
Films and Movies as Cultural Representatives 
of the Nations: An Appraisal of Pakistan and 
China 
 
   Zhang Xuepei 
   Jalal Bohier 
 

Generally, cultural identity is defined by factors such as nation, 

community, class structure, region, religion and language.The 

majority of Asian countries and their identities are constructed 

and based on these patterns.  In this research paper the history of 

Pakistani and Chinese films industries is compared in both 

approach and contents. Films and movies are playing a vital role 

in the development of the national and cultural identities of a 

country. A similar approach has been discovered both in Pakistani 

and Chinese films, as culturally and historically the themes 

deployed by the film industries to show their national identities as 

from the beginning of film industries were dominated by the feudal 

ideology and culture. The China and Pakistan Economic Corridor 

is copiously working for this bond of relationship between both the 

countries for promotion of a compact national identity and to 

understand the national life of both the nations. These interactions 

between the Chinese and Pakistani nations can cause cultural 

diffusion through movies and films. With the release of the first 

Pakistani film in mainland China, a new understanding of films 

has arisen among academia and researchers, and the China 

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) has taken the initiative to 

bring the two nations together through films. Pakistani films which 

began from early 1948 after the establishment of the country have 

played a key role in representing the national identity of people of 

Pakistan. China and Chinese film makers have been more 

conscious about the Chinese culture and its unique identity with 

respect to accept modern global living standards. This article is 

an effort to understand the element of nation building in cinema of 

both the countries. 
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Introduction  
 

In this paper films are taken as bearers of national cultures which always promote 
and transformnational identities internally and externally.1Films itself present the 
history and historical trends in several manners and plays a vital role in 
constructing ideologies for national identity. Recent, postmodern historiography 
and historical writings has begun considering ideas other than political, in which 
the history of films and cinema is an important area. The content of the movies and 
the films mostly represents historic-cultural trends and approaches. The history of 
film making was initiated with modern scientific technologies of eighteenth 
century. The first step towards film makingwasof motion films, in which the best 
part was of the historical evidences, as they show what it was like to walk down in 
the streets of Beijing or in the streets of Lahore, with presenting the culture of the 
area with respect to the time period.2Films, presents historical approaches in fictive 
ways which were rejected by the mainstream modern historiographic 
understanding of history, nothing is out of society and whatever exist has a 
historical background.  
The Film industries in Pakistan and China are also presenting their cultures 
through cinema. The world politics is changing day by day, the nation states are 
making new relation which is economic, and trade based. Pakistan and China 
friendly relations from the time of their establishment, now which they claim, 
“higher than Himalaya”.3China has started a long-term investment in Pakistan 
under the banner of China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). This program is a 
large investment and trade program of more than $ 66 billions of rail, road, energy 
and infrastructure development in Pakistan.4 
       This interaction between the Chinese and Pakistani nations is not confined 
only to the economic front but has cultural impacts. Films all around the world are 
the barrier of culture, ideology and identity patterns of a nation. The movies from 
Hollywood and Bollywood have cultural contents which are about the national 
languages, religious thoughts and the ideology of the nation. For instance, the 
Hollywood film industry is western and particularly centered around American 
cultural scholarship. The American movies have audiences not only from America, 
but are watched and liked throughout the world, which is a great source for 
understanding the national ideology of Americans and the west.Most of the movies 
after 2001 which are presented in the cinemas are with the content of freedom of 
expression, nationalism, sexuality, language, lifestyle, values, norms and ideology. 
These themes and theories in movies and films are not coincidence but are the part 
of the political and national agenda. So, Hollywood is one of the representative and 
promoter of the American nationalism and culture.5This practice is not confined to 
America or with the Hollywood movies, another world biggest film industry is 
Bollywood which is the promoter of the Indian culture and the life patterns. 
Bollywood is the promoter of the culture and history of subcontinent because all 
the culture of the region has some similarities with each other. The Hindi movies, 
with its establishment was considered as the hub of romance and culture, but the 
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recent movies have different content with the change in society and world, now the 
themes of the movies are on terrorism and neo-culture of India and the region.6This 
paper will deal with the two main eastern film industries- China and Pakistan- 
which are two neighboring countries with different ideologies and cultures. The 
Chinese film industry started from 1896 with its first movie DingjunMountain, in 
which Chinese traditional society was presented in the beginning with several 
themes of gender, feudalism and nationalism. Similarly, the Pakistani film 
industry, known as ‘Lollywood’ begins its work in 1929 with making films in 
Punjabi and Urdu. The base for the film industry has been Lahore and Karachi. 
Both Chinese and Urdu movies present national identity of both the nations. Now, 
China and Pakistan are two friendly nations and this friendship bringing them 
nearer on the cultural front in which films and movies plays a vital role. The first 
ever Pakistani film is going to be launchedand released in China 
ParwazHaiJunoon.

7
 

 

Theoretical framework  

Culture and nation identities of two groups and nation can have similar element 
because of cultural influence and cultural diffusion. Although this process is very 
complex but possible through the cultural diffusion. Like the other mean of 
cultural change and diffusion the films and movies are also playing a vital role in 
this cultural diffusion in the world. This theory was first established by Frederic 
Bartlett in his book psychology and primitive culture.  In his framework, culture is 
conceptualized as heterogeneous, systemic and changing patterns of activity 
mediated by both individual and group processes. This theoretical frame is being 
applied on the Pakistani and the Chinese movies that how both the film industry is 
promoting their national and cultural identities. With the interaction between the 
Chinese and the Pakistani this interaction and the diffusion of the is possible 
through films and movies.8 Although this cultural diffusion has begun with people 
to people interaction which will become more strengthen with culture of movies.  
 

Methodology  

For this research study the qualitative research method is used. Both the primary 
and the secondary sources are utilized for the purpose of research. The primary 
sources for this research study are the movies and the films which are evaluated 
thoroughly; the secondary sources are the books, articles and magazine.To have a 
thorough understanding of Pakistani films the researcher has learned Urdu 
language. The films and the archives available on the both the Pakistani and 
Chinese movies industries are also utilized. 
 

Chinese cinema and its representation of Chinese culture 
The Chinese cinema is working now for almost more than one hundred and twenty 
years withdiverse approaches and contents- culture, national identity, social life, 
economy and Chinese ideology of communism and Marxism.Most of the 
historians have divided these developments in six different generations which 
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shows the importance of cinema in China both politically and culturally, shows the 
importance of each time period separately with mentioning the changing trends 
and the contents of the movies. The first generation of the movies and films are 
determined from 1896 to 1929 which is the initial phase of movie and film 
presentation, films were presented on a small scale in tea shops and 
outdoors.9 Later the air-conditioned theaters were established in shanghai first and 
other parts of china with the passage of time. With the collaboration the first film 
industry and company were started “Yaxia” (Asia) by RenQingtai. The film 
making in china become popular in the last decade of the first generationwhen 
films begin to be screened in cinemas in many big cities. This period movies and 
films were influenced with culture, imperialism, politics of republican and the 
other regional societal problems. At the same time the content of the films were 
also influenced by the communist ideology because the screenwriters were 
themselves from communist party.10All the movies in the second generation 
centered around the world ideology of the Chinese like Wildflower, Song of the 
Fisherman and goddesses. In the same period the cinema changed from silent to 
sound. This was considered as a milestone achievement for both the Chinese film 
industries and other world cinemas. The first sound film was screened in shanghai 
in 1931. This was the period when foreign movies and films were banned, cinemas 
were bound to martial art and magic spirit pictures. Similarly, another foreign film 
industry was from japan, was culturally affecting the North East of China. The 
Japanese film industry was destroyed, and later was allowed to work in mainland 
China.11The new trends introduced by the Japanese film industries, influenced by 
the western ideologies and patterns of film making, also affected the Chinese 
culture and lifestyle.   
               Chinese cinema was nationalizedafter the war with the Japanese 
authorities, this was a process to bring the pure Chinese cultural movies without 
any foreign influence, new contents of the civil war (1945-1949) were changed and 
the most notable films of the time were Spring River Flows to East, spring in a 
Small Town and Crows and Sparrows. These films were the most popular in all 
over China for incorporating the contemporary themes and contents.12 The third 
generation of films andmovies begin after the revolution and establishment of the 
communist China. This period was more nationalistic, used the film industries to 
promote the culture and nation building. The film industries were consolidated 
under three main studios North East film studio, Shanghai film studio and Beijing 
film studio. The new approach in this era was the prohibition of the Hollywood, 
the Soviet Union and the Eastern world movies and films were welcomed because 
of the communist ideologyand openness of the culture. For the promotion of the 
common ideology and culture on a teleological pattern in which the trump of the 
communism the heroes of the war, the peasant, the life and culture.in this period 
most of the films were made with the theme and content of the revolution. The 
Cultural Revolution became the part of the movies and films and it plays a great 
part for the promotion and development of the national cause and 
identity.13Pertaining to this, the films and movies were tools for mobilization as the 
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in its fourth division and generation of the cinema in China. The cultural revolution 
(1966-1976) made the cinema and films bound and most of the film directors were 
punished, the wife of the leader of revolution Mao Zedong, Jiang Qing took the 
ruins of the film industry in her hand and was commanding every activity in the 
film industry. She wanted to make a model stage opera by giving importance to the 
movie “The Red Detachment of Women” which clearly distinguishes between the 
good and the evil. This identifies the internal problems of the country which were 
dominating in the film industry. In this period, the films and movies were playing a 
great role in the promotion of the idea of cultural revolution in China. It was a 
campaignagainst the rightest within the mainland China and in another world. Like 
the other world, the film industry in China was also developing, several academies 
and film schools were established during the third and fourth generation with 
which many new ideas wereand several people graduated from these schools and 
institutions among them the most famous were TianZhuangzhuang and Zhang 
Junzhao.14This period is not covered by the mainstream Chinese historiographers 
and considered it complex and controversial.  
            Meanwhile, in the fifth generation, movies and the films mentioned the 
landscapes, people, culture, new ideology and the history of China and more 
especially the supremacy of the ruling party Chinese Communist Party(CCP). In 
this period, the films,Chinese film industries produced very popular movies with 
best contents, that grapes the attention of the world, and win several awards. The 
most watched and welcomed cultural and national movies of this generation were 
Horse Thiefand Red Sorghum. The bane of the foreign movies and films was also 
lifted in this this period.However, the next generation of the movies and films in 
China become more centralized and modernized both in content and in 
approach.Whereas, the movie and film making became independent, Urban and 
individualized.15The directors and film makers were free to choose the contents 
and has to invest on the films themselves or with the help of the overseas investors. 
These movies were mostly banned because of clash of ideology and the communist 
national concerns of the country with which a policy was devised for the content of 
the movies according to the ideology of the country. Therefore, this period is also 
considered as the globalization period, which reflected in some of the films and 
documentaries like Beijing Bicycle, Suzhou River, Big Shot Funeral, The World 

and Still Life.The films and movies in China are seen with a mixed content 
following the ideologies of the time. The main focus of the movies along with 
entertainment to show the culture and the people of the country and to educate the 
people about the country history and society.16 
 

Meaning, context and cultural perspective in Chinese films  

However, the cultural perspective can be promoted and transformed through 
entertainment isreliable and easy. Films are the popular forms of media which are 
widely being watched in the world. These movies and films show the cultural 
identity of the nation and the individual film directors’ idea about nation and its 
ideology. Chinese film industry has mostly focused on making a national identity 
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in the movies, the content of most of the movies remained cultural and 
historical.17In all the phases, almost, half of the movies were released which were 
about the national character and ideology of the Chinese nation. It is seen that the 
from the rest of the world Chinese are more conscious about the national identity 
in their films and has always tried to make differences to make the films unique 
and Chinese oriented.18 The Chinese film industry has remained different from 
other film industries of the world, it was a struggle to be original and indigenized 
the film industry according to the Chinese norms. Culture and nationality, in 
Chinese movies has remained the first priority of the directors and film story 
writers.19 Chinese culture has been promoted in other world with the name of “soft 
power” through Chinese movies. Accordingly, it is a general belief, to understand 
and comprehend the culture and ideology of Chinese nation, one may watch few 
Chinese movies.20 
 
Pakistani movies and films, representation of Pakistan national identity and 

culture 

The Pakistani film industry and its Condition of film making, and screening has 
been different from China, the cinema and film culture could not flourish due to 
several reasons but remained working, alive all the time. The Pakistani movies and 
films are divided into several contextual patterns.21The main themes and contents 
of Pakistani films are mostly on the society and the class, state and government, 
nationalism, imperialism and the family life. Film and movie making begin in 
Subcontinent (India and Pakistan) in 1896 during the British colonial rule in 
indigenous languages.Verily, Film making factually begunin the second half of the 
19th century. The society and culture of the people were influenced by the colonial 
mindset and the contents of the movies were mostly were also the same with 
respect to western ideology. Subcontinent was divided into two parts Pakistan and 
India with which the ideological patterns and content of the movies 
changed.Pakistan, with its new ideology and so-called new culture of the country, 
establishment new norms.Pakistani movies, from the beginning, tried to create a 
new name other than Bollywood. The main and daunting task of the newly born 
film industry was to distinguish it from Hollywood and the other industries of the 
world and present Pakistani people as different and one nation. This was basically 
to show a different culturaland national identity.22 The mainstream and popular 
movies were in Urdu and in Punjabi. In this research paper these movies are 
analyzed to understand the main themes of the movies to find out the cultural and 
national elements.23Pakistani films were also produced in Pashto and were a part of 
Lollywood movies and also presentedaspects on the culture of Pakistan.  
 
Since the establishment of the Pakistani industry and cinema, efforts were made 
towards a new approach, the first film in this regard was screened in 1948 with the 
name of “TariYad” which was directed by Daud Chand, most of the actors and 
actresses were from Pakistan this film was released on 7 august 1948 which was 
the first step towards making a new film culture industry of Pakistan.24 Verily, the 
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second film was Pheray which was released after one year of independence, the 
language of this movie was Panjabi which is the second most spoken language 
after the national language Urdu. This was also considered as the silver jubilee of 
Pakistani film industry. In the beginning the focus of the Pakistani film industry 
has been on Dramas which has a great cultural impact and message.25During 
1950s, the film industry made more than 10 dramas which were at that time 
considered as a milestone for the film industry. The dramas which were released 
and presented in this period were Amanat, AnokhiDastan, Beli, Beqarar, Do 
Ansoo, Do Kinaray, Ghabroo, HumariBasti, Jihad, Judai, Kundan, Laaray and 
Shammi. The language in most of the movies and dramas was Urdu and some of 
them were in Punjabi language. The content of the movies and the films in this 
period was mostly cultural, and national songs were played to distinguish it from 
the Indian films. The religious elements were also prevalent in these dramas for the 
national identity and to support the two-nation theory and the Muslim nationalism. 
This was the first phase of films and dramas making in Pakistan which was very 
successful in promoting the national consensus.26 
     The second phase of film making was much more energetic and clearer in its 
aim, along withentertainment the films and dramas were working for the 
promotion of the Pakistani culture and national identity. The second phase of film 
industry of Pakistan begins from 1960 and ends in 1980 with the military rule of 
General Zia ullHaq. The most popular films and movies of this period were 
AikThiMaa, Aladdin Ka Beta, Ayaz, Bhabi, Ajab Khan, ChottaySarkar, Tum Na 
Mano, Ajnabi, Aluad, Inqilaab, Shake Hand and IshqIshq. The contents of all these 
films, movies and dramas are realistic and are related to the culture of Pakistan. 
Some of the directors were conscious for making the movies on the national 
perspective and on the ideology of the Pakistan. In this period Pakistani film 
industry was the on the fourth number in the world for the production of the 
films.27 This was peak period of Pakistani film industry, which later declined in the 
third phase of film making in Pakistan. In the fourth phase, the Pakistani cinema 
was in a great trouble, most of the movies and films were banned; several cinema 
houses were closed because of not following the Islamic system and the norms. 
This was a great loss for the film industry; it was the first time that the films and 
movies were discouraged on the state and government level. During a conference 
in Lahore a leading film director claimed that it was not on state level but the 
traditional elements in society are also responsible for the decline of the Pakistani 
film industry. Film making was not stopped totally,but the content check and 
censorship make it difficult. The content of the movies and films were changed to 
religious understanding of society and culture. The movies which were released 
during this period wereThe Blood of Hussain, MianBiwiRazi, Door-desh, and 
Bazar-e -Husn. As compare previous years very less movies and films were 
released in this period. This was one attempt to create a national identity purely on 
the Islamic culture and values.28The last phase of development of thefilm industry 
remained good and satisfactory which was considered as the revival of the first 
phase movies. Shortly, with the end of the military dictatorship from 1990 the 
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number of films making increased with the change in the contents of the dramas 
and the movies. This period is still underway with the new themes and contents. 
The most popular movies in this are BaroodKaTohfa, Bulandi, Haseena Atom 

Bomb, Zid, WatanKeRakhwaley, Madam Xand Lahore se Aagey. The film industry 
could not revive totally because of traditional society of Pakistan.29These all 
movies, which were produced in Pakistan from its establishment till now, along 
with entertainment were trying to present Pakistani culture to the world and 
consolidate the nation. The Pakistani film industry has seen several ups and downs, 
and like Chinese film industry it was also influenced by the local governments all 
the times. 

Cultural and national patterns in Pakistani films 

Generally, cultural identity is defined by factors such as nation, community, class 
structure, region, religion and language. However, the version of the nation-state 
adopted in Pakistan and India is different due to the partition. When it was 
announced that the BritishIndia will be divided in two parts- India and Pakistan- on 
the base of religious nationalism, which was welcomed by the Indian Muslims of 
northernIndia. The partition and the indolence itself formed the political identity of 
new Pakistani nation.30 With the partition, it was imperative for Pakistani nation 
work on the constructed ideology on which they got independence. History and 
ideology are very important factors which make a nation unite and long lasting. As 
MustaqGazdar has mentioned in his book, the beginning of film making was 
discouraged because of the religious ideology, in principle Muslims should not get 
indulge in films and movies which is good for the Muslims. This was a part of 
Muslims ideology, whereas, some of the factions of muslims belief that it is 
Haram, and on the other hand, the modernist faction belief that it is part of life of 
modern world.  Another reason for this that people in Pakistan thought it is a dirty 
business and have no honor, still, today, this problem is prominent in Pakistani 
society.31 The culture and national element were part of the Pakistani movies all 
the epochs and times. Some of the authors believes that the film industries play 
more in showing the culture of the country than entertainment. It is in the 
conscious of the directors and other film makers how to distinguish the movies 
from other world and especially different from the Indian movies. The relationship 
between movies and culture involves a complicated dynamic; while Pakistani 
movies certainly influence the mass culture that consumes them, they are also an 
integral part of that culture, a product of it, and therefore a reflection of prevailing 
concerns, attitudes, and beliefs. Due to new cultural trends there always been a 
conflict between the modernists and conservatisms’, point of difference bring new 
approaches to culture which is being observed by Pakistani nation. In considering 
the relationship between film and culture, it is important to keep in mind that, 
while certain ideologies may be prevalent in a given era, not only is Pakistani 
culture as diverse as the populations that form it, but it is also constantly changing 
from one period to the next.32 
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Conclusion  
Chinese and the Pakistani film industries have different patterns and working 
styles. China and Pakistan from the beginning had good relations which become 
stronger with the China Pakistan Economic Corridor. Along with the economic 
front, China and Pakistan are working on other field to make the friendship bonds 
stronger. China and Pakistan have totally two different ideology both political and 
philosophy of life, but they can work together on several arenas. The films and 
movies are the most reliable ingredients to have influence both the nations. 
Through the films the Pakistani national could understand the Chinese ideology 
and thinking; same is the case with the Pakistani side.  Now, several Pakistani 
national are interested in watching Chinese films and movies and on the state level 
the Pakistani movies are starting to be screened in china. So, the movies are the 
carrier of the national and cultural identities which is a great source of national 
acculturation and cultural diffusion. In this new world politics and new world order 
it is very important to preserve the national identity of nation. This age is the age 
of technology, with the idea of globalization the majority and powerful nations are 
overwhelming in both politics and culture, and the superpowers are in a race to 
influence the minority and third world countries economically and culturally. It is 
now seen that both China and Pakistan are working for preservation of their 
national identity through films and media. These new ideas which the film 
industries are undertaking will bring both the nations closer, both at the 
government and people-to-people level.  
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