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Disney has asked Malaysia to overturn
a decision to cut a “gay moment” in
its film “Beauty and the Beast”, a sen-

ior official said yesterday, as the studio
reportedly postponed its release to resolve
the issue. The film, featuring “Harry Potter”
star Emma Watson, has raised hackles world-
wide among religious groups angered by its
depiction of Le Fou, the sycophantic sidekick
to antagonist Gaston, as a gay man, making
him Disney’s first ever out LGBT character.

After authorities in Muslim-majority
Malaysia made cuts to a song featuring Le
Fou, Disney initially said it would not show a

censored version of the film, effectively
shelving plans to release it in the Southeast
Asian nation. But on Thursday, Abdul Halim
Abdul Hamid, head of Malaysia’s Film
Censorship Board told AFP “an appeal was
sent by Disney to the home ministry”.
Disney has now postponed the Malaysian
release of the film, originally slated to open
yesterday, until March 30 to give the authori-
ties time to rule on the matter, The
Hollywood Reporter said. Disney did not
respond to AFP’s request for comment.

The film’s director Bill Condon has revealed
that the movie contains Disney’s “first exclu-

sively gay moment”, although some critics
have said the reference is extremely mild and
fleeting. Abdul Hamid said the cuts concerned
a song featuring Le Fou. 

“The way he dances is... gay and the dia-
logue and the lyrics of the song are too. In the
same scene he also lifts up his shirt and shows
a love bite on his tummy,” he said. “Even I
wanted to bring my grandchildren to watch it.
But there are rules. We don’t support LGBT.”
Homosexuality is illegal in Malaysia, where
laws criminalizing sodomy can result in impris-
onment, corporal punishment and fines.

Religious groups and Islamic scholars had

previously called for the film to be banned
over concerns that it would promote “nega-
tive values” in the country. The film has also
come under fire from religious figures in
neighboring Singapore, while Russia slapped
an adults-only rating on the movie last week
following pressure by an ultra-conservative
lawmaker who was pushing for a ban.
Despite the controversy, the movie has
already become the fastest-selling family
film in history, outpacing previous record-
holder “Finding Dory,” according to online
ticket seller Fandango, ahead of its release
this week. — AP

Disney appeals Malaysia cuts to ‘Beauty and the Beast’

The lights go off, the projector whirls, and
for the first time in years Afghan families
find themselves sharing popcorn and

soda as Hollywood and Bollywood stars romp
across the silver screen.  A family-friendly cin-
ema has opened in Kabul, creating a rare ven-
ue in Afghanistan’s war-torn capital where
women, usually confined to the home, can
spend time in public with their husbands and
children.  Kabul’s movie halls are popular with
raucous male audiences who clap and whistle
at screens wreathed in clouds of hashish and
cigarette smoke.

As Zahra Sozan, a 25-year-old mother-of-
one told AFP, it is not “traditional” for women
or children to go to the movies.   But when
the Galaxy was built last year it became the
first cinema in Kabul to ban single men for
certain hours when families are inside, shel-
tering women and children from harassment,
smoke, and unsuitable behavior.  “It’s my first
ever experience visiting a cinema in Kabul,
and the experience has been great,” Sozan
told AFP, smiling despite having just emerged
from watching the 2016 Hollywood supernat-
ural thriller Lights Out.  “When the families are
inside the hall nobody else is allowed to get
inside, the families feel secure,” said Abubakar
Gharzai, one of the Galaxy’s owners. 

Sixteen years ago this simple pleasure
would have been impossible, with the cinema
halls destroyed by civil war and the Taliban
regime forbidding nights at the movies. The
queue at the Galaxy is an echo of a time
before the Taliban’s dark era, when Afghan

men, women and children openly attended
films, theatre and concerts. Young couples
wait for tickets, enjoying the novelty and
boldness of being in public together-though
many are still cautious, shying away from
being interviewed. Its higher prices — 300
Afghanis ($6) for a ticket, six times the cost of
other cinemas in Kabul-also puts it beyond
the reach of many in the capital, where unem-
ployment is rampant, adding to the sense of
security for those who can afford it. “There
aren’t many places for women in Afghanistan
to hang out, they have a tough life, and this is
a secure place,” Sozan’s husband Hamed said.  

Defying tradition 
Samira Sozan, visiting the Galaxy with her

brother, agreed.  “We have a bowling club,

recreational park, and Kabul zoo,” the 22-year-
old embassy worker told AFP, ticking off the
public places suitable for women in the capi-
tal.  Even at home women are usually too
busy washing and cooking to enjoy time with
husbands and children, she said.  Then, her
brother heard about the Galaxy. “We will
come again and again,” she told AFP.  “It is not
tradition to visit the cinema, but we do not
care what people say. It is one of the few
places for us to spend time with our families...
We cannot ask for a better place to come.”

Her happiness sums up why Gharzai chose
to run his cinema the way he has. “We want to
show the world the positive side of
Afghanistan,” he told AFP.  “That Afghanistan
is not about bombs and attacks, but there is
also something which makes our people hap-
py.” The biggest threat to the cinema, he said,
is piracy and online streaming.  Afghan audi-
ences prefer US and Indian movies to those
produced by a homegrown film industry
stunted by nearly four decades of war.
However, by the time the Galaxy screens
recent high-definition offerings such as
Dangal, Ae Dil Hai Mushkil and Sultan, many
would-be spectators have already watched
them online.  Horror films, Gharzai said, are
popular. “We could not air horror movies
because of the children, but the demand was
very high, so now we show them.”
Afghanistan is still at war with a resurgent
Taliban, and security fears at the Galaxy, locat-
ed inside a Kabul shopping Centre guarded
by armed police, extend beyond protection
from wolf whistles and shame.  Islamist mili-
tants have long vill ified Hollywood and
Bollywood as vulgar and sinful, although no
cinemas have been attacked in Kabul in
recent years.  “There are threats,” admits
Gharzai. “But we rely on the Almighty.” — AFP

Afghans find some escape as 

‘family cinema’
opens in Kabul

An Afghan family queue to buy tickets at the Galaxy Family Cinema in Kabul.

An Afghan 
family eat 
popcorn as
they watch a
Hollywood
movie at the
Galaxy Family
Cinema in
Kabul.

Afghan women wait to buy tickets at the Galaxy Family Cinema in Kabul.

There aren’t many places
for women in Afghanistan
to hang out, they have a
tough life,  and this is  a
secure place.
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