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In September 2012, the strangest and longest-running Thai TV documentary 
show came to an end, to the dismay of many and the relief of others. The program 
had been aired non-stop, 24 hours a day, on a special cable channel, for nearly three 
years beginning in 2009. Viewed from an Animal Planet-inspired angle, it could be 
labeled a wildlife documentary featuring a family of caged animals; from a 
Warhol-filtered lens—though I doubt the producer had Andy in mind when he 
conceived it—it was an experimental exercise in extreme voyeurism, a 
cross-species surveillance of the most shameless kind, or maybe, just maybe, a 
fabulous parody of Big Brother. 

The subjects, in this case, were three giant pandas in a zoo in the North, with 
the young cub, Lin Ping, as the star attraction. The national frenzy over the pandas 
started when Lin Hui, the mother bear loaned to Thailand by the Chinese 
government, gave birth to Lin Ping, and the fluffy little black-and-white mammal 
soon became a sensation in the media glare. Thailand often relies on elephants as a 
national symbol, but never before had an animal been elevated to such celebrity 
status. Soon a major cable station jumped in and dedicated one channel to Lin Ping, 
to the delight of children as well as panda-addicted adults. The deal was so simple 
that it was either superbly ingenious or cunningly exploitative: several cameras 
were placed around the living quarters of Lin Ping, and any time of the day we 
could tune in and watch her eat bamboo shoots (she ate a lot of bamboo shoots), roll 
around, play with her mother, slowly grow up to be a responsible panda, and sure, 
we could watch her sleep. Warhol would have been proud. Most reality TV 
shows—and a large number of documentary films—are suspected of manipulation 
and pre-scripting; even wildlife documentaries can be accused of being edited to 
represent subjective viewpoints. But the Panda Channel accidentally manifested 
that ultimate quest for realism and unscripted drama, and came close. Without 
intending to—and despite or because of its mercantile agenda to reap benefits from 
unsuspecting specimens—it provoked zoological, sociological, metaphysical, and 
cinematic questions, and touched on the key issue that has bothered documentary 
filmmakers in Thailand and elsewhere, from Errol Morris to Werner Herzog: what 
is real and what is (are) the truth(s)? 
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In the post-everything age, those questions are philosophically moot. Of 
course there are different versions of truth, even concerning pandas, and modern 
documentary films have made clear the hydra-headed nature of phenomena and 
events. But politically, and maybe personally—and here I speak both as an audience 
member and a documentary filmmaker myself—the attempt to find truth, a futile 
yet adventurous attempt, remains essential in watching and making documentary, 
and it is of particularly pressing concern in the context of Thailand in the past six 
years after the September 19, 2006 coup d’etat, and the series of complex 
ramifications that encompass historical preconditions, political awakenings, social 
uprisings, and ideological death-matches. The role of documentary films—the act 
of making them or of not making them—can be a subject of a doctoral thesis that I 
will not venture to propose here; instead, I intend to sketch a broad picture and to 
give you an idea of the relationship between the political tremors affecting Thais 
and the reflection (or reaction) by the practitioners of the genre. While Lin Ping 
offers virtual fluffiness and the comfort that we are watching something real, a truth 
not tampered with, the fog of obscurity, disbelief, and doubt hangs over our heads 
as we wait for moving images that will enable us to see clearly. 

On that note, the Panda Channel was discontinued because its ratings had 
gone down sharply during its last few months. Even extreme realism goes out of 
fashion—or maybe it never was in fashion, here in the Land of Increasingly 
Crooked Smiles.  

 
An Inconvenient Truth 

 
Documentary film historically has had no place in mainstream distribution 

here. In 2005, Santi Taepanich, with the help of some influential people in the 
industry, managed to release Sua Ronghai (Crying Tigers) in commercial cinemas, 
the first non-fiction film in a long time to get big-screen exposure. Made with a 
limited budget, the film chronicles the lives of four Northeastern people who end up 
in Bangkok, some successful, others not; it is a mix of social study and character 
sketch, and while the film was praised and won local awards (it was also in 
competition in Vancouver), its real contribution was to show the possibility of 
documentary filmmaking beyond the limited, familiar range of made-for-TV news 
features, government propaganda, or film student assignments. For years, the only 
venue to see new documentary films with any sort of creativity had been the Thai 
Short Film and Video Festival, hosted by the Thai Film Foundation; Crying Tigers, 
though not exceptional in its concept, approach, and skill, has guts, and the 
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publicity surrounding it helped raise the profile of documentary filmmaking that 
aspired to the integrity, length, and challenge of a cinematic output. 

In the same year, Areeya Chumsai and Nisa Kongsri released Dek Toh 
(Innocence), a plain, sincere, traditional documentary about a rural school and its 
hopeful yet underprivileged pupils. While the film brims with starry-eyed 
do-goodism, it is worth mentioning because it was premiered at Busan International 
Film Festival and became a success at the Thai box office, an unusual feat for a 
non-fiction drama. Both Crying Tigers and Innocence—as well as another 
high-profile documentary about students going through the ordeal of preparing for a 
college entrance exam, Final Score—brought documentary film closer to the 
mainstream audience who, like anywhere else, habitually associate documentary 
with National Geographic or Discovery Channel. These commercially-released 
films did so, however, with accessible, non-provocative subject matter and style that 
stood in contrast to, say, imported documentary titles like Fahrenheit 9/11 or An 
Inconvenient Truth, both of which had a good run at Thai movie theatres during the 
same period. Somehow the idea of watching polemic, socially-conscious 
films—that are also Thai—on the big cinema screen is still an odd and unfamiliar 
concept for local multiplex-goers. A foreigner criticizing his president is fine and 
fun, but substitute a Thai personality and context for Michael Moore and it would 
fall flat. Cinema has traditionally served non-critical purposes here. 

Filmmakers have of course tried to contest that attitude, and the call of history 
has been growing louder. In 2007, one year after the military coup that overthrew 
the elected government of the now-exiled Thaksin Shinawatra, the ideological and 
political divides among the people had become apparent—and they had grown even 
wider and more terrifying in later years. Thaksin, loved and loathed, championed 
and chided, is just one key player in the convoluted politics bred of a matrix of 
influences and power struggles. Even though he has never been a subject of a 
documentary film, his shadow was long and palpable. Filmmaker Pimpaka Towira 
in 2007 released The Truth Be Told: The Cases against Supinya Klangnarong, a 
film that follows the life of the titular media activist who was sued for libel by the 
giant corporation then owned by Thaksin’s family. The cases were actually dropped 
in 2006, and yet the film explores how the lawsuit hovered like a constant 
nightmare over the woman’s life as she shuttled between home and court and dealt 
with her transformation into a political symbol. Pimpaka’s film has a gentle, 
no-frills quality; its aim was not to hit hard, and the “truth” in the title is an attempt 
to go beyond the surface brouhaha of the cases. Still, it could be said to be one of 
the first major documentary films that was fired up by real-time political struggles 
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in Thailand.  
Pimpaka’s small independent outfit also produced another landmark 

documentary film: Sawan Banna (Agrarian Utopia, 2009), directed by Uruphong 
Raksasad. The documentary traveled to countless festivals and was screened to 
largely positive reception at home, and while non-Thai critics were mostly 
impressed by the film’s sublime fact-fiction hybrid—what Robert Koehler calls the 
in-between film—Agrarian Utopia carries a specially poignant tone to the viewer 
who shares the director’s culture and experience. The film tells the stories of two 
farming families in Uruphong’s hometown in the North; the director asked the two 
families to farm in a plot of land he had rented so that he could shoot them day and 
night during the entire rice-growing season. Bracketing the portrait of the 
agricultural cycle lived for centuries by Thai peasants is footage of political rallies, 
of smarmy promises and cynical prejudices—the demonstration shown at the end of 
the film captures the two sides in the Thai political schism, the anti-Thaksin Yellow 
Shirts and the pro-Thaksin Red Shirts, in an expletive-shouting contest seething 
with hidden claws and unembarrassed rage. The utopia of Uruphong’s title, the 
director admits, is part fantasy, part hope, and while his digital image of verdant 
paddies is full of beautiful remembrance, the straightfaced realism of street politics 
stands as a stark counterpoint to his own idealism. Without trying to be political, 
and without the kind of journalistic zeal shown by doc-makers dealing with current 
affairs, Uruphong’s non-fiction feature presents a lucid way of achieving truth—the 
kind of individualized truth that comes with its own objectivity, consequences, and 
even tragedy. 

Another sweat-soaked truth-finding endeavor resulted in a sprawling and at 
times moving film called Citizen Juling (2008), by Ing K and Manit Sriwanichpoom. 
Again the shadow of ex-Prime Minister Thaksin is visible, off-screen, in this 
documentary about the outbreak of violence in Thailand’s predominantly Muslim 
deep-south region. The film centers on the case of a rural teacher who was beaten to 
death, supposedly by a group of Muslim insurgents, though in fact the narrative, 
with plenty of long scenes of conversation, nobly tries to give a human face to the 
conflicts that tended to drown out the voices of small people under the clamor of 
political punditry. More than most news reports, the filmmakers stripped off all 
stylistic fuzz and used small digital cameras to confront reality—the faces and the 
voices—and to look at the role of the military, the government (the violence flared 
up while Thaksin was in power in 2004), and the reaction of villagers in the region 
as well as elsewhere toward the somewhat inexplicable brutality that continues to 
this day. This is political filmmaking at its core—but more strikingly it is a 
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humanist one. Citizen Juling also confirms the role of documentary filmmaking as a 
supplement to—or substitute for—traditional journalism when the latter, bound by 
format and interest, is unable to go deeper than dry daily reportage, often reducing 
tragedy to statistics.  

It suffices to assume that the directors of Citizen Juling set out with the hope 
of getting closer to the truth—what is all this violence about and who is behind it? 
And what they got out of the project is Rashomon-style “versions” of truth, proof 
that a journey into elusiveness is all that really matters—the attempt to understand, 
even a little bit, is worth a great deal, even if the truth is never fully uncovered. 
Then comes the critical transition: the film takes place mostly in the South, but it 
ends with a scene of tanks and soldiers in downtown Bangkok a day after the 
military coup of September 19, 2006 that overthrew Thaksin and installed the 
army’s choice for Prime Minister. The scene captures the strange scene in which 
many Bangkokians came out to give flowers to soldiers, thanking them for getting 
rid of the politician they disliked—a surreal disregard of a basic democratic rule and 
the fact that Thaksin, no matter how dubious or arrogant a leader, was lawfully 
elected. Citizen Juling, which passed the censors and was released in a small 
cinema, is the first film to feature images of the coup, and with its cryptic, 
open-ended ending it is a film that on the surface is about the southern violence but 
actually is about something much more complex. Something, to stretch it a little, 
about the troubled soul of Thailand.  

 
Soul Searching through the Rubble 

 
On May 19, 2010, a few days before Apichatpong Weerasethakul won the 

Palme d’Or with Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives, the military 
moved in to end a protracted political demonstration of the Red Shirts, the largely 
pro-Thaksin protesters who had occupied one of the capital’s busiest roads and 
intersections for more than a month. The Prime Minister then was Abhisit Vejjajiva, 
an Oxford-educated MP who came to the top post with the help of the military after 
a series of post-coup complications that will not be detailed here. The crackdown, 
which resulted in over ninety deaths right in downtown Bangkok, still haunts the 
country: it was the most traumatic political event of the past thirty years. Even with 
the re-alignment of power—as of this writing at the end of 2012, Thaksin’s younger 
sister, Yingluck Shinawatra, is the Prime Minister and rules with the aid of a 
pro-Thaksin coalition while Abhisit’s party is the opposition—the incident of May 
2010 remains a depressing landmark in the country’s political and social history.  
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Blame was cast, accusations flew in all directions, and yet the truth remains 
elusive about whether the soldiers shot first or the protesters—among them 
“terrorists,” the term used by the government back then—had been armed and 
trained for war. Interestingly, not long after the bloodshed, a number of video clips 
mostly shot on cellphones were circulated online with a claim of being the final 
proof—it was captured, so it had to be true beyond dispute, right?—of either 
state-sanctioned brutality or the protesters using violence. One of the clips was even 
used as evidence in a parliamentary debate, projected up there on the big screen for 
all distinguished MPs to watch (without popcorn). The moving image has played a 
substantial role in our political perceptions and social realities of late, and yet 
despite that, despite the wounds of May 19 that still sting—here is the kick—we 
have hardly seen a documentary film that tries to make sense of, to reflect on, to 
criticize or to shed light upon, the incident and the aftershocks that are still felt at 
this moment.  

Compared with, say, the Arab Spring, after which a number of documentary 
films came out from the Middle East to give outsiders some perspective, Thai 
doc-makers seem to be taking their time. Which can be both good and bad. I 
personally know a couple of filmmakers who were there when the firing started and 
when somebody burned down a section of a popular mall (the identity of the 
arsonists is still heatedly debated). These filmmakers shot footage from the 
perspective of the demonstrators—a valuable perspective given that the official 
images only came from the authority side—but two years from that moment, and 
counting, we have seen only one film with scenes shot from that critical moment. 
To be honest, I am quite disappointed: now the freshness, the raw energy that is 
sometimes necessary in propelling this kind of story, a story marked by the urgency 
of history, is gone. Waiting for the dust to settle is not a bad idea, but the dust will 
not settle easily. 

That one film, called The Terrorists, was made by Thunska Pansittivorakul. 
He is a director of several controversial documentary films mostly dealing with gay 
themes, but in the past five years he has become an anti-coup firebrand who 
channels his resentment against the establishment into his movies. In 2008 he made 
This Area Is under Quarantine, an experimental attempt to juxtapose two forms of 
marginalization: gay people and Muslims in the South. The film was banned. Then 
came The Terrorists, which was finished in 2011 and premiered at the Berlin 
International Film Festival; the director showed it at a few small, unofficial 
screenings back in Bangkok and never submitted it to the censors for general 
release, for its status as an underground object is part of the subversiveness. In this 
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film, Thunska once again made radical Siamese twins by enjoining the personal 
with the political, with shots of a man pleasuring himself and footage of the protests. 
He also evokes the ghostly wounds of past uprisings in the 1970s in various 
fragments that also rely on reminiscences, text, and dissonant editing. Not a very 
subtle film, but Thunska is never a subtle director. He allows his fury to show, to 
positive and negative results, and yet The Terrorists has become a rare recording of 
sight, sound, and resentment of the times.  

The most influential Thai filmmaker of the past decade is, of course, 
Apichatpong Weerasethakul. As countless theses and articles have reiterated, his 
films always slip through the easy categorization of fiction or non-fiction—his 
breakthrough film Mysterious Object at Noon is documentary film (sort of) at its 
most creative and eye-opening. Such elegant ambiguity is why his films are 
illuminating, and that character has paved the path for younger Thai directors who 
have begun to practice the blurring of reality and fantasy, of real experience and 
imagined memory. Among them are, for instance, Chulayarnon Siriphol, Wichanon 
Somumjarn, and Nontawat Numbenjapol. Chulayarnon’s short documentary, A 
Brief History of Memory (2010), retells the experience of a mother who lost her son 
in a political protest (not the same one as in The Terrorists). Wichanon made a 
feature film that has a documentary element in it; his film In April the Following 
Year, There Was a Fire (2012) also includes a strong allusion to the 2010 Red Shirts 
demonstration. And Nontawat, as of this writing, is finishing Where Your 
Boundaries Are, a documentary film concerning the people caught in the 
Thai-Cambodian border conflict. In all these films, the crossbreed of traditional 
documentary and something close to fiction creates a conceptual underpinning.  

Also as of this writing, another Thai director internationally well-known for 
his fiction films is in the process of finishing his first feature-length documentary 
work. Politics and the heady confusion of the past seven years have got to Pen-ek 
Ratanaruang (Monrak Transistor, Last Life in the Universe, Ploy, Headshot), who 
has spent months interviewing scholars, activists, academics, royalist and otherwise, 
for the film tentatively titled Democrazy. What drives Pen-ek, it seems, is that 
age-old devil: curiosity and the hope to get closer to the truth. The doc uses a 
conventional talking-head format to recount the tumultuous journey of Thai 
democracy from 1932, when absolute monarchy was replaced by constitutional 
monarchy, moving through the decades of military dictatorship, royalist-vs. 
-constitutionalist scuffles, student uprisings, the entrance of businessmen in the 
guise of politicians, to the September 2006 coup and May 2010 crackdown. The 
plan is to release it in the cinema, and certainly it will set off endless rounds of 
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debate—as documentary films should do.  
But without the Panda Channel providing the semblance of unadulterated 

truth, the soul searching of Thailand, and Thai documentary filmmaking, continues 
through the rubble, the doubt, and the joy and agony of knowing that truth, as they 
say, is out there.  
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