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ABSTRACT 

Torres, S.I. S. (2019). Locating the Davao Film Culture, Unpublished Master’s Thesis, 

University of the Philippines College of Mass Communication.  

 

Using Lefebvre’s (1991) Spatial Triad, this study explores the relationship of 

geography and cinema and asks the question: how does geography shape the film culture 

of a regional city center located at the periphery of a country’s capital? This research 

aims to locate the contemporary film scene of the city in question, Davao City, Mindanao 

through contextualizing the politics and culture of its tri-people. This study shows that, 

primarily, because of local filmmakers’ affection and sense of place, progressive films 

focusing on the tri-people and their struggles mainly due to issues on land have been 

born. To further understand the city’s film culture, this study maps the following areas: 1) 

filmmakers and cineastes, 2) films, 3) film festivals, 4) financial stakeholders, 5) 

institutions, and 6) screening places. From these, the researcher learned that although the 

local film community has established itself for decades, problems on audience, funding, 

and institutional support continue to persist. Aside from mapping, this study also explores 

Davao’s political, economic, and cultural position within the regional and the national 

arenas.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

I spent six of my formative years in Davao City, and consider it as my second 

home. Upon transferring from Manila to Davao in 2004, my parents enrolled me at 

Davao Christian High School (DCHS), a Chinese-Christian private school located at 

downtown Davao. I willingly learned Mandarin because of its global influence, 

especially in pop culture and the media. But I was adamant about learning the vernacular 

language of Davao City, Bisaya, not because I perceived it as parochial but because I 

never wanted to transfer from Manila to Davao to begin with. It was my form of protest. 

Only when I came back to Manila for college did I realize how beautiful Bisaya is. The 

only thing that I have adopted is the linguistic nuance Davao-Tagalog because it was 

popular in school then.  

As I reflect on the city that shaped me for six years, I find it funny and 

unfortunate that my memory is limited to school-related encounters. I frequented Gaisano 

Mall of Davao with my friends because it is just a 10-minute walk from DCHS. I got to 

meet other Davaoeños because of inter-school contests and Girl Scout events. I learned 

more about the city and its tourist spots because of field trips. I got to taste the local 

cuisine because of birthday parties. Now, I realize that my appreciation for the Davao 

culture, the places I visited and the people I have known actually emerged from afar. I 

was simply an observer. Later did I realize that my linguistic protest eventually led me to 

rejecting further emotional connection with the city’s culture and people.  

Although I still claim that Davao City is a part of me and I am a part of it, despite 

the emotional distance I created and the literal miles between us now, I constantly ask 
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myself: What could have been had I immersed more with the place I call ‘second home’ 

in my stay there?  

This study, thus urged me to reconnect with Davao City and fill in the crevices 

which I have left through learning and experiencing its sense of place (and the cinema it 

engenders). I wanted to study the place which has always fascinated me from afar—the 

place that I will always go back to essentially because of the people I have met and 

formed great connections with. 

 However, choosing Davao for this study is more than a nostalgia trip or an 

atonement. Davao City, the largest city in the country, is a melting pot of various cultures 

and ethnicities and has been nurturing majority of the Philippines’ Muslim populace and 

Indigenous Peoples co-existing with Settlers, with each group having a narrative of its 

own. How does this variety of peoples influence the city and vice versa? Additionally, 

Davao City’s marginal or peripheral location vis-à-vis “imperial” Manila is also a point 

of interest on two levels: that of geography and that of culture, because various 

discourses or debates are fertile for researchers to learn, relearn, or deconstruct.  

Davao as a melting pot means that cultures converge in the area but the resulting 

experiences and practices are not limited to the city itself. These flow and move across 

geographical boundaries as well as change representations and redefine the city and its 

people. Thus, this study also offers an assessment of Davao City’s transnational 

imaginings as well as its liminal spaces, which will be discussed further on Chapter IV.  

As the place where most local media institutions, organizations, and infrastructure 

operate and thrive in Mindanao, Davao City offers a narrative that needs to be written and 

analyzed for the purposes of documenting the contemporary film history of the regional 
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center, mapping the local film culture and comprehending its relationship with its 

neighbors’ film cultures, situating the local film culture within the prevailing mainstream 

film scene, and jumpstarting further studies on film audience, postcolonial cinema, and 

transnational cinema, among others.  

I hope that academic researchers, filmmakers, critics, audiences, and even 

institutions will be able to highlight strengths and point out weaknesses of a regional film 

culture from this study. Film, in particular, is not just art or business. It is a medium for 

communication that has social implications to its audience who produce meanings 

(Austin, 1989).  

Such production of meanings and the discourses that emerge from and operate 

within a region are noteworthy in pursuing media studies and cultural geography because 

these discourses result in particularity and peculiarity.  

Geography and culture are said to produce communication, thereby situating and 

constructing media, such as cinema, and its audience. It is important to take note of the 

discourses within regional film studies because spatiality and mediation influence them—

resisting, adapting, negotiating, or reproducing cultural meanings.   

According to Anderson (2009), “Crucially, people do not simply locate 

themselves, they define themselves through a sense of place…the notion of a sense of 

place leads us to consider how who we are is fundamentally connected to where we are.” 

Hence, the questions: To what extent does geography shape cinema and create a 

specific film culture? What is the film cultural landscape in Davao City? How does this 

film culture reinforce Davao City as place and as an identity?  
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 With these questions, I sought to analyze and articulate the following areas that 

form a city’s film culture: 1) filmmakers and cineastes, 2) films, 3) film festivals, 4) 

financial stakeholders, 5) institutions, and 6) screening places. Specifically, I pursued the 

following objectives:  

1. To situate Davao City within the prevailing Philippine cinema landscape 

2. To put into historical context the contemporary cinema of Davao City  

3. To map the film culture of Davao City  

4. To chart where Davao City’s film culture is heading 

 My interest in geography’s intersection with cinema particularly lies on how the 

location of my research, Davao City, Mindanao has formed its cinema or film culture 

outside and beyond the Philippines’ capital, Metro Manila, Luzon. Note that the focus of 

my research is the regional city center of Mindanao which is Davao City, and not the 

Davao Region (Region XI) as a whole.  

In order to articulate the film culture of Davao City, I interviewed Mindanaoan 

filmmakers and film festival organizers, national and local government officials, 

professors, regional film critics, and organizations. To further concretize my experience 

of the Davao film culture, I attended and observed selected regional film festivals 

scheduled from September to December 2018. I also examined how the city and its 

cultural identity are represented, redefined, or reinforced in selected regional independent 

films. See Methodology (p. 32) for the list of interviewees, films, and festivals and the 

rationale behind my selection process.  
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In terms of screening places, I surveyed the landscape of public spaces where 

films are shown and viewed which included cinemas, micro-cinemas, cinematheques, and 

other spaces of conversations.  

Essentially, this study only delves into how social space produces communication, 

thereby creating a film culture that is specific and unique.  

 In seeking to define Davao Cinema however, I followed the general framework 

provided by Cañedo (2017) on regional cinema, except that I zoomed in from Mindanao 

to Davao and added language in the composition, coming up with the following: a) made 

by a Davaoeño filmmaker, b) shot in Davao City, c) about Davao City, or d) used Bisaya, 

in part or in whole. 

This is only a brief preview of the situation of the Davao film scene with some 

preliminary questions necessary to map, understand, and articulate the film culture that 

the city has engendered. The rest of Chapter I explores the related literature, framework, 

and methodology used in this research.  

Chapter II: Locating Davao and Its Cinema breaks down the foundations in finally 

determining the nature of the Davao film scene. First, I discussed a brief history of the 

beginnings of Davao City and the political and cultural implications that formed and 

shaped the so-called Davao Cinema. Second, through my interviews, I described how 

filmmakers and cineastes make sense of Davao Cinema—what it means to them and how 

they intend to support its growth.  

Chapter III: Mapping the Local Film Culture lays down the crucial data of my 

thesis. Here, I mapped and discussed the situation of each of the six areas constitutive of 

a local film culture.  
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Mapping, in this study, refers to two things: 1) charting each of the areas 

mentioned above so as to give the readers an overview of how the Davao film culture 

operates and thrives and 2) presenting a physical map where screening places, film 

festivals, and institutions actually exist in the city. Basically, mapping what comprises the 

film culture of the city is pinpointing its characteristics and struggles on one hand, and 

the physical or material on the other. 

Chapter IV: The Davao Connection offers a more theoretical and critical 

assessment of Davao’s political and cultural geographies. There are three parts under this 

chapter: First, a problematization of Davao as a contested place and its different 

identities; second, an exploration of Davao’s liminal spaces and how transnational 

boundaries affect local filmmakers and filmmaking; and last, an analysis of how local 

filmmakers discussed local themes, portrayed characters, and of course, depicted the 

Davao landscape in their films.    

Lastly, Chapter V: Summary and Conclusion synthesizes my research, offers 

recommendations for the future of the local film culture, and explores the implications of 

such recommendations.  

Before I go further, I would like to note the difference between space and place, 

which are geographical terms dominantly used in this research. Space is used to refer to 

an abstraction, to movements that flow with openness and freedom as described by Yi-Fu 

Tuan in his seminal work, Space and Place (1977). Place, meanwhile, refers to one’s 

meaning and interpretation of space and its abstraction. When we say that we make sense 

of a place, it means that we are attaching a value, a memory to some abstract space or a 
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mere location. The concept of space and place will be further discussed in the Review of 

Related Literature below.  

This research, therefore, explores and articulates Davao City on two major levels: 

1) mapping and positioning its film culture within and against the Philippine mainstream 

film scene and 2) contesting, deconstructing, and analyzing Davao City’s geographies. 

These two major levels are woven together to describe and define the location of the film 

culture of a prospering regional cinema of an important city in the country, then to 

contend and critique the discourse of that same regional cinema and the city that 

engenders it.  

 

A. REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 This section covers studies on geography, culture, and media that support the 

foundations of my research as well as determine the gaps that my research aims to fill.  

First, I would like to establish the definition of geography by which this study is 

grounded in. In 1964, William Pattison presented the Four Traditions of Geography 

which are important in holistically discussing the subject in terms of humanistic and 

scientific tendencies. The four traditions are spatial, area studies, man-land, and earth 

science. Essentially, geography is the study of the world’s systems and relationships 

through exploring its space—the why of where. It is common notion that geographers 

search for patterns and identify locations that explain spatial distributions of the physical 

and the material. 

Spatial distributions in our contemporary times, however, are not only limited to 

the physical and the material. The why of where goes further to question the imaginary 
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and the symbolic processes operating within space. Harold Innis (1951) and Manuel 

Castells (2000), in their own groundbreaking studies, both declared how geography has 

explained the phenomenology of space and communication.  

For Innis (1951), space-biased and time-biased media define the history and 

power of civilizations. Space-biased media refers to how ancient writings were 

distributed across the empire, allowing everyone to read and put to heart the rules of land 

essential to keep the citizenry firm in supporting the empire. On the other hand, time-

biased media refers to solid, hard materials such as stone tablets and monuments that 

withstand the test of time so generations after generations will not forget the empire’s 

cultural contribution and power over its citizenry. Innis (1951) gave space, time, and 

communication equal parts of power in asserting control over the world.   

Meanwhile, at the turn of the century, Castells (2000) gave new meaning to space, 

time, and communication. He theorized on how technology and network structures define 

media flows in the age of globalization. Space and time do not only exert equal power—

they actually converge. Calling it space-time (or time-space) compression, Castells 

(2000) argued that both factors flow together; that they co-exist at the same time in the 

same space. The digitization of media, in particular, is the result of the convergence of 

space and time because technology allows less space and less time in production and 

consumption.  

With such spatial distribution in terms of technology and media flows, the 

following occurs: mediation, consumption, production, and reproduction. Hence, 

geography is not just the why of where, but also the being and becoming of where. How 

does space create (being) and shape (becoming) cinema and its culture in the age of 
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digital technology—when space, culture, and cinema are regarded as less static and less 

fixed? How can we locate the exact position of a developing regional or even national 

cinema when we are now talking about networks and flows; about transnational and 

global?  

Joseph Palis’ Cinema Archipelago: A Geography of Philippine Film and the 

Postnational Imaginary (2008) significantly mapped but criticized the search for a 

Philippine national cinema. Viewed mainly through the lens of Benedict Anderson’s 

imagined community, he problematized why there is a fetish and fixation on searching 

for a homogenous national cinema when the Philippines is an archipelago, and a 

considerable number of Filipinos are in diaspora. Geography enables plurality and 

“shatters the idea that a commonality is possible” (Palis, 2008). Essentially, the 

archipelagic nature of the Philippines enables cinema to be structured and perceived 

somehow differently, depending on the regional location and the unique sensibilities of 

its audience.   

Although space, culture, and cinema can be regarded as less static and less fixed, 

the particularities and peculiarities of each of these factors should not be undermined. 

Despite the globalization of capital, consumption, and identity, regional and national 

cultures must not be taken for granted in academic research so as to avoid technological 

determinism.  

Another interesting thing about Palis’ (2008) research is how he weaved 

geography and media together as the framework for studying cinema. Earlier studies have 

already inquired on the co-existence and connection of space and communication, and in 
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2006, Jesper Falkheimer and André Jansson’s anthology reflected these inquiries on the 

young but growing spatial turn in media studies and vice versa.  

According to them, “The linkage between geography and communication lies in 

the fact that all forms of communication occur in space, and that all spaces are produced 

through representation, which occurs by means of communication” (Falkheimer and 

Jansson, 2006). In essence, this relatively young subfield of geography seeks to 

understand how communication produces space and how space produces communication 

(Falkheimer and Jansson, 2006).    

  Richard Ek (2006) further said that space is the product of processes rather than a 

site of happening, and that its materiality constitutes history and dialectics. He declared, 

“As space and place are based on relations, and relations change, space and place are in 

constant flux” (Ek, 2006). However media theorists and geographers call this subfield 

(i.e. geography of communication, media geography, geomedia, etc.), there is a clear 

spatial turn in media studies and media turn in geography (Thielmann, 2010). In other 

words, the study of geography and of media have become inseparable. We now theorize 

media in terms of space, place, or landscape—all geographic or spatial terms. Meanwhile, 

we study geography using media platforms—theaters/screening places, social 

media/virtual places, etc. 

 Theorizing media in terms of spatiality was the central focus of Agustin Gamir 

and Carlos Manuel’s Cinema and Geography: Geographic Space, Landscape and 

Territory in the Film Industry (2009). They emphasized the relationship of cinema and 

geography in only two ways: “the mediation of geographic space by film production and 

the impact of film production upon geographic space and its perception” (Gamir and 
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Carlos, 2009). They specifically discussed how geography or space is crucial in 

filmmaking—within the story and actors, the frames and angles in cinematography, and 

the possible reactions from the audience. Similarly, Anton Escher (2006) articulated 

cinematic space, landscape, world, and location (within the film text) as elements to 

watch out for in studying the geography of cinema. While both studies focused on the 

films themselves, they are equally important in reading films in terms of scrutinizing why 

and how filmmakers used certain landscapes and territories.  

 Patrick Campos’ Rural Landscapes and the Formation of National Cinema (2016) 

extended the use of landscape and territory in rural areas and contextualized how these 

spaces have subsequently formed notions of national cinema. Campos (2016) offered 

three categories of landscape in films: 1) as definitive of genres, 2) as map of the mind, 

and 3) as function of politics. However, he did not romanticize the virginal space of the 

rural areas in contrast with the chaotic and exhausting urban jungle. 

The emergence of rural space as cinematic site where myth, history, and legend 
could converge and articulate social problems and symbolic solutions bespeaks 
the triumph of an earlier generation of film artists. Winning the space onscreen, 
however, does not spell victory over land control and possession, and neither does 
it mean the improvement of life in the countryside. (p. 364)  
 

 I explored Campos’ (2016) notion of rural space winning onscreen in reading 

selected regional films. In my Methodology (p. 32), the list of films predominantly 

revolved around the war or conflict waged against Moros and Lumad set in rural areas 

and their forms of resistance. But how do filmmakers characterize the rural when they 

generally came from the urban? More so, how does a director portray the Moro or the 

Lumad when s/he is not one? 



 12 

Urban life, with a focus on poverty, is also one of the themes in my film list. 

Similar questions may be asked: how is Davao City used and represented in films and 

how are Davao culture and identity reinforced? I also explored how the current political 

climate in the country affects filmmaking in and about the city. In this case, how does the 

city affect filmmaking practices and the innovation of stories? 

According to David Clarke (1997), “…the city has been undeniably shaped by the 

cinematic form, just as cinema owes much of its nature to the historical development of 

the city”. This dialectic is important in establishing the straightforward connection 

between geography and cinema, more than just surveying the city as portrayed within 

films because that in itself is trapped within the geographical boundary of a projected 

screen.   

Palis (2008) then sufficiently described the path of my study: 
 
Film geographers who have elaborated insights through critical spatial theories 
maintain that studies are not only about filmic representations of space, but are 
also about the material conditions of lived experience and everyday social 
practices. (p. 38) 
 

As such, my study delved into how space is integral in creating, shaping, and even 

transforming the film culture of the place under scrutiny, Davao City.  

 Meanwhile, to clarify any confusion between space and place, I refer to Yi-Fu 

Tuan’s Space and Place (1977) where he likened space to openness and freedom; “that 

which allows movements”, while place is “a pause in movement” which “makes it 

possible for a locality to become a center of felt value”. His book explored the notions of 

space and place across different experiences and subjects. Tuan (1977) also discussed the 
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connection of time and place since both concepts operate with one another as human 

history or life progresses.  

 Another literature, Tim Cresswell’s Place (2004) acknowledged Tuan’s (1977) 

seminal work alongside other readings on space and place. Cresswell (2004) emphasized 

that “place is not just a thing in the world but a way of understanding the world”. In this 

case, he recognized three versions or levels of studying place: descriptive (the common 

sense idea of where people, things, or events are located), social constructionist (how 

places are constructed by capitalism to perpetuate consumerist culture), and 

phenomenological (the essence of human existence in relation to a locality or residence).   

 Both Tuan’s (1977) and Cresswell’s (2004) works are necessary in defining the 

most frequently used geographic terms in my study. Space, therefore, is an abstraction—

where everything moves and flows with openness and freedom (Tuan, 1997). Place, on 

the other hand, is the identity, the meaning and interpretation of space defined and lived 

by specific groups of people. In other words, place has a symbolic value that space does 

not have.  

In my study, I refered to cinema theaters, micro-cinemas, cinematheques, or any 

space for film viewing as screening places because conversations, exchange of ideas, and 

meaning-making about films and its culture happen inside these places.   

 Lastly, I looked into Doreen Massey’s A Global Sense of Place (1991) as an 

alternative reading on space, place, flows, and movements. She proposed the idea of 

power-geometry which means that social relations are not only socially constructed by 

capital but also by place.  

Different social groups have distinct relationships to this anyway differentiated 
mobility: some people are more in charge of it than others; some initiate flows 
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and movements, others don’t; some are more on the receiving-end of it than 
others; some are effectively imprisoned by it. (p. 26)  
 

Not only did she look at places and people within the context of power-geometry, 

but she also identified movements as gendered and raced. A few other concepts Massey 

(1991) wrote that are helpful in my research are interpretations on how places are not 

static or fixed, how boundaries are not necessary in conceptualizing place, and how 

places have no single and exclusive identities because they are continually reproduced, 

mixed, and linked. In her entry on Mapping the Futures (1993), she clarified:  

Instead then, of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, they can be 
imagined as articulated moments in networks of social relations and 
understandings. And this in turn allows a sense of place which is extra-verted, 
which included a consciousness of its links with the wider world, which integrates 
in a positive way the global and the local. (p. 66) 
 

 In connection with Massey’s (1991, 1993) postmodern theorizing of place, David 

Harvey (1993) reiterated how capitalism engenders globalization in which place (both 

referring to landscape and practices) is greatly transformed to suit multi-national 

companies’ further accumulation of profits.  

Old places have to be devalued, destroyed and redeveloped while new places are 
created. The cathedral city becomes a heritage centre; the mining community 
becomes a ghost town; the old industrial centre is deindustrialized; speculative 
boom towns or gentrified neighborhoods arise on the frontiers of capitalist 
development or out of the ashes of deindustrialized communities. (p. 7) 
 

These ideas are important in my discussion not only on Davao’s liminal spaces, 

but also on the effect of politics and economics in articulating the city and the culture. 

Hence, Davao City as site of this study is not just referred to as space, but also as place of 

experiences, practices, processes, and social constructions. 
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 As mentioned earlier, culture has an essential role in my discussion of space and 

cinema because film geography does not exist outside culture. In fact, culture is vital in 

the production of films and films are reflective of one’s culture. Consequently, cultural 

studies is imperative in investigating and decoding film texts, structures, and audiences. 

 Mark Jayne (2006) noted, “…cultures are thought of as sets of beliefs, values and 

practices that are given meaning by (and give meaning to) ways of life which produce 

(and are reproduced through) both material and symbolic forms”. He further reiterated 

the correlation of culture and geography by describing culture as “locatable”, “about flux 

and stability”, “a set of constantly changing relationships” and “a (socially) produced 

thing” (Jayne, 2006). 

 True enough, culture is a widely used perspective in human geography, alongside 

economies and communities. Termed cultural geography, this specific perspective has 

risen to popularity in the 1980s as a result of applying critical cultural studies in various 

fields such as ethnicity/race, gender/sexuality, nationalism, postcolonialism, and media. 

Cultural geography also proves how political and economic structures have cultural 

leanings, as well.  

 According to Timothy Oakes and Patricia Price (2008), “cultures were assumed to 

have distinct landscapes and spatial territories or regions that could be mapped with 

boundaries that reflected these distinctions”. The task then of a cultural geographer is to 

analyze and articulate beliefs and practices, artifacts, histories, and peoples that constitute 

places to make sense of our material, consumerist, and globalized world (Anderson, 

2009).  



 16 

 However, in a highly globalized and digitized society, culture becomes limitless 

in the sense that it can no longer be bound to a particular geographical location. With 

migration and diaspora, the culture embedded in one’s nationality or ethnicity mixes with 

another. “Place is now forged globally by virtue of the movement of cultural elements 

from one location to another”, said Chris Barker (2012). Here lies the duality of culture, 

as it becomes both “in-place” and “no-place” (Barker, 2012). 

 Cinema, as a product of both place and culture, reflects the same duality. Its 

materiality (the film itself) and symbolic meanings transgress the boundaries from where 

it was first conceived. Moreover, negotiations created by critics and audiences who 

consume it allow the formation of new meanings or messages that emerge from a specific 

place but flow to various places, as well. Case in point, film festivals from the local to the 

international. Screenings from one festival to another entail screenings from one place to 

another that may or may not share similar cultural values.    

 Also, culture is not devoid of power struggle. Culture, as much as place, is also a 

contested medium that allows various groups to struggle for power and dominate one 

another. Oakes and Price (2008) wrote on their introduction for Zukin (1995):  

Culture, she argues is also “a powerful means of controlling cities,” of regulating 
spaces of inclusion and exclusion, and of conditioning collective memory by 
determining what part of the urban landscape gets preserved as heritage or 
reconstructed as spectacle. (p. 431) 
 

 As such, articulated film cultures in any place have its own narrative of power 

struggle—which culture is mainstream (popular) and which is alternative. More than 

knowing these narratives, it is also imperative to discuss who gets to dictate which is 

which and why. Hence, culture and place (cultural geography) can also be seen as 
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inseparable concepts, much like space and time, in determining and articulating power 

relations in society. For instance, generations over time can analyze patterns on 1) how a 

specific culture is born out of a place (in the center or in the periphery) and 2) how a 

place is reinforced and changed by culture (consumerist, capitalist).  

Zooming into how a place is changed by consumerist and capitalist culture, 

Robert Peckham (2004) offers a synthesis on the commodification of film viewing. 

According to him, cinema theaters or auditoriums have been redefined to address 21st 

century globalization.  

On the one hand, multiplexes in shopping malls are promoting forms of 
sociability that embed that experience of watching films in a wider context of 
consumption. On the other hand, the availability of digital technology and 
computer-mediated communications is effectively privatizing spectatorship by 
bringing cinema into the privacy of the home. (p. 427) 
 

 Both concepts are actually pertinent problems in film viewing. The former 

concept assumes that malls are social places where people gather to see films and 

converse with each other after watching. While this is true, cinema prices in malls have 

increased over time. I remember in 2005, my family could already watch a film (local or 

Hollywood) at the Gaisano Mall of Davao for roughly P80.00 only. Over the years, ticket 

prices have considerably increased to more than twice as much. Today, with greater and 

easier access to the Internet, filmgoers have transferred to online streaming or 

downloading which has its own economic and ethical issues, as well.  

In the Philippines, Ma. Rina Locsin (2013) published a similar study on 

consumerism and mallification. She mapped sine locations during the pre- and post-war 

Baguio City using Bhabha’s (1994) hybridity as framework to articulate how geography 
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defined social hierarchy in the cinemas and how it evolved over the years due to digital 

technology and urban capitalism.  

In 1969, cable television posed a threat to the movie industry (Florendo, 1969).  
 
The advent of the Betamax in the 1970s led to the inexorable sprouting of 
videotape rental stalls from the 1980s to the 1990s and drove the movies from the 
public theater to the home. As the 1990s telenovelas invaded television 
primetime, the desire to go see a movie further declined. But theater owners see 
“mallification” as the final blow that caused the demise of the Baguio movie 
house. (p. 75) 
 

What we can deduce from Peckham’s (2004) and Locsin’s (2013) studies is how 

screening places (and spectatorship) have gone inward: from public to private. The most 

pressing issue here is that this change or redefinition in spectatorship is not just because 

of the advent of technology, but more so as consequence of the 21st century consumerist 

and capitalist culture.  

I end this section with a strong note from James Hay (1997): 
 
If cinema can only be understood through particular sites, then we also need to 
think about how a cinematic connection to certain places transforms those places, 
their relations, and social subjects’ relation to them (not only their perception and 
conception of places, but also their access to, investment in, and movement 
through them. (p. 222) 

 

B. FRAMEWORK 

The framework of this research is called CinemaSpace, the summation of three 

theoretical models that I used in locating the film culture of a regional city center.  

First of the three models is no other than Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) theory on space 

because his main thesis encapsulates how the site of my research, Davao City, is but a 

social product—in fact, a commodity.  
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In Lefebvre’s (1991) words, “Social space is a (social) product”. His knowledge 

on Marxist concepts, specifically the mode and relations of production under capitalism, 

is incorporated in his conceptual model of Spatial Triad (see Figure 1) which is 

constituted by spatial practice (perceived), representations of space (conceived), and 

representational spaces (lived).  

The Spatial Triad is used in this research as the backbone of the six areas that I 

proposed as constitutive of a film culture (see Table 1).  

 

Figure 1. Spatial Triad 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Film Culture 
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Representational spaces are composed of inhabitants with varying ethnicities and 

races. Also known as the lived space, this is where ideologies form and symbolic 

processes of images are deciphered. It is the space where movements occur; the space 

which is experienced and imagined. With this set up, inhabitants learn to challenge the 

dominant and hegemonic representations of space. In my study, lived space includes 

filmmakers, cineastes, financial stakeholders, and institutions because they act as agents 

of production, consumption, and reproduction of cinema and culture.  

Davao filmmakers as agents have particularities and peculiarities that foster their 

local film community. The same uniqueness and peculiarities allow them to create 

regional films that challenge hegemonic commercial films disseminated by the capital. 

Cineastes and institutions, on the other hand, are agents who mainly consume and support 

the popularization of regional films, thereby forming avenues for reproduction. Lastly, 

financial stakeholders provide the economic capacity of filmmakers to produce their 

films with hopes of reaping profits in return. Note, however, that financial stakeholders of 

regional films range from individual producers to grant-giving bodies with diverse 

objectives and agendas.  

As much as filmmakers, cineastes, financial stakeholders, and institutions create 

and shape the film scene and culture, they are also created and shaped by these. How 

these agents perpetually reproduce this process results in the perceived space or spatial 

practice. 

This space is crucial because whatever is reproduced also becomes perpetually 

practiced. Meaning, the experiences and imaginings of Davao City and its culture as 

acted (lived) by people are interpreted and reinforced in filmmaking and film viewing. 
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Perceived space includes films and festivals because these are the outputs that allow 

people to reflect upon their realities which are specific to their immediate communities. 

How films make use and highlight Davao’s culture and space and how festivals curate 

such films and design conversations that focus on their specific realities are central to my 

study. In other words, perceived space covers how people perform their daily activities 

within an urban reality. 

Lastly, representations of space are “tied to the relations of production and to the 

‘order’ which those relations impose” (Lefebvre, 1991). Here, space is created by 

planners, architects, and engineers and is conceived through maps and plans. 

Representations of space reflect the dominant and hegemonic power of the state under 

capitalism. Particular in my study, conceived space comprises all spaces for film viewing 

and consumption under the umbrella term, screening places. This includes cinemas, 

micro-cinemas, cinematheques, as well as meeting places and virtual spaces. The scope 

of my study, however, mainly focuses on the public mode of spectatorship and 

consumption.  

Lefebvre (1991) posited that the axes in his Spatial Triad are intertwined and that 

the production of (social) space is historically motivated. 

It is reasonable to assume that spatial practice, representations of space and 
representational spaces contribute in different ways to the production of space 
according to their qualities and attributes, according to the society or mode of 
production in question, and according to the historical period. (p. 46)  

 

Lefebvre’s (1991) discussion on space already lays the groundwork of my 

research. But I would also like to particularize on the discussion of place in order to 

holistically cover the geographical or spatial uniqueness of my research. I find John 
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Agnew’s (1987) book on the essence of place fitting as complement to this study’s 

framework. According to him, place has three parts: location, locale, and sense of place 

(Agnew, 1987; see Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Place 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Location, in its very basic sense, is simply the exact point on a map (Anderson, 

2009). In my study, location is equal to “Davao”, the city—a key position in the 

geography and archipelagic nature of the Philippines.  

Locale, on the other hand, is the environment built by political, economic, and 

cultural relations. Generation after generation, a locale or community becomes more 

valuable than a mere location because it includes both material and non-materials 

artifacts created, shaped, and preserved by the community (Anderson, 2009). Here, 

“Davao”, the city means something else. It has now an added value and has been 
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material to the conceptual—from Mt. Apo, durian, and pearl farm to low crime rates, 

urbanization, and of course, the home of President Rodrigo Duterte.   

 Lastly, sense of place refers to experiences and emotions that tie the community 

together (Anderson, 2009). Sense of place may mean sense of belongingness or sense of 

ownership. However, the community and its individual members may or may not share 

the same (or at least similar) sentiments toward their locale. Thus, “Davao”, the city 

becomes “Davao”, my city or our city. Sense of place, therefore, is an extension of the 

self and this explains how we are all connected to our places, our roots, where we came 

from—even if we do not live there anymore, either temporarily or permanently.  

 Figure 2 is designed like a globe because I consider location, locale, and sense of 

place as three interwoven elements that make up place. This means that all three elements 

are necessary in the recognition of what a place was, what it currently is, and what it 

could be. 

Agnew’s (1987) discussion on place concretizes Lefebvre’s (1991) framework on 

space but what I am particularly interested in their synergy is how Lefebvre (1991) used 

Marxist concepts (mode of production, hegemony, ideology, etc.) to tie his work together 

while Agnew (1987) incorporated cultural specificity in spatial concepts (locale, sense of 

place).  

What follows is a media theory that situates space and place and the primary 

object of my study: film culture. Nick Couldry and Anna McCarthy theorized the 

MediaSpace framework (see Figure 3) in their book of the same title published in 2004. 

MediaSpace tackles the point of convergence between geography and media, particularly 

that of electronic media. According to them, “the development of electronic media is a 
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spatial process intertwined with the development of regimes of accumulation in 

capitalism” (Couldry and McCarthy, 2004). Media and space (geography) are indeed 

inseparable entities and they exist within the mode and relations of economic production.  

Couldry and McCarthy (2004), thus organized five levels of MediaSpace:  

1. Studying media representations as the first level does not only include 

representations as we see them on traditional media, but more so on the digital 

space.  

2. The study of how media images, texts and data flow across space and, in so doing, 

reconfigure social space refers to how messages produced at one place (let’s say 

from the center) and distributed to other places (i.e. the peripheries) have an effect 

on the marginal audience’s constitution of meanings.  

3. The study of the specific spaces at either end of the media process, the space of 

consumption and the space of production looks into the physicality of media 

institutions and the materiality of technology in producing and projecting the 

resulting media content.  

4. The study of the scale-effects, or complex entanglements of scale, which result 

from the operation of media in space concerns how communication-at-a-distance 

becomes more complicated (instead of simpler) due to the rapid advancement of 

technology.  

5. Studying how media-caused entanglements of scale are variously experienced and 

understood in particular places signifies how people live with such entanglements. 

With a technological deterministic communication process, media now are 

constituted of presences and absences, and people from different places with 
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different cultural backgrounds have different interpretations of these.  

 In other words, MediaSpace can explain how cinema is produced, consumed, and 

distributed across space in the age of digitization and globalization. Capital is still an 

integral concept in the formation of MediaSpace and in the integration of media and 

space.  

Moreover, Couldry and McCarthy (2004) emphasized that the flow or movement 

of media (in whichever form) has specific effects from place to place and that these 

effects are reproduced in everyday reality. In the end, MediaSpace—amid its complexity 

and entanglements—is another concrete manifestation of how media is central to the 

formation of social space and how it is also a social product or commodity.  

 

Figure 3. MediaSpace 
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intertwining perceived, conceived, and lived spaces—concretized further with the 

representation of locale and sense of place. Meanwhile, MediaSpace discusses five levels 

of how media (specified in this research as Davao Cinema) operate within and across 

space and can be analyzed. 

While the Spatial Triad/Place combo is more focused on geography and 

MediaSpace is on communication, the three frameworks consider cultural specificity, 

historical narrative, and political economic underpinnings. These are also relevant in the 

discussion of social space, which is essentially the product of cultural geography. 

Particular in this study, social space is a discursive formation encompassing 1) 

filmmakers and cineastes, 2) films, 3) film festivals, 4) financial stakeholders, 5) 

institutions, and 6) screening places—all of which unceasingly develop Davao City’s film 

culture.  

In my Integrated Model, CinemaSpace (see Figure 4), Davao City becomes place 

because spatial practices operating within it give a whole new level of cultural meaning 

to the city. Hence, Davao is not only a site or location of my study. In the course of its 

historical and political economic changes, it has been transformed by its inhabitants 

(natives or otherwise) from an abstract space to a place of experiences and constructions.  

As such, social space (referred to as Davao film culture for the purpose of this 

study) takes the most prominent position as it includes the physicality of Davao City, the 

materiality of the film scene within, and the processes by which Davaoeños consume and 

make sense of the film culture. Not only does social space embrace the whole of Davao, 

but it also captures the place outside the territorial boundaries of the city. The vertical and 
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horizontal arrows on the side of social space/film culture mean that Davao’s film culture 

extends its significance outside of it—flowing and moving to other places, as well.  

CinemaSpace recognizes that social space/film culture is not static and does not 

limit itself from going beyond spatially—it is rooted in space but also mobile. The film 

scene and discourses within Davao flow and move from place to place and occupy 

liminal spaces.  

Although this model is founded on western theories, I adapted notable concepts to 

fit the local sensibility that characterizes Davao Cinema at the time of my research. This 

model may evolve and be indigenized as future researches occur. What is clear in this 

discussion, however, is that social space is a product of cultural geography, and is in fact, 

constructed by surrounding media, political, and economic structures.   

 

Figure 4. Integrated Model: CinemaSpace 
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1. Operational Definition of Concepts 

 The following concepts are essential in the discussion of my research:  

Alternative Film or Production. This refers to 1) the type of films which have 

themes that counter or resist dominant, commercial films and 2) the grassroots-approach 

process by which such films are distributed and screened to audiences. Alternative films 

are usually self-produced or funded by non-commercial entities.  

Audience. This is a general term that refers to a group of people (target market) 

who watch and analyze films. In this study, I am particular with students, young 

professionals, and film critics residing in Davao City.  

Consumption. This term refers to the watching of films in various locations using 

various platforms. The process of consumption results to a study of an audience’s 

viewing patterns and behavior. 

Culture. According to Chris Barker (2008), “Culture can also be understood as 

overlapping maps of criss-crossing discursive meaning which form zones of temporary 

coherence and shared but always contested significance in a social space. The production 

and exchange of meanings, or signifying practices, leading to that which is distinctive 

about a way of life.” 

Film Scene. This research refers to the structural machinery of film industry as 

film scene or business model that allows Davao’s film community to thrive. See 

Structures.  

Hegemony. Based on Antonio Gramsci’s concept, hegemony in this study refers 

to the dominance of one superior group over another and is maintained through political, 

economic, cultural, and social influences.  
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Imaginary. Based on Lacan’s imaginary “I”, this term is used in this study to 

describe the process of understanding the consumption of filmmakers, critics, and mass 

audience based on cultural codes.  

Independent Film or Production. This refers to the type of films which have 

themes that appear to counter or resist dominant, commercial films and yet, the process 

by which such films are produced, distributed, or screened to audiences are quite similar 

to the process of commercial films.  

Institution. This refers to the government and its agencies and private 

organizations that work toward fostering a strong film community politically, 

economically, and culturally.  

Landscape. According to Cresswell (2004), landscape refers to “the material 

topography of a portion of land (that which can be seen) with the notion of vision (the 

way it is seen).” 

 Liminal Space. According to Bhabha (1990), liminality means “neither one nor 

the other, but something else besides, in-between” while liminal space offers the potential 

to “give rise to something different, a new area of negotiation of meaning and 

representation” (as cited by Anderson, 2009).  

Location. Used interchangeably with site, location refers to an exact point in 

geography and is expressed via latitude and longitude.  

Mainstream Film or Production. This refers to commercial films which have 

narratives that are standardized and formulaic for mass consumption and which aim to 

maintain the ideology and consumerist nature of the status quo. The process by which 
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such films are produced, distributed, and screened to audiences follows the rules of the 

capitalist or neoliberal market. 

Mapping. This refers to 1) the identification of the characteristics and struggles of 

the six areas that constitute a film culture and 2) the physical or material map of the film 

culture in question.  

Marginal. Used interchangeably with peripheral, this refers to a location, 

geographical or conceptual, outside or at the edge of a center that is technically the more 

dominant location. 

Material. This term refers to the apparatus, platform, or technology used to watch 

(consume) films. The materiality of film is something that an audience can touch or hold.  

Mediation. This is defined in this study as how media, films in particular, 

intercede in the daily life of an audience. It is also an abstract concept and thus may be 

expressed in terms of flows and data.  

Peripheral. Used interchangeably with marginal, this refers to a location, 

geographical or conceptual, outside or at the edge of a center that is technically the more 

dominant location.  

Place. According to Agnew (1987), place has three parts: location, locale, and 

sense of place. Place is specific and physical—it can be seen and identified. Moreover, 

Tuan (1977) and Cresswell (2004) both agree that place consists of experiences and 

processes that are given meaning and value. Hence, it is also imaginary and symbolic.   

Physical. This term refers to specific spaces where Davaoeños consume and 

produce films. It can be seen, identified, and visited.  
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Production. The next level after consumption, this concept refers to how people 

act upon the films they watch. This may be in the form of a critical discourse online and 

offline or through creating their own media (films, vlogs, reviews, etc.). Particularly in 

film, production refers to the process of creating films from writing to shooting; from 

marketing to screening.  

Regional Cinema. This is a highly contested term, but in this study, regional 

cinema refers to films a) made by a filmmaker born and raised outside Manila, b) shot 

outside Manila, c) about spaces outside Manila, and d) that used the vernacular language, 

in part or in whole. Regional Cinema also includes structures and cultures that are created 

and operated outside Manila, but is within the geographical boundaries of the Philippines.  

Reproduction. This concept follows consumption and production. It refers to how 

an audience amplifies and disseminates decoded media messages. Reproduction is a 

meaning-making process that reinforces an identity of a place.  

Space. Following Lefebvre’s (1991) definition, space is an abstract concept where 

all things are happening. It is where place is; where politics, economics, and culture 

converge; where the audience engages in a discourse. It cannot be seen, touched, or held. 

But it can be identified and interpreted; can be made to mean something.  

Spatial. This term is closely related with the discussion of space. It encompasses 

relationships and processes happening within space.  

Structures. In this study, structures refer not just to the physical locations and 

material platforms of film viewing, but also to the institutions that control the film 

industry. This includes business owners, producers, directors, and government 
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institutions, among others. While structures are mainly responsible for encoding media 

messages, they can also be decoded and criticized.  

Symbolic. Based again on Lacan’s study of psychoanalysis (see Imaginary), this 

concept refers to how filmmakers, critics, and mass audience decode cinema through the 

evaluation of language.  

 

C. METHODOLOGY 

 

1. Research Design 

In order to substantially map the film landscape of Davao City, I employed the 

following methodologies: qualitative research, ethnography, and close reading of 

secondary data.  

I conducted a qualitative research method mainly through interviews and film 

viewing. For the interviews, I used the narrative inquiry approach because I wanted the 

interviewees to narrate their stories and not just to answer my questions. Narration or 

storytelling allows interviewees to freely recount personal experiences in relation to their 

social and cultural backgrounds (Chase, 2011)—as with Agnew’s (1987) concept of 

locale—with limited hindrance.  

Storytelling also allows the narrator to read linguistic nuances that may be 

controlled if a structured interview was used. This was especially relevant to my research 

because Davao’s vernacular language, Bisaya, has nuances and meanings that vary when 

directly translated to Filipino. In connection to linguistic nuances, what is more 

interesting with storytelling (from a specific and culturally-motivated point of view) is 
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comprehending narrative reality in any local context—what does and does not get said, 

about what, why, how, and to whom (Chase, 2011).  

Not only did I want to extract information from my interviewees that would map 

the landscape of Davao’s film culture, but more importantly, I wanted to understand how 

they make sense of Davao as their city and community; of their culture and the structures 

operating within; and of what they think Davao’s role is outside the city and beyond. I 

wanted to understand what is Davao Cinema for them and how they produce and 

reproduce personal experiences and imaginings. I wanted them to narrate these because 

only until then can I write a narrative that is as close as possible to the film culture of 

their city, deeply rooted in their understanding of their place or their sense of place 

(Agnew, 1987).  

For the film viewing, I watched selected regional films and grouped them 

thematically to see the kinds of stories that regional filmmakers produce. In effect, I was 

able to closely read the stories that are important to them not only as filmmakers but also 

as people from Mindanao. Through watching their films, I also analyzed how they make 

use of Davao’s landscape as an integral part of the story or as a character in itself, and 

how they reinforce or redefine the city’s identity to the Filipino public and to the 

international audience.  

Thematically analyzing films is imperative in creating a comprehensive research 

because much could be said about the cultural politics of Davao City and the filmmakers’ 

individual politics. As with the narrative inquiry approach in interviews, what is crucial 

in reading films is the omitted perspective—what is visually left unsaid by the 
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filmmakers. Of course, this reading will give me a deeper window to their identities, 

experiences, and imaginings.  

However, this qualitative method does not determine whether a media text (film, 

in this case) is a reflection of reality. For Alan McKee (2001): 

Whenever anyone claims that a particular text is ‘accurate’ or ‘truthful’ or 
‘reflects reality’ – what they are really saying is ‘I agree with what this text is 
saying about the world’…there is no simple, single, correct interpretation of 
reality. (p. 7) 
 

Qualitative analysis enables us to make sense of various interpretations of the 

world we live in and to understand how others make sense of it through comprehending 

the context where the text was produced, consumed, and reproduced.   

In conjunction with narrative analysis of interviews and close reading of films, I 

employed ethnography only on the basis of my attendance in local film festivals and 

participation in screening places in order to analyze these sites of discourses and discern 

how filmmakers and cineastes act, watch and read films, and engage with their 

community. 

I also investigated artifacts related to the creation and sustenance of the Davao 

film culture (e.g. government or legal documents, films festival brochures or journals, 

etc.).  

In general, my chosen qualitative approach enabled me to construe how 

Davaoeños produce, consume, and reproduce local cinema, as well as scrutinize the 

power relations operating within the city. 
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As a supplement, I generated maps of known screening and discursive places as 

well as the locations of institutions and film festivals across the city to see where the film 

community and culture actually exist and thrive.  

 

2. Research Instruments and Sampling 

 In implementing my research, I drafted questions for the in-depth interviews and 

close reading of films. However, as I used the narrative inquiry approach for the 

interviews, the flow was not as structured as indicated.  

I conducted my research predominantly in Davao City, Mindanao. But there were 

interviews in other parts of Mindanao and in Manila. I selected my interviewees 

(individuals and institutions) based on any of the following: their prominence in Davao or 

the Mindanao cinema scene, competent leadership in organizing festivals, expertise in 

Davao or regional cinema, or proficiency in the Philippine film industry.  

As for the films, I watched and analyzed a total of 19 regional films based on 

Cañedo’s Guerrillas in the Midst (2017). Generally, the selected films are narrative, full-

length, and based on my suggested definition of what a Davao film is: a) made by a 

Davaoeño filmmaker, b) shot in Davao City, c) about Davao City, or d) used Bisaya, in 

part or in whole. 

However, as I also looked briefly into the film cultures of Davao’s neighbors with 

thriving film communities (i.e. General Santos, Nabunturan, and Zamboanga) to see how 

the spatial influence of Davao expands and where it reaches, I included on the list other 

regional films made by a Davaoeño filmmaker but shot outside Davao City (within 

Mindanao), regional films made by a non-Davaoeño (Mindanaoan) filmmaker but shot 
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within Davao City, or notable regional films made by a Mindanaoan that tackles a 

Mindanao sensibility or issue.  

Lastly, I attended and observed four distinguished local film festivals within 

Mindanao to also discern the kind of influence Davao reaches, may it be in terms of films 

or filmmakers, as well as the influence of these festivals to the Davao film community.  

See Tables 2-4 below for the research instruments.  

 

Table 2. List of Interviewees 
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Table 3. List of Regional Films  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. List of Film Festivals 
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3. Data Gathering and Analysis 

 I embarked on this research from November 2017 to May 2019. I conducted data 

analysis and wrote chapter outlines after research and interviews were finished every 

month. First, I transcribed the interviews and analyzed their narratives—how they told 

their stories, what the stories are, why those stories, what could possibly be left out, etc.  

Second, I analyzed the films in terms of the following factors: theme (Moro, 

Lumad, war, women, LGBT, youth, poverty, tradition, and history), genre (drama, horror, 

comedy, fantasy, and romance), mise-en-scène (use of space/place), cast (hired 

local/national actors or actors from the community), narrative (formation or 

reinforcement of cultural identities), language (comprehension and expression of 

messages), and financial stakeholders. 

Third, I examined the ephemera as mentioned on Research Design (p. 32) to see 

the bigger picture of the Davao film culture in terms of national and transnational scope. 

Lastly, I divided my findings and analyses into three main segments: 1) Locating 

Davao and Its Cinema, 2) Mapping the Local Film Culture, and 3) The Davao 

Connection.  

The first contextualizes and defines the contemporary history of Davao City. The 

second articulates the narratives of Davao Cinema as expressed by my interviewees and 

as gathered from ephemera as well as maps the general film culture of the city in 

accordance to the factors I proposed as constitutive of a film culture. The third is a space 

to theorize and problematize the city’s cultural and spatial politics, its relationship with 

neighboring provinces that may extend to the national and global cinema scenes, and its 

representation, redefinition, or reinforcement as seen on selected regional films. 



 39 

II. LOCATING DAVAO AND ITS CINEMA 

 Before I try to locate Davao Cinema, I would like to give a brief geographical 

picture of where exactly the city is and why it is the locus of my study.  

 Davao City is part of the Davao Region, which is composed of five provinces: 

Compostela Valley, Davao del Norte, Davao del Sur, Davao Occidental, and Davao 

Oriental. Davao City is considered a highly urbanized city center that belongs to Davao 

del Sur. Apart from Davao City, the region houses five other cities: Digos City, Mati 

City, Panabo City, Samal Island, and Tagum City.  

 

Figure 5. Map of Mindanao 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 While my research is not limited within the geographical boundaries of Davao 

City, especially because I regard cinema and culture as not static and fixed, all mentions 
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of “Davao” in this research automatically refers to the city and not the region, otherwise 

stated.     

 Davao City, again, is the largest city in the Philippines with an area of 2,444 

square kilometers and is home to 1,673,832 people as of 2015, according to the city’s 

official website. Only three districts are nestled in the city and a huge part of it is still 

considered rural and mountainous. What media pictures as Davao City is in fact, just a 

very small downtown urban area compared to the vast rural area.  

 The downtown, urban Davao is the site of political, economic, and cultural 

progress—or as media and tourism would like to portray it. But much of Davao is untold 

to the larger population of the country, Davaoeños and other Mindanaoans themselves 

included.  

 Nonetheless, in a film studies or film geography perspective, I chose Davao as the 

site of my research because it has welcomed and nurtured some vibrant developments in 

terms of building a film community since the turn of the 21st century.  

 It is the seat of the first cinematheque of the Film Development Council of the 

Philippines (FDCP) and the first local film council in Mindanao. The city also has around 

34 cinema screens across its six malls: Abreeza, Gaisano Mall of Davao, Gaisano Mall of 

Toril, SM City Davao, SM Lanang Premier, and Victoria Plaza Mall. Moreover, most 

production studios and equipment rental companies flourish in the city, making it easier 

and cheaper for local filmmakers to shoot within the area.  

 In fact, beginning the early 2000s, Davao City has been home of local filmmakers 

whose films have been recognized, awarded, and screened in national and international 

places of exhibition. It has also been the location of national and international film 
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festivals and film conferences such as Cinema Rehiyon in 2011 and Sineng Pambansa in 

2012. 

 Arguably, the biggest contribution of Davao City is bearing the longest-running 

independent film festival in the Philippines, the Mindanao Film Festival (MFF), which 

was formally established by film enthusiast and businessman Dax Cañedo along with 

film critic Rudolph Alama and filmmaker Drei Boquiren in 2005. But what is more 

interesting with Davao is that all these reasons are not just serving the city itself. These 

developments are extended to other Mindanaoans outside and beyond the city. As a 

matter of fact, pioneering filmmakers and cineastes in Davao City have committed to 

support neighboring provinces in creating and sustaining film communities in their 

localities (Cañedo, 2017).  

 There is more to Davao than this profile though because there is definitely a lack 

of formal study on its influence and contestations, especially on history books and films.  

 The last time I visited Davao City was during the holiday of January 2016— a 

few months before the presidential election that drastically changed the political, 

economic, and cultural landscapes of the Philippines. Rodrigo Duterte’s presidential 

campaign back then was loud and strong, and the atmosphere was energetic. It was 

definitely a high time for most Davaoeños because it was then a place filled with hope for 

the future of Davao—in fact, for the future of the entire Mindanao.  

 After more than two years, I came back to Davao City in September 2018 to 

commence my fieldwork. Davaoeños were a little uneasy during those days. The prices 

of basic services soared instantaneously, the traffic got worse each day, and the urban 

poor were continuously driven out of their homes to give way to commercial spaces, 
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among others. Davao City, just two years after President Duterte started office, somehow 

lost that hope its people held onto.  

 Similarly, Mindanao as a region has not achieved considerable political and 

economic developments since the landslide win of Duterte. Even with the historic signing 

and ratification of the Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL), most Moros are still vigilant of 

how this government will aid in the transition and implementation of the BOL toward 

their much-awaited freedom and justice. On the other hand, this government continues to 

neglect the region’s Lumad and other Indigenous Peoples (IPs) who have been 

persistently seeking for peace and justice in their ancestral domain claims. However, this 

exposition is but a general synopsis of the actual life of the marginalized in Davao, in 

Mindanao.  

 How are discussions on politics, justice, and freedom related to the study of 

Davao Cinema including its local film culture? How do the cultures and traditions of the 

peoples of Mindanao affect Davao Cinema? In answering these questions, among many 

others, I have provided a longer, comprehensive exposition in this chapter further divided 

into two sections: 1) a brief and concise history of Davao as city and the Davaoeño that 

emerged from it and 2) a definition of what Davao Cinema is for the local film 

community.  

 

A. DAVAO CITY AND THE DAVAOEÑO 

 Despite the title and the focus of my study, discussing Davao City as a landscape 

and as a concept does not exist separate from where it is located. Hence, Mindanao and 

some particular provinces will be regularly referenced. And there is perhaps no other way 



 43 

for me to start this section than discussing the tri-people (Moros, Lumad, and Settlers) 

concept that has uniquely engendered in Mindanao.  

 The Moros (collectively known as the Bangsamoro) and the Lumad (collective 

term for 15 tribes of non-Islamized, non-Christianized IPs in Davao) are integral in the 

discussion of Mindanao because they were the first peoples who inhabited the southern 

region of the Philippines—the country’s gateway to other Asian countries.  

 In the 15th century, Moros established large and solid sultanates within the 

Mindanao region that eventually spread to Luzon and Visayas. The Moros traded heavily 

with neighboring Asian countries, especially those with sultanates as form of government 

too.  

 At the onset of the Spanish colonization in the 16th century, the Moros waged 

wars to protect their sultanates. The wars were extensive and gruesome, and the Spanish 

failed to take over most of their lands and to convert most of them to Christianity (Abreu, 

2008).  

 The Lumad experienced a similar situation, except that the wars or pangyaw they 

waged were not as bloody as the Moros’. The outcome for the Lumad is quite different 

because they became more assimilated to the Spanish government, though in destructive 

ways. The Lumad’s way of life severely changed when Spaniard conquistadores 

encroached on their ancestral domains and forced them to work as slaves in the abusive 

encomienda systems. Some Indigenous Peoples, however, went farther up the mountains 

to avoid conflict (Gaspar, 2008).  

 In 1848, Jose Oyanguren, a Spanish businessman based in Manila, sailed to 

Mindanao with the agenda of conquering Davao in exchange of authority as governor and 
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monopoly of trading rights in the Davao Gulf (Tiu, 2005). He was met with the resistance 

of Datu Bago, then chief of Davao, but eventually succeeded not only because of the 

divide and conquer tactic the Spaniards were known for but also because of their 

advanced artillery. Davao was the last frontier to be conquered in Mindanao but 

Oyanguren only enjoyed his privileges until 1852 because of his failure to expand trade 

and govern the defiant natives (Tiu, 2005).  

 Only after the Spanish-American War of 1898 (at the onset of American 

colonization) did Davao’s native history change in favor of the so-called Settlers, mostly 

Christian peoples from Luzon and Visayas. Macario Tiu (2005) said, “(Davao) is a 

history of conquest and migration and the ensuing conflict over territory and resource”. 

 And it still is. Contemporary Davao stands as witness to a history of disputed land 

transformed to a place of Settlers, only to become more disputed and exploited. The vast 

and fertile land of Mindanao, of Davao—dubbed as garden of the gods—is a treasure as 

well as the root of all evil. Its physical magnitude that was once a place of abundance, 

peace, and co-existence has been transformed to exploitation and hostility. Traditional 

practices and way of life changed because of how Spaniard conquistadores and American 

colonial masters viewed land ownership, use, and control.  

  These so-called Settlers were the result of the American colonial government’s 

enforced mass migration from Luzon and Visayas in the guise of decongesting the two 

regions. In reality, however, the new master wanted to quell the hundred-year rebellion of 

the Moros and Lumad against the Spanish colonizers which in effect, extended to the 

American government. Lualhati Abreu (2008) expounded:    

Real displacement of the indigenous groups in Mindanao started during the 
American colonial period at the onset of the 20th century. The American colonial 
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government imposed laws and initiated resettlement programs that wrought havoc 
to the ancestral domains of the indigenous peoples in Mindanao – both Moro and 
non-Moro. These back-to-back measures essentially meant the grabbing and 
conversion of the indigenous peoples' ancestral domains into small-scale 
homesteads for individual settler-cultivators, large-scale plantations, ranches, 
government infrastructures, and industrial enclaves for foreign investors. (p. 59) 

 

 Moreover, this program allowed elite Filipino landlords and foreign capitalists 

(especially American companies) to forcefully and illegally grab the lands of the Lumad 

and Moros, effectively displacing them from their own homes. Davao, specifically, was 

transformed into huge abaca and coconut plantations owned by land grabbers and tilled 

by its original occupants. (Tiu, 2005).  

 After the American government granted pseudo independence to the Philippines 

in 1946, the Philippine government continued to encroach on the Lumad and Moros’ 

ancestral domains and silenced their calls for self-determination. The peoples who were 

once in charge of the Land of Promise were further marginalized and oppressed. They 

faced permanent problems on agriculture, environment, and displacement. Worse, the 

Philippine neocolonial government employed militarization when they began to complain 

and assert their rights (Gaspar, 2008).  

 Colonization has forced Mindanao to bear, raise, and nurture the so-called tri-

people: the Moros, the Lumad, and the Settlers—all of whom have their own histories 

(and versions of it) since Mindanao has flourished to be the Land of Promise. And 

precisely because of the premise that Mindanao is the Land of Promise, it is contested.  

 Both the Moros and the Lumad hold deep and special affection with land. For 

them, it is not simply a space where communities thrive, but actually a place where life 

grows from and the soul is nourished. They do not see land as a mere piece of property or 
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commodity valuable in exchange as the Settlers do. It is sacred and divine; it is 

communal and hence they must preserve it. Abreu (2008) reiterated, “Both view ancestral 

domains as communal properties to be used in perpetuity for the good of the kin groups 

which started using it.” Land, therefore, must not be alienated or estranged from its first 

and original nurturers.  

 The Moros and Lumad’s call for self-determination is rooted in their right to 

claim and safeguard ancestral domains. Their perspective of “finding place” in this world 

is not existential or philosophical, but actually physical and geographical (Abreu, 2008). 

Mindanao’s coveted land is the reason for unjust economic policies created by the 

Philippine government in favor of their capitalist cohorts. This is also the reason why 

some Moro groups have waged armed revolutions to fight for their place in this world 

(Tuazon, 2008). Similarly, some Lumad (and other Indigenous Peoples) have joined or at 

least supported revolutionary groups to further assert their rights with the goal to abolish 

the Settlers’ capitalist hold of land ownership, use, and control (Gaspar, 2008).  

 Theirs is a never-ending cycle of wars rooted in the issue of land and extends to 

politicking through deprivation of accessible and quality education, public health service, 

and other basic social services. There has been a surge in cultural injustices as well, 

proliferated through common biases and stereotypes that were not only instilled but also 

perpetuated in the name of power (Lingga, 2008).  

 Amid this cycle, however, where do the Settlers stand? As discussed above, 

Settlers are those peoples who migrated from Luzon or Visayas under the American 

government’s resettlement program. Some of the Settlers were elite or middle-class 
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Filipinos enticed with the opportunity to own lands for cultivation, homesteads, or 

plantations.  

 The resettlement program as means to take over native lands and territories may 

be further studied as Settler Colonialism. Anthropologist and ethnographer Patrick Wolfe 

(2006) said:  

 Territoriality is settler colonialism’s specific, irreducible element. Negatively, it 
strives for the dissolution of native societies. Positively, it erects a new colonial 
society on the expropriated land base—as I put it, settler colonizers come to stay: 
invasion is a structure not an event. (p. 388) 

 

Understanding Settler Colonialism gives a deeper perspective on how the 

American government’s colonial project seduced elite and middle-class Filipino Settlers 

to invade the native lands of their fellow countrymen, to control resources and gain profit, 

and to eventually transform those lands to their own personal homes.  

Such invasion was built overtime through manufacturing dispossession and 

displacement. According to Professor Evelyn Nakano Glenn (2015), Settler Colonialism 

can be accomplished through the simultaneous use of force and ideology.  

In settler colonialism, the object is to acquire land and to gain control of 
resources. To realize these ambitions, the first thing that must be done is to 
eliminate the indigenous occupants of the land. This can be accomplished in a 
variety of ways: genocide, forced removal from territories desired by white 
settlers, and confinement to reservations outside the boundaries of white 
settlement. It can also be accomplished through assimilation. Assimilation can be 
biological (e.g., through intermarriage to “dilute” indigenous blood) and/or 
cultural (e.g., by stripping indigenes of their culture and replacing it with settler 
culture). (p. 57) 
 
In addition, to permanently possess invaded native lands, Settler Colonizers 

imposed “a modernist property regime that transforms land and resources into “things” 

that can be owned” (Glenn, 2015). In other words, land became a property that is of 
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monetary value and is bound by legal contract.  

 With the vast native lands of the Philippines and the presence of a neocolonial 

government, Settler Colonialism is an ongoing project—a work in progress because 

Settler Colonizers believe that natives failed to make productive use of lands (Glenn, 

2015).  

On the other hand, however, most Settlers were actually laborers offered to have 

better jobs than what existed in Luzon and Visayas then. Thus, the relationship between 

the Settlers and the Moros/Lumad is already complicated from the very beginning.  

As Settler Colonialism discusses, the elite and middle-class Settlers are complicit 

to the further marginalization of the Moros and Lumad. Meanwhile, most of the Settlers 

were also victims of the colonial government that prevailed at that time (and the 

neocolonial government that prevails up to this century).  

 Karlo David (2017) problematized the location of the Settler in his seven-part 

article for Davao Today, “…no positive identity for the settler is established. We are 

foreign encroachers and puppets of the Filipino nation, but what else can we be? Nobody 

bothers to give an answer.” While David (2017) recognizes the tendency of Settlers to 

appropriate Moro and Lumad cultures as part of the neocolonial assimilation process, 

Settlers have also been rendered invisible in the discourse of Mindanao and have been 

collectively objectified by the Imperial Manila gaze.  

 The Davaoeños living in Davao City are considered Settlers—product of the mass 

migration program beginning the 1900s as well as native intermarriages with Chinese, 

Japanese, American, or Spanish nationals who came to Mindanao for land and money. 
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Nonetheless, having been born and raised in Davao City (or in any province of 

Mindanao), Settlers are proud of their Davaoeño (or Mindanaoan) blood.  

 However, in a multi-cultural and mixed-race city, questions such as “Who is the 

Native?” and “Who is the Settler?” are important to ask specifically because dealing with 

different cultural identities (as well as classes) requires varying degrees of sensitivity and 

responsibility.  

 Historically, elite Settlers or government cronies have deprived the Lumad and 

Moros of their own land. But they were not the only victims. Those Settlers who came to 

Mindanao to work were also oppressed and deprived of proper wages and other basic 

social services. Hence, it is one thing to talk about place and land issue and another to 

talk about class or marginalized sectors thriving and struggling in a specific place.   

  While Davao is considered the regional center of Mindanao and the third most 

commercial and urban city next to Manila and Cebu, Davao is still haunted by issues that 

shaped its history as disputed land. The tri-people have been struggling with these long-

standing problems as well as current issues of poverty, unemployment, development 

aggression, mining, and militarization, among others brought by the very structure of 

capitalism and urbanization that built contemporary Davao.  

 These issues are exactly the same issues that Davaoeño (and even Mindanaoan) 

filmmakers choose to talk about in their films. Some films narrate the historical and 

cultural background of the Bangsamoro or Indigenous Peoples while some expose and 

question certain traditions prevailing in modern society. Other films discuss direct 

oppression and militarization in the countryside while others tackle oppression in terms 

of gender and poverty prevalent in the city.  
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 In essence, what happens in the city and in the countryside are reflected on screen. 

How issues are reflected, however, is another discussion, as well as the effects of films on 

audiences. This general characterization of themes born out of the resistance of the tri-

people is what makes Mindanaoan filmmakers generally different from the rest of 

filmmakers from Luzon and Visayas.  

 

B. DEFINING DAVAO CINEMA 

 It seems safe to assume that because films and filmmakers from Davao exist, we 

can automatically and collectively label them as constitutive of Davao Cinema. But is 

there even a thing called Davao Cinema? If so, what and how exactly is it?  

 In the course of my fieldwork, which initially began in 2017, I interviewed 19 

regional filmmakers, festival organizers, critics, professors, and government officials. 

One of the major questions I asked was, “Does Davao Cinema exist for you?” Most of 

them answered, “Yes” with confidence and gave similar explanations. Some, however, 

contested: There is no Davao Cinema. There is no regional cinema even. While regional 

cinema is another research area, relating how some filmmakers and critics make sense of 

regional cinema is crucial in how they also make sense of the so-called Davao Cinema. 

 Nonetheless, across my 19 interviewees, three general themes emerged from their 

answers or reasons on whether Davao Cinema exists or not: 1) history, 2) sensibility and 

identity, and 3) business model.  

 

1. History 
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 Rudolph Alama (2018), local writer and film critic, believes that Davao Cinema 

began in the 1950s because of the influence of radio drama. Teddy Co (2017), critic and 

official of the National Commission for Culture and the Arts (NCCA), on the other hand, 

said that Cebuano production companies branched out in Davao City around the same 

time but was not able to fully develop. These accounts, however, are only tiny bits of 

information that lack context because there is no written history about the beginnings of 

film in Davao, more so Mindanao.  

 The closest and most comprehensive account we have so far is that of film 

historian Nick Deocampo’s monograph (2005) on the lost films of Cebuano Cinema. 

Deocampo dedicated a few paragraphs on how Cebuano films reached Mindanao in the 

1950s because of proximity and language familiarity, “It was reported that there were 

around 160 movie houses in the Visayas and Mindanao which screened Cebuano films 

before large provincial audiences…” (Deocampo, 2005).  Not only was Mindanao a 

market for Cebuano films, but also shooting locations for “at least three action genre 

films” (Deocampo, 2005).  

 Another important account in the monograph, as told by E. Brian Baring, included 

how five movie companies—most likely from Cebu—were established in Davao City but 

were proven unsuccessful (Deocampo, 2005). In 1954, however, Davao tried to establish 

its own local film company with Emiliano Gabuya’s La Suerte Motion Pictures Inc. 

which produced Bagane, though just like the others, it was short-lived (Deocampo, 

2005).  

 How unfortunate that Davao (or Mindanao), with its rich historical and cultural 

background, lacks historical account of its own cinema during the era when film was 
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introduced in the Philippines and is only subjected to the account of the Cebuano 

Cinema. What we are left to write and study begins in the contemporary age, hence, a 

contemporary questioning of what and where Davao Cinema is.  

 If history is the sole basis of defining Davao Cinema, I think that the analysis of 

the films and filmmakers that emerged at the turn of the century is not enough to discuss 

the full range of what Davao Cinema is, only an evolving narrative of what if can be. 

Because of this, the second proposition (sensibility and identity) may aid in defining, or 

more appropriately, in searching for Davao Cinema.  

 

2. Sensibility and Identity 

 The sensibility of filmmakers in terms of discussing Mindanao issues, 

representing particular ways of thinking, and incorporating the Mindanao landscape in 

films is crucial in analyzing what Davao Cinema could be. Note, however, that the 

sensibilites of Mindanaoan filmmakers could be subjective as well as evolving. Thus, 

how they tell narratives and portray characters in films is an ongoing, liminal space that is 

fluid and changing and that which opens discussion on the analysis and deconstruction of 

a wide-range of sensibilities. 

 Meanwhile, the identity of films (on the basis of the origin of the director, 

shooting location, topic of the film, and language used) helps in fleshing out specific 

characteristics that mark a film as truly and proudly Davao.  

 However, across my selection of 19 narrative Mindanao films (see Table 3) that I 

have watched solely for this study, only six films fit perfectly in those four categories. 

Another six films were directed by Davaoeño filmmakers who discussed general 
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Mindanao issues and were shot in locations outside Davao City. The remaining seven 

were already directed by non-Davaoeño, Mindanaoan filmmakers (see Tables 6.1-6.5). 

 What can be deduced from this is how the Davao film community takes 

Mindanao issues as their own because according to Pasalidahay member Yam Palma 

(2018), what happens in one area affects the whole region. In fact, during the interview, 

she talked more about Mindanao films in general rather than focusing on Davao films per 

se. She added, “Pasalidahay aimed to define what Mindanao Cinema is and it has been 

successful. Mindanao, as a dynamic and colorful region, was able to flesh out films and 

filmmakers with a specific cultural taste and flavor” (Palma, 2018). 

 But filmmaker Gutierrez “Teng” Mangansakan II (2017) argued differently. 

According to him, what happens outside Davao City is actually more vibrant and 

interesting to put into writing and filmmaking, thus, the success of Mindanao films and 

filmmakers (those who do not originate from or do not live primarily in Davao City) must 

not be equated to the success of Davao Cinema.  

 The Davao film community should seek a separate identity from the general label 

of Mindanao Cinema because the latter offers more layers of analysis since it intersects 

with other film communities such as Nabunturan, General Santos, Cagayan de Oro, and 

Zamboanga, among others. If there is indeed a Davao Cinema, Mangansakan (2017) 

believes that this talks about how traditions survive in the modern world; how the tri-

people concept is preserved through digital filmmaking.  

 On the other hand, filmmakers Sherad Anthony Sanchez (2017) and Sheron 

Dayoc (2018) share the same belief that cinema cannot be boxed and therefore must not 

be labeled whatsoever. Their argument stems from the concern that cinema is a medium 
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of art and is a platform for self-expression that is actually and generally the same as 

everywhere else in the world. It just so happens that they both originate from Mindanao 

and so the stories or narratives they chose to visualize and tell are rooted in their 

homeland.  

 Sanchez (2017) further problematized people’s fixation on searching for an 

identity, “Whatever makes us should be our identity because discussing identity is such a 

western concept of Othering.” For Sanchez (2017), the constant search for something that 

is already within you is nothing but a social construct. Hence, the depths of cinema 

should be explored and experimented, not to be labeled and boxed. Note, however, that 

Sanchez and Dayoc do not argue the non-existence of films from Davao or Mindanao, 

instead, they argue that to label or brand these films for added cultural or social value is 

unnecessary. 

 Mangansakan (2017) somehow agreed that labeling or branding tends to seek 

special treatment from film festival organizers to program a certain kind of film or from 

producers to fund it. The danger here is inadvertently exoticizing that certain kind of film 

under the guise of a certain brand, for example: regional cinema. But Mangansakan 

(2017) made it clear that labeling is not pure evil because language is necessary in 

acknowledging the intertextuality of cinema.  

 In other words, to not identify is to deny the fact that it exists, despite debatable 

definitions. Also, studying regional cinema (more so Davao Cinema) is crucial in 

recognizing how cinema evolved over the course of Philippine history, politics, 

economics, culture, and technology.  
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 On one hand, you have Palma, a Davaoeña filmmaker, talking about how the 

issues from other parts of Mindanao are also issues of those in Davao while 

Mangansakan from Maguindanao argues that Davao films must be defined differently 

from other Mindanao films.  

 On the other, you have Sanchez from Davao and Dayoc from Zamboanga who 

believe that cinema is simply cinema and that labels that seem to own and differentiate 

one cinema from another offend the very essence of cinema.  

 These differing perspectives prove that Mindaoanaon filmmakers, although 

conscious of the tri-people struggles they discuss in their films, have differing 

sensibilities in terms of articulating why and how they value Davao Cinema mainly 

because sensibility is liminal. Nevertheless, what I am sure of is the fact that Davao as 

place of filmmaking is thriving, and its filmmakers are politically and culturally adept in 

their discourse—whether personal or social; with labels or none—as presented in their 

films.   

 

3. Business Model 

 However, focusing on sensibility and identity as proof of the existence of Davao 

Cinema may tend to be romantic. The last and most practical theme in this search is the 

business model Davao Cinema engenders. In this study, terms such as ‘business model’ 

and ‘film scene’ are more appropriate to use than ‘film industry’ because structures that 

characterize a film industry are not yet apparent.  

 Industry refers to the means of production that plays a significant role in the 

national economy. Agriculture, for example, is a huge industry because it generates 
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massive income for our country. In this sense, the local film community of Davao does 

not generate substantive income for the city as well as for the Davaoeño filmmakers 

themselves.  

 This is the majority’s call among my interviewees. Defining Davao Cinema is 

already a space of tensions and debates, so much so that discussions on political economy 

remain contentious.  

 Dax Cañedo (2018) said that Davao has a sustainable creative community, where 

filmmakers are serious with honing their craft and shooting films, no matter what it takes. 

He recognizes that the creative community Davao nurtures is not income generating, 

hence not enough to develop a film industry like that in the capital of the country. 

  Moreover, most Davaoeño filmmakers have day jobs in order to sustain their 

passion projects. Some of them work in advertising or events, some are employed with 

development groups or the local government unit (LGU), while others run businesses. 

Filmmaking is not a full-time profession in Davao because filmmakers either rely on 

grants, which are mostly from Manila, or opt to self-produce. The business model of 

Davao Cinema, therefore, is not self-sustaining and is not institutionally part of the 

region’s economic activity.  

 In other words, Davao lacks homegrown funders or producers that will sustain 

filmmaking in the city and develop it to an economic activity not only for the benefit of 

the filmmakers, but also of the community.  

 Cañedo (2018) added that technological infrastructure is present in the province. 

There is enough equipment and studios for production and post-production and a 

considerable number of films are produced annually. However, the province lacks 
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knowledge of the filmmaking business. Davaoeño filmmakers are not ready to market 

their films for distribution and exhibition in the local film community. Hence, they 

heavily rely on film festivals in the national and international platforms, without having 

their own local communities watch their films first most of the time. 

 The distribution and exhibition of films are bigger battles as well as topics to 

discuss. What I have laid down here is only a brief picture of how the business model or 

the film scene of Davao Cinema looks like.  

 Nonetheless, Davao Cinema will not be able to metamorphose into a full-fledged 

film industry if Davao’s film community (filmmakers, critics, and audience), institutions, 

and financial stakeholders will not come together to resolutely develop a local film 

industry that understands the economic potential of local filmmaking amid the bigger 

scheme of a sustainable economy without compromising the evolving aesthetic and 

identity of Davaoeño filmmakers.  

 

 So, is there a Davao Cinema? Despite the loss of its early film history, the 

presence of a contemporary film community and considerable number of award-winning 

films and filmmakers is proof of the existence of a cinema that emerged from Davao 

City. Following Cañedo’s (2017) general framework of defining regional cinema, which I 

adapted to appropriate for Davao Cinema, the city nurtures both short and full-length 

films a) made by a Davaoeño filmmaker, b) shot in Davao City, c) about Davao City, or 

d) used Bisaya, in part or in whole.  

But, what exactly is Davao Cinema? Although contestable as much as it is 

evolving, Davao Cinema may be described in terms of sensibility, which in itself is an 
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ongoing, liminal space that could also evolve, depending on the filmmaker and the 

conditions in which he/she operates. Davao films usually focus on issues of the tri-people 

and the filmmakers discussing these issues uphold particular aesthetics and ways of 

thinking that intend to genuinely represent the marginalized. The general characteristics 

of Davao films will be discussed in the following chapter.   

 Although Davao City nurtures a local film community and engenders a particular 

kind of films, there seems to be a glaring problem in terms of the business model that 

should cultivate the community and allow the films to become financially viable. What 

hinders Davao Cinema to reach its full potential is the failure of its business model. This 

is not to say that Davao Cinema should aim to become a mainstream film industry, 

instead, the local film community must seek an alternative model in order for their young 

cinema to circumvent the exploitative and commercial nature of film industries. 

However, they cannot do this without the help of the local government and local 

financiers, because only when art is recognized as an economic activity will Davao  

Cinema be completely defined as it deserves.  



 59 

III. MAPPING THE LOCAL FILM CULTURE 

 Locating, situating, mapping—these are geographical terms commonly used in 

this research that seek position, recognition, or affirmation. I have mentioned previously 

that to locate and situate Davao Cinema in reference to the prevailing Philippine Cinema 

landscape is consistently changing, hence, this section only aims to map the following 

areas that allow Davao Cinema to exist and thrive: 1) filmmakers and cineastes, 2) films, 

3) film festivals, 4) financial stakeholders, 5) institutions, and 6) screening places. From 

these areas, I synthesized where Davao Cinema rests at this point and the direction it 

wants to take in order to progress and advance.   

 

A. FILMMAKERS AND CINEASTES 

 In the months of my fieldwork, I was able to interview nine Mindanaoan 

filmmakers and three regional critics or cineastes. I listed them under three categories to 

provide geographical context: a) Davaoeño, b) Davaoeño Practicing Outside Davao City, 

and c) Non-Davaoeño, Mindanaoan.  

 The list below consists of both the pioneers and up-and-coming filmmakers. 

However, their roles are flexible because most filmmakers are festival organizers too, and 

they regularly collaborate with regional critics in organizing film festivals, workshops, 

and screenings.  

 Please see Methodology (p. 32) for the qualifications as to why my interview list 

goes by the names of the following filmmakers and cineastes or critics:  

 

Table 5. List of Filmmakers and Cineastes  
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 I mapped out this section by organizing my 12 interviewees into four sectors that 

compare and contrast their perspectives from one another. First, I grouped Mardoquio 

and Barbarona together because they have the same outlook toward progressive films as 

well as the same connection with progressive organizations. For the second and third, I 

considered the movements in which filmmakers belong to. Palma, Meting, Dy, Rosas, 

and Fiola are members of Pasalidahay while Alama and Cañedo run the MFTDF. Fourth, 

I clumped Sanchez, Dayoc, and Mangansakan together because of their current 

geographical position outside Davao.  

 I mainly discussed their influences, goals, and perspectives on local cinema, 

which include the local audience, their peers, and the community that emerged from the 

region.   
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1. Filmmakers for Social Justice 

 Directors Arnel Mardoquio and Arnel “Arbi” Barbarona have similar perspectives 

on Davao Cinema primarily because they view cinema as both propaganda and art.  

 Mardoquio’s background as a cultural worker and theater performer during the 

years of Martial Law paved the way for his passion for filmmaking when it blossomed at 

the turn of the 21st century. From 2008 to 2012, he made four films which discuss tri-

people struggles, urban poverty, drug war, and violence. According to Mardoquio (2018), 

Davao Cinema is influenced by two geographies of ideas: the fake culture and the 

authentic culture.  

 What he perceives as fake culture is revealed through the local government’s 

policies and the celebrations it implement. In the decade-long reign of the Dutertes, the 

family carried the banner of discipline and implemented their policies in this guise. For 

example, smoking is not allowed in public places and curfew is exercised at midnight. 

While these two policies do not sound alarming at all and in fact, actually beneficial for 

citizens and tourists alike, the problem for Mardoquio is that all these disciplinary 

policies are façade and hence, he believes that governance in Davao has been very 

militarist.  

 Underneath these policies are regressions on economic and urban development for 

most of its sectors. The rural areas, for example, unceasingly face development 

aggression and militarization. There is also the threat of the Davao Death Squad (DDS) 

who, allegedly, are goons hired to shoot drug dealers and users. In fact, the DDS has 

become a popular urban legend in the province, if it is a legend at all. More than this, 

activists are persecuted; some were even killed. Military and para-military groups in the 
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countryside are pervasive and Martial Law is extended, not only in the city, but also in all 

of Mindanao.  

  For Mardoquio (2018), not only does fake culture promote a certain façade of 

progress, but it also promotes a culture of impunity that the Dutertes must be held 

accountable for. 

 Aside from this, he also criticized the annual celebrations of Araw ng Dabaw 

(every March) and Kadayawan Festival (every August). These two important provincial 

festivals take months of preparations and the whole Davao community’s participation. 

Yet, Mardoquio (2018) views them as divorced from social realities because the 

atmosphere these celebrations fosters superficially takes pride on the tri-people, 

particularly of various Indigenous Peoples of Mindanao, when in fact, the same 

government that celebrates their tradition, beauty, and variety enables militarization 

which resulted to the IPs’ displacement from their ancestral lands. 

 These instances, thus breed a culture of silence among Davaoeños who were 

forced to obey, never to question. Appropriating this to filmmaking, Mardoquio (2018) 

believes that this fake culture tolerates the production of travel films to flourish. He 

contends that some local films romanticize the city’s landscape, culture, and safety, thus 

encourages film tourism. This refers to the production of films that serves as invitation to 

non-local viewers to visit the city. While this has economic gains for many sectors, films 

for the sole purpose of tourism do not exhibit the very essence of cinema as avenue to 

discuss pertinent social issues. 

 On the other hand, Mardoquio (2018) referred to authentic culture as the actual, 

on ground representation of the city that is rooted in the struggles of the tri-people. 
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Understanding conflict and co-existence among the Moros, Lumad, and Settlers amid 

urban and rural oppressive conditions allow filmmakers to create films that genuinely 

represent the place and identity of the tri-people, thus encouraging fellow Davaoeños to 

act accordingly.  

 The authentic culture he supposes is the culture that the local government and its 

cohorts are afraid of because growing dissent among the tri-people shall instigate the 

crumble of the militarist rule that has long silenced the city. Authentic culture thus 

produces local films for propaganda that foregrounds the narratives of the marginalized 

which have long been suppressed.   

 Mardoquio (2018) credited pioneering filmmakers, not just from Davao but also 

from other parts of Mindanao, who are sensitive to tri-people issues and hence conscious 

of the themes they explore in films. Moreover, the filmmakers’ use of the vernacular or 

traditional language helps in further developing the Davao or Mindanao identity (and 

audience) through cinema, despite the wide influence of the Tagalog mainstream media 

industry.  

 Mardoquio (2018), however, does not question the passion or purpose of any 

filmmaker to create films about Davao or Mindanao, as long as he or she deeply 

understands the place, culture, or identity. But what is beyond crucial is how a filmmaker 

represents Davao or Mindanao based on his or her framing, perspective, or ideology, so 

to speak. In other words, identity or character representation based on a filmmaker’s 

intention is less of an issue than representation based on certain ideology that may 

profoundly affect critical discourse.   
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 Similarly, Arbi Barbarona (2018) said that a filmmaker’s origin is not as 

important as the filmmaker’s immersion with the community or subject s/he is filming. 

As long as the filmmaker stands with the struggles of the community or subject s/he 

chooses to focus on, the resulting film will not be a wasted opportunity for critical 

discourse.  

 Barbarona is also a cultural worker whose advocacy is social justice. He has done 

several films with Mardoquio either as cinematographer or editor. His directorial debut, 

Tu Pug Imatuy (2017), was screened nationwide as part of FDCP’s Pistang Pelikulang 

Pilipino (PPP) in 2018. Barbarona tackled social justice and Lumad struggles on Tu Pug 

Imatuy (2017) that is inspired by true events.  

 The film took years to produce, but Barbarona is glad that it came out during a 

very ripe time when support for Lumad is heightened as a result of social media coverage 

on their communities that are regularly militarized and bombed because the President 

favors capitalist encroachers over IPs and their ancestral domains. Due to this, the Lumad 

are in constant evacuation. Colloquially called bakwit (from evacuate), IPs are slowly 

becoming strangers to their own lands.  

 Tu Pug Imatuy (2017) was co-produced by Kilab Multimedia, an online local 

news organization that exercises alternative journalism and foregrounds the issues of 

marginalized sectors in Mindanao. Given this and Kilab’s connection with Barbarona, I 

also invited its head, Bhong del Rosario, during the interview. According to him, if a 

filmmaker fails to establish the context of a culturally sensitive film, then he becomes 

responsible for alienating his cultural subject/s from their geopolitical conditions (del 
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Rosario, 2018). In this case, the film either loses its purpose or it becomes a missed 

opportunity to make marginal stories go mainstream.  

 Nonetheless, at the end of every film production, it is equally important for 

Barbarona, del Rosario, and Mardoquio that they first show the resulting film to their 

subjects. Del Rosario (2018) recounted the time when they brought some Lumad, 

including the cast of Tu Pug Imatuy (2017), at FDCP Cinematheque Davao for a 

screening. Although the audience knew that film is a work of art and is fiction, their 

reactions were not far from the aggression they constantly experience in the hands of the 

military as bakwit—their reactions were emotional as well as visceral.  

 Of course, del Rosario (2018) did not discount the emotions that middle-class 

filmgoers felt when they watched Tu Pug Imatuy (2017) as unreal. He remembered 

viewers crying over how the main characters faced the military’s atrocities. However, 

their acquired sympathy did not translate to any concrete action outside cinemas. 

Meaning, filmgoers were not aroused enough to organize themselves or be part of 

collectives that take further action toward IPs call for self-determination.  

 This may be too much to ask from a film or from the audience. But that is in fact 

the goal of Tu Pug Imatuy (2017), to spur some action on social media, at the very least. 

At the end of FDCP’s Pistang Pelikulang Pilipino, Tu Pug Imatuy (2017) was not able to 

make the indigenous narrative mainstream in terms of profit, but in terms of audience, 

there were some gains. 

  This lack of audience is a very pressing issue in the Philippine film industry in 

general. How much more pressing or disturbing is it for regional films?  
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 Mardoquio (2018) offered a good analysis on the kind of audience that supports 

regional films, whom he called transient. Mostly composed of students and young 

professionals, once the transient audience graduate, age, or are faced with other priorities, 

they begin to moderately shy away from attending film festivals and watching alternative 

or “independent” films. That is why they are transients—a fleeting, short-lived, or 

temporary audience. But this is the very challenge to regional filmmakers—how to take 

advantage of the opportunity to cultivate the transients to become permanent audience, 

especially because alternative, progressive films deserve loyal audiences who are willing 

to rally behind the call for social justice.  

 Barbarona and del Rosario (2018) reiterate that filmmaking is cultural work—the 

task of filmmakers is to incite awareness of Mindanao issues so that 1) the audience 

becomes organized into existing collectives that advocate for the marginalized and 2) a 

new breed of progressive filmmakers emerge.  

 Barbarona, like Mardoquio, extends his cultural work to organizing festivals, 

holding workshops, and screening Tu Pug Imatuy (2017) in various places. While the 

film expands in reach, it also extends itself to the Save Our Schools Network (SOS)—a 

collective of organizations and other stakeholders that advocate for children’s right to 

education—as the film’s beneficiary.   

 

2. Pasalidahay Movement 

 Audience development is precisely the advocacy of Davao’s Pasalidahay 

movement. Director Bagane Fiola, assistant director Yam Palma, director/actress 

Glorypearl Dy, cinematographer Rap Meting, and critic Jay Rosas are members of the 
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Pasalidahay movement, where Fiola is the founder. Pasalidahay, which means film 

screening in English, was formed in 2013 because they saw the lack of 1) exhibitions of 

and conversations on local films and 2) development of local filmmakers.  

 Generally, the local audience is still more comfortable watching mainstream 

films. They are, however, open to watching some “independent” films but mainly those 

made in Manila. Unfortunately, Mindanao films and filmmakers have small following in 

the region, thus screenings are populated only by a niche audience.  

 Rosas (2018) argued that the lack of audience is largely due to the lack of venues. 

Consequently, the audience’s lack of exposure to Mindanao films resulted in a shallow 

understanding and unity with the social issues filmmakers were trying to discuss in their 

films. Tu Pug Imatuy (2017) is a good case for this. One of the major reasons why there 

was a lack of audience is because the number of venues for screening the film was not 

enough, even though Pistang Pelikulang Pilipino was held nationwide. 

 Obviously, the lack of screening venues and cinema schedules is only the tip of 

the iceberg. There are bigger concerns when it comes to this and I will discuss it in the 

succeeding sections.  

 Aside from the issues of distribution and exhibition, Rosas (2018) added that 

critical conversations about local films fall short because filmmakers are having a hard 

time introducing certain types of films, particularly those with experimental treatment, 

fearing that the audience may not be ready to appreciate the technique, thus would need 

more guidance.  

 Fiola (2018) admitted that Mindanao films are indeed heavy and hard to digest. 

But to continuously develop the audience is to continuously expose them to various kinds 
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of films, especially those that are challenging to appreciate or understand. To supplement 

film exposure, Pasalidahay decided to formally discuss every film they screen. This 

means that after a screening, filmmaker/s, critics, advocates, or professionals with 

knowledge on the theme discussed in the film are invited to do a panel discussion as 

avenue for discourse. 

 Audience-building is a process, and it is a lengthy one. Political, economic, and 

cultural factors intertwine as to why the general mass audience lacks the appreciation and 

understanding of films other than the mass-produced and standardized films they 

normally watch. Rosas (2018) further said that problems on audience reception are rooted 

in the country’s education system, which prioritizes profitable skills and courses, leaving 

a culture-based learning lagging behind. Hence, it is not the audience’s fault because they 

have been programmed to submit to and obey the status quo. Discussion on local 

audience reception is equally interesting because much has not been studied and written 

about it.  

 For now, the Pasalidahay group, as an agent of audience-building, bears a 

conscious effort to develop local audiences who are mostly students and young 

professionals. They conduct their projects in FDCP Cinematheque Davao, schools, 

communities, and bars.  

 In fact, they have a partnership with FDCP Cinematheque Davao allowing them 

to program their own selection of films for more or less one week every month. They 

mostly program short films because they noticed that the audience is more excited to 

watch shorts, perhaps because these do not require extensive attention and are easier to 
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grasp than full-lengths. Palma (2018), moreover, sees short films as more effective 

medium that equally spark interest and awareness.  

 After six years, Pasalidahay was able to earn a respected place within the Davao, 

even Mindanao, film community because it provided alternative venues for film 

screenings, lectures, and workshops with the goal of developing the audience in terms of 

film appreciation and understanding.  

 Despite this recognition, there still seems to be a gap in bridging local films and 

the audience and fostering a second generation of film movers that will advance the 

successes of the group. Pasalidahay has actually set high expectations, and although they 

have just been around for six years, the group’s efforts in securing a permanent audience 

for Davao Cinema could be further improved.  

 First, one week a month is a limited time to program films, and the bigger 

question there is the number of people who go to FDCP Cinematheque Davao to watch 

short films (especially on weekdays) aside from the regular supporters of Pasalidahay. 

Second, online publicity may not be enough to reach communities and schools. There has 

to be on ground, grassroots approach to actually bring the films elsewhere with wider 

audiences other than the usual screening places.  

 At this point, it is not anymore sufficient to screen films regularly, invite speakers 

for discussions, and call for audience or require students to watch. Pasalidahay may need 

to institutionalize itself so that it can employ people to screen films to far communities 

with limited to no media access, partner with as many local officials as possible for 

support, or develop film literacy guides for students and professionals alike.  
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 In addition to their regular screenings, another opportunity for the Pasalidahay 

movement to secure permanent audience is through the Davao Ngilngig Festival (DNF), 

which was established in 2014. DNF is their avenue to develop local filmmakers with 

inclination to ngilngig stories.  

 Ngilngig, which means bizarre or gruesome, is a genre-based film festival 

dedicated to short films inspired from oral stories, town tales, and superstitions that incite 

visceral reactions from the audience and stimulate them to question cultural and historical 

narratives. See the discussion on Film Festivals (p. 102) in the next pages for further 

information about DNF.  

 The commonality of Pasalidahay members is not only in advocacy but also in 

cultural background. Fiola, Palma, Dy, Meting, and Rosas are all Settlers, but they have 

different stories on how they came to settle in Davao. For example, Fiola and Dy were 

born and have lived in other Mindanao provinces before finally arriving and settling in 

Davao, and they take inspiration from these places.  

 Fiola’s works, for instance, are influenced by the places he was rooted in and 

uprooted from (Cagayan de Oro and Cotabato) and Mindanao’s pre-colonial history that 

is not comprehensively taught in schools. He has special affection for tribal heroes, 

sultanates, and landscapes in which untold stories are so rich and enriching. For him, film 

is an art that will and should last a long time. It can outlive people, as much as places do. 

Moreover, film is a reflection of a society, of an era. So even though a certain group of 

people along with their tradition perish, a film about them is a testament of their history 

(Fiola, 2018).  
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 Among them, Fiola is the only one who has produced full-length films at this 

point. Although he has no formal film education (a typical case among most Mindanaoan 

filmmakers) because of the absence of film schools in Mindanao, this was not a 

hindrance for him because he has learned through experience. Filmmakers call this do-it-

yourself (DIY) or guerrilla filmmaking.  

 Fiola’s filmmaking process largely involves the community or place in which his 

story is based. In fact, he described himself as a ‘cultural burglar’ more than a filmmaker. 

In Baboy Halas (2016), where Fiola employed the community as the cast, he willingly 

adjusted to the flow of their way of life—especially when they conducted rituals—instead 

of formally directing them just to get the shots he needed. This was in consideration of 

the community who has no prior experience with filmmaking. They even have no access 

to television to begin with. Fiola and his crew also found themselves teaching the 

community how to use some film equipment, and the community was grateful to learn 

more about acting, shooting, and the art of cinema in general.  

 Precisely because of his good intentions, Fiola (2018) finds it disrespectful that 

some production crew from elsewhere have used Mindanao as location without doing 

actual research about (and with) the community—what mattered to them was following 

their production schedule accordingly. Fiola (2018) believes that producing a film in (and 

with) a certain community necessitates immersion prior, during, and even after filming. 

The kind of process other crew are accustomed to is frustrating because it lacks 

sensitivity and veneration toward sacred places. 

 Immersion is actually a good practice to avoid the danger of exoticizing a local 

community or romanticizing a place. Such dangerous situations usually happens when 
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filmmakers do away with actual research. Rosas (2018) said that local filmmakers 

somehow experience pressure in the process because they want to guarantee authentic 

representation of identities in their films so as not to become the source of exploitation.   

 The pressure of authenticity is more so brought by the fact that Davao films were 

born to express the voice of the voiceless and filmmakers owe it to the marginalized to 

tell their stories (Dy and Meting, 2018). In fact, Davaoeño filmmakers talk more about 

Mindanao stories because for them, affection and context are more important than the 

origin of the filmmaker.  

 Fiola (2018), similar with Barbarona (2018), argued that wherever you are or 

wherever you came from, as long as you are immersed in the community, you will 

understand what a Davao or Mindanao film is. For him, one’s origin or current location is 

less important than one’s sense of place because you identify with the place where you 

feel you belong to. Hence, in defining what a Mindanao film is, Fiola (2018) gives more 

weight to the affection of a filmmaker toward the place he/she makes films in compared 

with his/her roots. He also added that identifiying or labelling a film could be selective 

because it depends on the agenda and context of the filmmaker in question (Fiola, 2018).  

 Meanwhile, Rosas (2018) said that Davaoeños have a sense of rootedness or deep 

connection with Davao or Mindanao even though they are based in other places already.  

 Both arguments speak of the realities of Davaoeño or Mindanaoan filmmakers. 

The Pasalidahay group collaborates and shoots in different parts of Mindanao. Some of 

them also shoot in Manila for certain projects, but they still go back to Davao because it 

is where they identify and belong to. Meanwhile, other filmmakers already practice 

outside the city or the region but still opt to talk about Mindanao issues such as tri-people 
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struggles in their films. Few others practice outside the region and produce films that 

have themes other than distinctly Mindanaoan. 

 As we talk about place, it is equally imperative to talk about a woman’s place in 

the Pasalidahay group and in the Davao film community. In fact, among the 12 

Mindanaoan filmmakers and critics I have interviewed, only two are women: Yam Palma 

and Glorypearl Dy.  

 Dy (2018) commented:  

Women are trusted in the production, than leading the film. If you look into the 
production crew of the more prolific filmmakers, you will always see a female 
production manager, a female Assistant Director because they are trusted. To 
organize the mind of a very confused man—that is the role of female filmmakers 
here in Davao.  
 

 This is not a new scenario in the history of filmmaking. Similar in Manila and 

elsewhere, male filmmakers are more prominent than women and other gender 

orientations. Dy (2018) added that female filmmakers would actually like to explore 

other tasks such as cinematography, but they are not given the opportunity to do so. 

While women are trusted with production tasks, they are not fully trusted with the 

creative ones; they are not seen as purveyors of vision.  

 In other words, the local film community limits female filmmakers from pushing 

for their own voice into the local cinema scene, despite the fact that many Davao or 

Mindanao films talk about women and use women characters.  

 Dy (2018) likened this to how women are treated at home and anywhere else in 

society. Patriarchy is still very evident in modernity, and it is glued in place by three 

possible factors according to Dy (2018): men control the vision or the voice in 
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filmmaking, men like to create stories for women that women are demoted to actor roles, 

and women do not often see women figures, thus no representation for them to emulate.  

 Dy (2018) further asked: 

What if female filmmakers begin to direct, is there femininity in the composition 
of a scene, or stern as well, just like how men do it? Do men like to put characters 
in their films that of the opposite gender or sex because they want to explore how 
she thinks?                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

  

 The woman’s place in the local film community is reflective of the current 

system—a woman’s place in society is bleak, and we are constantly searching for it. 

Women groups advocating for empowerment, rights, and justice are definitely present, 

but the fight for equality is something that women have to struggle with everyday. 

 Davao’s film community may not be exploitative of women, but it is not as 

supportive as how women filmmakers would like it either. This is an alarming factor that 

the community must take into consideration as they develop filmmakers and their 

audience.   

 

3. Mindanao Film and Television Development Foundation 

  If the Pasalidahay group was formed mainly because of audience development, 

Dax Cañedo and Rudolph Alama’s Mindanao Film and Television Development 

Foundation (MFTDF) was established in 2007 (six years before Pasalidahay) to develop 

and showcase homegrown filmmakers of Davao City, support the local film community, 

and facilitate film programs.                                                                 

 Cañedo is a businessman and film enthusiast. Meanwhile, Alama is a film critic 

and writer at the Philippine Information Agency (PIA). Before MFTDF was established, 



 75 

Cañedo, together with filmmaker Drei Boquiren, organized the Guerrilla Filmmaking 

Workshop on October 2003, where participants learned about filmmaking for six days 

and were given another six days to create their short films. The guerrilla-style films were 

screened at the Gaisano Mall of Davao. Two years later, they changed the name to 

Mindanao Film Festival (MFF) and screened more films. This time, they accepted any 

short film that falls under the following categories: made by a Mindanaoan filmmaker, 

shot in Mindanao, and about Mindanao (Cañedo, 2017). For 16 years, MFF has been the 

longest-running independent film festival in the country, which happens every December. 

Alama became the regular festival head of MFF.   

 Given this timeline, MFTDF is actually a positive consequence of the Guerrilla 

Filmmaking Workshop because it institutionalized the efforts of Cañedo and Alama. 

Aside from the festival, MFTDF also conducts workshops, filmmaking marathons, and 

other educational programs for the enhancement of the local film community.  

 Their most innovative project to date is the establishment of the Mindanao Film 

Archive on December 2018. With some funding from the National Commission for 

Culture and the Arts (NCCA) and support from FDCP, Cañedo and Alama spearheaded 

the development and implementation of a digital archive which serves as mechanism for 

local filmmakers to safeguard and protect their films while at the same time, for people to 

view them online. The archive can be accessed at the FDCP Davao for free.  

 For now, the scope of this project is limited to digital films only. In the future, 

Cañedo hopes to be able to trace lost films, digitize them, and piece together the lost 

history of Davao or Mindanao Cinema.  
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 Cañedo and Alama’s contribution to Mindanao Cinema is pivotal in how the film 

community realized its potential, came together, and collaborated to further develop 

Mindanao filmmakers and films. Although MFTDF is Davao-based, its reach is region-

wide. In fact, after the success of MFF, neighboring provinces followed suit and 

Davaoeño filmmakers were there from the beginning to assist them. MFF/MFTDF was 

the seed, rooted in Davao City, and placed Mindanao films and filmmakers on the radar. 

For more than a decade-old now, MFF/MFTDF has not just grown to become one sturdy 

tree, but has also facilitated and supported the growth of others within its vicinity.  

 With the hundreds of films they have screened and showcased, Cañedo and 

Alama (2018) have observed the evolution of themes overtime. Prior to the digital age (of 

which we have no written history yet), local filmmakers tend to replicate the themes they 

have seen on mainstream films. Later on, however, they began to search for new material, 

unearth their roots, capitalize on their landscape, and focus on social realities that are 

closer to home. Local filmmakers also began to use the vernacular language, specifically 

Bisaya, in order to communicate their message better and clearer. Cañedo and Alama 

(2018) recognized that language also evolves, as much as themes do, because local 

filmmakers now explore variations of the language culture of the city: Davao-Tagalog 

and Davao Coño.  

 However Davao or Mindanao films evolve, one thing is for sure, local filmmakers 

are conscious to tell stories about the other side of Mindanao that majority of Filipinos 

(and even other nationalities) do not know of. Despite its wealth of stories and a 

blossoming creative industry, the region is still quite underrepresented, if not 
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misrepresented. Mindanao is still longing to be heard because it is more than terrorism or 

wars, and even more than its beautiful landscapes and abundant fruits (Alama, 2018).   

 Cañedo and Alama (2018) believe that access to educational resources outside the 

Internet is one of the major problems because there is little provision for books and 

publicity materials, especially in the far-flung areas. Moreover, film literacy is a newly-

introduced concept to high school students under the K-12 program, which in itself also 

needs a lot of improvements. Second, there is no film school in Mindanao because there 

are no job opportunities anyway. Filmmakers have day jobs and they rely mostly on 

passion and grants to be able to produce local films, be it full-length or short. 

 For 12 years, MFTDF is the oldest organization fostering the local film 

community of Mindanao. It has witnessed the birth of contemporary local films, it shaped 

and transformed them, and it nurtured them. But of course, the maturity of MFF/MFTDF 

is not without any criticism, especially in terms of audience development and 

institutionalizing the film community considering the leverage it has built for more than a 

decade. 

 Similar with Pasalidahay, MFTDF’s standards have been set high, and for 12 

long years, to what extent was MFTDF able to reach its goals? Definitely, MFTDF has 

secured its place within the Mindanao film community, but there seems little progress the 

past few years compared to when it was younger and really eager to develop the film 

community.  

 First, how exactly does it foster the film community aside from the annual 

mounting of MFF and being the representative to government institutions like NCCA?  
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 Second, Pasalidahay came into fruition in 2013 with the same vision of 

developing audience and filmmakers instead of possibly merging with MFTDF to 

consolidate efforts. But even if Pasalidahay has a different mechanism, its launch is 

perhaps a result of some questionable decisions and achievements in MFTDF’s supposed 

guidance of Davao’s film community.  

 Third, how many of the local filmmakers who screened their first film in MFF for 

the first time advanced to become the second generation of award-winning filmmakers?  

 And fourth, why does the majority of Davao’s film audience seem unaware of 

MFTDF’s existence despite organizing MFF annually for the past 16 years?  

 These questions are intended for the readers to reflect and possibly think of 

recommendations on how a local film community must continue to progress. 

Complacency should have no place when one wants to achieve his or her goals for a 

noble cause.   

 

4. The Trio 

 So far, the filmmakers and cineastes I have discussed above are Davaoeños who 

devoted their work mainly within or around the Mindanao region. The next three 

filmmakers have a more flexible relationship with Mindanao.  

 Sherad Anthony Sanchez, for example, is a Davao-born filmmaker who has since 

practiced in Manila after he graduated from the Ateneo de Manila University. Despite 

this, his works are mostly about Mindanao and were shot on location with a Mindanaoan 

cast. His directorial debut, Huling Balyan ng Buhi (2006) is credited to be the first full-

length film of Davao (even of Mindanao) since its lost history, signaling the rise of the 
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region’s cinema. It was part of the first edition of the Cinema One Originals Film Festival 

(a subsidiary of the ABS-CBN Network) in 2006 and bagged the Best Picture, Best 

Director, and Best Screenplay awards. Huling Balyan ng Buhi (2006) proceeded to be 

screened and to win other awards in the international scene making it indeed a landmark 

film of and from Davao.  

 Sanchez, however, does not subscribe to any label whatsoever that seems to limit 

and box him as a filmmaker (i.e. terms such as Davaoeño filmmaker, regional cinema, 

etc.). Sanchez (2017) said: 

If the intention of regional cinema is to pigeon hole films in a certain kind of 
characteristic and to create a certain kind of identity that sometimes becomes an 
archetype of that region is sometimes less constructive.   

  

 Sanchez believes that the existence and essence of cinema is to become cinema, to 

embody art, and to continue evolving in technique, style, or narrative. This is so because 

he is wary that labeling a kind of cinema as ‘regional’ makes it patronizing, hence 

regional films must be merited or must have leverage because they are somehow exotic 

or at least different from others (Sanchez, 2017). He concluded that instead of using 

‘regional films’, it would be less complicated and more sensitive to simply use ‘films 

from the region’. 

 While regional cinema as a concept is debatable and evolving (as I have discussed 

in the previous chapter where I tried to articulate Davao Cinema), it is important to 

contextualize Sanchez’s argument regarding ‘films from the region’.  

 As mentioned above, Sanchez was educated in Metro Manila and has since 

practiced filmmaking in the capital, producing films that talk about stories rooted from 

his birthplace. How he defines regional films and portrays places in Mindanao in his 
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films have varying degress of affection or sense of place. On one hand, he may be 

reinforcing his sense of belongingness through creating stories set in Mindanao, thereby 

holding space for tri-people narratives to flourish. But on the other, producing films from 

the region may be more of an intellectual exercise for cinema as an art.  

 Moreover, Sanchez had opportunities of collaborating with foreign filmmakers 

and teaching in a university abroad armed with western thoughts. His education and 

experiences, therefore, are definitely broader and more complex compared to that of local 

filmmakers who are currently residing and practicing in Davao. Not that having similar 

experiences abroad should be the standard to better one’s professional career, but 

Sanchez’s position has taken him to places where his perspective of cinema evolved to be 

different with filmmakers who have committed to practice in their hometowns as well as 

to create narratives for the political or cultural advancements of their region or province.  

 Despite his disagreement with the term ‘regional cinema’, he said that Davao has 

a unique geopolitical condition which in turn affects filmmaking in the region in terms of 

the following factors: themes, resources, and nurturers (Sanchez, 2017).  

 First, because Davao has distinct concerns, experiences, and struggles from that of 

the capital, the themes that emerge from its films are naturally distinct as well as 

localized.  

 Second, access to equipment and professional knowledge are different. For 

example, if the local production has no access to certain equipment or cannot afford 

expensive equipment, the treatment or language of a particular scene would mostly likely 

change because the production will rather resort to alternative means. Thus, resources 

inevitably affect the language and vision of the filmmaker.  
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 And third, Sanchez views the filmmaking community of Davao as both the 

makers and the nurturers in the sense that people are few, not as massive as the capital, 

and so they collaborate with each other in order to complete a film—from production to 

marketing; from exhibition to criticism.  

 While this is laudable, this scenario of filmmakers wearing many hats—acting as 

festival organizers, critics, or workshop facilitators—is interesting because this means 

that the film community has not been growing enough to cultivate second liners.  

 This lack of nurturers in terms of positions that enable institutionalized support 

for the region’s filmmakers and films result in a lack of audience as well. While there is 

definitely a niche audience for ‘films from the region’, the characteristics of local 

audience may not be as distinctive as audiences elsewhere.  

 As an urban center, Davao is not exempted from the proliferation of a globalized 

or homogenous culture equally proliferated elsewhere in the world. Increasing 

globalization may also be one of the factors why Mardoquio’s (2018) so called transient 

audience are hard to keep or sustain. Sanchez (2017) further argued that Davao’s access 

to media, as a major key player of shaping communities, is generally the same 

(globalized and homogenous), even though there may be delay in distribution from the 

capital to the periphery.  

 In other words, while Davao’s geopolitical condition produces significant stories, 

unconventional audio-visual treatments, and alternative production to exhibition 

mechanisms, Davaoeños are not as open to consume local films—even if these are close 

to home—as when they are invited to watch Hollywood films. Again, if mainstream and 
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“independent” films from Manila suffer under this kind of globalized culture of film 

watching, how much more suffering do ‘films from the region’ experience?  

 However, the danger in this context is to generalize the audience and view them 

homogenously. In the vast structure of culture and the vast space it occupies and moves 

around, there is a huge possibility of fragmentation or difference. But then again, 

audience reception is another realm to explore. 

 Sheron Dayoc, shares similar sentiments with Sanchez on the problematic 

nomenclature of ‘regional cinema’. Dayoc is a Settler who was born in Zamboanga and 

raised as a Catholic. In fact, during our interview, he recounted how his family is actually 

a product of the mass migration program introduced during the American period and 

continued even after the pseudo declaration of Philippine independence from the United 

States.  

 Like Sanchez, he is also a full-time filmmaker currently practicing in Manila 

though his works mostly talk about Mindanao and were shot on location. The cast in his 

films are composed of both Mindanaoan and Manila-based actors.  

 According to Dayoc (2018), he does not cluster and label films under Mindanao 

or regional cinema, instead he perceives cinema as one Philippine cinema. For him, it just 

so happens that he is from Mindanao and the contents he made are about Mindanao, but 

he does not carry that “Mindanaoan filmmaker” label. Essentially, Dayoc does not 

subscribe to any definition because he sees no difference between various nomenclatures 

annexed to cinema. The only difference, however, is the stories that churn out from the 

region.  
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 Ironically though, the kind of stories born out of the tri-people struggles produced 

from Mindanao is the greatest difference the region embodies compared to other places. 

Both Sanchez and Dayoc do not subscribe to a brand or do not carry a badge other than 

cinema is cinema, but they also recognize that stories, perspectives, and filmmaking 

styles nurtured in the regions are different from that of the capital (and perhaps also from 

those produced outside the country).  

 Hence, it seems more insensitive than provocative to not recognize or identify 

regional cinema even if its very origin is contested. On hindsight, to label regional 

cinema as ‘films from the region’ also invites an exploration of where the region is and 

what type of films have been born out of it.   

 Nonetheless, Dayoc (2018) acknowledged that he also needs to evolve as a 

filmmaker in order to suit the market. At this point in his career, he wants to balance how 

his future films can connect better to the audience—how his message can get across the 

market. He explained that this does not mean goodbye to his roots, but in fact, the 

opposite. Dayoc wants to explore cinema beyond what his birthplace offers—a cinema 

that is outside his personal boundaries. He assured that he already knows himself as a 

director and he will always bring that core wherever he goes—whether he makes films 

outside Mindanao or stories that are not about Mindanao anymore.  

 Such declaration is a manifestation of Dayoc’s affection or sense of place, which 

at this point, may not directly exhibit into films that discuss Mindanao issues or ‘films 

from the region’ at all. His career path could be a result not only of his desire to suit the 

market, but more so because of his invovlement with mainstream studios based in 

Manila.  
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 The last filmmaker I will discuss in this section is Gutierrez Mangansakan II who 

has the most peculiar relationship with Mindanao. Mangansakan is a Moro filmmaker 

born in Maguindanao. He studied at the Ateneo de Davao University and lived in Davao 

for a period of time. He is currently based in General Santos City and is the festival 

director of Salamindanaw Asian Film Festival. Salamindanaw publishes the journal, New 

Durian Cinema, where critic Jay Rosas writes for. 

 Mangansakan’s films talk about the different facets of the Moro culture. He also 

shoots in Mindanao and hires both Mindanaoan and Manila-based actors as cast. 

Mangansakan, however, has a different take on regional cinema, labels, and branding. 

For him, the essence and definition of ‘regional cinema’ is better encapsulated with the 

term ‘peripheral cinema’ to include the geopolitical undertones of the imbalanced 

relationship between the center and its peripheries. Mangansakan (2017) explained: 

The notion of regional cinema only arrived at a certain historical point because 
the region is a presidential invention. If you’re going to use the word regional, it’s 
problematic because you also have to establish its history. But when it comes to 
geographies, if you’re not in the center, you’re part of a peripheral geography. 
Supposedly and theoretically, you represent not only a certain type of thinking but 
also a certain type of filmmaking.  

  

 In other words, Mangansakan (2017) argued that peripheral cinema takes into 

account the complicated geopolitical relationship between the capital and peripheries, 

which result in differences in economies, ideologies, and cultures. This is evident in the 

formal styles that emerge from each periphery. Mindanao films, for example, are fixated 

on long takes and pauses, and even if the region houses various filmmakers with differing 

styles and perspectives, critics can identify a certain pattern among the films. Another 

manifestation is in the themes. Mangansakan (2017) claimed, “Inherently, when you do a 
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Mindanao film, you’re making a film that—whether you like it or not—has a social 

relevance, that which talks about society and how Mindanao works.”  

 However, this is exactly the essence of regional cinema—difference in 

economies, ideologies, and cultures; difference in sensibility, technique, and stories. Both 

‘peripheral’ and ‘regional’ imply marginality in terms of geography. As a matter of fact, 

even if Metro Manila is the capital, it is also considered a region with its own aesthetic 

and thematic branding, no matter how mainstream. Hence, to use ‘regional’ allows more 

room for questioning when it comes to the relationship of the capital vis-à-vis the regions 

where the latter can either assert themselves to replace the former or lead the 

democratization of films to dispossess the capital of its dominance and hegemony.  

 Thus, regional cinema has the potential to overcome its supposed marginality in 

terms of power and control whereas to use ‘peripheral cinema’ does not suggest any 

emancipatory characteristic of the films branded as such.  

 Davao, for example, is the center of filmmaking in Mindanao because 

infrastructure is accessible and filmmakers are concentrated within. But as Mangansakan 

(2017) previously said that film events outside Davao are more vibrant than those within 

the city since there are actually more individual filmmakers and film festivals outside of 

it, Davao as center can be replaced by other Mindanaoan province or can be 

democratized further so that other places would share the same access.   

 However, what I would suggest as difference between using regional and 

peripheral is the way films are labeled as ‘peripheral films’ versus ‘regional films’. I 

think that ‘peripheral films’ refer to narratives that are indeed marginalized, in the 

fringes—similar to how Mangansakan (2017) described Mindanao films as essentially 
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progressive or socially relevant. ‘Regional films’, on the other hand, do not exactly refer 

to narratives that have alternative, counter-hegemonic themes because there are cases 

when regional films have been produced, distributed, or exhibited in collaboration with 

mainstream Manila studios.  

 Regardless, ‘regional’ or ‘peripheral’ films can be so malleable it can suit one’s 

advantage or ideology. The danger here is not just exoticizing films or boxing 

filmmakers, but also expecting a regional or peripheral film to look a certain way. In 

Mangansakan’s (2017) words, “If it becomes too polished, if it becomes too technically 

savvy, or if it talks about other things, it ceases to become a regional film.”   

 I will be exploring regional cinema further in the context of liminality on Chapter 

4, Problematizing the “Regional” (p. 162). 

 Despite ongoing debates on nomenclatures and definitions, Mangansakan (2017) 

assured, “Regional cinema is not only about regional filmmakers being able to make their 

films, but it also enables them to represent themselves correctly in lineation to early 

representation.” This platform allows filmmakers practicing outside the center and having 

no privilege of funding and professional knowledge to bring their vision to the forefront 

of a cinematic and historical movement.  

 However they call the kind of cinema outside the capital—regional or 

peripheral—the themes, resources, and nurturers (Sanchez, 2017) that engender not only 

from Davao, but also from Mindanao are distinct and can compete with other regions or 

peripheries, the capital, and countries beyond.  
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 This section offered a glimpse of the characteristics and perspectives of 12 

Mindanaoan filmmakers and cineastes, whose differing politics and geographical 

positions can be associated with how their local film community has been built, has 

flourished, and is contested today.  

 As cultural workers, Mardoquio and Barbarona—both Davao-born and raised—

use film as an emancipatory medium to tell the stories of the marginalized and educate 

the mass audience. Because of this perspective, film for them must be distributed and 

exhibited in alternative venues that reach a wider audience, with or without a fee. This 

still holds true for Mardoquio even if he is currently based in Australia. In fact, I will be 

briefly discussing in Chapter IV, Insideness/Outsideness (p. 155) how his most recent 

film is testament to this.  

 For Sanchez and Dayoc (born and raised in Davao and Zamboanga, respectively, 

but are both practicing in Manila), their concept of film is nothing less than art. Even 

though their films carry narratives that were rooted from their birthplaces, they do not 

recognize any form of identification because what is more important for them is to make 

films that embody or experiment with what cinema could be.  

 Meanwhile, Mangansakan, a Moro filmmaker from Maguindanao, explores the 

various areas of a film scene as he takes the position of a producer, filmmaker, festival 

organizer, and critic all at once. He currently resides at General Santos but shoots films in 

varios provinces around Mindanao. For him, telling stories that represent his being or 

identity is crucial not only to register his perspectives but also to create a space for 

marginalized characters.  
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 Sanchez, Dayoc, and Mangansakan embody a sense of place that are manifested 

in a variety of ways vis-a-vis other local filmmakers. Their background and experiences 

beyond Mindanao have resulted to varying degrees of affection to their birthplaces as 

well as to broad and evolving perspectives on regional cinema.  

 However, even if these filmmakers have different perspectives and politics due to 

their experiences, their films have aesthetic and thematic similarities. It seems safe to 

conclude that how they make sense of place (Davao or Mindanao) enable their films to 

characterize a certain look and thematic point of view.  

 Pasalidahay and MFTDF, on the other hand, are Davao-based organizations that 

aim to facilitate the growth of the local film community in terms of creating programs for 

the audience and amateur filmmakers. Pasalidahay is composed of mostly filmmakers 

who are residing and mainly practicing in Davao while MFTDF is composed of film 

enthusiasts. The two groups have similar goals and programs, and have built good 

reputation over the years. The problem, however, is the extent or the effect of their 

programs. While they are trusted to deliver, there is significant lack of audience in 

screenings and festivals, marketing of film events, and institutional support for 

filmmakers and films. There is also a glaring absence of young filmmakers who should 

be able to advance the tradition the pioneers have set.  

 The goal is to be out there—appreciated, understood, and talked about—but the 

local film community remains exclusive for a niche audience.  

 But even if audience development is a big issue, filmmakers must not adjust to 

cater the wants of the audience. Hence, in order to bridge the gap and sustain their 

reputation, Pasalidahay and MFTDF may consider institutionalizing themselves, 
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collaborating further, and seeking dialogues with LGUs, non-government organizations 

(NGOs), and other financial stakeholders. 

  The local film community has to grow in number not only in terms of patrons and 

filmmakers, but more so in terms of film organizers/workers that will focus on the 

logistics, publicity, research, and financing of the programs of both groups.   

 

B. FILMS 

 After profiling nine Mindanaoan filmmakers and three critics/cineastes, I zoomed 

in to the general attributes of some of the important films that the region has produced 

beginning its contemporary history. For this research, I based my film list on Cañedo’s 

Guerrillas in the Midst (2017) where I selected 19 feature (narrative, fiction, and full-

length) films. For the complete list of films and qualifications, see Methodology (p. 32).  

 Aside from thematically, contextually, and spatially analyzing the films, I also 

categorized them under several factors (see Tables 6.1-6.5) in order to come up with a 

quantifiable data. Note, however, that this data is not a representative of all the films that 

Mindanao has produced for more than a decade, but rather a look into the kinds of films 

that pioneering filmmakers have made between 2000-2017.  

 With reference from Table 3 (Methodology, p. 32), seven filmmakers hail from 

Davao while four come from various provinces outside the city. Davaoeño filmmakers 

have made a total of 12 films (see Table 6.2 for the breakdown) while Non-Davaoeño, 

Mindanaoan filmmakers have seven films, three of which are directed by Mangansakan 

and two are by Dayoc.  
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 Out of the seven Davaoeño filmmakers, four of them (Sanchez, Mardoquio, Fiola, 

and Bantayan) have made films that perfectly fit what I proposed as definitive 

characteristics of Davao films. Table 6.1 breaks down these characteristics.  

 However, it is important to note that not all Davaoeño filmmakers shot in Davao 

alone but actually explored other locations. Mardoquio, for example, has already directed 

three films. But only two of these have been shot in Davao. Meanwhile, among the non-

Davaoeño filmmakers, only Mangansakan shot one of his films in Davao, and it was just 

a part of the entire film. See Tables 6.1-6.2 to compare.  

 

Table 6.1. Davao Cinema 
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Table 6.2. Davaoeño Filmmakers and Films 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Nonetheless, most filmmakers shot their films in their hometowns which also 

carry the issues their films discuss. For example, Sanchez’s Imburnal (2008) was shot in 

Davao where he grew up and where urban poverty is prevalent, which is also the topic of 

his film. On the other hand, there are some films on the list that were shot in Davao but 



 92 

do not necessarily harbor the issues that those films talk about. Barbarona’s Tu Pug 

Imatuy (2017), for instance, recounts a story that actually happened in Talaingod, Davao 

del Norte, but it was entirely shot at the Davao-Bukidnon border (around three hours 

away from Talaingod) mainly for security reasons. This is what Chris Lukinbeal (2006), 

a renowned geographer and critic, calls ‘crime against geography’, which I will discuss 

further in the next chapter.  

 Cañedo (2017) referenced a total of 25 films in his article, but only 19 films are 

full-length narratives. The remaining six titles are either documentaries or short films. In 

fact, Mindanao produces more than a hundred short films annually, mostly from young 

and amateur filmmakers who join any of the region’s film festivals.  

 The major reason why short films outnumber the full-lengths by miles is because 

of financial or economic reasons. Mindanao has no film industry, hence, all films were 

made possible via self-production, grants, or commissions.  

 However, in hindsight, Rosas (2018) posed the question, “Do films have to be 

full-length?” True enough, the essence of cinema is not measured by its total running 

time but rather on its content, sensibility, or purpose.  

 Most of the short films that are created by amateurs, though, do not carry themes 

that are as progressive as those made by the pioneers (Rosas, 2018). Meting (2018) added 

that these short films predominantly fall under the romance genre (still influenced by the 

mainstream film scene). Such films are apparent in local film festivals like MFF. While 

this is not something to be frowned upon, the pioneers are aiming to cultivate a new 

breed that will continue the tradition of what Mindanao films are known for.    
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 Notwithstanding financial hurdles, full-length films generally showcase strong 

themes with bold messages. Local filmmakers dare to tackle the unexplored—themes that 

are rarely discussed on mainstream media yet are very important for them as 

Davaoeños/Mindanaoans because 1) they want to represent themselves on issues that are 

related to their region such as history, culture, or politics and 2) they want other regions, 

especially the capital, to listen to them. 

 Davaoeño filmmakers have a conscious effort to contextualize the struggles 

Mindanao inherited from colonization, the unwritten histories of sacred tribal groups, the 

issues they are facing due to global problems, and other urban concerns such as poverty 

or drug war. However, themes are not limited to these topics. There are thematically less 

serious films that talk about human affection, folklore and myths, and the daily life in the 

city. 

 But then again, audience development is lagging behind, so even if Mindanao 

harbors films that talk about Mindanao’s social realities, majority of its own people have 

not watched these. It is a sad reality that audiences outside Mindanao had the first access 

to their films mostly via film festivals located in Manila. 

 Among the 19 films, those that talk about the Moro, youth, and tradition are the 

most prominent, with war/conflict as the major framework and women as central 

characters. By looking at the genre category, it is apparent that filmmakers do not take 

these themes lightly because majority of what they have produced are drama films. The 

dominant use of this genre may also be reflective of how their long-standing struggles 

should be narrated almost exactly how they happened in reality. Additionally, according 
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to filmmakers, Mindanaoans are known for being conservative and serious, so this may 

also explain why their films are dramatic, if not melancholic.  

 Moreover, the language used is prominently the vernacular, whether Bisaya, 

Maguindanaon, or Tausug. Del Rosario (2018) explained that filmmakers use the 

vernacular to further popularize and represent Mindanao so non-Mindanaoan audiences 

can understand their struggles. This is also positive for the Mindanaoan audience because 

the nuances of the vernacular allow them to fully relate with the films. Cañedo (2018) 

noted that before, local filmmakers used Tagalog because it is the dominant language in 

films nationwide, hence, a sharp gap between the films and the local audience developed.  

 Dayoc (2018) added that in terms of film viewing, the gaze of the Manila 

audience is limited to curiosity, awe, or sympathy, while that of Mindanao is more 

empathic and relational because of the proximity of the stories and experiences to the 

place they live. 

 Another positive characteristic is the choice of actors/actresses. Directors usually 

cast Mindanaoan actors, either professional ones or people from local communities, and 

this proves how their films can succeed without celebrities. The rawness of local films 

allow the audience to focus on the issues from which the narratives are contextualized, 

rather than on the actors. See Table 6.3 for the general attributes of all 19 films. 
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Table 6.3. General Attributes of Mindanao Films (data of all 19 films) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In the core of these attributes is how the films talk about cultural politics and 

power struggle between the tri-people of Mindanao and the militarist State. Issues on       

 Dying traditions, ongoing wars, and the natives’ struggles are issues we hear on 

the news, but the problem lies in the angle or framing used by reporters. Dying traditions 

may be romanticized while ongoing wars (actually decades-long conflicts) and natives’ 

struggles on land, for instance, are not discussed comprehensively. The result, and a 

grave one at that, is that the natives are misrepresented—reduced to stereotypes that poke 

fun at culture and religion.  

 For Mindanaoan filmmakers, the medium of film is one formidable way to make 

people understand their real situation from their point of view—to triumph over further 

dispossession and the highjacking of their narratives. Obviously, the weight of these 

issues is translated through a narrative drama film—but not the kind we see on 

mainstream films. Mindanao films are very subtle, contemplative, or meditative—with 

less dialogue and more action, (Rosas, 2018).  

 It is also interesting to note that pioneering filmmakers are all male, yet most of 

their films talk about how women struggle over societal issues. Is it because men 
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understand that women are marginalized and that putting strong and bold images of them 

at the forefront raises the discourse on women’s place in society? Or does this reify the 

hegemonic masculinity of the film industry in general?  

 Women are actually in every corner of the screen, and their characters are varied: 

women are Lumad, Moro, Settler; women are armed rebels; women are mothers, 

teachers. Ironically though, as discussed with Dy (2018) on the previous section, 

women’s place in a film production is very limited, thus, they still have to assert 

themselves to occupy that place where they want to be.   

The goal of local filmmakers is not just to explore and experiment cinema, but 

also to visually narrate the issues rooted from their homeland in the most genuine way 

possible. As discussed in the previous section, local filmmakers tackle similar issues 

although they have different perspectives as well as different styles or treatment in the 

way they handle their films. The most noticeable treatment, however, is their fixation on 

long takes with long pauses or silences. What Mindanao films prominently project on 

screen is the place: the background or shooting location of the film. The place is the 

event; the place is the story.  

  Fiola (2018) said that place is very important in filmmaking not just because 

Mindanao’s hinterlands are a visual feast but also because of the nuances of the sound of 

the forests and animals thriving in them. In shooting Baboy Halas (2016), for instance, 

Fiola (2018) recounted hearing this particular sound of a bird which means danger. As 

the director, he included the sound in the film because it gives additional characterization 

to the place, and not merely for stylistic treatment. For Fiola (2018), if you know the 
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history of a place, it is inevitable to include the place as part of the story, and not just as 

background or location.  

  Mardoquio (2018) added that affection for a place is another important thing in 

filmmaking. As a native of Davao, he has already memorized the terrain. In fact, he 

knows Mindanao’s terrain like the back of his hand and he always imagines it even if he 

is shooting in another place. Mardoquio (2018) shared that despite his color blindness, his 

memory of the terrain enables him to calculate his shots using simple geometry and law 

of physics.  

 Dayoc (2018) shares similar sentiments with the rest of the filmmakers. For him, 

learning about the geography and environment of a certain place entails learning more 

about its people and culture. In Women of the Weeping River (2016), the river dividing 

the two Tausug clans is crucial in understanding rido or family feuds. The warring clans 

cannot cross the opposite side of the river because it designates which land is for which 

clan, and trespassing leads to death.  

 Essentially, cultures and traditions are heavily influenced by environment, by 

geography (Dayoc, 2018). However, this does not mean that places with rich history and 

environment have better stories than highly urbanized, commercialized cities. Dayoc 

(2018) said, “If you have a unique perspective about a certain story set in a very boring 

city or you’re introducing a certain belief, or point of view that is provocative, I think it 

would not matter where it is located. It’s really about a new insight which allows the 

audience to reflect upon their current state.”  

 Mindanao films are indeed, generally thematic and deeply ingrained with a sense 

of place. Because of this uniqueness, grant-giving bodies and international film festivals 
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have been noticing Mindanao films for quite some time now. Meting (2018) said that 

although local filmmakers do not think about funding or international opportunities 

before coming up with a story, institutions have developed a certain interest in Mindanao 

themes. Moreover, Dy (2018) observed that if a film is not thematic, it has a lesser 

chance to get a grant.  

 Normally, a regional filmmaker enters a film festival with a grant-giving 

component in order to produce a film that he/she could have written (long) before 

applying to such festival. Since film festivals or labs with funding mechanisms are quite 

prominent, not to mention their fascination with Mindanao films, there are enough 

opportunities for local filmmakers to apply to.  

 In the event that a filmmaker successfully receives funding, production, editing, 

and marketing, among other things, follow. After the festival run, the organizers and the 

filmmaker may distribute and exhibit the film to other places around the country and 

abroad. Both the filmmaker and his/her film then have the chance to be seen and known 

nation and worldwide. Recognitions may also be awarded to the filmmaker. 

 Once a film is produced, its lifetime never ends because there are plenty of 

screening opportunities all year round and even the years to follow. The question now is 

how a local filmmaker grasps or creates such screening opportunities in order to suit 

his/her goals—audience-building, for instance.  

 This cycle persists because local filmmakers lack personal funding or financial 

backers that essentially enable films to be produced, distributed, exhibited, and marketed.  

In the process, filmmakers may tend to exoticize their films, consciously or not, to score a 

grant and rely on festivals. But films must not be created for funding, instead, filmmakers 
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must devise a mechanism to follow through the recognitions they have been receiving in 

both national and global film scenes (Dy, 2018). 

 Tables 6.4-6.7 show other pertinent information on liminal spaces, screening 

spaces, recognitions received, and shooting locations of the 19 films used in this research. 

 

Table 6.4. Filmmakers Occupying Liminal Spaces  
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
*Arnel Mardoquio is currently based in Australia. 
**Benajmain Garcia predominantly practiced filmmaking in Manila.  
 

Table 6.5. Shooting Locations (data of all 19 films) 
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Table 6.6. Mindanao Films Screened Outside the City (data of all 19 films) 
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Table 6.7. Awarded Mindanao Films or Filmmakers (data of all 19 films) 
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C. Film Festivals 

 Aside from conducting interviews and watching films, I also attended some local 

film festivals from September to December 2018 because it is crucial to understand how 

festivals are manifestations of place on many levels.  

 A film festival is a major part of a film culture because it is a grand declaration 

and celebration of the kind of film culture the host city cultivates. It is an identifier that 

the host city is a film hub in its region or country or there is an emerging film culture in 

the city worthy to be showcased and invested in. Palis (2015) articulated this in his article 

about the globalization and post-nationality of film festivals, “With the desire to 

emphasize the cultural capital of urban center, the city that hosts film festivals is now 

spotlighted as the new nexus of film cultures”.  

 But despite being held at one specific location (or a representative of that location 

evident in its name i.e. Davao Ngilngig Festival, Nabunturan Independent Film 

Exhibition, and Mindanao Film Festival), a film festival is national in scope—in fact, 

even transnational (i.e. Salamindanaw Asian Film Festival). The characteristics of 

regional film festivals in the Philippines are quite interesting because just like how 

filmmakers and films transcend boundaries, so do film festivals—they cease to become 

regional the moment they are conceived.  

 In this case, ‘regional’ means two things: 1) a reference to geography and 2) a 

characterization of particular sensibilities. But in the discussion of scope—which films 

are to be programmed and screened—‘regional’ is transformed to mean national or even 

transnational. For this study, however, regional or local film festivals shall directly refer 

to those festivals within the scope of my fieldwork.  
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 A film festival is important because of, but not limited to, the following reasons: 

1) it is a bigger platform for distribution and exhibition of films, 2) it is an event, a 

gathering of filmmakers, critics, producers, film enthusiasts and others who take active 

roles in sustaining film communities, 3) it is an opportunity for filmmakers to showcase 

their films, which have not had any commercial release yet, have not had any opportunity 

of screening prior, or may be entered into competitions, and 4) it is an opportunity for 

audiences to watch films they appreciate, they have no chance in seeing in commercial 

cinemas, or which have received critical recognitions in international circuits.  

 Therefore, a film festival is a place of exchange not only of films or ideas about 

films, but also of possible collaborations with filmmakers, producers, or organizers in the 

future. In one or two weeks, depending on the scope of the festival, filmmakers and 

audiences are able to converge and discuss Cinema. Apparent in international film 

festivals, Palis (2015) reiterated: 

Film festivals are not just about the screening of films but also in the mix and 
indivisibility of glamour and business. The circulation of network of people in 
these global festival circuits…has given importance to the spectacularization of 
events such as the red carpet, parties, and award ceremonies. (p. 42) 

 

 Organizing a film festival takes months to a year of preparations, again depending 

on the scope of the festival. There are some festivals which have grant funding 

component so they need a longer time to prepare in order to facilitate a call for scripts, 

selection of scripts, grant awarding, production of films, and marketing, among other 

things. Examples of this are Manila-based festivals where local films usually apply to: 

Cinemalaya, Cinema One Originals, and QCinema.   
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 Other festivals, however, normally just involve two levels: in-competition films 

and for-exhibition films. This is the typical process regional film festivals follow. They 

publicize a call for finished films to be entered into competition and then they curate 

films for exhibition that suit their festival’s goal or direction.  

 To maximize the impact, film festivals incorporate events such as opening and 

closing parties, workshops, or conferences. In addition to programming films, organizers 

also need to arrange the festival schedule with their venue partners, especially if the films 

will be shown in commercial cinemas.  

  Unlike national and international film festivals, glitz and glamour are not really 

part of regional film festivals’ tradition. Even if regional film fests organize parties, they 

focus heavily on workshops or conferences. Basically, the goal is not just to showcase 

homegrown films or popularize the host city as a film hub, but more so to develop 

audiences and filmmakers.  

 In this regard, to what extent have regional film festivals achieved their goals and 

have established or emphasized the cultural or social capital of their cities as urban 

centers? 

 On another note, despite the financial and logistical capacity of film festivals in 

the capital and their huge opportunity to bridge the gap between films and audiences, 

Rosas (2018) commented that film fests in Manila are quite elitist precisely because the 

distribution is not wide enough to reach those in the regions, hence, discourse and film 

literacy do not flourish. This has been a problem for Rosas as a regional film critic 

because although he tries to attend as much film gatherings as he could and watch as 
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many films as possible in a year, he needs to augment funds to go back and forth to the 

capital.  

 His comment on elitism may also be appropriated in some regional film fests for 

the very reason that audiences of these fests are lean and distribution of films after the 

festivals is not guaranteed to reach far communities with limited to no media access.  

 Between September to December 2018, four important film festivals happen in 

Mindanao: Nabunturan Independent Film Exhibition (Nabifilmex), Davao Ngilngig 

Festival (DNF), Salamindanaw Asian Film Festival, and Mindanao Film Festival (MFF).  

 The Nabifilmex and Salamindanaw happen in Nabunturan, Compostela Valley 

and General Santos, respectively, both of which are not located in Davao City. However, 

these two are important not only because Davaoeño filmmakers are part of the organizing 

and programming team, but also because they have unique characteristics which other 

festivals in the region do not possess.  

 

1. Nabunturan Independent Film Exhibition 

 Nabunturan is the capital of Compostela Valley, which is about a 3-4 hour bus 

ride from Davao City. The Nabifilmex Year 6 occurred on September 19-21, 2018. A 

total of 73 films were screened at Nabunturan’s plaza and at the recently opened FDCP 

Cinematheque Nabunturan, which is just a 5-minute ride from the plaza.  

 Nabifilmex was conceived rather unexpectedly. Atty. Karen Santiago-Malaki 

(2018), festival director of Nabifilmex, said that it was the unfortunate coming of 

Typhoon Pablo in 2012 that led to Nabifilmex’s beginnings. Before the rage of Typhoon 

Pablo, Atty. Malaki was planning a tourism campaign for Nabunturan because it was her 
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dream to put her hometown on the map—for tourists to come and visit their quaint 

neighborhood. However, all their plans were washed out due to Typhoon Pablo. Atty. 

Malaki (2018) recounted: 

Typhoon Pablo was our first typhoon. It was our first experience of a typhoon. 
Before Typhoon Pablo, the tourism council was readying Nabunturan as a tourist 
destination. We prepared the packages already, but when the typhoon hit and 
eroded our plans, we said we needed to have an alternative. So we turned to 
events tourism as suggested by a council member who saw an NCCA-supported 
film workshop at General Santos City. 
 

 And so it began. Atty. Malaki and her team collaborated with Ed Cabagnot, 

lecturer at the University of the Philippines Film Institute, and Davaoeño filmmakers, 

Arnel Mardoquio and Arbi Barbarona, who conducted a film workshop to some teachers 

and Sangguniang Kabataan (SK) officials at Nabunturan. At the end of the workshop, the 

participants produced what would be the inaugural films of Nabifilmex.  

 From there on, Nabifilmex’s films have been screened in other places outside 

Compostela Valley, particularly in Davao through the Mindanao Film Festival. 

Fortunately, they received regular funding from the NCCA and from the Nabunturan 

Local Government to sustain the film festival. This is one facet of Nabifilmex that others 

do not have. The LGU recognizes the importance of film as medium not just for 

entertainment, but more so for the education of Nabunturanons.   

 Another distinct facet of Nabunturan is that it has no commercial cinema. The 

place is not necessarily backward because there is a commercial mall at the center, but it 

does not offer a cinema. Imagine how they were able to organize their own festival and 

produce their films, especially the first time. The beginning was quite hard, yes—it was 
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just a humble set up of a projector and screen at one of the schools, and they required 

students to watch.  

 But another blessing came. Soon after, they got connected with Open Air 

Foundation, a US-based non-government organization that supports culture and the arts. 

Open Air provided Nabifilmex with an inflatable screen and projector which eventually 

paved the way for the very distinct open air cinema in Nabunturan, the only one of its 

kind in the whole country.  

 Since then, the number of audience increased because even neighboring districts 

visited Nabunturan for the festival. Again, although Nabunturan has considerable urban 

development as the capital of Compostela Valley, it is still characterized as a rural and 

agricultural community. Despite its geographic description, it is inspiring to see a 

relatively high number of festival goers.  

 The three-day festival showcased films, mostly shorts, from different regions and 

schools all over the country. There were three blocks or sets in competition, two of which 

were for the open category while one block was for Compostela Valley films only. There 

were also blocks dedicated for animations, experimental films, and award-winning films 

from past editions. The festival was free for all. 

 Atty. Malaki (2018) observed that Nabunturanons enjoy short films better than 

full lengths (similar with what Palma thinks of Pasalidahay), and that is why Nabifilmex 

chose to program short films only. I also observed that the audience, mostly the youth, 

came in groups, either with friends or families. It was an event for the Nabunturanons, 

including its neighboring districts, to get together and watch films for recreation or 

education. Unlike watching in the cinemas (or in closed spaces), Nabunturanons are fun 
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filmgoers. They are not too focused on the films because they like to discuss with the 

people they are with while watching. They talk or eat, but they do not come and go—they 

actually finish whatever they have started.   

 Actually, most of the filmmakers are students. Atty. Malaki (2018) said that 

Nabifilmex has a very good relationship with their local Department of Education 

(DepEd) because they encourage schools to promote filmmaking among students and 

support them in producing films to be submitted at the festival. Nearing the festival 

schedule, Nabifilmex organizers conduct film workshops and screenings in schools and 

communities.  

 Nabunturan is a Settler community, hence, Atty. Malaki (2018) observed that 

most Nabunturan films feature a day in a life kind of stories or the everyday struggles of 

Nabunturanons including urban issues set in a rural backdrop.  

 Developing alternative films with simple or subtle yet progressive stories will 

most likely cultivate a film community that is critical and literate. For six years, 

Nabunturanons have been exposed to good films. With the newly opened FDCP 

Cinematheque Nabunturan, the community does not need to wait for the next Nabilfmex 

just to watch good films.  

 While Nabunturanons’ exposure to mainstream films is limited, they are still able 

to watch films mainly through free/cable television, online streaming, or downloading. 

Not everyone though is deprived of watching films in the big screen because those who 

can afford are able to travel to the nearest city with cinemas, Tagum City, which is about 

2 hours away from Nabunturan. Others travel to Davao City.  
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 Nabifilmex did not just put Nabunturan on the map, but it also revolutionized the 

film experience and literacy of its community. It has also provided economic gains for 

the local government and the community not only during the festival proper but also 

through film collaborations when Nabilfmex co-produced Chuck Gutierrez’ Iisa (2015) 

and Arnel Mardoquio’s Riddles of my Homecoming (2013), which were both shot in 

Nabunturan. 

2. Davao Ngilngig Festival 

 The second festival I attended is Pasalidahay’s Davao Ngilngig Festival (DNF) 

held during the week of Halloween, October 26-30, 2018. As mentioned previously, DNF 

is a genre-based film fest with a focus on ngilngig stories—those that talk about the 

horrors of the places we live in or the places we came from; the horrors of our society or 

our experiences.  

 DNF began out of Fiola’s passion for horror films. In fact, he has already 

produced several short films prior DNF, which he called the omnibus Ngilngig Films. 

Fiola, along with other Pasalidahay members, organized the very first DNF in 2013 in 

order to harvest homegrown ngilngig stories. In 2015, they introduced the Davao 

Ngilngig Film Camp, a pre-event of the DNF where aspiring filmmakers explore or 

disover their own ngilngig stories under Pasalidahay’s mentorship. 

 On its 4th year, DNF selected nine competing filmmakers who came from Davao, 

Cagayan de Oro, Ozamiz, Cebu, Silay, and Manila—four of them hail from Cebu. These 

young filmmakers incited horror in stories that talk about the aswang and the folk healer 

or about gruesome nightmares and deadly consequences. Basically, their interpretation of 
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horror is turned into short films rooted in urban legends, extreme feelings, or inexplicable 

occurrences that are macabre enough to provoke visceral reactions from the audience.  

 DNF’s program is diverse because they accommodated various art forms across 

disciplines. Aside from films, the program included stage play, graphic design, and live 

art. There were also talks and a zine launch. The activities were spread out in different 

venues such as Gaisano Mall, FDCP Cinematheque, and Morning Light Art Gallery & 

Shop, all located at downtown Davao.   

 DNF opened with a full-length film screened at Gaisano Mall followed by a 

Halloween party at one of Davao’s bars. It also closed with another party and outdoor 

film showing at a rooftop bar. Other films in exhibition included animation and avant 

garde that are still, of course, ngilngig. Some of the activities, including the screening of 

in-competition films, required fees ranging from P50.00 to P150.00. Most activities and 

screenings though were on a pay-as-you-can basis. After the festival proper, Pasalidahay 

brought DNF films to schools, free of charge, with accompanying discussions that aim to 

develop film literacy skills.  

 DNF is an exciting film festival to attend to because of how it explored and 

included other cultural forms which gave its program depth and a lot more opportunity 

for discourse. Thus, it has expanded its reach in terms of venue partners and 

collaborators.  

 Apart from its Philippine programming (similar with Nabifilmex), DNF also 

programms other Asian films beyond the country, such as the case of Salamindanaw. In 

2018, it screened several short films from Singapore and Indonesia. In this case, Davao 

Ngilngig Festival may also be rendered as a transnational film festival, at least in scope.  
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 Despite the success in programming, there is a considerable lack of general 

audience in the screenings. Most of the viewers are regular patrons of the Pasalidahay 

movement—students or young professionals who form the niche film audience in Davao. 

While deteriorating audience reception is a general observation as well as criticism in 

Philippine Cinema and film festivals, problematizing the gap between audience and films 

or filmmakers and festivals is still an important question to ask, especially that 

Pasalidahay aims to remedy this gap.  

 For a good constructive comparison, Nabifilmex was able to bring together more 

audience in their screenings. Definitely, the local government unit and the DepEd of 

Nabunturan are instrumental in fostering a good, valuable community of filmgoers. How 

can this be translated in Davao? Moreover, does the open-air cinema set-up have 

something to do with film experience that makes it more enticing for viewers? Again, 

how can Davao emulate this?  

 There are other questions to ask (i.e. influence and taste of audience, 

programming of films, screening venues, etc.) in connection to the imbalanced number of 

audience watching the number of programmed films in festivals. But again, this is not 

unique with DNF, neither with other film festivals.  

 DNF, however, envisions to surpass the kind of programming they have now 

through rebranding the festival. On May 2019, they introduced Ngilngig Asian Fantastic 

Film Festival Davao, which aims to screen various Philippine and Asian genre films 

(other than horror) that still incite ngilngig. The transnational scope of DNF is better 

encapsulated in its new name. Hopefully, this rebranding paves the way to producing 

full-length ngilngig films in the future as well as to cultivating the next generation of 
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ngilngig filmmakers. Apart from the Ngilngig Asian Fantastic Film Festival Davao, the 

opportunity to institutionalize Pasalidahay’s school tours and discussions would 

capacitate the local audience to have better appreciation and critical thinking skills when 

analyzing films that are definitely ngilngig and more.   

 

3. Salamindanaw Asian Film Festival 

 Just a couple of weeks after DNF, I travelled to General Santos City to witness the 

Salamindanaw Asian Film Festival held from November 12-16, 2018 at the Ramon 

Magsaysay Memorial College (RMMC). Salamindanaw has the most unique program 

among the four festivals because of its Asian programming, film lab component, and film 

journal. Note that even if DNF has screened Asian films as part of its exhibition category, 

DNF’s main programming is focused on Philippine films.  

 Headed by filmmaker Gutierrez Mangansakan II, Salamindanaw’s 6th year had 

two blocks in competition: the Asian category and the Philippine shorts. Selected films 

from the Asian category included both full-length and short film narratives and a 

documentary, which came from Indonesia, India, Vietnam, Laos, Malaysia, Singapore, 

China, and the Philippines. The Philippine shorts, on the other hand, comprised of 23 

films from different regions in the country. In addition, Mangansakan invited Rosas to 

curate an exhibition block for Southeast Asian short films.  

 Almost half of the festival is dedicated to the film lab component, a program for 

young filmmakers to undergo mentorship from two acclaimed filmmakers, Sherad 

Anthony Sanchez and Giancarlo Abrahan (Manila). This is the first year that the film lab 

opened to young filmmakers outside Mindanao, and Salamindanaw selected four 
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participants who originated from Cebu, Bicol, Davao, and Zamboanga. The goal of the 

film lab is for the participants to revise and polish their existing full-length scripts with 

the close guidance of Sanchez and Abrahan.  

 Every morning, Salamindanaw opened with a public lecture on a specific film 

topic (i.e. non-fiction cinema, dance films, progressions and moments, and film literacy 

for filmmakers) each discussed by a guest filmmaker. The public lectures were mainly 

targeted to the four film lab participants, but interested persons were encouraged to 

attend.  

 Actually, there were college and senior high school students who went to the 

public lectures, but I think that they were not able to grasp the lectures mainly because 

the topics were targeted. Hence, most of the students were talking to one another until the 

lecture was finished. Hopefully, this could be remedied in the next edition, especially that 

Mangansakan thinks of opening the film lab to Southeast Asian filmmakers in the future.  

 Like Nabifilmex, Salamindanaw is free of charge and has been attended mostly 

by students and teachers within General Santos City. Obviously, despite its transnational 

programming, Salamindanaw’s audience is limited within its geographical boundary. In 

fact, even within the densely-populated General Santos, the audience turn out was 

considerably low in 2018. This is one observation that the festival may look into so that 

in the coming years, they will be able to encourage more film enthusiasts and filmmakers 

from our Asian neighbors to attend the festival for an expanded reach, wider discourse, 

and better opportunities for collaborations, among others.  

 The other unique thing about Salamindanaw is its New Durian Cinema, an annual 

journal that discusses Southeast Asian Cinema. New Durian Cinema is on its third 
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publication in 2018. This journal includes critical film reviews, interviews, and essays on 

regional cinema, women, Moro, and other theoretical concepts worth deconstructing such 

as the relation of time and cinema.    

 Salamindanaw is founded with the premise of a transnational programming. Since 

2012, it has continued to elevate its curatorship of films, its film lab, and the New Durian 

Cinema. Salamindanaw started big, and it must take no other path than to go bigger—a 

transnational film festival deserves to have a transnational audience in the future not only 

for the pride of General Santos or of Mindanao, but also for the advancement of the 

quality of film festivals we have in the regions.  

 

4. Mindanao Film Festival 

 The fourth and last film festival that I attended is the culminating festival of the 

region as well as the longest-running independent film fest in the Philippines. For the past 

16 years, Mindanao Film Festival (MFF) stood proud of its achievements in fostering and 

uniting what would be the Mindanao film community today. But has it also been strong 

enough?  

 Originally, MFF only accepted films which are made by a Mindanaoan, shot in 

Mindanao, and about Mindanao. However, as years went by, MFF began to accept any 

kind of film from all over the country as long as it captures a Mindanao sensibility. This 

criterion is important to look into despite the fact that it may defy geographical space (i.e. 

not shot in Mindanao) and may question the roots of the filmmaker (i.e. not made by a 

Mindanaoan) because it is a criterion born out of space (Mangansakan, 2018).  
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 In other words, sensibility is something that is harnessed through research and 

immersion, hence, constantly evolving. Sensibility also encapsulates the complexity of 

say, a film discussing a Mindanao issue and yet made by a filmmaker from Luzon or 

possibly not shot in Mindanao. In the 2018 run of MFF, a couple of filmmakers from 

outside the region have submitted entries that carry Mindanao sensibilities.      

 From December 5-11, 2018, MFF screened a total of 107 films (mostly shorts), 

the largest number of submitted and screened films thus far. The organizers did not filter 

the 107 films, hence, the programming resulted in a total of 11 sets—two sets focused on 

Mindanao, seven sets included some films from Luzon, one set was dedicated to Ngilngig 

films, and another set was for foreign films. This is the first time that MFF introduced 

foreign films in their line up. 

 Every set ran for two hours and cost P120.00 each. Cañedo (2018) said that MFF 

undergoes the normal booking process under Gaisano Mall where its cinema theater has a 

cut. But because MFF has always been screened at Gaisano Mall, they already have a 

partnership with the theater manager who guarantees a one-week screening schedule for 

the festival.  

 The filmmakers also have a minimal share of the proceeds. Cañedo (2018) 

explained that essentially, MFF only serves as the booker of the filmmakers and the latter 

have the responsibility to market their films, thereby promoting not only their own but 

also the film festival. MFF has been thriving with this kind of business model for years, 

reasoning that this practice helps filmmakers develop their own marketing strategy. 

However, the result shows an apparent gap between the films and the audience and even 

between the filmmakers and their own films because most screenings did not have 
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considerable number of audience aside from those invited by the filmmakers or the 

patrons.  

 MFF has a similar case with DNF in the sense that both festivals are screened in 

places located at the center of Davao where foot traffic is very high. Therefore, among 

the four film festivals, MFF and DNF should have been able to gather the most number 

of audiences, at least in theory. In my experience, though, audience turnout for DNF is 

substantially better, perhaps because of its diverse programming.    

 Although a lack of audience is a general sentiment across all local film festivals 

and screenings, local filmmakers feel that MFF could have been the front-runner in this 

aspect given that in 16 years, it was able to regularly hold filmmaking workshops, 

screenings, and a culminating festival. Again, the reason why expectation is high is 

because it has set such a high standard from the get go. 

 Apart from this, I noticed that majority of the films made by first time or young 

filmmakers screened in MFF revolved around similar themes: millennial perspectives on 

romance, academics, family, social life, existential crisis, or mental health. There was 

also an attempt in a number of films to discuss the very sensitive issue of rape, and yet 

failed to do so. While all these millennial perspectives are valid, young filmmakers lack 

research and sensitivity in dealing with such issues. This lapse in programming could 

have been prevented if the organizers curated the 107 entries and selected only those that 

are relevant and which leave an impact.   

 Professor and festival organizer Katrina Tan (2018) said that festival heads should 

employ a good strategy in programming in order to engage and sustain the audience, but 

in such a way that does not underestimate the audience’s capacity to appreciate and 
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comprehend. This way, MFF could have further elevated its brand of film festival that not 

only showcases films and harvests filmmakers, but also serves as a model to aspiring 

filmmakers and local audiences as to which kinds of films actually represent that 

blossoming Mindanao flavor—an aesthetic that sets Mindanao films from other regional 

films and defies what we usually see in the mainstream.  

 Not only does MFF have the capacity to develop audiences, yield budding 

filmmakers, and select the cream of the crop, it also has the leverage to push for a local, 

alternative film industry mainly because the local government and other film institutions 

recognize their efforts for the past 16 years. But because of the lack of people that would 

work on all of these, MFF may not have been fulfilling the roles and responsibilities it 

wants to meet.   

 However, during the awards night of MFF, FDCP Chairperson Liza Diño 

announced a milestone partnership that is targeted to commence in 2019. Diño (2018) 

said that FDCP and MFF would host a film lab with a grant component for Mindanaoan 

filmmakers.  

 Indeed, on March 2019, FDCP announced the open call for the Southern Voices 

Film Lab (SOVOLAB) which aims to “strengthen and promote quality filmmaking in the 

region by providing a platform for the advancement of scripts and development of 

projects” (FDCP, 2019). FDCP shall select six to eight filmmakers with advanced 

projects or scripts to participate in the lab beginning on May 2019. SOVOLAB closes in 

the Mindanao Film Festival on December 2019 with a pitch showcase to a panel of 

decision makers. Two filmmakers will then be awarded with a P1,000,000.00 co-

production grant each as seed funding to produce their full-length films.  
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 This is a welcome development considering that FDCP has been facing criticisms 

in terms of capacitating film productions. Hopefully though, this partnership will become 

effective and sustainable for the regional film community.   

  

 I attended and mapped these four regional films festivals not only because of their 

distinct characteristics and good track record but also because of contestations that are 

important to point out when locating a film culture. First is the Nabifilmex, an open-air 

film festival that is supported by the LGU. Next is DNF, a genre-based festival that 

explores various art forms and screening venues. Third is Salamindanaw, an Asian film 

festival with a film lab and journal. And last, MFF, the longest-running independent film 

fest that mainly programs films with Mindanao sensibilities. Figure 6 shows the locations 

of these film festivals across Mindanao. 

 

Figure 6. The Four Film Festivals  
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From MFF’s programming, I saw two recurring views on filmmaking and 

geography, especially in the regions: first is sensibility and second is sense of place. In an 

earlier discussion, local filmmakers possess Mindanao sensibilities because they were 

born in Mindanao, thus have greater sense of place than other filmmakers outside the 

region. But again, sensibility of issues and the ability to make sense of a place can be 

acquired through research and immersion. The problem that may arise from this, 

however, is the problem of authenticity which I have discussed on Chapter III.  

 These film festivals were successful in terms of securing good reputation in their 

locales, having distinct programming from other fests, and inciting awareness of 

Mindanao sensibilities, but they have not yet positioned themselves to become an event, a 

scene, or a place that audiences and film enthusiasts would actually look forward to 

attend to and talk about. In short, regional fests are not yet recognized by a broad 

audience of film fest-goers (within the region and beyond) as the “new nexus of film 

culture” (Palis, 2015), perhaps because they have remained to be exclusive for a niche 

audience.  

 Most of the regional film fests I joined were not able to serve as vehicles for 

tourism, economic gains, and local government support that film festivals intend to be. 

On the part of local filmmakers, there was only limited interaction with other filmmakers 

and with the audiences which is quite crucial in mounting fests. Moreover, only a few 

received the opportunity to get their films programmed and distributed in other regional 

fests.  

 Aside from this, festival heads (especially of DNF and MFF) must consider to 

take a more active and democratic role in distributing local films in schools and 
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communities to break the barrier of exclusivity or elitism that they lament about national 

film festivals.  

 Furthermore, the biggest challenge that they must face head on at this point is 

how to advance their film festivals to become a vehicle of audience development, film 

literacy, and young filmmakers that should become the next generation of award-winning 

Mindanao filmmakers. This stems from my observation that local filmmakers take pride 

in the growing number of festivals in the region and the number of films screened, but is 

this already a good measurement of film literacy among audiences? How many of those 

young filmmakers who have won in film fests have improved and actually practiced 

professional filmmaking? 

 

D. FINANCIAL STAKEHOLDERS 

 This section presents a brief economic aspect of the film culture in Davao, and as 

referenced in previous sections, filmmakers are unanimous in saying that a film industry 

does not exist in Davao, not even in Mindanao. But this does not mean that filmmakers 

do not generate, in any way, some profit for their films. Again, I would rather call this 

existing mechanism a film business model or film scene to avoid the trappings of an 

industry as defined in terms of political economy. 

 To put the record straight, Davao or Mindanao does not nurture any business or 

machinery that is solely built to fund films, book them in cinemas, exhibit them 

nationwide and elsewhere, and market them to sponsors or advertisers. There is also no 

business for booking actors or actresses to star in films. There are no investors that will 

enable such structures or businesses because there is no demand from consumers. In other 
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words, Davao does not have any counterpart for Star Cinema, Viva Films, Regal Films, 

TBA, and the like that organically and originally sprang in the region. Davaoeño 

filmmakers heavily rely on themselves, on the film community of the region, on grants, 

and on national festivals to fund, distribute, exhibit, and market their films.  

 The region, however, nurtures several production studios which enable the 

filmmakers to create their films from start to finish. But equipment, talent, vision, and 

connections are not enough to sustain filmmaking because it is not simply a passion 

project. Money is still a huge and challenging issue. For one, Sanchez (2017) said earlier 

that vision changes or adapts to available resources. If a filmmaker comes up with a 

grand vision yet cannot afford to produce it, an opportunity slips the filmmaker to be able 

to do something that has not yet possibly been done and seen before.  

 Second, young filmmakers do not proceed to create more films because they 

would normally want regular jobs. In fact, even the pioneers have other jobs aside from 

filmmaking. They engage with advertising, events, or freelance work through local 

producation studios just to sustain themselves, their families, and their filmmaking. This 

set-up is the most viable option for local filmmakers, but this is not enough. As a result, 

some filmmakers migrate to Manila to seek more stable jobs in the mainstream film 

industry. They get assimilated into the film culture of the capital. In this case, how can 

you develop your new breed if they go somewhere else because there is no viable 

industry in the region?  

 Third, filmmakers do not earn enough from the films they produce in order to 

make the next one. In fact, the most that local filmmakers hope for is to breakeven. There 
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is also no remaining budget to pay off the debts a filmmaker incurs in case budget runs 

out or to kick off a new film project.  

 Because funding is limited and distribution and exhibition are likewise restricted, 

filmmakers resort to other means in order to continue creating films, especially those of a 

full-length scale—they search and apply for grants, they market their films elsewhere, or 

they shoot staggeredly so there is no pressure of gathering a huge amount of money at 

once. In most cases though, local filmmakers still endure low-budget filmmaking 

(sometimes via crowdfunding) which may affect their vision due to lack of resources or 

their payment for cast and crew.  

 Pitching for film festival grants seems to be the most prominent path to take in 

order to begin production and finish a film, yet, it is not an easy process. Filmmakers 

usually fly back and forth to Manila in order to pitch their films, receive the grant (if they 

get accepted), and attend screenings, press conferences, and other events related to the 

festival. Meting (2018) said that it is sometimes discouraging for filmmakers to pitch for 

grants in Manila because it is time- and money-consuming, especially if they did not get 

the grant afterwards. The whole business of filmmaking is really hard work, and local 

filmmakers are still thriving with passion and commitment to get things done.  

 Amid this film festival web lies the issue of how regional films are created or how 

they appear to be exotic or estoric just to receive grant funding. This is not to say that 

filmmakers use regional cinema as a business strategy because there could only be 

limited to no profit from this mechnism at all. The local filmmakers I have interviewed 

disagree on the veracity of such issue, as well. At the very least, though, the successful 

entry of a regional film in a grant-giving festival could be a marketing strategy that not 
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only communicates a regional filmmaker’s vision and advocacy, but also opens 

opportunity for him/her to get succeeding funding for future films.  

 However, even with grants, filmmakers still seek for other means to augment the 

awarded funding because of the rising prices of filmmaking: equipment rental, location 

rental, decent payment for cast and crew, props, food, and transportation, among others. 

Every step along the way comes with a price because every stakeholder needs to be 

compensated. Take note that this is just the production phase. Filmmakers also have to 

spend for pre- and post-production, marketing, and government taxes.  

 Anna Cervantes (2018), producer of Baboy Halas (2016), shared through e-mail 

correspondence how she managed the P1,000,000.00 grant they received from QCinema 

International Film Festival, based in and funded by the LGU of Quezon City, Manila. 

“The bulk of the expenses was allotted to the professional fees of the community of 

Matigsalog involved in the film”, she said. This included four sets of pamalas or a 

thanksgiving feast to four different groups that make up the Matigsalog community, 

which was performed a week before production proper.  

Aside from the professional fees of the community actors, about 50% of the grant 

covered the professional fees of the skeleton crew, set constructors, assistants, and cooks. 

Fortunately for them, the crew has their own equipment so rental was already included in 

the computation of their professional fees. Another 20% was used for production design, 

preparation of the location (the Matigsalog tribe lives in the Matigsalog district, one of 

the rural areas of Davao City), food, accommodation, transportation, and contingency.  

 During post-production, however, the team was already short in budget so they 

resorted to sponsorships from families and friends. They also attempted to source from 
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the local government of Davao but only a small amount was provided because “cinema at 

that time was not the main concern of the city” (Cervantes, 2018), that is why funding 

films is not a priority. Moreover, travel and accommodation of the crew to and fro Manila 

before and during the festival proper were shouldered by the crew themselves. Cervantes 

(2018) estimated that the total budget Baboy Halas (2016) incurred was roughly 

P1,500,000.00.  

 Cinema is indeed a very expensive endeavor for our local filmmakers precisely 

because of the lack of a film industry and government support for regional filmmakers. 

Films, even if mainstream-produced, are viewed to be commodities consumed for about 

P130.00 to P200.00 in Davao cinemas while P200.00 to P500.00 in Manila cinemas, 

depending on the kind of film or cinema theater. If there is anything that mainstream and 

local producers agree on, this is the fact that cinema receives very little government 

support in terms of policies on deregulation and tax breaks that foreign producers enjoy 

while Filipino films suffer. In Mardoquio’s (2018) words, we are foreigners in our own 

market—the irony, the contradiction of the Philippine film industry.  

 Tan (2018) said that until the State realizes the potential of cinema as an 

economic product—production of one full-length already employs a lot of stakeholders 

from equipment rental to booking cinemas—a viable film industry will not materialize. In 

other words, the State must institutionalize and develop its creative sector (not only 

cinema but other art forms as well) in order for a creative industry to thrive and be 

integral to the country’s economic engine. This way, art forms (specifically films) are not 

just viewed as commodities solely for entertainment purposes but as products that enable 
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people to have jobs, raise the audience’s film literacy skills, and promote the Philippines 

as a hub of a film industry where cinema and the economy benefit each other.  

 This observation/recommendation is not just fit for the local or regional film 

industry but more so for the Philippine mainstream film industry. As a matter of fact, 

Dayoc (2018) does not believe that the country’s film industry is an industry at all, 

precisely because even mainstream films are not assured to breakeven in order to 

recuperate millions of pesos released for every film. Add to that the grim nature of 

distribution and exhibition which manipulate the programming of films to be screened in 

cinemas.  

 Of course, Hollywood films have better chances of getting screened, plus, box 

office or franchise films are sure to book more cinemas than Filipino films—whether 

mainstream or “independent”. As a result, Filipino films do not normally get patronized 

because of the economic and political conditions in which they operate.  

 Definitely, without government support, this cycle enables a different kind of 

trickle down effect that many are tired of: the perpetuation of films for cheap 

entertainment, of films that have no relevant content because they are star-driven more 

than story-driven, or of films that maintain stereotypes, gender roles, and other culturally-

insensitive humor or storylines.  

 Davaoeño filmmakers, thus, do not aspire to emulate the exploitative kind of 

industry or film scene that mainstream film companies thrive in. They believe that an 

alternative route is possible as long as the local government will step in to support and 

institutionalize the local film community without compromising any creative control. 

Currently, filmmakers try to distribute in schools and communities where most of their 
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target audiences are. Their philosophy is quite the opposite from mainstream film 

producers who usually create films based on themes that trend or those most likely 

alienated from the social realities of life.  

 Palma (2018) believes that when the audience finally appreciates progressive 

films, they will soon realize how filmmaking is a hard and expensive process. With this, 

paying to watch progressive films would not be as hard as when they take for granted the 

blood, sweat, and tears that filmmakers endure just to produce films with social 

relevance. Ultimately, she does not hope for a film industry, but rather a film movement 

where filmmaking and audience development meet eye to eye.  

 Barbarona (2018) has a modified take. He argues that once social issues (not 

films) are mainstreamed, the call to create and watch films that discuss social issues will 

strengthen, hence allowing filmmakers to produce and reproduce. For him, profit is not as 

important as the capacity to distribute and exhibit (elsewhere other than cinemas) films 

that aim to arouse, organize, and mobilize.  

 Mardoquio (2018) added that short films are very marketable because the length 

does not easily steer audience away. Del Rosario (2018) has the same view regarding 

mini documentaries because of the direct yet elaborate account of social issues. In fact, 

Kilab’s mini-documentaries are well received in public spaces such as churches and 

markets. Perhaps, film producers should take a look on the viability of short films and 

mini documentaries in the national or international film scenes and in schools as part of 

their staple academic materials.  

  

E. INSTITUTIONS 
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 Evidently, a film industry will not advance without the support of the government 

and its mandated agencies to nurture Philippine Cinema. The current system of our 

prevailing film industry will continue to be private, deregulated, and vulnerable to demise 

due to the more powerful Hollywood influence if the government does not interfere.  

 In the interviews, local filmmakers criticized three institutions that should have 

been giving local cinema the support and upgrade it desperately needs. All of them 

lament that if our mainstream film industry already struggles against Hollywood 

dominance, how far greater struggle do local filmmakers endure? This is the status quo 

because the framework by which policies have been drafted is already wrong, hence, the 

operation or implementation has become a failure (Tan, 2018).  

 Local filmmakers are unanimous in pointing out that the Movie and Television 

Review and Classification Board (MTRCB) and the Cinema Evaluation Board (CEB) 

judge and handle films unfairly. For example, the MTRCB, which classifies films and TV 

shows based on audience suitability, extracts a huge amount of money from local 

filmmakers just to get their films rated, and ratings are imperative in order to be screened 

in cinemas, schools, or other public spaces.  

 Based on MTRCB’s Memorandum Circular 12-2013 (see Appendix C), I 

computed the total fees and charges a regional, independent film incurs effective January 

2015. A regional, independent filmmaker pays MTRCB a total of P23,580.00 with the 

following inclusions: review of the film, rating, screening in cinemas, optical media 

material, and checking. A festival film, meanwhile, is charged with P28,250.00 with the 

same inclusions and a mainstream film incurs P41,150.00. A short film incurs P7,700.00. 
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Plus, there are separate fees for trailers shown in cinema and television. MTRCB breaks 

down other fees and charges in the Circular.  

 Note that some filmmakers opt to produce short films first because of budget 

constraints, while others are still students. Yet, they are forced to shell out an extra 

P7,700.00 to receive ratings for compliance.  

 MTRCB fees alone are already a big burden for local producers because instead 

of channeling their entire budget for production, a portion of it goes to the government. 

Tan (2018) added that the government’s perspective toward cinema is very extractive and 

not sustainable, hence, they impose taxes which are never conducive for the environment 

where films and filmmakers operate.  

 To work around such a burden, filmmakers partner with the Film Development 

Council of the Philippines (FDCP) because it is mandated to promote and develop local 

films and filmmakers. In fact, beginning Chairperson Liza Diño’s term in 2016, FDCP is 

geared toward supporting regional cinemas. Hence, FDCP assists local filmmakers in 

screenings and vouch for them. FDCP also has six Cinematheques nationwide (one in 

Manila, five in key provinces) which program and facilitate local screenings. Moreover, 

FDCP has established the CEB, its own board that gives ratings or grades (A or B). The 

main difference between MTRCB and CEB is that the latter is mandated to give tax 

rebates for quality films.  

 Films that are Graded A receive 100% rebate on amusement tax while those that 

are Graded B receive 65%. The problem, as Tan (2018) mentioned, is that the CEB is 

biased toward mainstream films which always receive either a Grade A or B. Meanwhile, 
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there are cases when “independent” films do not receive any grade at all. This means that 

films not graded by the CEB are not entitled to any rebate or incentive.  

 In 2018, Balangiga: Howling Wilderness (2017) and Gusto Kita With All My 

Hypothalamus (2018) received no grade from the CEB. The first problem here is that 

these two “independent” films are not eligible to get tax rebates which could somehow 

benefit them certain profit from screenings. The second problem, and the more pressing 

one, is the fact that Diño (2018) relegated the issue to the differing tastes of the CEB 

members.  

 While taste is something personal and a product of cultural values and ideological 

perspectives, for FDCP to allow this to happen means that it has weak control over its 

programs and constituents. FDCP and the CEB received heavy criticisms because they 

know for a fact that both films obtained good reception from the audience and film 

critics. In fact, Balangiga (2017) won the Gawad Urian for Best Picture, perceived as the 

most coveted award in Philippine Cinema.  

 Filmmakers also criticize the FDCP for its regional programming, international 

linkages, and overall strength to push for the development of a film industry. In FDCP 

Cinematheque Davao, for example, former officer Jamir Mallari used to allot only one 

week for regional films in cooperation with the Pasalidahay movement. The rest of the 

month was allotted for films programmed by the main office in Manila, including foreign 

films from international festivals.  

 The good thing about Pasalidahay’s partnership with FDCP is that 1) they have a 

ready and well-equipped venue to screen regional films as well as a conducive 

environment for discussions afterward and 2) the full-length films they screen have a 
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corresponding fee of P150.00 so local filmmakers can earn some income out of the 

screenings.  

 FDCP is reliable as a venue and partner in screenings, lectures, and workshops. 

But filmmakers comment that these are not enough because some of FDCP’s programs 

are misguided, just like its regular participation in out of the country film festivals. How 

they handle international linkages is criticized mainly because filmmakers are concerned 

with the budget that FDCP incurs for these excursions.  

 Rosas (2018) suggested that FDCP should balance its budget and attention 

between international linkages and audience development. Although FDCP has already 

established six Cinematheques nationwide and has regular programming, there is a 

considerable lack of audience. Mallari (2018) accounted only two to five people in 

attendance during regular screenings while an average of 20 attendees for popular or 

trending films. There were cases though when box office “independent” films were able 

to attract more viewers, some even filled the 120-seater Cinematheque in Davao.  

 Nonetheless, Rosas (2018) thinks that a successful film industry is not solely 

measured by how outsiders notice it; instead, it is more important that its immediate 

audience consumes and patronizes its films. Mallari (2018), on the other hand, believes 

that this is a good program because it is a platform to showcase what Filipinos films are, 

who Filipino filmmakers are, and how suitable the regions are as shooting locations. 

Participating in international film festivals allows Filipino films, via FDCP, to be 

appreciated as viable for international screenings or funding.  

 Meanwhile, Cañedo (2018) commented that FDCP’s support for local filmmakers 

and audience begins and ends in capacity building, but it lacks support in developing a 



 131 

film industry that is favorable to the filmmakers. For one, FDCP has no mandate to 

provide regular financing for film productions (except a few grants), only subsidies for 

international film studies, labs, or screenings. Second, it has no capacity to distribute and 

market films for commercial screenings, only assistance to mount festivals or screenings 

in cooperation with producers or filmmakers. Third, it does not push for any legislation 

concerning the unjustifiable privileges of Hollywood and the manipulation of Philippine 

mainstream film studios at the expense of “independent” regional filmmakers.  

 Another wasted opportunity is the Sine ng Masa program which is particular to 

FDCP Cinematheque Davao. This program is basically a ‘travelling cinema’ which used 

to visit rural schools and communities and screened films for free. Sine ng Masa only 

consisted of a truck and screen, but since it is non-operational for quite sometime now, it 

has not been used to serve its purpose.  

 FDCP’s shortcomings do not only have to do with perhaps a weak leadership and 

lack of political will but also with a scarcity of budget. It has promising programs, yes, 

but these were executed rather inadequately because of intense budget constraints. While 

this is something out of their control, they definitely have control over how to unite 

filmmakers, mainstream and “independent” alike, to one major cause, and that is to push 

for a progressive film industry that benefits filmmakers and audiences with impact on a 

larger scale. 

 While the government is the most decisive body in implementing laws and 

programs that benefit society in general, education is fundamental in cultivating 

criticality among constituents, especially the oppressed sectors. All filmmakers register 
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the necessity to collaborate with the academe in order to push the agenda of film literacy 

from the ground up.  

 In other words, the academe is a very fertile institution for grassroots organizing. 

Tan (2018) said that the academe is in fact, more instrumental in cultivating film literacy 

(and social awareness as discussed in films) than the mainstream film industry because 

the former has technically no stake in the industry. Mangansakan (2017) added that 

teachers must have pertinent trainings on how to cascade film literacy to students as well 

as trainings for government employees to understand the inner workings of cinema.   

 Apart from integrating film literacy in the curriculum, schools are always ready 

partners of film festivals in Mindanao in terms of venue, volunteers, or attendees. This 

speaks of good relationship between filmmakers and schools in building a stronger film 

community in the region. Although there are still more schools to tap and more students 

to reach, filmmakers see that the academe is a more potent institution than the 

government in developing audiences to support story-driven, critical films. 

 In Davao, however, a new hope awaits its film community with the recent 

resurrection of an ordinance entitled “Creating the Film Development Council of Davao 

City” (see Appendix B). According to Councilor Mabel Acosta (2018), the said ordinance 

had been drafted in 2013 by the late Councilor Leo Avila. But since his passing, only in 

2018 was the ordinance put into the table again by Councilor Pilar Braga as proponent 

and Councilor Acosta as co-proponent. The ordinance has two heavy declaration of 

principles (Section 2):  

That Davao City Government shall formulate and implement policies and 
programs to upgrade the art and craft of film making and encourage the 
production of films for commercial and non-commercial purposes. It must be 
intended for public entertainment, education, values infusion, advocacy for human 
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rights, gender equality, environmental protection and awareness, nationalism, 
local history and culture and other social issues; to properly harness the capacities 
of Davao-based service providers and to provide the enabling environment to 
properly cater to and boost the local film industry.  

  
 That Davao City shall be the hub of the Film Making Industry in Mindanao. 
 

 The first declaration is a bold pronouncement. It speaks volumes on what a local 

film industry must embody and it pretty much sounds like a perfect one. In summary, it 

declares that the Council has the power and control to push for the advancement of 

filmmaking practices, the creative and progressive storytelling of films, the capacity of 

audience to comprehend and appreciate films, and the competence of the film community 

(including the business sector) to develop the local film scene.  

 Section 5, Powers and Functions, concretizes this first declaration with 14 actions 

steps including the following crucial provisions: 1) to formulate a Film Industry 

Development Plan that aims to improve and promote trainings and workshops for 

filmmakers, 2) to appoint credible members of the Council (composed of the private 

sector, City Tourism Officer, City Council, representative of DOLE, representative from 

academe, and filmmakers), 3) to establish the annual Davao City Film Festival, 4) to 

implement an incentive system, 5) to establish a film archive, and 6) to facilitate grants 

for production, distribution, and marketing.  

 The second provision I noted above is actually the most crucial of all: 

appointment of members of the Council. Automatically, the Chairperson of the Council is 

Mayor Sara Duterte, and she has the liberty to appoint anyone she thinks fit for the 

Council. If the appointed members will not cooperate for the best interests of the film 
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community or if politicking gets too much in the way, the Film Industry Development 

Plan will be futile and the film community will not benefit.   

 The third provision, meanwhile, seeks to consolidate the efforts of filmmakers 

with major assistance from the LGU in mounting the city’s institutionalized film festival. 

This may be compared to Quezon City’s QCinema and Nabunturan’s Nabifilmex which 

are both government-initiated film festivals and have been receiving stable logistical and 

financial support from their respective LGUs. 

 Coun. Acosta (2018) said that another advantage of having government backing is 

the protection of local filmmakers’ rights. She also emphasized that official events such 

as Araw ng Dabaw and Kadayawan Festival can be platforms where the Davao City Film 

Festival may be programmed. Through this, the LGU may award grants to filmmakers to 

create their films or give prizes to winning films. The provision also stipulates that the 

LGU should require cinemas within Davao City to allot specific screening schedules for 

eight days to show festival films.  

 But even with grants, prizes, or guaranteed screening schedules, Rosas (2018) is 

wary that the proposed festival becomes a showcase of film tourism and that interested 

filmmakers resort to pageantry—similar to how Mardoquio (2018) views the 

abovementioned official events as reinforcing the city’s ‘fake culture’.  

 In connection to films, the fourth provision stipulates that the Council may also 

evaluate films ‘made originally’ in Davao City or that which talk about the values of the 

city. Films that pass evaluation will have 50% exemption from amusement tax provided 

that they promote positive values and that which protect environment-related issues, 

among others.  



 135 

 This is a dangerous clause for two reasons: first, how will the Council qualify a 

film that is ‘made originally’ in Davao given that definition of what characterizes a 

Davao film is continuously evolving at the same time contested? Second, how about 

Davao films that talk about the grim social realities haunting the city? This may pave the 

way for what Rosas is precisely wary of in order to get incentives.  

 Lastly, the sixth provision is in some way alarming because of how it was 

worded: “to seek grants and other incentives for film productions and to provide 

assistance in film distribution/marketing” (Section 5). Clearly, ‘to seek’ means that the 

Council may not automatically allocate a certain budget for grants and incentives to 

produce, distribute, and market local films. The absence of ‘exhibition’ in the equation is 

also very telling of how the LGU does not want to meddle with the unfair capitalist 

policies of cinema owners. If the very structure that disallows local films to develop is 

not contested (or at least regulated), then there is no discussion of ‘industry’ in this 

matter.  

 Section 16 of the ordinance stipulates that the Council shall have a 

P10,000,000.00 budget on its first year of constitution which should be used as seed 

funding for the Development Plan. At this point, however, there is no Development Plan 

yet, hence, we are not sure how the seed funding will be delegated for each possible 

program.  

 Local filmmakers can only hope that the P10,000,000.00 will be rightfully allotted 

for the institutional and infrastructural benefit of the Davao film scene, including the 

proposed film archive which is a very expensive process--as well as funding for 
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production, distribution, and exhibition—even if guaranteed funding for this part is not 

stipulated in the ordinance.  

The second declaration, “That Davao City shall be the hub of the Film Making 

Industry in Mindanao” (Section 2), meanwhile, is actually the heavier one and is quite 

questionable too. Former FDCP Chairperson Briccio Santos (2012) said, “With its 

strategic location, Davao is the best place to project Mindanao in particular and the 

Philippines in general as a filmmaking hub.”  

 Davao may be qualified, yes, but the bigger contention here is that the LGU did 

not stipulate any provision in the ordinance toward creating a film industry to begin with. 

They are have assumed that a film industry already exists. In fact, Coun. Acosta (2018) 

said that even without government support, Davao filmmakers receive so much 

recognition, thus even without the ordinance, the Davao film community would survive.  

 This assumption is problematic because it simply means that the government does 

not feel responsible for building and sustaining a local film culture. In this case, the LGU 

only sees itself as an observer and supporter, rather than an instigator. It is also telling of 

how culture and the arts are not on the list of the LGU’s priorities. But the authority of 

the government to draft and implement policies for the benefit of a film community is the 

foundation of a progressive film industry.  

 In the status quo, Davao’s film community operates very much like a non-

government, non-profit organization, which heavily relies on advocacy and external 

institutional support instead of the LGU’s provisions toward sustainability. Yet, this 

should not be the case because cinema could generate income and profit not only for its 
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workers but also for the country. The potential is so big and bright that the government is 

not trying to understand what or how much they are missing.  

 At this point, the film community is waiting for the Implementing Rules and 

Regulations (IRR) to be drafted, a very important document that stipulates the principles, 

functions, and duties that shall govern the Film Council and shall facilitate the programs. 

There is also no budget allocation yet. Nonetheless, the proposed Film Development 

Council of Davao City is a welcome development because it will “help validate and 

formalize the existing film community and may open investment opportunities” (Cañedo, 

2018). As of now, all we can do is hope that it is not an empty promise.  

 

F. SCREENING PLACES 

 Screening places as the last area that makes up a film culture is quite decisive in 

the equation simply because films are meant to be seen, viewed, or screened wherever 

there is an opportunity to do so. In fact, more than just built structures for commodities, 

screening places have cultural history, as well as a crucial role in bridging the gap 

between producers and audiences. But because most screening places are first and 

foremost structures built for profit, owners lose sight of the essence of being able to 

screen quality films which allow film literacy among audiences to flourish. Screening 

places in this study include cinema theaters in malls, cinematheques or micro-cinemas, 

and other spaces of conversations.  

 In Davao’s case, there are six major malls that house cinema theaters with 34 

screens combined. These six malls are operated by two national companies: Ayala (1) 

and SM (2), one regional company: Gaisano (2), and one independent company: Victoria 
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Plaza (1). Both Ayala and SM operate as how they do in the capital and elsewhere in the 

Philippines. Although cinema tickets are cheaper compared with those in Manila, the 

programming of films is the same: Hollywood over Filipino films; mainstream over 

“independent”.   

 Meanwhile, Gaisano controls most of the cinemas in the region, having expanded 

in other key Mindanao cities outside Davao and in the Visayas, where the Gaisano family 

actually hail from. It operates similarly to how Ayala and SM do, but its ticket prices are 

cheaper and its relationship with local festival organizers is more lenient when it comes 

to screening local films. DNF and MFF screen their films in Gaisano Mall of Davao with 

a discounted price of P120.00 to P150.00.  

 Victoria Plaza, on the other hand, is the oldest mall in Davao yet the least popular 

for cinemagoers because it was not able to upgrade its facilities since SM and Ayala 

entered the local market. In fact, it has downscaled its number of screens over the years. 

Now, it only houses one screen which does not follow the regular, usual programming of 

other cinemas. Quite the contrary, it normally screens sensual and sexual Filipino films 

also known as bomba films.  

 Aside from the malls, Davao houses one of FDCP’s Cinematheque which was 

briefly discussed in the previous section, Institutions (p. 126). The existence of FDCP 

Cinematheque Davao is a milestone for the film community because this somehow 

proves how the community generates quite a number of important films worthy to be 

screened. This also gave a chance for the local audience to watch films in an alternative 

venue with cheaper prices and selected programming of national and local films.  
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 Moreover, as a government-funded building, it is a structure intended to project a 

certain national imagery grounded on geography, in this case Davao. Perhaps, it was able 

to achieve such goal in terms of its programming that combines national and regional 

films, with the former having the larger spot.  

 Then again, the problem lies in the statistics of audience watching in 

Cinematheque Davao. Mallari (2018) mentioned that only an average of 20 attendees 

frequent the Cinematheque—in worst cases, two attendees.  Hence, only these patrons 

experience the local or national imagery that independent films project. The building 

projects one thing, but the films and its connection with the audience project another.  

 Nonetheless, I would say that FDCP Cinematheque Davao is a place of memory, 

a place of culture important to the community. In fact, it also welcomes other disciplines 

like theater and art to showcase local talents within its grounds. DNF, for example, 

hosted a live art at the front yard of Cinematheque Davao while a performance art 

surprised the audience during its Awards Night last October 2018.  

 In this case, a cinematheque or micro-cinema as a stand-alone alternative venue of 

film screenings is a place of cultural convergence of artists and audiences across 

disciplines. The Cinematheque Davao can actually bank on that to create projects or 

campaigns that merge cinema and other disciplines so that it goes beyond a place for 

cinema to a place of culture in general.  

 Even before malls became the staple scene of cities and before cinematheques 

were art hubs, stand-alone theaters were the trend. Particularly in Davao, recorded from 

1970s to 1990s, both Hollywood and Filipino films were shown at the now defunct stand-

alone theaters such as Lawaan and Queens located at downtown Davao City. 
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 Lawaan and Queens were able to fill their theaters with audiences back then, 

especially those theaters that showcased double features for a price of less than P5.00. 

But class was a major demarcation in film watching then.  

 Filmmaker Benjamin Garcia (2018) shared the kind of programming and audience 

that movie theaters hosted. When Hollywood films were screened, the audience was 

composed of the elite Settlers of Davao. When Filipino films were on the schedule, the 

audience was the masses. However, despite being a member of the privileged few, Garcia 

secretly watched Filipino films with their maids because his parents scorned the Filipino 

language. Garcia (2018) added that elite viewers watched silently and with finesse while 

the masses were noisy—actually talking back to the characters as if they were at the 

comforts of their homes.  

 But these days, viewership is very different from back then. For one, the audience 

has become more homogenized in terms of the films they watch: mainstream Filipino or 

Hollywood. Meaning to say, in a cinema theater, audiences from different classes are 

present and recognizable. Second, the mass audience does not talk back to the screen 

anymore and in fact, have succumbed to the silence an enclosed cinema offers. 

 Unfortunately, Lawaan and Queens saw their demise when local malls, Victoria 

Plaza and Gaisano Mall, were built to cater to the rising capitalist call of consumerism in 

the region. Later on, both local malls faced bigger competitors, Ayala and SM. Gaisano 

Mall was able to reinvent itself while Victoria Plaza lost the game. Professor and 

geographer David Harvey (1993) said: 

Old places have to be devalued, destroyed, and redeveloped while new places are 
created. The history of capitalism is punctuated by intense phases of spatial 
reorganization. (p. 7) 
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 In this case, the histo-cultural place of Lawaan and Queens were replaced by 

malls as an answer to urbanization. On the downside, the physical spaces that once 

housed the grandeur of cinema have been transformed to food stalls, bars, or fellowship 

chapels (Mangansakan, 2017), which are manifestations of the uneven development of 

capitalism. 

 Despite this, Lawaan and Queens are also places of memory and culture that once 

brought the Davao community together in one place to experience cinema. Fortunately, 

the owners stood by the original names of the buildings because only through these 

markers we can remember how important stand-alone theaters were to the older 

generation of film audience, if not community, of Davao.   

 The rise and fall of screening places is a result of the interplay of the politics, 

economics, and culture of exhibition not only in the local scene but more so in the 

national landscape of film industry. For one, the advent of technology allowed the 

business of CD/DVD rentals and sales to flourish. Second, television offered to screen 

old films in designated channels. Watching movies then became more accessible for 

audiences because they do not have to go out of their homes and spend for cinema 

theaters.  

 Third, what Locsin (2013) called mallification in the 21st century is the final blow 

to the demise of stand-alone theaters. Malls are the result of the consumerist culture that 

globalization created, in which there is a strong need to dominate markets and sell cheap, 

excess goods. The Philippines, as a third-world market, is very vulnerable to fall for this 

kind of culture precisely because we were colonized by consumerist ideas from the West, 

where majority of those goods come from. Today, malls sprout like mushrooms here and 
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there and mallgoing has become a culture of its own. But mallification is without any 

reproaches in the political sphere such as urban poor displacement and contractualization 

of labor.  

Fourth, mall owners operate their cinema theaters with certain economic policies 

never favorable to filmmakers, especially the local ones. Most of the big mall chains 

implement a ‘first day, last day’ scheme where films must be able sell a good number of 

tickets on its first day to avoid being pulled out on the next. Some malls, however, extend 

to a week before they pull out those that are not earning. In numbers, the gross sales of a 

film is divided into three parts: (estimated) 30% goes to producers, 30% goes to 

government taxes, and 30% goes to theater owners. Hence, a film has to earn thrice its 

capital just to breakeven. 

How malls control and filter films to be screened consequently leads to the 

increasing gap between films and audiences. What could have been a good advantage of 

having cinema theaters in malls is actually more of a disadvantage for local filmmakers 

and audiences. Filipino films that counter the hegemonic standardized themes 

mainstream studios regularly make are almost always pulled out immediately after 

premiere; ticket prices are deregulated; and Hollywood still dominates our third-world 

film market.  

Mangansakan (2017), however, commented that it is wrong to believe that films 

can only be experienced in cinema theaters. For him, and the rest of local filmmakers, if 

cinema theaters are not lenient enough to support and screen local films, there are 

alternative avenues out there. As long as there are willing audiences, there are venues.  
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Aside from cinematheques, there are schools and communities that can be tapped 

all-year round; there are public places like plazas and bars where films can be screened 

whenever as long as a projector and sound system are provided. These are guerrilla 

methods our local filmmakers are so adept at just to be able to screen their films.  

The problem, however, is the lack of film organizers who can focus on tapping 

these venues and reaching out to the wider audience who will show up, sit through local 

films, and actually appreciate and question them.  

No matter how many local films Davao produces annually or how many immense 

possibilities of film screening and viewing can be explored, as long as there is a 

considerable lack of audience watching and talking about every kind of film produced 

with whatever genre or theme, there remains a huge gap between producers and 

audiences.  

 Screening, however, in private places which use televisions, computers, or 

cellphones is quite hard to determine—and so my study does not focus on the 

quantifiable data of audiences. Referring to online screening, Sanchez (2017) said that 

while “distribution is a huge problem (in cinemas), access is a bit different because of 

piracy and streaming” which enable the free and comfortable screening of films usually 

done at home.  

 Piracy, as apparent in CDs or DVDs sold in streets and downloadable torrents 

online, is a huge uncontrollable industry of its own. Of course, there is a debate between 

filmmakers earning what is due to them versus audiences being able to watch films which 

have not been shown in their home countries, which they cannot afford to watch in 

cinemas, or which they were not able to catch in cinemas. Nonetheless, the home as a 
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private screening place is a different experience altogether for families, friends, or 

individuals engaged in film watching.  

 Screening or film watching can also be done in a public place and yet be a private 

endeavor. Riding public transportation, waiting in line, eating in a café, or resting at work 

are some examples where I always see people with earphones plugged in, holding their 

cellphones while watching films or television series. Almost always, you cannot disturb 

them—just like when watching in cinema theaters or any enclosed space. In this case, 

screening is more of a private affair than when you watch at home with family or friends 

or when you join community screenings in bars or plazas.   

 Nonetheless, in this age of digital media, film viewing in private places or film 

viewing as private affair even in public places, is considerably increasing more than the 

number of cinemagoers or participants in community or school screenings. The scarcity 

of public screening places in Davao can be attributed to any of the following: 1) 

economic policies entrenched in cinema theaters, 2) political will to regulate how cinema 

theaters operate, or 3) audience perception toward films.  

 Although there may be more audiences in private places, film literacy cannot be 

determined solely out of exposure. Questions on actual viewing behavior (whether 

audience is distracted or not), on appreciation and criticism, or even the most basic: the 

choice of films and the factors that determine this, can be explored in another research 

that focuses on audience reception. Moreover, an increasing number of audiences in 

private places cannot conclude whether or not a film industry is earning (in a national 

scale), more so whether it is effective, given that screening films in private places is most 

likely illegal through torrents, free streaming, or pirated CDs/DVDs.  
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 Generally, film structure in the 21st century is almost similar across cities and 

countries. The capitalist production, consumption or spectatorship, and reproduction 

affect how cinema is engendered on the national scale. Meanwhile, regional or local 

filmmakers are still struggling to get out of their circles, market their films, and attract 

viewers in as many screening places as they can maximize amid competing national and 

foreign films.  

 This chapter offers a narrative of observations and criticisms of what the Davao 

film culture looks like and how it traverses within and beyond its geographical 

boundaries of the regional, national, and transnational, in order to record its 

contemporary history of existence and make a statement of defiance against structures-

that-be.  

 Figure 7 locates current screening places (malls and alternative places) and 

production studios where Davao Cinema actually exists and thrives in the city. Also 

included in the map are those timeworn stand-alone theaters that persisted until the 

1990s.  

 Note that most of these screening places, production studios, and former stand-

alone theaters are concentrated in downtown Davao. In reference to Gaisano Mall of 

Davao, where DNF and MFF are regularly held, UP Mindanao and Gaisano Mall of Toril 

are the farthest from the city center because it takes about 30 minutes to get to these 

places via private car and without traffic.     
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Figure 7. Cinematic Map of Davao City  

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 In mapping the Davao film culture, I realized that its beauty is in its rawness. 

There is rawness in stories, in technique, in aesthetic. However, this kind of rawness is 

never innocent—just curious and open to exploration, to the adventure of using the 

medium of film. In fact, the Davao film culture is born out of people’s struggles with 

issues that mainly involve ethnicity, religion, and land. 

 How political, economic, and cultural forces connive to keep Davao in silence is 

an incessant problem that Davaoeño filmmakers are vocal about in their films and other 
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cultural works. They are conscious of the environment they are thriving in and the forces 

they are struggling against. Thus, it is liberating for filmmakers to be able to express their 

thoughts, curiosities, or questions about the status quo that continues to oppress them and 

the marginalized. 

 Yet, the growth of the Davao film community faces contestations mainly in 

cultivating local audience and young filmmakers in order to advance a stronger local film 

culture. Even if they thrive with passion, film organizations need not only to 

institutionalize themselves but more so government intervention in order for the Davao 

film culture to succeed collectively in the national and transnational arenas. 

 Aside from the lack of institutional support, local filmmakers also face structural 

problems in political and economic spheres. In reality, the status quo of the mainstream 

media structure and political economic policies deprives local cinema of establishing a 

business model which supposedly can harness its capabilities to be sustainable and 

profitable for its community. Actually, it all boils down to asserting institutional and 

structural support for any discipline or sector to triumph and become valuable for the 

Filipino community, culturally and economically.
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IV. THE DAVAO CONNECTION 

 The discussions in the last two chapters (II and III) revolved around the nature of 

the Davao film scene based on my data gathering—interviews, film festival participation, 

and reading of ephemera. From these, I laid down three general themes on how local 

filmmakers make sense of Davao Cinema and mapped the six areas that make up a local 

film culture. In this chapter, however, I explore the spatiality of Davao and how 

filmmakers make sense of the city through films.  

 Thus, Chapter IV is a space dedicated to theorizing and criticizing Davao on the 

following levels: 1) the political landscape of Davao that engendered its place in the 

country, 2) its liminal spaces that mark or question the city’s importance as a regional 

center as well as an emerging film scene, and 3) the representation of culture and sense of 

place in films produced by Davaoeño filmmakers or shot in Davao.  

What is Davao’s role within and beyond its community? How is Davao 

contested? How do filmmakers represent the city? Which factors do they exclude? These 

are some of the questions I asked in searching for that Davao ‘connection’ with its 

neighbors and outside its regional borders. Pertinent observations and criticisms on the 

debatable nature of regional cinema are also included in this chapter.  

 

A. DAVAO AS PLACE 

 Professor and geographer Jon Anderson (2009) said, “Through our everyday 

actions, whether intentional or otherwise, we leave traces that take and make places. As 

traces combine, cultural orders and geographical borders are established that attempt to 

define and control the identity of a place.” Yet, the assumed identity of a place is always 
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contested—up for debate, for questioning. In other words, a place may have several 

identities which may all be contested, depending on the perspective from which a certain 

identity is viewed.  

 Anderson (2009) added, “…traces and their meaning come to influence how we 

feel and respond, as well as coming to define how we think about the world and where 

we belong.” As much as traces create identities of a place, these also allow an individual 

or a collective to make sense of their own identity, of their own place in the world. 

Hence, taking and making places is a two-way process—you make a place and in return, 

a place makes you. But all that is created is contested as well as socially constructed. 

There is no fixed identity, no steady place. We are all in constant motion.  

 Davao City is a huge contested place. Palma (2018) and other local filmmakers 

said it is diverse, the ideal melting pot. Rosas (2018) agreed but at the same time 

countered that a melting pot tragically means having no identity. Despite this, Rosas 

(2018) added that Davaoeños have some sense of rootedness. But Mardoquio (2018) 

commented that this is limited to a certain degree of superficiality.  

 In other words, the sense of diversity and multiculturalism that Davaoeños are 

proud of are based mainly on keen observations of their environment than actual practice 

of immersion, and are in fact, commodified through local events, advertisements, 

fundraisings, or social enterprises.  

 Similarly, how Davaoeños practice and engage with the tri-people concept is 

confusing. On one hand, it is discussed and represented well in cultural and scholarly 

works. On the other, it is barely experienced or even talked about, as if it is enough that 

the tri-people concept is already recognized. The latter is more apparent among the 
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middle-class who lack interaction with the Lumad, Moros, and even urban poor Settlers 

who are often and normally perceived with pity. This is a manifestation of the people’s 

superficial appreciation of diversity that is restricted to festivities, charity works, and 

textbook knowledge of native costumes and practices, among others.  

 How Davao is contested may be seen through the dominant form of governance 

that surround the city for more than two decades: militarism. Mardoquio (2018) 

explained that a militarist government uses fear to fool its constituents into believing that 

their place is an organized, stable, and peaceful city, thus cementing a ‘fake culture’. A 

militarist government constructs an imagined place to be recognized as a good model and 

hence, be replicated. What a militarist government silences is the ‘authentic culture’ 

which sheds light to the struggles and oppression of marginalized sectors who are also 

constituents of the region: the Lumad, Moros, and urban poor Settlers.   

 Therefore, Davao as a contested place is defined by how the militarist local 

government reinforces a fake culture while it suppresses the authentic one. To 

acknowledge that Davao is diverse because many tribes converge in the area is easy, but 

to learn what led to the diversity and convergence is another thing. In fact, optimistic 

words such as ‘diversity’ and ‘convergence’ cloak the real situation of why and how IPs 

and Moros have been displaced in Davao. In their displacement, they have been further 

dispossessed of the voice to speak out against socio-economic issues and cultural 

stereotypes. As a result, they have been pushed to the background and have unwillingly 

assimilated themselves to the city life.  

 Eventually, the militarist government was able to construct an imagined place out 

of propagating a fake culture. Davao’s urbanization, man-made tourist attractions, 
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economic rise, peaceful co-existence among sectors—all these reinforcements of Davao 

as the center of Mindanao and as a controversial city in national politics are but 

constructed and imagined. This is not to say, however, that Davao is not a place of its 

own.  

 Transformed to a settlement area in the 1900s, I think that Davao’s diverse 

identities as perceived by co-existing tri-people are not only meant to be contested but 

also to be appropriated by its inhabitants to become a place of their own—a place they 

now call home. As Anderson (2009) said, “wherever there is domination there is also the 

opportunity for resistance”, which in the case of Davao means there is space for 

Davaoeños, for the tri-people to occupy, take over, and change. Bhabha (1990) called this 

the ‘third space’ where “a new area of negotiation of meaning and representation” takes 

place (as cited by Anderson, 2009).  

 For most middle to upper class Settlers, how they make sense of Davao is rather 

romantic and positive, still under the spell of the hegemony of fake culture. But for 

Davaoeño filmmakers, it is quite the opposite. They place Davao in a crucial position in 

their films—criticizing its identities, questioning its idea of co-existence, diversity and 

convergence, and holding the militarist government accountable for the problems that 

prison and silence Davao and the tri-people.  

 Interestingly, how filmmakers appropriate Davao is through attempts of liberating 

the city in their films, and in effect, edifying the audience watching them. In other words, 

cinema or filmmaking is a place that Davaoeño filmmakers took over and occupied with 

the challenge to change the perception of the local audience, as well as the national and 

international audiences, about Davao and its tri-people.  
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 The question now is: how successful are they? Filmmakers have made 

progressive, social realist films that have been screened and have won awards in national 

and international festivals. However, success should not only be measured by 

recognitions but more so by the impact or effect the films left with audiences, especially 

with those in their regional boundaries.  

 At this point, the success of local filmmakers in taking over and occupying local 

cinema is still at the level of creating noteworthy, relevant films, but not yet on the level 

of effectively pooling audiences together, grooming the next generation of progressive 

filmmakers, mounting festivals that take pride in the city’s cultural capital, and 

institutionalizing the film scene.  

 Nonetheless, how filmmakers try to authentically represent Davao in films is 

laudable and may also be a measure of how they value nationalism on a larger scale. Also 

a contested concept, propagating and preserving a homogenous national identity is tied to 

and grounded on how certain people or sectors appropriate a place. This is not just about 

territories or borders, but can also be about spaces of war, peace, traditions, or other 

discursive formations.  

 A community may share the same sense of nationalism sustained by collective 

memory and as manifested in their commemorative ceremonies (e.g. feasts of patron 

saints, death of heroes, anniversary of historical events, etc.), ritual performances, or 

bodily practices (Featherstone, 1993).  

 For local filmmakers, however, their sense of nationalism is strengthened within 

their circle, within spaces of cinema, and among the marginalized sectors or issues they 

chose to film. For them, cinema is their ‘third space’. This space cultivates the biases of 
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filmmakers, and hence shapes them to narrate the authentic yet unpopular culture in the 

city; the raw and omnipresent yet masked and normalized.  

 In some instances, though, nationalistic films are taunted for saying the truth. The 

militarist government is always wary to protect their fort through maintaining the status 

quo. Barbarona’s Tu Pug Imatuy (2017), for example, found itself in the center of a black 

propaganda video uploaded and circulated on social media around the time it was 

screened nationwide in the latter part of 2018. Not only was this blatant disinformation, 

but also harassment of Barbarona who received threats of surveillance. The Concerned 

Artists of the Philippines (2018) issued a statement condemning this chilling act.  

The release of such black propaganda is an assault on freedom of expression and 
the freedom of the artist to critique, reflect or respond to social realities. This 
sends the message that artistic and creative works that contradict the narrative of 
the Duterte administration can and will be attacked with impunity. 
 

 This situation showed how Duterte’s militarist government in Davao was 

replicated on a national scale when he won the 2016 elections. An elite Settler, President 

Duterte was former Davao City mayor for seven (non-consecutive) terms. His daughter, 

Sara Duterte, took over his position which easily allowed his militarist regime to continue 

in Davao. What happened with Barbarona is yet another manifestation of the current 

political climate of the country. Scared of critics and of the truth coming out, the 

government uses its authority to spin public opinion, to manipulate the legal and justice 

systems, and to instigate fear in order to silence critics and protect allies.  

From local to national, Duterte used the same militarist method to propagate a 

national fake culture dressed in the pronouncement of change, but this time in a very 

deliberate manner. Now more than ever, we need films such as Tu Pug Imatuy (2017) and 
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filmmakers such as Barbarona to succeed in mainstreaming the narrative of the 

dispossessed. Davao as place, therefore means that Davaoeños make sense of Davao 

differently and in varying scales. But it does not mean that there is no point of 

convergence or unity among issues that has been haunting the city for centuries.  

The root cause of the Lumad and Moro struggles is how they were forcefully 

uprooted from their ancestral lands and how they are being punished for claiming what is 

rightfully theirs. Amid this struggle, they find a certain degree of belongingness in the 

heart of Davao, co-existing with Settlers, despite the glaring fact that Lumad and Moros 

are still—if not further—marginalized in the city.  

Hence, local filmmakers, who are Settlers, took it upon themselves to delicately 

represent such issues in films, finding their sense of belongingness within the film 

community and marginalized sectors as well as carving their own places in the spaces of 

and for cinema.       

 

B. DAVAO AS LIMINAL SPACE 

 When I say that identity and place are dynamic, this refers to how characteristics 

are continuously evolving as well as constantly moving from one space to another, 

hereby existing and thriving in a liminal space. This section explores that liminality, that 

in-between of spaces where Davao’s contested identities are in constant motion as 

experienced and practiced in locations outside the city and how other people make sense 

of Davao as the center of Mindanao. I would also like to look into how Davaoeños who 

have settled in other places make sense of their roots now that they are geographically 

distant. 
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1. Insideness/Outsideness 

 One example is Arnel Mardoquio who is currently residing in Melbourne, 

Australia. By the end of November 2018, I had the opportunity to watch the premiere of 

his latest film, Alma-ata (2018), which talks about the journey of a longing middle-aged 

daughter who joined a retrieval operation in the hinterlands to recover the dead bodies of 

her parents. In the process, she learned more about her roots and the revolution that her 

parents were fighting for.  

 Alma-ata (2018) is a film that openly criticizes the status quo using as framework 

the Marxist ideology of a revolution as applied by Jose Ma. Sison in the Philippines. So 

far, Alma-ata (2018) is Mardoquio’s most rebellious film that unlocks a handful of 

cinematic and geographical spaces for discussion.  

 For one, the film connects two important locations: Australia, Mardoquio’s 

current address, and Mindanao, his roots. What is interesting with the geography or 

shooting locations of Alma-ata (2018) is that the film actually took place in three 

different locations: Australia, Mindanao, and Laguna in Luzon.  

 Mardoquio shot the urban scenes in Australia while the mountainous area was 

shot in Laguna. On the film however, Laguna was portrayed and represented to be 

Mindanao. Mardoquio said that shooting in Laguna was a practical choice he made to 

secure his cast and crew because Martial Law is still imposed in Mindanao.  

 This is a usual geographical problematic on shooting locations or what Chris 

Lukinbeal (2006) called ‘crime against geography’. This concept basically questions the 

authenticity of a shooting location vis-à-vis the actual location where the story took place. 
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Nonetheless, Mardoquio tried to stay true to his vision as a Davaoeño filmmaker and 

opted to make films highlighting Mindanao and its issues.  

  Second, Mardoquio chose to write and direct a story that not only links and 

traverses the geography of both Australia and Mindanao, but also their politics. Aside 

from the fact that Mardoquio currently resides in Australia, the two places are held 

together by groups that espouse the Marxist ideology.  

 Mardoquio is a known progressive cultural worker who had made films about war 

or conflict between the tri-people and the government, and the drug war in relation with 

urban poverty, among others. Unlike some of his previous films which were funded by 

Philippine film festivals, Alma-ata (2018) was produced by the Advanced League of 

Peoples’ Artists (ALPA) – Melbourne, Australia which allowed him full creative and 

ideological control.  

 In other words, Mardoquio as representative of Mindanao and ALPA as an 

organization of Filipino activists in Melbourne—united by a revolutionary ideology—

collaborated to produce an important socialist film. More than a cinematic space, the film 

is actually a political, ideological space—just as how Mardoquio and ALPA envisioned 

the film to be.  

 Third, Mardoquio hired both Australian and Filipino actors and used both English 

and Bisaya in the film. Sue Prado, a Filipina actress, played Julia Cuevas (protagonist), a 

Filipina doctor who grew up and lived most of her life in Australia. Her parents are also 

Filipino doctors who went back to the Philippines to aid in the health sector of the 

revolution. In the film, Prado speaks in fluent English with an Australian accent. When 

she went with Mindanaoan revolutionaries for the retrieval operation, I was surprised that 
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she fully understood Bisaya even though she could not speak any of it. However, what 

Mardoquio wanted to point out is that two places, geographically distant and culturally 

different from one another, can be connected through an individual’s or a collective’s 

identity, language, and politics.  

 Fourth, there is no other direction for Alma-ata (2018) aside from transnational 

screenings. Hence, the film will not only be distributed in the Philippines and Australia 

but the whole world. During the premiere night, Mardoquio (2018) expressed that there 

are millions of socialists around the globe, and they are the exact audience of his film. 

 Alma-ata (2018), because of its socialist nature, seems to have a very targeted and 

limited audience, but quite the contrary, it is actually a film for a ready global audience. 

The crucial step now is to be able to bring the film in schools and communities where it 

will probably be more appreciated and received with an open mind, and where it is more 

necessary to be screened. Unfortunately, commercial cinemas are not the ideal screening 

place for the film not only because of its direct and sharp propaganda against the status 

quo, but also because Mardoquio wants Alma-ata (2018) to be screened for free—true to 

its socialist nature.  

 These four major spaces that Mardoquio opened through Alma-ata (2018) 

exemplify that liminal space in which Davao and its cinema, in particular, occupy. I find 

Relph’s (1976) concept of ‘insideness/outsideness’ interesting to appropriate in this 

discussion of Davao’s liminality. According to him, “To be inside a place is to belong to 

it and identify with it, and the more profoundly inside you are the stronger is this identity 

with the place” (Relph, 1976).  
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 The seven Davaoeño filmmakers I included in this study (see Table 6.1) have 

developed varying degrees of insideness/outsideness. Mardoquio, Barbarona, Bantayan, 

and Fiola can be considered ‘inside’ filmmakers who have that strong connection with 

their roots and the local issues they tackled in their films. Mardoquio, however, can also 

be regrouped with Sanchez at this point because both of them are currently ‘outside’ their 

hometown although they still chose to discuss Davao or Mindanao issues in all their 

films. 

 Meanwhile, Gohetia and Garcia have peculiar locations. Gohetia can be 

considered ‘outside’ not only because he is currently based in Manila but also because his 

films are produced by mainstream studios that do not discuss Mindanao sensibilities. 

Garcia, although now back in Davao, has spent most of his career in Manila and had done 

films with other regional content such as on the Igorot of Batad.   

 What Relph points out is that the insideness or outsideness of local filmmakers 

from their hometowns determines the extent and depth of their sensibility and 

understanding of the central issues in their films. The “inside-outside dualism is 

fundamental in our experiences of lived-space and one that provides the essence of 

place”, added Relph (1976).  

 However, Davaoeño filmmakers like Sanchez and Mardoquio have proven that an 

‘outside’ position does not necessarily mean a loss of the essence of place but actually 

more of a reinforcement of sense of belonging, if not nostalgia. In this case, the 

inside/outside argument becomes blurry not only because the sensibility of most local 

filmmakers evolves over time, but also because this goes with them wherever they choose 

to practice filmmaking, provided that they engage in research and immersion. In Relph’s 
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(1976) words, “the boundary between inside and outside moves” because “we carry these 

zones around us as we move”.  

 For local filmmakers—whether inside or outside—their vision of Davao or 

Mindanao Cinema is not one that generates films which alienate or assimilate 

marginalized subjects, but one that hopefully liberates them and creates that space where 

their narratives are told genuinely, honorably, and respectfully. 

 

2. Liminality in Films and Festivals 

 Apart from films and filmmakers, Relph’s (1976) concept of inside/outside may 

also be applied to Davao-based film festivals and their connection with other Mindanao 

film festivals.  

 Davao Ngilngig Festival (DNF), for example, started as a film festival that solely 

showcased Davao-made films. But in recent years, it expanded to regions outside Davao 

and to Asian countries beyond the Philippines. The last edition screened competing films 

from filmmakers based in Luzon and Visayas. In fact, there were more non-Davao/non-

Mindanao films in the competition line-up. DNF has also been programming some Asian 

short films as part of its exhibition line-up for a few years now. Because of the potential 

of its Asian programming, Pasalidahay, the organizing team behind DNF, decided to 

rebrand DNF to Ngilngig Asian Fantastic Film Festival Davao in 2019 in order to explore 

the transnational route.  

 Meanwhile, the Mindanao Film Festival (MFF), another Davao-based festival and 

the longest-running independent fest in the country, was really conceived to become a 

platform for all Mindanao films or any film with a Mindanaoan sensibility. It is quite 
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expected that MFF will churn out the most number of entries from the most number of 

Mindanao provinces because of its nature. In 2018, however, they opened a new set of 

programmed films called “Beyond Borders” which catered to six foreign films. Now, 

MFF is not just a regional film festival because 2018 marked its shift toward the 

transnational route, at least in the matter of programming foreign films. 

 General Santos-based Salamindanaw Asian Film Festival, however, is the first 

regional festival that opted to take the transnational route from the get-go. Its 

programming is inclusive of films from all over the Philippines as well as from other 

Asian countries. Hence, filmmakers from neighboring countries were able to visit the 

Philippines and interact with local filmmakers and audience. Similarly, the Filipino 

audience was able to watch award-winning independent foreign films and listen to the 

insights of foreign filmmakers having different backgrounds and perspectives on Asian 

cinema.  

 It is, thus, interesting to see how Davao-based film fests, DNF and MFF, are 

going transnational in scope after years of building a reputable regional film fest brand. 

With the desire to bring foreign films inside Davao or Mindanao, how could this possibly 

affect the local audience? How would the film fest organizers improve their 

programming? Could DNF’s rebranding influence MFF as well? And how would these 

regional fests maintain collaborations “beyond borders”?  

 Where full-length and award-winning Mindanao films have been screened is also 

a case of liminality because these films have reached many places either as entries to 

national and international festivals or as distributed through commercial release, with the 

former being the dominant scenario.  
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 Pasalidahay, for example, has forged partnerships with MFF and Cinema 

Rehiyon, NCCA’s travelling festival that showcases regional films from all over the 

Philippines, to plug-in some Ngilngig films within the two festivals’ programming. This 

means that Ngilngig films get the chance to be screened in other festivals aside from 

DNF. Moreover, Pasalidahay aims to screen films in far communities, which makes 

them “travelling” or on the move as well. 

 On the other hand, Sanchez, Mangansakan, and Dayoc are frequent visitors and 

winners in international festivals. Relatively younger full-length film directors, Fiola, 

Barbarona, and Gohetia have also been showcased internationally. As mentioned earlier, 

the international audience is inclined to see Mindanao films because of their uniqueness 

and relevance to the 21st century brand of cinema. The danger, however, is that this gaze 

from the outside will tend to fuel exoticism which in turn, may push filmmakers to 

consciously create films noticeable to international fests or to claim their own films 

simply as exotic or esoteric. 

 Hence, Davaoeño filmmakers are trying to be as cautious as possible to genuinely 

and responsibly represent ethnicities (Lumad or Moro) in which they do not belong to 

through actual immersion in and solidarity with the said communities. This way, the 

perspective from which they write or direct their films is rooted from the narratives of 

Lumad and/or Moros, and not from a privileged Settler whose thoughts are separate from 

the oppressed.  

 Hence, although Davaoeño filmmakers are mostly Settlers, the reason why they 

chose to focus on the struggles of the marginalized Lumad and Moro is not just because 

they are in a more privileged position to discuss ethnic issues, but more so because they 
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are in solidarity with them to highlight the struggles and to encourage the audience to do 

the same.    

 In a roundtable discussion about Mindanao Cinema held in UP Mindanao last 

December 3, 2018, Dy (2018) said that in order to avoid exoticism of the tri-people 

struggles, it is high time for Settlers to initiate the development of Lumad and more Moro 

filmmakers. This time, the Lumad and Moro would not only serve as actors or 

consultants, but the visionaries, the filmmakers themselves, while the Settlers are just 

technical consultants facilitating the production. From this, an authentic Lumad Cinema 

may be born and a stronger Moro Cinema may flourish.  

 

3. Problematizing the “Regional” 

 Although I have already registered my position on Davao Cinema’s and regional 

cinema’s existence in the previous chapter, this section of my research offers a brief 

analysis on how regional cinema is theorized by critics and filmmakers and used as lens 

to study cinema and its liminality.   

 Tan (2018) theorized, “Regional cinema may be a concept that refuses to be 

defined because context is different per culture or region. And from different contexts 

emerge different perspectives.” In other words, regional cinema may be in a constant 

liminal state because it cannot be defined, only qualified (Rosas, 2018). In pushing for a 

certain definition, there may be some cultural nuances that will get lost in the process 

(Tan, 2018).   

 For example, Mangansakan (2017) explained that that the definition of regional 

cinema is highly dictated by the Manila film industry. “There is a certain look for 
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regional films, which is perceived as second class or parochial. Regional cinema is in 

danger of ‘poverty porn’ in costume”, he added (Mangansakan, 2017). It is as if regional 

films cease to become regional when they do not subscribe to that certain parochial look. 

Mardoquio (2018) further commented that such definition only romanticizes and 

exoticizes regional films when non-Mindanaoan audiences view them.    

 However, on hindsight, possible exoticization or romanticization of films is not 

just limited to 1) regional cinema and 2) non-Mindanaoan audiences.  

 Mainstream films are normally romanticized because that is the very nature of the 

industry. An audience also have expectations of what mainstream films look like, even if 

that is not necessarily what they hope them to be.  

 Regional films, on the other hand, may be unintentionally exoticized or 

romanticized by the audience (whether Mindanaoan or not) because of differing 

ideologies and classes—even if that is not the intention of local filmmakers. An elite 

Davaoeño Settler may have a more romantic gaze than a cultural worker from Luzon. 

Similarly, a middle-class Filipino may have a more exotic gaze than a foreign activist.  

 In the end, to feel and say that a regional film is exotic is up to the audience, even 

though local filmmakers are genuine about representation. And that is why research on 

audience reception is important to be conducted in the future.  

 Nevertheless, national and international film festivals have developed a keen 

interest on regional cinema possibly because of that exoticizing or romanticizing gaze, 

and films that fall under such category are almost always programmed. Tan (2018), 

however, sees this kind of tokenistic programming as a weakness of festivals and of 

regional films in general.  
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 According to Tan (2018): 

If tokenism is used as a concept to program regional films, it becomes a weakness 
because they do not view the film as a film, instead, merit is bestowed to the fact 
that it came from a region and made by a regional filmmaker—as if it is a 
requirement to program films from the regions.  

  

 It is also tokenistic if the filmmaker him/herself claims and announces his/her 

regional background as means to get into film festivals. 

 In some cases, Manila-based festivals with grant-giving components actually 

demand from regional filmmakers certain changes to suit their definition of ‘regional’. 

For instance, Mangansakan (2018) shared (during the above-mentioned roundtable 

discussion in UP Mindanao) that he had to compromise some aspects in the production of 

Limbunan (2010) such as casting a Manila actor/actress and editing the film to have a 

faster pace simply because Cinemalaya awarded him a grant, and thus served as 

executive producer who had the final say.  

 Similarly, other local filmmakers faced weird questions from grant-giving 

festivals regarding amplifying production design, cinematography, or content because of 

preconceived backward notions on Mindanao regional films. For example, festival 

organizers/funders would often ask why there is not much conflict or not much rural 

space in a story set in Mindanao. Again, Mangansakan (2018) referred to Limbunan 

(2010) because it shows a different metaphorical conflict than what Cinemalaya expected 

conflict to be. Furthermore, Palma (2018) shared that during a meeting with QCinema 

organizers, she was asked if the production will be able to source out a drone for Baboy 

Halas (2016), to which she was appalled because Davao is not as backward in resources 
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as the capital thinks it is. The list goes on and on, and local filmmakers believe that the 

capital has imagined representations of what regional cinema is.   

 Thus for them, regional cinema is not just about culture and aesthetic, but also 

about politics of capital and power (Rosas, 2018). To be branded as a regional film means 

to have less economic and social capital as well as less authority than films produced by 

the mainstream film industry (or those produced by “independent” Manila-based studios). 

This is the result of how the Manila film industry monopolizes and constraints the 

definition of regional cinema, which could only imagined.  

In an interview with Lester Babiera of the Inquirer, Mangansakan (2013) said: 
 
Without understanding how we are from Mindanao, how we live in Mindanao, 
how we behave and how culture dictates us, writers could actually reduce us to 
something that we are not, and that is very crucial. The assumption has always 
been the assumption of the center—the assumption of Manila. 

 

Mangansakan exposes an important concept here. What is crucial is how the 

center or the capital exclusively defines national identity (and by extension, national 

cinema) and immortalizes such definition so it becomes the norm. 

 Regional cinema is actually crucial in nation-building because it “lies in the 

plurality of filmic expressions, not only dependent on the dominant culture in the capital” 

(Tan, 2017). In other words, regional cinema has created its own notion of national 

identity that is meaningful to regional filmmakers and local audience by welcoming 

multi-cultural and multi-lingual films across the country, and in effect, preserving 

Philippine cultural and filmic heritage (Tan, 2017).  

 On the other hand, it is also crucial to be reflexive on the relationship of regional 

filmmakers and Manila-based festivals/funders. Definitely, regional filmmakers have 
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biases against mainstream producers because of how the regions are usually represented 

and romanticized on various media platforms. However, while local filmmakers 

continuously assert their right to genuine representation, they must also resolve these two 

problematic: 1) the reason/s why they apply to these grant-giving festivals and 2) the 

possibility that their presence to these festivals is actually beneficial in educating more 

audience.  

 Of course, grant-giving festivals implement certain rules and as soon as regional 

filmmakers apply, they should be ready to understand and succumb to such rules, unless 

violated.  

 In the event that regional films are accepted, the grant-giving festival becomes an 

opportunity for local filmmakers to bridge the gap between marginalized issues and the 

audience, to create a good reputation for themselves, and to distribute their films 

internationally.  

 Compromise is the name of the game, and only until a regional film community is 

able to institutionalize and develop a good business model with the help of its local 

government unit will this probably change.  

 Mangansakan (2018) further problematized how compromised festival, regional 

films are, not only because these films were funded by grant-giving bodies from Manila 

but also because these were shaped and validated through awards given by judges mainly 

from the capital. There is definitely an artistic difference and identity problematic when 

compared to regional films made without any funding from corporate institutions based 

in the capital such as Tu Pug Imatuy (2017).   
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 Political geographer John Agnew (1993) partly offered an explanation on the 

seemingly imbalanced relationship of the capital and the regions. In his discussion on the 

two types of space, national and structural, he referred to the former as the modern or 

urban space (city) assumed to eventually displace traditional ones. The latter, on the other 

hand, simply referred to districts or regions (hinterland) that are inevitably displaced by 

the city. Thus, the city’s relationship with the hinterland is automatically fixed in a 

superiority/inferiority binary. Following this logic, the assumed marginal position of a 

regional film culture is the consequence of the spatial-structural relationship of the city 

vis-à-vis the hinterland (Agnew, 1993).  

 This characterization is another indication of how space creates and shapes social 

product (Lefebvre, 1991). In this particular case, Luzon is the capital/city while Visayas 

and Mindanao are the regions/hinterlands. The archipelagic nature of the Philippines 

leads to a concentration of structural growth—political and economic—in the capital/city. 

Thus, the geographical location of regions/hinterlands vis-à-vis the capital/city makes the 

regions suffer from delayed urban and rural developments, if not inferior structures, that 

are actually perpetuated by major businesses and even the national government seated in 

the capital.  

Harvey (1993) added, “‘Difference’ and ‘otherness’ is produced in space through 

the simple logic of uneven capital investment and a proliferating geographical division of 

labour.” The tendency to ‘Other’ local films is because of the center’s command of 

economic and social capital. This is also one of the reasons why regional cinema has not 

yet developed a profitable and sustainable industry of its own. In the end, the regions still 

suffer under the mercy of the center, of the mainstream.  
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However, I would argue that being regional does not symbolize marginality in 

terms of international recognition and presence. Fiola, Sanchez, Dayoc, and 

Mangansakan have already gained critical recognition and awards in the international 

cinema scene, altogether creating a statement that defies their marginal position in the 

Philippine cinema scene.  

In fact, when regional films make rounds in international film circuits, they cease 

to become regional and transform to become transnational, at least in a geographic sense. 

This is so because ‘regional’, as mentioned in the section of Film Festivals (p. 102), also 

refers to the characterization of certain sensibilities. Hence, even if regional films have 

been screened transnationally, they cannot escape the label of being regional in terms of 

sensibilities.  

 Ultimately, the potential emancipatory characteristic of a regional film lies in the 

fact that it seeks to be differentiated “from the dominant Manila filmmaking and that it is 

proof of the presence of cultural politics and variation” (Tan, 2017); that it “challenges 

the standardized aesthetic and fetish for profit of mainstream filmmaking” (Rosas, 2018).    

 

4. Davao as the Center 

On another note, although Davaoeño filmmakers and their films seem to exist to 

challenge some preconceived notions about those in the margins, we should also 

scrutinize the other apparent problematic—how does Davao, as the regional city center of 

Mindanao, exercise power relations with its neighboring provinces that have developing 

local cinemas, as well?   
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 From my interviews, Davao is generally seen as the representative of Mindanao 

because 1) it is the urban center where most filmmakers and film festivals thrive and 

audiences receive more exposure and opportunities for lecture-workshops and 2) 

Davaoeño filmmakers often talk about the struggles concerning the tri-people where the 

Lumad or Moros are at the core. For instance, Barbarona talked about the Manobo of 

Talaingod, Davao del Norte in Tu Pug Imatuy (2017) while Mardoquio focused on the 

Tausug of Jolo, Sulu in Ang Paglalakbay ng mga Bituin sa Gabing Madilim (2012).  

 Davao is regarded as the urban center because of its economic and political 

position not only within Mindanao but also in the country. Hence, it is inevitable that 

human resources, knowledge, and screening places will flourish in the city earlier 

compared to others. The Davao film community, in effect, contributed to the growth of 

filmmakers, to the increase of films produced, and to the development of film festivals in 

the region.  

 However, Davao does not intend to limit the voices of neighboring places to talk 

about the narratives of the tri-people and other Mindanao stories because these stories 

belong to the place and anyone can make sense of it. This shows that though on one hand, 

Davao is geographically, politically, and economically the center, it may be culturally 

and socially de-centered and thus, liminal, on the other.  

 The Davao film community only sees itself as instigator of a film movement, a 

film culture that is ready to collaborate with and learn from others. It never saw itself 

holding monopoly of any knowledge or community, but actually aims to foster unity in 

order to develop the region’s film culture to become stronger and bolder. 

 I cannot question the filmmakers’ intentions because their advocacies and dreams 
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for Davao Cinema as seen through their films and efforts are indeed noble, but the Davao 

film community seems presumptuous of its position given the fact that they have been 

making films in a place where knowledge and resources are abundant compared to others. 

What if Davao is not the center and thus lacks these privileges, will the community 

achieve the success and reputation they enjoy today? Or will the community still think of 

itself as instigator?  

 Even though the community does not see itself as a monopoly, the very fact that 

filmmakers hold a central position in the region means that they are able to exert their 

more privileged position on others. Massey (1991) called this situation as ‘power-

geometry’, which implicates place as reason for constructing social relations. According 

to her, “…some people are more in charge of it than others; some initiate flows and 

movements, others don’t; some are more on the receiving-end of it than others...“ 

(Massey, 1991).  

 Meaning to say, even though local filmmakers speak humbly of themselves and 

stay true to their advocacies and goals (which are definitely true), the place where they 

belong to is in a privileged or advantageous position than the rest of Mindanao, hence 

allowing them to have easier access to education and resources in filmmaking. The fact 

that they try to extend this education and resources to other provinces (to show support 

for their film communities’ growth) is in itself proof of their privileged position as well 

as its liminality, just like how Manila-based filmmakers visit Davao to conduct lecture-

workshops or to help regional filmmaking in any form.  

 On another note, going back to Chapter III, Mapping the Local Film Culture, (p. 

59), it is evident that the Davao film community faces lapses in various aspects such as 



 171 

marketing, development of both audience and young filmmakers, women’s place in 

filmmaking, and growth of film workers, among others. This opens another problematic 

on the community’s role as instigator because of its unresolved issues within its own 

community and its goals of fostering unity for a stronger film culture.   

 Nabifilmex’s practice is actually a good example of how a very small film 

community is able to conduct workshops and screenings and to mount a festival given 

that they only have a few years of experience and limited resources. While Davao has 

been supporting Nabifilmex, especially in its early days, the Nabunturan LGU has been 

consciously exposing its constituents (mostly the youth) to quality independent films 

through Nabifilmex despite the lack of screening places and pioneering filmmakers. In 

fact, Nabifilmex provides a more democratic access and has better attendance compared 

to other regional festivals precisely because of its open and very public set-up. It seems 

then that Nabifilmex/Nabunturan has really exceled to become an effective film 

community today and is ecstatic to excel further in the coming years. 

 

C. THE CITY IN FILMS 

 In this section, I particularize on some full-length narrative Davao films directed 

by pioneering Davaoeño filmmakers which put premium on Mindanaoan themes and 

landscapes. After discussing Davao as place and as liminal space, I now ask how 

filmmakers and films actually portray the city, whether as a character or merely a 

shooting location. What are the characteristics, issues, and impact that these films 

revealed to audiences nation and worldwide?  
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 As seen on Table 6.1 (p. 90), I listed 11 films which have connected with the 

city’s urban and rural spaces in one way or another—portrayed it as the main character, 

discussed its culture and peoples, or made use of its landscape to portray something else. 

These 11 films are based on Cañedo’s Guerrillas in the Midst (2017) and how I discussed 

these films is spatial rather than chronological—traversing urban and rural spaces as film 

characters and/or locations; exploring what and where Davao is in the films.  

 Davao’s urban space was predominantly used in Sanchez’s Imburnal (2008), 

Mardoquio’s Sheika (2010), Gohetia’s The Thank You Girls (2008), Fiola’s Way to the 

Sunset (2009), and Mangansakan’s Moro2mrw (2016).  

 Meanwhile, the vast rural space of Davao was used in Mardoquio’s Ang 

Paglalakbay sa Gabing Madilim (2012), Bantayan’s Mananabang (2010) and Tambara 

(2012), and Garcia’s Malan (2012).  

 

1. Impoverished Davao 

 Both Imburnal (2008) and Sheika (2010) discussed urban poverty and its effect on 

the youth, but are told with different contexts and treatments. Sanchez literally explored 

life in the sewers (imburnal) and how the youth transformed it to a recreation of their 

own. Told in an ethnographic-documentary fashion, Sanchez chose to linger in every 

space the youth goes or walks into and allowed the audience to observe their everyday 

routine in its fullness, in its heaviness. He revealed what many would deem taboo yet 

very present spaces in society—out-of-school youth engaging in unsafe sexual conducts, 

in orgies, or in drugs. 
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 We know much of these things; we know that sex and drugs are prevalent in 

urban communities where the youth are deprived of education and employment. But to 

actually watch and scrutinize (for five minutes or so) how impoverished their lives and 

souls are is a different experience.  

 For the teenagers in the film, their community—with a special focus on the 

sewer—is a space to have sex and do drugs on a regular basis. For the children, sewer is a 

space for sexual awakening. There is one scene where a young boy, casually playing 

above ground, peeped below the sewer and saw three teenagers having sex. I see this as 

an experience for the child more than a pornographic episode, which could have been his 

first time. The sewer is also a space for these characters to hang out, rest, or just be still 

amid the chaos of their surroundings.  

 Hence, life in the sewer is a metaphor for both life in urban Davao and life in the 

fringes of society. The former allowed me to reflect back on Mardoquio’s dichotomy of 

fake and authentic culture and how this actually makes better sense in Imburnal (2008).  

 How the camera lingered on the teenagers and how it exposed urban poverty are 

part of the authenticity of the culture that Davao’s local government is trying so hard to 

hide. Alongside Lumad killings and Moro conflicts, the urban poor are deprived of their 

human rights to education and a comfortable life, among others. Lito Zulueta offered a 

review of Imburnal (2008) on the Manunuri ng Pelikulang Pilipino (MPP) website.  

Often touted by locals and denizens as the world’s largest city (even Mt. Apo, the 
country’s largest peak, is part of the city’s territory), Davao, in “Imburnal,” makes 
a paradoxical claim to being not quite yet a city but not anymore the village it 
once was. Its “in-betweenness” would prove fatal: in its race for progress, Davao 
appears to have discarded much of the strengths of the past that should have 
provided some stability and a critical corrective to the depredations of promise. 
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 More than revealing the ugliness of the city, which is the total opposite of what 

the local government portrays it to be as well as the incompetence of the government not 

in concealing the ugly but transforming it to a livable and free city, Zulueta pondered on 

how Davao’s dream of urbanization is but a dream of a few elite Settlers and progress 

does not quite come close enough for the urban poor nestled in every space of the city.  

 Zulueta also made another case of liminality in the above statement. For him, 

Davao is not yet a fully realized place, but a place in the process, in the in between of 

here and there. Progress is at the end of the tunnel yet there are hurdles, instability, and 

chaos during the journey toward the end. Imburnal (2008) was produced over ten years 

ago, but the case remains almost the same. Davao is still in the in between—trying to 

reconcile its cultural history and to find solutions to the conflicts that arouse from such 

and trying to protect the illusion of economic progress through capitalist and militarist 

schemes.  

 The other metaphor that Imburnal (2008) speaks of is how urban spaces across 

the nation are actually neglected spaces of violence, utmost poverty, and tragedy. 

According to Dr. Rolando Tolentino, Imburnal (2008) is an anthropological exercise, a 

thick description of the life of those in the fringes of society; the victims of the violence 

of the State that does not want to be held accountable for its wrongdoings.  

 Essentially, the film depicts the general landscape of how urban teenagers and 

children in contemporary Philippines are thriving and how the sewer has become a site of 

transformation for the youth. Underground, hidden, neglected—the sewer reiterates how 

marginalized the characters are amid their impoverished urban life that a conduit which 

carries and transports waste has, ironically, become a “safe” space for them.  
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 Even though the message of Imburnal (2008) is universal and thus can be 

appropriated in other places with similar narrative, Davao is very much present in the 

film. The cast and crew are predominantly Davaoeños. The shooting location is just 

within the city because there are markers such as the jeepney with a “Matina Aplaya” 

signage. Matina Aplaya is about 20 minutes via private car from the city’s capitol. The 

language is also Bisaya.  

 These characteristics are more than spatial identifiers because these actually form 

place as Agnew (1987) described it. The most important identifier is the sense of place or 

how Davao is made to mean something in the film, which I think traverses two roads: 

one, Davao is at the in between of progress and backwardness and two, Davao seems to 

be tranquil and safe yet it is actually violent and tragic for its marginalized sectors.  

 More than a cinematic space, the film is also a site of critical discourse for the 

audience. The crucial part of Imburnal (2008) is not its cinematic strength, but the 

audiences’ collective imagining, which should go further than appreciating the film to 

actually protesting against the incompetency and liabilities of every government that took 

power and yet brought no change, if not worsened, the filthy conditions of the Filipino 

masses. 

 If Imburnal (2008) focused on urban Davao as site of violent and tragic 

discourses, Sheika (2010) talked about the city as if it was the Devil—an enemy of 

women, of the youth, of Moros. Sheika (2010) fictionalizes the life of a Moro family who 

were forced to leave Sulu following a war and then settled in a very strange city, that is 

Davao.  



 176 

 Fe GingGing Hyde, who won Best Actress for the titular role at the 34th Gawad 

Urian, is Sheika—the mother of two boys who were forced to deal with the devils of city 

life in exchange for survival. Sheika and her boys changed their identities from Moros to 

Settlers, adapted to sleeping and living in dirty conditions, and reluctantly consumed 

pork.   

 In short, their religious values were compromised to avoid the curses of the city, 

and yet, they were victimized once more because of it. One of her sons was implicated in 

one of the dealings of the urban legend, Davao Death Squad (DDS), which also led to the 

demise of their family. Sheika tried to avenge for the untimely death of her sons but got 

traumatized in the process. To make her life story worse, she became deranged and was 

put in a mental hospital where a janitor took advantage of her situation and raped her 

while sedated.  

 Similar to Imburnal (2008), the film depicted the violence and tragedy of those 

who are only trying to survive, with the impoverished landscape of the city as a backdrop 

of the story. In search for a better and more peaceful life, Sheika decided to try her luck 

in Davao, a Stranger to her and her sons. But as the film progressed, the city actually 

brought more deaths—physical, mental, and emotional—to her family than the actual war 

in Sulu.  

 Sheika (2010) does not depict Davao as tranquil and pretentious, but as an active 

space or agent of destruction. The way I see it, Davao is used as two devices in the film: 

one, it is a space that connects displaced tri-people and urbanity and two, it is actually the 

antagonist in the life of the characters.   
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 Mardoquio challenged the notion of a beautiful and peaceful Davao in Sheika 

(2010), where Moros are stereotyped, the drug war is prevalent, rape is romanticized, and 

poverty is recurring. Such beauty and peace may only be found in eco-tourist spots, 

scenic beaches, and middle to upper-class subdivisions surrouding downtown Davao. 

 Initially, the characters were outside Davao geographically and culturally. But 

then they were forced inside; they reluctantly positioned themselves in a strange city. 

And as soon as the characters were displaced from their hometown due to militarization, 

they consequently became dispossessed of their own identities.  

 Hence, Davao is the antagonist; the culprit of further oppression of Mardoquio’s 

already marginalized characters, representing the sectors of women and youth.  

 Told in a melodramatic and poetic fashion, the life of Sheika is the life of many 

other women and their children—constantly surviving various forms of war in the 

countryside as well as in the ironic urbanized-dirt poor cities.  

 

2. Davao as Shooting Location 

 On the other hand, Gohetia’s The Thank You Girls (2008), Mangansakan’s 

Moro2mrw (2016), and Fiola’s Way to the Sunset (2009) have limited interaction with the 

city, where downtown Davao was mostly used as a shooting location with little context.  

 The Thank You Girls (2008) is a roadtrip film that talked about the journey of gay 

beauty queens from Davao to Cagayan de Oro (with 5-7 hours of travel time) in pursuit 

of the crown and validation of their beauty and talents. More than showcasing the bucolic 

landscape of the places the group travelled to, Gohetia decided to give a humorous take 
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on the dramatic life of LGBTs in Mindanao and to provide space or platform for their 

issues against social constructs and societal standards.  

 In other words, as a roadtrip film, Gohetia wisely used the physicality, the 

vastness of Mindanao as a backdrop for the gay beauty queens’ journey while providing 

spaces of encounters, discourses, and reflections about how LGBTs painstakingly survive 

in contemporary Mindanao.  

 Moro2mrw (2016) also used Davao mostly as a shooting location—specifically at 

a hotel where local actress Fe GingGing Hyde, who portrayed a housekeeper, 

encountered Manila-based actress Sue Prado who played the role of a politician’s 

mistress.  

 Moro2mrw (2016) is actually a film with two stories: one is set in urban Davao 

(Hyde and Prado’s narrative) while the other is set in a rural area outside Davao. Both 

stories talked about the struggles of women against poverty and patriarchy amid urban 

and rural landscapes. With no escape, the film seems to ask, “Where is the place of 

women in this society?” Again, the film is predominantly used as space for questioning 

and discourse rather than implicating the city as a culprit or problem to the worsening 

attitude of society toward patriarchy. Nonetheless, Mangansakan begs the audience to 

answer the question and to heed the call.  

 Last on the list is Fiola’s Way to the Sunset (2009), which made use of the 

cityscape as a nostalgic and romantic space of two friends who initially met at an Internet 

café, fostered their friendship online, and met again several years after. What is 

interesting with Way to the Sunset (2009) is how Fiola used Nihongo as the predominant 

language of the two main characters (the teenage girl is a Filipina who migrated to Japan 
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while the teenage boy is a Filipino-Japanese who longs to visit Japan) and how he 

indirectly explored the spaces of Japanese heritage and history and its remnants in Davao. 

But other than this, Way to the Sunset (2009) is a simple romantic narrative that only 

romanticizes Davao’s sunset, cityscape, and culture. 

 In this set, the narratives can be easily appropriated in some other places or can be 

shot somewhere else. Meaning, Davao as a character is not contextualized and heavily 

implicated in any of the three films. Instead, the filmmakers focused on the issues they 

discussed—LGBT, patriarchy, and young love, which are all universal stories. The only 

identifiers that these films were shot in Davao are the following: cast and crew, language, 

setting, and props. 

 However, we can associate the abovementioned issues with Davao in terms of the 

perspective of the filmmakers. For example, in The Thank You Girls (2008), even if the 

discourse of LGBT and gay beauty pageant is not exclusive to Mindanaoans, Gohetia 

made a film specifically about the Davaoeño LGBT and how they perceive life as 

homosexuals positioned in the margins of society.  

 The same can be said about Mangansakan’s Moro2mrw (2016)—even though he 

is not rooted from Davao—because his film reveals the gravity of patriarchy and poverty 

in the provinces. In fact, Moro2mrw (2016) ended with Sue Prado’s suicide—a scene that 

opens a space for inquiries regarding the struggle of women against patriarchy.   

 These films, on one hand, cater to a broad audience (extending to outside of 

Mindanao) because of their universal narratives. But on the other, local audiences may 

still see these films as close to home mainly because of the language, props, and location 
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used. In this sense, Davao is not just a mere location, but also a locale for any Davaoeño 

audience who can find connection with these films. 

 

3. Davao’s Rural Spaces 

 Davao City does not only caress the urban. As a matter of fact, a huge part of the 

city’s landscape includes a vast countryside which is the usual shooting location for films 

that talk about Lumad and conflicts. This does not mean that the countryside is only used 

as a location because there are unique stories worth filming there too. On my list, the 

three Davao films that were shot in rural spaces of the city because the actual stories are 

there include the following: Fiola’s Baboy Halas (2016), and Bantayan’s Mananabang 

(2010) and Tambara (2012).  

 All three stories talked about how culture and tradition survive in a contemporary 

society, especially that at the center of Davao is a developing cityscape which brings 

threat of converting rural spaces. This may effectively displace the people and their 

tradition at the countryside in the future.  

 This scenario is very evident in Baboy Halas (2016) where Fiola cinematically 

documented the life of the last hunter-gatherers belonging to the Matigsalog Tribe who 

are actually located at Matigsalog, Davao City, a 2-hour drive from the city center. As 

mentioned before, Fiola claimed that more than a filmmaker, he served as a cultural 

observer on the set—silently participating in the way of life of the tribe, framing and 

shooting them from a distance.  

 Baboy Halas (2016), in the usual long take fashion Davaoeño/Mindanaoan 

filmmakers are known for, brought the viewers to a visual feast of the city’s mountainous 
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area, allowing the audience to contemplate on nature’s colors and sounds. In the end, 

Fiola did not only showcase the cultural activities and means of survival of the 

Matigsalog tribe but also allowed the audience to reflect on this place sustained by the 

community for decades.  

 Meanwhile, Bantayan delivered sharp contrasts between traditional and modern 

practices in his two films, Mananabang (2010) and Tambara (2012). The former talked 

about a traditional midwife who was forced to take on her job once more out of pity for a 

poor patient despite the fact that traditional birthing is discouraged by health workers and 

the local government. The latter took a similar route where indigenous healing performed 

by a datu is seen as backward by a religious teacher.  

 Mananabang (2010) was shot on location at Catalunan Grande, Talamo while 

Tambara (2012) was at Tamayong, Calinan—both are rural communities about 35 

minutes and 1.5 hours away from downtown Davao, respectively.  

 In both films, Bantayan sought to locate the space of traditional practices in 

modern society, but in the process, his narratives favored the preservation of culture and 

tradition with respect to contemporary values.  

 Also evident in his films is the discussion of rural poverty due to the 

government’s backward understanding of our agriculture. In retrospect, rural poverty 

seems to be the backbone of his films more than science. With the worsening situation of 

our rural folk economically and with the constant deprivation of education, they are 

caught between the debate of tradition and modernity, “Is tradition still valuable and 

effective? Or does modernity answer all that tradition lacks especially in terms of safety 

and efficiency?”  
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 However, similar with the previous section on Davao as Shooting Location, the 

films under Davao’s Rural Spaces could have featured other tribes or characters and 

could have been shot somewhere else mainly because of the rich and vast agricultural 

spaces in the Philippines, not to mention that our feudal agricultural system is the same 

across provinces.  

 The difference, though, is that Fiola specifically talked about the Matigsalog 

Tribe which is unique in Davao while Bantayan used particular indigenous traditions in 

Tambara (2012). In that sense, Davao is not just used as a location, but also portrayed as 

a locale with added values and affection. Again, this has something to do with the 

filmmakers’ perspectives. Fiola and Bantayan made sure that their films tackle broad yet 

localized issues.  

 In analyzing the differences between Fiola’s Baboy Halas (2016) and Bantayan’s 

Mananabang (2010) and Tambara (2012), Campos (2016) offered two contrasting 

characterizations of rural spaces on cinema: pure or virginal and political. 

 Pure or virginal means that rural spaces are used as shooting location that wishes 

to bring the audience to a retreat or soul-searching while political describes the rural 

either as site of feudalism or site of an emerging urbanization.  

 Fiola seems to have used both characterizations in the sense that Baboy Halas 

(2016) allowed the audience to visually feast on the Matigsalog landscape while at the 

same time portrayed it as a feudal site that begs to be protected more than urbanized. 

Thus, rural Davao for him is a site of beauty, tranquility, and intricacy that must be 

safeguarded for the generations to come.  
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 On the other hand, Bantayan, in both of his films, used Davao as a political site 

that seeks to locate its position between science and modernity—a contradiction where 

Davao’s rural areas have to be upgraded without abandoning cultural practices because 

these have to be preserved.  

 It is also telling how the male protagonists in both his films are portrayed as 

skeptical in continuing indigenous practices while female protagonists have no negative 

reactions toward modernity neither do they have intense feelings in preserving traditions. 

How the dichotomy of male and female is positioned in the films somehow reiterates 

stereotypes of men presumed to be more advanced thinkers because they value science or 

modernity whereas women respond to changes solely because of emotions or cultural 

ties. 

 Despite this, the more important message he wanted to get across is the gravity of 

rural poverty and the LGU’s lack of services in these areas that result to the conflict he 

discussed in his films as well as the presumptuous thinking of men toward 

science/modernity versus traditions.  

 In any case, the films I explored under this section are proof of how, even though 

Davao is made up of vast rural areas compared to a very small urban downtown, the rural 

is always sidelined. Meaning, the issues born from rural areas are not prioritized—they 

appear even more marginal than issues born from the urban (e.g. urban poverty versus 

rural poverty).  

 

4. Crime Against Geography 

 In the next three examples, three different filmmakers may be described as guilty 
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of the ‘crime against geography’ which “allows filmmakers to use one location to 

“double,” or stand in for, another location” (Lukinbeal, 2006).   

Garcia’s Malan (2012), Mardoquio’s Ang Paglalakbay ng mga Bituin sa Gabing 

Madilim (2012), and Barbarona’s Tu Pug Imatuy (2017) made use of Davao’s landscape 

as mere shooting locations of narratives that are indirectly linked to the city. To accuse a 

film of crime against geography means that Davao is used as a location of a story that 

was not set there, did not happen there, or does not even caress the story discussed. “The 

process of “doubling” is a film production practice done to save money or protect 

workers from potentially dangerous situations”, he added (Lukinbeal, 2006). 

 This is particularly true for Mardoquio and Barbarona because their films discuss 

the very sensitive topic of war or conflict between the tri-people and the State. It is 

definitely more accessible to shoot in Davao because the landscape is replicable. At one 

location (although a huge one), cityscape (both historical and modern), mountain range, 

forest, or sea are readily available for production shoots. But more than economic and 

practical reasons, Mardoquio and Barbarona reason out that affection and knowledge of 

place largely and easily determine how effective and efficient they are as directors.  

 Coincidentally, the three film examples here are set in the rural areas of Davao. 

All the narratives are also about tri-people struggles. First, Barbarona talked about the 

Manobos of Talaingod, but the film was shot at the Davao-Bukidnon border, about 3 

hours away from the depicted location. Second, Mardoquio discussed the Tausugs of Jolo 

and filmed in four different places around Mindanao (Davao City, Compostela Valley, 

Surigao del Sur, and Davao del Norte). Lastly, Garcia explored the intricacies of a 

romantic relationship between a Lumad and an educated Settler who met each other in an 
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unspecified rural community. However, the film was shot in the cities of Davao and 

Tagum, about 1.5 hours away from each other. 

In these spaces, the rural of Talaingod and Jolo, in particular, are depicted with 

conflict—that decades-long war rooted from the struggles of land. As the rural is hidden 

and somehow disorienting because of the depth of the forest, so are the struggles of the 

characters. For one, they are positioned in the fringes of society and thus the Filipino 

mass does not take notice of their issues often. Second, the characters positioned 

themselves farther in the forest because of constant militarization. This is evident across 

the three films where the protagonists are pursued by the military.  

Particularly in Tu Pug Imatuy (2017), the female protagonist is held hostage by 

the military so she can bring the soldiers to where suspected rebels are hiding. The native 

and the soldiers traverse the thick forest but instead of leading the latter to suspected 

rebels, she led them to a deadly trap. Her knowledge and memory of the place allowed 

her to lure the soldiers. In the end, the soldiers met their gruesome yet almost satisfying 

death, but the native met her own too.  

The same happened in Malan (2012) where the female lead, also a Lumad, tried 

to protect her place from the military yet failed to do so. The rural space, then, bears so 

much for the natives that it is not just a location or site of discourse, but life for them. It 

has given them life and so they were also willing to give life for it. 

Even though the filmmakers doubled the rural space of Davao for somewhere 

else, the portrayal of a rural space is not disconnected or alienated from what and how it 

actually is for the peoples living there.  

 However, doubling or ‘crime against geography’ needs to be discussed further 
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than discourse, cinematic necessity for economic or practical reasons, or for affection. 

Crime against geography is perceived to be a problem of authenticity in representation of 

what is on screen as well as the authenticity of Cinema itself.  

Others may argue that no matter how close to real life the totality of a film is, its 

essence is still a work of art, a work of technology. A film—along with the landscape and 

the narrative it has built—“exists on the screen and in the streets, cities, villages and 

towns of our daily lives” (Lukinbeal, 2006).  

  But if regional filmmakers aim for the authentic representation of tri-people 

narratives, then it is imperative that each stage of their production is also authentic—from 

the location to the props; from the language to the cast.  While local filmmakers are 

cautious of the excesses in production design, sound, and lights, among others, they 

should also look into authentically representing the place where the actual narrative 

happened as much as possible.  

 

 In this research, Davao City (both its urban and rural areas) in regional films has 

been used as 1) a mere shooting location that is not directly linked with a film’s narrative 

and 2) the story itself—a cultural or political character that is integral in a film.   

 In this case, the lived, perceived, and conceived spaces (Lefebvre, 1991) of Davao 

City were exhausted within the films. For the lived space, most characters (especially the 

Lumad and Moros) imagined, experienced, and challenged the dominant ideology which 

set up the conflict in the films. This is particularly evident in the narratives where tri-

people are struggling against the military because of aggression or against the 

government for poor social services.  



 187 

The perceived space, on the other hand, is the space where such experiences and 

imaginings are practiced or reinforced. It is where the characters perform (or where they 

were directed to perform) their roles in the films. In Imburnal (2008), for example, the 

Davaoeño youth transformed the sewer as a major recreation site for their everyday 

routine. In The Thank You Girls (2008), aspiring gay beauty queens travelled across 

Mindanao to chase and collect crowns of validation.  

Lastly, the conceived space within the films is the city itself, where the urban 

championed over the rural; where buildings and other physical structures showcase the 

ongoing modernization project of the government.   

These three spaces then interweave to produce the social space, the place we call 

Davao City. Within the films and outside of it, we challenge and question the meaning 

and the position of the city amid social issues. From the 11 films I have discussed above, 

filmmakers and their characters made sense of the city through various means.  

 At this point, it is now up to the audience how to make sense of the city. While all 

readings are valid, they must be mindful not to exoticize or romanticize the city, 

especially in those narratives that attempt to discuss the issues of the marginalized. The 

concept of film tourism may also be resurrected in this discussion as a result of 

romanticizing the landscapes we see on screen and wanting to visit and experience them 

first hand. Giuliana Bruno (1997) said that film is a travel story and that the audience has 

a tourist gaze.  

True enough, films transport audiences to strange spaces where there may be 

excitement, sadness, fear, or anger. But film tourism extends the tourist gaze from screen 

space to actual space where audiences become tourists in their own countries and in 
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others.  

In fact, it has become a trend in Filipino mainstream and “independent” films to 

shoot out of town or out of the country to introduce viewers to different locations while 

indirectly inviting them to visit such locations. These spaces, after visiting and 

experiencing, then became places for the viewers where they have probably made a 

special connection with and reflected on a new meaning other than what they got from 

the films. Lukinbeal (2006) further explained: 

The lines dividing cinematic representation and tourism are increasingly blurred 
in this era of globalization. The real and reel endlessly change hands in the minds 
of the consumer-voyeur as they traverse the cinematic landscapes. (p. 320) 

  

 Film tourism, although it allows the audience to extend their gaze out of the 

screen and their experience out of the cinema, is essentially another marketing ploy of 

increasing globalization and consumerism.  

For local filmmakers, what is definitely more important is to get the message of 

struggle across and to encourage the audience to act on the stories they have witnessed. 

For instance, the struggle of tri-people implicated in films must not be limited to the rural 

spaces on screen but must be extended to other spaces of dissent, online and offline, 

where the audience is actively engaged.  

Rosas (2018) reiterated that rural space is a site of struggle for Davao films unlike 

in the majority of mainstream and “independent” films where the rural is a form of 

escape or rejuvenation, as oftentimes the case with film tourism.  

It is thus critical that the audience brings home with them a collective imagery of 

the tri-people and their struggles in order to genuinely represent them on other spaces of 

dissent. The last thing that oppressed characters need is to be appropriated  by the 
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audience or the filmmakers. Campos (2016) criticized how rural spaces or landscapes and 

the natives have been victims of such cultural appropriation even with the best intentions. 

…the materialization of cinematic landscape is a form of struggle that embodies, 
naturalizes, spectacularizes, and perpetuates certain forms of power. The coming 
of cinematic landscape in the Philippines widened the field of vision of the 
natives, but at the same time besieged their spaces and filmed them according to 
the drive of empire. (p. 407) 
 

Furthermore, Mangansakan (2018) commented that imagined representations are 

dangerous and that cultural appropriation is a challenge for Mindanaoan filmmakers. He 

exampled Fiola’s short film, Pulangui (2018), which claimed on screen that it is a 

Bangsamoro film.  

Here lies two points in the discussion of identity and authenticity: 1) 

representation from a Bangsamoro filmmaker and 2) representation from a Settler 

immersed in Bangsamoro issues. Who has the authority for genuine representation? 

Whose perspective and intentions are more authentic? 

Ultimately, representation and identity are always contested, and the proper 

question should not begin with what, who, or whose but with how and why one 

represents the ethnic or the oppressed in a certain manner. This way, films deemed to be 

bordering on cultural appropriation would be better contextualized and answered, without 

discrediting the intentions or sensibilities of the filmmaker.  

By now we understand that Davao/Mindanao films have been produced out of 

artistic or creative expression, out of frustration that regional issues are sidelined, or out 

of resistance to dominant/elitist forms of film production, consumption, and reproduction. 

Regional filmmakers were able to flesh out stories of resistance because of their affection 

to place (that is Davao in particular and Mindanao in general) and immersion with 



 190 

marginalized communities of the tri-people. 

But we also understand that in the process, these filmmakers sometimes struggle 

with the authentic portrayal of tri-people identities or imageries perhaps because even 

with immersion and solidarity with the marginalized, they are privileged Settlers after all. 

This may then result to representations that tend to be romantic, fetishizing, or exotic.  

Moreover, although there is a Davao film community that envisions strengthening 

the Davao film culture, there are not enough people to work on the goals the community 

has set, such as to build a broad and film literate audience, to market films and develop a 

strategic business model, and to cultivate the next set of Davaoeño filmmakers, among 

others.  

With these characteristics, the Davao film culture seems to be a subculture that is 

exclusive to a small percentage of the local audience who are mostly film enthusiasts and 

students and to another small percentage of transnational audience who frequent film 

festivals.  

This is a challenge to local filmmakers, festival organizers, critics, and other 

stakeholders to reinforce their message of resistance, be it through representation in films 

or through engaging in political or institutional arenas. The difficulty that the local 

community is facing is not only an issue of audience reception, but also an issue of the 

lack of film education, policy, and industry that should champion the infrastructural and 

institutional progress of filmmaking in the region.
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V. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 This last chapter is divided into two parts: the Executive Summary and the 

Implications and Recommendations.  

 

A. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 When I embarked on this research, I had two things in mind: re-visit Davao City 

and study its blossoming cinema. I am interested with Davao City because it has been my 

home for six long years without any knowledge of the kind of cinema it engenders. So I 

thought that it would be fitting to do a research on the film culture of my second home.  

In the last four chapters, I laid down the foundations of my research and built the 

framework by which it should be grounded. Then I proceeded to ask two fundamental 

questions that serve as backbone of my study: Is there a Davao Cinema? And what is its 

film culture?  

 Through my fieldwork and research, I agreed with my interviewees that Davao 

Cinema exists for the very reason that a film community exists in the city and they have 

been producing some important films in the contemporary history of Philippine 

(Regional) Cinema.  

Aside from this, two groups were founded to supervise the growth of the film 

community and the local audience: the Pasalidahay and the Mindanao Film and 

Television Development Foundation (MFTDF)—the latter being the first to be founded 

on 2007. Both groups conduct workshops for filmmakers and local audience, screen 

films, and mount film festivals. Pasalidahay spearheads the Davao Ngilngig Festival 

(DNF), which has been rebranded as Ngilngig Asian Fantastic Film Festival Davao in 
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2019 while MFTDF organizes the Mindanao Film Festival (MFF), the longest 

independent film festival in the country since its launch in 2003 (but rebranded in 2005).  

 However, it is important to point that the Davao Cinema we know today (and also 

the one I did research on) has only been resurrected since the turn of the 21st century. It 

did not come to life the same way that the film industry in the capital flourished.  

Davao Cinema’s history and identity are still questioned on the grounds of 

existence and being mainly because the cinema does not function like an industry. It does 

not have a sustainable and unified business model that allows every filmmaker, cast, and 

crew to work together, earn salaries, and reap profits to be able to produce films on a 

regular basis. Much like a non-government organization, the film scene in Davao heavily 

relies on grants for funding, film festivals for screenings, and day jobs to support their 

daily needs as well as their passion for filmmaking. 

 Now, that is what makes Davao Cinema all the more interesting. Without regular 

funding, loyal audience, and enough government support, how did the small film 

community of Davao sustain Davao Cinema as well as create a film culture for over a 

decade?  

 Here comes the role of geography in the politics, economics, and culture of Davao 

City in particular and of Mindanao in general. Davao Cinema did not come into fruition 

just because Davaoeños wanted something for themselves. Local filmmakers have deep 

sense of place and strong affection for Davao and its culture. And so, Davao films were 

produced because of the filmmakers’ need to express their perspectives on issues and 

narratives that have been sidelined or marginalized by the capital’s film industry as well 

as the mainstream media.  
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Meaning, Davao films and filmmakers have been born out of the struggles that 

plague their geographical position vis-à-vis the capital. The city’s geographical position 

(usually referred to as regional, marginal, or peripheral) is rooted from the struggles of 

the tri-people (Indigenous Peoples, Bangsamoro, and Settlers) and their issues on land 

use, control, and ownership in Mindanao.  

 Because land (or ancestral domain) is life for them, especially for the Lumad and 

Moros, other issues have been born out of their fight for it. From the Spanish Conquest 

up to American Colonization and to today’s current political atmosphere, the tri-people 

have been struggling against militarization, development aggression, urban and rural 

poverty, and lack of basic social services, among others.  

 These are the issues that Davaoeño (and even Mindanaoan) filmmakers choose to 

talk about in their films because these are sidelined by the capital and also suppressed by 

Davao’s local government. Some films narrate the historical and cultural background of 

the Bangsamoro or IPs while some expose and question certain traditions prevailing in 

modern society. Other films discuss direct oppression and militarization in the 

countryside while others tackle oppression in terms of gender and poverty prevalent in 

the city.  

 In essence, what happens in the city and in the countryside are reflected on screen. 

This general characterization of themes born out of the resistance of the tri-people is what 

generally makes Mindanaoan filmmakers different from the rest of filmmakers from 

Luzon and Visayas.  

Nineteen notable full-length, narrative, and fiction films have been produced from 

2000-2017 in Mindanao according to Cañedo’s Guerrillas in the Midst (2017). Eleven of 
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those are considered part of Davao Cinema based on what I propose as definition: a) 

made by a Davaoeño filmmaker, b) shot in Davao City, c) about Davao City, or d) used 

the vernacular language (in part or in whole). Out of these 19 films, 12 were made by 

seven Davaoeño filmmakers who are either currently based in Davao City or originally 

based there but are now practicing somewhere else. See Tables 6.1-6.7 (pp. 90-101) for 

further information. 

But the local film community and the local films that engendered from Davao are 

just two areas of what I aimed to locate in this research: the Davao film culture. I 

proposed six areas as constitutive of a film culture: 1) filmmakers and cineastes, 2) films, 

3) film festivals, 4) financial stakeholders, 5) institutions, and 6) screening places.  

Chapter III (p. 59) of this study mapped and explored these six areas. Take note 

that to enrich the discussion on Davao Cinema, I engaged not only with filmmakers or 

government officials based in Davao but also those based outside of it and in Manila. 

Since I regard Davao City and its cinema as not static and fixed and because the city is a 

melting pot where various cultures converge in the area, the resulting experiences and 

practices are not limited to the city itself. These flow and move across geographical 

boundaries as well as change representations and redefine Davao and the Davaoeño. 

This is why if you go back to the Methodology (p. 32), the list of filmmakers 

included Davaoeño and non-Davaoeño/Mindanaoan filmmakers who are currently 

practicing outside of their hometowns. Sheron Dayoc, for example, is originally from 

Zamboanga but is now practicing in Manila. Sherad Sanchez, meanwhile, grew up in 

Davao but chose to pursue filmmaking in Manila. Both of them, however, continue to 

talk about tri-people issues in their films. On the other hand, you have Charliebebs 
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Gohetia, a Davaoeño who relocated in Manila and proceeded to create films that are not 

about Mindanao anymore.  

 This is what Relph (1976) pointed out as the insideness or outsideness of local 

filmmakers from their hometowns which largely determines the degree and depth of their 

sensibility and understanding of the central issues in their films. According to him, “To 

be inside a place is to belong to it and identify with it, and the more profoundly inside 

you are the stronger is this identity with the place” (Relph, 1976).  

 Aside from filmmakers, two of the four film festivals I attended are outside 

Davao. A film festival is actually a good evidence of how different cultures and peoples 

converge in one area because it serves as a place of exchange not only of films or ideas 

about films, but also of possible collaborations among filmmakers, producers, or 

organizers in the future. It is an identifier that the host city is a film hub in its region or 

country or there is an emerging film culture in the city worthy to be showcased and 

invested in.  

Filmmakers, films, and festivals are closely related to one another because 

without filmmakers, there will be no films and festivals. Similarly, without films, there 

will be no filmmakers and festivals. These three areas can stand together with or without 

the support of the next three areas: financial stakeholders, institutions, and screening 

places.  

As I said previously, the local film community functions more like an NGO than a 

business and therefore, finances and infrastructure are not initial requirements that 

allowed them to create films and mount festivals. However, these three areas are the most 
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important in building any kind of industry. Without these three, a cinema is vulnerable to 

demise. And this is exactly why Davao Cinema is struggling in terms of sustainability.  

On one hand, the local film community was able to build itself, hone filmmakers, 

and produce award-winning, socially relevant films because there is no intervention from 

capitalist producers whose major goal is to rake in profits. The kind of film community 

that engendered from Davao due to its current set up is almost raw, genuine, and 

progressive. One would not normally find the kind of films Davaoeño (and even 

Mindanaoan) filmmakers have created in mainstream film studios.  

The potential emancipatory characteristic of a regional film lies in the fact that it 

seeks to be differentiated “from the dominant Manila filmmaking and that it is proof of 

the presence of cultural politics and variation” (Tan, 2017); that it “challenges the 

standardized aesthetic and fetish for profit of mainstream filmmaking” (Rosas, 2018).    

On the other hand, because of the lack of financial and institutional support, add 

to that the grim reality of how distributors and exhibitors work, there is a disheartening 

lack of local audience patronizing progressive films and young filmmakers who are 

supposed to succeed the pioneers.  

After all, no matter how many great films and festivals a film group has created or 

organized, if there is only a small, niche audience who watch and patronize these great 

films and fests, a local film culture will not advance to become stronger. Similarly, if 

successors or second liners (the next generation, as they say) are not cultivated, the 

contemporary film scene in Davao (or even Mindanao) will not last longer.  Despite 

thriving with passion, filmmakers and film organizations need not only to institutionalize 
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themselves but more so government intervention in order for the Davao film culture to 

succeed collectively in the national and transnational arenas. 

 Aside from lack of institutional support, local filmmakers also face structural 

problems in political and economic spheres. In reality, the status quo of the mainstream 

media structure and political economic policies deprive local cinema of establishing a 

business model which supposedly can harness its capabilities to be sustainable and 

profitable for its community. This is so because the geographical location of Davao (or 

regions in general) vis-à-vis the capital makes the regions suffer from delayed urban and 

rural developments, if not inferior structures, actually perpetuated by major businesses 

and even the national government seated in the capital. 

 Now that I have summarized how local filmmakers make sense of Davao Cinema 

and mapped the six areas that make up a local film culture, I will give a recap of the 

spatiality of Davao and how filmmakers make sense of the city through films.  

 Davao City is a huge contested place. This may be seen through the dominant 

form of governance that surrounded the city for more than two decades: militarism. 

Mardoquio (2018) explained that a militarist government uses fear to fool its constituents 

into believing that their place is an organized, stable, and peaceful city, thus cementing a 

‘fake culture’. A militarist government constructs an imagined place to be recognized as a 

good model and hence, be replicated. But what a militarist government silences is the 

‘authentic culture’ which sheds light to the struggles and oppression of marginalized 

sectors who are also constituents of the region: the Lumad, Moros, and urban poor 

Settlers.   
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 This is not to say, however, that Davao is not a place of its own. Davaoeño 

filmmakers actually place Davao in a crucial position in their films—criticizing its 

identities, questioning its idea of co-existence, diversity and convergence, and holding the 

militarist government accountable for the problems that prison and silence Davao and the 

tri-people.  

 Interestingly, how filmmakers appropriate Davao is through attempts of liberating 

the city in their films, and in effect, edifying the audience watching them. In other words, 

cinema or filmmaking is a place that Davaoeño filmmakers took over and occupied with 

the challenge to change the perception of other local audiences, as well as the national 

and international audiences, about Davao and its tri-people.  

 However, Davao does not intend to limit the voices of neighboring places to talk 

about the narratives of the tri-people and other Mindanao stories because these stories 

belong to the place and anyone can make sense of it. This shows that though on one hand, 

Davao is geographically, politically, and economically the center, it may be culturally 

and socially de-centered and thus, liminal, on the other.  

 On another note, even if local filmmakers speak humbly of themselves and stay 

true to their advocacies and goals, the place where they belong to is in a privileged or 

advantageous position than the rest of Mindanao, hence allowing them to have easier 

access to education and resources in filmmaking. The fact that they try to extend this 

education and resources to other provinces (to show support for their film communities’ 

growth) is in itself a proof of their privileged position as well as its liminality.  

 What is more interesting here is that despite the fact that Davao is at the center 

and is in a more privileged position than the rest of Mindanao, there are considerable and 
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glaring gaps in the development of its local film culture. Note that success should not 

only be measured by recognitions but more so by the impact or effect the films left with 

audiences, especially those within their regional boundaries.  

 At this point, the success of local filmmakers in taking over and occupying local 

cinema is still at the level of creating noteworthy, relevant films, but not yet on the level 

of effectively pooling audiences together, grooming the next generation of progressive 

filmmakers, mounting festivals that take pride in the city’s cultural capital, and 

institutionalizing the film scene.  

 Before moving onto the recommendations, let us first take a brief look at the kind 

of noteworthy and relevant films Davao filmmakers have produced. Here I examined 

how Davao is represented in selected local films; what and where is it located in the 

films.  

 Going back to Table 6.1 (p. 90), I listed 11 films which have connected with the 

city’s urban and rural spaces in one way or another—portrayed it as the main character, 

discussed its culture and peoples, or made use of its landscape to portray something else.  

 These 11 films are divided into four sections: 1) Davao as face of poverty that is 

suppressed by the local government, 2) Davao as mere shooting location for stories that 

could have been shot somewhere else, 3) Davao’s vast rural spaces and the issues within 

those spaces that have always been marginalized, and 4) ‘crime against geography’ which 

means that Davao is used as a location of a story that was not set there, did not happen 

there, or does not even caress the story discussed.  

 In locating the city in films, I incorporated Lefebvre’s (1991) Spatial Triad which 

is composed of lived, perceived, and conceived spaces. For the lived space, most 
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characters (especially the Lumad and Moros) experienced, imagined, and challenged the 

dominant ideology which set up the conflict in the films. This is particularly evident in 

the narratives where the tri-people are struggling against the military because of 

aggression or against the government for poor social services. The perceived space, on 

the other hand, is the space where such experiences and imaginings are practiced or 

reinforced. It is where the characters perform (or where they were directed to perform) 

their roles in the films. Lastly, the conceived space within the films is the city itself—

where the urban championed over the rural; where buildings and other physical structures 

showcase the ongoing modernization project of the local government.   

These three spaces then interweave to produce the social space—the place we call 

Davao City. Within the films and outside of it, we challenge and question the meaning 

and the position of the city amid social issues.  

Filmmakers criticize Davao in order to arouse, organize, and mobilize the 

audience and call out the government to deliver what public officials are supposed to: 

better living conditions, basic social services, and long-lasting peace, among others.  

As long as the community’s rights are not upheld and demands are not delivered, 

filmmakers will continuously and consciously produce films that are socially relevant and 

progressive. In the process, readings on Davao’s identity or position in local films may 

multiply, evolve, or expand into something else other than what I discussed under the 

four sections above.  

 As always, it is up to the audience how to make sense of the city. While all 

readings are valid, they must be mindful not to exoticize or romanticize the city, 

especially in those narratives that attempt to discuss the issues of the marginalized. Thus, 
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it is critical that the audience brings home with them a collective imagery of the tri-

people and their struggles in order to genuinely represent them on other spaces of dissent 

such as news, social media, or offline/on ground activities. The last thing that oppressed 

characters need is to be appropriated by the audience or the filmmakers. 

 

B. IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 A regional film culture is so fertile or potent to develop an alternative film 

industry that circumvents the exploitative and commercial nature of a mainstream film 

industry. The Davao film community, in particular, was able to establish itself without 

the help of capitalist producers and wealthy financiers. But in the course of my research, 

the community seems to be currently stuck on a plateau. What now? What is next?   

 Yes, institutionalization is key. As the political and economic center of Mindanao, 

the Davao film community has every right to assert institutional and infrastructural 

support from the local government and FDCP. Ideally, the establishment of the Film 

Development Council of Davao City (proposed by Councilors Pilar Braga and Mabel 

Acosta) should be a means to facilitate state funding (be it through FDCP’s budget or the 

local government’s), influence distribution and exhibition practices, build film schools, 

and create a film workers’ organization. While this is the ideal scenario (the ordinance 

has no Implementing Rules and Regulations yet), institutionalization may have negative 

effects as well.   

 Remember that in Chapter III, E. Institutions (p. 126), I discussed some 

questionable provisions in the ordinance, and if the IRR does not prove to be favorable to 

the film community, then this means that Davao might function like Manila as the center 
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of a capitalist and mainstream film industry (either that or the Film Council might not 

serve its purpose at all). If this happens, Davao as the regional center of Mindanao would 

develop infrastructures that might aim to cultivate mainstream filmmaking practices. In 

the process, the once progressive Davao films might regress to formulaic, conventional 

narratives in order to sustain the film industry. What an irony it would become if the 

Davao film community, originally born out of the tri-people resistance, stopped 

challenging dominant narratives because of institutionalization.  

 This scenario, however, would either open opportunities for a new wave of 

alternative filmmakers and films or would further marginalize or de-center today’s 

pioneer filmmakers. Aside from this, various discourses on this institutionalized regional 

filmmaking and the definition of regional would most likely suffice.  

 But if the local film community does not institutionalize, it would not move 

forward and advance. So what it needs to do is to push and strive harder, institutionalize 

itself, and develop its own film business model through exploring other means such as 

the non-government, non-profit work. This might be easier for them because in reality, 

their practice is similar to development groups than businesses. From thereon, they could 

develop programs and partnerships. They may also explore cooperatives or social 

enterprises as the financial arm of their NGO/film community.  

 The point is, because finances are scarce and their films are not made for 

business, then they need to seek other means that will allow the community to sustain 

filmmaking, grow the audience, and cultivate the next generation of young filmmakers. 

They also need to maintain long-term partnerships with the local government, political 

institutions, academe, business sector, and civil society in order to stay alive. Specific 
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people with specific tasks are necessary to carry out partnership building. Small groups 

thriving with passion will not be enough in the long run. Institutionalizing in this sense 

means that they need to employ other people, and they can actually do this by traversing 

the development sector route.  

 In the process of institutionalization, the film community will be able to hold 

better programming for film festivals, conduct regular activities on film literacy, develop 

modules for film education and short courses, and possibly start a film workers’ 

organization in the region. Another good recommendation from Dy (2018) is to actually 

cultivate filmmakers/workers from the ranks of our tri-people, especially the Lumad and 

Moros.  

 They can do all this without the pressure of emulating or co-opting with the 

mainstream film industry just to be able to secure profits, jobs, and audiences. But while 

the film community prepares for institutionalization, they have to continuously assert 

government intervention in the capitalist production and consumption of filmmaking. 

This begins with challenging and changing political and economic policies that see films 

as mere products of entertainment than tools for education and enlightenment, which 

should be the role of the Film Council of Davao City. The film industry’s relationship 

with Hollywood and screening places must also be reviewed and be revised as necessary.  

 Asserting changes in the structure of a capitalist mainstream film industry and 

consumerist distribution and exhibition processes where the government is benefitting 

from is the most filmmakers/workers can do in order to build a healthier film 

environment in the future. So while at it, the least filmmakers/workers can do is to 
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develop their own communities toward institutionalization, and again, the Davao film 

community is a potent example.  
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APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRES 

 

Questionnaire for Filmmakers and Festival Organizers 

1. What is Davao City to you? What does it mean to be a *Davaoeño? 

2. Do you think Davao or Mindanao cinema exists? If yes, why and what is it for 

you?  

3. Where do you think is Davao or Mindanao cinema situated in the 21st century? 

4. How is Davao or Mindanao cinema performing in the region, in the national, and 

in the international scene? 

5. Are there enough filmmakers of Davao cinema?   

6. Are there enough places for Davao or Mindanao films? Enough viewers?  

7. Do you know of any old screening places in Davao City? Where are these and 

how are these now? 

8. How would you describe the distribution and exhibition structures of Davao or 

Mindanao films?   

9. Is there a Davao or Mindanao film industry to speak of?  

10. What do you think are the factors that make a film industry strong? 

11. Do you think of your target market when creating a film? What are their 

characteristics/demographics?  

12. What are the usual theme/s of your films? 

13. Why do you shoot in Davao or Mindanao? How does the landscape contribute to 

your film/s? 

14. Why do you shoot about Davao (place and culture) or Mindanao?   

15. Aside from films, how else do you contribute to the growth of Davao or 

Mindanao cinema? 

16. How would you describe the film viewing patterns and behavior of the Davao or 

Mindanao audience?  

17. What is particular to Davao or Mindanao that defines its cinema and audience 

differently from other regions, especially from Manila? 
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18. What do you think are the factors of a film culture? How does Davao develop its 

film culture? 

19. How do you describe contemporary Davao cinema? Where do you think is it 

heading in the future?  

20. What do you think is the role of the Davao film community outside the city and 

beyond? 

21. How do you define film literacy? 

22. How film literate are Davaoeños? What do you think are the factors to this? 

23. How do the academe and the government support regional cinemas? 

 

Questionnaire for Institutions, Organizations, and Critics  

1. How would you define regional cinema? 

2. What led to the increase and popularization of regional cinema? 

3. Where do you think is regional cinema heading in the future? 

4. What is Davao City to you? What does it mean to be a *Davaoeño? 

5. Do you think Davao or Mindanao cinema exists? If yes, why and what is it for 

you? 

6. Where do you think is Davao or Mindanao cinema situated in the 21st century? 

7. How is Davao or Mindanao cinema performing in the region, in the national, and 

in the international scene? 

8. Are there enough filmmakers of Davao or Mindanao cinema?   

9. Are there enough places for Davao or Mindanao films? Enough viewers?  

10. Do you know of any old screening places in Davao City? Where are these and 

how are these now?  

11. How would you describe the distribution and exhibition structures of Davao or 

Mindanao films?   

12. Is there a Davao or Mindanao film industry to speak of?  

13. What do you think are the factors that make a film industry strong? 

14. How would you describe the film viewing patterns and behavior of the Davao or 

Mindanao audience?  
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15. How do audiences from the regions perceive their local cinema? What is their 

process of consumption and reproduction?  

16. Do you think that audiences (and even filmmakers) from the regions struggle to 

preserve local cultures despite being heavily influenced by mainstream or pop 

culture? 

17. What is particular to Davao or Mindanao that defines its cinema and audience 

differently from other regions, especially from Manila? 

18. How do you think is Davao City represented in Davao films?  

19. What do you think are the factors of a film culture? How does Davao develop its 

film culture? How is it represented in films? 

20. How do you describe contemporary Davao cinema? Where do you think is it 

heading in the future?  

21. What do you think is the role of the Davao film community outside the city and 

beyond? 

22. How do you define film literacy? 

23. How film literate are Davaoeños? What do you think are the factors to this? 

24. How do the academe and the film industry support regional cinemas and 

audiences?  

25. What are the programs of your office for regional films and audiences? 

 

Questionnaire for Reading Selected Regional Films  

1. Describe initial reactions after watching the film. 

2. Describe the elements in the film such as the characters? 

2.1 The setting? 

2.2 The story? 

2.3 The camera work? 

2.4 The sound and editing? 

2.5 The production design?  

3. Are the characters relatable? If yes, in what way? If no, why? 

4. Is the film relatable? If yes, in what way? If no, why? 
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5. Are there any stereotype or misinformation about Davao City (place, culture & 

people)? If yes, in what way? If no, why? 

6. Did the film portray Davao City (place, culture & people) realistically and fairly? 

If yes, in what way? If no, why? 

7. How did the language used in the film affect film viewing?  

8. How did the screening place affect film viewing? 

9. How is gender portrayed in the film? 

10. Is there other ethnicity or race portrayed in the film? If yes, how was it portrayed? 

11. How is Philippines (the country itself, the capital or other city aside from Davao) 

portrayed in the film?  

12. How are political, economic, or social/cultural issues discussed in the film? 

13. After watching the film, define the following: nation, nationalism, identity, and 

culture?  
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APPENDIX B: AN ORDINANCE CREATING THE FILM DEVELOPMENT 

COUNCIL OF DAVAO CITY 

 

Republic of the Philippines 
Office of the Sangguniang Panlungsod  

Davao City 
 

ORDINANCE No. ______________ 
Series of 2017 

 
AN ORDINANCE CREATING THE FILM DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL OF DAVAO CITY, 

DEFINING ITS POWERS AND FUNCTIONS, AND FOR OTHER PURPOSES 
 

Be it ordained by the Sangguniang Panlungsod of Davao City, that: 
 

SECTION 1: TITLE – This Ordinance shall likewise be known as “An Ordinance Creating 
the Film Development Council of Davao City, Defining its powers and functions, and for other 
purposes, hereinafter referred to as the FILM DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL ORDINANCE OF 
DAVAO CITY; 
 

SECTION 2: DECLARATION OF PRINCIPLES – Republic Act No. 9167, otherwise 
known as “The Law Creating the Film Development Council of the Philippines.” seeks to promote 
and support the development and growth of the local film industry ad medium for the upliftment of 
aesthetics, culture and social values or the better understanding and appreciation of the Filipino 
identity, pursuant to the constitutional guarantee of free expression. 
 

That Davao City Government shall formulate and implement policies and programs to 
upgrade the art and craft of film making and encourage the production of films for commercial 
and non-commercial purposes. It must be intended for public entertainment, education, values 
infusion, advocacy for human rights, gender equality, environmental protection and awareness, 
nationalism, local history and culture and other social issues; to properly harness the capacities 
of Davao-based service providers and to provide the enabling environment to properly cater to 
and boost the local film industry. 
 

That Davao City shall be the hub of the Film Making Industry in Mindanao. 

SECTION 3: DEFINITION OF TERMS 
 

1. Film Workers – shall pertain to performers, producers, directors, writers, 
production designers, location managers, animators, visual/special effects 
professionals, sound engineers, colourists, editors , and other trades and 
professionals involved in the film industry; 

2. Filmmakers – shall pertain to individuals involved in the direction, production or 
any other trade related to the creation of the film;  

3. Performers – shall pertain to individuals who perform a role or demonstrates an 
artistic talent or skill for the benefit of the film;  

4. Movie and Television Review and Classification Board (MTRCB) – the 
national body imbued with the power to review, regulate and classify movies and 
television shows;  
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5. Film Development Council of the Philippines – the national body tasked with 
the creation and maintenance of the Cinema Evaluation System and empowered 
to undertake activities that will promote the growth and development of the local 
film industry and promote its participation in both domestic and foreign markets. 

6. Film – a series of moving pictures shown on different forms of media. 
7. Film Festival – is an organized, extended presentation of films in one or more 

cinemas or screening venues usually in a single city or region.  
8. Cinema Operator – refers to the local cinema exhibitors.  
9. Grants - any form of assistance for the development of local film industry. 

 
10. Film Distribution – a process of making a movie available for viewing by an 

audience. 
 

SECTION 4: CREATION OF THE FILM DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL OF DAVAO CITY – 
to carry out the provisions of this ordinance, there is, hereby, created Film Development Council 
of Davao City, hereinafter referred to as the FILM COUNCIL. 
 

SECTION 5: POWERS AND FUNCTIONS – the Film Council shall have the following 
powers and functions: 
 

1. To formulate a Film Industry Development Plan as a basis for film programs and 
projects in Davao City, which includes development and promotion of trainings, 
workshops, and other activities that will enhance the skills, growth, development 
and expertise of film makers, directors, actors and actress, and others, in the 
local film industry necessary for quality film productions; 

 
2. To appoint member(s) who have proven credibility and expertise to help in the 

development and promotion of the film industry; 
 

3. To promote the viability of Davao City for film production and showing by 
formulating film incentive program, among others, both for local and international 
productions; 

 
4. To assist the film and media industry, including the student and young 

professional film makers to produce quality, rights-based, cultural and gender 
responsive films; 

 
5. To undertake an Annual Davao City Film Festival; 

 
6. To establish, develop and promote film cultural exchange, program that shall 

encourage national and international film exchanges especially in Southeast 
Asia; 

 
7. To develop and implement an incentive and reward system for the producers 

based on merit to encourage the production of quality films; 
 

8. To establish, launch, organize, operate and undertake local and international film 
festivals, exhibitions and similar activities; 

 
9. To prescribe the procedures for the exercise of its powers and functions as well 

as performance of the Film Development Council of Davao City of its duties and 
responsibilities; 
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10. To determine the Council’s organizational structure and staffing pattern and 

appoint officers and employees of the Council; 
 

11. To acquire, manage and hold such real and personal property as may be 
necessary to carry out the purposes and objectives of this ordinance; 

 
12. To ensure the establishment of a film archive in order to preserve, conserve, 

restore and protect audio-visual materials as part of the nation’s historical, 
culture, and artistic heritage; 

 
13. To seek grants and other incentives for film productions and to provide 

assistance in film distribution/marketing; and 
 

14. To perform such other functions as may be necessary to carry out the provisions 
of this ordinance. 

 
SECTION 6: COMPOSITION OF FILM COUNCIL – the Film Council shall be composed 

of: 
 

a. Chairperson 
b. Vice-Chairperson – private sector  
c. City Tourism Officer 
d. Two (2) members of the City Council 
e. The DOLE or his/her duly designated representative  
f. One representative from ACADEME  
g. Two (2) representative from government accredited film-interest groups, that is,  

i. One (1) representative from the filmmakers group; and  
ii. One (1) representative from cinema operators 

 
SECTION 7: THE CHAIRPERSON – the Chairperson shall be the Mayor of Davao City 

shall exercise overall administrative supervision to ensure that effective and efficient 
implementation of the policies laid down by the Film Council. 
 

SECTION 8: FUNCTIONS OF THE CHAIRPERSON – the Chairperson shall have the 
following functions: 
 

1. Execute and administer the policies, plans and programs approved by the Film 
Council; 

 
2. Direct and supervise the operations and internal affairs of the Film Council; 

 
3. Establish the internal organization and administrative procedures of the Film 

Council; 
 

SECTION 9: VICE-CHAIRPERSON – Vice-Chairperson shall be from the private sector, 
who shall be appointed by the City Mayor, provided that: he/she must be a resident of Davao 
City; he/she must be active in the film industry for least six (6) years; he/she must be 
knowledgeable, credible and recognized in the film industry in whatever category; and finally, that 
he/she must have established awards from the duly constituted authorities in the film industry. 
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SECTION 10: City Tourism Office – shall serve as the Secretariat tasked to document 
all the activities of the Film Council and be the keeper of records. 

SECTION 11: TWO (2) REPRESENTATIVES FROM GOVERNMENT ACCREDITED 
FILM-INTEREST GROUPS – the representatives must be members of a Filmmakers Group and 
Cinema Operators/Owners, approved and registered by the local government pursuant to laws 
related to the associations. 
 

SECTION 12: TERM OF OFFICE – all members shall be coterminous with the appointing 
authority. 
 

SECTION 13: MEETINGS – the Council shall meet regularly at least once a month or as 
often as necessary at the call of the Chairperson or by a majority of the members. A majority of 
the members shall constitute a quorum to do business. The members of the Council may be 
entitled to honoraria based on existing government accounting and auditing rules and regulations. 
 

SECTION 14: PRIVILEGES OF LOCAL FILMS – local films evaluated by the Film 
Council shall be granted privileges through an exemption of 50% from amusement tax; provided 
that such films are made originally in the City of Davao and/or are depicting economic, cultural 
and social values of the city. Films that promote Davao City in a positive way and depict positive 
values such as family cohesiveness, respect, unity, resilience, nationalism and courage, child, 
women and elderly-friendly films, films that protect and promote environment-related issues, and 
films that do not violate Davao City’s Anti-Discrimination Ordinance shall be likewise accorded 
with the said privileges. 
 

SECTION 15: FILM FESTIVAL – the Council shall establish, organize, operate and 
maintain an annual local film festival, exhibitions and similar activities after the constitution of the 
Film Development Council of Davao City. 
 

All cinemas within the jurisdiction of Davao City is enjoined to allot at least one  
(1) hour every day for eight (8) consecutive days to show films which are part of the Film 
Festival established by the Council. 
 

SECTION 16: BUDGET – an annual appropriation shall be appropriated for purposes of 
this ordinance. The City shall set aside ten (10) million pesos for the first year of constitution of 
the Film Development Council of Davao City. 
 

SECTION 17: AUTHORITY TO ACCEPT DONATIONS – the Council may accept 
donations, contributions, grants, bequests or gifts, in cash or in kind, from various sources, 
domestic or foreign, except from movie producers, and distributors. (subject to the guidelines 
imposed by the Film Council) Said donations shall be deemed automatically appropriated for 
purposes specified by the donor, or in the absence thereof, for the programs and projects as may 
be approved by the Council, subject to the usual government accounting and auditing rules and 
regulations. Provided, that cash donations shall not be used to fund the personal services 
requirements of the Council. Any donation, contribution, subsidy or financial aid which may be 
made to the Council shall be exempt from taxes of any kind and shall constitute allowable 
deductions in full from the income of the donors, contributors, or givers for income tax purposes. 
 

SECTION 18: ASSISTANCE FROM OTHER GOVERNMENT AGENCIES – the Council 
may request any department, bureau, office, agency or instrumentality of the government for 
such assistance as may be needed in the performance of its functions. 

 
The council may, upon its discretion, consult the Film Development Council of the 

Philippines or the Movie and Television Review and Classification Board when the Council 
deemed it necessary. 
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SECTION 19: ANNUAL REPORT – the Council shall, within ninety (90) days after the 

end of every fiscal year, submit to the Mayor of Davao City and to Sangguniang Panlungsod an 
annual report on its compliance with, or accomplishments under this ordinance, together with its 
plans and recommendations to improve and develop its capability to enforce the provisions of this 
ordinance, and a complete accounting of transactions with respect to any funds received under 
this ordinance. 
 

SECTION 20: REPEALING CLAUSE – all other laws, decrees, order issuances, rules 
and regulations which are inconsistent with the provisions of this ordinance are hereby repealed, 
amended or modified accordingly. 
 

SECTION 21: SEPARABILITY CLAUSE – if, for any reason, any provision of this 
ordinance, or any part thereof, is declared invalid or unconstitutional, all other sections or 
provisions not affected thereby shall remain in force and effect. 
 

SECTION 22: EFFECTIVITY – this ordinance shall take effect fifteen (15) days after 
publication. 
 
 
 
 

 
(Sgd.)PILAR C. BRAGA, PhD. 

Proponent 
 
 
 
 
 

(Sgd.)MABEL SUNGA-ACOSTA 
Co-Proponent 

 
Item No. 158 
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APPENDIX C: MTRCB MEMORANDUM CIRCULAR NO. 12-2013 
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