
When the propaganda film, “The Founding of an Army,” hit
theaters in China recently, the reaction wasn’t quite what
the ruling Communist Party might have hoped for. Instead
of inspiring an outpouring of nationalism and self-sacrifice
for the state, it was roundly mocked for trying to lure a
younger audience by casting teen idols as revolutionary
party leaders.

Viewers more used to seeing the idols play love inter-
ests in light-hearted soap operas responded to the film by
projecting “modern-day romantic narratives on the found-
ing fathers of the nation,” said Hung Huang, a well-known
social commentator based in Beijing. “It was hilarious.”
While China’s resurgent Communist Party once pushed its
policies on an unquestioning public, it now struggles to
compete for attention with the country’s booming enter-
tainment industry and the celebrity culture it has spawned.

“Chinese people are increasingly ignoring party propa-
ganda and are much more interested in movie stars, who
represent a new lifestyle and more exciting aspirations,”
said Willy Lam, an expert on Chinese politics at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong. President Xi Jinping,
who will cement his authority with his expected endorse-
ment to a second five-year term at this week’s national
party congress, has placed a priority on stamping out too
much Western influence in Chinese society in part so the
party can dictate the values the youth should embrace.

Out of touch 
Authorities have responded by taking aim at every-

thing from gossip websites to soap opera story lines to
celebrity salaries. Instead of selfish, rich stars, the state is
promoting performers who are all about patriotism, purity

and other values that support the party’s legitimacy. The
results have at best been mixed and at worst ham-fisted
and out of touch. One problem is that the party’s values
often clash with what young Chinese want to watch,
according to Hung. Among the more popular shows
watched by Chinese youth are those that center on palace
intrigue, martial arts fantasies, high school romances or
single, independent women. “While the government could
once dictate to young people what they should value and
how they should lead their
lives, they find themselves
completely without the
tools to do that now,” she
said. In the 1970s, the
state was able to promote
people seen as paragons
of youthful devotion and
selflessness, but Hung said
that no longer works
because young Chinese -
like their counterparts in
the West - now prefer to
follow celebrity gossip
and have the tools with
which to do so. Just this month, teen idol Lu Han, also
known as China’s Justin Bieber, announced he had a girl-
friend, triggering a flood of shares, responses and 4 million
“likes” within a few hours that briefly crashed the coun-
try’s popular Weibo microblog service. A recent commen-
tary in The Global Times, a party newspaper with a
nationalistic stance, railed against such celebrity worship,
saying China had now surpassed the West in that regard.

“It’s unfair that these stars accrue such glory, unimagin-
able to those who have made a decisive contribution to the
country,” the commentary said. That was likely a reason
the government-backed China Alliance of Radio, Film and
Television moved last month to cap the pay of actors,
whose salaries had hit historic highs as young Chinese and
a burgeoning middle class increasingly spend on movie
tickets and goods. In another move earlier this year,
authorities closed 60 popular celebrity gossip and social

media accounts and
called on internet giants
such as Tencent and
Baidu to “actively propa-
gate core socialist values,
and create an ever-
healthier environment for
the mainstream public
opinion.”

The tension between
popular culture and state
propaganda isn’t new in
China. In the 1980s, Deng
Xiaoping’s lieutenants
railed against spiritual

pollution. But it has gained new traction since Xi came to
power in 2012 and officials began a wide-ranging crack-
down on perceived societal ills from corruption to dissent
to - now - entertainment. “Xi Jinping has been advocating
a revision to traditional, Confucian moral standards,” Lam
said. “The definition of what is vulgar or morally problem-
atic has been inflated and expanded so that it has become
all-encompassing.” Shows about the pursuit of great

wealth and luxury that used to be tolerated under Xi’s
predecessor, aren’t anymore. The government has
demanded that broadcasters “resist celebrity worship” and
limit the air time dedicated to film and TV stars. “The party
does not want these entertainment programs to compete
with news programs and ‘morality shows,’” said Jian Xu, a
Chinese media research fellow at Deakin University in
Melbourne, Australia.

One example of a state-approved show is “Touching
China,” which honors people who have “touched the
nation with their tenacity, bravery and wisdom.” The gov-
ernment has also tried to shape some celebrities into par-
ty-sanctioned role models. Thanks to their wholesome
image and uplifting, patriotic lyrics, the TFboys, China’s
first home-grown boy band, have risen to fame because of
“political opportunities” they’ve been given, Xu said. The
band is pursued by adoring fans and has performed twice
on the coveted Lunar New Year gala hosted by state
broadcaster China Central Television; it has also been pro-
moted by the Communist Youth League.

Stars deviating from the party’s image of purity and
moral acceptability, however, have been punished. In a
high-profile drug crackdown in 2014, authorities publicly
chastised a succession of celebrities caught using drugs,
including Jackie Chan’s son, Jaycee Chan, and singer Li
Daimo, forcing them to apologize on state television.

Beijing may struggle to win over young Chinese, but it
won’t stop its carrot-and-stick approach to regulating the
industry. “The government’s method of punishment and
praise is very obvious: If you work with me, you will reap
the benefits, if you don’t, you won’t. If you’re a good boy,
you get candy, if you don’t, you won’t,” Xu said. — AP 
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Chinese propaganda film faces stiff
competition from celebrities

A magazine featuring Chinese President Xi Jinping with the headline “China
becomes strong” is placed next to a magazine with popular Chinese actress Fan
Bingbing at a news stand.

In this Saturday, Oct 21, 2017 photo, a woman walks past an advertisement
featuring teen idol Lu Han, also known as China’s Justin Bieber in Beijing, China. 

Residents wait near security personnel resting near a billboard featuring a
popular actor. — AP photos 

Mocked for
casting teen

idols as 
revolutionary

leaders

Catholic corruption and sex abuse allegations have made
global headlines for years. Now a new film shines a spot-
light on scandals at South Korea’s vast and politically
powerful Protestant churches. South Koreans are enthusi-
astic religious believers, with 44 percent practicing or
considering themselves religious, according to state data.
Protestants are the largest group, followed by Buddhists
and Catholics.

The country is home to several of the world’s biggest
“megachurches”, with hundreds of thousands of members,
while conservative evangelical church groups boast mil-
lions of followers and enormous political lobbying power.
Many star pastors build enormous personal fortunes and
often pass control over their churches to their own chil-
dren in a generational power transfer. But corruption or
sex scandals involving evangelical leaders make frequent
headlines, as do court battles over lucrative congregations.
The plot of “Romans 8:37”, which had its premiere at the
current Busan International Film Festival in South Korea,
centres on the struggle between two powerful pastors for
control of a fictional evangelical church, along with its vast
wealth and political influence.

Charismatic young preacher Joseph Kang accuses his
aged, conservative predecessor Reverend Park of embez-
zling millions of dollars from church coffers to bribe politi-
cians. But Kang soon becomes a target of personal attacks
by Park’s followers, who accuse him of fraud and other
crimes during services to try to force his resignation.

Each side sets up teams to discredit their opponent and
sway public opinion via the media, with no tactic left

untried, including mutual allegations of embezzlement,
bribery, faked credentials, sexual abuse, even heresy. But
few question the integrity of the church as the mud fight
rages. Kang’s campaign eventually suffers a major blow
after female followers  accuse him of sexual abuse, and
congregation elders decide to keep the scandal under
wraps “for the sake of the church”.

Jesus, Inc. 
The plot is loosely based on true stories involving

South Korean churches, says director Shin Yeon-Shick,
himself a lifelong Christian. “Personally this was such a
painful movie to make,” he said. “I felt really heavy at
heart.”Some church members have expressed discomfort
at this film, but I think we need to confront this reality and
the pain we deserve to suffer for being part of this sys-
tem,” he told AFP, criticizing what he called a “cartel” of
churches in the country and a culture of impunity.

In one high-profile real world case, a founder of the
Yoido Full Gospel Church-a Seoul megachurch with more
than 500,000 followers-was convicted this year for forc-
ing the church to buy company shares from him at inflated
prices, causing it to incur losses of $13 million. Some South
Koreans mock religious leaders as “managers of Jesus,
Inc”, and Shin said many churches in the country do not
promote the self-reflection and introspection essential for
spiritual growth.

To his mind the issue is also deeply rooted in South
Korea’s culture of collectivism, which Shin said meant
“people are rarely given a chance to think individually
and independently, or to express their own opinion”. “So
they want to belong to whatever is the biggest and most
powerful to feel safe-whether it’s a megachurch or a big
company,” he added, “and try to ignore the suffering of
individuals in the name of protecting the establishment”.
The film takes its title from a Biblical passage in which St
Paul addresses the issues of sin and salvation through
Jesus. “One should be on God’s side,” Pastor Kang’s
father says at one point. His son, he adds, “thought God
was on his side”. — AFP 

Documentary 
claims to have
solved legendary
mystery of
the ‘silk king’ 
A new documentary is set to stir fresh debate over one of
Asia’s most enduring mysteries: What happened to Jim
Thompson, Thailand’s legendary silk king. The former
American intelligence officer turned textile tycoon went
for a walk in the Malaysian  jungle 50 years ago and never
returned. Despite a massive search, no trace of Thompson
was ever found. One of the most prominent Westerners in
Asia had simply vanished.

Theories abound: He was killed by a tiger; he got lost
and perished in deep forest; he disappeared himself as
part of a political intrigue. Those behind the documentary
say they have new evidence that Thompson was killed.
Their film, “Who Killed Jim Thompson,” premiered Oct. 20
at the Eugene International Film Festival in the US state of
Oregon. “There’s been all sorts of theories and mostly silly
theories, but I’m hoping that this will put some closure to,
you know, the whole story,” said Barry Broman, the film’s
producer.

Out of the blue 
The filmmakers, from Adventure Film Productions, said

they got their break out of the blue: An old contact
approached them with a tale of a death-bed confession.
They eventually found a second source whose information
dove-tailed with the first. Their conclusion: Thompson was
slain by rebels from the Communist Party of Malaya who
grew suspicious after he arrived in the jungle and began
requesting a meeting with the party’s secretary-general, at
the time Malaysia’s most-wanted man. Rather than vaca-
tioning, the filmmakers said, Thompson was on what
turned out to be a final, fatal mission.

Broman, who has decades of Asia experience as a pho-

tographer, US marine and diplomat, said the conclusion is
unequivocal: “Jim was never going to be found. He was
murdered.” The filmmakers acknowledged the murder the-
ory’s not new, but they believe their version is more sub-
stantial. While some of the film’s conclusions are plausible
based on what is known about Thompson’s life, there is
nothing definitive given that it relies on second-hand infor-
mation from relatives of those allegedly involved and
leaves many questions unanswered.

During World War II, Thompson was a highly decorat-
ed operative with the Office of Strategic Services, the
forerunner of the CIA. After the war, he was stationed in
Thailand with the OSS and chose to make his home there
after turning businessman and founding his silk firm in
1948. Thompson helped revive the Thai silk industry and
his company has since grown into one of Thailand’s flag-
ship luxury brands. His former Bangkok home, once the
site of legendary parties, is now a museum filled with his
fabulous collection of Asian art and antiques. Both have
become must-see attractions for the millions of tourists
who visit Thailand each year.

‘I still have questions’ 
The company declined to comment on the new claims

about the fate of its founder. Thompson had a $1.5 million
a year business by 1967, when the Vietnam War was in full
swing with Thailand playing an essential role, hosting
bases from which the US Air Force bombed communist-
controlled areas of Indochina. — AP

South Korea church 
scandals under the 
spotlight in film

This undated handout from Romans 8:37 released on October 20, 2017 shows an image from the
film “Romans 8:37”. 

A visitor walks out of Jim Thomson’s outlet in Bangkok.

In this November 1966 file photo, American
businessman Jim Thompson views a Buddha

statue in Bangkok, Thailand. — AP photos 


