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DE-LOCATING “INDEPENDENCE” 
THE DISCOURSE ON SOUTHEAST ASIAN INDEPENDENT CINEMA 
AND ITS TRAJECTORIES 

Natalie Boehler, University of Zurich

Abstract

This essay examines the ways Southeast Asian Independent Cinema can be located – or, perhaps, 

cinematic movement as it is shaped by local and foreign voices. The paper focuses on the nexus of 

in their transfer from various previous concepts of cinematic independence and alternativeness into 

concepts and the underlying epistemologies in an innovative, non-Eurocentric way. 

Introduction 

Across the region of Southeast Asia, forms of independent cinema have sprung up since the 

states in Southeast Asia have a history of employing the mass media for efforts at nation-building, 

rigid censorship systems. While studio systems were predominant in the region for decades, they 

1 

sometimes by development funds and grants issued by institutions abroad, or by prize money from 
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the traditional, often state-controlled production studios. For example, the Malaysian production 

information channel, business site, online DVD shop, blog, and publicity channel all at once. 

Online platforms for streaming movies, such as Youtube, Vimeo, or Mubi, are another common 

Substation in Singapore or the Thai Short Film and Video Festival, in semi-formal, “underground,” 

showcasing so-called World Cinema or Asian Films, for example Pusan, Rotterdam, or the Forum 

section of the Berlinale. 

emergence of digital technology and high-speed internet connections in the region, innovations 

that are crucial since they account for possibilities such as (relatively) low production costs, 

2 

digital technology. 

In the course of the last decade, this cinema has gained momentum with the establishing of 

Asian countries are still primarily understood as national cinemas, the regional scope seems to 

alternatives not only to mainstream production and aesthetics, but also to state policies of media 

Kampong Radioaktif (Survival Guide Untuk Kampong Radioaktif, Liew Seng Tat, Tan Chui Mui, 

the Indonesian Q! Film Festival screens queer cinema, aiming to raise awareness for queer issues 

and HIV, while facing protests by conservative religious groups. Independent cinema is also 

opposed to commercialism and to Hollywood productions and the local mainstream cinemas that 

dominate the region. The existence of various cinematic manifestos, declaring independence and 

3 
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The emergence of this cinema has put Southeast Asia on the map internationally. Festival 

In their home countries, however, where the wide public turns to Hollywood productions, the 

paradoxically, viewed less here than abroad, by foreign audiences, even though they often show a 

strong concern with local problems and issues.4

Southeast Asian independent cinema has been described as a trans- or postnational cinema.5 

Discourse elements and their trajectories

and traditional epistemologies of the discipline – most obviously, the frame of national cinema, 

cinemas, namely those of Hollywood and Europe. 

This essay examines the current discourse on contemporary Southeast Asian independent cinema, 

seems especially rewarding to research, because it touches on several currently debated subjects in 

By analyzing some voices that shape this discourse, I aim to unravel some of the various strains 

that shape it. As I shall explain, the discourse on Southeast Asian independent cinema shows 

Southeast Asia. 

There are several reasons I am interested in this. First, the discourse on cinema has repercussions 

history. How, then, do they relate to certain historical concepts? Most of these concepts originate 

in different parts of the world, raising the question how geopolitical and cultural differences are 

dealt with. 

studies. The transferring of traditional Western theory to other places inevitably raises questions 

offer new impulses as to how they can be rethought and expanded. 

Finally, as concepts and discourses travel through space and time, they are transformed. Thus, 
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Independence, the digital and the regional

In the discussion of Southeast Asian independent cinema, the question of independence is 

assigned great importance, whilst at the same time, its meaning appears to be rather vague. In 

independent is another person’s ‘mainstream’.”6

As John Lent points out, the term “independence” is used in different contexts, varying 

toward which independence manifests itself in this cinema: government regulation, the 
7 Examined from 

this variety of aspects, the question of independence seems to touch on various levels, namely 

that of political involvement, an economical and industrial level, as well as one of aesthetics 

and narration. 

referred to in the discussion on Southeast Asian independent cinema: independent US cinema of 

the 1990s, the European New Waves, Third Cinema, and postcolonial cinema. They all comprise 

outside the realm of big production studios and their streamlined, commercialized content and 

style. Moreover, all of them ascribe, albeit to strongly varying degrees, to political involvement or, 

in some cases, oppositionalism. In this way, they all propose an “other” cinema, contrasting with 

and opposing cinematic forms perceived as dominant, mainly those of Hollywood. 

In the following, I shall examine several references in the discourse on Southeast Asian 

them under the aspect of their translocalization and their conclusiveness for this new discourse. 

Confronting the studio system: The influence of 1990s US independent films 

interview if independent cinema reacts in opposition to mainstream, commercial Malaysian 

to foreign tendencies, especially 

the hype of independent movies, which you can’t deny started in America in the early 90s. So we then 

got the romantic idea of doing it our own way. So I don’t think it was consciously in opposition in that 

But we still watch mainstream movies.8 
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9 In the 1990s, 

a convergence of independence and the Hollywood ideals of glamour, stardom and prestige 

According to this point of view, the divide between mainstream studio industries and 

a cinematic strain from the USA. Furthermore, the divide between the mainstream and the 

independent probably is less absolute than it used to be, as there has recently been a spillover 

of elements of independent cinema into more mainstream forms. In some cases, successful 

between the independent and the mainstream. Malaysian director James Lee, for example, 

Sini Ada Hantu (Here 

Got Ghost!

10 In this way, “indie” has become 

11 

Aesthetic independence, high/low culture and “indie” commercialization

and independent cinema becoming increasingly blurred.12 While he refers to the situation in the 

35mm), length (shorts vs. features), form (alternative vs. formulaic), or distribution (limited 
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13 

According to Tioseco, since industrial or technical determinants have seen shifts in connotation, 

the question of aesthetics is of particular importance for the notion of independence today. In 

is understood as having a political reach, following the belief that representation forms the 

spectator’s subjectivity by positioning him or her in certain ways, based on classical apparatus 

and spectatorship theory, as coined by Raymond Bellour and Jean-Louis Baudry. 

too, has become commercialized. The Filipino movie Ang Babae Sa Septic Tank (The Woman in the 

Septic Tank, Marlon Rivera, 2011) spoofs the typical “indie” style: slow editing, voice-over-less, 

positing independence as alternative culture, and in stating the loss of political urgency and artistic 

of high versus low culture. In this notion that was formed in 19th

to social class, high culture is seen as a force for moral and political good, as opposed to low, 

often resurfaces in the contrasting juxtaposition of arthouse and commercial cinema. Whereas 

arthouse cinema is understood as eschewing commercialism for an artistic and cerebral focus, 

and existing for a niche audience of connoisseurs, commercial cinema is deemed nonpolitical, 

escapist entertainment for the masses. The positioning of Southeast Asian independent cinema as 

alternative culture thus seems to refer to this art/entertainment divide. 

Digital cinema and new aesthetics: “Dogme”

By aligning digital practice with alternative culture, as opposed to commercial culture, Southeast 

counterpoint to more established cinemas, such as the lighter, more mobile camera types used 

by the European New Waves or New Hollywood, handheld cameras favored by the Danish 

and narrative agenda that stands in contrast to that of the according mainstream and that usually 

features alternative modes of representation and viewer positioning, novel narratives, and the 

eschewal of the star system. 

In his manifesto “The twelve Bowowows of Impurity,” Khavn de la Cruz, a Filipino independent 

von Trier and Thomas Vinterberg, and its manifesto and “vow of chastity.”14

parameters – photography, lighting and color, sound recording, mise-en-scène, narrative 
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“bastardization” of the “Dogme” credo, counterpointing the original aim of “chastity” with that of 

“impurity.” While the Danish manifesto establishes a clear set of rules stating rigid imperatives, 

 15 

Political activism: Third cinema, postcolonialism, anti-imperialism 

Another recurring notion in the history of independent cinemas is the alignment of their 

alternativeness with political involvement. In this way, cinema is understood as a mode of cultural 

and aesthetic resistance against established authorities holding power. Since many Southeast Asian 

nations are ruled by authoritarian governments and are struggling for democracy, the main authorities 

Cut (2004), for 

15

a vital role, as it often enables avoidance of state-approved channels of distribution and exhibition, 

for example by internet streaming or homemade DVDs, and by creating publicity via social media. 

The notion of cinema as political activism, means of resistance and a pathway to freedom can 

founding a cinematic movement and aesthetic adequate for the economic and political situation 

of the at the time so-called Third World. Southeast Asian independent cinema, or some of its 

veins, has repeatedly been read as a possible descendant following the politicized, communitarian 

and radical spirit of Third Cinema.16 However, while acting as oppositional voices, various 

a Singaporean alternative cultural center, is partially supported by the state, as is the Thai Short 

17 The fact that state funding and 

oppositionalism and radicalism proposed by Third Cinema, and blurs political positioning. It might 

be indicative that the alignment with Third Cinema has been constructed by foreign or diasporic 

critics rather than by local activists, many of whom are involved in and perhaps depend on the 

their own political and economical positioning. 

Another aspect of Third Cinema as political resistance is anti-imperialism, a mindset that might 

seem conclusive to the postcolonial situation of most of Southeast Asia. Digital technology is 
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Digital is liberation theology. Now we can have our own media. [...] The issue is not anymore that 

you cannot shoot. You have a Southeast Asian Independent Cinema now. We have been deprived for a 

long time, we have been neglected, we have been dismissed by the Western media. That was because 

of production logistics. We did not have money, we did not have cameras, all those things. Now, these 

questions have been answered. We are on equal terms now.18 

cinema as an agent of cultural hegemony, echoing an essential concern of Third Cinema. Seeing 

Southeast Asian cinema as a reaction to more dominant cinemas – mainly Hollywood, but also 

other, more prominent cinemas, such as those of Japan, Hong Kong or India – is a powerful strain 

in the discourse.19 However, the resistance towards hegemonic powers claimed by Third Cinema 

the produire au sud

As the structure of global cinema has profoundly changed since the 1960s, the cultural and 

political positions constitutive of Third Cinema have shifted. Cultural hegemony, eurocentrism, and 

in some cases, even absorbed into non-Western epistemologies, economies and value systems. As 

Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt write, “Empire” can no longer be located geopolitically, but has 

become a conglomeration of various entities and practices. Therefore, traditional anti-imperialist 

strategies can no longer be applied against individual nations.20 While Third Cinema remains a 

locate the discourse, cause a re-adjusting to the present-day landscape of global cinema. In the case 

aligning itself with institutions offering contributions, and negotiating the transnational positioning 

that this entails. It also raises the question of current hegemonies and new power centers that are 

not located in a geographically determined space, but are delocalized, such as transnational funding 

Transnationalism, regionalism, scapes – and the nation 

frame is thought to help locate the individual national cinemas on the map of global cinema and 

websites Criticine and Southeast Asian Film Studies Institute, the Luang Prabang Film Festival or 

the Singapore-based Southeast Asian Film Festival.21 

Several Asian postcolonial critics have theorized regionalism as an alternative conceptual 

framing to anti-imperialism.22
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of the questioning of the frame of national cinema, the concept of regional cinema seems to offer a 

cinema with a concept developed by Arjun Appadurai.23 In Appadurai’s approach, “scapes” are 

refers to the global reach of media and their ability to disseminate information throughout the 
24 

On the levels of representation and of audience reception, though, the national continues to be of 

levels of meaning. 

Thus, the concept of the national seems to persist as an important entity and frame of reference, 

deal with a simultaneous multiple spatial and geopolitical positioning. This multiple positioning 

is characteristic of present-day cinemas in general, and of their move beyond the binary divide 

space that can be inhabited by local and foreign audiences at the same time. In this vein, local 

writers have suggested an understanding of Southeast Asian independent cinema as cosmopolitan 

or cosmopolitical.25

Conclusion: From traditional concepts toward a vernacular 

While the conjunction between digital cinema (or other, previous technological innovations), 

alternativeness and independence forms an underlying pattern for the discussed cinematic 

cases) aligns itself with these concepts. By doing so, this cinema positions itself in relation to 

explicitly or implicitly, and are followed rather informally. Some of them, such as US independent 

example of “Dogma.” Still others are adopted partially and in a negotiated way, such as Third 

contexts, meanings, conditions and concerns, and thus made useful for local purposes, creating an 

These transformations point toward the general situation of contemporary, transnational cinema. 

Notions such as alternativeness, independence and transnationalism can no longer be clear, 

unambiguous stances, and anti-imperialism and anti-commercialism in the original senses are no 
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Outlook: Widening the scope of film theory

Because it combines several novel aspects of contemporary cinema – the digital turn, multiple 

spatial frames, and non-Western cinema –, the cinematic movement and discourse I have portrayed 

as representational norm and epistemological center is challenged, calls for a repositioning of 
26

on Western notions of subjectivity, individuality and perception, such as auteur theory, classical 

toward non-Western cinema.27 At the same time, the digital turn begs the question how cinema is 
28 

29 

Nagib suggests, world cinema understood in this way is not a niche opposed to Hollywood or to 
30 Much of Southeast 

Asian independent cinema is produced and circulated digitally. This entails new pragmatics and 

are becoming historical, and are increasingly replaced by new industry structures, modes of 

it departs from the category of nation as sole entity, as well as from later approaches that declare 

the nation an obsolete category and suggest a distinct change of paradigm, fully replacing it by 

transnationalism. 

or rejecting traditional concepts, points to aspects of these concepts that need revision. Among 

these aspects are the consideration of unfamiliar or newly formed industry structures such as those 

and the political engagement of postcolonial areas that connect to the global (and often Western-

lead) festival circuit. Previously shaped notions of cinematic independence and political cinema 

mentioned in the analysis, such as those of Third Cinema, anti-imperialism, or apparatus theory, 

effect, the transformation they undergo in the Southeast Asian discourse is exemplary for changes 
31 
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circulation”32 – as is discourse on it. 
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