owns 20th Cen
tury Fox, and another Australian company invested in Barris Industries, 
the producer of Batman and Rain Man. However, Japanese investments 
and buy-outs have dominated the industry since 1989, when Sony Corpo
ration bought Columbia Pictures Entertainment for $5 billion. Columbia 
brought with it two film studios, Columbia Pictures and Tri-Star Pictures, 
maker of Bugsy, and the eleven prime-time television shows it was produc
ing at the time of the buy-out. This followed Sony's 1988 purchase of CBS 

Records from CBS Inc. for $2 billion. These acquisitions have given Sony 
the ability to build a total entertainment business that can capitalize on the 
synergy of audio and video hardware and software. 

In 1990 another major Japanese company, Matsushita Electric Indus
trial Company, bought MCA in a $6.13 billion deal. Matsushita is the 
world's largest maker of consumer electronic goods. This means that Mat
sushita and Sony, its arch rival, now control more than a quarter of the 
American movie market. Less spectacular Japanese-Hollywood deals 
include Pioneer Electronic Corporation's purchase of 10 percent of 
Caroleo Pictures (maker of Rambo and Terminator II) and JVC (Japan Vic
tor) investment of $100 million in Largo Entertainment, a company that 
produces action films such as Die Hard and Predator. In the fall of 1991 
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Time Warner deeded a 12.5 percent stake in its cable, HBO, and film busi
ness to Toshiba Corporation and C. Itoh and Co. for $1 billion (Wall 
Street Journal, October 30,1991, AI, 3). Even Disney has entered into lim
ited partnerships with Japanese investors for film financing for its studios 
(Huey 1990). 

With four of the seven big studios owned by foreign companies, the 
pace of foreign acquisition will decrease, but entertainment companies 
will continue to develop new relations within and across national lines for 
greater access to capital, technology, and the rapidly increasing foreign 
markets. 

The old distinction between the companies that produce films and records 
and those that provide a means of distribution, whether a movie theater, a 
videocassette recorder or a television network, are fast disappearing. So too 
is the notion of entertainment as the quintessentially American industry 
(Stevenson, 1990). 

There are several reasons why the Japanese are interested in investing in 
or buying all or part of American film companies. The most obvious is 
that Japan is the second largest box-office market (after the United States) 
and English-language movies account for approximately half of the box 
office in Japan (New York Times, October 31, 1988, CI, 4). The other, 
particularly for a company like Sony, a leader in hardware manufacture, is 
to own and control software. As media demands for programming around 
the world grow, companies that have large film, television, and record 
libraries will reap huge profits. For instance, when Sony bought Columbia 
Pictures, it acquired a library of more than twenty-seven hundred films 
and twenty-three thousand television episodes (Honolulu Star-Bulletin, 
September 27,1989). 

WHY AMERICAN FILMS DOMINATE 

There are economic, cultural, technological, and political forces behind 
American domination of the international film industry. The large U.s. 
domestic market gives the American industry an economic edge in terms 
of economies of scale. The very size of this market attracted capital to the 
American movie industry even before the potential international market 
was recognized. Language is also a factor. There are a number of coun
tries with large movie markets where English is the primary language, 
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including Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand. 
This linguistically defined market can be extended further to include 
countries where sizable proportions of the population speak English, such 
as Western Europe, the Philippines, and India. 

The great cinematic technology and skill that go into making American 
films also account for their worldwide box-office appeal. Large produc
tion budgets generally result in films that are exciting and attractive, or at 
least place them in the "must see" category just because of their special 
effects. How many other national film industries can call on the capital 
and technology necessary to produce spectacular blockbusters like E. T., 
Batman, and Terminator I and II? Whereas prior to the I950S films from 
many countries drew essentially on the same level of cinematic technology 
(at least relatively speaking), big-budget and high-tech filmmaking after 
the war (designed to compete with television) pushed American films into 
screen spectacles that few countries could compete with, particularly 
given the fact that these films are relatively inexpensive to import. The 
profitability of American film companies attracts talent, capital, and 
opportunities to make more films. Film schools thrive in the United 
States, and the industry as a whole is stimulated in its development. 

The success and continuing expansion of the American industry works 
against the development of industries in smaller countries. When locally 
made films barely turn a profit or even lose money, directors, even very 
good ones, tire of scrambling for backers and leave the industry, while 
young talent is not attracted. It becomes cheaper and less risky to simply 
import American films than produce locally. It is not true, as the rhetoric 
of the American trade association claims, that the unfettered importation 
of American films stimulates good local filmmaking. The experience of 
the Japanese film industry certainly contradicts that claim. In I960 Japa
nese films were among the best in the world. There were six major studios 
that produced more than five hundred films. Thirty years later, in I990, 
the major studios produced only fifty-eight films and most of the theaters 
in Japan were showing American imports (The Economist, April 20, I99I, 
92). The producers have decided it is cheaper and safer to buy distribution 
rights for u.s. imports than engage in production. This has had a seriously 
damaging effect on Japanese filmmaking, jeopardizing its future since 
there are so few chances for experienced filmmakers and few incentives 
and opportunities for new talent. 

Language, technology, and economic factors, however, do not totally 
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account for the dominant position of American media products. Unfair 
competition is often cited as a reason for American domination of film 
markets abroad. American film distribution practices are seen as anticom
petitive. The most frequent charge is that American distributors place 
requirements on exhibitors (those that want continued access to profitable 
American films for their theaters) that limit the showing of domestically 
produced films. After European government commissions looked into 
these allegations in several European countries, the European Community 
took legal action against UIP, the distributor for several American film 
companies (Wildman and Siwek 1988, 61). 

The u.s. government has supported the film industry, recognizing films 
as an important source of foreign revenue, an advertiser of American 
goods in general, and an extension of American values worldwide. As 
early as 1926 the government appropriated $15,000 to establish a Motion 
Picture Section of the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce in the 
Department of Commerce (Boonrak 1985). Now faced by a large and 
intractable trade imbalance, the United States is becoming even more pro
tective of industries where it still enjoys a trade advantage. The entertain
ment industry, which includes film, is now the second largest generator of 
export income for the United States, just behind the aircraft industry. 

The u.s. government frequently negotiates with other governments on 
behalf of the u.s. film and video industry. It has threatened the European 
Community with legal action under the intellectual property provisions of 
the 1988 u.s. Trade Act and GATT if quotas are set to encourage European
made television and film programming. The United States charges such 
action amounts to "denial of market access" and is "blatantly discrimina
tory, patently unjustifiable and would almost certainly have a disastrous 
effect on the u.s. industry's substantial European earnings." In response, a 
group of influential European filmmakers at the 1989 Cannes Film Festival 
spoke out in favor of quotas that would require at least 50 percent of air
time be devoted to European television programs and films (Hollywood 
Reporter, May 23,1989, I, 8). 

Of course, the u.s. film industry itself is very protective of its interests 
and defensive about any government's attempts to curtail imports of 
American films. The major interest and lobbying group for the u.s. indus
try is the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA). The MPAA fights 
against all types of quotas, film industry taxes, government subsidies, as 
well as government inaction in fighting piracy. Jack Valenti, the president 
and chief spokesman of MPAA, argues repeatedly and widely that the u.s. 



ASIA AND THE GLOBAL FILM INDUSTRY 127 

entertainment industry depends on free trade, and that it would be 
severely hurt if cut off from foreign markets. For instance, in a 1988 
speech before the Los Angeles World Affairs Council, Valenti said that the 
American film industry, if hampered in its foreign markets, would become 
"a frail and feeble ghost haunting its own history" (Journal of Commerce, 
March 28, 1988, 5A). 

CHALLENGES TO HOLLYWOOD'S GLOBAL DOMINATION 

There are two major threats to u.s. international film revenues: film 
piracy and protectionist policies. Piracy has increased substantially with 
the development and improvement of new technologies of media repro
duction. Lack of protection for intellectual property is seen by the MPAA as 
the foremost problem in overseas markets. The MPAA spends about $20 
million annually in its worldwide fight against piracy, claiming revenue 
losses of about $1.2 billion a year (Huey 1990). 

There are four kinds of copyright infringement problems: unauthorized 
public exhibition, print theft, videocassette piracy, and theft of broadcast 
signals (Wildman and Siwek 1988,102). Piracy in Asia has been a constant 
problem for the American film industry, and particularly in the ASEAN 

countries. Piracy is a sophisticated big business with bootleggers copying 
the latest titles by running twenty-five or more VCRS at one time and then 
packing tapes in packages that are virtually identical to the originals 
(Darlin 1992). 

In Bangkok, pirated tapes are openly sold in large, modern shopping 
malls. For instance, Pretty Woman was selling for $5 before it was offi
cially released for sale. Films copied in Bangkok are shipped to other 
Asian cities. The MPAA has filed a formal trade complaint, calling Thai
land "the worst offender in the Far East." It has been estimated that Amer
ican concerns, not just film companies, lost $61 million in 1989 through 
theft of intellectual property, a considerable increase over the $34 million 
lost in 1984 (Huey 1990; New York Times, November 27,1990, Bl, 2). 

Governments playa smaller role in determining trade flows in film than 
in television. With the exception of completely state-controlled econo
mies, film purchase decisions are primarily determined by economic fac
tors - profits and commercial incentives. However, many governments 
are concerned with nurturing and protecting their national film industries 
from the competition of the u.s.-dominated international film industry. 

Government-imposed nontariff barriers include various quantitative 
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restrictions on film imports, limitations on the repatriation of earnings, 
and taxes on foreign film box-office receipts (Wildman and Siwek 1988, 
2). Quantitative restrictions - quotas - may prescribe a specific number 
of exhibition days for films of local origin or restrict the number of foreign 
films shown each year. While disappearing in many developed countries, 
quotas are common in many Asian countries, including Indonesia, Korea, 
Pakistan, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka. Even with quotas, it is next to 
impossible to keep big-budget films out of a country because of audience 
demand and the financial returns local distributors and theater owners 
derive from such films. 

Some countries, like India, have difficult licensing arrangements for 
foreign films. In other countries, film imports are handled by state-run 
corporations, while others (e.g., Indonesia) require that imported films be 
dubbed into the local language or be printed locally. High film taxes are 
found in India (75 percent of earnings), Pakistan, the Philippines, Singa
pore, and Thailand. In some countries, taxes are directed only at foreign 
films (New Zealand and China). 

Some countries subsidize their film industry in various ways. Admission 
taxes are charged in Sweden, France, and elsewhere that are then chan
neled into national film production. Korea used to require local importers 
of foreign films to subsidize Korean films by making them produce one 
Korean film for every two they imported. Other sources of taxes that sub
sidize local film production include taxes on blank videocassettes, fees on 
television and VCR sets, and taxes on exhibitors of imported films. 

Some governments place restrictions on film earnings from foreign 
films or restrict profits from leaving the country. Dubbing requirements 
exist in some countries. For instance, Canada requires that a French
dubbed version be available within sixty days of any film released in 
English. While in most countries American producers are allowed to set 
up their own distribution arm, in others they are required to use domestic 
distributors. In other countries, government-owned organizations are the 
only channels through which films can be distributed. 

THE ASIAN AND ASEAN MARKETS 

Historically most of the attention of the u.s. film industry has been 
focused on Western markets; but the potential of the Asian market is now 
well recognized. Japan and Canada are the two largest foreign markets. 
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Other important Asian-Pacific markets are Australia, South Korea, Tai
wan, and Singapore. Asia, as the fastest-growing world film market, has 
surpassed Latin America and is second only to Europe (Magnier I99I). 
About $I billion of the $3.5 billion a year in foreign revenue comes from 
Asia. 

Korea has been an interesting example of the power of the American 
film industry. For years Korea did not allow direct distribution of Ameri
can films by American companies; Korean film distributors had a govern
ment-sanctioned hold on the distribution of foreign films in return for 
requirements that they put part of their profits from imports into local 
production. Up to I987 only two dozen foreign movies a year were 
allowed into Korea and then only through the distribution channels of the 
Korean film cartel. 

In I985 the Reagan government made movies a trade issue, threatening 
retaliatory tariffs on Korean videocassette recorders. The Korean govern
ment finally gave in to American demands in I987, allowing direct distri
bution and phasing out most of its protective quotas. The only remaining 
requirement is that theaters screen Korean films I46 days of the year. 
United International Pictures, a major distributor of American films 
around the world, met major resistance from the Korean film industry and 
public protesters worried about losing Korean culture when it distributed 
fifteen Hollywood hits to local theaters. It took several years to get theater 
owners to show American movies, partly because of threats from the 
Korean film industry. In the most graphic incident, snakes were released 
into a couple of theaters to scare audiences away from Fatal Attraction. 
This and other forms of threats made theater owners reluctant to go up 
against the cartel. The profit involved for American companies in gaining 
unfettered access to the Korean market is large; under the old system, the 
right to a movie like Rain Man would be sold for $750,000, while distrib
uting it through United International would produce about $2 million for 
the studio (Asian Wall Street Journal, September 29, I989). Since opening 
its movie market in I988, the Korean industry seems to have become less 
productive, although it is too early to be certain. In I988, Korean movies 
earned 22 percent of the market; in I989, the Korean share dropped to I9 
percent. 

In Southeast Asia, Thailand and Malaysia are expected to become 
major markets for American films. Thailand, however, has a been a prob
lem for the u.s. industry because of widespread piracy and the import 
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duty the government places on imported films. It only pays to send the 
biggest blockbusters to Thailand. Malaysia has strict content rules 
because it is a Moslem country. It also does not have a developed cinema 
infrastructure. Other Asian-Pacific markets that the American industry 
tracks with interest are Hong Kong, the Philippines, India, Singapore, and 
Australia. 

Singapore was once listed by Unesco as the world's leading film-going 
country, averaging about nineteen visits per person to movies each year. 
With the arrival of videocassettes in the late 1970s, movie attendance 
dropped. Half of the eighty cinemas in business ten years ago closed. Chi
nese feature films now come mostly from Hong Kong and Taiwan, Tamil 
and Hindi films from India, and Malay films from Indonesia and Malay
sia (Journal of Commerce, May 25, 1989, 5A). However, attendance was 
up in 1990 with an average of nine movies attended per capita. Upgraded 
theater facilities and the Copyright Act passed in 1987 contributed to the 
rise in attendance figures (Asia-Pacific Broadcasting, April 1991, 30). 

Singapore is trying to attract foreign filmmakers and capital in order to 
establish itself as a film-production center. The Singapore government has 
offered tax holidays and other incentives for foreign filmmaking projects. 
One factor in this development is the expectation that the China-Hong 
Kong unification in 1997 will have adverse effects on the film industry of 
Hong Kong. Also, Taiwan-made films may be banned from Hong Kong 
after 1997 (Hollywood Reporter, May 23,1989, I, 8). 

The Philippines is becoming the "Hollywood of Asia" by offering 
opportunities for foreign film producers to make films in the Philippines. 
Varied locations, professional support crews, equipment, and the pre
dominantly English-speaking people are the main attractions. A major 
factor is the low cost of production. A large crowd scene that cost 
$200,000 in the Philippines might cost $2 million in the United States 
(Asia-Pacific Broadcasting, April 1991, 30). 

Indonesia has been trying to protect its struggling film industry. In 1991 
the Indonesian government accused the United States of interfering in its 
domestic industry. Indonesia's Ministry of Information sets strict quotas, 
restricting the number of imported films to 170 a year, with 80 allocated to 
the United States and European productions and the rest to Asian films. It 
also prohibits u.s. film companies from importing and distributing their 
own films, making them sell films outright to an Indonesian company. 
Perfin, a private Indonesian company with links to the government, has a 
near-monopoly on movie distribution in Indonesia. It owns most leading 
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urban cinemas through the Studio 21 chain, which shows mostly imported 
films. After the u.s. government threatened trade sanctions for govern
ment restrictions on distribution, the Indonesian government allowed 
Hollywood studios to set up offices in Indonesia. Distribution of u.S. films 
would remain in local hands, but foreign studios would get a share of 
local receipts. Indonesian arguments about protecting their national cin
ema industry receive little sympathy from u.s. film interests that see Indo
nesia only as a lucrative film market (Asia-Pacific Broadcasting, April 
1991, 2; Journal of Commerce, July 21, 1991, 5A; Asiaweek, October II, 

1991). 
It is clear that Asia is becoming a major part of the global film industry. 

However, it is not only expansion in films and videos that will be impor
tant. Television and cable broadcasting through new satellite systems is 
greatly expanding the programming options for Asian audiences. This 
offers new opportunities for television and film producers, as well as those 
companies that own large libraries of old films and television programs 
such as Sony. From Hong Kong, STAR cable television is beaming free 
broadcasts, financed by advertising, to thirty-eight countries from Egypt 
to Japan. It has five channels, including an Asianized tie-up with MTV; 
Prime Sports; an all-Mandarin Chinese channel; a news channel featuring 
the BBC'S World Service Television; and a family entertainment channel. 
Shows on the Mandarin channel will come from Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
Singapore, Malaysia, China, and Indonesia. AsiaSat I is owned by a Hong 
Kong conglomerate, Hutchison. STAR, leasing ten of AsiaSat's twenty-four 
transponders for STAR (Satellite Television Asian Region), will compete 
with CNN and ESPN, which plan to broadcast via Indonesia's Palapa satel
lite. In 1994 a new commercial satellite with a larger north-south foot
print than either AsiaSat or Palapa will be launched by u.s.-owned 
Unicorn. With satellite dishes proliferating throughout Asia, countries 
will find it even more difficult to control the content of what is offered 
their populations. It is still uncertain whether the new technologies of sat
ellite broadcasting that offer more outlets and opportunities to reach 
larger but dispersed audiences will have an adverse or beneficial effect on 
the film industries of Asia. 

CONCLUSION 

The global film industry is very clearly in a state of major transformation 
due to a combination of factors - new technology, shifting centers of cap-
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ital, and expanding film, television, and video markets throughout the 
world. These are reshaping the practices of film production, the way audi
ences view them, and their content and meanings. 

The technology of filmmaking, the dynamics of American-driven capi
talism, and the Hollywood norms of filmmaking have shaped the prac
tices of film production and the consumption of films by people in Asia. 
Now new political, economic, and cultural forces - national, regional, 
and international - will recast the direction of filmmaking in Asia as well 
as in the United States itself. There have always been tensions between the 
creative art of movie making and the profit-driven organizations within 
which movies are made. These tensions will no doubt be intensified as the 
capital for making films and the people who make them come from differ
ent cultures, and as satellite technologies and the large, diverse audiences 
they make possible shape the demand for film, television, and video prod
ucts. Whether or not these changes will impede or enhance the develop
ment of viable national film industries in the ASEAN countries, as well as in 
other Asian countries, is still to be seen. 

Elizabeth B. Buck is a research associate in the Institute of Culture and Communi
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Book Reviews 

Stephen Prince. The Warrior's 
Camera: The Cinema of Akira 
Kurosawa. Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1991. 
344 pages, illustrations. Cloth 
$39·95; paper $I4·95· 

Akira Kurosawa is often considered the 
best-known Japanese director in the 
West, yet there are few analytical 
works in English on this master of the 
Japanese cinema. Donald Richie's im
portant The Films of Akira Kurosawa 
(1984) is notable for its discussion of 
production details of individual films, 
but general analysis of the director's 
oeuvre is limited to an opening and 
closing chapter. David Desser's The 
Samurai Films of Akira Kurosawa 
(1983) examines a discrete group of the 
director's films. With Stephen Prince's 
The Warrior's Camera: The Cinema of 
Akira Kurosawa, the projects and ten
sions that underlie Kurosawa's cine
matic vision as a whole are explored in 
depth, and with considerable sensitiv
ity to nuance. 

In his introduction, Prince, assistant 
professor of communications studies at 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 
University, defines his task as provid
ing "an appreciation of the organic 
nature" of the tensions between pre
modern and modern values, Eastern 
and Western traditions, and stylisti
cally dynamic and quiet moments in 
the entire body of Kurosawa's films (p. 
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xvii). Stressing Kurosawa's ideological 
commitments (influenced by post
World War II upheaval and renewal in 
Japan) and his search for a way to 
present both a political and a popular 
cinema, Prince points out the problem
atic aspects of that search. Like Richie, 
Prince examines Kurosawa's films on 
both the visual and narrative levels, but 
Prince groups Kurosawa's films along 
thematic lines rather than following a 
strict chronological order. 

Describing his book as a "labor of 
love" (p. xxi), Prince casts a fairly wide 
net to link Kurosawa's vision to socio
cultural and historical trends, both in 
premodern and modern Japan. He cites 
an impressive list of scholars who write 
in English about Japan: Carmen Black
er, John Whitney Hall, Howard S. 
Hibbett, Takie Sugiyama Lebra, Chie 
Nakane, Donald Keene, among others. 
This contextual approach to Japanese 
cinema is definitely a welcome one, 
although there is a notable absence of 
Japanese sources, except for works 
published in translation. A film scholar 
and not a Japanologist by training, 
Prince explores Kurosawa's work 
through such diverse avenues as Zen 
Buddhist and Taoist thought, psycho
logical theory (issues of amaeru), soci
ological critique (the "interactionist" 
mode, on/giri distinctions), Brechtian 
analysis, analogies to Cubism, and his
torical analysis (drawing on Ivan Mor
ris's "nobility of failure" theory and so 
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forth). The scope of these discussions is 
admirable, yet at times they border on 
the overly general. More striking than 
these brief forays into other fields is 
Prince's formalistic analysis of Kurosa
wa's work, from the standpoint of film 
studies, as "a cinema of profound sen
sual pleasure, through which a consist
ently critical portrait of the social order 
is communicated" (pp. 36-37). 

The organization of the material in 
The Warrior's Camera is carefully con
ceived. Chapter one outlines the main 
theoretical approaches that will be tak
en and summarizes past film criticism 
on the director. Early films (up to They 
Who Tread on the Tiger's Tail [Tora 
no 0 0 fumu otokotachi, 1945]) are dis
cussed in chapter two, especially in 
terms of the development of a unique 
cinematic style in which the viewer is 
disoriented and then reoriented by Ku
rosawa's camerawork. Chapter three 
concentrates on the immediate postwar 
films (up to Ikiru, 1952), which are seen 
by Prince as examples of the "heroic 
mode" featuring one exemplary indi
vidual. These films are discussed as 
examples of Kurosawa's sense of ur
gency regarding the reconstruction of 
Japanese society after the war. 

Strict chronological examination is 
broken in chapter four, which looks at 
Kurosawa's literary adaptations from 
1952 to 1957. Prince sees these adapta
tions and translations as transitional 
between the earlier heroic mode and 
the pessimistic mode that will follow. 
He examines the way these films are 
used by Kurosawa to explore alterna
tives in narrative and visual configura
tion. Of particular interest in this chap
ter is the discussion of Dostoevsky's 
influence on Kurosawa, which Prince 
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defines as a fellow feeling of "historical 
dislocations" (p. 138) and as a search 
for personal and societal salvation. 

The organizing thread for chapter 
five is the new scale of the heroic mode, 
applied to larger social problems than 
those previously tackled by the direc
tor. Films like Record of a Living Being 
(Ikimono no kiroku, 1955), The Bad 
Sleep Well (Warui yatsu hodo yoku 
nemuru, 1960), and High and Low 
(Tengoku to jigoku, 1963) represent 
transformations of the heroic mode 
which transcend the strong, central 
individual found in films like Stray Dog 
(Norainu, 1949) or No Regrets for Our 
Youth (Waga seishun ni kui nashi, 
1946) discussed in chapter three. 

To many Western viewers, Kuro
sawa is primarily known for his dy
namic jidaigeki (historical dramas). 
Prince also seems to reserve special 
regard for these films, evidenced in his 
discussion in chapter six of the direc
tor's use of "transfigured past" (p. 155) 
to examine contemporary Japan 
through such well-known films as 
Seven Samurai (Shichinin no samurai, 
1954) and Yojimbo (1961). Red Beard 
(Akahige, 1965), which concludes this 
chapter, is considered by Prince a natu
ral extension of a growing tendency of 
the director to contemplate the world 
from a distance, to focus on the psyche 
and on metaphysical evils. Then again, 
is not Red Beard's involvement with his 
world one of immediacy, not with
drawal, of participation, not of a divi
sion of the world into an inner stasis 
and an outer sphere of violence, as 
Prince claims (pp. 236-249)? 

The concluding chapter focuses on 
Kurosawa's later works, from Dodes
kaden (1970) to Ran (1985), with cur-



sory mention of Dreams (Yume, 1990), 
which had not yet been released in the 
United States when the book was going 
to press. (An essay by Prince is includ
ed in a special issue of Post Script 
devoted to Japanese cinema.) Prince is 
particularly concerned with the rela
tionship of Kurosawa's last five films, 
produced over a twenty-year period 
(1970-1990), to his earlier twenty-three 
films produced between 1943 and 1965. 
He stresses the ever-encroaching sense 
of darkness and powerlessness that 
seems to overcome Kurosawa's heroes 
in these later films. Not content with a 
simple dismissal of these films as "fail
ures," Prince reminds the reader that a 
closer examination of the nature of this 
failure can help us understand the "lim
itations of a particular kind of political 
filmmaking and, more generally, the 
dilemma of the artist who seeks to use 
art to make history" (p. 31). 

The Warrior's Camera is to be 
praised for the way it refutes the sim
plistic "most Western director" reputa
tion with which Kurosawa is frequent
ly constrained, and for the care it takes 
to identify sources for the tensions 
inherent in the films under discussion. 
Specifically, Prince cites "the threat 
posed by time and history to [Kurosa
wa's] cinematic project" (p. xxi) and 
the tension between an "impulse to
ward individual autonomy and a coun
tervailing recognition of the obliga
tions of the interactionist self" (p. 52). 

The grouping of two or three films 
per chapter allows for an analysis of 
individual films while still stressing 
connecting motifs, but the movement 
from the basically chronological treat
ment of the early films to the more the
matic grouping of the "middle period" 
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films in chapters four through six ap
pears awkward at times. A filmogra
phy at the end of the text reminds the 
reader of the actual production order. 
In certain places, general statements 
about the entire body of Kurosawa's 
work embedded in discussions of spe
cific films appear contradictory to ear
lier arguments. These kinds of small 
organizational irregularities are to be 
expected in a one-volume analysis of 
such a large number of films. 

Prince mentions that Kurosawa can 
be viewed as a precursor to the Japa
nese New Wave of the 1960s and early 
1970S in terms of the director's "investi
gation of culture as a dialectic field" (p. 
202). A more complete analysis of this 
tenuous relationship between Kuro
sawa and the directors who "followed" 
him, and of Kurosawa's "male-centered 
vision" and relative lack of attention to 
female characters in his films (pp. 77-
78), would have been welcome. Prince 
concludes that the shift in film practice 
in the late 1960s had the effect of leav
ing Kurosawa behind, attached to an 
ambiguous commitment to a human
ism and heroism tempered by samurai 
codes. He reminds us, with what seems 
to be a note of regret, that this great 
director, who considered cinema a call
ing and who viewed his films as a 
positive force of intervention in an 
increasingly disturbing world, has un
dermined his effectiveness by refusing 
to examine his own film practices as 
relentlessly as he has exposed societal 
ills. As Audie Bock stated in a paper 
presented at a recent symposium on 
Kurosawa in Honolulu: "The great 
moralist has abdicated his moral su
premacy by becoming a message film
maker." 
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Prince's sympathetic, yet pene
trating, investigation of Kurosawa's 
oeuvre, as individual films and as a life 
project, makes A Warrior's Camera an 
essential addition to the growing col
lection of books on Japanese cinema. 

LINDA C. EHRLICH 

University of Tennessee, Knoxville 

Jim Pines and Paul Willemen, edi
tors. Questions of Third Cinema. 
London: British Film Institute, 
1989. Distributed by Indiana Uni
versity Press. 246 pages. $29.95 
hardcover; $12.95 softcover. 

This collection of essays grew out of a 
film symposium held in conjunction 
with the Edinburgh International Film 
Festival. At the heart of this sympo
sium, and clearly informing the sub
stance of these papers, were questions 
such as the relevance of the concept of 
Third Cinema for contemporary film
makers and video practitioners, ways 
of theorizing this concept more effec
tively, and the yet unclear relationship 
that exists between Third Cinema and 
the cinema of diasporic subjects living 
in the metropolises of New York, Lon
don, and Paris. Teshome H. Gabriel, 
who more than anyone else has been 
responsible for the dissemination of the 
contested concept of Third Cinema, 
was among the participants at the sym
posium. 

This volume consists of sixteen es
says, most of which are extremely 
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thought-provoking and well-argued. 
They deal with such interesting issues 
as Third Cinema and popular memory, 
Black cinema in the post-aesthetic era, 
the commitment to theory, questions of 
otherness and difference, subjectivity 
and history, African cinema and the 
ways in which it illustrates solidarity 
and difference, and Black independents 
and Third Cinema. As Jim Pines says, 
"The idea of Third Cinema provided a 
useful (if somewhat tentative) way of 
framing a range of questions around 
the various forms of oppositional cul
tural production" (p. vii). The papers 
gathered in this volume all exemplify 
admirably the profitability of propos
ing a radical critique of the current 
European and American approaches to 
popular culture by pointing out the sig
nificance and relevance of the notion of 
Third Cinema. 

Almost all the essays in this volume 
deal with important aspects of this 
question. Although one can argue with 
the way some of the critical issues have 
been enframed and the critical artillery 
brought to bear on the discussions, it 
must be said that these essays repay 
very close attention indeed. 

In my judgment, one of the most sig
nificant essays contained in this volume 
is the one by Paul Willemen, "The 
Third Cinema Question: Notes and 
Reflections." As with his earlier writing 
on melodrama, Willemen has dis
played a wholly persuasive critical acu
men in constructing his argument. It is 
his view that the concept of Third Cin
ema furnishes us with a particularly 
useful way of reposing the question of 
the relationship between the political 
and the cultural and examining the 
nature of the current international tra-



dition of cinema, which surpasses the 
limits of national-industrial cinema 
and the European and American theor
izations of culture. 

Commenting on the works of Nel
son Pereira dos Santos, Ousmene Sem
bene, and Ritwik Ghatak, Willemen 
points out that they refused to counter
pose a simplistic concept of national 
identity or cultural authenticity to the 
"values of colonial and imperialist 
predators." Instead, they made their 
point of departure a recognition of the 
multilayeredness of their cultural and 
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historical formations and how they 
were shaped by intranational as well as 
international influences. He feels that 
these filmmakers inhabit a culture that 
is "neither myopically national nor eva
sively cosmopolitan" (p. 4). 

Questions of Third Cinema can be 
strongly recommended as a collection 
of essays that should prove to be of 
great value to serious students of cin
ema and popular culture. 

WIMAL DISSANAYAKE 

East-West Center 
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