Rethinking Pakistani cinema —Sarah Tareen
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Films and art are not designed to be a substitute for political strategies but can instead be used to challenge stereotypes and emphasise on the human experience even with a critical approach; thus they become a major cultural export in transcending prejudice, xenophobia and differences

Although there may always be some argument over the meaning of history, no one can change it nor can it be easily denied or ignored. In the end, the only real use of history is to learn from it, and to form strategies to improve the future. Karen Armstrong writes in her book The Battle for God: “The war damaged Europe to the core, reflecting the lethal and self-destructive tendency of the modern spirit. The pointlessness and futility of warfare defied all logic and rationalism of the age followed by the collapse of the western economy, which led to the Great Depression. But these were also years of unparalleled creativity and achievements in the fields of arts and sciences reflecting the flowering of the modern spirit. In both these fields there was a desire to go back to the first principles, irreducible fundamentals, and from this zero base to start again — not a conservative return ad fonts — because the aim was not to recreate the past but to break it, split the atom and bring forth something entirely new.”

Pakistan’s film industry is an interesting example. Today, the country’s film industry, dubbed as ‘Lollywood’, and monopolised by the Punjabi gandaasa cinema (gandaasa is a large axe wielded by the hero), stands today in its faded glory as a faulty remnant of the region’s cinematic past, damaged by socio-political upheavals. As Hollywood and Bollywood continued scaling dizzying heights internationally, the Pakistani cinema suffered a backlash of natural conservatism of pre-modern societal syndrome, and instead of looking forward or striking out, it regressed back for inspiration in the past. Pakistani cinema has completed a circle, as the industry is back to a state similar to 1947, where most cinemas and film production and distribution offices have been shut down with a few left in search of work. Indian films have been allowed to screen because there are hardly any local film productions. The difference is that during each decade in the latter half of the 20th century — from the struggles of post-partition to the zenith of Lollywood — the industry accepted the ordered progression of cause and effect and recognised that a new vision was necessary every time. It never returned to the past or tried to recreate it, but in fact learnt from it and created something new every time. But where do we stand today?

The problems of Pakistani film industry are inseparable from the political problems of the country. Apart from the obvious economic and political hurdles, one of the biggest problems of the country is its failure to view film as an artistic and cultural medium in its own right. As Majid Majidi, one of Iran’s most respected filmmakers, whose internationally acclaimed works include ‘Baran’ and ‘Children of Heaven’, said: “Art is the best language for civilisations, as opposed to politics...the cultural and artistic language of our civilisation has...always brought people together...[for] culture and art are based on common characteristics between people. No matter what country or culture you are from, you always believe in friendship, you always believe in human values, and you always believe in peace. These are basic values that everybody believes in, and we can demonstrate those values and have them permeate through cultural and artistic manifestations.”

There is an urgent need to eradicate the conception of films as purely escapist indulgence. In his analysis on ‘Film Theory in Pakistan’, film critic Zia Ahmad rightly points out; “Although film production is primarily a commercial enterprise where the end product is expected to cover the expenses and provide a suitable profit, a study of models of film production illustrates a pattern where there is equal room for blockbusters and socially relevant films. There exists a parallel or alternative film culture on the margins, which provides a platform for more personal and challenging films, making do with limited equipment along with modest capital. In the absence of capitalistic means of film production, finances for a less commercial project are invariably raised privately or supplied by the government.”

At a time when other countries are increasingly marketing the ‘soft power’ of culture through art (in this context, film), Pakistan seems to be stuck at a crossroads. It needs to learn from its early history, which has proved that the industry can only broaden its intellectual horizons and progress by tapping into the alternative sources that ‘soft power’ has to offer. With attempts such as the Revival of Pakistani Cinema Movement initiated by a leading television company, and allowing Pakistani actors to act in films across the border, encouraging an artistic exchange, the issue of soft power must not be confused as a means to an end to achieve hard power objectives. Films and art are not designed to be a substitute for political strategies but can instead be used to challenge stereotypes and emphasise on the human experience even with a critical approach; thus they become a major cultural export in transcending prejudice, xenophobia and differences.

It is important to note that in cinema, ‘popular’ and ‘important’ are not often the same thing. For popular cinema, the term ‘mainstream’ is most often used which means “within the expectation of the audience and the dominant ideology of the society from which it arises”. ‘Important’ refers to cinema with ideas that are in the minds of people but not yet fully realised or discussed, or the films, which show real people in situations not given much attention by the mainstream. It is ‘important’ because of the very fact its themes and subjects are hitherto ignored or under-represented. In this case not all or even any of these themes are necessarily and inherently more important than the mainstream; they are just relatively important because of the rarity of an alternative voice in cinema.

There are many historical examples of movements, which have not been a part of the dominant ideology of the time or the preceding time, that are in certain ways ‘new’, like New German Cinema, French New Wave, British Realist, Iranian Cinema and Russian Cinema. These are historically ‘important’ and many works from the artists of these movements have survived the test of time and became classics, studied by film students the world over. Not having a dominant cinema industry puts Pakistan in the category of countries like Iran or Russia, without labelling it ‘parallel cinema’ because of the undeniable interest in Pakistan in both the Hollywood and Bollywood products. The Pakistan New Cinema Movement, the first of its kind platform to facilitate and monitor an increased output of quality work, illustrating the broad emotional canvas of Pakistan, is indeed a welcoming and promising initiative, as the current production neither satisfies the domestic audience nor engages the attention of the rest of the world.

Like Iran and Russia, the aim of Pakistani cinema should be to make the country synonymous with quality cinema in order to distance itself from the start from the purely ‘escapist’ cinema (although there is always an element of escapism inherent in the experience of any genre of cinema) and to crystallise the kind of attitude that has worked in cinema movements of the past and to create something entirely new.
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