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VISUAL MEANING OF CRITICISM OF CAPITALISM IN 
FILM: KARA, ANAK SEBATANG POHON

Abstract: Kara, Anak Sebatang Pohon (2005) is a short film with a story that reminds 
of the presence of capitalism in the social conditions of a family who lives very far from 
the crowds. The author is interested in researching this film because the story built by 
this film is critical of capitalism, and semiotics as a theory the author uses to analyze the 
process of sign formation and meaning production to see how media texts build their 
meaning. With the dichotomy of the sign system explained by Ferdinand De Sausurre, 
namely Signifier and Signified, whose relationship is an association between ‘the signi-
fied’ and ‘the signifier’, the author uses it to reveal the meaning of the series of symbols 
(signs) in the film This will be the presence of capitalism amidst the happiness of the life 
of a small family. Qualitative methodology and the Constructivist paradigm are used 
as a thought approach in looking at the unit of research analysis, namely the “shots” in 
the film Kara, Anak Sebatang Pohon so that the writer has a reference in interpreting 
the meaning in the film’s story content. Research on this film explains how the content 
of the story is built and constructed, namely capitalism in carrying out its distribution 
using all means, and the presence of capitalism has had a negative impact. An ironic 
condition occurs where a condition that was initially undesirable is rationalized.
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Introduction
The object of the author’s research is 

a short film entitled Kara, Anak Sebatang 
Pohon. A short film that has achievements 
and received the best short film award in 
2005 at the Indonesian Film Festival, and 
also received international appreciation at 
the Cannes Film Festival in Paris, France 
for the Director’s For Night Program. 
Short films relate to stories that are short, 
but have great meaning, as is the case in 
the world of visual art, and have experi-
enced various explorations of form and 
creation which have resulted in a very dis-

tinctive style(Wati et al., 2023).

The object of the author’s research 
is the film Kara, Anak Sebatang Pohon, 
which tells the story of a family who is left 
in an area far from the hustle and bustle 
of urban areas, a place that is very calm 
and peaceful. However, this atmosphere 
of calm and peace is lost because of the 
presence of capitalism which is represent-
ed by the fall of Ronald the McDonald 
statue and the killing of the mother who 
has just given birth. 

In its spread, capitalism always car-
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ries out expansion after expansion with 
the argument of productivity which then 
presents a dramatic phenomenon with 
the emergence of colonization and impe-
rialism to other areas (Kristeva, 2015). In 
line with the story shown in the film Kara, 
Anak Sebatang Pohon, how the Ronald 
McDonald statue suddenly appears in the 
life of a family, even though the family 
lives very far from the hustle and bustle 
of big city life. The meaning that emerges 
from the content of the film’s story is an 
interesting thing for the writer to carry out 
research using a semiotic approach. 

The practice of capitalist ideology is 
presented in the content of the film as a 
criticism of how capitalism exists and de-
stroys the happiness of a family. In media 
studies, it is said that the media is an in-
stitution that is born in society’s life socio-
logically and its position is influenced by 
the perspective of society itself (Pawito, 
2014). The media is controlled by market 
laws, in this thinking the ideology adopted 
by the media is the ideology of liberalism 
or market ideology. What is interesting 
about the author’s research is how the me-
dia (film) is used to criticize the presence 
of capitalism, in this case McDonaldiza-
tion (Alamsyah, 2020).

The film Kara, Anak Sebatang Pohon 
is an alternative film that depicts a story 
about the cruelty of the presence of capi-
talism in society. The reality in films is not 
actual social reality, but because films are 
a medium for conveying messages, it is 
clear that the contents of the media have 
ideological content (Wati et al., 2023). 

Therefore, the focus of the author’s re-
search in examining the film Kara, Anak 
Sebatang Pohon is to see how the story 
construction is built in the film Kara, Anak 
Sebatang Pohon in the context of criticism 
of the presence of capitalism which is pre-
sented through the visuals arranged in 
the film’s story. The paradigm used by the 
author in looking at the problem above is 

constructivist, to see how reality or events 
in the film are constructed and in what 
way the construction is formed (Umanai-
lo, 2019).

Methodology
Semiotic theory put forward by Fer-

dinand De Saussure (1857-1913), in this 
theory semiotics is divided into two parts 
(dichotomies), namely signifiers and 
signs. Signification semiotics is a sign sys-
tem that studies the relationship of sign 
elements in a system based on certain 
rules or conventions. Social agreement is 
needed to be able to interpret these signs. 
According to Saussure, signs consist of: 
Sounds and images, called signifiers or 
markers, and concepts from sounds and 
images, called signified (Silaban & Aini, 
2022).

Saussure developed language as a 
sign system. Semiotics is known as a dis-
cipline that studies signs, signifying pro-
cesses and marking processes. Language 
is a particular type of sign. Thus it can be 
understood that there is a relationship be-
tween linguistics and semiotics. Saussure 
used the word ‘semiology’ which has the 
same meaning as semiotics in the Pierce 
ways (Silaban & Aini, 2022).

According to Saussure, a sign is a com-
bination of a concept and a sound-image 
which cannot be separated. The relation-
ship between signifier and signified is ar-
bitrary (whichever you like). There is no 
definite logical connection between the 
two, which makes the text or sign inter-
esting and problematic at the same time. 
Saussure’s thinking became a source of 
inspiration for a school of thought called 
structuralism (Ilmu et al., 2023).

Result
The story information in this film is 
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Figure 1. The ambience of the place 
(Source: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=hU44op_4oNw) 

conveyed through a series of shots (visu-
als), the relationship between the text and 
the signification produced in the first lay-
er, namely the Signifier is only an assump-
tion of experiences that we have mastered, 
and the Signified is a form of meaning in 
the next layer. Through the division of this 
model the author tries to analyze and find 
the meaning stored behind the signs.

Analysis:

Showing a landscape image (scenery) 
at the beginning of the scene, as can be 
seen in Fig.1, gives an understanding that 
something beautiful has calm in it, this 
leads the audience to understand that the 
location in the film is very peaceful. Far 

from the hustle and bustle of the busy 
city, this place is a place that has not been 
touched by modernization.

Table 1. Signifier and Signified of the somewhere place Figure 1. The ambience of the place 
(Source: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=hU44op_4oNw) 

Table 2. signifier and signified, scene of the husband 
carrying his wife.
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Analysis:

The scene of the husband carrying his 
wife who is about to give birth, as can be 
seen in Fig. 2, explains to the audience the 
understanding that a man must natural-
ly be responsible for his wife and provide 
full protection. The depiction of the scene 
above shows the condition of a society 
that respects each other. It is clear how a 
husband is very caring and responsible for 
his wife, a condition that does not occur if 
capitalism is present.

Figure 3. The husband took his wife into a house in a 
very quiet place

(Source: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hU44op_4oNw)

Table 3. Signifier and signified of the husband taking 
his wife into a house in quiet place.

Analysis:

With a very wide shot and a long du-
ration, the husband and wife enter their 
house, as can be seen in Fig. 3. By using 
this wide shot, it explains the geograph-
ical conditions where they live, namely 
under the foot of the hill. Not long after, 
the sound of a baby crying was heard, 
the audio of the baby crying explained 
that a baby had been born in the house, 
which meant new life had come. And un-
expectedly, a fairly large object fell from 
above into their house. A fairly large ob-
ject falls and enters the house, giving an 
illustration of how capitalism appears 
unexpectedly, the process of expansion 
of capitalism is even carried out outside 
the boundaries of the territory where cap-
italism originates. This was done to dis-
tribute power and to expand the coverage 
area. We can understand the objects that 
fall from “above” as a way for capitalism 
to distribute its power.

Visual Meaning of Criticism of 
Capitalism in Film: Kara, Anak 
Sebatang Pohon

Nandang Wahyu Setia Abdi Buana



Vol. XVII, No. 1 June 202480

Analysis:

This scene, as can be seen in Fig. 4, 
provides an understanding that an object 
falling from “above” has destroyed the life 
of a happy husband and wife, “above” in 
the context of power has exerted its pow-
er on a weak family. Ronald is an icon of 
McDonald’s, a multinational franchise 
company. This scene explains that cap-
italism has killed a mother who has just 
given birth to her baby. Looking at this 
context provides an understanding that 
capitalism is always looking for new areas 
to dominate. Capitalism always looks for 
opportunities to spread widely and domi-
nate economics and ideology, also known 
as commercial liberalism (McDonald, 
2009).

Figure 4. Heard the sound of a baby crying loudly and 
a mother who died because statue Ronald was crushed 

(Source:https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hU44op_4oNw)

Table 4. Signifier and Signified, Ronald’s statue falls, 
suddenly killing the mother.

Figure 5. Kara have grown up and Kara lives alone
(Source : https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=hU44op_4oNw)

Table 5. Signifier and Signified of the Child Kara have 
grown up and lives alone.
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Analysis:

Kara, who is sleeping in an upside 
down in the shot in Fig. 5, explains that 
this child is not like most other children, 
this child lives alone in a house at the foot 
of the hill. Continuing with the next shot, 
Kara is holding a stick of wood, which fur-
ther emphasizes that Kara is just a stick. 
When Kara heard the camera sound, Kara 
looked confused and alert, because the 
sound was very foreign to Kara, but it 
could be explained that there was some-
thing stalking Kara.

Figure 6. Kara was standing under a big tree, and a 
photographer took a picture of Kara looking confused

(Source:https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hU44op_4oNw)

Table 6. Signifier & Signified of Kara interacting with 
the photographer scene. 
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Analysis:

This scene depicts Kara alone under 
a tree, as can be seen in Fig. 6, gives the 
next layer of meaning that Kara is only 
friends with trees. Trees in this context are 
friends and family for Kara, only trees are 
friends for Kara to interact with. The sud-
den presence of a journalist with a camera 
explained that Kara had received new in-
formation about the existence of another 
world out there besides the world she had 
always experienced. The scene where the 
journalist gives Kara food from McDon-
ald’s products explains that Kara as a hu-
man being who has not been touched by 
modernization and capitalism is slowly 
being introduced to a new form of under-
standing of other lives. And this under-
standing can clearly be seen as capitalism, 
Kara slowly begins to feel that her life is 
starting to be threatened.

Analysis:

Kara refused and tried to enter the 
house, but the photographer was still 
curious about Kara and also entered the 
house. The shots from the photographer’s 
camera had a flash effect, so that Kara re-
membered past events about her father 
and mother and a harmonious family be-
fore the arrival of capitalism in the middle 
of their life, as can be seen in Fig. 6. Kara 
looked sad remembering this incident, un-
til finally Kara decided to look for Ronald 
and take revenge for her mother’s death. 
Kara’s face showed great resentment, the 
flash of light from the reporter’s camera 
flash aroused Kara’s anger. The flashback 
in this scene explains that things used to 
be better than now and that new things 
are not easy to accept. Humans essential-
ly when they feel comfortable will reject 
things that are new and foreign to them. 
The scene with Kara and the flashback 
of her parents brings out an experience 

Figure 7. Kara went into the house and the photog-
rapher came in and took photos of Kara, until Kara 

remembered her parents
(Source: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=hU44op_4oNw)

Table 7. Signifier and Signified of the photographer 
taking photo of Kara and the flash light make Kara 

remembers her parents.
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Figure 8. Kara leaves the area where she lives
(Source: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=hU44op_4oNw)

within Kara, and that experience invites 
Kara to take revenge.

Analysis:

In this scene, as can be seen in Fig.8, a 
place that is very enchanting and ideal for 
humans is shown again, but this peaceful 
place will soon be abandoned by Kara. 
Kara went looking for Roland to avenge 
her family. Before leaving, Kara chatted 
with a tree as if she was asking for approv-
al for the action she was about to take. 
With a piece of wood on her shoulder that 
always faithfully accompanies Kara wher-
ever she goes, the wood on Kara’s shoul-
der represents family for Kara, that wood 
is identity and life that is always beside 
Kara. This self-identity is explained as a 
dialectical relationship that is formed by 
social processes and takes shape, is main-
tained, modified and reshaped by social 
relationships, and what is attached to 
Kara becomes Kara’s self-identity.

Table 8. Signifier and Signified of Kara leaving the area 
to find Ronald to take revenge.

Figure 9. Desert image with rotating shot to transition 
to urban area

(Source: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hU44op_4oNw)

Table 9. Signifier and Signified of the transition from 
desert place to the urban area.
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Analysis:

The image that rotates to the right 
gives a transition effect of moving time 
and place, as can be seen in Fig. 9. Previ-
ously the audience was informed that Kara 
was still in a very beautiful place, and then 
we saw that Kara was in a city that was for-
eign to Kara. Kara entered another world, 
and long story short, Kara was in front of 
the McDonald’s outlet. Kara’s instincts 
immediately felt that Ronald lived here. 
The location of the McDonald’s outlet is 
in a shop that is very busy with visitors 
(Ritzer, 2002, p. 8-9). McDonald’s has be-
come a phenomenon in suburban and me-
dium-sized cities. Over the years, McDon-
ald’s has continued to greet the public in 
various ways. With the aim of total domi-
nation of the fast food restaurant industry 
throughout the world.

Figure 10. Kara hits Ronald and finally gives in and 
drinks coca cola from McDonald

(Source: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hU44op_4oNw)

Table 10. Signifier and Signified of Kara taking re-
venge on Ronald, got tired and then drank coca cola 

from McDonald.
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Analysis:

Kara’s punch meant nothing to Ron-
ald, as can be seen in Fig.9. This condi-
tion illustrates the situation that small 
communities will not be able to fight the 
strength and power of capitalism, no mat-
ter how much effort is made to fight, cap-
italism is very strong. Next, a mother is 
seen who feels sorry for Kara, Kara is tired 
and the mother gives her a drink from 
McDonald’s. Kara accepts the drink. This 
condition really illustrates that Kara, as a 
representative of small society, has finally 
surrendered to the power and authority of 
the presence of capitalism. Kara as a small 
child is unable to fight against a very large 
McDonald. Discomfort and resistance to 
being McDonaldized because the allure of 
the McDonald’s institution is so great that 
it makes Kara become a devotee and get 
caught up in rationalized activities.

Discussion
In this film, capitalism propaganda is 

depicted in a very extreme way. The collec-
tion of signs (symbols) of capitalism in the 
film explains that capitalism is very evil, 
allowing any means to achieve its mission 
of spreading its ideology. In this context, 

it is explained how Kara, a child who lives 
alone in a lonely place, has to endure her 
life because her parents were “killed” by 
Ronald. After growing up, Kara plans to 
take revenge, but Kara gives up and is un-
able to fight big capitalism. This is illus-
trated by how Kara has to accept capital-
ism, namely by drinking Coca Cola.

The presentation of the focus of the 
author’s research on criticism of the 
presence of capitalism in the film Kara, 
Anak Sebatang Pohon illustrates how the 
spread of McDonald’s as part of capital-
ism uses very cruel methods, all of which 
is carried out despite this, even if it means 
sacrificing the lives of other innocent peo-
ple. The spread carried out by capitalism 
is also carried out everywhere, even to 
very remote places, this cannot be sepa-
rated from the grip of capitalism.

Criticism of Capitalism Through 
Film Media

It is true that film as a medium is an 
agent of capitalism, but it is very clear that 
the film Kara, Anak Sebatang Pohon con-
structs its story in order to reject/criticize 
the presence of capitalism in the social or-
der of society. The ideology presented in 
the film is resistance to capitalism.

Conclusion
It is very clear how the film firmly con-

structs meaning towards criticism of the 
presence of capitalism in the social order 
which is depicted through the life of a 
family living in a remote area, and the de-
sire of a child named Kara to take revenge 
for the atrocities committed by capitalism 
(depicted via McDonald’s) to his family. 
From this series of events the following 
conclusions can be drawn:

1. The calm and peaceful environment 
depicted in the film has disappeared since 
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the arrival of capitalism in their family. 
This event also explains that capitalism 
will always distribute its power and spread 
its network to all corners of the world, cap-
italism will always look for new colonies in 
all kinds of ways.

2. The presence of capitalism in the 
film Kara, Anak Sebatang Pohon is de-
picted through a very tragic event, where 
McDonald, as part of capitalism through 
the statue of Ronald, kills a mother who 
has just given birth and causes the baby to 
live alone.

3. The child named Kara, in her efforts 
to take revenge for the atrocities that cap-
italism has committed against her family, 
must give up and accept that McDonald’s 
is capitalism which is impossible for her to 
fight. So that Kara’s child is rationalized 
by the presence of McDonaldization and 
accepts the reality of the presence of cap-
italism.

4. Films from an industrial perspective 
are part of capitalism, but in the film Kara, 
Anak Sebatang Pohon, the film is used as a 
medium to criticize capitalism itself.

Film as a work of art, media for view-
ing and hearing, has absolute freedom 
in conveying its ideas. However, we can 
only find films with interesting ideas and 
concepts such as the film Kara, The Anak 
Sebatang Pohon only in short films (alter-
native films). Bearing in mind that film 
production requires very large costs (cap-
ital), and critical film content is very diffi-
cult to obtain financing (capital), as well as 
space for exhibitions (screenings). We still 
rarely encounter films with critical con-
tent in Indonesia, which according to the 
author’s opinion is that our society also 
has the right to enjoy films with alterna-
tive content as learning or other referenc-
es to events that are actually happening 
around us.
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