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THE DIPLOMATIC BAG
In late 2001, I sat in the packed auditorium of the Goethe Institute 
in Dhaka. Film enthusiasts had turned up in numbers for a Dutch 
film festival hosted by the German cultural institute in the city. 
The institute was a stronghold for international film screening and 
had long been a second home to many of the city’s cinephiles and 
film activists. Screening that evening was the film Antonia’s Line 
(1995, directed by Marleen Gorris), a feminist fairy tale centred on 
a mother and her daughters in rural Netherlands. The crowd sat 
through its long run, only spilling out of the auditorium into the 
drive of the institute for tea and cigarettes after the final 102nd 
minute. Many of them there had seen all the films in the small fes-
tival and now discussed and compared them intently. The mood was 
relaxed, engaged, fuelled by sweet tea and cinephilic enthusiasm.

The Goethe Institute and the Alliance Française, alongside the 
British Council, Indian High Commission, the Russian Cultural 
Centre and former United States Information Services (USIS), 
have long been strongholds for film culture in Bangladesh. ‘We 
would spend whole days and nights at the Goethe Institute’, a film 
activist remembered the 1980s. ‘At some point they screened the 
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entire Heimat series over two days. We would spend the whole night 
there, and the director of the institute brought food and drinks for 
us, allowing us to stay.’

The non-theatrical exhibition of films by foreign diplomatic 
missions or international cultural institutes has been a mainstay of 
international cinema circuits in South Asia. The diplomatic mission 
is one of the actors within the networks of international film culture 
globally (e.g., Ariyadasa 1989; Navitski 2018) and international 
political actors profoundly shape the contours of contemporary film 
culture (Kaur 2020). Scholarship about art cinema and film societ-
ies in South Asia frequently mentions the presence of the diplomatic 
mission and international cultural institutions as purveyors of 
films, funds, venues and ventures (e.g., Akhter 2019; Ghosh 2018; 
Kishore 2013; Majumdar 2012; Venkiteswaran, 2009). In South 
Asia, it has been particularly associated with the cultural diplo-
matic activities of the USA, the UK, Russia and Western European 
states but also includes similar activities by Iranian, Japanese 
and Australian embassies and cultural agents. In Bangladesh, the 
Indian High Commission too has been prominently active in this 
field. Alongside commercial and theatrical exhibition of foreign 
films, this diplomatic circuit of non-theatrical and non-commercial 
film circulation provides an important site for the political use of 
cinematic forms and exhibition models and is finely woven into the 
political activities of foreign powers in South Asia.

In her chapter on the history of the film society movement 
in India, Rochona Majumdar mentions the arrival in Calcutta of 
Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959, directed by Alain Resnais) through 
the intervention of the Alliance Française ‘when the film was being 
shipped from Dhaka to Rangoon’ (2012: 751). While Majumdar does 
not detail the nature of this shipping (nor Ghosh who mentions the 
same moment; 2018: 147), it is likely that these reels were travel-
ling around South Asia under the aegis of the Alliance Française 
intended for non-theatrical and non-commercial exhibition across 
cities in the region. As Alamgir Kabir noted in 1969, ‘cine-clubs’ in 
Dhaka would borrow films from diplomatic missions for screening 
to their members (101) and were often reliant on ‘films that arrive 
by diplomatic bags’ (1979: 85). Hiroshima Mon Amour would have 
been part of this particular distribution circuit. This impression 
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is strengthened by the fact that Majumdar mentions that the 
film made an ill-advised stop in Calcutta and was screened in a 
cinema hall. There, ‘this particular screening unleashed a regime 
of police restrictions’ (Majumdar 2012: 751) when it became clear 
the film had not received a censorship certificate in India. From 
this, we can assume that Hiroshima Mon Amour travelled inside 
a diplomatic bag between Dhaka and Rangoon. Its smooth passage 
between screening sites was interrupted when it was taken out of 
this container and shown publicly in a theatrical setting, ‘unleash-
ing’ state action.

In this chapter, I focus on the moment of the unleashing of 
state action upon the cinematic objects carried within the pro-
tective shell of the diplomatic bag. The diplomatic bag can be 
understood literally as the container that carries stuff, here films, 
between diplomatic posts (such as a high commission) and affili-
ated organizations (such as international cultural institutes). But 
it can also be understood conceptually as the vehicle by which 
certain cinematic objects and all that’s associated with them (from 
foreign funding to aesthetic forms; from narratives to cameras) 
can move across territories outwith the control of sovereign gov-
ernments of these territories. Sovereignty has been theorized as 
residing in the capacity to decide upon the exception (Agamben 
1998) and the modern political era has been understood as pro-
gressively locating this sovereign power within a state apparatus 
that governs a territory inhabited by the nation composed of citi-
zens who confer sovereignty onto those who exercise that power 
on their behalf (Lefort 1988). Yarimar Bonilla (2013, 2017) has 
shown how interruptions to the smooth functioning of political 
sovereignty unambiguously embodied by the state is a political 
fiction that obscures the ways in which the idea of sovereignty has 
been strategically mobilized as part of practices of conquest while 
formal recognitions of sovereignty have been accompanied by its 
quotidian interruption and suspension. She shows how ‘the sover-
eign nation is a myth, an aspirational model at best, even within 
the space of the North Atlantic, which has long relied on colonial 
markets, outsourced labor, and nonsovereign enclaves in order to 
sustain its claims to modern sovereignty’ (Bonilla 2013: 156) while 
‘North Atlantic nation-states continue to assert control both within 



LOTTE HOEK26

and beyond their boundaries…’ (Bonilla 2013: 162). Rather than 
an exception, this is the nature of sovereignty in a political order 
wrought by conquest and empire in which sovereignty continues to 
be strategically mobilized as an ideal and undermined in practice 
within the enduring systemic inequalities of the post-imperial 
order of formally independent nation states. Within this legacy is 
the use of the photographic image as part of colonial rule (Pinney 
2004; Poole 1997). The struggle over control of the image and 
the domain of publicity continues as a site for the articulation of 
and challenge to sovereignty (Chowdhury 2014). Anthropological 
accounts of sovereignty have focused on the everyday materializa-
tions and expression of sovereignty, within and beyond the appa-
ratus of the state, in which display, spectacle and publicity remain 
central themes (Aretxaga 2003; Hansen and Stepputat 2006). The 
diplomatic bag illustrates this partial and interrupted sovereignty. 
It operates as a conduit for the movement of international cinema 
culture shaped by international political representation and inter-
ests that regularly interrupt the authority of state bodies. Via the 
diplomatic bag, cinematic artefacts reach destinations that are 
outwith the authority, either formally or informally, of film censors 
and the institutional authorities that confer the right to scrutinize 
and certify such images upon the censor board. The ‘unleashing of 
state action’ upon these artefacts in the context of the diplomatic 
bag shows both the political significance of the cinema as a vector 
of public incitement and the limited nature of ostensibly sovereign 
authorities to regulate the deployment of this vector within the 
context of international political representation in post-colonial 
nation states.

Understanding cinema as a public cultural form that reaches 
out and stirs its viewers in ways that are available to social or politi-
cal mobilization (Mazzarella 2013), part of ‘the explosive political 
energies that are unleashed through new technologies’ (Cody 2020: 
62), states attempt to galvanize and control the evocative powers 
of filmic objects. Censorship is the means by which this marshal-
ling of the cinema’s provocative powers is channelled. Kaur and 
Mazzarella (2009: 9) have argued that censorship can be understood 
as different modes of ‘public regulation’ that work ‘to create value…
out of a delicate balance of incitement and containment’. Kaur and 
Mazzarella’s understanding of state censorship as part of a broader 
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mode of public cultural regulation that simultaneously inflames and 
contains passions through public forms of mediation draws atten-
tion to the fact that ‘any claim to authority or power via regulatory 
action in the field of public culture necessarily involves some kind 
of active participation in the poetics and politics of publicity…’ 
(2009: 7). The diplomatic bag is a conduit for the distribution of 
media objects by foreign powers. It is the, often frustrated, focus 
of cultural control by the state authorities through whose terrain 
the diplomatic bag moves, unleashing its response. Censorship is 
regularly illustrated through the conflict between the state and 
non-state actors who are at odds in their mutual incitement of 
public passions. A focus on the diplomatic bag within the context 
of censorship draws our attention to the ways in which state action 
is unleashed around international cinema as state actors such as 
bureaucrats, elected representatives, officials, cultural representa-
tives or diplomats become entangled in their efforts to contain and 
deploy the affective powers of the cinema, illustrating the porous 
and incomplete nature of sovereign control.

In this chapter, I explore the dual politics of incitement and 
control around international cinema in the diplomatic bag in 
decolonizing South Asia by a focus on the proximity of film culture 
in Bangladesh to foreign diplomatic and cultural missions. This 
proximity is both literal and figurative, and is articulated through 
something known as the ‘foreign mission film’: non-Bangladeshi 
films imported and exhibited by diplomatic missions and foreign 
cultural institutes. I focus on the contorted attempts by the Film 
Censor Board in Dhaka to control or regulate the films imported 
and screened by the USIS and British Information Services (BIS) 
in 1950s’ East Pakistan and by the Alliance Française in 1980s’ 
Bangladesh. I will draw on archival material from the Censor Board 
in Dhaka where ostensibly sovereign decisions about film exhibi-
tion were to be taken. I will show how the Censor Board’s decision-
making power was significantly limited despite their attempts to 
assert it either through insisting on their legal rights to make 
such decisions for the territory within their purview or through 
the introduction of new legislation. I will show how in the realm 
of the diplomatic bag, where the circulation and screening of films 
and the development of film culture is enveloped by the interests of 
powerful foreign actors (in particular the USA and allied European 
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powers), the Censor Board has been significantly limited in what 
it could command. I show that what results is a performance of 
censorship that is an undiscerning mode of seeing, a censorship 
without scrutiny and cultural regulation based on legislation that 
fails to expand the realm of surveillance and control. It also brings 
to the fore the struggle within the East Pakistan and Bangladesh 
civil service to control mass publicity and provides new insight into 
the complex statecraft of the newly decolonizing regimes of East 
Pakistan and Bangladesh. Ultimately, the material I present here 
illustrates to the ways in which media forms became the means 
through which political modes of alliance and control were articu-
lated, especially in the context of authoritarian modes of governance 
in East Pakistan and military regimes in Bangladesh.

CULTURAL DIPLOMACY IN EAST PAKISTAN 
AND BANGLADESH
In the course of the 20th century, filmmaking and film screening 
were quickly established as a part of statecraft internationally, 
including by colonial and post-colonial South Asian governments. 
On 29 September 1956, Dr Nuruzzaman Choudhury, representative 
for Noakhali Sadar East, stood up in the East Pakistan Assembly 
to ask the minister in charge of the Home Department about the 
presence of the USIS in the country. He asked how many USIS cen-
tres there were, how many people they employed, what the nature 
of their activities were, whether they paid people for information 
and whether there were arrangements to watch these activities. 
The Chief Minister of East Pakistan, Ataur Rahman Khan, listed 
the seven cities in which there were activities for the ‘promotion 
of mutual understanding and sympathy between the people of 
Pakistan and USA’ (Government of Pakistan 1957: 50). These 
activities included ‘free distribution of literature, film shows, lecture 
exhibits, artistic representation, photo display, etc.’ (Government 
of Pakistan 1957). And yes, to support these activities, they had 
‘paid servants in the districts’ (Government of Pakistan 1957: 51). 
It was deemed unnecessary to watch their activities.

Mr Mohiuddin Ahmad, representative for Pirojpur South-
West, asked what the purpose was of giving a foreign country 
the right to open so many information services? The response he 
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received was evasive. ‘It has been done by the Central Government 
for diplomatic reasons. This Government is not aware of it’ 
(Government of Pakistan 1957). The East Pakistan government 
had only partial sovereignty within the federal organization of 
Pakistan and was in crucial domains dependent entirely on the 
‘central’ government, including in the realm of foreign policy. In 
fact, ‘the Central Government…was armed with such great power 
(executive, military and financial) that, apart from protest, there 
was little that the provincial ministry could do’ (Callard 1956: 13). 
Further, politicians in East Pakistan were largely dependent on 
a ‘state bureaucracy with paternalistic and undemocratic tenden-
cies’ (Kamal 2009: 8), which was formative of the political culture 
of East Pakistan (Government of Pakistan 1957). In this context, 
the agitated to-and-fro about the USIS presence in East Pakistan 
in 1956 was important as public display of dissent but toothless in 
terms of a negotiation about that presence with the central govern-
ment. The stand-off in the Parliament over the USIS presence can 
be understood as the spilling over of the public affects stirred by 
the intensive and provocative presence of the USIS’ public cultural 
interventions.

Other representatives in the East Pakistan Assembly asked the 
chief minister whether the government was aware that ‘just prior to 
the election of 1954 the servants of the USIS were connected with 
the activities of the candidates?’ The elections had been a major 
turning point in the relations between East and West Pakistan. 
The Muslim League was pushed out of power in the East against 
a backdrop of language and labour uprisings, famine and police 
brutality (Kamal 2009; Uddin 2020). An electorally strong but 
politically strained United Front of parties led by highly regarded 
and popular Bengali political leaders came to power and clashed 
repeatedly with the West Pakistan political establishment and not 
infrequently with one another. The United Front included a strong 
Left political current within it (Kamal 2009: 24–25; Uddin 2020: 
3), putting further strain on relations with West Pakistan and the 
strong alliance between Pakistan and the USA in the context of the 
changing geopolitical equation in the region after 1947. It is against 
this political backdrop that the representatives in the East Pakistan 
Assembly raised critical questions about the presence of the USIS 
in the cities and towns of East Pakistan. ‘Have other countries 
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been allowed to set up such information services?’ demanded the 
representative for Pirojpur South-West (Government of Pakistan 
1957: 51). The first minister didn’t know. ‘Then please tell us who 
does know!’ asked the exasperated representative. ‘Karachi knows,’ 
said the chief minister, ending the debate about the USIS’ pres-
ence in East Pakistan (Government of Pakistan 1957). The phrase 
‘Karachi knows’ might sum up the singular lack of scrutiny that 
was available to parliamentarians in East Pakistan’s assembly with 
regard to foreign policy, controlled by the central government in 
West Pakistan. It is clear that foreign policy included the cultural 
activities of powerful foreign diplomatic missions.

The USIS was set up in 1953 as the public wing of the United 
States Information Agency, under the State Department, and 
quickly developed a capillary network of ‘libraries’ around the 
world (Anderton 1967: 114; Cull 2008). Cultural diplomacy was an 
important part of the Cold War hostilities (Cull 2008; Saunders 
1999) and the USIS was one of the nodes through which cultural 
persuasion was effected through lectures, photographs, exhibitions 
and film screenings. Three years after its founding, there were no 
less than seven USIS libraries across the relatively small geography 
of East Pakistan,1 highlighting not only the strategic importance 
of the alliance between Pakistan and the USA but also the chal-
lenges to the central and provincial governments in the East flank 
of the country, which were not infrequently glossed as a Communist 
threat (Toor 2011). The British Council similarly had a library in 
Dhaka and opened a second one in Chittagong in 1959 (Deb 1959). 
That year, the British government had issued ‘about 14,000 [film] 
prints’ (Deb 1959) as part of its Government Information Services. 
Indeed, other countries than the USA too had been allowed to open 
similar ‘information’ services.

By the 1950s, film had become a well-established part of 
the diplomatic and military arsenal of the UK and the USA gov-
ernments. During the First World War, the US Committee on 
Public Information’s ‘Foreign Film Division oversaw the export 
of the Committee’s own propaganda films and in agreement with 

1 The seven USIS libraries in East Pakistan in 1956 were in Dhaka, Chittagong, Sylhet, 
Mymensingh, Rajshahi, Barisal and Rangpur (Government of Pakistan 1957: 50).
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Hollywood assumed “full control of the foreign distribution of 
American dramatic and comedy pictures”’ (Cull 2008: 7). By the 
time of the Second World War, the UK government too used com-
mercial cinema, non-commercial short films and newsreels along-
side other means of propaganda. In colonial India, it did so through 
the Imperial Department of Information’s Film Advisory Board (Roy 
2007: 23), chaired by J. B. H. Wadia (Sutoris 2016: 42), the prolific 
film producer and director of Wadia Movietone Studio (Thomas 
2013: 26). As Roy (2007) and Sutoris (2016) show, the documentary 
efforts in British India as part of the war mobilization provided the 
grounds for independent India’s own political use of film. India’s 
Films Division was set up in 1948, producing films and newsreels 
under the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting (Roy 2007: 
33–34). The Pakistan government similarly mobilized filmmakers 
under its Ministry of Information immediately after Independence 
in 1947 to produce and distribute films and newsreels (Imran 
2016: 1). India’s Films Division was paralleled in Pakistan by the 
Film Section, which was a part of the Department of Films and 
Publications in the Pakistan government (Government of Pakistan 
1962: 215). By the time the USIS opened its seven libraries in 
East Pakistan in the 1950s, then, filmmaking and film screening, 
both commercial and governmental, were well established as part of 
statecraft internationally and in the practice of post-colonial South 
Asian governments. It has continued to be so imbricated, even when 
only distantly sensed through convivial encounters at a Dutch film 
festival on the grounds of a German cultural institute in Dhaka.

THE EAST BENGAL BOARD OF FILM CENSORS 
RESERVES THE RIGHT
The newly established USIS libraries in East Pakistan were quickly 
equipped with a significant number of films. Looking through the 
minutes of the meetings of the East Bengal Board of Film Censors2 
in the Bangladesh National Archives, I found the record of many 
United States Information Agency films cleared by the Board for 

2 Until April 1956, the Board was known as the East Bengal Board of Film Censors. From 
May 1956, and after the introduction of the One Unit scheme that created West and East 
Pakistan, it became the East Pakistan Board of Film Censors. For simplicity, here I use 
‘the East Bengal Board’ or ‘Dhaka Board’ and East Pakistan.
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screening in East Pakistan in the 1950s. The minutes of the meet-
ings of the East Bengal Board of Film Censors provide insight 
into the ways in which international film distribution reached 
East Pakistan and the extensive numbers of international films 
that were certified for exhibition in there. Besides commercial 
imports, the records also show that foreign missions imported lots of 
films into the country in the 1950s and 1960s. Described as ‘foreign 
mission films’ in the records, these were mostly non-fiction short 
films and newsreels but also included select features. The minutes 
of the Board also document the ways in which the foreign mission 
films generated controversies and stand-offs between the members 
of the Board and the civil service in Pakistan. The discussions about 
foreign mission films in the minutes of the East Bengal Board of 
Film Censors evocatively illustrate how the diplomatic bag cre-
ated a conduit for foreign films to reach its destination in a more 
expansive sense than mere delivery to the local diplomatic mission. 
A brief discussion of the functioning of the East Bengal Board of 
Film Censors is required to fully capture the circumstances in which 
these foreign films were cleared for exhibition in East Pakistan.

The East Bengal Board of Censors was one of three such Boards 
operative in Pakistan in the early 1950s. The Boards had come 
into existence as part of amendments to the 1918 Cinematograph 
Act of India ‘that established censor boards with regional jurisdic-
tion’ (Mazzarella 2013: 49). These boards continued to operate 
after Independence and Partition in their provincial capacities. 
Besides the East Bengal Board, there were Boards in Lahore and 
Karachi. Inherited from the British colonial period, any film had 
to be separately censored for the geographic areas of exhibition 
under the control of each of these three Boards. This significantly 
drove up the cost to distributors and producers, and created sig-
nificant resentment (Government of Pakistan 1962: 208). In each 
of the areas, ‘Provincial Governments had powers to frame rules 
for film censorship’ (Government of Pakistan 1962: 206) and there 
was therefore discrepancy between the rules and fees of censorship 
across Pakistan. Fees in West Pakistan were significantly higher 
than in East Pakistan. And while the Lahore-based Board had its 
own screening facility, in Karachi and Dhaka, the censor screenings 
would take place in public cinema halls (i.e., within the domain of 
distributors and exhibiters who sought the favour of the board for 
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the films to be cleared for screening in the first place). The Report 
of the Film Fact Finding Committee commissioned by the Ministry 
of Industries of the Pakistan Government noted that

the main grievance against Regional Boards of Censorship 
has, however, been that their codes vary greatly and we see the 
phenomenon of a film being banned in one area is allowed to 
be exhibited by the Censor Board in the other area. Different 
types of excisions are also made in the same film by different 
Boards of Film Censors. (Government of Pakistan 1962: 208) 

In effect, films cleared or even produced in West Pakistan could be 
considered as unsuitable for public exhibition in East Pakistan by 
the Board in Dhaka and vice versa.

In each of the three Boards of Film Censorship in Pakistan, 
‘50% of the members of these Boards were composed of Government 
officials and the other fifty percent of the members were non-
officials’ (Government of Pakistan 1962: 206). In East Pakistan, 
the Board was presided over by the Commissioner of Dhaka 
Division. The category of non-officials included parliamentarians. 
Members of the film industry, in all forms, were not allowed to 
sit on the Board due to the risks of ‘impartiality’ that this would 
incur. Significantly, for a good stint in the mid-1950s, the Deputy 
Secretary of the Home (Political) Department of the government, 
and in this capacity a member of the Board, was Mr Altaf Gauhar, 
whose career had started in All India Radio before serving in 
the Pakistan Civil Services in East Bengal as district magis-
trate and eventually becoming the person shaping the publicity 
strategy under Ayub Khan’s Martial Law regime (Toor 2011: 86). 
Participants in the political and bureaucratic running of the new 
government of Pakistan, then, were central to the execution of the 
film censorship process.

The Board in Dhaka met once a month to discuss examination 
reports sent in by members who had gone to watch films submitted 
for certification in groups of three in the appointed cinema halls. 
Ten cinema halls in Dhaka, including Lion Cinema and Gulistan, 
were mandated to keep three seats reserved for Board members 
at all times. Members were allowed to be accompanied by family 
or friends during these screenings (Government of Pakistan 1962: 
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210). On the basis of the reports from these small viewing parties, 
the Board would recommend whether individual films would be 
certified for exhibition in East Pakistan with or without excisions.

Between 1947 and 1960, a little over 20,000 films were censored 
in Pakistan as a whole (Government of Pakistan 1962: 209). Of this, 
14,472 were foreign films, a small number of these from India, and 
almost all films were certified for public exhibition without inter-
vention. Alongside America, British and other European feature 
films, the minutes list a huge number of films that are marked as 
‘shorts’. These were newsreels, short documentaries, travelogues, 
political shorts and lots of cartoons. Many of the American shorts 
were sold as part of packages that included feature length films 
produced by the major Hollywood studios. These shorts ranged 
from 10-minute explorations of foreign cities in Warner Brothers’ 
Technicolor Specials from the late 1940s to recordings of American 
jazz bands and short comedy reels. These appear to have sailed 
through the Board unremarked, the minutes showing long lists of 
certified titles, with no further comment.

Among the cartoons and the foreign spectaculars, there were 
also short films with titles such as American Working Woman or 
How We Select Our Representatives. These types of shorts were 
destined to be screened in a diplomatic mission or international 
cultural institute, such as a USIS library in, say, Mymensingh 
or Chittagong. They were part of the diplomatic efforts of foreign 
countries. Few were as active in this field as the USA, in the con-
text of geopolitical realignments in the aftermath of the Second 
World War and the process of dismantling of European empires. 
For example, the short film Atomic Power for Peace was cleared 
for public exhibition in what was then still called East Bengal on 
6 June 1954. This film was part of Eisenhower’s ‘Atoms for Peace’, 
an elaborate government programme by which the US government 
aimed to contain and defuse the fear of nuclear arms within the 
context of the Cold War (Hewlett and Holl 1989). Management of 
national and international public opinion on the benefits of nuclear 
fission, such as for energy production or in medicine, were key to 
ameliorating perceptions of military and industrial interests in 
expanding nuclear capability and armament (Hewlett and Holl 
1989). The USIA was tasked with producing informational films 
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for the programme to accompany an exhibition about Atoms for 
Peace. ‘In 1954, the [USIA] agency sent touring exhibitions to 
Italy, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, and Britain. The exhibit 
reached India and Pakistan in 1955’ (Cull 2008: 106). By the time 
the exhibition reached East Pakistan, the accompanying film was 
certified for public exhibition and would be screened in the USIS 
libraries all over East Pakistan, as it was throughout the world 
(e.g., Hafsteinsson and Gréétarsdóóttir 2011; Yuka 2014). By 
November 1956, another six Atoms for Peace films were certified 
for exhibition in East Pakistan.

The USA was not the only foreign power requesting certifica-
tion for public exhibition of its government produced short films 
and newsreels. The East Bengal Board of Film Censors similarly 
reviewed USSR newsreels, films sponsored by the British Central 
Office for Information, such as Falklands: The Story (1948), and a 
significant number of films made by the Indian government’s Films 
Division. The minutes of the meetings of the East Bengal Board of 
Film Censors record certifying many Films Divisions films, includ-
ing Towards a Better Society (1953, directed by Krishna Gopal), 
Muslims in India (1955, directed by Mushir Ahmad) and Wonder 
of Work (1955, directed by Jagat Murari). It is also not the case 
that the films imported were somehow easily aligned to clear and 
mutually exclusive geopolitical ambitions and ideological positions. 
Remember that a few years after the ‘Atoms for Peace’, publicity 
campaigns throughout East Pakistan, the Alliance Française was 
‘shipping’ the film Hiroshima Mon Amour from Dhaka to Rangoon. 
The anti-colonial and humanist film, however flawed, was a part of 
the Left progressive cultural movements that fed into the French 
New Wave (Sanos 2016: 729) and responded directly to the horrors 
of the deployment of nuclear bombs by the US Army on Japanese 
cities. It would have sat awkwardly alongside American attempts 
to persuade foreign populations of the benefits of the nuclear age. 
Throughout the 1950s, then, informational short films and news-
reels produced by foreign governments were certified for public 
exhibition in East Pakistan as part of their diplomatic efforts, 
alongside a large volume of commercially distributed foreign 
feature films that formed part of the soft power of many of these 
governments.
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Foreign mission films presented a number of challenges to the 
East Bengal Board of Film Censors that, like the debate in the pro-
vincial parliament referenced above, illustrate the tensions caused 
by foreign cultural representation in East Pakistan. The first chal-
lenge appears entirely technical. As noted above, the Censor Board 
did not have its own screening facilities. Instead, the Board was 
reliant on public cinema halls to screen films for members of the 
board to evaluate. The 10 cinema halls assigned this purpose, how-
ever, were not equipped to screen 16 mm film. On 11 January 1955, 
the Board noted the need to examine ‘British Information Service 
Films which are of 16 mm sound films’.3 The BIS was the overseas 
arm of the Central Office of Information in the UK. In Dhaka, they 
had their own projection system set up to screen 16 mm films. The 
Board therefore ‘resolved that the films be examined in the BIS 
projection halls’.4 To be able to evaluate whether these films were 
suitable for public exhibition, members of the Censor Board had to 
report to the foreign mission themselves, sit in their auditoriums 
and watch the shorts made by the governments of those missions, 
before writing up examination reports. The content of these short 
films may be understood as attempts at ideologically drawing in 
foreign populations. What is significant is that in this case, these 
short films also physically drew members of the Board onto the ter-
rain and into the company of the foreign missions. The ‘diplomatic 
bag’ by which these films arrived in East Pakistan also enveloped 
the government appointed members of the Censor Board.

The political interest in foreign informational shorts, and 
their sheer volume, created further difficulties for the Board. The 
second challenge faced by the Board was the political imbalance 
between the East and the West provinces of the country described 
above. The USIS and BIS foreign mission films illustrate this frus-
trated decision-making power of the Board in Dhaka. The Board 
repeatedly ran into limits placed on their capacity to take deci-
sions about film certification for East Pakistan despite the Dhaka 
Board ostensibly holding the power to make decisions about film 

3 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 11-01-1955.
4 Ibid.
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certification for public exhibition in East Pakistan. I will illustrate 
this through a discussion of a series of meetings of the board in 
1955. On 17 May 1955, a special meeting of the Board was called. 
A memo had arrived at the Dhaka Board ‘regarding the censorship 
of the USIS films and other documentary and educational films 
owned by USIS and other foreign missions’.5 Having considered 
this memo, the Board resolved that

these missions may be asked to supply brief synopsis of dif-
ferent pictures along with their lists, and also indicate their 
priority about exhibition of their films. Out of these 5 to 10%—
depending on their subject—may be selected by the President 
for regular examination by members of the Board while others 
may be approved on the basis of synopsis.6

In effect, the government memo asks the Board to certify these 
foreign mission films unseen. As perhaps a pre-emptive but entirely 
hollow gesture, it also authorizes the Commissioner of Dhaka 
Division as President of the Board to hand-pick a few films to be 
put forward for viewing by the members of the Board.

Two months later, at the 12 July 1955 meeting, another gov-
ernment memo had arrived at the Board regarding the ‘exemption 
of films imported by USIS from display of censorship certificates’.7 
The Board approved this exemption on displaying certificates. This 
coincided with the practice the Dhaka Board had developed in 1954 
for documentaries and newsreels produced by the Government of 
Pakistan itself, which the Censor Board in Dhaka reviewed and 
provided with a ‘slide’ noting that the film in question had been 
approved by the East Bengal Board of Censors.8 It appears to be 

5 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 17-05-1955. Note that the Board uses the terminology of the ‘foreign 
mission’ to refer both to diplomatic missions and associated centres, such as the USIS.
6 Ibid.
7 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 12-07-1955.
8 It is notable that cinema hall proprietors baulked at the provision of the slide, demand-
ing instead a proper censor certificate in letters to the Board, in which they quoted the 
Cinematograph Act back at the Censor Board and insisted they would not be entitled 
to screen any film without the proper certificate.
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pragmatic solution to the lack of authority over both central govern-
ment and foreign mission films.

Nonetheless, in the following item on the agenda in the July 
1955 meeting, the Board pushed back against the government-
mandated hands-off approach to foreign mission films. They

reconsidered resolution no. 1 passed by the Board at its special 
meeting held on 17-05-1955 and resolved that as a matter 
of policy the Board should examine all foreign mission films 
(though no examination fee should be charged for such exami-
nation) and then issue necessary certification…9

In this meeting in July, it appears that the Board tried to regain 
some control and oversight over foreign mission films against what 
read like forced decisions to let films brought into East Pakistan 
by foreign diplomatic missions be screened without either exami-
nation or certification. The Board resolved to continue reviewing 
foreign mission films for certification prior to any public screening 
in East Pakistan, even if the missions wouldn’t need to display the 
certificate.10

Even if the Board had now noted its duty to watch and evaluate 
these foreign mission films for their suitability for public screen-
ing in East Pakistan, the outcome of this insistence is difficult to 
distinguish from the blind approval suggested by the government 
memo. After July 1955, the Board certified reams and reams of 
foreign mission films, without any notes in the minutes about con-
troversies (which do occur frequently around foreign commercial 
films). The minutes from subsequent meetings are littered with 
references to certifying short films for foreign missions. At the meet-
ing on 6 September 1955, the Board passed 76 films, of which 46 
were ‘documentary films imported by Foreign Missions’.11 A month 

9 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 12-07-1955. Emphasis mine.
10 I’d speculate that the possibility of screening films without censor certificate might 
provide the missions some leeway to screen a range of films that reaches them within 
the diplomatic bag.
11 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 06-09-1955.
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later, on 4 October 1955, the Board passed 103 films, of which 80 
(eighty!) were shorts imported by foreign missions, including a 
significant number of Indian Films Division films. I would hazard 
that the compromise between the Board and the government was 
that the Board was allowed to examine but had little leeway to do 
much else than certify.

A few months later, however, this uneasy balance was once 
again unsettled. In February 1956, the board considered another 
government memo from the Home department ‘regarding exemp-
tion of BIS & USIS foreign mission films from pre-censorship which 
have once been censored and certified as suitable for public exhibi-
tion by the Karachi Board of Film Censors and resolved that it be 
circulated to the members for consideration…’12 To paraphrase: 
the Home department of the East Bengal government had again 
suggested that these foreign mission films did not need to be seen 
by the East Bengal Board before screening in the eastern parts of 
Pakistan. The argument this time was that these films had already 
been seen in Karachi or Lahore and were found unproblematic 
there. The East Bengal Board, however, was not willing to step 
aside. In March 1956, they noted that they

Considered the Govt. Home (Political) Departmental letter No 
dates 20-12-1955 regarding exemption of foreign mission films 
from pre-censorship and resolved that the East Bengal Board 
of Censors reserves the right to censor all films commercial or 
otherwise intended for exhibition in East Bengal irrespective of 
the fact whether or not they have been censored elsewhere.13

Against the backdrop of the political conflicts in Pakistan out-
lined above, the battle over foreign mission films can be read as a 
site in which elected Pakistani parliamentary representatives in 
Bengal, certain bureaucrats in the East Bengal administration in 
Dhaka and some civil society members tried to assert a measure 

12 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 13-02-1956.
13 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 13-03-1956. Emphasis mine.
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of sovereignty in the area of foreign policy (power over which was 
not devolved regionally) through the mechanism of film censorship 
(which was within the control of the region).

Film, in its role as national and international tool for per-
suasion and propaganda, exemplified the stand-off between the 
provincial and central governments in Pakistan with regard to 
foreign representation within its territories and became a means 
to articulate different political claims and means of control. 
The diplomatic bag brought foreign films and newsreels into 
East Pakistan, bypassing scrutiny from the institution set up to 
evaluate the suitability of films for exhibition within the territory. 
Moreover, the films thus arrived drew members of the board into 
an intimate encounter with the priorities of the foreign govern-
ments using film as part of their diplomatic efforts. They brought 
them into the auditoriums of foreign missions, face to face with its 
films and headlong into the alliances of the central government 
with these foreign powers. As these films arrived from abroad not 
through commercial distributors (as plentiful other shorts and 
features did) but via the diplomatic bag, the Censor Board had 
little grip on its content. Censorship here amounted to an asser-
tion of sovereignty (‘the East Bengal Board of Censors reserves the 
right to censor’) which did not appear to stretch to either recom-
mending cuts or refusing certification for these shorts. It did not 
even stretch to the requirement to display the censor certificate 
issued by the East Bengal Board, which would allow a display and 
affirmation of the sovereignty of the East Bengal administration 
before the screening of the foreign mission film. Ultimately, the 
Board maintained its right to see and certify foreign mission films 
but failed to assert its right to scrutinize those films. It also failed 
to affirm the right to display its sovereign decision on the film’s 
suitability and to attach its signs to those of the foreign mission 
screening the film. The foreign mission films were within the field 
of vision of the Board, but there was little they could do to act 
upon what they saw or to inscribe it within their own statecraft 
through the requisite display of their certificate. When it came to 
these films, the Board practised a form of undiscerning seeing, a 
censorship without scrutiny. Its sovereign decision-making powers 
over the use of the machines of publicity by foreign powers in the 
country were incomplete.
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THE ALLIANCE FRANÇAISE REQUESTS  
THE PLEASURE OF YOUR COMPANY
Thirty years later, after genocide in East Pakistan and the War of 
Independence that resulted in a free Bangladesh, the Film Censor 
Board in Dhaka found itself once again vexed by the presence of 
foreign missions and their diplomatic bags stuffed with films. In 
this case, the conflict that emerged was not over short propaganda 
films but over classic French and Indian feature films. Like with 
the USIS and BIS mission films in the 1950s, in the 1980s, these 
international feature films illustrate the patchy sovereignty of the 
Film Censors Board in Dhaka to execute its sovereign capacity to 
make decision about the circulation and exhibition of films within 
its territory due to the enveloping capacity of the diplomatic bag. 
Reviewing the correspondence between the Board of Film Censors 
in Dhaka with the chairperson of a Chittagong-based film society 
illustrates how censorship without scrutiny was inherited by the 
independent Bangladesh state after 1971.

On 20 May 1984, the secretary of the Board of Film Censors 
in Dhaka wrote a letter to the Chittagong Film Society to ask why 
they had not requested permission from the Board before screen-
ing films for their membership. The secretary of the Board wrote 
that ‘Through this, you have broken section 7(2) of the Bangladesh 
Film Club (Regulation and Registration) Act.’14 The film soci-
ety’s members had been enjoying the screening of films such as 
The 400 Blows (1959, directed by François Truffaut), Pierre and 
Paul (1969, directed by René Allio) and The Night Is My Kingdom 
(1951, directed by Georges Lacombe). But the Censor Board had 
not extended permission to the Society to screen these films. And 
hence the Board wrote to the film society to inform them of their 
legal transgression.

The Chittagong Film Society appeared to be in breach of the 
Film Club Act, introduced by the military regime of General Ziaur 
Rahman in 1980. The Act was additional to the film censorship 
legislation that had been inherited from the Pakistan government 
and the British colonial regime before that. The Censorship of 

14 Letter from Secretary of the Bangladesh Film Censor Board to the Chittagong Film 
Society, 20-05-1984, Bangladesh Film Censor Board records, Film Club (Registration and 
Regulation) Act files, Chittagong Film Society folder.
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Films Rules and Code had been lightly adapted after Bangladesh 
independence in 1971 and continued to be the basis on which films 
were certified for public exhibition. The 1980 Film Club Act had no 
such earlier colonial roots and was an expansion of film censorship 
regulations put in place by the then Bangladesh government. The 
Zia regime had significantly restored the power of the civil service in 
Bangladesh (which would include the bureaucrats in the Ministry 
of Information who ran the Censor Board) to execute governance 
within its military rule, and these bureaucrats were ‘lineal descen-
dants of the Civil Service of Pakistan’ (Maniruzzaman [1980]2003: 
199). The Film Club Act can be seen as an expression of the state 
control over civil society that the regime pursued. ‘It was the para-
noia of a rightist machine,’ said a senior film society activist to me 
when we discussed the Film Club Act in Dhaka in November 2013. 
I had wondered whether this had to do with the Cold War, but the 
activist laughed. He said that the Zia regime, and the subsequence 
Ershad regime, had both objected equally to film societies engaging 
with the USSR Embassy as with the British Council or USIS. ‘They 
were concerned about people mixing, exchanging ideas,’ he scoffed.

The Film Club Act attempted to keep track of the activities 
of film societies and its members. Under its rules, any film club 
in Bangladesh had to be registered with the Censor Board in 
Dhaka and renew this registration biannually. The registration 
process required a fee as well as written documentation that 
included names and addresses of all members, a financial audit, 
a list of activities and a written response to a questionnaire that 
included a question about the aims of the society. As I’ve argued 
elsewhere (2019), this additional film censorship legislation was 
not aimed at evaluating individual films for their suitability for 
public exhibition, nor used to cut or ban films. Instead, the Act 
aimed to monitor and control (register and regulate) the social 
world created around certain types of film. The introduction of 
the Act can be seen as a sign of the discomfort generated by the 
many film clubs around the country that gathered people to col-
lectively view, debate and, sometimes, make, films. It was this 
activity around the screen that had to be regulated. Not least 
because this activity appeared frequently encouraged and hosted 
by foreign diplomatic missions.
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The Chittagong Film Society had been registered appropriately 
and had sent in the relevant paperwork, as required by the Film 
Club Act. But the officials at the Censor Board found that the soci-
ety had failed to ask permission for the film screenings mentioned 
in the documentation diligently supplied to the Censor Board in 
Dhaka as part of their continued registration. The Chittagong Film 
Society’s documentation included lists of films screened, many of 
them French, as well as lists of members’ names and paraphernalia 
from past events. Among these was a newsletter from the Alliance 
Française in Chittagong. The two sides of photocopied A4 mentioned 
‘The Classics of French Cinema’ film festival held 8–18 April 1983. 
It was a great success and given popular demand, the Alliance was 
putting on three films from the festival again in May 1983. The back 
page of the sheet noted that guests of the Alliance were requested 
to bring along their ‘guest ticket’, which could be cut from the page. 
In blue ink, someone has written into the guest ticket slot ‘Ctg Film 
Society’ and ‘50’ guests. The members of the Chittagong Film Society 
would be able to attend the repeat screenings of Jean Renoir’s 1932 
film Boudu Sauve des Eaux, both parts of Children of Paradise (1940, 
directed by Marcel Carne), and Henri-Georges Clouzot’s Wages of 
Fear (1953). The latter film had been certified for public exhibition 
as early as 30 December 1959 by the then East Pakistan Board of 
Censors.15 The letter from the Bangladesh Film Censor Board asked 
for urgent clarification about the permission for the screening of 
these classics of French cinema, as well as the many other film 
screenings listed by the Chittagong Film Society in its paperwork 
submitted to the Bangladesh Film Censor Board.

A response was sent to the Censor Board on 5 June 1984, and 
it is worth citing this in detail. Anwar Hossain Pintu, director of 
the Chittagong Film Society, assured the Censor Board that he 
tries to run the film society in full accordance with the law. The 
members of the society, he wrote, are college and university stu-
dents and as such are not able to bring films directly from cultural 
institutes and foreign embassies in Dhaka. Instead, ‘we are reliant 
on local consulates and cultural centres in Chittagong to invite us 

15 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 30-12-1959.
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to their screenings.’16 Access to international films in the 1980s in 
Bangladesh was largely predicated on foreign cultural missions 
and diplomats. At that time, legislation was in place to shield the 
national film industry from competition by foreign commercial 
cinema, which had been inherited from the Pakistan period, during 
which such measures were initially taken as part of economic and 
political protectionism (Gazdar 1997; Kabir 1979). Therefore, what 
Anwar Hossain Pintu of the Chittagong Film Society explained to 
the Censor Board is that they had not put on any film screenings of 
their own. He continued: ‘Our members can attend screenings 
organised by the Indian Embassy, Soviet consulate and British 
Council through invitation only. They also watch the films screened 
at the Alliance Française through a monthly membership fee.’17

The society’s members saw films within the premises of the 
missions and institutes, and ‘afterwards, in a weekly meeting of 
the members, we sit together to discuss.’18 The activities of the 
Chittagong Film Society are necessarily limited to study circles, 
discussions and lectures, and do not include putting on their own 
film screenings. Instead, and important under the terms of the Film 
Club Act, the members only watch what is programmed by these 
foreign missions. As Pintu emphasized in the letter:

It is notable that until now, that means from 20-05-82 [when 
the film society was set up] until now, we have not managed 
to screen any film on our own initiative. Since we are unable 
to bring any films from the embassies [to the Society], within 
these limitations, we have merely enabled our members to 
participate in this movement for healthy cinema19 (amader 
shodoshobrindo ke shusto cholocchitro andolone shorikh hoyte 
shahajo kora hoyeche matro). 

Moreover, ‘we have not requested any embassy or cultural centre 
to screen any specific film.’20 Finally, in case perhaps the secretary 

16 Letter from Anwar Hossain Pintu to the Secretary of the Bangladesh Film Censor 
Board, 05-06-1984, Bangladesh Film Censor Board records, Film Club (Registration and 
Regulation) Act files, Chittagong Film Society folder. Author’s translation.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
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of the Censor Board may have forgotten, Pintu writes that ‘the 
screened films are certified by the Censor Board under the govern-
ment regulations through the foreign embassies. Invited guests 
of the embassies are permitted to attend these screenings.’21 The 
members of the Chittagong Film Society would regularly watch 
films together as guests of foreign missions but the only activity 
they would undertake as a film club, within the remit of the Film 
Club Act, were study circles and discussions. Through these means, 
the Chittagong Film Society endeavoured to achieve its stated aim: 
‘To create an audience for honest and pure [shot o nirmol] cinema; 
and to establish cinema as an art form; and to create awareness 
about this among the general population through the film society 
movement, within the regulations of the government.’22

As the director of the Chittagong Film Society points out to 
the Secretary of the Censor Board, foreign missions were allowed 
to screen films within their premises through a ‘Special Censor 
Certificate’ for non-commercial and non-theatrical screenings.23 
This particular category of certification echoes the compromises 
reached by the East Pakistan Board in the 1950s: an assertion of 
control and sovereignty over the screening of foreign films that 
was dependent less on scrutiny of the moving image and more 
on the ascertaining of awareness and approval of the event of the 
screening. It is these types of screenings that the members of the 
Chittagong Film Society could attend as guests.

What created the tension between the Censor Board and the 
Chittagong Film Society, as the letters above attest, was that 
the foreign missions would invite film society members to their 
specially certified screenings. The Indian High Commission, for 
example, invited 50 guests from the Chittagong Film Society to 
its screening of Shehar aur Sapna (1963, directed by K. A. Abbas, 
India) on 3 December 1982. This way, foreign films in diplomatic 
missions drew film enthusiasts onto their premises outside of the 
purview of the Film Club Act’s rules aimed at regulating the film 

21 Ibid.
22 Annual Report for 1982 and 1983 of the Chittagong Film Society, Bangladesh Film 
Censor Board records, Film Club (Registration and Regulation) Act files, Chittagong 
Film Society folder.
23 For an image of the certificate, see https://journals.openedition.org/terrain/19361?lang=en

https://journals.openedition.org/terrain/19361?lang=en


LOTTE HOEK46

clubs. The diplomatic bag by which films such as The Wages of Fear 
or Shehar aur Sapna arrived in Chittagong extended to envelop 
the moment of their screening, the social gatherings around the 
screen that occurred there and the opportunity for debate and 
exchange these presented. Thus enclosed, these screenings fell 
outwith the legal responsibilities of the Chittagong Film Society 
towards the Bangladesh Film Censorship Board. As in the 1950s, 
direct control over the moving image within the foreign mission, 
over movies in the diplomatic bag, was a futile aspiration. The 
1980 Film Club Act was set up to instead regulate the activities 
around those films. But this too proved challenging. Just as in the 
1950s, once these cinematic events took place under the aegis of 
international cultural organizations or on the premises of foreign 
diplomatic missions, they were effectively outside the control of the 
Film Censor Board, and its regulatory ambitions around the event 
of cinema were frustrated.

CENSORSHIP WITHOUT SCRUTINY
The archival record of the Board of Film Censors in Dhaka docu-
ments in partial yet vivid ways the encounter between ‘foreign mis-
sion films’, film enthusiasts and state institutions in East Pakistan 
and Bangladesh. The minutes of the Censor Board’s meetings in 
the 1950s, and its correspondences related to the Film Club Act in 
the 1980s, both illustrate how the Board tried to control the non-
commercial import of foreign cinema by international actors. In 
this chapter, I’ve focused on the ways in which the Censor Board 
attempted to control the offer of foreign cinema extended by foreign 
states to East Pakistani and Bangladeshi audiences enveloped 
within a protective ‘diplomatic bag’. The diplomatic bag has func-
tioned as a conduit for the distribution of media objects used by 
foreign powers that are not under the control of state authorities. 
The explicitly political domain of the diplomatic mission became 
the ground onto which international film culture built its alliances 
with cinephiles and censors alike in Bangladesh. The frustration of 
the control of this cinema by the Board of Film Censors in Dhaka 
illustrates not only how partial sovereign control over publicity was 
in East Pakistan and Bangladesh but also how the significance of 
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publicity in the form of cinema was to the statecraft of the Pakistani 
and Bangladeshi regimes as well as the international actors operat-
ing within its territory.

The archival records of the Censor Board in Dhaka show how 
the diplomatic bag drew cinephiles and authorities alike onto the 
grounds and territories of foreign missions, both physically and, at 
least potentially, ideologically. Both film enthusiasts and members 
of the censor board were invited onto the premises of diplomatic 
missions to attend non-commercial and non-theatrical screenings 
of international films. The spectatorial position offered to local 
audiences by these sorts of screenings was in some sense that of 
a guest. A form of diplomatic protection adhered to these spaces 
and its guests, explicitly so for embassies and high commissions 
but clearly operational for non-diplomatic venues such as USIS 
libraries or the Alliance Française too. In these sites, the limits 
of the authority of the Censor Board are tangible within its own 
documentation. At this limit, the Censor Board enacts bureaucratic 
oversight without insight and a censorial viewing without scrutiny. 
It is predicated on a peculiar form of watching films and registering 
film culture without looking too closely or being able to act on what 
is seen. It is a notional ‘seeing’ of the international films that are 
passed for certification on behalf of the censor, and of the activities 
that are generated around the screens that bring those films to local 
viewers, either in regional USIS libraries or within the premises of 
diplomatic missions and cultural institutes.

The diplomatic bag is the vehicle by which particular types 
of screen culture can come to thrive via the offer of international 
cinema and amenably shielded environments for discussion and 
encounter outside the control or purview of sovereign governments. 
Clearly, this is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it is unde-
niable that the diplomatic bag that carried films across the world 
provided an infrastructure for transnational spectatorship when 
cinema halls were by decree or necessity limited in their offering. 
On the other hand, the opacity of activities within the domain of the 
foreign mission created an imperative for greater control and regu-
lation of those engaged with these film cultures, as well as evidently 
providing a powerful route for propaganda and disinformation. The 
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diplomatic bag, then, is a vehicle for a film culture built around the 
foreign mission film that carries all these forms of potential within 
it and must be seen as one of the constitutive parts of film culture 
in Bangladesh and elsewhere.
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