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With turquoise columns propping up a
pink and yellow portico, Myanmar’s art
deco style Thwin cinema is a rare relic

from a golden age of movie-making that daz-
zled audiences more than half a century ago.
Myanmar’s film industry, once the most vibrant
and prolific in the region, shriveled under a mili-
tary regime that smothered the arts and ravaged
the economy during its ruthless 50-year reign.
Now as the fledgling democracy emerges from
the doldrums of junta rule, the stage is set for a
film industry renaissance.

But the first step is repopulating the poor
country with cinemas. In its heyday Myanmar
had nearly 400 theatres spread across its hilly
terrain. Today only some 50 remain, mostly in
urban Yangon.  “That is not enough for 53 mil-
lion people,” said Tin Maung Win, a garrulous
businessman trying to bring movies back to the
masses with a plan to build 100 new cinemas in
two years.  The Thwin is the only theatre still sell-
ing tickets on what used to be known as
Yangon’s “cinema row”-a major city artery that
once boasted six movie houses. 

The others have been knocked down to make
room for more lucrative development, while one
stately cinema dating back to the 1920s has
been boarded up for years.  The dearth is even
more pronounced in the rural and impoverished
provinces, where theatres have all but vanished
after they were sold off by the former military
regime. Tin Maung Win and his business part-
ners were inspired to take up the “100 cinema
project” after hearing about a 2012 film shot
near the border with Thailand, where local
actors were unable to see their work because
there was no screen for miles.  “We got this idea
that we needed to create cinemas all over

Myanmar,” he told AFP, sitting next to a model of
the low-cost, one-screen theatres with 300 seats,
where tickets will go for around a dollar each.

Losing the plot 
While they will not rival the grand movie

houses built during the industry’s peak, the
hope is that a rapid increase in theatres will
inject cash into an industry where the majority
of movies now go straight to DVD.  Myanmar’s
motion picture industry reached its acme in the
1950s-a time when optimism was flowing after
independence from Britain and before the army
seized power and clung on for five decades.
Stylish stand-alone cinemas like the Thwin
cropped up in towns across the country, with
crowds filling their teak wood chairs to watch
romances, thrillers and foreign flics.

In the country’s inaugural Academy Awards
ceremony in 1952, the first best picture award
went to ‘Chit Thet Wai’, a tale of love between a
city boy and a country girl who must contend
with a jealous sister.  But after its 1962 power
grab, the junta increasingly leaned on the indus-
try to crank out socialist propaganda.  Scripts
were vetted by censors, who issued stringent
and often bizarre bans on everything from ghost
stories to blue jeans in a bid to ward off foreign
influence. 

“The quality kept decreasing,” said Mighty, a
director who has been in the business since the
1980s and feels his generation was robbed of
the chance to reach their creative potential.
“ They intentionally made it so we did not
become educated people,” the 51-year-old, who
only goes by one name, said of the country’s mil-
itary oppressors.  “Now there is no one who
knows about the art of film perfectly,” he added. 

A second act? 
Censorship has eased since the end of junta

rule in 2011 and horror flicks are now a box
office favorite.  But many say that despite grow-
ing freedoms and improved technologies, main-
stream production houses have yet to veer off
script and grapple with political issues or other
sensitive topics.  A class of Burmese students at
the Yangon Film School responded with an
emphatic “no!” when asked by AFP if they liked
contemporary Myanmar movies during a break
from analyzing scenes of ‘Taxi Driver’, the 1976
American classic starring Robert De Niro.  “They
(Myanmar films) are somehow good in technical
skills, like color grading, and sound design,” said
student Myat Minn Khant. 

“What annoys me are the stories and casting.
The keep making the same cheesy stories”.
Myanmar’s leading man Lu Min, who looks to
Tom Hanks an idol, concedes that many direc-
tors still rely on tired story tropes and cost-cut-
ting shortcuts. But he says the desire is there to
raise the bar.   “Some people are trying hard to
improve our industry,”  he told AFP during a
break from filming his latest action thriller.

He and hundreds of other actors, producers
and directors recently gathered to discuss indus-
try reforms at a three-day forum called “Time to
Change”. Many are pushing to see the govern-
ment’s censorship board revamped as a ratings
committee that only warns viewers of racy or
violent content.  Lu Min is also hoping that
rebuilding the country’s network of cinemas will
be the launchpad.  “Our film industry depends
on the quantity of theatres,” he added. — AP

This picture shows people walking by the Thwin cinema in downtown area of
Yangon. — AFP photos

People walk past movie posters at the downtown area of Yangon.

People waiting for tickets at Thwin cinema in the downtown area of Yangon. People queue for tickets at Thwin cinema in downtown area of Yangon.

Myanmar’s storied film
industry gears up for a sequel

A couple standing next to movie posters at the Naypyidaw cinema in downtown area of
Yangon.

The Disney princess may not be dead yet, but chil-
dren’s television makers are under pressure to cre-
ate more adventurous female characters as fears

grow over the damage gender stereotyping may be
doing to girls. Last week Disney tried to tackle head on
fears that its relentless merchandising was fuelling a
damaging “princess culture” that limits even very young
girls’ horizons and contributes to “body esteem” issues.

It launched a 10-point guide for would-be princesses
in posters which urged girls to “Right wrongs” and
“Believe in yourself”. But analysts and program makers
gathered at the world’s biggest entertainment market in
Cannes on the French Riviera this week warned that
young girls and their parents were impatient for more
fundamental change. Several warned that if there
weren’t given better role models, girls would simply
turn off.

Emma Worrollo of London-based strategy company
Pineapple Lounge said her detailed research conducted
with thousands of children across the globe showed
girls’ frustration. “Their idea of gender is much more flu-
id (than previous generations). They don’t want gender
to be a factor at all,” she said. 

‘Gender fluid’ 
Both older girls and boys idolize the crusading char-

acter of Katniss Everdeen from the “Hunger Games”
films, she told AFP. But girls search in vain to find similar
figures they can identify with on television, which they

see as unjust. They are right to be upset. On average
three-quarters of cartoon heroes are male, industry
insiders say. Yet there is a huge hunger for better and
more gender fluid stories among children, Worrollo
insisted. 

“Generation Z children (who are now aged 10 to 16)
tell us that boys can now be girls and girls boys, but ‘we
don’t see that on TV’,” she added. Some channels, how-
ever, are determined to force change. France Televisions
put out a formal call to producers for series revolving
around female heroes after realizing its output-”like
everyone else’s”-was completely imbalanced. Its head of
children’s programs Tiphaine de Raguenel told AFP that
“we are trying not just to have princesses, fairies and
tomboys”.

Even new “girlie” cartoon series are trying to up their
empowerment message.  “SpacePop” an American car-
toon series about an intergalatic girl band is marketing
itself at the MIPCOM TV industry meeting as a “not your
average princesses” show. Its heroines may be into
“fashion, music and friendship” but they are also out to
save the universe.

Self-image problems 
The problem can start very early, experts say. A US

study of pre-school children published this year said
princess merchandise can begin affecting children’s
behavior as young as three. “Girls who strongly adhere
to female gender stereotypes feel like they can’t do
some things,” researcher Sarah M. Coyne said.   Lisa
Henson, head of the Jim Henson Company, said produc-
ers had to address the issue. 

She said their new animated undersea series “Splash
and Bubbles” was picking up her father Jim Henson’s
work for diversity on such legendary shows as “The
Muppets” and “Sesame Street”. “We have an equal num-
ber of boy and girl characters and each of them have
characteristics which cross genders, so it is quite gender
neutral in that way. Splash as his name suggests is a boy
and Bubbles is a girl but she is equally as adventurous,”
she added.

She said the Henson company took its mission to
pass on “good values” to children in a fun way very seri-
ously. “You would not believe how diverse the ocean
floor is... There are seahorse single dads with 499 chil-
dren,” she joked. “And it is the seahorse dads who give
birth. There is so much weird stuff there.” — AFP

Officers with assault rifles, backed by a huge armored
grenade launcher, square up to a crowd furiously
denouncing the killing of a young black neighbor.  It is a

scene which could have been taken from archive footage of
Mogadishu in 1990s Somalia or countless other battles, but this
conflict is closer to home-the streets of small-town America.

The images, captured in Ferguson, Missouri in 2014, open
“Do Not Resist”-a disturbing documentary charting the trans-
formation of police across the US into forces that look like mili-
tary units. The explosive film is set to fuel an already bitter
debate raging in America over heavy-handed law enforcement,
following a litany of police killings of black men that have
sparked protests from Ferguson and Charlotte to Chicago.
Director Craig Atkinson, whose movie is opening across the US
having won best documentary feature at the Tribeca Film
Festival, says the American law enforcement ethos has changed
“from a mentality of peacekeepers to that of an occupying
army.” 

Another eye-opening scene shows officers in black fatigues
firing volley after volley of automatic rounds at cardboard tar-
gets, as if they were preparing for war rather than to “protect
and serve.”  A khaki-clad instructor explains that security forces
must prepare for all kinds of attacks, “including the Islamic
State.”  MRAPs, the armored trucks that protect troops from
roadside bombs planted along the dusty roads of Iraq and
Afghanistan, are now ubiquitous across the US. 

Growing backlash 
They are provided by the Pentagon through a program of

surplus giveaways that has amounted to $5 billion since former
president Bill Clinton signed it off in 1996.  In another shocking
scene, a SWAT team arrives in an MRAP at a tree-lined street in
Columbia, South Carolina, to execute a search warrant in a drug
case. The officers, whose equipment looks barely distinguish-
able from that of an infantry division, end up badly damaging a
family home in a raid that nets a small amount of loose
cannabis. 

Atkinson’s father, a retired policeman from Detroit,
Michigan, spent over a decade in one such SWAT team, the New

York-based filmmaker explains.  “In his time, his team inter-
vened 29 times in 13 years. Now they are taking part in 200
raids a year,” Atkinson tells AFP. Faced with a growing backlash
against police killings, particularly in black communities,
Terrence Cunningham, the president of the International
Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP), has admitted that law
enforcement officers have been “the face of oppression to far
too many of our fellow citizens.”  He told a conference in San
Diego on Monday that police needed to apologize for “the
actions of the past and the role that our profession has played
in society’s historical mistreatment of communities of color.”   

‘Warrior culture’ 
Campaigners against police militarization accept that SWAT

teams and their heavy-duty hardware have a vital role in com-
batting the rare instances of terrorism in the US. But they point
out that, due to prolonged mission creep, this is no longer how
these resources are used. Peter Kraska, a criminology professor
at the University of Eastern Kentucky, says there are now at least
50,000 SWAT raids a year, up from 3,000 in the 1980s.  Most of
the activities of these highly specialized units have little to do
with the reasons for their inception, such as dealing with
hostage situations, terrorist attacks and drug cartels.

According to Atkinson, one of the architects of the “warrior
culture” is a hugely successful police trainer named Dave
Grossman, head of a consulting firm called the Killology
Research Group.  “We are at war and you are the frontline troops
in this war. What do you fight violence with? Superior violence,”
Grossman hollers at an audience of mesmerized police in one
session filmed for the documentary.

The retired army lieutenant colonel has lectured throughout
the US, according to his website, and Atkinson believes his
influence has spread to every American law enforcement
agency.  “There are 63 million police interactions with citizens
each year in the United States, and if we take that kind of men-
tality during a routine traffic stop, that’s how there are people
getting killed,” he said. — AFP
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crisis of police militarization

St Louis County Police officers, outfitted in tactical equipment, monitor the situation in Ferguson, Missouri on August
10, 2015. — AFP


