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The last few years has seen the emergence of a
broad based Black Independent Film sector com-
prising of the independent broadcast companies;
franchised Black Film and Video workshops and
independent film makers, all engaged in indep-
endent production. In London the development
of this sector has been supported primarily by the
Greater London Councils Ethnic Arts Sub Com-
mittee and more recently Channel 4. The Ethnic
Arts Sub Committee through its policy of direct
grant aid has helped to establish an infrastructure
for black film production and training. The in-
vestment of large amounts of capital have en-
abled the Black Film and Video workshops to
acquire major items of film equipment and in
some cases premises. Through regular revenue
grants the workshops have been able to appoint
full-time workers, thus gaining franchised status,
and to develop long term artistic programmes
embracing education, training and production
goals.

The regular organisation of exhibition prog-
rammes beginning with the first Black Film Fest-
ival in 1982 followed by, Third Eye ’83 and Anti
Racist Film Programme in 1984/1985 have pro-
vided important meeting places for Black and
Third World Film-makers. The critical discus-
sions generated at these events have helped to
inform black film aesthetic.

This publications is a documentation of two very
significant forums initiated and sponsored by the
Greater London Council’s Race Equality Unit.
The first was the 5 day symposium held in Octo-
ber 1983 as part of Third Eye, Festival of Third
World Cinema which provided a unique opport-
unity for the cross fertilization of ideas and laid
the foundations for cooperation between Third
World film-makers and those living in the metro-
politan centres. The second forum focused on
the issues concerning the emerging Black Film
and Video Sector in Britain at a conference entitl-
¢d Black Film Sector: Which Way Forward. The
publication is a record of the ongoing debate on
defining film aesthetic and practical solutions to
problems of finance, training, distribution, exhi-
bition and promotion of Black and Third World
Cinema.

The idea for a festival of Third World Cinema
grew largely out of the success of the first Black
Film Festival held in February 1982 which feat-

ured films by Black American and Black British
Independent Film-makers. One of the most not-
able achievements of that festival was the mass
support it received from the black community,
which had been starved of anti racist images of
themselves on the screens.

Third Eye: London’s Festival of Third World
Cinema was the first festival of its kind to be held
in London. The festival brought together a num-
ber of new elements which taken as a whole made
it unique. To begin with, there have been festi-
vals of Latin American, African, African or
Asian films, but Third Eye provided the first
occasion where a wide range of Third World
films could be seen, together with films by black
American and Third World immigrants in
Europe. Third Eye also brought together film-
makers from a range of Third World countries
for discussion and analysis, of common concerns
and issues. Furthermore, unlike other major fest-
ivals, Third Eye was not aimed exclusively at the
traditional consumers of arts festivals. Films
were screened in three venues, one centrally
located and two community based, thus making
the festival accessible to black people living in
London. Finally, the whole festival was planned
and executed by black people outside of the
established film festival circuit.

The aim of Third Eye was to organise a showcase
of Third World Cinema and to move towards the
creation of a permanent forum for Third World
Film-makers. The objectives of the Third Eye:
London’s Festival of Third World Cinema were
as follows:-

(a) To build on the audience so clearly establish-
ed at the Black Film Festival by presenting the
works of Black Independent Film-makers liv-
ing in this country and Third World Film-
makers from Africa, Asia, Latin America,
North America and the Caribbean in a festival
context.

(b)to inform and entertain as large an audience as
possible about the emerging Third World
Cinema;

(c) to provide a platform for Third World Film-
makers whose work reflects the cultural, polit-
ical and economic struggles of those coun-
tries;

(d)to provide a new stimulus and impetus to
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Black Film-makers here struggling to esta-
blish an independent film industry and cul-
ture;

(e) to provide an opportunity for a dialogue to
emerge between Black Film-makers here
from the Third World;

(f) to move towards a more critical understand-
ing of Third World Cinema.

Third Eye Symposium

The central and the most successful aspects of
Third Eye was the 5 day symposium held in the
presence of film-makers, film students, critics,
buyers, distributors and film activists. The
single most important objective of the sympo-
sium was to move towards a critical understand-
ing of Third World Cinema as defined by Third
World Film-makers. Papers presented by lead-
ing Third World Film-makers like Miguel
Litten (Chile) Haile Gerima (Ethiopia) Josse
Masship (Cuba) Shyam Benegel (India), Bill
Gunn (USA), Monona Wali (USA) and Gaston
Kabore (Africa) to focus discussion and debate
on common issues such as politics of cinema,
censorship, representation of women and the
practical problems of production, distribution
finance and training.

The discussion which caused the most contro-
versy was around the representation and parti-
cipation of Black and Third World Women in
Cinema. It became apparent that while Third
World Film-makers shared many concerns, they
still had a long way to go in understanding the
needs and struggles of women film-makers.
Nevertheless, an important dialogue was started
which demanded the acknowledgement of a cin-
ema concerned with Third World feminist pers-
pectives. Third World male film-makers were
called upon to actively facilitate women to take
control of the process of training, distribution
and exhibition of films.

The papers presented during the symposium
provided an important document of the thoughts
and ideas of contemporary Third World Film-
makers. One of the most interesting and central
outcomes of the symposium was the declaration
calling for the establishment of a permanent
structure through which Third World film-
makers could provide moral, financial, political
and critical support. It was agreed that until such
unity was achieved Third World films and film-
makers will continue to be exploited and select-
ively exposed as chosen by the white opinion
makers. Third World Film-makers must unite
and form an organisation which will serve their
interests throughout the year and not just at fest-
ivals. Third Eye: London’s Festival of Third
World Cinema provided the base from which
work towards the establishment of permanent
forum could take place.

As a follow-up to the Third Eye Film Festival, a
major Anti-Racist Film programme was organis-
ed by the GLC with the objective of building a
community audience. The programme was pre-
sented over five months with screenings at
schools, libraries, youth and community centres
and community cinemas.

Third Eye Film Festival was not only successful
in generating a dialogue amongst Black and
Third World Film-makers, but also helped to
define policy for the development of an Indepen-
dent Black Film Sector. It was immediately fol-
lowing this impressive showcase of Third World
Cinema that the GLC’s Ethnic Arts Sub-Com-
mittee adopted a policy paper entitled ‘Black
Film Policy’ which set out priorities for funding
film productions, establishing Black, Film and
Video Workshops, initiating the feasibility of
setting up a black film and video distribution
network. Black Film and Video Workshops like
Sankofa, Black Audio Collective, Ceddo, Star
Productions, and Retake, have all emerged over
the last few years. As the direct result of the GL.C
funding, they control resources in the form of
cameras, video equipment, editing tables, projec-
tors and are engaged in production in the context
of broader training and education programmes.

The policy to fund film and video production has
helped to ensure that a number of films have been
made, many of which have achieved national
broadcasting and international exhibition. Majd-
har the first feature film to be made by a black
workshop; Nelson Mandela, videogram by
Lionel N’Gakane; film about internationally
renounced Guyanese painter Aubrey Williams
by Imruh Caesar; Third Eye, Film Festival, by
Kuumba; On Duty by On Duty Productions;
Different Desires by Black Audio Film Collec-
tive —are just some of the films which have been
funded by the Ethnic Arts Sub-Committee com-
pletely or jointly with Ch. 4 and other arts fund-
ing institutions.

A body of films produced and directed by Black
film-makers has begun to emerge, reflecting the
historical and contemporary Black Experience in
Britain. It is now possible to begin a process of
critical assessment and move towards defining a
black film aesthetic. As work in this area pro-
gresses it is important to recognise and document
the struggles and achievements in the creation of
a vibrant black film culture. The proceeding of
these two significant forums marks an impottant
step in that direction.

Parminder Vir

Head of Race Equality Unit K
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Gaston Kabore and June Givanni (Festival Coordinator)

Oyekunle (Nigeria), Bill Gunn (USA) and Clyde Taylor (USA).

Paf‘rn,',7

Third Eye Symposium Participants (lef 0 right): Shyam Bcncga? India

%g\J\ & E TH /V

use uﬂp
"GLE™

1986

3 /\\\—\’JY)Kl

1981

com

Working for London

rchive.parmindervir



Mike Phillips

When we started to organise this festival, it was
inthe context ofthe development ofavacuum cul-
ture in Britain and of the struggle for self-real-
isation of the black communities living here. This
is meshed with our need to identify with the
themes, interests and struggles of film-makers
working in the countries where most of us have
our origins. A lot of things have happened since
that beginning, which have both exposed and
confirmed the importance of our struggle, and
warned us that we must pursue it with the utmost
vigour.

When the US Army went into Grenada, it was
simply continuing its tradition of imposing its
imperialist will on peoples all over the world. It
was not unusual to see television pictures of
people crouching on the ground at the point of a
US rifle. It is a very powerful and significant
sign of the rising potential of images on film that
the very medium which the US military’s propa-
ganda machine has stage-managed and forced on
everyone should be the provider of this imme-
diate and lasting image. The picture of an
unarmed and lightly-clad Grenadan on the
ground with US marines pointing rifles at his
head is an image which tells you in spite of the
secrecy, exactly what is going on and what is
meant by liberation Reagan-style. That is some-

thing our keynote speaker, Miguel Littin, will
describe in a way that only a close neighbour of
the USA can, but it is also important to note that
the invasion of Grenada is 3 dress rehearsal for
Nicaragua, for Cuba, for any country in that
region that dares to assert its own freedom. Sub-
version, invasion and imposition of a puppet
government is the pattern that Reagan hopes
will turn into a well-oiled machine to flatten
democracy in the region.

That determination will be matched by the
determination of people who are bent on keeping
their freedom, on deciding their own futures.
We can forward the struggle not just with verbal
indignation and sympathy but as an organised
force. In Britain as in the USA, force abroad is
matched by repression at home, and we are invol-
ved in fighting the same forces which act upon our
comrades in other countries. This fight entered a
new stage yesterday when a task force was esta-
blished to make sure that this festival becomes a
springboard for exchange, co-operation and sup-
port between us and comrades in other countries.
Our aim, our hope, our intention is that a lasting
and concrete development will come out of this
festival. That is a responsibility which, with the
help of other comrades, we accept. ll
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Keynote Speech: Carlos Carrasco and Miguel Littin (Keynore speaker)

Jose Massip (Cuba) and Salman Peerzada (Pakistan).
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Keynote Speech

Miguel Littin

Iam very glad to be here and to be able to discuss
some of the problems of film-making. I hope that
this will lead to practical improvements in a very
short time, because our need to express the
truths of our cultures and the duty we owe our
peoples and our history demand that there
should be changes.

Some days ago in Madeira, Portugal, a hundred
and sixty film-makers from all over the world
passed the following resolution. They noted that
world cinema — production, distribution and ex-
hibition—is dominated by the multi-national
companies, so that economic structures deter-
mine the cultural and artistic character of both
international and indigenous cinema. The im-
position of a single pattern on all cinematogra-
phies rots the communication code, vandalises
the language, creates a bland uniformity, alien-
ating the spectator. This domination is self-per-
petuating and is further supported by the bur-
caucratic obstacles, censorship and indeed
dictatorship that independent film-makers face
from the governments of their own countries.
The Conference therefore declared that all
peoples have a right to their own cinematogra-
phic expression which will truly represent them-
selves and the world around them, to create their
own achievements in cinema and to reach their
audience without hindrance. They announced
their support for measures to guarantee the right
of expression to minorities. They called for in-
ternational agreements to respect the identities
of national cultures, to safeguard the right to
freedom of speech and expression. This agree-
ment is significant because it is the first time that
such a resolution has been passed by an interna-
tional assembly of film-makers.

We have to admit, I believe, that the under-
developed countries have arrived too late on the
contemporary scene. Too late for the industrial
revolution, too late for technology; in the time
that is coming, it seems as if we must always be
dependent, and this situation must be recognis-
ed in'our approach to our creative work. We are
of backward societies, in which our expression is
of a limited point of view. We are reminders of
civilisations which were destroyed or semi-des-
troyed, stumps which remain to accuse that
humanity which was unable to see and to under-
stand all points of view. In destroying the great

civilisations of Africa and America, man amputa-
ted his capacity to see beyond himself; lost his op-
portunity to chart that beyond. When our civilisa-
tion was destroyed by blood and fire, man took
away from himself the possibility of being dif-
ferent, of being other than he is. Today, the tech-
nological society which oppresses national cul-
tural expression in Africa, Asia and Latin
America not only commits cultural genocide, it
takes away from human development one of the
sources of knowledge and growth. The right be-
longs to both sides; to the film world to express
itself and to the human race to know that
expression.

The problem of film-makers in Latin America is
that we discovered too late that cinema is an in-
dustrial art. We were filled with the need to
express ourselves, but through a medium totally
alienated and technologically dependent. How
could we do this under the economic restrictions
imposed by distributors and exhibitors who,
day, day our, are trying to encompass the end of
indigenous cinematic expression? Every film-
maker needs the fundamental security of free
access to his market, that is, the public; at
present this is denied to our people because our
markets are absolutely dominated by foreign
films distributed by the multi-national
companies. This situation frustrates the possi-
bilities of national expression and development.
There is no future in merely waiting to be
allowed to reach the audience; the cinema itself
is the best instrument of liberation. It can reveal
our present reality, the search for our history and
the unchanging values of our culture.

To record these things for our cinema screens
does not mean that we are denying the possibil-
ity of exhibition to cinema of other cultures. On
the contrary, we are trying to increase the oppor-
tunities for our people to see international
cinema. Our audiences should see Indian cin-
ema, should see African cinema; they have a
right to see the cinema of the minorities and
majorities of America, to see the independent
cinema of Great Britain. But what we need to do,
and are trying to do, is to establish an undeniable
basis of freedom to ensure that all the film indus-

tries at present denied exhibition can be shown -

in cinema and on television. It is important to

. create a basis for alternative distribution. We
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must unite all agencies which are willing to pro-
tect their cultural integrity, from states to uni-
versities, from producers to exhibitors.

It is impossible to understand the development
of our cinema without understanding the condi-
tions under which it operates. There is an urgent
need to create an interchange between the film
industri€s and the third world, to establish con-
tacts based on very concrete agreements, to set
up links through co-productions which will help
us to confront the technical and artistic prob-
lems. It is true that this is a very difficult task
that requires a great deal of time and effort and
work, and I cannot deny that some of the
problems are created by the policies of the
national governments. Nonetheless, it is impor-
tant that we should advance, leaving no possible
way unexplored, taking advantage of every
resource.

There are very few countries in the third world
today which give any legal protection to inde-
pendent cinema, but we should take advantage
of those which are available and at the same time
try to promote legislation elsewhere to allow a
real existence to our cinema. We cannot take the
easy way out and say that the problems of cinema
will be solved by the revolution. It is the task of
cinema to create the consciousness which
preceeds revolution. We should try every
possible expedient to reach the audience, to
liberate the art and nationalise the industry.

Artistic and thematic independence is bound up
with economic independence. It is no secret that
under-developed countries do not have the tech-
nology necessary; our equipment is limited and
poor, often outdated. Our laboratories are defi-
cient, and most of our materials, cameras and

recorders; 1t all means dollars. I know that
situation in Latin America today is one of cr
her economies are being destroyed. When tl
is no money to buy food, obviously there i
money to buy technology to make films. |
only chance of redressing the balance in
future lies with the audience.

At the moment Latin America contribute
good deal to the financing of Hollywood. -
multi-national film companies succeed in tal
thousands of millions of dollars every year ou
Latin America; if the indigenous film indust
could have only 20% or 30% of those profits t
could become one of the strongest and most
fluential film movements, That is why i
essential to liberate our screens, to ctreat
common market for the Latin American cine
for Spanish and Portugese-speaking cinema
be able to offer the concrete certainty of exh
tion, on the large screen and the televis:
There is no need to educate our film-malkers ¢
what they should be saying; the political, a
tic, cultural or social themes are all under t
noses in the reality of our daily life., What t
need is cameras, recorders, laboratories a
above all, access to the public, to the people
whom our cinema must be developed.

The future of third world cinema has been §
as belonging to a new race of lonely young
who will go on filming, investing to their

penny, but without letting themselves

trapped in the material routine of their skil
profession. This is a potent image in our cot
ries; a camera in hand and an idea in the head
Unfortunately this vision is as yet unrealised,
lack of access to the technology required.

must assume control of this technology, otl
wise we run the risk of disappearing altoget!
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N. V. K. Murthy

Indian Cinema is as old as world cinema. Almost
immediately after it was invented in Europe, rep-
resentatives of the Lumiere brothers, among the
pioneers in this field, showed the first film-strip
in Bombay, in 1896. The moving picture on the
screen was something entirely new to the exper-
sence of man, so it is no wonder that it cast a
magical spell on the viewer. The father of Indian
cinema, Dadasaheb Phalke, was fascinated by a
film made on the life of Jesus. He planned to make
asimilar film on the most popular and most play-
ful of the Indian Gods, Lord Krishna. The first
film that he made, however, was on Raja Harish-
chandra, Mythology has always been the staple of
all the performing arts, so it was no wonder that
the early film-makers fell back on mythological
stories for their subject matter.

One has to remember that this was a period of
great social and political ferment in the country.
With the emergence of Gandhi on the scene in
the 1920s, the freedom movement took on a new
dimension. It was a broad-based movement for
social, political and economic change. Freedom
fighters mounted a fight against the social evils
that had crept into Indian society. The strict
political censorship inhibited direct dealing with
political problems in films, but there were many
social abuses which could be openly criticised.
This, indeed, was what many of the film-makers
did.

The advent of sound in the 1930s added one
more dimension to the potential of the film and
film-makers took full advantage of this. Bombay
and Calcutta became centres of the Indian
cinema, as did Poona and Kolhapur. One can
recall some notable films made on contemporary
social problems by New Theatres in Calcutta,
Bombay Talkies in Bombay and Prabhat Studios
in Poona. In the early days, film-making was
organised as an activity undertaken by the
several studios that had sprung up. These
studios were self-sufficient in all res-
pects —studio space, equipment, laboratories,
technicians and artists. The technicians and art-
15ts were on the pay-rolls of the studios.

The Second World War, however, brought in
far-reaching changes in India. The railway and
telegraph networks, built mainly to sustain the
imperial system, brought many social and

Changiilg Face of Indian Cinema

economic changes in their wake. The war effort
became the major pre-occupation of the Govern-
ment. Vast resources, both human and material,
were needed for the war machine. A new flour-
ishing profession was born —that of the war con-
tractors. These middlemen amassed great
fortunes and were, naturally, looking for invest-
ments which would give them sizeable and quick
profits. Let us see how this affected Indian
cinema.

British rule in India, among other things, led to
the ruin of the village economy. This in turn
adversely affected the folk arts, since an
impoverished people had neither the money nor
the energy to sustain them. But the need for
inexpensive entertainment was still there and
cinema seemed to fill the bill. Many of the early
films did provide entertainment, but it was not
the same kind of entertainment that one asso-
ciates with the present day formula film. In
1948, one of the pioneers of the South Indian
film industry, the late S. S. Vasan, made a film
called Chandralekha. It has a spectacular drum-
dance sequence which took Indian cinema by
storm. The spectacle in cinema had been born.
While the earlier films were all made on modest
budgets which were within the means of the
studios, spectacles like Chandralekha needed
vast sums of money to produce. A new entity,
the film financier, entered the field and was soon
in the driver’s seat. The artistic workers were
pushed to the background. The financier was
naturally anxious to safeguard his investment and
wanted the film-maker to evolve reliable tech-
niques which would guarantee returns. This
brought about the birth of the box-office formula
film which depends on the lowest common den-
ominator of public taste. The constant compet-
ition between the box-office film-makers led to a
systematic lowering of this common denom-
inator.

During this period, however, there were other
developments also. The film society movement
was started in cities like Bombay and Calcutta,
which exposed sensitive minds to what was
being done in the fields of cinema elsewhere in
the world. These film-society enthusiasts were
able to see a small number of foreign films which
came to the country through the various embas-
sies established after India became free. In 1955,
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Satyajit Ray in Bengal made his first film Pather
Panchali, which attracted world-wide interest.
This was completely at variance with the box-
office formula film. At first, the commercial
film-makers did not take any notice of this new
phenomenon, but soon other film-makers, like
Mrinal Sen and Ritwik Ghatak emerged. Similar
films were made in other states, such as Kerala.

The Film Enquiry Committee appointed by the
Government of India under the Chairmanship
of S. K. Patil came up with some recommend-
ations which had far-reaching implications. Two
of the most significant recommendations were
the setting up of the Film Finance Corporation
to provide institutional finance for talented film-
makers at reasonable rates of interest, and the
establishment of the Film Institute of India, to
provide systematic training for film-makers.
Both these institutions were born in 1960. The
National Film Archives of India were also esta-
blished along with the Institute, though these
have since then become a separate department
under Administration and Broadcasting. Slowly
but surely, all these made an impact on Indian
cinema.

The Film Finance Corporation at first limited
itself to financing films with modest budgets at
reasonable rates of interest, some of which won
awards both in India and abroad. But by and
large these were not box-office successes; in fact,
many of them could not even be released, as the
Film Finance Corporation did not have any
exhibition outlets of its own, and as a result the
loans often could not be repaid. In the mid-
seventies, therefore, some funds were devoted to
the building of independent theatres for the
exhibition of FFC-financed films, and in 1979
the National Film Development Corporation
was formed by the amalgamation of the FFC
with the Indian Motion Picture Export
Corporation, which not only handled the export
of Indian films but also had negotiated a foothold
in the import and distribution of foreign films. A
couple of years later, the directorate of film
festivals, then a government department, was
also made a part of this body.

It is hoped that an improvement in the quality of
Indian cinema will result from these innova-
tions, but it must be remembered that the vast
majority of Indian cinema is privately financed.
Film-making is not recognised as an industry
and it is therefore very difficult to get finance
from such bodies as banks. The production of
films is a form of speculation rather than an
industry. Only ten or fifteen per cent of films
earn their money back; only about two per cent
do outstandingly well at the box office. Over
fifty per cent are complete flops. Moreover,
there is a very high entertainment tax levied by
the government which makes it essential that a
film-maker should appeal to the maximum
number of people and fill the theatre at every
showing. This accounts for the poor taste and
lack of artistic merit of the average film.

The Film and Television Institute of India, also
set up by recommendation of the Film Enquiry
Committee, had the task of providing trained
personnel who would be suitable for the needs of
Indian cinema. The curriculum at the Institute
included exposure to the films, both foreign and
Indian, being acquired by the National Film
Archives, and reflected the changing attitudes to
cinema in the world at large, with increasing
emphasis on 16mm films, short films and low-
budget productions. (A low-budget production
might cost on average $150,000, whereas the
average commercial film in Hindi would cost
about $600,000.) The large number of alumni of
the Institute associated with the making of low-
budget films in the regional languages of India
entitles the Institute to claim that it has made a
significant contribution to the development of
Indian cinema.

The new genre of film initiated by Pather
Panchali got to be known as the ‘regional film’,
for the simple reason that many of these films
were made in the regional languages of India.
But innovative cinema is no longer entirely to be
identified with regional-language films, because
film-makers like Shyam Benegal have invaded
what is known as national cinema and
introduced into it the characteristics of the
‘regional film’. Nor are regional-language films
always innovative, as opposed to commercial, In
fact, of some 700 films made annually in India,
only about 150 are in Hindi; as many, or even
more, are in Telugu.

Let us briefly examine the characteristics which
distinguish the average commercial Indian film
from this new genre of film. The language of

 most commercial films is Hindi. The reason for

this is obvious and understandable. Even during
the freedom struggle, Gandhiji had stressed the
need for developing a national language, and
Hindusthani was the obvious choice. This gave
commercial film-makers a national audience.
But in their anxiety to expand this audience con-
stantly, the film-makers have depended more
and more on fantasy and moved away from
reality. This has made average Hindi cinema
culturally rootless. It is difficult to identify the
characters with any homogenous cultural group
in India; they have thus lost their relevance to
life. The films tend to transport the viewer to a
world of fantasy as an escape from the harsh
realities of life. While some may justify this as
legitimate relaxation for the people, it is not
difficult to realise the implications of providing
them with such an escape. It robs them of the
ability to understand their environment and
assess it critically, and this in turn inhibits any
action on their part to change the existing
system. Cinema fantasy t Eg@ggp § 4 power-
ful factor in the perpettiation of the ﬁk«ys quo,
and this role of cﬂ‘n ial_cinema hds )not
escaped the attentipn of é osdfinterests’s are
threatened by soéial ch
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real conflict is between those films that dir-
or indirectly support the status quo, and

- those that may help in bringing about a change

i the social order. This conflict, of course ex-
peesses itself in various forms and is not always
bvious. On the aesthetic level there is a school
¢ thought which believes that cinema, since it is
28 much an art form as any other, should not be
&udactic. It should be a medium of expression for
the artist and no more, There are yet others who
el that the medium of cinema is purely a from
of entertainment and should be value-free. But

- ome can legitimately question such attitudes. No

$orm of art or entertainment can fail to be a
medium of communication, and in so far as it
communicates something, it cannot be value-
fec. As pointed out earlier, the so-called enter-
tainment cinema is really a means of bolstering
the value system of the establishment. This then
acts as an inhibiting factor, preventing any
change. At the other end of the spectrum, we
Bave those who feel that a film-maker should be
Surning with a passion for social change and that
Silms should carry this message of social change
as directly as possible.

This brings us to a consideration of the place of
art in life. Both myth and reality are integral
parts of art; their role in art, and the place of art
in society, have always been subjects for debate.
On the one hand, there are those who believe in
art for art’s sake. To them it is anathema to speak
of the social purpose of art. Such utilitarian art
they would dismiss as propaganda. There are
others who equally strongly hold that if art does
pot serve any social purpose, it is a waste and
cannot truly claim to be considered art.

‘Whichever school one belongs to, one has to con-
cede that art is @ human activity. When we go
back into the remote past and look at the origins
of art, we find that all artistic skills had at first a
very utilitarian context. This is understandable.
Man had to give priority to the business of
Living, so work came before play. But what one
has to appreciate is that while play may have
come later, there is a close relationship between
work and play, with one influencing the other.

While one associates the normal modes of social
interaction with man’s rational faculties, art is
associated with emotion. In his book Whar is
Art, the celebrated Russian author Leo Tolstoy
writes, ‘Art is one of the main means whereby
men communicate with one another...and a
special feature of this communication, which
distinguishes it from communication by means
of words, lies in the fact that by words one man
conveys to another his thoughts, whereas by art
men convey to each other their feelings.’

If art is thus associated with human emotions,
the next question that arises is, how are emotions
born in an individual? Here again those who
would like to think of art as an instinctive
activity would perhaps fall back on Darwin and
his thesis on the nature of man. But even Darwin

concedes that the sense of beauty cannot be entit-
ely explained in terms of instinct. In his book
The Descent of Man, he says, ‘With cultivated
men such sensations are, however, intimately
associated with complex ideas and trains of
thought.” Now how do these complex ideas and
trains of thought come in? The obvious answer
seems to me to be because of social relations.

Art is also linked with philosophy and ethics. In
Western as well as oriental thought, it is custom-
ary to speak of truth, beauty and goodness as
closely related. We are all familiar with the
Sanskrit expression Sazyam Shivam Sundaram.
In philosophy as well as aesthetics, the idealist
school is usually juxtaposed with the school of
historical materialism.

It is said that Marx found Hegel standing on his
head and put him on his feet. To quote an exam-
ple, Hegel raises the question, why did Greece
fall? He goes on to give his explanation and says
that the most important reason for the fall of
Greece was the circumstance that Greece gave
expression to only one stage in the development
of the Absolute Idea. It was bound to fall when
that stage was completed. According to Hegel,
‘social relations and the whole question of
historical development of mankind are deter-
mined, in the last analysis, by the laws of logic,
by the course of development of thought.’
Following the same thesis, Saint-Simon thought
that the social relations of the Greeks were to be
explained by their religious outlook. Those be-
longing to the Historical Materialist School,
however, felt that the Greek Olympus was a re-
flection of their social structure.

To go back to Darwin, the well-known Marxist
philosopher Plekhanov has shown that Darwin-
ism is really not opposed to historical material-
ism. He says, ‘It is on the whole extremely odd to
oppose Darwinism to the concept of history I am
defending. Darwin’s sphere was a completely
different one. He examined the descent of man
as a zoological species. The supporters of the
materialist view-point seek to explain the histor-
ical fate of this species. Their sphere of research
begins precisely where the Darwinist’s sphere of
research ends.” In another place, he says, ‘It
directs us from biology to sociology, since it is
obvious that, in Darwin’s opinion, it is social
causes which bring it about that the sensation of
beauty in civilised man in associated with a great
many complex ideas.’

It will thus be seen that all art has its genesis in
society. It cannot therefore be isolated from
contemporary society. In the introduction to his
book Arz and Sociery, Herbert Read, the disting-
uished English art teacher and critic, says, ‘No
kind of human activity is as permanent as the
plastic arts, and nothing that survives from the
past is so valuable as a clue to the history of civil- -
isation. for many thousands of years, our know-
ledge of customs and beliefs of mankind is
derived from surviving works of art, and it is
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comparatively recently in the history of the
world that the written record comes to our aid.
Yet, though these remnants of feeling and ex-
pression have been much studied for the sake of
the information they give us, the actual nature of
the activity which we call aesthetic, and which
gives rise to such objects, remains a psycholog-
ical problem. Still less attention has been given
to the social genesis of art, and to the nature of
the relations which subsist between society and
the individuals who are responsible for the
creation of works of art.” To Herbert Read, art
goes beyond the objective facts of the world and
is only accessible to instinct and intuition. He
looks upon all artistic activities as dialectic and
based on a confrontation between reality and im-
agination. This may sound akin to the dialectical
approach of the Marxist. But the Marxist, while
recognising the dialectics of social development,
looks upon the artist as one who faithfuly reflects
this conflict. Herbert Read insists that the artist
is not merely holding up a mirror to life. He says,
‘But art, I shall maintain, is an autonomous
activity, influenced like all our activities by the

material conditions of existence, but as a mode of
knowledge at once of its own reality and its own
end. It has necessary relations with politics, with
religion, and with all other modes of reacting to
our human destiny. But as a mode of reaction, it
is distinct and contributes in its own right to that
process of integration which we call a civilisation
or a culture.’

I would suggest therefore that whether one is a
Hegelian idealist or a Marxist steeped in histor-
ical materialism, one has to concede the
interaction of art and social relations. The study
of this inter-relation is of crucial i importance o
any student of art. Without studying it in its
social perspective, one is not able to realise the
full import of a work of art.

Thus, from whatever point of view one looks at
cinema, one becomes aware of its close links with
life. It is only when we recognise that art stems
from man’s attempt to understand his environ-
ment that we begin to appreciate its place and
significance in the history of mankind.
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ican Cinema

sush the colonialist conception among Euro-
s of the African race existed before the
= of motion pictures, the emergence of this
: popular technology has intensified
e negative conceptions as the everyday voc-
Sarics of a racially polarised world. Most of
ensationalised, romanticised and condes-
gly exotic accounts of African and other
= world countries by western society have
¢ created and established a dictionary of
grammar for a viciously and system-
racist world outlook. These racist social
stypes, inherited by the motion picture in-
wstry, are maintained as a daily diet of
sformity on gigantic silver screens across the

3.

sughout the history of western civilisation,
personalities in lieterature, art and
have helped create these sterotypes.
) hologies of the born servant, the born brute,
ghe child-like and emotional, the beast, the
‘Brainless, ectc., were graphically illustrated
- shroughout the multifaceted cultural express-
sons of the western world. These social gram-
mars in the conception of the African race and, of
gourse, other third world peoples, were inherit-
- od by the principal pioneers of motion pictures.

R
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Thomas Edison, Edwin Porter and W.D.
Griffith are among the many film-makers that
| truly illustrate in their work the excessive in-
terest in the Afro-American race as subject mat-
ter to be used to transmit the existing social and
psychological philosophies of their period in
film. These three individuals through their work
symbolically exemplify the relay aspect of cul-
tural misconception by effectively transmitting
their own concepts as reality. Thomas Edison,
the inventor and businessman, Edwin Porter,
the technician and artist, and W.D. Griffith, the
literary man, philosopher and artist, and numer-
ous other film-makers of the period, brought
with them a rich, though warped, cultural herit-
age that helped them to infuse the strongly held
social values of the past into the future of motion
pictures. These qualified cultural soldiers were
able, through years of practice, the merge the
shaping of the new technology with their world
outlook of mass brainwashing, and disguise this
under the banner of entertainment.

They themselves clearly understood the
immense power this new technology would have
in moulding and convincing social and political
opinions, while still making profits, which was
their primary motive. To this day, the motion
picture industry utilizes technology to this end.
They exploited the capacity of film to capture
and form the minds and opinions of the people
that poured into the theatres daily. The super-
natural and spectacular activities on the screen
effectively robbed the people of their reasoning
ability and produced, in response, an imitation
of and adaptation to alien physiological, psycho-
logical and social worlds.

Thomas Edison expressed his awareness and
motivation in the following manner: ‘Whoever
controls the film industry controls the most
powerful medium of influence over the public.’
Likewise Edwin Porter, Sigmund Lubin, W.D.
Griffith and many other film-makers skilfully
and effectively created and set in motion the
originals of the stereotypes that Afro-Americans
are still trying to combat in motion pictures of
the present time. In the silent era of film, the
most critical period of motion picture develop-
ment, thousands of films were produced by these
and other film-makers that depicted in a most
negative light the African race, as well as other
third world nations. As a result, this period is
remarkable in the history of the motion picture
for the full emergence of a whole spectrum of de-
formed social sterotypes that engulfed society
and the world.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, The Octoroon, In Slavery
Days, The Debt, The Dark Romance of a Tobacco
Can, For Massa’s Sake, The Nigger in the Wood-
pile, Wedding of a Coon, How Rastus Got His
Turkey—these are but a few examples of films
that created stereotypes. W.D. Griffith alone
made at least seventeen films before he finally
launched The Birth of a Nation. Also, we should
never lose sight of the fact that these films and
many others like them were responsible for
building the very foundation of Hollywood as an
industry. Racist films were widely popular and
made huge profits for the industry.

A brief outline of some of these films can help
one understand the various stereotypes whose
images bombarded the public in the silent era of
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film history. Between 1910 and 1914, Uncle
Tom’s Cabin alone was made and re-made
several times by different film-makers. Edwin
Porter (who also made The Grear Train
Robbery), made this film in 1903, with a white
actor playing the part of Uncle Tom, who knew
his proper place very well, to Little Eva, the
daughter of his white master. Five years later, in
1918, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was remade, and again
in 1927 by Universal Studios. It always dealt
with the African race in the Americas as being
for ever chased, harassed, flogged, insulted, and
above all, happily enslaved. The slaves always
keep the faith and never turn against their mas-
ters, remain hearty, submissive, generous, self-
less and abnormally kind.

In another film, For Massa’s Sake, a devoted
slave gets himself sold in order to pay the
beloved white boss’s gambling debt. The Dark
Romance of a Tobacco Can is about a young
white man about to lose a fortune unless he can
immediately produce a wife. He hastily proposes
by letter to a girl whose name he finds in a can of
tobacco. Later, he discovers to intense
discomfort that she is a coloured girl. Naturally,
he beats a hasty retreat. Another film, The
Masher (1907), shows a white would-be lady-
killer who is unsuccessful in wooing every lady
wearing a veil, but when he makes further
advances, he discovers to his surprise that the
lady of his choice is coloured. This, of course, is
unthinkable and horrifying. So embarrassed and
shocked is the lady-killer that he runs away as
fast as his legs can carry him.

In the mould of George Mill’s 1902 version of
Off to Bloomingdale Asylum is a film entitled 4
Nigger in the Woodpile. A coon deacon from the
African church (this is the description of the
film) steals wood from a woodpile owned by a
white farmer. Annoyed, the white farmer puts
sticks of dynamite among the wood. The African
deacon comes and mistakenly steals the dyna-
mite instead of the wood, takes it home, and puts
it in his fireplace, where it explodes. This was
advertised on the billboards: COME AND
SEE-TERRIFIC SPECTACULAR EXPLO-
SION. In Confederate Spy (1910), Daniel, a
negro spy for the south, dies before a northern
firing squad, content that he did it for Massa’s
sake, and for lil’ massa too.

These are a few examples of the many films of
the silent era in which all sorts of social
stereotypes  were  institutionalised  and
monumentalised. The Toms, the coons, the
tragic mulatto, the born and devoted servant, the
fat, loveless, sexless, lifeless Mammy, were
transformed by the power of the motion picture
into normal and natural household realities
across the world. At best, these deformed
conceptions were transformed, at times
blatantly, at times subliminally, into bedtime
stories for innocent growing children.

Finally, in 1915, a full-blown feature film
exploded onto motion picture screens around
the world. Birth of a Narion, when first
produced, was so powerful that it finally
transformed and consolidated the stereotyped
western conception of the African race. Using
the most advanced and effective cinematic tech-
niques, this film harmonised the whole
spectrum of stereotypical concepts which were
being experimented with prior to 1915. The
South and North were all one, all blood relatives,
tied in a long history of western civilisation. The
whites existed harmoniously until the African
race came to the US, The film declared that the
coming of the African race planted the sced of
disunity between brothers and sisters of the
white race, the KKK was formed to put the Affi-
can race ‘in their place’ and restore western
civilisation and social harmony.

This film is still closely studied and highly-
regarded around the western world. As I got into
Paris last year, Birth of a Nation was showing,
and it is a film of very great importance that is
constantly revived in the USA; the Klan contin-
ues to use it. Whoever the target, Chicanos, Afro-
Americans, Indians, Asians, most organisations
who are against any third world people use this
film.

The release of Birth of a Nation further polarised
US society on distinct racial lines. The children
of Africa were subjected to brutal violence inten-
sified by the appearance of the film. In theatres
across the country, white audiences responded to
the film by crying, booking, shouting, hissing
and cursing the charcoal-covered white actors,
ironically victims of their own demented imagin-
ations. At the same time, they screamed with
delight and cheered the white heroes as they rose
to restore western “civilisation”. As a result,
there were documented instances of white qudi-
ences coming out of theatres who shot, beat and
killed Afro-American people who happened to
be passing by. In the same period, lynching
reached its peak, intensified by the judicial
“lynching” of the Afro-Americans, and the
membership of the KKK rose to five million, It
is important to note these facts, as we are often
told that cinema should only entertain and
should not meddle with political issues, whereas
in fact the cinema of the establishment has often
had a clearly identifiable political role, as in this
case, as well as subtly reinforcing stereotypes.

For Afro-Americans, the struggle against politi-
cal, social and economic inequality continued. In
spite of the Hollywood picture of Afro-
Americans as docile, brainless, and lacking in
vision, it is documented that there were numer-
ous risings, more or less violent, against white
oppression. e\J\CK &E T/y/v
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e racism. Church leaders, civil
workers, intellectuals, artists
ers vigorously protested against the
pdustry . Simultaneously, they insti-
pecessary formation of Afro-American
2s and institutions. As aresult, the
s and 40s became the most active period
bmerican cultural history, not only in
seures but in other fields of art and liter-
Organised battles were waged on
On the one hand there was the daily
ssition against all forms of racist
while on the other hand there was the
the conditions needed for an entirely
cultural and national expression.
acial participation of the Afro-American
was mobilised by means of the low-
»ach 1o film production, with very
pre-planning cutting the costs.

Chicago, William Foster, a business-
d part-time newspaperman, announced
don of the first independent Afro-
sican film company, named Foster Fotoplay
g= Picture Company. Lincoln Motion Pic-
sCempany was formed in 1916 in California,

by the Unique Film Company (1916),
Coloured and Indial Film Company (1917),
% Film Company (1918) and the Frede-
slas Film Company (1919). These are a
ples of the independent Afro-American
panies that arose to take their places in

picture history.

mme the period between 1912 and 1959, Afro-
sicans organised and put into operation at
forty independent film companies for the
wific purpose of producing motion pictures
@ would respond to the nceds of the Afro-
merican community. By 1921, there were at
ger 3.909 theatres across the US catering prim-
sy for Afro-American audiences. Afro-
serican newspapers, individuals and intellec-
wal writers vigorously encouraged the public to
and be part of the independent film
-ment in order to encourage the growth of
mdependent Afro-American film and cultural
FSSI10n.

Fz
g

sh many independent film companies pro-
" Suced and distributed film, the most successful
- ad prolific were the Lincoln Motion Picture
~ Gempany (LMPC) and the Micheaux Film
- Company. Lincoln Motion Pictures was formed
and incorporated in 1916 in California by Noble
M_ Johnson, George P. Johnson and Clarence
Brooks. Afro-Americans made several historic
and remarkable films during this period; for
~ example, LMPC produced The Realisation ofa
Negro Ambition, Trouper of Company K and The
Law of Nature. LMPC handled the booking and
distribution of their films themselves, especially
to theatres catering for Afro-Americans and to
churches, schools and social and political institu-
tions throughout the country. The company
opened sub-distribution branches in Omaha,

Philadelphia, Washington DC, Atlanta, St Louis
and New Orleans. The operations of LMPC
finally ceased in 1923.

The Micheaux Film Company was founded by
Oscar Micheaux in Chicago in 1918. A pullman
porter by profession, a part-time writer and self-
taught film-maker, he alone produced and distri-
buted over thirty films, approximately ten per
cent ofall the Afro-American films made between
the years 1915 and 1950. In 1921, Micheaux
established an office in New York as its main
headquarters for distribution and production.
Oscar Micheaux transformed most of his own
literary material into film. He financed his pro-
jects by travelling around the country and per-
sonally distributing his films, exhibiting them
himself in ordinary theatres. This was the most
original, innovative approach to the distribution
problem of independently produced films that
has yet been seen. His film work includes The
Homesteader, Within Our Gates, The Dungeon,
God’s Step-children, The Exile and The Berrayal,
to name but a few. All are full-length feature
films. The Oscar Micheaux Film Company was
in business until 1948.

What contributed to the decline and disintegra-

tion of the independent Afro-American film

companies of the first phase? One factor was the

powerlessness of the Afro-American in the over-

all distribution of wealth in the capitalist system.

Afro-American and other third world peoples

are, by and large, in the lowest economic strata.

In general, their class standing has kept them

dependent in all spheres of economic endeavour.

After all, capital plays a most decisive role in the

production of motion pictures. Another impor-
tant point is the ownership of the theatres. 99%
of theatres in the US are owned directly or indir-
ectly by the major studios which are in turn
owned by members of the dominant ethnic
groups. It is a well-known fact that white theatre
owners refuse to book Afro-American and third
world films. It is the most difficult problem
which still faces independent third world film-
makers. Lack of economically viable organisa-
tion in production, distribution and exhibition of
these films inhibits the investment of capital in
them.

It is also true that the lack of fresh energy and
vision in the treatment of the material made the
process of audience-building static or regressive.
The influence of western values and mentality is
apparent at this period, propagating the notion
that the lighter-skinned and richer the Afro-
American becomes, the more acceptable he isasa
member of the human race.

Most of the independent Afro-American film-
makers picked up their cameras out of anger trig-
gered by the way the existing motion picture
companies portrayed the Afro-American race.
They all vowed that they would place their
people in the proper context of human history,
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but ironically, most of the films of this period
ended up re-inforcing the Anglo-Saxon domi-
nated view of human value. They were made by
aspirants to the bourgeoisie who were determined
to be recognised as human beings by the domi-
nant white power structure. They were obsess-
ively preoccupied with the issue of ‘“‘refined
negritude”. This preoccupation with the need to
proveone’sown worth betrayed the class origin of
the majority of those involved in the Afro-
American independent movement of the time. In
general, they were not able to live up to their own
pronouncements. Political, social and cultural
issues were superficially treated and at best crea-
ted more confusion than harmony.

Afro-American literary work delved deep in
exposing the ills of the capitalist system, but the
films failed to recognise the inherently contradic-
tory nature of their place in the system. Most
were naively entangled in social contradictions
and ended up becoming part of the endemic and
systemic ills of society. This lack of critical per-
ception of the underlying causes of their symp-
toms turned them into collaborators who merely
reinforced the table manners of the Anglo-Saxon
American. Inappropriate criteria, such as west-
ern standards of beauty, were imposed by these
petty-bourgeois film-makers, magnifying the
distortion of the Afro-American image. Pre-
occupation with false values made them neglect
that cultural and historical experience which is
the Afro-American contribution to world culture
as a whole. In viewing films of this period today,
one finds that with a very few exceptions they
fail, both in form and content, to energise and
activate audiences, and they therefore did
nothing to advance the development of the aes-
thetics of Afro-American cinema.

Though the independent Afro-American film
movement was very strong at first, it failed as
time went on to create and keep the interest and
commitment of the audience. The production
companies, having no real power, were smashed
out of business by the large and fast-growing
monopolistic Hollywood studios. These studios,
in gangster fashion, control, directly and indir-
ectly, both the production and the distribution of
films to this day. Although Afro-Americans con-
tinued to flock to motion picture theatres, inde-
pendent Afro-American motion pictures were
finally vanquished by 1940.

In the 1960s society experienced another politi-
cal climate; this was a formative period in the his-
tory of the US. Afro-Americans entered another
phase of active resistance in all fields of society,
which saw the birth of many political and social
organisations which took US racism to task both
nationally and internationally. Conditions were
now right for the second upsurge in the develop-
ment of Afro-American film activities. Films of
active militance were made which corresponded
to the overall social and political mood. Under
the most adverse production conditions in the

history of film-making, a diversity of socially
relevant and progressive films were made, Des-
pite the essentially unorganisised and spontan-
eous nature of the movement, short-lived co-
operative initiatives were formed sporadically
with the outside world, especially with other
third world countries.

Through seminars, festivals and workshops,
independent film-makers and their audiences
began the necessary process of placing them-
selves in context in the eyes of the rest of the
world, which I consider to be the most important
aspect of films in the sixties. A historic relation-
ship which was correct, though as yet undefined,
began to take shape in this period, especially with
Africa. The process of demystifying the mysti-
fied origins, especially the Pan African point of
view, became the dominant theme in these films,
Film-makers of this period felt themselves more
or less obliged to deal with Pan Africanism as a
theme or premise and to explore its physical,
social and psychological implications in the
medium of film. In a few cases, we witness the
breaking of new ground in Afro-American experi-
ment with sight and sound.

In this second phase of Afro-American film his-
tory, film-making that featured the temperament
and accent of Afro-Americans exploded, though
in a disorganised fashion, across the country.
The same movement of popular experience that
transformed African music into the most
advanced form of jazz now began to create an
equally innovative artistic trend in the cinema.
Some films succeeded and others failed in this
endeavour, but Afro-Americans confidently
asserted their hard-earned right to express the
essence of their experience in motion pictures.

However, the systemic disadvantages which vic-
timised and viciously censored the first phase of
the Afro-American film movement remain un-
changed to this day. In fact, with continued
development on the technological front, Anglo-
Saxon cultural domination grows stronger and
more powerful. By and large, Afro-Americans
still remain in the lower economic strata. Afro-
Americans, like all other third world peoples in
America, are relegated to the outskirts of Ameri-
can economic prosperity. In fact, they have lost
most of the economic, political and social gains of
their past struggles.

Today’s Afro-American film-makers are also less
well organised in their process of production and
distribution than the companies of the first
phase. Individual film-makers announce the for-
mation of new companies, but most fail to turn
their visions into motion pictures. There is not a
single independent Afro-American film-maker
who controls the mea gyﬁﬁi‘&lﬁnwl or has
access to capital, T d?uth of the mattéfig that

the independent ﬁlﬁm— thn re afithe
mercy of the vergsyst mtcrcs??;m
censoring them ilm-m out t
m
Workmg for London

archive.parmindervir.com

!

|



22

mic and inseparable from the political, social and
economic structure of US society as a whole.
Throughout their work and discussions they pro-
pose the necessity of changing the motion picture
industry along with the rest of the economic base.
This group of independent film-makers pro-
claim that the system as it is presently organised
cannot and will not respond to their needs and
that they are out to change this undemocratic
situation. Their motivation is a total commit-
ment to changing this inequality of the right to
cultural expression, physically, sociologically
and psychologically.

In the eighties, independent Afro-American and
other third world film-makers urgently need to
discuss extensively and debate constructively
and democratically the true concept of Indepen-
dent Cinema. Hand in hand with this movement
must go the creation of the necessary institutions
that will help strengthen the continual develop-
ment of independent film production so that it
can live up to the justifiable expectations of our
people.

Equally important is the need for diverse inno-
vative approaches to the search for independent
financial resources; to mobilise and organise and
involve the potential contributors to this process
ofliberation. We need to search out and make con-
crete links with those both nationally and inter-
nationally whose ideological vision is in harmony
with our own.

It is also essential that we devise innovative pro-
duction approaches which will be more approp-
riate to our aims. In independent film production
one must encourage cooperative and not compet-
itive relationships. In each film completed we
should increase our involvement by inviting and

encouraging the community to participate, Every
production opportunity can be turned into a field
school for creative educational relationships with
the rest of the community. The unskilled, as long
as they have sufficient motivation, can be mixed
with those who are skilled in the know-how of
motion picture production. Ifthe mechanisms of
production, distribution and exhibition were
organised in a more pragmatic manner, and there
were no form of intimidation by the existing
establishment, demand for our cultural expres-
sions would be unlimited. Without any hind-
rance we should pursue the right to explore and
develop our creative potential to the fullest.

Our accent and temperament must be perfected
and must be visible throughout our work as we
organise the content and form of both sight and
sound. It is this stamp, this footprint, that testis
fies to our having lived on this planet. We need to
respect our audiences, for they deserve the best
quality in our creative endeavours in motion pic-
tures. If we are to live up to these responsibilities,
we must cease t0 be imitators. We need to inno-
vate in order to fulfil our historical and cultural
responsibilities.

The convention of western cinema is the prob-
lem facing the emerging third world cinema.
Infusing our films with our new vision is what is
expected of us. Every frame, every shot and every
scene in our cinema, no matter what length or
size, must contribute actively to the changing of
the system that oppreses the world economically
and culturally. This historical and cultural
responsibility devolves upon cinema, whether it
is projected in a theatre, church, basement or
prison, in an alley or under a tree. This cinema
must initiate the dialogue of change. Il
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mema does not exist, for an Affican film

which will be capable of producing
smema has yet to emerge. Because of the
: of the film business in Aftrica,
@ introduced film distribution into the
¢ have maintained their stranglehold,
shis that has continued to block the emer-
f African cinema.

s the nature of foreign films in Africa?
pe the major suppliers of foreign films to
® And in what ways do they continue to
the growth of indigenous African
s In what ways do we ourselves contribute

hirth of the African cinema? What are
out, the way ahead?

tarly days, the foreign films in Africa were
see of French, Italian and Hollywood films.
. Indian and Kung Fu films have been
@ What they all have in common is:

are either old films which have outlived
gir box-office relevance in their country of
agin, or new films made purposely for
sesumption in Africa alone.

are all cheap adventure and escapist
s, either so dated that they would never
surface in any film archives in the world,
cept the vaults of the distributors, or, in the
= of the new ones, so poorly and so cheaply
de. both in aesthetic and monetary terms,
I'h it would take a trip to Africa to see such
fiims.

" They all perpetuate the dominant cultures
" from which they originate, and their intention
~ s 1o continue the colonial domination of the
African peoples by presenting the “superior-
uy" of those cultures, to awe us, and for us to
ape. Thus they make huge profits at the same
time as they destroy our lifeline, the core cultu-
ral perception of the African. However, itisthe
profits which account for the stranglehold on
African cinema by foreign films. The cultural
cffects are, from the viewpoint of the distri-
butors, merely incidental or even unregarded,
though from our point of view they are equally
important.

The first companies responsible for distribution
of foreign films in Africa were:

- -
.
s |

Union General Cinematograph (UGC) which
owned:

(i) Societe d’Exploitation Cinematographic
Africaine (SECMA)

and (ii) Compagnie Africaine Cinematogra-
phic Industrielle et Commerciale (COMA-
CICO).

SECMA and COMACICO became the Societe
de Participation Cinematographic Africaine
(SOPACIC)in 1970 when SECMA embarrassed
the French government by tax-evasion, which
forced the government of Upper Volta to nation-
alise the French consortium and all foreign
participation in cinema in Upper Volta.

In the Anglophone areas of Africa, the Motion
Picture Export Association of America (MPE-
AA) which dominates the distribution of Holly-
wood films to the whole world had its AMPCA,
the Association of the Motion Picture Export
Companies of America. AMPECA was to
MPEAA what SOPACIA was to the French
parent body UGC. However, AMPECA was
specifically formed in Lagos in 1961, to join in
the battle against the vicious French monopoly of
film distribution in Africa. Before then, Holly-
wood ethnocentricism and profitability had not
seen the need to reach directly into the African
market. So SECMA and COMACICO would
buy outright the outdated Hollywood films
which had become financial dead wood in
Europe and America. It was not until the
MPEAA found out that it was the African market
that was sustaining its rival UGC in France (and
that by means of American films) that AMPECA
was formed, as a result of UGC’s refusal to share
with AMPEAA the lucrative market which it
controlled through SECMA and COMACICO.

In all this scheming and fighting to get a share of
the profits obtained from Africa, the develop-
ment of African cinema was of course a non-
issue. It would be wishful thinking to imagine
that those who viciously deny each other aslice of
the bread would allow even a crumb to fall off it.

The effort to combat foreign domination had toé“
start, therefore, with the earliest crop of Africaé?
film-makers. Who were these pioneers, and &n

. g
what ways did they try to create the Afrigdn
cinema?
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The pioneers were:

(1) Pauline Vierya of Senegal, whose first stu-
dent film, Afriqgue Sur Seine, made at the
French film school, Institut des Hautes Etudes
Cinematographic (IDHEC), could be said to
be the first ever African film, made by an Afri-
can from the continent —and this was in 1955.

(2) Ababacar Samb and Mahama Traore, who
were also at IDHEC with Vierya.

(3) Ousmane Sembene, a fourth Senegalese,
who was in training in Moscow while these
three were in France. He was a trade union
leader of dockworkers. His experience as a
dockworker and leader, as he saw the resour-
ces which passed through his hands and into
the ships, provided him with a strong base for
his political consciousness about the exploita-
tion of Africans and fired him to fight to stop
that exploitation.

(4) The Mauritanian Mohammed Abu
Hondo, now known as Med Hondo, who, like
Sembene, was an immigrant worker in
France. He moved from there to theatre acting
and production before he taught himself film-
making.

It should be noted that at least three of the first
four or five pioneering African film-makers were
Senegalese. This did of course make Senegal the
base for the pioneering effort to create an African
Cinema. However, as time has worn on and
others have come to participate, sad to say, the
“Senegalese factor’’ has over the past ten years
become a major obstacle to the formation of a
concerted and effective machinery to evolve and
safeguard a sound African film industry. One or
two of the pioneers have been able to steer clear of
the in-fighting, which has now abated in the
interests of regenerating The Pan-African
Association of Film-makers (FEPACI) which
was the earliest continental effort to unite all
African film-makers in the common cause of
creating an African cinema. Lionel Ngakane of
South Africa (ANC) was part of the embryonic
idea which grew up into FEPACI, founded in
Carthage in 1970. A year before FEPACI, there
had been the formation of the Association of
Senegalese  Film-makers — Association  des
Cineastes Senegalese (ACS)-with Ousmane
Sembene as its first President. Together, ACS
and FEPACI had a common goal —to break the
monopoly of foreign films and distributors in
Africa.

Film-making in the anglophone areas of Africa
was late in coming, for two reasons.

Firstly, Britain, the colonial overlord, had
very little feature film experience to share. It is
ironic that, then and now, Britain the colo-
niser should be colonised by Hollywood fea-
ture films. Only those who have access to the
information on the number of films shown in
Britain will be able to determine accurately
how far Hollywood has colonised Britain, but

a check on London theatres will surely con-
firm this impression.

Secondly, Britain had considerable experi-
ence in making documentary films, and
therefore established Her Majesty’s Film
Units in all the colonies to train in the
rudimentary skills of documentary film-
making, in order to advance British colonial
policy in Africa. The Colonial Film Unit in
Accra was the first and only film school in
Africa south of the Sahara.

Egyptian cinema of course stands by itself in a
different category. It started in the 1930s and has
grown in strength to such an extent that after 50
years it could claim to be an industry, in the sense
that professionalism and stardom exist, and
people of different skills are able to live by their
trade within the Egyptian cinema. In the light of
this, and for this reason only, I would rather con-
centrate on the other parts of Africa where the
domination of foreign films exists and whete
efforts are still being exerted to combat it.

We are familiar also with the special situation of
South Africa under apartheid. Like her peoples,
her creative art is in bondage of a particular Kind,
and like theatre, African film once in a while
surfaces from underground with films which are
a part of the resistance struggle.

It has been mentioned that FEPACI and ACS
together sought to break the foreign monopoly of
SECMA and COMACICO.

FEPACTI’s major goal was to effect the recycling
of profits from film distribution into the develop-
ment of the indigenous Aftrican film industry.
There was some seemingly positive reaction
from SECMA when they participated in 1970 in
the distribution of Traore’s film Diggnebi. How-
ever there was no sharing of profits with traore,
neither was there any recycling of profits. In fact,
there was no way in which Traore could have
known the financial possibilities of his film —it
was shown in SECMA-COMACICO theatres,
owned, controlled and staffed by the French.

A positive result of Traore’s experience was the
formation of the Societe Nationale de Cinemato-
graphie, the Society for National Cinema
(SONACI). This was set up in Senegal to pool
resources together to aid African film produc-
tion. The most well-known film funded by
SONACI is Ousmane Sembene’s Xala.

There have been other efforts to break the mono-
poly of the foreign film and distribution compa-
nies. Most of these stem from a series of national-
isations which followed Q’[QCIV&?%} s action in
1970. Algeria was ne 971 Nige n 1972,

Senegal in 1974, Bext icin 1975 ‘Kaenyg
in 1976 and the (%ngo
’c’w

Two of these a&e unique’ Algetia Sas the oﬂy
country which hadNuikmglfxﬁtl&hdoﬁlgen
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experience before the act of
a &could therefore call the bluff
E s when they decided to
uy to squeeze Algerian cinema
3 ,' In Nigeria, nationalisation was
k of 2 direct governmental policy

industry. Rather, it was part of

o indigenise certain sections of the
ay, through the Indigenisation

=cree it was in fact the dishonesty of
= distributors which caught up with
% Decree classified the Nigerian econ-
¢s according to their capital intensive-
pmcsses with low capital intensiveness
ned only by Nigerians. The foreign
ors, for purposes of tax evasion, had
% doctored their accounts to reveal only
ol turnover, so that a film business capable
sming a whole multinational company
show as little return as a petty trader. As a
ﬁs\: companies trapped themselves in
v of businesses which had to be trans-
indigenous Nigerians.

-

spes were made to render the Decree inef-
v=. Many foreign nationals who had lived

years, or even been born, in the country,
Bad always refused to identify with Nigeria,
became cap-donning and agbada-
z Nigerian aspirants. Most of them filed
isation papers; some succeeded, others
2. Those who failed used Nigerian fronts for
businesses. Some double-crossed, some
double-crossed, and the story of the schem-
s and manipulations arising from the Decree
id be a sure-fire box office success.

)

S8 general reaction of the foreign distributors
8 the spate of nationalisations was to empty the
sheatres by blocking the import of films to the
national companies. It did not succeed in
ecria and Nigeria —in the case of Nigeria, not
‘Because of any indigenous production (the first
~ feature film made was Kongi’s Harvest in 1973),
Sut because the Kung Fu film-makers of Hong
Kong were only too ready to fill the gap.

The blockade succeeded in all the other countries
10 the extent that it forced some kind of dialogue
berween the distributors and the African nations.
Unfortunately, this turned out to benefit the dis-
tributors, since it allowed them to make even
vaster profits than before, and gave the nations a
false sense of being in control and having a better
source of revenue. All this was at the expense of
the development of African film production —to
the extent that it actually declined (except in
Nigeria) in the period immediately following
nationalisation. This argument has been used in
some neo-colonial quarters against nationalisa-
tion (that is, indigenisation) in the African econ-
omy in general as a means to ensure national
control and profit. However, such arguments do
not take account of the facts that

(1) the foreign bodies actually connived to ren-
der the measures ineffective, and

(2) the Africans who took their place did not
give the measures a chance of succeeding.
They were even worse exploiters of their own
people. Some heads of film bodies, rather than
encourage the production of African films, are
content to buy cheap foreign films to distrib-
ute. In some cases, they own companies
abroad which acquire such films and sell them
to the governments or the private indigenous
distributors of their home countries. They
thus have little expenditure and large profits
to show, which pleases their political masters,
and they do not count the cost of the strangula-
tion of the economic and cultural growth of
Africa.

(3) Lastly, these arguments ignore the fact that
Hollywood itself experienced a kind of “indig-
enisation’ of its own, as a result of the era of
McCarthyism which removed all foreign
“threats” to the development of what is now
the Hollywood film industry. Not only do
immigration laws (or work permit require-
ments) make it difficult for any foreign intru-
der into Hollywood, but also unionisation,
which  determines  the  professional
requirements for entry into the business,
makes it a near impossibility for young film-
makers to be absorbed into the Hollywood
system. This exclusivity, however, is part of
the reason for the rise of Independent Cinema
in the USA.

There were, of course, positive results deriving
from these governmental actions of nationalisa-
tion in Africa.

FESPACO —the Pan African Film Festival of
Ouagadougou.

FESPACO was established in 1970 simultan-
eously with the nationalisation of the film
theatres in Upper Volta (Burkina Faso). It is a
biennial film festival which since then has not
only grown to be an international event, but
has also contributed enormously to the devel-
opment of the African film industry, especi-
ally in Francophone Africa.

CIDC-the Pan African Film Distribution
Company

The CIDC was formed in 1980 by several
OCAM (French-speaking) countries which
bought the distribution networks of the UAC,
another subsidiary of UGC which had until
this point monopolised film distribution in
francophone Africa.

JCC —the biennial Carthage Film Festival

This was formed in 1966 by Tahar Cheria,
who was then the Minister of Cultural Affairs
in Tunisia. The JCC is set to become a major
centre of exhibition and therefore of encour-
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agement for the development of African
~ Cinema.

MOGPAFIS - the Mogadishu Pan African Film
Symposium

This was formed as a biennial film symposium
to address the “‘nuts and bolts’ issues of the
African Film Industry.

The question arises why do the African govern-
ments fail to see the possibilities of the film
indusry, even if only its financial possibilities,
which the foreign multinationals have recognis-
ed and exploited for so long? Do the financial
possibilities still exist today?

It is not that the governments and the rich seg-
ment of the African private sector are not aware
of the financial possibilities of film. However,
the private sector, whose motivation is quick
returns, is not ready for long-term investment in
film production, and governments are too short-
sighted to see the value to them of such a long-
term investment. But the psossibilities are there
now more than ever before.

Perhaps some statistics will help illustrate this. It
should be noted that this is not a scientific sur-
vey. However, if these speculations can help to
create the picture in our minds of the financial
viability of the African film industry, and thus
lead to more accurate statistics which would be
convincing enough to encourage public and pri-
vate investment in Africa, the exercise will have
been worth the effort.

Take Nigeria as the basis for analysis.

Out of the African population (on the continent)
of over 476 million, Nigeria has over 100 million
people. 20% of these live in urban centres.
Therefore .at least this 20% are a potential film
audience. There are over 1,000 registered film
theatres in Nigeria and as many unregistered
ones scattered in smaller towns and village. Gate
fees in Nigeria range from 2.50 (ie US$3.00) to
10.00 ($14.00). (The highest gate fees are paid
for the Nigerian-made films, such is the readi-
ness to see indigenous films in Nigeria. How-
ever, indigenous cinema does not account for
even 0.01% of total film showings today. Its
impact and its share of the profits are infinitesi-
mal.)

Let us assume that 10% of the urban Nigerian
population are potentially regular cinema-goers.
(This assumption becomes even more likely if we
take into account all the theatres and halls scat-
tered over rural areas which are used for screen-
ings.) Therefore we can say that out of over 100
million Nigerians, some 2 million attend the
cinemaregularly. (The regularity of the 2 million
is ensured by the occasionality of the 20 million
urban individuals who make up the potential
audience.) Because of certain natural phenomena
such as rain, let us say that the theatres are open

for 300 days in a year, Therefore, if 2 milli¢
Nigerians attend the cinema for 300 days in tl
year, paying $3.00 each, by the end of the ye
they will have spent 2,000,000 %X 300 X 3

$1,800,000,000, ic, $1,800 million. Even if on
halfthis number (1 million) attend the cinema fi
half that period (six months in a year), they w
spend $450 million each year on watching film

How much of the $450 million goes to the Nige
ian government and how much to foreign distril
utors? How much actually gets ploughed bag
into the Nigerian film industry? Consider, on t¢
of this, that public funds are spent on films an
programmes for Nigerian television, 80% «
which are of foreign origin.

The proportion of cinema-goers over the cont
nent as a whole is probably lower than in Nigeri
but ifnothing else, this analysis does at least sho
that the Africa film industry is potentially caj
able of sustaining itself if given a chance.

What are the measures being taken on the cont
nental level today to get that chance?

I have mentioned such efforts as FESPAC(
Carthage, CIDC, FEPACI and MOGPAFI!
FEPACI has obtained observer status at th
OAU and therefore the opportunity to have lot
byists present at the OAU conference to advanc
the cause of the African film industry. Howeve
internal wranglings and constitutional cris¢
within FEPACI have crippled its effectivene:
for the past ten years.

Perhaps the most positive steps to date wet
taken in October 1983 in Mogadishu, Somali:
and these could yield some concrete and mor
profound results in a firmer hold on the Africa
market by African cinema.

FEPACT’s quarrels were settled and so there
now a plan for its caucus soon, either in Uppe
Volta or in Nigeria, with the hope that a
constitutional obstacles to its effectiv
functioning will be removed.

A number of resolutions were passed, whic
included the formation of a task force, t
comprise the Presidents of FEPACI, JCC an
MOGPAFIS and the Secretary-General ¢
FESPACO (and the President of the nation:
association of FEPACI of whichever country th
task force is visiting) to travel round Africa t
present certain recommendations to the heads ¢
state, the implementation of which woul
promote a firm establishment of African cinem:

The core of these recommendations was th
Niamey Manifesto, drawn up in Naimey in th
Niger Republic in 1982, by concerned Africa
film-makers. The main recommendations refe
to production and co- distributio
and exhibition, trajg and mfras figsture, an
governmental ar@‘admnmstrauve measﬂﬁ;s suc
as heavy taxat &u ﬁl ich% goul
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and tax relief for investment in the industry,
gr in production and equipment, or in distri-
and theatre-building. Common markets
recommended on a regional basis and it is
2 to note that Kenya, Sudan, Malawi and
have taken immediate steps at the
PAFIS conference to effect a common
geket in castern Africa which will seek to con-
distribution in that area.

should be pointed out that with the strong
srest of the foreign film distribution com-
25 in the status quo, it is going to need gov-
al action and incentive to divert private
it to indigenous production. Unlike the
where private capital abounds and can sus-
film production, in Africa it is the govern-
s which are the sole or major suppliers of
s in their countries, and most investment
therefore originates from government
. The investment capital for the infra-
and development of the higly capital-
ve film industry will have to flow from the
volence of African governments, even in
geria, where private capital has so far sus-
ssined the sketchy indigenous production com-
- panies. (This the newly created Nigerian Film
Carporation hopes to achieve.)

Government participation of course has its dan-
- 2ers, and paramount is political censorship and
#he danger of the industry becoming the mega-
- phone of government policy, glorified Film
LUnits for the production of propaganda docu-
~&ramas. However, if the industry has struggled
~ %or over twenty years without tangible results, it
Bas to be considered whether this is not, despite
s inherent dangers, the only alternative, the last
- Bope. On the initial foundation laid by the gov-
srament, the industry could, conceivably, build
s independence and self-sufficiency.

Meanwhile, it is the governments who can legis-
late, even now, for a specific percentage of
African films to be screened, using the many
fims by film-makers of African descent in the
diaspora. Cheap Indian and Kung Fu films
appear on Affica screens, but no good foreign
films with the same aspirations as African cinema
get the chance. Government-to-government
tzlks can ensure that films appear as quickly as
the latest Japanese calculators and pen-watches
~ appear in African markets. I say as quickly,
because I believe that, profit being the only
motive of the foreign distributors, and the attrac-
tion of the African market being so strong, when
and the only alternative for foreign investment is
in the production and distribution of indigenous
films, they will join the new deal. African films
buried in vaults and archives in the West will
even resurface and reach the African screen.

While efforts are being made to tilt the cinema
balance in favour of African productions, should
the country of origin be the only criterion in seek-
ing to establish a wholly indigenous industry?
Should not the type of films that we make be part

of the change? It is said that lack of funds and
technical facilities are responsible for most of the
low quality of African films and this is quite true.
But what about other aspects of film-making,
which do not depend, at least not totally, on
funds and technology —for example, the issues
we address, and how we address them? Do we
consciously work on our films with the aim of
helping to cause change in our society? What are
the African film-makers’ cultural perceptions,
and how much are they prepared to direct them
towards developing the film medium to reflect
the African way of looking at things? How much
are we prepared to break with the so-called rules?

Haile Gerima has said during this festival that
the only rules of film-making are the rules the
film-maker sets for himself or herself. This is
because the so-called rules were set not in a day
but by trial and error, the trials and errors which
derive, consciously or unconsciously, from the
cultural perception of the pioneer film-maker.
For those of us who have different basic cultural
roots, with established forms of art in our cul-
tures, are all the rules of film-making today ade-
quate to enable us to effect the change from
foreign to African control of the film industry?

It is an effort that we have to make consciously,
because we have been culturally, and worse still,
psychologically warped.

We cannot make a film with African villagers,
who are the perpetual keepers of African
traditional culture, with them speaking their
own African languages. An old villager who
never knew where the door to the classroom was
must speak, and carry the African culture, in
Queen’s English. Nobody denies today’s
realities, but must today’s realities be permanent
realities? Are we using the medium in such a way
as to use visual images and symbols to break the
language barriers in Africa, the barriers which
have entrapped the African culture and sensibili-
ties within the unsuitable and most limited
foreign languages that-are now the medium of
interpersonal communication in art and life? Are
sub-titles the answer, when they so detract from
the effectiveness of the images, and most of the
African film audience cannot read or write? If
change is the only permanence there is, how
much are we prepared for profound changes in
the coming phase of African film?

How do we relate our shots, compositions, sym-
bols, images, colours, editing strategy, to
elements which still hold the remaining indes-
tructible African culture values? A profile, for
example, is negative in Yoruba culture.
Directness, face to face, means honesty and
truth. The same is true of part of the Ethiopian
culture, to the extent that some early Ethiopian
paintings would show the subjects’ faces turned
towards the observer, even though the figures
were depicted as looking at each other. What is
the relevance of such elements in the African film
aesthetics of today? How do we apply them to
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satisfy even unconsciously the sense of loss in
African society in the films and messages we
present? Do we have a message?

In his eagerness to present the African image on
the screen, the African film-maker has been
trapped in the contradictions of film-making.
Such contradictions include the lack of time to
acquire the basic skills, such as good scripting,
directing and editing. We write out dialogues in
English and they are stale and artificial in cultu-
ral situations where indigenous languages would
have made our characters live. We don’t involve
our established African writers in our scripting;
even in cases where their works are adapted, they
don’t participate. That is why African cinema
ends up with epic flops such as Things Fall Apart
(financed and produced by Hollywood through
Niveria’s Calpenny). We have no eagerness or
incentive to create.

Japan, small as it is, has been able to dominate
certain sectors of the American and world econ-
omy. This is because they possess the ingenuity
to identify positive elements in other economic
cultures and products of the world and remould
these to produce essentially Japanese goods. The
Japanese technological ervolution did not hap-

pen overnight, nor did it happen as a result of
Japan blindly aping the mainstream of world
technology. Japanese technological and indus-
trial wizardry is embedded in Japanese culture —
in the willingness to work, to question, to
research, to create. Are African film-makers
developing the right attitude towards film-
making? Are we questioning, are we researching
into African artistic culture? Are we actually
creating?

There are no ready answers to these thoughts, not
when one is struggling on all fronts to establish
oneself as a film-maker and to contribute to the
development of the African film industry in
place of the foreign films which exploit us and
destroy the fabric of our society at the same time,

While we are struggling, we should not forget
that Africa has gone through several changes
over the years. Africa has already changed g
foreign political oppressor for an internal tyrant.
We have swopped foreign exploiters for thieves
of African descent. In the changes we envisage
for African cinema, are we going to replace the
producer of Hollywood trash with the African
filmic ape? H

%%LACK&ET/\,/V
& 4’9/\
$ &
-~ [
'S =
& 1981-1986 =2
o m

Working for London

archive.parmindervir.com




Tapan K. Bose

The editorial column of the Indian Express of
October 19th 1983 had an interesting comment
on media censorship. On October 2nd, the birth-
day of Gandhi, the Jaipur station of All India
Radio (AIR) had refused to broadcast a talk on
“The relevance of Gandhi” which was to be deli-
wered by an eminent Gandhian, Mr. Siddhraj
Dhadda. Earlier, Mr. Dhadda had been request-
ed by the Station Director of AIR Jaipur todeliver
the talk on 2nd October. But when he arrived at
the radio station with his script, the Station
Director wanted Mr. Dhadda to remove some
portions from his paper as they did not wish to
broadcast “‘controversial matter”’. The Indian
Express editorial comments ‘“‘the impugned pas-
sages were innocuous. . . some of them a histor-
ical narration of recorded facts pertaining to dif-
ferences between Gandhi and Nehru, and others
critical of Nehru’s development strategy.”

1 recall a similar story of All India Radio’s
gitempt to censor history. It appeared in The
Statesman, New Delhi edition, on May 13th
1983. A well-known historian, Prof. R. S.
Sharma, was invited by the Delhi station of AIR
10 give a talk on “‘socio-cultural development in
ancient India”. However, when Prof. Sharma
arrived at the radio station to record his talk, his
script was read by a Senior Producer and an
Assistant Director. After reading the paper, they
asked Prof. Sharma to drop the first paragraph as
they considered it ““irrelevant”.

Prof. Sharma is reported to have said that while
he was willing to be corrected on facts or lan-
guage, he would not submit to censorship of
views. The Statesman reporter said that one of the
AIR officials had also objected to Prof. Sharma’s
use of the word Sudra to describe the fourth and
lowest caste in the Hindu caste system. He was
told to use the word Harijan, meaning ‘“‘the
people of God”, as coined by Gandhi and adopt-
ed by the government of India. The fact that, in
‘eemtext of ancient India, Sudra was the
word to be used, as the word Harijan was
only in the 1930s, did not seem to matter
the AIR officials.

In India, radio and television are under the mon-
opolistic control of the Central Government.
Even the State Governments have no say on what
is to be broadcast through these two forms of

Censorship in Indian Cinema

mass media. In the mid-sixties, in some of the
states, opposition parties had come to power. On
several occasions, AIR stations situated in the
capitals of those states refused to broadcast
speeches of Ministers of the State Governments.
One of the most controversial of these incidents
was the refusal by the Calcutta Station to
broadcast the May Day speech of Mr Subodh
Mukherjee, then Labour Minister in West
Bengal’s United Front Government. On July
18th 1983, Mr. N. T. Rama Rao, the Chief
Minister of Andhra Pradesh, was denied the
opportunity to broadcast by the Assistant Station
Director of All India Radio’s Hyderabad Station.

All films produced in India or imported for
public exhibition have to be certified by the Cen-
tral Board of Film Censors. Without this certifi-
cate, no film can be screened. The Censor Board
is controlled by the Central Government under
the Cinematograph Act. In India, documentary
films of short films are produced mostly by the
Government of India through the Films Divi-
sion or by the Information and Publicity Depart-
ments of the State Governments. These are ex-
hibited in every theatre in the country before the
main feature film. This compulsory exhibition
of Government-sponsored documentary films
was first introduced under the Defence of India
Rules of 1942, as part of the war efforts by the
then British Colonial Government. The same
provision was later incorporated in the Indian
Cinematograph Act of 1952.

DOCUMENTARIES ON WAR
EFFORTS

The first Indian documentary or record film was
made in 1897. The film was entitled Coconuz
Fair. It was a film on Narieli Purnima, a relig-
ious festival of the Marathi Hindu. For obvious
reasons, documentary film had not flourished in
India by itself. The industry had developed from
the beginning essentially as a commercial ven-
ture. It was, therefore, the Second World War
that brought documentary films to the fore in
India.

In the forties, the people of India were burning
with nationalistic fervour. Ghandhi and the In-
dian National Congress had already given the
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call for non-co-operation with the British in their
war efforts. At home, the British had realised the
importance of documentary films. The resour-
ces of Canada and England were pooled together
to produce monthly newsreels like The World In
Action, written by John Legg under the general
direction of John Grierson. So the colonial rulers
of India decided to introduce Govenment-spon-
sored documentaries to persuade the people to
join the war effort.

In 1940, the Film Advisory Board was set up by
the Government. The Board later came to be
known as Information Films of India, and began
the production of documentaries and newsreels
designed to motivate the people to support the
war. In 1942, the Defence of India Rules made
the showing of these films compulsory.

In 1947, when the National Government came
to power, like many other colonial institutions
and practices, production of Government-spon-
sored documentaries and their compulsory
screening in every theatre was continued. A new
organisation, ‘Films Division’, was created
under the Ministry of Information and Broad-
casting. The Film Advisory Board was recon-
stituted. This board had become a very impor-
tant institution for documentary film makers in
India. All documentaries produced in India for
compulsory exhibition have to obtain the appro-
val of this Board over and above the Censor
Certificate issued by the Central Board of Film
Censors which means a process of dual censor-
ship.

RESPECT THE CROWN

Let us now go back a little in history to examine
the growth of film censorship in India till we
catch up with the formation of the Films Divi-
sion. In 1917, under the Chairmanship of T.P.
O’Connor, the British Board of Film Censors
had codified the norms of film censorship.
These were embodied in a document with forty-
three sections. Film censorship was introduced
for the first time in India through the enactment
of the 1918 Cinematograph Act. In 1920, under
this act, Film Censor Boards were set up in Bom-
bay, Culcutta, Madras and Rangoon. As many as
forty-two sections of the British Censor Code
were incorporated as ‘general principles’ under
the Indian Cinematograph Act. In addition to
these forty-two general principles, a few more
sections were added. According to these, no film
was to contain anything that would show disres-
pect to ‘the soldiers of the British Crown, relig-
ious preachers, King’s Ministers, ambassadors
of other countries, judges of courts, members of
the police force and government servants’. The
censor boards were also empowered to ban all
such films which in their opinion were liable to
create social discontentment through the depic-
tion of poverty and spread ‘the message of class
struggle between the rich and the poor’, as well
as create dissatisfaction among the people and

strengthen their movement against British rule
in India.

The apparent objective of film consorship init-
ialy was to protect the audience from exposure to
obscenity and sexual excitement. This is how the
‘National Council of Public Morals’ had
justified film censorship in England before the
formation of the British Board of Film Gensots.
The forty-three rules that T.P O’Connor had
framed in 1917 are very interesting. Only nine-
teen of these dealt with questions of sexuality,
obscenity and public morals. the remaining
twenty-four had much wider social and political
implications.

In the twenties, western capitalism was reeling
under the dual impact of the First World War
and the Russian Revolution. Working people all
over Western Europe and America had seen the
horrors and futility of war. They were also be-
coming aware that war was waged by the ruling
classes for profit, while it brought untold misery
to the poor. The success of the Russian Revolu-
tion had generated tremendous hope among
oppressed people. Socialist and Marxist ideo-
logy was making deep inroads into the working
class movement. A section of the intelligentsia
which was already dissatisfied with the system
had started coming out in open support of com-
munism and socialism. Anti-colonial and anti-
imperialist movements were becoming stonger.
In addition, the newly established Soviet regime
had realised the importance of film and had
started a new film movement.

The ruling classes could neither afford the
growth of the Socialist-Marxist movement, nor
allow the growth of an anti-colonial attitude on a
global scale. The crucial economic importance
of the colonies in the survival or world capital-
ism had already become apparent to them. It was
this awareness that had necessitated the creation
of those additional twenty-four rules by T.P.
O’Connor in England. These rules had very
categorically laid down that films should not
contain controversial political issues’ or show
anything that would promote class struggle. No
film could criticise or say any thing derogatory
about political leaders. Film makers wete
warned against realistic representatin of the hor-
rors of war. Clear instructions were issued to
delete all such materials, which would reduce
the prestige of the Empire in the colonies.

In the USA, several court cases were fought
against film censorship on the basis that censor-
ship violated the freedom of speech and of pub-
lication and the right to property which wete in-
corporated in the American Constitution
through the first, fifth and fourteenth amend-
ments. Yet the courts wergablets | ﬁfy/;p; sor-
ship on the ground th:g\aq%lm was ‘busmess
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war efforts. At home, the British had realised the
importance of documentary films. The resour-
ces of Canada and England were pooled together
to produce monthly newsreels like The World In
Action, written by John Legg under the general
direction of John Grierson. So the colonial rulers
of India decided to introduce Govenment-spon-
sored documentaries to persuade the people to
join the war effort.

In 1940, the Film Advisory Board was set up by
the Government. The Board later came to be
known as Information Films of India, and began
the production of documentaries and newsreels
designed to motivate the people to support the
war. In 1942, the Defence of India Rules made
the showing of these films compulsory.

In 1947, when the National Government came
to power, like many other colonial institutions
and practices, production of Government-spon-
sored documentaries and their compulsory
screening in every theatre was continued. A new
organisation, ‘Films Division’, was created
under the Ministry of Information and Broad-
casting. The Film Advisory Board was recon-
stituted. This board had become a very impor-
tant institution for documentary film makers in
India. All documentaries produced in India for
compulsory exhibition have to obtain the appro-
val of this Board over and above the Censor
Certificate issued by the Central Board of Film
Censors which means a process of dual censor-
ship.

RESPECT THE CROWN

Let us now go back a little in history to examine
the growth of film censorship in India till we
catch up with the formation of the Films Divi-
sion. In 1917, under the Chairmanship of T.P.
O’Connor, the British Board of Film Censors
had codified the norms of film censorship.
These were embodied in a document with forty-
three sections. Film censorship was introduced
for the first time in India through the enactment
of the 1918 Cinematograph Act. In 1920, under
this act, Film Censor Boards were set up in Bom-
bay, Culcutta, Madras and Rangoon. As many as
forty-two sections of the British Censor Code
were incorporated as ‘general principles’ under
the Indian Cinematograph Act. In addition to
these forty-two general principles, a few more
sections were added. According to these, no film
was to contain anything that would show disres-
pect to ‘the soldiers of the British Crown, relig-
ious preachers, King’s Ministers, ambassadors
of other countries, judges of courts, members of
the police force and government servants’. The
censor boards were also empowered to ban all
such films which in their opinion were liable to
create social discontentment through the depic-
tion of poverty and spread ‘the message of class
struggle between the rich and the poor’, as well
as create dissatisfaction among the people and

strengthen their movement against British rule
in India.

The apparent objective of film consorship init-
ialy was to protect the audience from exposure to
obscenity and sexual excitement. This 1s how the
‘National Council of Public Morals’ had
justified film censorship in England before the
formation of the British Board of Film Censors.
The forty-three rules that T.P O’Connor had
framed in 1917 are very interesting. Only nine-
teen of these dealt with questions of sexuality,
obscenity and public morals. the remaining
twenty-four had much wider social and political
implications.

In the twenties, western capitalism was reeling
under the dual impact of the First World War
and the Russian Revolution. Working people all
over Western Europe and America had seen the
horrors and futility of war. They were also be-
coming aware that war was waged by the ruling
classes for profit, while it brought untold misery
to the poor. The success of the Russian Revolu-
tion had generated tremendous hope among
oppressed people. Socialist and Marxist ideo-
logy was making deep inroads into the working
class movement. A section of the intelligentsia
which was already dissatisfied with the system
had started coming out in open support of com-
munism and socialism. Anti-colonial and anti-
imperialist movements were becoming stonger.
In addition, the newly established Soviet regime
had realised the importance of film and had
started a new film movement.

The ruling classes could neither afford the
growth of the Socialist-Marxist movement, nor
allow the growth of an anti-colonial attitude on a
global scale. The crucial economic importance
of the colonies in the survival or world capital-
ism had already become apparent to them. It was
this awareness that had necessitated the creation
of those additional twenty-four rules by T,P,
O’Connor in England. These rules had very
categorically laid down that films should not
contain controversial political issues’ or show
anything that would promote class struggle. No
film could criticise or say any thing derogatory
about political leaders. Film makers were
warned against realistic representatin of the hor-
rors of war. Clear instructions were issued to
delete all such materials, which would reduce
the prestige of the Empire in the colonies.

In the USA, several court cases were fought
against film censorship on the basis that censor-
ship violated the freedom of speech and of pub-
lication and the right to property which were in-
corporated in the American Constitution
through the first, ﬁfg%@a‘d“?&ﬁ‘t@tm amend-
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veral restrictions in the Tariff Act of 1909.
b Russian Revolution had unleashed new
eces in the American society. Magazines like
New Rupublic were becommg popular. In
8, John Reed was put in prison for praising
Russmn Revolution in an open public
In 1919, the Congress approved
mposition of ‘reasonable restrictions on the
sedom of speech’, and thus provided the legal
mction behind film censorship in the USA.

. .
eting .

[HE MYTH OF DEMOCRACY

® England, in order to maintain the myth of
smocracy and freedom of the individual, the
srnment had all along claimed that it had no
ot link with film censorship. Through a legal
Bction, the British Board of Film Censors was
ed as a body of the film trade. A similar fic-
was created in the USA. From the very be-
ming, it was apparent that the Home Office, the
wreign Office and the censor Board were work-
me in close collaboration with each other. In
Eagland, new Soviet films like Battleship
emkin, The End of St Petersburg, Mother,
ser, and The New Babylon were banned on
ie ground that these were ‘mere propaganda,
ot for screening in theatres meant for
ertainment and relaxation’. In Denmark,

screening of Podovkin’s Mother was not allowed.

the French had banned Battleship Potemkin,

A3 and The General Lines. We can see how
mpartial and independent the Censor Boards

in India, the British colonial regime had not felt
¢ necessity of maintaining the fiction of non-
ernmental consorship. It was directly admin-
ered by the government. Throughout the col-
pmial period, the Indian film industry had behav-
like a good boy. No attempt was made to
produce films on anti-colonial or revolutionary
shemes. The early Indian films were mostly
ed on mythological stories. In the thirties
guite a few films were produced on so-called
“social’ themes, but most of these films were pri-
ily love stories or emotional drama portray-
ing men and women of the upper castes and the
Janded gentry who lived on unearned income.

- ECHO OF HOLLYWOOD

As I have already said, in India, from the very be-
ginning, cinema was a commercial proposition.
- Production companies were set up in Hollywood
style with big studios, Film directors and artistes
were engaged on exclusive contracts. These pro-
duction companies themselves were engaged in
distibution and exhibition. Slowly but steadily,
big companics like RCA Bauer, Westrex,
MGM, Warner Brothers, 20the Century Fox,
f all came to India for a slice of this lucrative pie.
Naturally, the people who were involved in this
industry were not going to annoy their colonial
masters. Nor were they interested in disturbing

the feudal relationship in rural India or the new
emerging capitialist class in urban centres. They
were very much a part of this new elite. These
highly westernised urban businessmen had real-
ised that ‘dreams’ were a good marketable prop-
osition through the silver screen. Even during
the thirties and forties, when the whole nation
was out on the streets under Gandhi’s leadership
to overthrow the British, the Indian film indus-
try failed to reflect the mood of the people. It
carried on with its love stories, emotional drama
of personal tragedy and Hindu mythology until
the fifties, when the so-called ‘social’ themes and
mythology were replaced by what is now called
the ‘formula’ films.

Indain leftist intellectuals of the thirties remain-
ed aloof from Indian Cinema. The Communists
started their own people’s theatre movement.
The socialists, both outside and inside the con-
gress party were too busy with their own politics
and in-fights. The Congress, under Gandhi, did
not care. In fact, a section of them looked down
on Cinema as a sinful activity. Women artistes
were considered prostitutes and the men a bunch
of debauchees.

However, not all films were emotional gibberish
and mythological mumbo-jumbo. A few films
were made on some Indian classics. This was the
closest point of contact between Indian Cinema
and the nationalist movement —the recreation of
the glorious past.

The Dream Merchants

Meanwhile, the commercial film industry of
India, a corrupt version of Hollywood, was creat-
ing its own star system. Its only contact with the
outside world was through the box office that
brought in the money. Soon, those who control-
led the box office started controlling the ‘creat-
ive’ aspects of film-making. As reality became
harsher, life more difficult, the films became
more unrealistic, the dreams even more unat-
tainable. The outstanding achievement of
Indian Cinema is its technique of packing sex in
almost everything. The ‘formula film’ had
arrived—a  happy-go-lucky hero in fancy
costumes going through life singing songs,
becoming rich by winning lotteries, always torn
between two women —the good and the ‘vamp’ -
indulging in all the ‘bad vices’ of wine, women
and wealth and finally chucking up the bad and
joining the ranks of the good.

Freedom or control?

Let us get back to film censorship. In 1947 when
the national government came to power, what
did it do?

Did the Government consider evolving a system
of voluntary censorship as in the USA, England
and some other European countries? No, on the
contrary, it did everything to strengthen
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statutory pre-censorship of films. Between 1947
and 1950, the period in which the Indian
Constitution was finalised, there seems to have
been no debate on the future of mass com-
munications. Broadcasting and film censorship
were placed on the Union (Central) List under
Article 246 of the Constitution.

Broadcasting had come to India in 1923 with the
establishment of the first Radio Club in Cal-
cutta. Indian Broadcasting Company Limited, a
private concern, had initiated the first regular
broadcasting in this country in 1927. This com-
pany went bankrupt in 1930 and was taken over
by the British Government. In 1936, All India
Radio was created. At first under the Ministry of
Industry and Labour, it was subsequently
transferred to the Department of Communic-
ations in 1937 and finally in 1941 to the Depart-
ment of Information and Broadcasting, which
was created essentially for war propaganda.

One wonders why the fathers of this ‘largest
democracy’ in its formative days decided to give
the Central Government absolute control over
broadcasting and film censorship. They had
decided to give India a federal Constitution. In a
multi-lingual and culturally diverse country like
India, broadcasting and film censorship should
have been put under the purview of the state
governments rather than being centrally con-
trolled. It becomes even more interesting when
we find that in the 1935 Government of India
Act, on which the 1950 Constitution was mod-
elled, censorship was included on the ‘con-
current list’, which would have meant that both
the state governments and the Central Govern-
ment could legislate on this issue. Even during
the British period, the three Censor Boards of
Bombay, Calcutta and Madras had enjoyed a lot
of autonomy. Each of these boards had framed
their own rules under the 1918 Act.

In 1952, a new Indian Cinematograph Act was
passed by the Indian Parliament. This provided
for the setting up of a Central Board of Film
Censors directly under the Central Government
and converted the Calcutta and Madras boards
into regional boards. Pre-censorship of film
became even more strict and highly government-
controlled. We will go into the new Act and rules
shortly, but before that, let us understand the
motivation behind this centralisation of control
over the media.

I think I would not be far wrong if I said that the
Indian elite which had led the struggle against
the British dominion and came to power in 1947
had already lost their revolutionary pretences
upon assumption of power. The primary ob-
jective was the consolidation of the gains of
independence. Let us examine the chapter on
fundamental human rights in the Indian Consti-
tution.

-Under Article 19 of the Constitution, entitled
‘Right to Freedom’, seven fundamental rights

were listed, viz. the rights: to enjoy freedom of
speech and expression, to assemble peaceably, to
form associations and unions, etc. What is inter-
esting is that while clause 1 of Article 19 listed
the rights, the five subsequent clauses imposed
all manner of restrictions on the operation of
these rights. All these restrictions begin with
‘nothing in the sub-clause...shall affect the
operation of any existing law or prevent the state
from making any law in so far as it imposes
reasonable restrictions on the exercise of the
right conferred by the said sub-clause.. . . and so
on and so forth.

As far as the right to freedom of speech and
expression is concerned, the so-called reasonable
restrictions imposed in the first draft were felt to
be inadequate and this was rectified in 1951 by
the Constitution First Amendment Act. This
amendment empowered the state to enact laws
restraining the operation of this right ‘in the
interest of the sovereignty and integrity of India,
the security of the state, friendly relations with
foreign countries, public order, decency and
morality or in relation to contempt of court,
defamation, or incitement to an offence.’ It is
this amendment which became the basis of the
Indian Cinematograph Act of 1952.

Mass Upsurge

Independence in 1947 had unleashed
widespread anti-feudal mass upsurges in the
country. In the Nizam-ruled Hyderabad State
and in Bengal under the leadership of the
Communist Party of India these movements
under the leadership of the Socialist Party and
the Kisan Sabha were becoming more and more
powerful.

The Indian National Congress, which had come
into existence in the nineteenth century, was
essentially a party of the landowners and the
emergin urban industrialists. With the arrival of
Gandhi on the Indian political scene, the
Congress had experienced a metamorphosis. Its
sphere of influence was extended and it had
assumed a mass character. In 1917 and 1918,
under Gandhi’s leadership, the Congress had for
the first time led two significant peasant
struggles in the country: the struggle of the
peasants of Champaran in Bihar against the
indigo planters, who were mostly Europcans,
and the Sazyagraha movement of the peasants of
Kaira against collection of land revenues.

In the initial years, the Congress laid exclusive
stress on the needs of the Indian industrial class,
ignoring the agrarian problems. Under Gandhi,
Congress had formed peasant committees in
rural areas, but this movemgepckwas invariably
restricted to seeking relé@f;ggginst thtf:}/)YéE ive
rates of land revenueé‘ﬁl S0 fdavi t:ﬁ%&d
a mass character u§¥der Gngre%
leadership had remained i of thé&;
landlord and indystrial classed! THé CongressS
policy of safeguardinyMoridang forfiiondorin-
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i landlords led to the emergence of inde-
ent class organisations of peasants in rural
dical elements within the Congress had
jed that to protect the interest of the poor
mts, their own class organisations and lead-

must be evolved. Consequently, the
2 organisations had come into existence in
et parts of the country.

process had split the Congress leadership
s lines and what followed was a brief
o of struggle for hegemony between the

2 and industrial interests and the radical
wasant elements. The anti-feudal elements
# soon pushed out. In 9135, the first All
& Kisan Congress was held in Lucknow,
8 led to the formation of the All India Kisan
The Kisan Sabha was basically
=d of radical petty-bourgeois individuals
. within and outside the Indian National
gress. This movement was supported by the
=ss Socialists, the Socialist Party and,
.. the Communist Party. The official Con-
# lsadership moved away from this move-

the Kisan Sabha movement responded
Congress’s call for ‘civil disobedience’
heroically. In Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,
Maharashtra and Tamilnadu they
2 parallel governments. The most out-
z achievement was perhpas in Midna-
® i Bengal where for years the British were
1o regain their control. Unfortunately,
radical petty-bourgeois leadership of the
Sabha, the Socialist party and the Com-
aist party were not mature enough to under-
the real potential of these struggles. Had
= been so perhaps the history of India would
mitten in a different way today.

e Congress-Zamindar agreement had all

mzh prevented the Congress from adopting
ndlcal measures in the interest of the peas-
- It was this alliance which came to power
@ this part of the truncated sub-continent in
. The Indian agrarian society was seething
gt discontent. The first task of the new rulers
s to contain this movement without allowing
' %0 grow into a civil war. What helped them
it was the immaturity of the petty-bourgeois
dership of the peasant struggle.

New Laws, Old Rules

\ Beisin this light that we should study the policies
of the first independent government of India.
Even the constitution was framed by an
gssembly which, strictly speaking, did not have
the legal authority to do so. They framed new
faws and rules, used the police and the army
against their own people, took advantage of all
the existing colonial laws and followed the same
expedient of a ‘divide and rule’ policy. In this
they were ably supported by the well-entrenched
Indian bureaucracy.

An examination of the Indian Cinematograph
Act of 1952 will substantiate my argument.
Under Section 3 of the Act, the Central Govern-
ment was empowered to appoint a Chairman
and Members of the Censor Board. No specific
qualifications for such appointments were laid
down in the Act. The Government was complet-
ely free to appoint any person it liked. Career
bureaucrats and retired politicians belonging to
the ruling party were mostly chosen as Chair-
men and Members of the Board. Sometimes a
few ‘representatives’ of the film industry and
other ‘learned professions’ were included.

Under Section 5(B) 2 of the same Act, the
Central Government was empowered to issue
‘such directions as they may deem fit, which
shall guide the authority competent to grant cen-
sorship certificates for sanctioning films for
public exhibition’. In exercise of this provision,
the Central Government has been issuing
detailed guidelines to the Censor Board.

In 1969, the Enquiry Committee on Film
Censorship, popularly known as the Khosla
Committee, submitted its report to the Govern-
ment. Commenting on this practice of issuing
detailed guidelines to the Censor Board, the
Khosla Committee said, ‘Any law dealing with
film censorship should merely state that films
should not be repugnant to the constitutional
provision stated in Clause 2 of Article 19. There
is no need to have a long catalogue of general
principles or their applications.” Khosla’s rec-
ommendation was based on the fact that the
power of the Central Government to give
detailed guidelines had seriously eroded the
authortiy and independence of the Censor
Board. The Board had been functioning on the
basis of anticipating the intentions of the Central
Government.

It seems that Justice Khosla was under the
impression that the Central Government was
interested in giving some real autonomy to the
Censor Board. My point is that this was never
the intention of the Government. The 1952 Act
was designed to give supreme authority into the
hands of the Central Government. Section 6 (1)
of the Cinematograph Act will support my con-
tention. It says, “The Central Government may
at any stage call for the records of any pro-
ceedings in relation to any film which is pending
before or which has been decided by the Board,
and after making such enquiry into the matter as
it considers necessary, make such order in
relation thereto as it thinks fit.” The Central
Government is also the final authority for
appeals against the decisions of the Censor
Board.

In the court case of K.A. Abbas v. the Govern-
ment of India, concerning a short film, 4 Tale of
Four Cities, the Central Government had
assured the Supreme Court of India that it would
set up an ‘Appellate Tribunal’ for hearing
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appeals against the decisions of the Censor
Board instead of the Central Government. In
1974, the year of the Railway Strike, the Indian
Parliament passed The Cinematograph Amend-
ment Act 1974. This Act provided that twelve
persons will be appointed as full-time members
by the Central Government from amongst
persons who are familiar with the social, cultural
and political institutions of India, or have special
knowledge of various regions of India, or have
special knowledge of films and their impact on
society, or have for at least ten years held civil
judicial posts, or have been practising law for at
least three years. The 1974 Act also provided for
the setting up of Appellate Tribunals. Every
Tribunal was to consist of three members, to be
nominated by the Central Government out of
the panel of members mentioned above.

On the face of it, the 1974 Act does look very
democratic. For the first time qualifications for
appointment of members were laid down and
provisions were made for constitution of an
Appellate Tribunal. One would feel that the
Khosla Committee’s warning that unlimited
power in the hands of the Central Government
affects with working of the Censor Board was
taken seriously by the Government. But alas!
That was not to be. Section 6(1) of the 1952 Act
was retained as it is, empowering the Central
Government to intervene in any case decided by
or pending before the Censor Board, and to issue
specific directions.

Enter the Emergency

Let us see what happened to this 1974 Act. A few
days after the proclamation of the Emergency on
June 30th 1975, according to a Government
notification, eleven new members were
appointed. The very next day, July 1st 1975, the
Government issued another notification, repeal-
ing the 1974 Cinematograph Amendment Act
and re-inforcing the 1952 Act. Most of the
eleven members who supported the ‘Emer-
gency’ were retained. Throughout the period of
emergency, no meeting of the Censor Board was
held. The Government continued to ban,
withdraw or suspend films they did not like.

These included films such as Andhi, Andolan,
Kissa Kursi Kaa and also short films like
Stkkim, directed by Satyajit Ray, and Coolie Se
Mazdoor. Ray’s film Sikkim was banned because
it highlighted the distinctive cultural heritage of
Sikkim. It was felt that the film would go against
the interest of national integrity and the sover-
eignty of the state. Sikkim was unilaterally
annexed by India. The Government could not
afford to remind the people of Sikkim of their
cultural heritage, and hence Ray’s film was a
threat to the integrity of the nation. Coolie Se
Mazdoor was banned because it had criticised the
owners of the tea gardens.

The late S. Sukhdev, who had made films
against the Railway Strike in 1974, also got into

trouble with the Censor during the emergency.
His film After The Silence, a sponsored film on
the twenty-point programme, had irked some of
the local party bigwigs in Bihar. They had
approached the Minister of State for Inform-
ation and Broadcasting. The Ministry had called
for the film from the Board and after previewing
it had asked Sukhdev to remove references to the
party men who, as landlords, were keeping
bonded labourers on their farms. Sukhdey
appealed to Mrs. Indira Gandhi for intervention
in the interest of ‘credibility’. The intervention
never came and he had to remove those portions,
The film was then approved by the Censor
Board. It now lies in the warechouse of the Films
Division, gathering dust along with many other
such films which are on the confidential banned
list of the Ministry.

Anti-National Criminals

The Janata Government did not repeal the 1952
Act, so the ‘Amendment Act of 1974’ never
became operative. In 1978 the Morarji Ministry,
like its predecessors, issued another notification
to the Censor Board giving detailed directives
regarding norms of censorship. In spirit and sub-
stance, this was not different from the ones
issued earlier, but it laid special emphasis on
sovereignty, integrity and security of the state. It
also cautioned the Censor Board to ensure that
‘anti-social activities such as violence are not
glorified and justified’. It went further to add
that ‘the modus operandi of criminals or other
visuals or words likely to incite the commission
of any offence should not be shown’.

One could not possibly take exception to these
directives. By themselves they are pretty harm-
less and at times desirable. But one must see this
in the political context. The government’s
power to issue such directives makes the Censor
Board completely subservient to the whims and
fancies of those in office. Crime, violence, anti-
social activities and public order are terms that
change their definition very frequently.

To give an example, during the emergency it was

claimed that all the opposition parties were

indulging in ‘anti-social activities’ and thus

‘endangering public order’. Most of the activists

of these parties were therefore arrested and put

in jail. A short film was made by a private

producer, at the instance of the government,

depicting the late Jaiprakash Narain as a fascist.

When the Morarji government came to power, it

released most of these activists, but political

workers belonging to Marxist-Leninist groups

were not released. When this matter was taken

up with Morarji by a dclcgauon of the People’s
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during the emergency by blowing up bridges,
public buildings and railways with dynamite,
and yet the case against them was withdrawn.
- For Morarji, George’s dynamite was ‘political’,
- while the locally-made guns of the Marxist-
Leninists were ‘criminal’.

Bare Skin Liberalism

One of the interesting developments of film
censorship is that of late it has become quite
liberal about sexuality, obscenity and nudity.
The Indian screen sees a lot more of uncovered
female skin than it did ten years ago. Even the
government-owned film corporation has been
reaping the benfit of this liberalism by importing
~and distributing a whole hoard of spaghetti
westerns and overtly sexy films.

“This is not liberalisation, this is merely exped-
sency. The attitude of the Central Government
seems to be, ‘As sex in films is less damaging to
wur position than politics in films, let there be
“more sex if this will enable us to keep political
msues out of the cinema.’ Such ‘liberalisation’
serves only to obscure the real issue, which is the
Government’s continued betrayal of the assur-

Selicitor-General more than a decade ago.

e Broken Promise

1973, Justice P. N. Mukhi of Bombay High
said in his judgement that if an Act ‘does
provide for a built-in safeguard in the form of
i= appeal to a Court or a suitably qualified and
fependent tribunal from an order that may be
ied by the Central Government, then the
absence of such a provision clearly makes
procedural provision . . . unreasonable’.

Supreme Court upheld the Censorship
and the Act only because the Solicitor-
al had assured the Court that soon the
srnment would set afoot legislation to create
1sions within the Act for independent trib-

The 1974 Indian Cinematography (Amend-
ment) Act was the result of this assurance. As I
Bawe already said, on July 1st 1975, when it was
%o come into force, it was repealed. This act of
Betrayal by the government of Mrs. Gandhi was
- mot rectified by the Janata government of
Morarji Desai. Mr. L. K. Advani, the Inform-
ation and Broadcasting Minister of the Janata
Government, made a lot of promises, held a few
conference and conducted witch-hunts to punish
fSilm-makers who supported the Emergency, but
- Be did nothing to redeem the promise made to
the Supreme Court. The 1974 Amendment
remained in suspension and was finally killed in
1981 by Mrs Gandhi’s government.

Two Case Histories

In Noventber 1981, we completed a document-
ary film entitled An Indian Story. It was an
enquiry into the suppression of civil rights in the
country. Until the end of January 1982, the Cen-
sor Board could not take any decision of this
film. Hrishikesh Mukherjee, the well-known
Indian film-maker, was then the Chairman of the
Censor Board. The film had exposed the aggres-
sive attitude of the police force and the inhuman
torture they inflict on the people. The case of the
blinding of prisoners on remand by the police
officers of the Bhagalpur district of Bihar was
discussed at length in the film. Several points of
view were presented, through interviews and
commentary.

Officially, the Censor Board refused to give us
any reason for this delay. But unofficially, Mr
Mukherjee explained that his major problem
was to keep the film out of the hands of the
Central Government who could have called for
it at any time and banned it. A few other officials,
who did not want to be quoted, told us that the
legal adviser had said in his note that the film
could not be certified as it had a bias against the
police and administration.

As we were not allowed to examine the object-
ions raised by the legal adviser and other
members of the Board, we have no idea of what
exactly happened. But this case demonstrates
one very interesting fact, and that is that the
Chairman of the Board, who was not a bureau-
crat, was not able, in spite of his best efforts, to
give a certificate to the film. For almost a hun-
dred days we pursued the matter with him, and
then took it to the Bombay High Court. In the
Court, the Censor Board was not able to explain
the reasons behind this delay and we finally got
the certificate with a few minor cuts.

I will give another case. The producers of a
Telugu film Veera Brahmendra Swami Charit-
rahim were asked by the Censor Board to make
ten cuts in the film if it was to get a certificate for
universal exhibition. The producers found these
cuts unreasonable. They wanted to explain their
position and therefore asked the Censor Board to
give them the opinions of the members who had
asked for those cuts. The Board refused to oblige
on the ground that these were part of confiden-
tial records.

A writ petition was filed in the Madras High
Court. The court held that the producers were
entitled to a copy of the entire proceedings of all
the committees of the Censor Board which had
examined the film, including the opinions of in-
dividual members. The reason given by the
court was that without this information, the
producers could not exercise their right to make
representations against the proposed cuts. Well,
the High Court may have felt that the producers
had this right in law, but the Censor Board knew
better. They just refused to part with the
records.
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To Create Reality

Before I conclude, I want to say something about
my experience as a documentary film-maker. In
India, the Government is the only sponsor and
buyer of documentary films. These films are dis-
tributed through the Films Division and the In-
formation Directorates of the State Govern-
ments in the cinema houses. The documentary
film in India has therefore remained very much a
cinema-house oriented medium. As the depart-
ments have not bothered about the audience
beyond the cinema-house, the 16mm documen-
tary movement did not receive any sustained
financial or adminstrative encouragement.
Films are shown in the villages and small towns
by mobile vans of the Field Publicity
Directorate. This circuit has always been treated
as the poor relation, and is normally supplied
with 16mm copies of the films meant for theatri-
cal release. Very few films have been made to
date primarily for the rural audience.

Our documentary films are made not with a view
to presenting real information or to educating
the people, but primarily in pursuance of the
government’s policy of ‘motivating’ the people.
In reality they are not documentaries but promo-
tional films, because they promote a particular
government policy or programme, or at times a
leader. The sponsors are not bothered about the
credibility gap between the reality which the
people experience and the ‘reality’ that the film-
makers are asked to create in these films. Very
often I have been told, and I am sure most docu-
mentary film makers would bear me out, that the
films must end on a ‘positive note’. And this
‘positive note’ means ‘paint a rosy picture’. If it
is a film on minor irrigation, show that it has
been a success. If it is on the abolition of bonded
labour, or the rehabilitation of the scheduled

caste landless, then the film-maker must show
that these targets have been achieved.

As the sponsor pays for the film, the film-maket
can do little abour this credibility gap. If any-
body made a film which did not conform to this
‘official reality’, then the film would not be
approved and would have to be re-made at the
film-maker’s cost. I must add here that the gover-
nment agencies give out these films to film-
makers on the basis of the lowest tender, most of
the time. The film-makers are actually film-con-
tractors as far as these sponsoring agencies are
concerned. Naturally, the question of their
integrity and creative freedom have no place in
the contracts they sign. The Censor Board, and
more than the Censor Board, the Film Advisory
Board, also contribute their share. Even ifa film-
maker was able to get a film with a critical point
of view passed by the Censors, the Film Advi-
sory Board would get him. But the control does
not end there. The Films Division has many
films in its ‘morgue’ which have been passed by
both the Censor Board and the Film Advisory
Board but were later found ‘unsuitable’ by the
minister or bureaucrats. To name a few: Partap
Sharma’s Framework of a Famine, S. Sukhdev’s
Behind the Breadline and After the Silence,
Lalvani’s They Call Me Chamar and Burning
Stone.

Satyameva Jayate

‘Films must depict reality’, said Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi.

‘Yes, Madam Prime Minister, our films
are realistic, thanks to Censorship.’

Satyameva Fayare—Truth Will Triumph —says
the motto of the Government. ll
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Every model of imperialist domination, to
~ achieve its ends, employs two interdependent
- Kinds of violence simultancously the first aims
- #o control the economic infrastructure by force
f ofarms, and the second which is quieter and less
wisible, but no less vicious, aims to control
- eulture and ideology, which determine super-
structure.

- Historically, imperialism would not be possible
- without these two complementary kinds of
- @omination, and the example of Cuba shows

At the close of the first imperialist war in Latin
~ America’s modern history, in which Spain lost
- &8s colonial possessions to the young imperialism
- @fthe US, Cuba acquired a constitution, though
~ this was amended by Washington, and it also
‘#cquired independence, though conditioned by
Washington. What might be called concessions
- em the part of the young imperialism were from
1he beginning part of deliberate measures to dis-
arm wishes for true freedom and development.
“The main aim was 10 set in motion new mechan-
~sms of large-scale exploitation. These had to
#void an unjustifiable and hardly prestigious war
with a people whose country was dwarfed, but
Who still retained the experience of a thirty-year
Liberation war.

1t was clear that, like the colonies of Puerto Rico
and the Philippines — nations where all attempts
@ self-determination were suppressed —Cuba
Was not profitable, neither economically nor
politically; it was time to try what Theodore
Roosevelr called ‘an independent country with a
mative administration which faithfully followed
US opinions’. So Cuba became a neo-colonial
country and, for a little over half an century, a
pseudo-republic. As a result, there began in
Cuba a gradual development of a market for con-
sumer goods and capital investment, mostly
mmported from the US.

Amongst many others there were two main con-
sequences: the emergence of a new national
- bourgeoisie, subordinated economically and
ideologically to North American imperialism,
and for the most part restricted to the less
dynamic sector of the economy. The state
apparatus was controlled by the bourgeoisie, and

The Role of Cinema in Imperialist Culture

the bourgeoisie itself fed parasitically on the
bureaucracy. As you would expect, this state
apparatus was used to repress savagely all those
who opposed the new framework of political,
economic and cultural dependence, whether
they were workers, peasants, students or revolu-
tionary intellectuals.

On the other hand, just two decades ago, John F.
Kennedy, a more elegant representative of
imperialism  than  Theodore  Roosevelt,
declared . ..

The great battlefield for defending and exten-
ding freedom today is the other half of the
globe: Asia, Latin America, Africa and the
Middle East. .. It is a battle for the conquest
of hearts and minds, much more than for the
conquest of lives and lands.

The achievement of cultural colonisation is pre-
cisely this conquest of hearts and minds of the
subjected peoples, and this means achieving
simultaneously the greatest possible consolida-
tion of imperialism’s domination over those lives
and lands.

Imperialism’s strategy for cultural domination
entails a vast arsenal of means and tactics. It is
achieved seemingly quite independently of any
economic strategy, but this is a false impression.
The connection between the two is clear from
the fact that any cultural manifestation requires
the existence of a material infrastructure, just as
much as the most prosaic of consumer goods.
This is an inevitable norm which even the most
refined products of artisitc culture cannot
escape, even those, like poetry, which by their
aesthetic nature must conceal their links with in-
dustrial production. For in fact, poetry, to go
beyond the world of the poet and his or her
followers—beyond what Bernadetto Croce
referred to as ‘mute Milton’~has to set in
motion type setters, printing presses, paper, ink
and so on, not to mention technicians, crafts-
people and skilled workers.

The study of these links between culture and
industry — which remains one of the subtlest rel-
ationship between the superstructure and the
base —has been developed by, amongst others,
Theodore W. Adorno and Edgar Morin. Adorno
has evolved from his studies the designation

.< 4,9
N S
$ i
< GLC 2
g 1981-1986 12
a m

37
Workipg for London

archivg.parmindervir.com



‘culture industry’ whose praxis he explains
‘deliberately applies the profit-motive to the
autonomous products of the mind’. Morin, for
his part, points out the industrial character of
culture when he writes:

The press, radio and television are super-
light industries. Light because of their means
of production, ultra-light because of the
goods they produce. Yet the organisation of
this super-light industry follows the model of
the most technically and economically con-
centrated industries.

Significantly, Adorno regards the cinema as ‘the
key sector of the cultural industry’, amongst
other reasons because its technique involves a
highly developed division of labour. So we can
note that whilst everywhere the industrial con-
nection is omitted when talking of poetry, in the
US, which possesses capitalism’s biggest cultur-
al industry, cinema is referred to “The Movie
Industry’, a branch of ‘Show Business’.

If we use the categories ‘developed countries’/
‘developing countries’, it is obvious that, for the
latter, consumption of the cultural industry is
for the most part the result of imports and cannot
be otherwise because modern technology cannot
be re-invented. Thus, where a developing
country has its own cultural industry, this
involves a transfer of technology, in other words,
once again, the result of imports. The financial
scale of the cultural industry of the US, the most
developed imperialist country and the greatest
exporter of cultural products, is enormous.
According to E C Manet. ..

The information industry already takes third
place in the US economy with a turnover
greater than General Motors and Fords com-
bined. Fortune magazine predicts that by
1985, it will have taken first place in terms of
sales.

In capitalist societies, cinema was seen from its
very birth as a means of obtaining profits, in
other words, as a commodity. Since the moment
of that war in which Spain was defeated by the
young American imperialism, cinema has con-
sistently been defined as a commodity, obeying,
like any other object of consumption, the
economic laws of capitalist societies. (We might
mention in passing that it was then that the first
‘Western’ emerged.) That is why, as a vehicle for
transmitting ideology, cinema could not escape
the alienated character inherent in the classical
commodity. On the contrary, for the most part
the ideology transmitted by the cinema was, and
still is, an alienated ideology produced within
capitalism.

Larry Gross suggests that the symbolic function
of most American television (and we might say
the same of the cinema) is

to re-inforce the conviction that the US is a
democracy, that it is based on a system of
economic competition, and above all, that
God exists, is white and pro-American.

We can see how the Vietnamese have described
the transfer of alienated ideology (which some
neo-sociologists euphemistically refer to as
‘transculturation’):

The North American planes and ships did
not only unload on Vietnam divisions of the
American Expeditionary Force and war
materials of mass destruction, but also anti-
communist books and magazines, as well as
pornographic and gangster films, whilst their
radio and television slandered the Vietcong
and their culture, which smells decidedly of
colonialism and helps to cloud the minds of
the young, preparing them for recruitment
into the puppet army.

All this means that when imperialism exports
information (culture) it is carrying out a two-
pronged operation giving a double dividend: the
return which culture represents in purely
economic terms as one more commodity, and the
return in purely ideological terms which is the
most fruitful because it guarantees the security
of all other exports including, above all, capital
exports.

Incidentally, this transfer of ideology has also
been referred to as ‘the colonisation of taste’. It
has been said that the main purpose for the con-
sumption of cinema as a commodity is to satisfy
the need for escape, which in this case should be
understood as the result of inability to resolve
the contradictions of social life. However, the
aesthetic nature of cinema means that the images
are inseparable from the ideas, just as language is
in literature. Thus, even when it is satisfying the
need for escape (or the demand, to use the econo-
mic term), the cinema never ceases to transmit
ideas. In the cinema produced by the imperialist
cultural industry, these ideas are alienated
because they reflect the relics of ‘class’ per-
ception of history and social reality.

This perception is based on two monumental
fallacies. Firstly, that the interest of the ruling
class coincides with those of the other social
classes; secondly, that the capitalist system is not
only the most perfect social system possible, but
is also immanent and eternal.

The struggle against cultural colonisation is just
a part of the struggle against subjection and
alienation enforced by capitalist control. But in
the process of liberation, it is always the chains
which bind economic and political development
that are broken first. The cultural bondage on
the other hand is ruptured with the process of
liberation but preserves many of its old links
even after this liberation has been achieved. It
shouldn’t be surprising % enefore E t the
struggle against culturab@%lomsanon is m,gre
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- QUESTION: What is the situation of cinema
~ under the fascist regimes of Latin America?

ANSWER (Miguel Litzin): As far as Chile is con-
cerned, the distribution of American commer-
¢cial film goes on as normal; there is very little
European cinema and virtually none from other
third world countries. Many of the independent
film-makers went into exile when Allende fell,
and a large and increasing number of video films
are made by Chileans in exile and sent back for
secret distribution, though it is difficult to assess
Bow widely they are seen. Films are constantly
being presented to the censors and rejected, and
then re-presented and rejected again, time after
mime, and even if they are never passed, copies of
them exist which are shown in school, churches,
union, and so on.

QUESTION: How can a parallel system of dis-
tribution be created in Latin America or the Uni-

ted States? Has any progress been made towards
this?

ANSWER (Haile Gerima): This is very difficult
Because distribution is by nature an industry at
present. The way it is conducted is entirly un-
congenial to a film-maker who is working for
social change; anyone capable of beating the
commercial distributors at their own game is not
going to be making that sort of film. So you get
~ alternative distribution companies being set up
- and folding almost at once. Something com-
pletely different is needed. National minorities
meed 10 organise, first amongst themselves, and
then making links with other national minorities
©Or progressive groups.

QUESTION: You used a term ‘technical

ression’ of various minorities by the major-
<k
iy.

ANSWER (Haile Gerima): I mean that, for the
non-Anglo Saxon, just to walk out of the door or
to switch on the television is to engage in a con-
stant psychological battle. This doesn’t have to
risc to the level of physical violence, but there is
a continual wearying assault by the images that
are presented of what is to be desired and aimed
at (always ‘white’ images unattainable by third

world people) and images of what black people
can be permitted to be (muscial, good at sport,
sex-objects). For example, the jazz band in a
romantic advert can be black; the loving couple
will always be white. It’s not a conspiracy by the
white population, it is just the deadening weight
of unthinking ‘normal’ expectation. A very
strong, coherent opposition to this is needed,
especially from film-makers, because they are so
powerful where the creation of unthinking
assumptions is concerned.

The independent film-makers need a base in the
community to work from, work with and work
for. For one thing the community can provide a
‘landing strip’ for the independent films that
somehow, against all the odds, get made. Neigh-
bourhood groups, schools, professional societ-
ies, youth groups, churches etc. can arrange film
weeks of single showings and give these films the
exposure they need and deserve. It is all very
well securing showings at institutions or festivals
in the west, even winning prizes, but the
purpose of these films is really that they should
be shown to the public, and the community will
have to support and nurture the cinema it needs.

The second role of the community is to actually
initiate films. If you are working with the people,
they will tell you what is the most important
issue for them at the moment; they will say what
they need a film about. If you haven’t the money
to make it, they will somehow find it and raise it
for you. Most of the black films that have been
made have been co-operative efforts; certainly
mine have.

Look at the whites when they start a film; they
collect a group of people who all know each other
and have worked together, they are all aiming at
the same thing. Look at the Birth of a Nation
gang; Dixon, Griffith and even President
Wilson were classmates or colleagues. One
becomes a writer, one a film-maker, one a politi-
cian. They move into power together.

Now we need co-operation also. The great self-
confidence of the civil rights movement of the
sixties is beginning to evaporate. Black film-
makers have to contend with doing really
degrading jobs between films to keep them-
selves; they have to face continual rejection by
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grant juries composed mainly of whites. They
desparately need the support of co-operative
effort.

QUESTION: Is there not a danger to the inde-
pendence of Indian film-makers, in that the only
funding for ‘non-commercial’ films comes from
the government body, the National Film Devel-
opment Corporation?

ANSWER (N V K Murthy): Well, there is a
problem here, because the film industry in India
is entirely a speculative business proposition,
and films are judged purely on whether they can
make money. This industry has virtually
captured the market, and anything produced
with NFDC funding is not really able to com-
pete in the market place. So you do get the
situation where young film-makers produce a
film with NFDC money, which is perhaps good,
but doesn’t cover its costs, and then the next year
they are back again asking for another grant to do
another film, not caring that the first one didn’t
reach any audience. So the NFDC has realised
the importance of distribution outlets now. The
way you make people independent is not by
repeatedly funding their films but by putting
them in touch with their audience, so that a re-
cycling of funds can be set up, with the success of
each film funding the next. I think it would be
both impossible and undesirable for the
government to be entirely responsible for
funding quality cinema, and I don’t think they
have any such intention. The important thing is
to increase the number of outlets available, so
that these films can get their money back, and
then funds will be forthcoming from a number
of sources.

QUESTION: Do film festivals help to promote
Third World Cinema?

ANSWER (Haile Gerima): The cultural
exchange involved in showing our films in the
west is totally exploitative at the moment. When
good cinema emerges in the third world, we have
sympathetic westerners offering to ‘introduce’
our culture to their home countries, assuming
that our films are going to be difficult to under-
stand, that they must be approached in a differ-
ent way from the quality cinema of the west, that
they are to be studied for their significance
rather than appreciated as works of art. (In fact
there should be no need to ‘introduce’ our cul-
tures to Europe; there is more fourteenth
century African art in the British Museum than
in Africa, and when I was looking for a string of
the sort of beads my grandmother wore, to use in
a film, I found them not in my own country but
in a museum in Berlin.) There is no excuse for
treating our films as purely educational, showing
them free of charge to audiences in the west. The
success of Blood of the Condor has been of no use
to Miguel. He cannot afford to make any more
films, because well-meaning people in the

United States are still showing his work free of
charge, so there is no money coming in to be
ploughed back into more films. It is essential
that people in the west who choose to take up
third cinema are in fact fully accountable to the
film-makers and do actually contribute to con-
tinuing the production and distribution of their
films. It may be rather different for Cuban
cinema because there is an institution there, but
for the rest of us, who work individually, some
organisation is needed to prevent those who
want to use and show our films from exploiting
us at the same time. Even the best-known and
established film-makers of the third world still
have to beg for funds for each film. There is
never enough money re-cycled from one film to
pay for the next.

The other point is that many people of the third
world also still need educating. Put on any film
you respect in Lagos next to a theatre showing of
Tarzan and I will bet my bottom dollar all our
people will go to Tarzan. This is the fundam-
ental measurement. Some African film-makers
produce work as deformed as anything that
comes out of Hollywood. We are all equally
colonised and we all have to work at liberating
ourselves. Too often we have the sick diagnosing
the sick, people advocating change when their
own perspectives are hopelessly warped.

QUESTION: What structures or institutions
are the independent film-makers of India setting
up apart from the National Film Development
Corporation?

ANSWER: There is no organisation as yet, only
individual film-makers working in various areas.
The speculative nature of Indian film-making is
not likely to change soon; it will remain a risky
commercial venture. Films made outside the
mainstream are still relatively few, and the trend
is recent, it hasn’t become organised yet.

It is just as important to organise the audiences
as the film-makers. The film societies are very
important because they are the link between the
film-maker and the film viewer, and it is through
such means that we break cultural imperialism.
Even in small rural centres we can show a week
or two of quality films, some of them foreign,
and people will come in large numbers to see
them. Eventually it may dawn on everyone that
even in the larger centres it would be better to
have seasons of films from various countries,
rather than this great competitive festival once
every two years.
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Third World Cinema

The panel was introduced and the discussion chaired by Behroze Gandhy
Member, British Board of Film Classification

I would just like to define the issues that we may
try to cover. The whole subject of the repre-
sentation of women is a very complex area which
is receiving a lot of attention at the moment
amongst the women’s movements in general, not
just in small circles that talk about film, and
much of the debate centres around issues of
violence and pornography. To look at the repre-
sentation of women in third world films may
seem narrower, but it raises a host of questions.

To start with, there is the distinction between
black women as shown in films made by the
white industry, and as shown by indignenous
film-makers. Then it depends whether the film
is Latin American, African, Asian, Indian or
Chinese, because the issues will be culturally
specific; and in the case of India there are con-
siderable differences within one national
cinema. Thirdly there is the question of visibil-
ity, because although two-thirds of the female
population may be black, you only see them in a
handful of movies —except the Indian popular
movies which are shown so widely over the
world - and when they do appear, it causes a lot
~ of unease, because they are represented so often
as sex objects or as alien creatures.

~ Ia discussing this subject, there is the danger
that we may restrict ourselves to the question of
positive and negative images, but we have to go
Beyond that. Positive images are not enough, as
Hollywood demonstrated by the era of women’s
«nema that appeared during the seventies. We

Bave got to look at how the images are construc-
- wed.

- Black women are in a very difficult situation,
doubly oppressed in being both black and
women. They don’t believe that if black men
were to suddenly take over cinema the black
women would be fairly represented. This sem-
mar has a different aim from the previous
sessions of this symposium. The members of the
panel do not claim to be experts on third world
women's cinema; we are merely black film-
makers with the added perspective of being
women.

Suleka Nanth
Idon’t want to give a formal paper, I just want to

raise a few points for discussion later. I can only
speak of my experiences as a student film-maker,
but I think the attitudes I encountered in school
reflect the attitudes I shall find in the industry. I
feel that more women should be involved in
film-making as in all spheres of the media,
because after all women do make up fifty per
cent of the population, and film is supposed to
reflect the society we live in. Since there are very
few women in film-making, the films that are
made are produced from a very biased stand-
point.. For example, if you look at the films made
about Asian women on British television, they
are usually made by white males, consulting
black males. Women should be supported and
encouraged to get involved in film and formal
training should be made accessible to them.

However, once one does go in for formal training
there are a lot of obstacles involved. In my class
of twenty-four there were only four women and
we were taught all the technical aspects of film-
making, but I found that the women were always
being pushed into the roles that were thought
more acceptable, such as production and editing;
jobs like camera operation or lighting, or even
direction, the men felt were out of bounds for the
women. They thought the women couldn’t carry
the camera equipment, lights, etc., which was
completely untrue. There was a strong attitude
within the school that women could not direct
and many of the men there said openly that I
couldn’t direct because I was a woman. If they
had said that I couldn’t direct because of my own
capabilities I would have found that more
acceptable, but to put it down to fact that I was a
woman I found very degrading and insulting.

These attitudes were common throughout the
whole school and they reflect the attitudes of the
industry as a whole, because these are the people
that go out into the world and become and film-
makers of tomorrow. It was in fact an interna-
tional school, with students from all over the
world, including third world countries, so these
attitudes are common throughout the world.

To return to the first point that was made about
the representation of women in films, that we are
shown as the victims of our own circumstances: I
know this to be true in commercial cinema. We
are looked on as objects, as play-fellows or bed-
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Maureen Blackwood is
a member of the Sankofa
Film Workshop.
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fellows with very little feeling of our own,
merely as extensions of men and not as indivi-
duals in our own right. This is because it is the
men and not the women who make the films, and
the only way it will change is if women go behind
the camera and put their own point of view for-
ward. The media in Britain has been a closed
shop as far as women, particularly black women,
are concerned, and a lot of support will be
needed to change that. H

Maureen Blackwood:

Like Selekha, I have recently come out of
college. I was involved in learning video film
techniques and most of the things we were doing
were studio-based (that is to say, everything was
done from the studio point of view, writing
plays, putting plays on). I found that the roles
the women got were production assistant, boom
operator, and so on. The cameras were more or
less completely controlled by men.

As the only black woman on the course I fre-
quently had to question my position amongst all
this, because on the one hand we were being told
that we were there to learn to create new ways of
seeing, but on the other I found it virtually
impossible to sell my ideas and involved other
people in my projects. You can’t work alone in
the college situation, you have to get five or six
people working together, and I often found
myself helping other people and doing no work
of my own, because no one was really interested
in the things I wanted to do.

The position of black women in third world
films cannot be separated from the question of
our position in society. We have to take account
of the fact that this is an era of feminism, and this
has had a great impact, but black women
organise separately from the white women’s
movement and we should consider why, and
what our needs are. We should pay particular
attention to what is said in white feminist circles
and how it affects us, whether it is adequate for
our needs as black or third world women.

I will outline a few areas which I think are of
importance, and I shall limit myself to the west-
ern context, namely England, because that is
where I was born and brought up and where I
work. In this country the black woman has been
entirely absent from the media. There are many
trades in Britain of which black and third world
women form the backbone, but this doesn’t
matter in the media —we are just not there. Take
Angels, for example; I think there were perhaps
two black nurses in that series, whereas if you
walk into any hospital you’ll see the actual
number of black women working in the nursing
profession. Basically we have to say that we are
made invisible by the media.

Various white feminist writings over the years
have discussed at length the way in which

women’s experiences and actions have been invi-
sible historically, that is to say, anything we have
done has not been worthy of note, and the range
of feminist writing has tried to change thar situ-
ation. Now as far as I’'m concerned that is the
right thing to do, to try to redress that kind of
imbalance, but what black women found was
that even though whole sets of criteria were
being changed by feminist writings, it just didn’t
affect us at all, in terms of making the invisible
visible. We found that men who were involved
in film, whether white or black men, were por-
traying us in a derogatory or sexist manner —or
we were absent from their films altogether.

When we looked at the women’s movement and
the debates that were going on in those circles,
we were still absent in a way, because a lot of
white women felt that we were blind victims of
our various cultures and thought of us as ‘those
poor black women, who get circumcised, pushed
into arranged marriages, forced to bear so many
children, etc.” It was the missionary attitude that
a lot of white women adopted to us, and a lot of
the women’s movement felt that we were to be
enlightened by the whole process. I think this
came about through the inability or refusal to
understand the triple oppression that affects
black and third world women, the inter-connec-
tion of class, race and gender. So our task as film-
makers is not just making the invisible visible, it
is also a task of challenging the common categor-
isations and assumptions used by black and
white men and by white women to some extent.

For example, we can’t just talk about the sheer
power that men have over us without remember-
ing that racism puts black men in a somewhat
different relation to the power structure. Among
black and third world people, women often have
to fight alongside the men on the issues of race
and class, and I feel it is our commitment to the
struggle on those two fronts that has often in the
past caused us to brush aside the need to organise
around the issue of gender. The majority of
sisters, I know, are sure by now that this problem
will not vanish from our midst ‘when the
revolution cometh’, because sexism can only be
fought if women actively decide to struggle
against it.

In the area of film we have to consider how ideas
about gender, feminity and womanhood are
race-specific; our stereotypes are not the same as
white women stereotypes. In the dominant
cinema, there are certain well-defined roles for
the black or third world woman, for example, the
sexual temptress, the Mammy, the Aunt Jemima
figure, the Amazon, the Black Matriarch and so
on; those images are found in both the blatant
and the subtle form. Th @eb&'ﬁ& Ea;pw how
images operate in the cgh?ext of a wxder 6‘(‘4 ty
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is it that despite the positive moves that have
sen made within the black women’s movement,
‘some black women still bleach their skin?

e have to consider how black film-makers
‘portray us. We all know that in the third world
pntext equipment and training facilities are
scarce enough, and it is more likeloy that the
en will have access to them first. They will be
bear witness to the fact that some black film-
ers cannot even be bothered to think about
their sexist attitudes. We are portrayed literally
in the same terms as in mainstream cinema, and
same myths and stereotypes are perpetuated.
1 would prefer not to see my image at all than to
see it presented in that way. An image has to be
consciously challenged. You can’t just say ‘Well,
1 2m 2 woman, so ] am going to make a film’ You
‘Bave to think about the images you are using.

- As women we need to meet and to try to under-
‘stand our similarities and respect our differ-
snces. During this festival I have heard talk
pout co-productions as one area where we as
smen could make an active intervention. We
meed to consider the development of certain
images and themes, the ways in which stereo-
“gypes are rooted in society, and to ask ourselves
‘guestions about what kind of films we want to
, who we want to reach and what we are
ing to say when we have reached them. We
meed also to ask the men who are our fellow film-

akers what they are going to do for us in terms
training and so on. Questions about audience,
and content have got to be tackled in the
eliminary stages and not at the editing stage.
& have to think about how we can get our work
other women.

Change is difficult, no one is denying that, but it
wsa't impossible; we have to work together, teach
sach other and share what limited resources we
. We also have to converse with our brothers
ho make films. We have to continue to make an
sctive intervention within society and within
ama in an effort to control our own images
d experiences. We as black or third world
smen must be the ones who define the areas or
portance and I believe that all this points
ards our need to control the actual product-
Son of our image. We have to bear witness our-
selves, we have to be the ones who take up the
- Bammer and do it for ourselves, we can’t rely on
anyonc clse to document our experience,
- Because only we know what it is like to be black
~ third world women. l

Prema Karanth:

1 am just here as a beginner with my first film; I
don’t have the authority to talk about film-
making and the industry in general. Film-
making presented itself to me as a challenge and
1 just took it. I learned film-making more or less
by chance, as the art director on one production
and then associate director on another. Then I
just jumped into film-making from there. There

were a lot of difficulties in the making of this
film, but I am happy to say that it is running well
now.

It is not just women directors and producers that
are rare. We intended in the beginning to make
Phaniyamma with an all-woman team, that is,
with all women technicians. We found almost all
we needed, except a camera-woman. We just
couldn’t find one. There was no point in trying
to make an all-woman movie when we couldn’t
find a camera-woman, so we left it. ll

Manona Wali: Manona Wali is an
What I would like to do, as a film-maker from the ~ Asian film-maker living in
USA, is to outline two problem areas that I sce:  the USA, and her film
the making of films by women in the USA, and Gy Aecal dheaing oF
the representation of women in third world thelid e Sestrent
cinema, which is the general question or topic of
this panel.

Now you have a situation in the USA today
where I can only think of one feature film made
by a black woman, and even in India you have at
least four, so I think this is a critical situation that
has to be addressed immediately. I think there
are certain historic reasons for it, that I would
like to go into briefly.

The first is that the feminist movement in
America was largely a white middle-class move-
ment that completely ignored the needs of third
world women in the USA, so while the feminist
movement concentrated on becoming executives
in the top ranks of male-dominated industries,
third world women were worried about making
it just on the very fundamental level of survival,
and these issues were not dealt with at all in the
feminist movement. The movement had a
positive impact in encouraging the women in it
to get out there and express themselves, but
there were many women who were not really a
part of it.

The second reason is that in the USA you have
an extreme polarisation of the sexes and this
inhibits co-operation between the sexes. More-
over amongst black families there are many
which have been physically split up by the wel-
fare system and the family structure destroyed.

Prema Karanth: ic

y from India. She works
All these factors have contributed to the lack of iitside the commieréial
involvement in cinema by women, and that is film industry there, and
one area which I would like to discuss further. her film Phaniyamma was
financed by the National
Film Developmet
Corporation and made in
Kannada, the regional

The other is the representation of women in
third world films, and I think the problems have

b.een very well stated alreac_iy. In -third world language of Karnataka:
cinema you have a male-dominated industry and She is one of only three
the images of women are adapted from the main- women in India making
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Stella Diego is originally
from Cyprus but has lived
and worked in Mexico,
which is the subject of her
short film Eruption, now
showing here ar the Third
Eye Festival.

should examine themselves to see whether they
have not been brainwashed. They should think
about women and the images of them they put
into their films, and question the nature of
them. M

Stella Diego:

I have just finished a film course in London
where I made a short film which is relevant to
this third world film festival because of its social
and economic statements. I am no authority on
the representation of women in third world
cinema, but I would just like to give you my idea
of what film-making is a commitment to fighting
for a free society. I want to see cinema used to
create political awareness and to struggle against
a reactionary system which already controls both
finance and films, and which feeds us lies about
our society, our culture, our history and our
race. The whole of our history has been filtered
through the bourgeois lens and we have been
compelled to live with terrible distortions. I
don’t think it is relevant to go through the
history of where women have been
unrepresented or misrepresented in cinema;
what concerns me is how women can become
responsible for their own representation in film-
making and fight against the oppressive
system.

Discussion

(The following are some of the contributions made
by panellists and syposium participants during this
session)

““The subject of this session is the representa-
tion of women in third world cinema. While we
have concentrated, and rightly so, on imperialist
cinema, capitalist cinema, we have to remember
that in many third world countries we still have
to fight against out own inherited values. Cer-
tainly in India, although we are industrialised,
society is not yet free from feudalism. If you look
on cinema as something that reflects your cul-
tural way of thinking, then you have to take such
elements into consideration, as they are still very
much in evidence.

During the freedom struggle in India, we were
fighting not just a political battle but also for a
new way of life, and perhaps for that reason a
large number of women became involved and
even became leaders in the struggle. It was for
the entire population, women included, anyone
who came in as an equal soldier, and this concept
of equality between the sexes did make a dent
even at that time. This perhaps explains why we
have got three or four women film-makers work-
ing at the moment. But we still have the problem
of the representation of women in our cinema,
because of the colonial and feudal hangover. You
have to see this in proper perspective, to under-
stand feudalism in the context of our own
culture, instead of meeting it only with

emotional outbursts. We have to fight both
feudalism and imperialism with reason as well as
passion, or we cannot support our sisters.

“After I had finished my film, having learned
everything in film-making step by step, the stage
of distribution I was very nervous, because I
think that this is the really important thing in
film-making. [ was really frightened to invite the
distributors of the industry in Karnataka to
come and see my film; I was just waiting for
somebody to get interested to come and see for
themselves. Then I found that nothing
happened, and that I must make an cffort to get
my film released, and I had to contact so many
people. The distributors said it ws ‘very nice’,
but then they are businessmen and they are
always afraid they will not get their money back.
I was one hundred per cent sure about my filmj it
was based on a popular novel and I was sure it
would run, but I was worried it would not get
distributed.”’

““The concept of women as film-makers is
relatively new and I think one of the problems
we may face is that we have no standard yet to
judge our work by. On the one hand it is rather
exciting because it is totally creative and there
has been nothing like it before, but at the same
time this means that it is really hard to judge
ourselves or look at the work obiectively.”

‘It is not a relevant concept to me because I
don’t want to distinguish a specifically ‘wo-
men’s’ third world cinema. The idea of a third
world cinema that does not contain positive im-
ages of women is a contradictory notion to me. I
feel it is much stronger not to polarise the sexes
but to unify them.’

€“If you want to make judgements on what
images we want to use, what modes of
representation, how we are going to get things
across visually, what works for our particular
experience —these are problems every film-
maker faces and the only way you can sort those
out is to gct together as black women and discuss
things.’

€¢1 agree that it is very dangerous to start talking
as thought black women’s films should be
entirely for and by and about black women, cut
off from the rest of the world. I want to bring up
the point of technological resources and
training. Facilities for third world women to
train for anything, let alone film-making, are
extremely limited. It scems to be the general
feeling that what is available should go to the
men, just as it always has with medicine and
engineering, and I feel that if, in order to see
films which portray women as we want to see
them portrayed, we have t@&fh\{\unn de%) are
making the films, theg\@e are going to hav&;&)
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ndies, and when we wanted to make a film of
vhat we were doing, we were pushed into a kind
of compromise. We had to make the film
urselves, but we had no expertise whatever, so
£ meant working with men who could use the
language of film to communicate what we had to
ay. I know some people feel strongly about a
sminist co-op working in this way, but I wonder
it is an acceptable compromise for those
women of the third world who cannot wait for
ange, as we could not.

Dn the question of the representation of black
women in commercial films or documentaries; if
are lucky the director of a documentary is
more interested in showing women as they are,
aough as has been pointed out, even third world
Sim-makers can be quite unaware that they are
helping the situation with their representat-
ons. In fact if can be very difficult to get access
® the women you want to portray. I have seen
swveral films about prostitutes at this festival,
gnd it is easy enough to film them since their
nole lifestyle is one of exhibition, but the
ority of women in the third world are hidden
way behind kitchen doors and in backyards.
fow can you give a fair representation of these
momen when you cannot reach them?

& friend of mine came up against this while
ping some filming in rural Jamaica using vir-
y no dialogue because he didn’t want sub-
s and the Jamaican dialect is so hard to
derstand. When I saw the film, I asked him if
saw Jamaica as a womanless society, for there
tre none in his film. He replied that he simply
puld not get the women to take part in the enter-
wise, and I know why. The women do not want
be portrayed doing the sort of work that they
fact do, because the values of society tell us
cooking and washing, sweeping and clean-
i are completely unskilled activities and there-
e We are not interested in exposing ourselves
@ film doing these things.”?

greatly admire the things that have come out
¥ women's co-operatives and I would like to say
in your situation, to have men working in
operation with you seems to me an acceptable
smpromise. I think at times we confuse femin-
sm with separatism, when the two need not be
e same. [fyou could find a cameraman to shoot
“he material the way you wanted it then that is
great for you. It would be good if you could also
ad someone who would co-direct in the way
ou want, but the problem is finding someone
‘who has the same vision as you or is prepared to
set you halfway. A lot of women go into co-
oduction in the hope that they will be able to
sommunicate their experiences and at least give
their brothers some insight into what they want
on the screen, but when it comes to shooting,
you find that your original ideas have gone out of
- the window and this guy is off on his own little
sourney. Bur the kind of co-production you are

talking about may be the best compromise avail-
able for third world women to overcome this
problem of lack of training and resources.””

“I think this whole question of technical exper-
tise has been allowed to become too intimidat-
ing. I don’t think when they started in Cuba they
went to white men to ask them how to make
films. They picked up the cameras and got on
with it, and what we got was a very original
vision. We still study those films today for that
vision, and it is very important that women pick
up the camera also. It is not really difficult and
there is no mystery about it, and it is very impor-
tant to offer that fresh vision. If you have never
composed an image before you will get some-
thing entirely new, and you won’t get the same
thing as someone who has been trained to set up
the camera in a certain way and look at the world
in a certain way. I think it is very important to
fight the whole notion of expertise.

1 think that to talk about the representation or
images of women in third world film steers us
away from the basic issue of how men relate to
women in normal social practice. You cannot
isolate film production from social relations as a
whole. The way we film each other is deter-
mined by the way we relate to each other; that
has to change before the change can be reflected
in film. It is no good agreeing that we need to
control our technological resources and our
access to our audience, if that just means the
audience getting more of the same stuff.”’

‘I would like to say that in Chile our sisters
have been working from the very beginning in
films, as scriptwriters, producers and directors.
They have shared their experience and what
they have learned very openly. How do we see
the role of the male and the female film-maker?
Where is the point of contrast?”’

““It is very good that there-are a number of
women in film-making in Chile, but it does not
alter the fact that overall they are still very much
in the minority and have to struggle to get any-
thing made. I’m not saying that men and women
can’t work together, or that men can’t produce
films which feature predominantly women. But
we want to be able to take an active part our-
selves, and to organise both with men and
amongst ourselves to deal with the issues we
choose in the way we choose.”’

“*1 think it might be more enlightening to con-
centrate not on the opposition of black and white
or man and woman, but on that of oppressed and
oppressor. You will find people of both sexes
and both colours on either side of that division.
Take the film by Prema Karanth, for example. A
woman is the main character in that film, and it
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could only have been made by a woman. But the
film is not really about a woman, it is about how
cultural tradition can be an obstacle to the well-
being of the people. The woman is the means by
which we observe this phenomenon, she is the
victim of the process, and she is all the more suit-
able as a victim precisely because women are the
most oppressed group in the social set-up.

¢¢Ifyou look at the history of the motion picture,
it has been predominantly a weapon of men, and
they have laid down the aesthetics of the form.
The film world is in bad shape, it is fundamen-
tally lop-sided, and that has a lot to do with the
fact that it is male-dominated. I am not saying
that all women have an inherently progressive
vision, but I do think that if women had played a
significant role in the cultural aspects of society,
particularly cinema, we would be looking at a
different situation now, with different sensibili-
ties and temperaments coming out of motion
pictures. I have noticed it in the women students
I have had. Some have already accepted the male
view-point and produce work no different from
that of a man; others are questioning and seek-
ing, experimenting with a unique sensibility,
introducing a new sort of aesthetics to our uni-
versity.

Even in the history of the African American film
industry you can see how the male domination of
the past twenty years has unbalanced and
deformed the initial vision of the original pion-
eers. If you have a deformed representation of a
woman in your film, then I believe the represen-
tation of the man will be deformed too. You
cannot ride into a progressive world by oppress-
ing somebody; that is a capitalist point of view. It
is true that I have a great and justifiable quarrel
with western society, but I have to channel
creatively this anger against the society that has
kept me silent so long. The tendancy to create a
‘bad guy/good guy’ opposition, after the pattern
of western cinema, is the most dangerous of all
trends in the Afro-American cinema. We need to
break down this absolute opposition of positive
and negative which is so typical of Hollywood.
We shouldn’t need to bring white characters
onto our screens in order to represent villains,
for example.”

€€ Another point worth remembering is that if a
film is made by a woman it does not guarantee a
particular vision. A way of looking at things is
not inherent in the sexual status but is a result of
a certain amount of analysis and study as well.
Remember that even in this male-designed
world, most men are in fact brought up by
women. Adam was the only man who gave birth
to a woman; since then, it is the women who have
given birth to the men! The trouble is, they have
to do so in a society whose institutions are def-
ined by men.”’

“The really decisive thing is that the kind of
film we make is determined by our vision of

humanity, and a vision that includes oppression
of anyone, male or female, black or white, cannot
be a progressive vision. If we want to find the
way forward, we shall have to deal constructively
with those with whom we have differences. No
man or woman wants to be put down. You don’t
build a world by putting me down, nor can I
build a world by putting you down. We cannot
afford to fragment the struggle, The point is that
western society can afford to fragment the
struggle, but we need to confine and concentrate
it, creating links with any and every progressive
group.”?

€“There is a real problem that we may get
obsessed with the idea of polarisation. Thete are
differences and we have to try and thrash them
out, but we must expect there to be differences. I
hope that we shall be able to find a point mid-
way where we can work together because we
need to work together. We do need each other,
because of our common race and past history.
But unfortunately what often happens is that
women who want to work in films become very
bitter because they can’t get access to the facil-
ities they need or take part in certain events, For
example, in a festival like this, it is the estab-
lished film-makers, who are all men, who are in
the position of controlling and setting up such
things. If the men refuse to listen to us, we come
to a situation where we don’t want to bang our
heads against a brick wall any more and say,
‘Please listen to me’, we say to ourselves, ‘Well,
I’m going to organise with my sisters and put my
images on the screen that way’. I don’t see this
question as one of polarisation. It’s a question of
women having to organise autonomously, like
any other oppressed group.

¢¢Whenever the issue of feminism is discussed
there always seems to be a lot of tension. I once
participated in a discussion on the place of
women in African art and there was a great deal
of controversy, particularly when one partici-
pant attempted an analysis of the position of
African women from the western feminist view-
point. The more I think about it, the more I feel
that feminism is an economic issue, Perhaps
because the economic realities of Aftica are so
different from those of the west, the rise of fem-
inism has followed a different pattern and the
motives are quite different.””

“The questions that have aroused much of the

dissension here today have been explored by

black women writers in the USA, and I would

like to mention an essay by June Jordan which

discussed Zora Neal Hurston, the black woman

novelist. When Zora Hurit()g@f@g)g?k appeared
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sumed that a decent book will be militant in
the way in which black men have defined mili-
tancy, and will deal with politics and economics
ong lines laid down by men. When a woman
- steps out to give her own political reality, per-
haps shown from a family point of view, the
point of view of human relationships and inter-
actions, it is seen as being divisive or ducking the
issues. In fact such a book is profoundly
political, because the personal is political.”

““I would like to raise some points about repre-
sentation of women in third world cinema using
two examples, because I would like to have some
idea what people mean when they talk about the
presentation of women in third world films,
‘and the concept of the positive image. I am dis-
ussing this as somebody who deals in images.
Most people have seen Ceddo, which deals with
colonialism in Africa, particularly the intrusion
of Islam into traditional societies. The hero is a
princess who ultimately destroys the colonising
force and retains her power over the people.

Now my problem with Ceddo is, what next?
‘White people are saying that Ceddo is a positive
epresentation of this woman. But Jose is right
hen he says that Prema Karanth’s film deals

ith the way in which traditions inhibit change
and progress, inhibit a more humanitarian and
Aiberated society. I go to Africa and see women in
that same tradition in situations which I don’t
see as progressive or contributing to the liber-
ation of third world peoples or third world
sinema. Is the hero in Ceddo a hero simply
‘Decause she succeeds in shooting a coloniser and
retaining a feudal system? Or do we have to look
for something else, something more fundamen-
1al about how we see the changes in society and
Bow wec sce people? Something which can
equally well apply to Prema Karanth’s character
nd the way she evolved in the film, and what she
‘portrayed.

As Itravel around, I see people in the third world
dealing with certain fundamental issues, and
when I come back here, I find third world people
here wallowing in the privileges of European
society and talking all kinds of irrelevancies. For
instance, in our position here as black people in
“the community, we argue for more black people
on television. I don’t think the issue is more
black people on television; we are talking about a
certain quality. When we talk about third world
cinema, we are talking about a certain quality of
cinema, a certain development, certain ideals,
- certain essences which define our cinema as
third world cinema. This is why I put this quest-

ion—not to those who criticise film but to those
who make film—the question of Ceddo and
Phaniyamma.>’

¢“We have already discussed the fact that film is
a reflection of social reality, an we’ve talked
about strengthening or changin the status quo.
Plainly the portrayal of women in film cannot be
different from their position in society, and that
position is not good, we have to admit it. The
woman has not been given her rightful place in
most third world societies, and it is good that
women are coming forward to make their own
films now.

I have a friend who has just made a film on a
women’s problem, a middle class women’s prob-
lem, and it is a very good film, which I wish we
could have go to the festival but he confessed to
me that he would rather a woman had made it,
because she would have seen certain nuances of
the women’s feelings better than any man could
do; she would have felt it in her guts, because she
would have known the same psychological
oppression.”’

““Itis right that many more women should come
into film-making, but in our efforts to correct the
imbalance of the past, let us not fall a prey to
divisionism, otherwise we shall weaken our own
cause. To polarise on sexual lines would call the
whole idea of a ‘third world cinema’ festival in
question, because the problems of independent
film-makers the world over are the same, justice
versus injustice, and I see the women'’s struggle
as part of that.”’

€ All this is very fascinating because it reminds
me of the sixties when we would be talking to
white folk about racism and they would say,
‘Yes, well, everyone has problems’, and we
would say, ‘Yes, but ours are specific’. I see the
same thing happening now, when the men really
cannot understand what the women are saying,
why we are making all this noise when we are all
part of the same struggle. But you know your-
selves that there are struggles within struggles,
and we have to fight our own struggle according
to our own perceptions, and as long as you give
us this sort of feedback, you will continue to hear
explanations that sound very angry and divisive
to you. Because we are not getting the feeling
coming through that we need; we shouldn’t have
to explain, and when we get to the point where
we don’t have to explain, then we can go on to
the next level ...’
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Concluding Session

The following are the comments/statements that were made in the final
discussion session before the declaration was formulated.

We now need concrete proposals; tangible
results of our being here for this symposium.
The main ideas so far seem to be the setting up of
distribution channels and working on co-
productions.

Because we come from diverse situations, it takes
a conference such as this for us to explain to each
other our needs and problems, which we must
do before we can work together or help each
other. Now we can move on the practical front.

The practical difficulties are enormous. In the
context of the world distribution market, can
‘third world film’, as everyone is calling it,
succeed? If an Indian or American play can be
put on in Ghana, and there can be something in
the production that makes it definitely
Ghanaian, will it work the other way round? Can

a film that is obviously identifiable as ‘third '

world’ be put on the American or European
market? What of the language problem? The
current conversatiuon, even, would be impos-
sible in my native Ghanaian. Even if the access
was there, could suitable third world films be
made?

We have to recognise here the very great differ-
ence between African cinema up to the present
time, which has been mainly educative and cul-
tural, and the world cinema Africans now hope
to compete with, which offers mainly commer-
cial entertainment. Questions of language, the
relative merits of dubbing and subtitles, have to
be carefully considered.

Haile Gerima: We cannot expect that the system
will arm us for the struggle to destroy it; inde-
pendent cinema can expect no favours from com-
mercial cinema or the financial establishment.
Third world cinema is a political declaration.
My brothers and sisters are not everyone who is
black, but everyone who declares against the
injustice that oppresses us. We cannot beat
Hollywood at its own game; better to save our
money. Film-making is only worth it if we have
vision for change. If you have unlimited re-
sources it is easy to learn how to make Holly-
wood films; we could all crash cars and burn

buildings and show everyone having sex regard-
less of the plot, but there is more purpose to life
than this, and to film-making. Film-making
should have very important consequences; in a
few cases film-makers have been killed as a result
of their work, and that should not surprise us.

Third world film must not be an imitation of
world cinema. The Argentinian industry had to
start again from scratch in the sixties because
before that they had concentrated on producing
a photocopy of Hollywood. They postponed
their own creativity. Many of us here have the
professional skills to do the same, to have this
false success, and we have a unique point of view
as a result, because we are familiar with the
machinery of distortion. Africans have a lot to
offer and should not postpone their creative
work.

What about the question of writers in cinema?

Things Fall Aparr failed because it was produced
for profit and not to put writer’s message across.
It is very difficult to express yourself in someone
else’s language, especially if humour or idiom
play a large part in your writing. Things Fall
Apart is now used in English as a study text and
if the film had not been made in a ‘Hollywood
looks at Africa’ sort of way it might have been a
success. The writer could have been given at
least a consultative position, so that he could
explain what he had actually said in Ibo, which
was lost in the translation into English, and the
audience might have been delighted to discover
something new. It is most important that the
adaptation of our writing for the cinema is hand-
led by black or third world people.

Miguel Littin: The relationship of writing and
film-making has been different in Latin
America. In Chile, for example, novels were just
imitations of the form of the f(; gch novel and
had virtually nothing t%sa?\t% the E . The
film-makers had to gg\(ﬁrectly to the peoplefand
then they found a gich art rtisq;
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that popular culture enshrined the capacity for
rebellion, and in the popular memory a very
different history was being told from the one in
the official history books. In time, the new liter-
ature of Latin America emerged and the models
of cultural domination were broken. The new
writing is truly popular and not imposed from
above. Cinema has to learn now to achieve the
same relevance to reality combined with aes-
thetic expression. Political cinema, the cinema
of underground struggle, is not the only thing we
need, we have to create art and entertainment as
well, but in keeping with the popular exper-
ience.

N V K Murthy: To revert briefly to the question
of distribution: it is very dangerous for third
world cinema to try to enter the rat race for
theatre time, because it then becomes easy for
the commercial film industry to throw us a few
crumbs to entice away our most imaginative
film-makers. This is the surest way of corrupting
third world cinema. If a film is produced in a
third world country, that doesn’t necessarily
make it ‘third world cinema’, as witness the 700
Indian films made every year, most of which are
trash. This is where we come back to the
question of writers again, because in Hindi films
for example we have had no intelligent imagin-
ative scriptwriting for years, just the same old
hash of boy meets girl, the chase sequence and so
on. It is a box office formula, not an art form.

Fortunately we are now getting a new generation
of writers in the cinema, particularly in Kerala,
Bengal and Karnataka, who are writers of novels
or plays or short stories, and have already learn-
&d to capture the cultural idiom of their retion in
their writing. You saw an example of this yester-
day, in the student film Palib Pahi, which uses a
$olk drama form of the Gubad area that involves
2 lot of ad-libbing and audience participation.
The student film-maker is steeped in the cultural
$orms of that area so he had been able to bring

 this to the screen, and in doing so he has solved
the problem Miguel Littin mentioned, that of
providing entertainment as well as increasing
awareness in the audience.

- Now this sort of thing is not just a film produced
i a third world country, it is cinema with a cer-
1ain connotation, cinema which reflects the
ethos of the third world peoples, people who are
demanding justice for themselves and all
Bumanity. Third world cinema ought to be
universal cinema, because it upholds the rights
of people everywhere.

This is why it is useless for us to waste our time
trying to get theatre time from the existing distri-
burtion system. As Haile Gerima put it, why
should they provide us with the tools to destroy
them? If you have clearly recognised that this is
what third world cinema is trying to do, to des-
troy the existing motion picture industry and the

unjust social structure that supports it, then
don’t ask them for help. It is completely futile
insisting that a theatre or distributor should
show your films instead of MPEAA films. We
have to provide alternative means of distribution
and exhibition, and fortunately our climate is
such that we can show films out of doors during
nine months of the year. When the people know
you, and know you are there, and have recognis-
ed your integrity, it is they who will help you not
the theatre owners, who would sell their souls to
the MPEAA.

We need links between third world countries so
that we can co-operate with each other in our
common aims, IfI want a film from Zimbabwe, I
don’t want a film from Zimbabwe made by
Hollywood, I want a film that will reflect the cul-
ture of the Zimbabwean people, how they live,
what their aspirations are, what is going on
there. We should be concentrating on setting up
such links and not wasting our time begging for
scraps from the existing structure.

Is it necessarily the ideology concerned that
makes a film ‘Hollywood’? It is not a question of
whether any deliberate mystification takes
place? The audience may intend to judge a film
rationally, but the very medium of film is seduc-
tive, and the audience may not have any previous
knowledge of the issues to use as a reference. The
early films of Edison and Porter which we know
to have had such enormous effect, even influen-
cing what went into contemporary history
books, were classified in fact as entertainment.
Entertainment influences very subtly and deeply
indeed because the audience is relaxed and off
their guard. Particularly in a conventional
theatre where the lights are dim and you sit
absolutely still, is a psychological fact that you
become much more passive and receptive.

Now, we can make films as persuasive and sed-
uctive as any. The early cinema of the Soviet
Union, the films of communist Cuba, the short-
lived cinema of free Chile, these are all carefully
studied and highly regarded even by right wing
teachers. We have a lot to offer but we must not
make the mistake of dominating with our cul-
ture, as we have been dominated with others.
Any information that leaves me choicelss is
oppressive information, even if it is technically
true. As long as a film makes me think, as long as
it leaves my brain gymnastic with the inform-
ation, I am safe. Who speaks for the people? We
don’t know; it has to be your truth and my truth
out on the table and let people draw their own
conclusions. You could tell the truth as you see it
in most progressive terms, but unless your film
promotes dialogue between the audience and the
cinema, if the reaction of the audience is entirely
passive, then it is still an oppressive film.

There are great dangers in clinging too closely to

_one ideology in film-making. For example, we

have the situation in India where the trade union
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movement is divided along religious lines. In the
western part of Bombay there is even one very
militant working-class group which is subsidised
by the capitalists, because they expect to benefit
from its divisive and destructive effect. During
the centenary celebrations, I was asked to make a
film and I took this chance to educate the
workers about the effect of these divisions. I
offered to make four films about the current sit-
uation if four areas of society which were close to
Gandhi’s heart, and one of these was national
integration. How I did this was to go to the
people and get them to talk about their lives and
concerns, thus bringing out the fact that econ-
omic injustice and exploitation lay at the root of
these divisions.

When India became free, everyone interpreted
that ‘freedom’ in his own terms. The bonded
labourer expected personal freedom, the land-
less labourer hoped for free access to land, the
industrialist thought of freedom to exploit the
market in the place of the departing colonials.
Our film said, ‘Look, this is separatism, this is
how it has grown and what it is doing, this is how
we are cutting our own throats. Don’t fritter
away our chances and weaken our movement, or
we will go back to square one instead of forward.’
And this applies to cinema, as part of that move-
ment.

Jose Massip: Talking about teaching and learn-
ing, we in Cuba had to learn how to make films
and what to put in them at the same time. The
technical side we picked up as we went along.
We had seen a certain amount of left-wing
cinema from Soviet Russia in the intellectual
film societies, and we began by making a film
about the impoverished slum-dwelling charcoal
burners of southern Cuba. It didn’t occur to us
that we were in effect the pioneers of indepen-
dent cinema in Latin America. Of course the
films were branded subversive - it is always sub-
versive to show the existence of poverty - but by
the time of the revolution, we had some little
technical training and could therefore begin
film-making rather more easily. As to what we
put in our films, the people themselves provided
us with our material and we learnt from them
and spoke for them and were part of them. We
were able to express the culture and rewrite the
history and our documentaries have been our
school of film-making. We have not done so well
yet in our feature films, but I think we are
improving all the time.

But what about making a film of another
country? My own country I know, but how can

you become part of another culture sufficiently
to represent it truly on film? When I was sent to
cover the war in Portuguese Guinea, as it then
was, I found it was of the greatest benefit that I
had done military training, as we all have to do in
Cuba, and so I could march with the liberation
army for 50 kilometres carrying a rifle and all my
equipment. In that situation it was a physical
skill that helped me to be part of the people I wag
filming. In another film in Africa, I used poetry
as a commentary. I learned a lot of the poems by
heart and that helped me greatly in identifiying
with the country and its people.

Haile Gerima: The majority of worthwhile films
are produced by cinema ‘in exile’, rather than
the sort of state-protected cinema that flourishes
in Cuba or Mozambique. There are hundreds of
struggling film-makers, producing films in very
difficult conditions, and the most useful thing
we can do for them is to provide a ‘landing-strip’
for the films they have launched. Wherever there
is a group that is organised — church, community
centre or women’s group —film societies can be
created which will give these films the initial
audience they need in order to create awareness
of their relevance and thus secure a larger expo-
sure for themselves. There is no harm in using
theatres if you can, but it is fruitless wasting your
efforts in trying for theatre time if it is going to
be denied you.

One important point is that films should never
be shown free of charge; this only diminishes the
audience’s opinion of the film. The films have
got to pay their own way or they lose their value.
An advantage of creating your own exhibition
situation is that you can use films which are not
in themselves constructive or progressive. By
educating the audience somewhat beforehand,
you can provoke consideration of what the film is
saying, so that the audience analyse and criticise
rather than accepting blindly. It is necessary to
promote consideration of a variety of artitudes
and opinions, otherwise we can fall into the same
one-sided bigotry that we are fighting in others.
But you have to get out and actually do some-
thing —like film-making itself, this is a matter
not just of ideas and principles, but of physical
hard work.

Chair: One of the things which we certainly
want to see coming out of this conference is a
framework for sharing information and contacts
which could be of use to independent film-
makers and promoters in all countries, ll
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Appendix 1
SYMPOSIUM DECLARATION

Introduction

1. In defining the term ‘Third World’ we
have chosen not to deal with it as a
geographical indicator but as a political
concept, embracing historical and
cultural relations which make the term
much broader in scope and meaning.
Thus the term “Third World’ defines the
nation state as well as metropolitan based
communities forged out of the
relationship. While the content of the
films, issues raised, format adopted, etc.,
may differ in these countries and
communities, their historical experience
under imperialism, the legacies of
underdevelopment and cultural
domination, their historic and current
struggles to free themselves of
domination are the common
denominators which underpin the
definitional use of the term in our
thinking.

2. The audio-visual products by way of film
television film, video, slide shows and
other audio visual forms of
communication shall be referred to in
this document as ‘film’ for the sake of
brevity.

Declaration

3.  We Third World people who have
participated in the Third Eye
Symposium, recognise the difficulties we
face in the production, distribution and
exhibition of film. We recognise that
these difficulties arise out of issues of an

, economic, technical, social and political
nature.

We therefore call for the formation of a
provisional executive secretariat based for
the moment in London, in order to call
for the formation of the Third World
Film makers Association.

We also call for the formation of
representative sections all over the Third
World, including London,

4,  The organisation will be called The
Third World Film makers Association’.

The primary purpose of the Association
will be to promote the development and
dissemination of film which reflects the
aspirations of the mass of people in the
Third World and advances the scope for
racial, sexual, political, economic,
linguistic, cultural and religious
liberation from oppression and
domination.

The objectives of the Third World Film
makers Association are as follows:-

7. (a) To explore, demand, pressurise and

lobby the funding bodies who could
make available resources for the
production, distribution and exhibition
of Third World film.

(b) To establish an international network of
financiers, producers, distributors and
exhibitors of Third World film.

(c) To establish a centre with library
resources and facilities for cataloguing,
researching, analysing and criticising, the
issues and concerns of Third World film
and film-making.

(d) To develop understanding of Third
World film culture in respect of theory,
representation of images, and
perspectives and techniques of
production and dissemination of Third
World film.

(e) To actively encourage Third World
women to take control of the processes of
production, distribution and exhibition
of film.

(f) To recognise the emergence of a cinema
concerned with Third World feminist
perspectives.

(g) To demand that all Third World Film
makers should critically assess the
representation of women in the films
they produce.

(h) To create a subscribing membership to
the organisation.

(i) To produce a newsletter which will
reflect the activities and the objectives of
the Association.

ACK& E
c (,,g\, TH/V/C
S8 N
fo y, %6

s 2
IS

s 1981-1986 %
[a m

archiv

ejparmindervir.com

W«)miTg for London



(j) To promote Third World films by
distribution and exhibition and to ensure
proper payment to the film makers from
such activities.

(k) To create conditions for the support of
emergin Third World Film makers by
way of funds, expertise and advice.

(1) To develop the means and skills of
publicity and media coverage of Third
World film.

(m)To build and expand audience
involvement and interest and to advance
audience understanding and response to
Third World film.

(n) To make contact with support groups
that advance the objectives of the
Association.

(0) To explore and develop contacts for co-
production opportunities for film.

(p) To take up active opposition to state
censorship, and to publicise issues of
oppression and censorship of Third
World film and film makers in keeping
with the aims and objectives of the
Association.

(q) To set out the parameters for excluding
films which go against the aims and
objectives of the Association.

(r) To organise seminars and international
meetings periodically on the issues and
concerns of Third World film and film
making and their distribution and
exhibtion.

(s) To enable representatives to go to other
Third World Film events, and to other
cultural conferences for the purpose of
promoting the interests of Third World
film.

(t) To raise resources and facilities for a
regular festival of Third World film,

Appendix 2
SYMPOSIUM RATIONALE

1 In defining the term ‘Third World’ we have
chosen not to deal with it as a geographical indi-
cator but as a political concept, embracing his-
torical and cultural relations which make the
term much broader in scope and meaning. Thus
the term “Third World’ defines the nation state
as well as metropolitan based communities forg-
ed out of the relationship. While the content of
the films, issues raised, format adopted, etc., may
differ in these countries and communities, their
historical experience under imperialism, the
legacies of underdevelopment and cultural dom-
ination, their historic and current struggles to
free themselves of domination are the common
denominators which underpin the definitional
use of the term in our thinking.

2 It is this relationship of developing countries
and the metropolitan centres resulting in the
primitive accumulation of capital that influenced
not only the economic relations but the tradition-
al and structural props to this political order.
This lopsided economic and political relation-
ship meant that ‘foreign’ cultures were co-opted
and integrated to serve specific functions within
a dominant imperial ideology and cultural dis-
course.

This discourse is important for Third World
people struggling to redress the balance for at the
core of this discourse was the denial of any artistic

virtues of popular creativity among the colonised;
in fact, an ascendary of an Anglo-Saxon aesthetic.
The artist in such a situation had to resist the
totality of the historical impasse which was inex-
tricably bound up with political disenfranchise-
ment, economic exclusion and cultural expro-
priation. Thus the imperial culture neutralised
the creative impulses of the colonised, redefining
priorities, denying elements which generate
contradictory postures to itself and legitimising
features reflecting the imperial ethos. In con-
crete terms culture assumed reformist postures
as exoticism became the concubine of creativity
while achievement was assessed on the extent to
which the artist appropriated the imperial ethos
and myths.

A growing body of Third World artists are con-
fronting this situation and thus their creative
processes have incorporated an examination of
this history of cultural reproduction as well as a
critical reappraisal of their history and culture
with the ultimate aim of dismantling and under-
mining the dominant position of the ideological
ivory tower of colonialism and new colomahsm
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differences in time, distance and local con-
ditions.

3 The Festival of Third World Cinema aims to
highlight the wide range of films being produced
in this tradition. However it is not enough to just
show these films to the people but to engage the
film makers and their audience in a dialogue that
will lead to a greater development of this move-
ment. Thus the central aspect of this film festival
15 the five day symposium to be held in the pres-
ence of film makers, film students, critics, buyers
and distributors and others. The single most
important objects of the symposium will be to

move towards a critical understanding of Third
World Cinema.

4 Symposium papers will address common
issues in their specific geographical contexts.

Thus basic issues such as the ‘structure of film
industry’; the ‘politics of cinema’, representation
of women and the practical issues of production,
finance and distribution will be discussed by a
range of film makers.

We believe what needs to emerge from these dis-
cussions is a way forward together for Third
World Film makers where through a structure
way they are able to provide moral, financial,
political and critical support for each other.
Until such unity is achieved, Third World film
and film makers will continue to be exploited and
selectively exposed as chosen by the white
(makers). Third World Film makers must unite
and form an organisation which will serve their
interest throughout the year and not just at fest-
ivals. We believe London provides an ideal base
from which this could take place.

Appendix 3
SYMPOSIUM PROGRAMME

31 October-4 November 1983

B Monday 31 October

Welcome
Keynote speech by Haile Gerima

STRUCTURE OF THE FILM
INDUSTRY
Chair: Shyam Benegal

INDIA -K. V. K. Murthy (Head of
Poona Film Institute —retired)

AFRICA - Gaston Kabore (Burkina
Faso)

LATIN AMERICA -Miguel Littin
(Chile)

U.S.A. - Haile Gerima

BRITAIN - Colin Prescod and Henry
Martin

Open Discussion

Summary from The Chair

END

B Tuesday 1 November

THE POLITICS OF CINEMA
Chair: Clyde Taylor

Introduction

INDIA -POPULAR & ART
CINEMA -
Shyam Benegal

AFRICA -THE DISPLACEMENT
OF AFRICAN CINEMA BY
FOREIGN FILMS

—Segun Oyekunle (Nigeria)

LATIN AMERICA -CINEMA OF
COMBAT AND POPULAR CINEMA

USA-HOW BLACK CINEMA

HOLDS UP AGAINST

HOLLYWOOD - Bill Gunn
Open Discussion

Summary from The Chair

END
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B Wednesday 2 November

THE INFORMATION USES OF
DOCUMENTARY FILMS IN THE
THIRD WORLD

Chair: Bill Gunn

Introducﬁon
Jose Massip (Cuba)

Panel Discussion: Jose Massip
Shyam Benegal
Miguel Littin
Gaston Kabore

REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN
BLACK AND THIRD WORLD
CINEMA

Chair: Behroze Ghandi

Introduction

Panel Discussion: Monona Wali
Behroze Schroff
Claudine Booth
Prema Karanth
Suleka Nath
Stella Diego
Martina Attille

Open Discussion
Summary

END

B Thursday 3 November

CO-OPERATION IN PRODUCTION,
FINANCE AND DISTRIBUTION IN
THE CONTEXT OF A WORLD
MARKET

Chair: Lionel Ngakane

Introduction

Identification of Issues and Problems:
Conrributions from: Kwaw Ansah
Martina Attille and
John Akomfrah (Video)
Ferid Boughedir
Haile Gerima
Shyam Benegal
Behroze Ghandi
Monona Wali

Horace Ove

Open Discussion to identify solutions to
problems raised.

Summary

END

B Friday 4 November

PROSPECTS FOR BLACK AND
THIRD WORLD CINEMA

Chair: Haile Gerima

Introduction

Open Discussion

Discussion

Formation of Symposium Declaration
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PART 2

BLACK FILM SECTOR:
Which Way Forward

A REPORT

May 18th 1985
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Representation of Women in Third World Cinema (lefr ro right
(India).

): Stella Diego (UK),
Suleka Nanth (UK), Maureen Blackwood (UK), Behrose Gandhy (UK) and Prema Karanth
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H.O.Nazareth (UK) and Parminder Vir (Festival Organiser
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Introduction

The ‘Black and Third World’ and “Third Eye’
film festivals organised annually since 1982 have
provided for the first time a centre for exhibition
and exposition of Black and 3rd World film in
Britain, These festivals, which also became
gatherings of Black and 3rd World film makers,
were the starting point of critical discussions on
the nature and role of Black film in Britain—in
the cinema, and in relation to the struggle of our
communities. The advent of Channel Four tele-
vision, and the establishement of several Black
film production companies and Black film/video
co-operative workshops, through the early 1980s
(particularly since 1981) has further stimulated
these discussions. And so, when, on 18 May
1985, at the NFT, more than 100 independent
Black film-makers met, including representat-
ives from all the major, London based produc-
tion companies and workshops (bar the very new
Bandung) — the major agenda item for discussion
was the development of a new strategy for a way
forward. This report presents the main lines of
argument opened up at that conference.

Of course a viable strategy will only emerge once
we acknowledge the community of interests that
unite us, over and above the obvious divisions
and variations and different priorities which
exists within what has become a very dynamic
Black film and video sector. It is as well to note
that this ‘community’ is simultaneously a power-
ful resource and a constraint —as was demonstra-
ted by the different contributions to the confer-
ence discussion. All of which is to say that in
addition to concern about the product and prod-

uction, there is concern about the context of pro-
duction, which poses the question — production
for what? This involves consideration not merely
of where we’re coming from but also of where we
want to go!

The conference found that it could address itself
to some issues more readily than to others, and it
focussed in the main on the immediate tasks of
securing and improving emerging ‘independent’
Black film and video production structures. The
central subjects of discussions as reflected in the
report, were therefore: (a) training; (b) finance;
(c) funding; (d) distribution and promotion; (e)
exhibition; (f) developing film critique; and (g)
educating and servicing audiences. And with
regard to improving and developing structures
related to all these areas, the contributions to the
second half of the conference, by Claudine
Boothe and Parminder Vir are particularly note-
worthy for the challenges they presented. Claud-
ine Boothe because she presented ‘cable’ as a
field for opportunities which most of us have
hardly considered. And Parminder Vir because
she spoke to concrete and practicable organisa-
tion for a way forward.

This report constitutes then the most complete
and significant statement to date of the exper-
ience and direction of the relatively young Black
film video sector in Britain.

Colin Prescod
Chair for the Conference
1985
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Presentations by Workshops and

Production Companies

BLACK AUDIO FILM
COLLECTIVE
(Reece Auguste)

‘Given that this conference is about the black
film sector, which way forward, Black Audio
Film Collective is going to address that parti-
cular issue.

This paper will be concerned with the possibili-
ties of black independence. The language of pos-
sibilities is necessary, because what we mean
when we invoke the term ‘‘black film sector” is a
film making practice characterised by different
points of entry, different desires, different strate-
gies, and intervention in film making. But a lang-
uage of possibilities is fixed by a context and it is
this question of context that we wish to explore
today. Black Audio Film Collective believes that
the grant aided sector now exists in a critical con-
juncture. It is a location which is governed and
structured by a number of considerations: ‘(a)
political; (b) cultural; and (c) financial.

These are the sets of considerations which consti-
tute the present structural crisis, of which the
dominant of these is financial. Black Audio Film
Collective, like other workshops, is still develop-
ing. Our presence is part of the result of the 1981
uprising, but our development cannot be simply
understood in mechanical or reductionist terms.
The relation between black film making and the
riots is both of determination and convergence,
not of reductionists of mechanical criteria. Black
film making existed before the riots, but it took
different forms, and here lies a paradox which
confronts workshops. In 1981 we witnessed the
riots which in turn created a space for our inter-
vention in the media, but curiously enough the
further entrenchment of Thatcherite policies,
L.e. the abolishing of the GLC, rate-capping, the
arts Council’s ‘Glory of the Garden’, etc.
presents a threat to the sector’s existence. With
the demise of the GLC and the absence of a 1981
conjuncture, the workshop sector is not only vul-
nerable to future histories of financial uncertain-
ties and traumas, but even annihilation. Now the
reason for this should be made clear. Black work-
shop practice, like other forms of cultural produ-
ction, necessarily exists in relation to funding
agencies. Given the present political climate, this

relation of dependency can easily take the form of
separate development. Black workshops face a
future in which they could become recipients of a
rhetoric of aid.

The implications of this shift, and it’s a structur-

al shift, mean that the sector is pushed into a dif-

ferent context of operation. A new context there-

fore demands a coherent, but broad strategic

practice. For the task ahead no single strategy is

adequate. We must, therefore, deploy a mulripli-

city of strategies, because the conjuncture as it

exists demands it:

1. It is imperative that we take on the priorities
of institutional struggles.

2. That we take seriously the question of repre-
sentation within institutions.

3. That we debate and dialogue around institu-
tions.

4. That a collective mobilisation must take place
for additional change.

This necessarily means calling for the reformul-
ation of present cultural policies. We need poli-
cies which take account of race, but only as a
means of concretising debate on media access
and control. We recognise that on the subject of
race and cinema the majority of funding practices
amount to nothing other than rhetoric; empty
words, empty categories and this rhetoric is fully
articulated in present funding criteria. Because
funding policies are primarily geared towards
white film and theatre groups, and it has to be
stated because that is the case, a massive disparity
has been created and sustained by present fund-
ing policies. Black workshops do not need inde-
pendence by proxy.

Now the question of institutional struggle is also
important at the level of film training. Very little
can be learned from short courses because stu-
dents can inevitably do little after that. We there-
fore need to work towards a position from which
we can begin to demand that race and cinema
become a permanent feature of film school train-
ing. In this context knowledge o{%é:hmquc 15 In
itself not enough. It falls sho¥ éﬂy Poli-
tics and language is 11&(95 important an 1mﬂgr/g
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to contextualise that technology in the black
body politic. That must be seen as part of a
general strategy for the future development of
the sector.

In relation to black and Third World cinema,
and it’s a very important relation, institutions
currently involved in distributing these films are
not effectively circulating and publicising them.,
Britain’s black and migrant communities have
been forged out of unequal relationships between
the centre and the periphery. These relations, as
we all know, extend to cultural forms and the cir-
culation of imagery. Distribution institutions
have laxed in their priorities to the point where
there are more and more African film makers, for
example, becoming increasingly reluctant to
send their films to British distribution agencies.
An alternative structure or institution whose
primary aim is to disseminate Black and Third
World films is absolutely necessary. The politics
of such an institution would have to be informed
by Black and Third World histories, and how
that relates to the specificity of Britain’s Black
and migrant communities.’

KUUMBA PRODUCTIONS
(Menelik Shabazz)

‘Kuumba Productions is a film company formed
in 1982 by three Black film makers, Menelik
Shabbazz, Henry martin, Imruh Caesar. All
three of us have a background in both the broad-
cast and independent areas. The formation of
Kuumba as a viable company came out of a new
situation made possible by the formation of
Channel 4. A new Channel with a mandate to
cater for ‘minority groupings’ and specialised
programming, generally to be serviced by the
Production companies formed out of the Inde-
pendent sector as a whole.

Prior to the new Channel, the few Black film
makers that eixsted were trying to survive indivi-
dually, dependant on the whims of Network
Television. Both the BBC and the ITV compa-
nies have shown a consistent reluctance over the
years to take on Black film makers, although
there have been a few exceptions. Still today the
bulk of programmes produced about black
people by all four channels is predominately a
white domain. Blacks may be involved in minor
positions but the real power and control rests in
white hands. Also Network Television has
shown that it serves to reinforce already held atti-
tudes and stereotypes rather than being in the
forefront of change. Television is the dominant
educator in this multi-racial Britain but yet it still
carries ‘superior’ colonial and racist attitudes
present in its programmes, from current affairs
to drama, It has not been possible for black film
makers to make programmes that challenge attit-
udes within the ITV and BBC companies and
there is no indication that this will change.

On the other side the independent arena offered
the same possibilities, slim and none. Grant Ins-
titutions that funded film were just as racist as the
BBCand ITV companies but in a guise. The end
result was always the same ... It has taken the
periodic tide of black unrest to create any possib-
ility for Black film makers to be recognised as
capable of making films. Today the situation has
not changed much, film makers still have to
justify their way of seeing to those who don’t
have any basis to judge and who often have un-
healthy condescending attitudes towards Black
people. The past records of these institutions
show the real facts, and it remains to be seen whe-
ther they will do something in practice despite
their words of understanding and agreement.

So the formation of Channel 4 with its commis-
sioning policy, relying on outside companies to
provide its programmes represented an impor-
tant opportunity to produce programmes and to
have creative control. Also it allowed for the
building of an ongoing company structure with
possibility of growth and employment for Prod-
ucers, Directors, technicians and trainees.

Since then these possibilities have failed to be
realised within Channel 4. Still to date commis-
sioning Editors have yet to take on board the
inequality and racism that still flourishes in dis-
guise within the Channel in its attitudes to Black
production Companies. Black companies if seen
—are seen in the domain of multi-cultural pro-
gramming. Yet most of the commissioning edi-
tors are funding productions about Black
people’s history, culture and reality both here
and all over the world, by those who have little or
no knowledge of black people and the Black
world. Thus have they really thought about what
they are doing? It seems that as with the BBC and
ITV companies, just about anybody qualifies
except Black film makers themselves. Many ex-
cuses will be offered but the facts remain. There
have been some exceptions, in particular Alan
Fountain’s (Commissioning Editor for Indepen-
dents and Workshops) area which has supported
the Black independent sector and recognises its
significance especially in the workshop sector.
Heremains one of the exceptions for C4 — it is not
enough to talk about equality when in reality the
door remains as closed as it ever was. What we are
witnessing so far is the reshuffling of the pack but
the same trick.

The development and growth of the Black Inde-
pendent sector represents more than economics,
for it’s the programme by film makers and the
film/video image that attracts viewers and there-
fore credibility to the Channel. Black production
companies represent the inner eye from which
the whole society can begin to review Black
people. They present in a national and interna-
tional context, rather than continue to take Black
people out of their historical and current reality:
where else will we find the images which we all
agree are necessary for changing racist attitudes
toward Black people?! Black production com-
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panies and workshops carry this tremendous res-
ponsibility to carry fresh air into the polluted
atmosphere. Black people don’t have any repre-
sentation in this society that can reach across mil-
lions of people: C4 can play a crucial part in
breaking down barriers.

With Farrukh at the rein, the agenda remains the
same —that is to provide concrete support to
those Black companies and workshops who are
the cornerstone of Independent Sector and Black
film culture of the present and future. It is clear
that the Black independent sector cannot provide
all Farrukh’s programmes at this stage: this is not
the issue. The matter is to recognise that without
the inclusion of these companies there is no
change. There is certainly enough scope within
Farrukh’s budget to accommodate the growth of
the independent sector which is small, and to
develope other relations. There should be ‘no
problem’. Black Production companies are not
asking for favours, or token gestures, or to help
friends in need, but support based on quality and
the importance of the future of Black Production
companies and workshops. In the future what
Black Companies need is to get on with the busi-
ness of making programmes, for in the final
count, the proof of the pudding is in the eating.
We don’t want the same old song we want real
change . .. no disguises.

(By Black Production Companies I mean those
run and administered by Black professionals
working in the industry. This is distinct from
other companies that involve Black and white
professionals working together, such companies
it would be unfair to describe as ‘Black Produc-
tion Companies’.)

For C4 as a whole it must take up its commitment
and responsibility to change. It has been success-
ful in some other areas which has strengthened
its support. However, unless it continues to
bring fresh ideas then as is already happening it
will slip into a struck groove. It has yet to become
as challenging in its ideas towards Black imager
representation, it has still to recognise its prac-
tises towards involving Black production com-
panies and technicians. We are living in chang-
ing times and unless C4 responds to these
changes, then it is just reshuffling the pack...’

SANKOFA FILM AND VIDEO
WORKSHOP

(Isaac Julien)

‘My name is Isaac Julien, and we’ve named our
paper ‘“The Black Independent Sector Towards
Pluralist Approach”. The debate that took place
between ACTT and the Black Media Workers’
Association was around the issue of black people
being engaged in a workshop practice as a way
forward, notions of economic and cultural mar-
ginalisation, and notions of professionalism or
lack of it, The Workshop Declaration was in
effect thrown out by the BMWA. Black groups

like Sankofa were constituted under the Decla-
ration and took all those arguments on board. We
were also critical of the Workshop Declaration,
but with all its short comings, it was a document
that could be expanded upon, reworked 10
accommodate our demands. However, first and
foremost, the workshop, as a politically progres-
sive model facilitated a kind of film practice that
we want to be engaged in. A political film prac-
tice to accommodate our particular political per-
spectives, a practice that would allow a black film
culture to develop; to initiate as a sector the
development of a visible black distribution net-
work of black independent film and video; to
develop ways of sustaining a dialogue with our
audiences through the visibility of our work. Our
practice is production-based towards that and it
will be important for us to create points of entry
for our audiences, not necessarily engaged in film
production, by way of screenings, discussions
and a general media education programme. As a
sector, we thought it essential to have an organis-
ation that could best represent our views to insti-
tutions forming policies that would affect our
existence and our future. This organisation, The
Association of Black Film and Video Workshops,
is made up of all the black workshops in London
and the regions, and through this organ we aim to
put forward our demands as Black cultural
workers.

The Black independent film sector was born dir-
ectly out of the political climate created after the
1981 riots. Through their struggles, certain insti-
tutions were forced to take up black people’s
demands; so under the misguided names of
‘multi-culturalism’ as ‘ethicity’, black film
makers were able to become more visible. That
visibility brought with it recognition of the fact
that black film production has a history. Third
Eye and the Anti-Racist Film Programme went a
long way to establish this fact to the embarrass-
ment of almost all white distribution companies.
The future of black independent film culture
lives despite the constraints of economic margin-
alisation. to develop effectively, we do however
need real financial commitment from funding
bodies.

Sankofa’s entry into this sector was based on our
experiences in making productions such as ‘Who
Killed Colin Roach?’ and ‘Territories’. Our aim
was to make an intervention into independent
broadcasts which have been dominated by the
white left, who are prepared to, and in some
cases, engaged in the business of the appropri-
ation of our experiences. This has led to our mar-
ginalisation behind the cameras as well as in
front. Sankofa evolved with the desire to make
more visible and diverse a black independent
cinema to take account of our experiences as
black peoples in a post- m sAm(l&Bl%am A
cinema which referencg% e concern /cu d
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diversity in black independent film production.
Black independent production that utilises dif-
ferent film practices, which inform each other
without threat. A black independent sector that
embodies a pluralist approach in its attitude to
production with mutual respect to each practice.

So we welcome initiatives taken by the GLC
Race Equality Unit and their commitment to our
practice. We also welcome Channel Four’s com-
mitment and hope that it does not diminish with
the demise of the GLC. We also welcome the
decision of Channel Four to fund black indepen-
dent production companies, thereby expanding
the sector as a whole, Sankofa, with other black
workshops is formally constituted as the Associa-
tion of Black Film and Video Workshops to
develop a strategy for the survival of the black
workshop sector as a whole; to creat resources; to
create resource centres; exhibition and distribu-
tion networks. The furtherance of this sector has
to be determined by us, especially in the light of
this present funding crisis. The exchange of in-
formation, the need for dialogue between work-
shops and black film companies is essential. A
discourse that elaborates on the possibilities for
the black independent sector as a whole, and one
that will inevitably challenge the policies of film
and T.V. financing bodies. The power is in the
hands of a few. We think it right to contest a
British film culture that does not accept our
demands, especially in the light of British Film
Year, revealing colonial fantasies and secure in
its hegemony by asserting its own political per-
spective on independent cinema. There needs to
exist for black film and video workshops and
independent production companies, points of
contact, possibilities for dialogue. If there are
not, the black independent sector will become
weak and divide, and bow once again to the colo-
nialistic monetarist policies of ‘divide and rule’.
In the light of this funding crisis, a situation can
easily arise where we can become paranoid in the
sector and so hold back our demands of funding
bodies. Sankofa believes that there is not one way
forward, but many, to make visible our differing
aspirations, to make visible the existence of the
new black pluralism in British film culture. How
far will the funding policies of the GL.C be taken
up by ACGB, GLAA, BFI? If we go by Channel
Four’s recent decision not to give any of the black
workshops a three year contract, the future is
mostly certainly uncertain. These dominant
funding bodies will have to make it clear to us
where their commitment lies. They are either
with us, in concrete financial terms, or it’s
tokenism.’

PENUMBRA PRODUCTION
(H.O.Nazareth)

‘In 1982, at a seminar during the Black Film
Festival at the Commonwealth Institute, I was
asked to sit on the panel as a representative of the
British sector. I had just produced my first bit of
television for Channel Four (C4), a series with

C LR James. One person in the audience sugges-
ted “In five years’ time you’ll be driving round in
a Rolls Royce, you’ll forget about accountability
to the community, and you won’t bother to
appear on panels like this”. His “contribution”,
if it can be called that was singular in getting
almost everything wrong.

Firstly, working on a C4 commissioned pro-
gramme does not guarantee further work.
Secondly, it doesn’t make very much money.
Thirdly, it does not get you enough contacts to
get work elsewhere than C4. Fourthly, I did not
see myself as “accountable to the community”
then or subsequently, and I was not even clear
who in “the community”, one accounted to.
Fifthly, working as an independent company
gives a lot of people the wrong impression as to
what you are, and what your status is.

Once C4’s plans became known Horace Ove and
myself decided to set up an independent black
production company, to do things for C4, It
seemed to be the right time, with the opportuni-
ties that C4 seemed to offer. We had a lot of
ambitious schemes and invited everyone we
knew with any media experience to join us.
Stuart Hall did not answer, Menelik Shabbazz
had other plans, but we got together Mustapha
Matura, Michael Abbensetts, Alem Mezgebe,
Margaret Busby, Farrukh Dhondy —about 11 of
us in all.

After two initial commissions, we got no more
work from C4 (from Sue Woodford, the Multi-
cultural commissioning editor). All the indivi-
dual members of the company were getting work
in their field but not with and through Pen-
umbra. Inevitably, the group disintegrated. We
got some money for a project from the GLC
Peace Year group. It wasn’t enough, but we fin-
ished the project, hoping to sell the very interest-
ing film that resulted: ‘Talking History: CLR
James and E P Thompson’ to C4 . .. Again we
were rejected by S Woodford and Alan Fountain.
We had done the original shoot on the produc-
tion fee that we received on the two C4 commiss-
ions.

Since Penumbra was getting no work from C4 we
approached the Ethnic Minorities Unit for help.
They did help, but always by cutting down our
small funding demands even further—this is
because the GLC decided that since we had
done, and planned to do more things, for TV, we
were not just independent but ‘commercial’,
Though by what stretch of the imagination any
of our work could be called commercial I have
not fathomed.

We are fortunate that things improved since then
because Farrukh Dhondy, a person who was
sympathetic and was also interested in the sub-
jects and approach we wished to adopt, decided
to help us when he became commissioning editor
at C4.
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As a result we have managed to get at least four
people into the ACTT, and we are training
another as production manager. We have stuck to
our principles that we did not want to become
part of the workshop sector. We did not wish to
be almost entirely dependent on grant giving
bodies (and the compromises that entailed) and
find our work marginalised as ‘‘amateurish”. We
were determined also to take our place in main-
stream broadcasting —mass broadcasting. One
can’t make good mainstream contacts from the
workshop sector, and the skills one acquires,
being none too professional would prevent one
from breaking out of the workshop ghetto.

Now I want to make some general points about
what the black sector should do. Firstly, there is
no excuse for black people to make films/videos
which are poor in technical standards. Secondly,
I feel that black people who want to learn
audio/visual skills and to work in the industry
should not be shoved into the workshop sector.
Those with the clout to help should get them
attached, after initial training to professional
outfits, black or white, to get professional train-
ing and experience. The media workers should
forget about using racism as an excuse to realise
that if they want to succeed they just have to work
hard and skillfully to break through. It is a dif-
ficult industry to get into, and they should never
expect easy options. Our subject matter should
go beyond the petty confines of anti-racism. We
are people with a world view and our choice of
programme subjects should reflect them. Our
view of our people should also not be distorted by
suppressing evidence of our own shortcomings
within our communities, because we would not
be able to speak with authority, if we tried to give
a falsely cosmeticised view of ourselves.

The programmes we make should inform and
entertain and seek to appeal by the depth and
breadth of their focus, to everybody, and not
trade on “guilt-tripping” to make points. We
should do what we do with an eye on the future,
on action to change things, though this does #oz
mean ignoring the pros and cons of past history.
In short, the black sector should challenge by
both its technical ability as well as the scope and
integrity of the subject matter, the given view
both of Britain and of the countries we come
from. And that, it is hoped, Penumbra and its
sister company, Azad Productions, will try to do.

RETAKE FILM AND VIDEO
COLLECTIVE
(Mahmood Jamal)

I am presenting a view of Retake Film and Video
Collective in relation to our own history and
decisions to become a workshop, and our own
view of how we see the development of black film
making.

I think that two important facts to bear in mind
are that film making is economically a very risky

business, and that the development of black film
making in particular takes these into considera-
tion. First of all there is the economic considera-
tion that people get into film making because
they have been trained and they need jobs. One of
the reasons why black film makers are putting on
a lot of pressure is because they’ve been denied
these opportunities in white dominated institu-
tions, particularly unions in terms of commis-
sioning, and in terms of all sorts of film making.
The second is that some people have also got into
film making because they consider it a very
important medium of artistic and political ex-
pression. The Worskhop Declaration has meant
support, even in the white sector, for a certain
political and cultural area of film making, and I
think that this is the basis from which workshops
must start: we became a workshop, precisely
because that was also our starting point. When
we decided to come into film making we had sev-
eral options open to us. One, to become a produc-
tion company and seek commissions, the other
was, for political reasons and for cultural reasons,
to try to carve out a sector for ourselves through
which we could put some sort of pressure on
those bodies which are subject to political pres-
sure, and not just to economic forces. Those
bodies happened to be local authorities, natur-
ally, because local authorities are where political
pressure can be exerted, and where we pay our
rates, and we have a right. We cannot go in the
same way to Channel Four and demand things:
although the Charter that allowed the creation of
Channel Four demanded that it catered for the
demands of the minorities, we could not go with
the same kind of force to Channel Four because
we found that they were not responsive to that.
We felt that we had to develop as film makers to
involve ourselves both in community politics
and cultural development in the community, and
also to express this through film. Thus we went
to local authorities for our grants to survive. The
thing is that the BFI is so entrenched in their atti-
tude in favour of white workshops that we have a
very difficult time with them, and we felt that the
GLC, in this respect, has made a very important
intervention to develop a black film sector,
particularly in London.

Going further, we would like to say that it is not
our motive from the start to make the kind of pro-
gramme that would necessarily have a commer-
cial viability: they could and they could not.
Therefore, we had to be grant-aided as in terms of
art, this country and many other countries recog-
nise the importance of a grant-aided sector,
whether it’s in film making or whether it’s in lit-
erature, or any other arts. The Arts Council and
all those bodies which are supposed to be involv-
ed in film were not responsive to us, and we
found that the only people who were responsive
to our needs were the local authorities. So,
although we could say we fc%@rﬁ‘e&ﬁﬁ‘%@% was
not really a matter of ¢ ofce, it was a mattepa
where one could win é%
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The other point which I think is worth making
here, is that we are now in a situation where the
GLC is going to be abolished and rate-capping is
coming into force. Channel Four is also begin-
ning to tighten up on its policies towards work-
shops. The BFI has got limited funds. Conse-
quently this is a time when as workshops we’ve
got to apply political pressure, to ensure survival.
on Channel Four, into other areas of film
making. It is clear that unless we have a develop-
ing economic situation in Britain where black
people begin to control large chunks of the econ-
omy, we will have to depend for our survival, in
this kind of film making at least, on local author-
ity and those sort of grant-aided bodies.

However, Retake did not come about as a result
of a local authority initiative. Retake was set up
because we wanted to engage ourselves in film
making, and therefore we applied for a franchise
early in 1983. We then went to seek funds wher-
ever we could, and eventually made our first
video, ‘Living in Danger’. It was not funded by
Channel Four, it was not funded by GLC, it was
not funded by Camden Council, the local author-
ity in which Retake is based. ‘Living in Danger’
was the practice with which we operationalised
our chosen policy. It was not a result of some sort
of anti racist politics which the council was try-
ing to introduce. Although it coincided with
Camden’s Anti-Racist drive.

‘Living in Danger’ was a film made about racial
harassment of people in housing estates, which
we, in Camden, felt very strongly about because
we were the people who were being harassed in
very serious ways. This film was made because it
gives an idea of the way we see a workshop func-
tioning, in that we made an approach to the local
authority, we got in touch with community
groups, we made the film, then the rough copy of
the film was shown to various community groups
at various stages of the development. The people
who worked on the film took part in different
capacities: so we were learning, developing and
also making a political intervention. The film
was not subject to being sold to anybody,
although it was later sold to Channel Four and
Camden Council used it for its own purpose, for
training etc. The basic thing is that that film was
made by us on a subject that concerned us, with-
out regard to its saleability, and that is something
very important to remember as far as the work-
shop sector is concerned. So if that is ghettois-
ation, it’s something which I do not think of in
terms of any kind of minority film making, and
any kind of independent film making, has to
come to terms with that aspect. We want to make
films which are not necessarily subject to
economic forces in the same way as mainstream
film making activity, because we do live in a
capitalist country, we do live in a capitalist
environment, so if we’ve got to choose some sort
of alternative way of developing, we have got to
apply political pressure to get ourselves to
develop in that way.

I don’t see that the existence of the workshop
sector in any way undermines the independent
black film sector; in fact we are complimentary. I
would like to see us develop as a complimentary
whole, and there should be no contradictions
there. Now if we look forward from here we’ll
find that there’ll be increasing reduction of funds
and there’ll be increasing competition between
different groups for funding. I think that is why
we need a coherent approach, so that the funds
which have been put into workshops through the
GLC are not suddenly taken away from us when
they are transferred either to BFI or to other
organisations.

The last point I’d like to make here is that
because of the way we work we do not feel we are
limited in any way from going beyond into other
areas. We have got a limit of 20% of commercial
work, that’s all we can do. At the same time,
there’s nothing to stop us from developing con-
tacts, both nationally and internationally, to have
and develop a whole film culture, a whole rela-
tionship with both community groups and other
film making companies, and indeed other organ-
isations in other countries of the world. And we
are particularly well placed as black film makers
to make those connections for cultural, linguis-
tic, political and other reasons. I feel it would
probably be easier for us than for white produc-
tion companies to do so, if we decide to choose
that option. Finally, the whole area of workshop
development as we perceive it is both progress-
ing contacts with the community, cultural work,
bringing in community groups, and progressing
in that way.

As far as the idea of representation is concerned,
it’s very difficult, when you choose ideological
and aesthetic considerations, to represent any-
body, really. Where there is a presentation,
there’s also an opposition, because in any com-
munity there are different gender interests, there
are different groupings. The approach must be
pluralistic as Sankofa have pointed out, because
you cannot have one person or organisation,
whoever they may be, to represent everybody in a
community or even the major proportion of a
community. The black community in this coun-
try is made up of different kinds of interests and
different sorts of priorities. So we have to look to
find a common platform so that we can work
together and develop black film making as a
viable force in British film culture.”

STAR PRODUCTIONS
(Raj Patel)

‘Star Production was formed in 1981, to produce
films with an Asian perspective. This was done
in the wake of Granada’s announcement of Jewel
in the Crown. They wanted to live in the past
glory again and we felt we should show them an
Asian perspective of what’s happening there
now. The project was based in Hackney, and
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activities were varied; acting workshops, basic
lighting workshops, and basic video technology
courses. All this was done on a small scale with-
out any financial help from any funding bodies.
After two weeks of intensive work the group
produced a three minute drama entitled “Ask
You Out”. The entire crew and artists were
members of Star. This experience led to a greater
awareness of the financial requirements of film
production. As a part of a revenue earning exer-
cise to provide the administrative support for the
workshop to function, we had to undertake
filming of events, exhibitions, etc.

After one and a half years in existence the group
decided to seek grants from funding authorities.
By this time, three main areas of work were
developed. Unit A, which was work on our
modern project entitled ‘“Caught in a Tangled
Webb”. Unit B was experimenting with new
forms of video use and marrying of video and live
theatre. Unit C, was producing films for
community groups and individuals; filming
events, exhibitions and so on.

On approaching funding bodies we found that
there was very little provision made for projects
like ours. However, despite the financial difficul-
ties the developments of the workshop conti-
nued. We were in a situation where there were
lots of creative ideas, but not enough resources to
put them on celluloid. This led to the birth of the
British/Asian Theatre, our alternative media
project, to ensure a kind of constant flow of fresh
ideas and offer youngsters a chance to have an
outlet for their expressions. It is now a prof-
essional theatre company which has produced
three plays that have received critical acclaim
throughout the country.

Star Productions in the meantime, was becoming
a training body specialising in holding work-
shops for other community groups interested in
using video as a form of expression. We have held
summer schemes, workshops and exchange visits
with various groups like Waltham Forest Video
Project, Ankur, Brent Asian Youth Service,
Contact Theatre in Manchester, and Luton
Video to name only a few. We also provided the
first all black stage management crew in Britain.
This was for the Festival of India. As one of the
very few black workshops, Star Productions has
evolved yet another way for itselfin its process of
development which is as a consultancy to main-
stream, film, television and theatre companies.
We have supplied artists as well as technicians
for companies like EN Productions. George
Lucas Films, London Weekend Television, and
Age Exchange Theatre.

Star members have worked in the mainstream
media; some of them under permanent contract
because lack of resources and training provided
by us was limited. Some of our members, after
achieving basic training, went on to the National
Film School. At present we are a provisionally
franchised video workshop with two ACTT

members and five Equity members working in
the media as technicians. After immense amount
of hard work providing various forms of advice
and facilities, we managed to get our first paid
worker last year through Urban Aid. This year
we hope to be fully franchised, offering facilities
from our base in Hackney. Low-band U-matic
editing facilities, a studio/theatre facility which is
30ft by 20ft, viewing room facilities, props and
costumes department, dark room facilities, will
be ready. Finally, after a long struggle, we hope
to achieve our initial aim which was to get toge-
ther to produce an Asian perspective series,
called ‘Caught in a Tangled Webb’. We also
pride ourselves for having the first Asian camera
woman in the whole world who is a union mem-
ber. Amongst the seven members who attended
the courses at Beaconsfield, four of our members
were female.

There has been talk about people who have said
we have to be professionals, we have to struggle,
and we have to be good in order to get on the air,
Our work has involved youngsters who never got
the chance to do things, never allowed the right
kind of funding required, yet we have been able
to work with them. There’s a saying, ‘chatity
begins at home’. That’s exactly what we’ve start-
ed doing. We started from our living room, and
we have provided tape-slides documenting
youngsters who have been training themselves in
their living rooms because of lack of resources.

Today, we hope through this gathering, to look
for a way forward, as the GLC as we know, sadly
is being abolished. We have also been rate-
capped, and borough councils have got commun-
ity groups who they’ve got to fund, but we, in the
black sector, are yet very young. Star is a group
which has been engaged in a variety of activities;
not because we didn’t know where we were go-
ing, but because we had to struggle and look for a
way around obstacles.

After working on a voluntary basis we don’t
know where else we would go. It is a dark area for
everyone of us. We have been a constant high
priority for funding authorities, ‘in principle’.
The amount of money received has been small
for the amount of responsibilities that we have to
take on board. We have to be an advisory burcau
service for other groups, for other members, and
we get told constantly ‘you are funded, you
should be doing this.” The workshop sector is not
a ghetto as has been said. This is the lable that is
associated with blacks in this white society. The
people gathered here today are here to change
that system. Let’s hope we can come up with
some solution’.

CEDDO FILM Alg@“’\fmédwc
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comes at a time when we face, yet agin, one of
those crucial periods in the development of black
film culture here in Britain, We are indeed invol-
ved in a serious business as film makers. Our his-
tory, their history, does bear witness to this. The
business of the creation of a truly independent
black film sector is a necessary force in our time
to redefine in advance the course of our image,
content, and representation within the broad
field of communication.

For the present moment Ceddo takes the view
that at the core of our strategies ideas could rise in
our effort to solidify our present production res-
ources and work capabilities. This conference
must further advance collective radical
approaches to the questions relating to the
funding of black independent film makers and
black workshops. By and large we’re all aware of
the financial constraints under which we operate;
at least we in Ceddo are quite familiar with the
constraints of working with low funding. If we’re
not mistaken the black independent film produc-
tion companies face similar financial problems.
We therefore hope that at least this conference
will focus on the necessity of making interven-
tions with the funding bodies towards the crea-
tion of meaningful production prospects for
_ black independents and the black workshops.
For after all, at the end of the day, a black film
culture becomes the reality if the products exist
in the form of endless miles of film and video
stories and documentaries that will later lead to
critical appraisal.

It goes without saying therefore, that our posi-
tion as regards distribution would remain the
same: ie that a black film distribution network is
an important factor in our growth and develop-
ment. Black films must open up independent
new market channels, and these channels must
be encouraged to grow in order to sustain the
black film sector. Therefore, Ceddo hopes that
this conference will attend to the questions of
production, funding and distribution as really
urgent matters that need collective attention,
perhaps common approaches to realise strategies
to be adopted for the way forward.

Another question that Ceddo is quite interested
in is training, because we believe training forms
the basis of our manpower development. As
such, this area will need special attention by this
gathering. It is within this area that the black
independent technicians, practitioners etc, can
work collectively with the black workshops to ad-
vance and train black film makers for now and
the future. While we will not be over-critical of
the courses that go on at the National Film
school, the opinion that we hold of these courses
is that they are inadequate for they run for very
short periods of time, eg. the familiarisation
courges that are organised on a two week basis.
Without any properly trained and orientated
human force we cannot sustain a fully progress-
ive black independent film culture. The future
could still be in our hands, let us therefore, make

this gathering a turning point where we can push
and advance black film making in this country to
become a recognisable force.

COMMUNITY CABLE
PRODUCTIONS

(Claudine Boothe)

‘First of all I’d like to say that the project that
we’re actually doing at the moment, CCP, is
actually based on a position that the GLC held
about a year ago, March 84, on cable, when they
brought some black people together to discuss
the way in which cable would affect black people
and minority communities. We felt after that
meeting that we needed to set up an organisation
that would bring pressure to bear not only on the
local authority, cable operators and prospective
cable operators. So we set up this organisation
called Community Cable Productions and we’ve
been carrying out our remit, so to speak, since
then. A lot of water has passed under the bridge
since 1984. The fact is that in February the Cable
Authority announced five areas that have been
franchised to operate cable. One area that is
important is Wandsworth. 25% of the Wands-
worth population is black and Asian. And the
other area of importance is the dockland area that
spans Tower Hamlets and Newham and 40% of
the population of each borough is actually black
with a very huge Bangladeshi community,

Now we live in Hackney, and therefore, we felt
that because we had done all this research in the
last year what we’d do is give these people the
benefit of our expertise and hold a conference to
tell them about cable, tell them about our exper-
ience, tell them how to deal with the animal. The
thing is that part and parcel of the Cabel Broad-
casting Act stipulates that the Cable Authority
has to give a franchise area at least 28 days public
consultation period. A period in which the local
authority and the residents of the franchise area
are asked to submit views and opinions as to what
they think about a cable operation in their area,
and what they’d like to see that cable operation
deliver. Now as I said, the areas have been
enfranchised since February. What is actually
now happening is that the Cable Authority has
called on these enfranchised areas, the local
authorities of these areas and the residents of
these areas to come forward and present views.
And the fact is that because nobody was actually
doing any research in how cable would affect
their particular community, and because we
were the only people doing that research, we
were able to find ourselves in a position where
local authorities actually called upon us to prov-
ide them with information. And that’s what
we’ve done.

Now what is a franchise? A franchise is 100,000 =
homes, 100,000 units in any one franchise, Ig
don’t know how many people live in 100,000
homes, nobody knows. It varies from borough to
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borough, from franchise area to franchise area.
But you’re talking abour a distribution system,
cable that is, based at community level essential-
ly, that will service 100,000 units. Now that is in
any language a massive audience, and it is an aud-
ience that is based right beside you. It’s an aud-
ience that is next door. It’s the people you talk to
in your borough. It’s the place where you talk
about your politics, you fight out your politics,
you demonstrate. Now if the black workshop sec-
tor, the independent sector is about anything, it
is about the issues that affect people locally.
That’s one of the main tasks of the independent
film and video sector. They concentrate on those
issues. Now when you have a system that can act-
ually provide you with distribution of what it is
that you want to say about those issues, then you
ought to be interested in it.

What I really want to turn you on to is our major
project, that is CCP’s major project, which is the
Black channel. Now a channel is in terms of the
cable operations that are actually coming on
stream a black channel is four hours of produc-
tion a day, made by black people. The fact is that,
I think you have to listen to this very, very care-
fully, we have a chance as a black production sec-
tor, not only the workshop movement but also
black production companies, to make and pro-
duce a channel for black people in this country. A
channel, like BBC1/BBC2. At first it will be four
hours a day. My company is only going to have
the capacity in the first year to produce eight
hours a month. And in this particular climate we
need a diversification of production methods, a
diversification of the way in which we mobilise
our resources, the methods of production that we
use, the production practices. We need to be very
flexible, we need to think of satellite, we need to
think of cable, we need to think of broadcast tele-
vision, we need to think of local distribution
systems. '

The fact is that each workshop and each produc-
tion company will be based eventually in a fran-
chise area, which means that you can be produ-
cing for the black channel, which is a general
appeal channel to black people all over the place,
and you can also be producing for the local chan-
nel, i.e. a community channel. Because a com-
munity is a community, made up of different
kinds of people, so you produce for that channel
as well, and that’s a whole area of production
again.

Now I think that it is necessary at this particular
point in time to bring in money, to talk about the

finances of such channels. The fact of the matter
is the way in which cable works, in that it offers
some basic services, like the four broadcast chan-
nels. It offers, say, the music box, which is a
channel with music and video and stuff like that.
It offers a channel with sports. It offers a child-
ren’s channel. It offers a life style channel, and it
offers all of that as a package and you pay £8.00
plus VAT for that. That’s the package. And of
that package, the way in which cable pays for the
stuffit gets in, is that it gives each producer a per-
centage of the £8.00. You probably get 22p from
each subscriber, or 25p from each subscriber for
your particular channel. But the money is divi-
ded up into bits and pieces, and people get reim-
bursed for their work by basically how much
take-up the franchise area has. For instance, in
Wandsworth, the people who are cabling
Wandsworth, i.e. Shaw Cable, thev envisage a
take up rate of about 55,000 units, which is more
than half their 100,000 units. So that is going to
be a massive source of funds. In terms of a black
channel, we would have to sell that as a premium
channel, i.e. we would have to sell that channel
exclusively to black people or to people in general
who want the channel, who will take it. So that if
we sell the channel to 20,000 people in Wands-
worth, then income is 20,000 people by however
much money we sell the channel for, less the
cable operators sub for overheads and that sort of
thing.

The way in which money is made is not by selling
the black channel to one franchise area, to
100,000 units. The way in which the money is
made is if you sell the black channel to several
franchise areas, so you’d probably sell it to
Wandsworth, you’d probably sell it to Tower
Hamlets and Newham, you‘d probably sell it to
Brent, when it’s cabled, Camden, Coventry or
whatever. And if you’re selling it as a premium
the amount of subscribers you get will determine
how much you get for each producer of the chan-
nel.

Give it another two years and we’ll be on stream
properly. CCP is coming on stream in 1987, and
at the moment what we’re actually focusing on is
training because we need 25 people to produce
eight hours, that’s what we’ve worked out. And
we have to train 25 black people (well probably
15 by then) in the next two years. So cable isn’t
only a way to get your stuff distributed and an
additional source of funding for production,
cable is also a source for training black people in
audio/visual media skills.
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I think we’ve had this morning fairly detailed
contributions from the black independent
Broadcast sector, independent film makers, and
the workshop sector, outlining where they are,
where they’ve come from and where they hope to
go. I would like to address myself to some of the
points which focus on the common concern
expressed by this very broad-based Black Inde-
pendent Film and video Sector. These are (a)
training; (b) funding; (c) distribution; and (d)
exhibition, and suggest ways for a strategic Black
Intervention. I believe that the Black Indepen-
dent Film and Video Sector must develop a col-
lective strategy for a way forward.

Training

The need for a defined, structured training pro-
gramme linked to acquisition of union tickets
and job has been raised by every speaker. Chan-
nel Four, to some extent, responded to that need,
by creating short courses. The GLC contributed
to the continuation of these short courses last
year by funding courses for ethnic minorities and
women. The effect has been to raise the hopes of
many people who believe it is possible to enter
this highly competitive industry. It is now time
to develop a structured approach to training
which has the support and participation of the
ACTT and the various television companies.
The role of the Black Independent Film and
Video Sector is to define the training pro-
grammes which meet the objectives of acquiring
union tickets and jobs.

The ACTT have begun to develop a structured
approach through their Job Fit scheme. This is a
three year training scheme linked to the feature
film industry and independent production com-
panies. Job Fit aims to train up to 50 students
over a three year period and the students get an
opportunity to work in productions. The import-
ant thing about the scheme is that it leads to
acquisition of union tickets with which students
are able to find other employment in the
industry, The GLC has supported the scheme by
providing funding for the establishment of the
sectariat with a condition of grant aid that a

number of places on the scheme should be alloca-
ted to black people.

Channel Four could have responded seriously to
training black people when it set up ‘Black on
Black’ and ‘Eastern Eye’. It could have attached a
series of trainees to the programme because here
was an opportunity for an established television
company to produce black programmes and train
black people at the same time.

Creating specific training schemes attached to
productions is just one way institutions can res-
pond. The other equally important area is to get
more black people into training schools. The
ACTT has a particular relationship with these
training schools where it actually guarantees
some of these students tickets on completion of
their training. It must use its position to press-
urise the training schools into taking on more
black students. This in itself would provide a
structured training scheme. While the GLC has
played an important role albeit small, I think the
real responsibility for training lies with the film
schools, the ACTT, Channel Four and other

‘television stations. The Black Independent Film

and Video Sector must Formulate demands on
these institutions to provide proper training for
black people.

Funding

Funding bodies, such as the Arts Council,
GLAA, Channel Four and BFI have to reassess
their policies and criteria for funding, and
acknowledge the emerging Black Independent
Film and Video Sector.

The sector should also call upon these bodies to
develop a national plan, one that enables the cen-
tral participation of black people in formulating
priorities and policies. It is up to the black people
in the independent sector to make the demands
for a strategic plan which takes into account this
major development.

In addition to the above, the independent prod-
uction companies, independent film makers and
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workshops have to be beginning to look at other
sources of funding. The EEC funding, for
instance, is a source that needs to be investigated
since there are already many organisations who
are actually getting money in the names of black
and ethnic minority communities for film
making, and cultural activities. Black film
makers need to tap this source of funding. Com-
mercial sponsorship and business sponsorship
have to be investigated as well as the trade
unions. Local authorities is another area of fund-
ing, and a number of workshops have already
begun to secure funds from this area both for rev-
enue and production funds. We also have to look
outside of Britain, to the experiences of black
independent film makers in America and the
Third World, to learn from them how they raise
finance for their films.

It is important for black film makers to begin to
make links with Black and Third World film
makers for sharing of resources, skills and pos-
sible co-productions.

Distribution

This morning we discussed the failure of existing
distribution agencies, such as the Other Cinema,
Contemporary, Cinegate, to efficiently promote
Black and Third World films. The need for an
Independent Black Film and Video Distribution
Agency becomes increasingly important as more
and more film material is produced by black film
makers. Such an agency would not only distri-
bute films but also act as an important resource
and information centre on Black and Third
World films. It is also important that initiatives
like Third Eye, and the Anti-Racist Film
Programme are developed.

Black intervention

Finally, we have to talk about a strategic black in-
tervention, on several fronts, The Association of
the Black Film and Video Workshops need to
begin to develop collective policy for securing
funds from the BFI, Channel Four, and other
sources of funding for the workshops.

The BFI have taken some steps towards imple-
menting equal opportunity policies by ensuring
representation of black people on its Regional
Production Board: Funding of a number of black
film and video workshops and the appointment
of aspecialist officer asan “Ethnic Advisor”. It is
important that the person appointed should have
a working relationship with the independent
black film sector.

The other major area for intervention is the
Metro Cinema now acquired by the Other
Cinema. The Metro Cinema is located in the
Trocadero, Picadilly, and has been heavily fun-
ded by the GLC Arts and Recreation Depart-
ment. It is important that black film makers are
represented in the management and employment
structures of the Metro. Black films makers must
also be involved in developing policy for prog-
ramming the cinema.

The Black Independent Film and Video Sector
standsat acrucial stage inits development. Strate-
gies for its future development must include
developing structured training schemes; change
in the policies of training schools; establishment
of an independent black film and video distribu-
tion agency; identifying a range of funding
sources for production and revenue and strategic
interventions into existing institutions respons-
ible for funding, distribution and exhibition.
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Third Eye Party!
(Left to righr): Nagi Ali (Film Critic), Horace Ore (UK), Salman Peerzada (Pakistan),

Mustapha Matura (writer).

(Left to right): Olusegun Oyekunle (Nigeria), Manona Wali (India/USA),

(Ethiopia).

Haile Gerima

1986

1 \‘.)619 6
Working fgr London

archive.parmihdervir.com



Black Film: Which Way Forward —end of conference
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