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Sonja Mejcher-Atassi : ABOUNADDARA is the name of a production house for documentary films, 
founded in Damascus in 2010, and of an anonymous collective of filmmakers who relay a “cinema of 
urgency.” Since April 2011, ABOUNADDARA has documented the Syrian uprising in ways different 
from the images circulating on news channels and social media. It chose to use the aesthetics of 
cinema to produce a form of counter-information. 
 
The name ABOUNADDARA translates as “the man with glasses.” As stated on the collective’s website, 
www.abounaddara.com, it is a reference to nicknaming people according to their professions and the 
items associated with them in everyday Arabic culture. It is also a reference to documentary cinema 
and one of its early pioneers, the Russian filmmaker Dziga Vertov (1896-1954) who called himself “the 
man with a movie camera” and inspired a filmmaker collective, the Dziga Vertov Group, in the 1960s, 
which in ways similar to ABOUNADDARA set out to combine art and political activism. 
 
With its “bullet films,” ranging in length between one and four minutes, ABOUNADDARA does not 
simply show one side of the revolution-turned-war but gives voice to various camps, rebels as well as 
supporters of the regime, and first and foremost to ordinary citizens, placing emphasis on their shared 
humanity. It has posted its films on Facebook via Vimeo every Friday as a way of political 
participation in the mainly peaceful Friday demonstrations that so marked the Syrian revolution in its 
early phase, carrying glasses/cameras rather than weapons. Its objective is not to add to the media 
spectacle of information; rather, it sets out to critically question the very representation of the Syrian 
revolution and to sensitize its audience to the increasingly desperate situation in Syria. 
 
ABOUNADDARA has gained increasing media coverage itself. A number of its films have been shown 
at international film festivals, such as Mostra de Venise, Festival du Nouveau Cinéma (Montreal), 
Doclisboa (Lisbon), the Hand Belfort International Film Festival, and the Human Rights Watch Film 
Festival (London). The collective was awarded the 2014 Sundance Short Film Grand Jury Prize for “Of 
God and Dogs.” It has also made one feature film based on its weekly short films, which was 
broadcast by ARTE TV under the title “Syria: Snapshots of History in the Making.”  
 
Charif Kiwan is a filmmaker and a founding member of ABOUNADDARA. 
 
Akram Zaatari is an artist and a founding member of the Arab Image Foundation. 
 
Q: How can artistic practices and political activism come together in an artistically as well as 
politically powerful way, without infringing on either one of them? What role have the images of the 



 

 

Syrian revolution circulating in mass media played and how can they be critically approached and 
countered? How can we document, intervene, and take a political position in a conflict that is 
unfolding in front of our very eyes; how has the political urgency of the situation in Syria impacted 
ABOUNADDARA? To what extend do artists from Lebanon and Syria share common ground and 
concerns? 
 
Akram Zaatari :  I want to start by asking Charif and myself this question: Why does war often 
stimulate us to invent new forms, particularly in filmmaking? The history of cinema and the history of 
war have been kind of intertwined in the twentieth century. WWI, WWII, Vietnam… etc., and in 
Lebanon, the civil war or wars, presented us filmmakers with anxious times and tough questions. We 
always felt obliged to position ourselves vis-à-vis that war history. And I would love to hear how 
Charif perceives this, specifically with a war that is unfolding day after day, changing us and pushing 
us to position and reposition ourselves facing, not only war, but facing our writing tools, the writing of 
that history unfolding. One of the things we might share, or maybe not, is a feeling in our generation 
that we were only capable of talking about the war years when it was announced that war was over – 
and never while it was unfolding. The experiences that were made while the war was still unfolding 
were part of war. Although that question (whether we were a part of that war or not), is something 
that really came later. Do you address this question? Are you part of this war? 
 
Charif Kiwan: I am nobody. I am just a spokesman for a collective of filmmakers. We work under 
anonymity. And to be more precise, I am also speaking on behalf of my comrades. Akram, thank you 
for your question; it’s a good point to begin with. But I feel uncomfortable with this question because 
we don’t feel we are dealing with a war. We are dealing with a revolution. I don’t know what 
revolution is; I can’t explain what it is, but we have the feeling that we are in front of huge 
breakdowns, ruptures, something very violent and also very beautiful. So, we cannot qualify this. We 
accept the idea that it is a revolution. Of course, it is turning into war, confrontation, but in our minds, 
in our eyes, also, we are working to represent this explosion of energy. So we are asking ourselves all 
the time, what kind of history in the making are we dealing with? So, at least let’s say I cannot accept 
the comparison of this situation, our Syrian situation, with any war. We have to redefine our tools to 
represent this event. So, of course we are sharing the same preoccupations, but we are very aware that 
we don’t want to clarify this event now. 
 
Zaatari : The event of the revolution… 
 
Kiwan: Yes, the event of the uprising. And it’s a very important point because, as we will see, our 
films are blurring the boundaries between reality and history and the past, the new and the old. We 
are not trying to capture the tragedy or the confrontation or the current news as it unfolds. We are 
trying to construct a new image with the tools of cinema. 
 
Zaatari : You’ve brought up very interesting terms, not only “revolution,” but you described it as 
“beautiful”; violent and beautiful, and that is in itself a beautiful expression that makes me curious. I 
think that there is a beauty in chaos, sometimes in violence, in the lack of order, in overthrowing 
order, overthrowing old preconceived ideas, in reinventing oneself, and that happens, truly, in 
revolutions and maybe less in a war. Sometimes revolutions turn or are turned into wars, and make it 
difficult to define the line between this and that. 
 



 

 

The idea of “the revolution” was essential in the making of the Lebanese civil wars. The PLO’s 
implication in the war, as a liberation movement, and the subsequent support it received in Lebanon 
was grounded in the ideas of leading a “revolution.” To what extent was it achieved? I would question 
that. We forget that leading a war is leading an economy, but let’s put this aside for a while. 
 
Talking about war and the revolution, I’d like to dedicate my small contribution here to a “beautiful” 
Syrian filmmaker, Omar Amiralay, who left us a few years ago. Omar did a fantastic film in Souk el 
Raouche in the eighties while the war in Lebanon was unfolding. It was called Le Malheur des Uns 
(The Misfortune of Some). Part of agreeing to be here, besides my admiration for ABOUNADDARA’s 
initiative, is an engagement with the ideas that Omar defended back and forth across the Syrian-
Lebanese border. Omar’s film gave Lebanon something that Lebanese filmmakers could not yet see 
because they were too immersed in it. They were busy doing other things, maybe! 
 
First screening: 
 
The Wall (2:36)  
Vanguards (1:14)  
Everything is under control Mr. President (1:21)  
Then what (2:20)  
Complot (00:45)  
 
Zaatari : Let’s consider these films as documents that stand on other documents. Just tell us how they 
are constructed before we ask further questions. 
 
Kiwan: Those films were shot a few months before the revolution began, but we made the films after 
the revolution began. The idea is, as filmmakers, we have to take the spectator away from the flow of 
media images by constructing a temporality of its own. We have the right to tell the story in the 
making with old images, because we are not historians, we are not journalists; we are filmmakers. So, I 
wanted to start with these films to make sure that you understand me when I speak about the specific 
approach of the filmmaker. 
 
Zaatari : Naturally one tries to come up with generalizations, trying to find common traits in the 
films made in the name of one group that is ABOUNADDARA. One looks for common traits but most 
of the time one fails. Still, there is a flavor, a little bit of which escapes definition, but there is a 
common thread between them. For example, is this a cynical way of looking at society going through 
war? All of a sudden ones realizes that one document comes to contradict the tendency. If you try to 
say, okay, in the construction I try to say that there always seems to be two levels at play; the plastic 
soldier on the floor, but on the other hand, a soundtrack that is obviously coming from state 
propaganda, but then I see another document that is not made this way. I just want to learn more. Are 
there clear common formal concerns? or maybe conventions to follow? I really don’t want to make a 
comparison with journalism, but let’s say a difference with journalism. What is the difference between 
this practice and one of an editorial desk? An editorial desk receives either images or films from 
various sources and defines the criteria of dissemination. I’m sure you have a different relationship to 
all those documents than an editorial desk, and I would like to know more. 
 



 

 

Kiwan: When the revolution began, we tried to find a way to translate this breakdown or explosion 
of energy. We wanted to translate this event formally. We wanted to create films like bullets. We 
wanted to make something beautiful and violent. We wanted to surprise the viewer. Maybe he is 
looking for information about Syria, or looking for stereotypical images of militants or people. It was 
our first attempt to build a new format, so the importance of the editing here is huge because the idea 
here is to mix a present and a past, images from the past and sound from the present. 
 
Zaatari : You gave me a concrete example: images from the past and sounds from the present, so we 
are facing two different time zones collapsing in one document. Is this a recurring convention, even in 
what we’ll see later? 
 
Kiwan: Yes, because the main idea is if we want to give another image of our society, we have to 
build a new temporality with our own tools. We cannot accept TV or the media giving the temporality 
of history. So, the idea is always to collapse things, to let the image tell more than you are seeing. We 
like the idea of a dialectical image, as expressed by Walter Benjamin, an image that makes possible an 
encounter between past and present while opening new perspectives. There are two ways to represent 
reality: One is to say that the image is evidence. I show you the soldier with his weapon shooting and 
I tell you, as a filmmaker, he’s committing a crime; see the evidence, see the proof. The other way is 
not to use the image to give proof or evidence, but to suggest to and address the viewer not like a 
judge but like a universal human being who has to ask himself some questions about the present and 
the past. That’s all. 
 
Zaatari : I have to add here that in the whole work presented by ABOUNADDARA there is very, 
very little violence, if any, so there is a clear choice to put aside all the images that include violence. 
Right? Do you receive images that include violence and you decide to put them aside? 
 
Kiwan: If you don’t mind, I would like to discuss this point at the end. 
 
Zaatari : Charif, please accept my insistence on the same note. When I see work, I often associate my 
reading of the work with an author. How difficult is it to author a work when you are a collective? 
Who makes decisions? How does it happen and how does a work that is authored by that collective 
come to have formal characteristics? 
 
Kiwan: I told you, we want to trouble you. We want you to ask yourself who’s making this film. 
Who are these Syrians who are trying to represent their society? We want to oblige you to recognize 
that our society can represent itself and give you the feeling that there is something mysterious and 
you have to go to look for information about this society. When we made this decision, it was actually 
before the revolution. We wanted the viewer to be in front of very short films that, as I told you, are 
like bullets, and we wanted [the viewer] to be totally destabilized. That’s all I can tell you about this. 
 
Second screening: 
 
The Mother of the Hero (1:27)  
The Unknown soldier part three (2:20)  
In the name of the father (2:13)  
The Islamic State for Dummies part one (3:14)  



 

 

 
Zaatari : So, what we saw is more recent? The works were made in 2012, unlike the first batch. 
 
Kiwan: Yes. 
 
Zaatari : How different are these works? The cynicism is still there. I thought cynicism would 
disappear as the war got more and more violent, but in that last work there is cynicism that reminds 
me of Omar Amiralay, trying to subvert the discourse of the powerful by simply giving power the full 
floor. And Omar always used to say that the vocabulary of the Ba’ath party was about five words, and 
if you gave them five hours, you would realize how thin the discourse was. So, I see that there are 
practices that are extending and I don’t know if it’s the right time to talk about what influences and 
sources ABOUNADDARA has taken from – from Syrian cinema, or international cinema. 
 
Kiwan: Omar Amiralay is an important source of inspiration for us, especially Everyday Life in a 
Syrian Village, because this film documents reality as well as blurs the boundaries between art and 
militancy, so it was an important source of inspiration. And I have to say that popular Syrian cinema 
is very important for us. Let me just tell you a story: When I was a kid, my mother took me to the 
cinema with my brothers – she used to take us on weekends – and one Friday, she took me to see a 
Syrian film with popular actors and there, in the darkness, I saw something incredible, something I’ve 
never seen before, something very beautiful and very, very violent, just like a revolution – a naked 
woman. A very beautiful woman, naked. I saw her with her husband and her lover. It was like a 
transgression. In a public space, I was with my mom, in a traditional society. I’d never even seen my 
mother naked, and here I was before a beautiful naked woman. It was really the first time I felt 
freedom physically. You can’t imagine – I’d never seen Brigitte Bardot or Marilyn Monroe naked then 
– it was my first experience.  
 
Zaatari : Do you remember which film? 
 
Kiwan: Of course! Amut Maratayn Wa Uhibuki, (I’d Die Twice and Still Love You) by Georges 
Khoury. The actress was Ighra’. So, this is how we discovered cinema in Syria. In the public space of 
our society, we discovered that transgression was possible. Actually, we are indebted to this generation 
of filmmakers because they were very modest; they were not politically committed like Omar Amiralay 
and the generation that came after. But they did great work, because they translate the revolution in 
very simple language. 
 
Zaatari : So, that brings us again to the differences between the political and militant: militancy being 
one thing and the political being something else, do you agree? 
 
Kiwan: Yes.  
 
Zaatari : Do you know that Omar’s last film [Omar’s Seduction, 2011, unfinished] had Ighra’ in it?  
 
Kiwan: Of course! Maybe he discovered Ighra’ like me, when he was a kid, I don’t know [laughs]. 
 
Third screening: 
 



 

 

The Eagles of Syria (00:49)  
Chronicle of a fall foretold (2:12)  
Warning (0:38)  
Media kill (2:06)  
Apocalypse Here (2:28)  
 
Zaatari : Can we talk about the last clip, which positions itself vis-à-vis media not only as an 
apparatus but also as a system? I’d love to hear your position vis-à-vis media. 
 
Kiwan: In those films we wanted to reconsider the aesthetics of information, so the YouTube 
imagines the work of these citizen journalists and criticizes the media in general – social media and 
mainstream media. 
 
Zaatari : The example of the graffiti – is this work that was taken from citizen journalists or work 
that was produced with ABOUNADDARA?  
 
Kiwan: The film was made by activists in Homs. They were working as citizen journalists, they 
wanted to tell the story in another way. So, they made this film with a mobile phone and edited it in 
Homs while under siege. They didn’t have any cinematic tools, but they made the film to provoke a 
distinction for their own practice as citizen journalists, so it was very important. And they wanted us to 
help them produce the film. We also detonate, or subvert, some images of soldiers of Assad’s army. On 
other films we took images from YouTube and put them into a new framework, so we try to rebuild 
these images so they communicate things in another way, just like this testimony of a citizen journalist 
criticizing the mainstream media after working with them for many months. 
 
Zaatari : So, they were critical of themselves and the media they had been working with. The 
uprising in Egypt also gave way to citizen journalists, but we see them much more in practice in Syria. 
The situation gave room to people simply chronicling what’s happening around them. How do you 
make sense of all of it? For me, it looks like there is an enormous amount of material, and I don’t 
know – how does it impact the world? I only know it is an unprecedented resource, not necessarily in 
its value as evidence but also in its value as distortion. So, how do you see all of this?  
 
Kiwan: We have a big problem because there is confusion; a problem of credibility. We don’t know, 
because of the regime; because the regime made the situation impossible for journalists to work in 
Syria, so the viewer has this sense that the images aren’t true. What can we do about this? Of course 
citizen journalists are doing very important work. We know things about Syria because they’re still 
working, and they’re dying for this, but we don’t have the right to accept the material just as it is. We 
have to double-check the information, we have to rework the images, because, for example, if we 
represent victims, we don’t have the right to represent them like activists, yet citizen journalists are 
filming them regardless, so here we have an editorial responsibility, if you will, as filmmakers, as 
journalists. So we try here to tell our friends, the citizen journalists we work with, that they can do 
things in other ways. They give us many of their images and we work with them, but we want to 
show them that it’s possible to deal with these images in new ways, simply because it’s necessary to 
convince viewers to really ask themselves if [what they’re seeing] is true or not.  
 



 

 

Zaatari : How do you position yourself with regards to poetry? I’m just trying to take your work in 
the collective somewhere else, away from your relation to direct actuality.  
 
Kiwan: Poetry and religion are a huge part of our background. If there is a specificity, a national 
specificity somewhere, I think it should be there. As a Syrian, I grew up with part of my mind 
occupied by poetry and religion, more than as a citizen of a European country, so our language as 
filmmakers has to be able to translate this reality. But we have to protect cinema from too many 
allegories and metaphors. It’s very difficult to be a poet in film and not to use the ease by which poets 
use metaphors and talk nonsense.  
 
Zaatari : I’m just bringing to the floor something Mahmoud Darwish said in a [Jean Luc] Godard 
film [Notre Musique]: Societies that do not produce poets do not have a place in history. Ironically, he 
was commenting on Palestinians although he is a Palestinian poet. This is a question I always have in 
my mind – I try to look for the conflict that produced poetry. Is it impossible to think of poetry when 
you are consumed by revolution or war? You insist on calling it an uprising, of course rightly so. And 
so Mahmoud Darwish keeps asking: Where is the poetry and beware of where there is no poetry. 
 
Kiwan: I think it is a very important question when we are speaking about tragedy. If you consider 
tragedy as showing dead people, you betray; you give the viewer a very poor idea of tragedy. Take the 
Holocaust – if you remember the first images of the camps – those images don’t tell us anything else. 
We see corpses piled up. Our memories as viewers are saturated with those images, and we cannot 
imagine the scale of the tragedy if we just see those images. But if I give you a testimony– if you see 
the tragedy through the eyes of a child – for example, we filmed children telling stories about 
massacres – then you can feel how big the tragedy was. We can imagine, and poetry is imagination. I 
have a duty to give you space for imagination; we have a responsibility and a duty to always keep the 
largest possibility for imagination open when we show reality. It’s really very important.  
 
Zaatari : Here’s a question I had in mind while watching the films. All the films were shot in Syria, 
right? But does the revolution go beyond that? In other words, is the tragedy taken in its literal form 
within the geography of Syria, or does the tragedy go beyond those forms and therefore could it 
include interviews or works that are produced outside geographic Syria?  
 
Kiwan: We don’t know if the films were shot in Syria. Nobody could know, because we don’t give 
any information about place. The idea here is also to confuse people. We want the universal viewer to 
recognize himself, his place, his country in this Syrian place and voice. We want him to imagine that 
he could be there. So, some of the films were shot inside Syria and some outside.  
 
Zaatari : But the subject is very much Syria. 
 
Kiwan: Maybe. Not always. In Media Kill, for example, he does not say “Syria”. In many of the 
films, if you see them in another context, you can imagine – well, of course the characters are 
speaking Arabic, but if you’re French or German, you don’t know if they’re Egyptian or what.  
 
Zaatari : Of course – in the first clip, The Wall, I thought: is this in Syria or not? 
 
Kiwan: It’s Damascus. 



 

 

 
Zaatari : Thanks for confirming. And here, I think the specificity of this work lies in the fact that 
there is an issue of class, or let’s call it cultures within the same culture, that is addressed, and I think 
this takes the film elsewhere. I was hoping to see more of this in the rest of the films, but of course 
the idea of a collective comes from a Marxist perspective and therefore addressing the revolution. You 
don’t seem to have an ideological framework though, or do you? Are you really interested in shaking 
people’s ideological grounds, or is there more?  
 
Kiwan: We have no god, no master. [Audience laughs] We are filmmakers and we are criticizing the 
Syrian Army, the regime, the Free Syrian Army, religious authorities, the media. In The Wall we 
wanted to represent this energy – as I said before, we have a very young society which cannot accept 
any form of tutelage whatsoever. It’s sociological. We just wanted to suggest that with this kind of 
society, we can’t have a regime like Assad’s regime, and of course we try to show context, but without 
any Marxist or theoretical or intellectual perspective. We just allow our work to be open-ended, to 
suggest that there are many aspects of reality, because the danger is to stereotype and reduce this 
general and popular uprising to stereotypical characters, places and events.  
 
Zaatari : ABOUNADDARA was a collective interested in film and society before the uprising. Will it 
continue when the uprising is over? Do you think about that? If, in a month, the uprising is over? 
Kiwan: Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t know how we did all this work. We’ve been working for three 
years exactly, all volunteer, no funding, and we never know if we’ll succeed in making another film 
next Friday. So it’s really a miracle because we don’t have any organization, any funding, we just have 
a strong desire to participate with our people, to go on with this struggle until the end, so I don’t 
know. I don’t know what we can do after that.  
 
Zaatari : One of the things that struck me when we met a few months ago was you saying that the 
collective wanted to put in the foreground some sort of appreciation of life, not to say celebration of 
life, so is this still the case or has this changed over the three-year period since 2011? I say that in the 
context of excluding direct violence from the films and being more into recording daily life. 
 
Kiwan: I think we try to do so, even though the tragedy forces us toward a direction. But if you 
consider The Islamic State for Dummies, the most important part of the film is the laugh of the 
filmmaker – she’s a woman in front of a spokesman of the Islamic order and she laughs. These kinds 
of details of everyday life we try to celebrate. In the beginning, the filmmaker wanted to cut those 
details and we thought, in general in the collective, that we didn’t need to put our egos and names on 
the films. But actually we told her: “It’s not your laugh, it’s not you; it’s a Syrian society laughing, so 
we cannot cut your laugh.” If you want to resist death and tragedy, you have to show life and detail 
from everyday life, so we really try to celebrate those moments because it’s the only way to keep faith 
in the future and in life.  
 
Zaatari : Is it also a faith in the ability of a documentary practice to see something in a conflict that 
other forums are unable to? I’m not sure, myself – I’m not jumping to conclusions – but, for example, 
political or critical texts or journalistic analyses?  
 
Kiwan: There is a huge tendency, which is growing, towards misery and voyeuristic, pessimistic 
misery, which is very dangerous because if you represent reality without hope, without space for life 



 

 

and hope, you prepare the viewer to accept the idea that it’s finished; that there’s no hope for these 
people to change their situation. So, it’s our political duty and our duty as filmmakers to open more 
and more space for hope, love, imagination. We cannot separate the filmmaker from our commitment 
as citizens.  
 
Zaatari : One of the highlights of our conversation, and it’s something you’ve told me about before, 
was your encounter with Ighra’, the actress, and as much as this is a powerful image, I really look 
forward to seeing that image reenacted in Syrian popular culture, now and in the future. How possible 
is this? 
 
Kiwan: I don’t know. When I saw The Islamic State for Dummies, I thought that the filmmaker’s 
laugh was somehow a translation of the surprise I felt when I saw Ighra’ naked. We can’t repeat the 
same experience. Now we can’t even surprise kids with naked women. We are naked all the time. We 
are living in a voyeuristic culture, but we have to maintain this same idea; to reserve a space for 
subversion and to surprise the viewer; to provoke something violent and beautiful in their body. We 
try to do this, and I’m sure that people who demonstrate against the regime and try to organize society 
and to resist could do this in the future, if it’s possible for them to stay alive.  
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S o n j a  M e j c h e r - A t a s s i ,  ‘ A B O U N A D D A R A ’ s  T a k e  o n  I m a g e s  i n  t h e  
S y r i a n  R e v o l u t i o n :  A  C o n v e r s a t i o n  b e t w e e n  C h a r i f  K i w a n  a n d  
A k r a m  Z a a t a r i  ( P a r t  T w o ) ’  J a d a l i y y a  ( A r a b  w e b s i t e ) ,  S e p t e m b e r  2 ,  
2 0 1 4   
  
 [ T h i s  i s  a  t e x t  b a s e d  o n  a  w o r k s h o p  o r g a n i z e d  b y  S o n j a  M e j c h e r -A t a s s i  a t  
t h e  Ame r i c a n  Un i v e r s i t y  o f  B e i r u t ,  1 1  A p r i l  2 0 1 4 ,  w i t h  t h e  g e n e r o u s  s u p p o r t  
o f  t h e  A r t s  a n d  Human i t i e s  I n i t i a t i v e  a n d  t h e  C e n t e r  f o r  A r a b  a n d  M i d d l e  
E a s t e r n  S t u d i e s  a t  AUB  a n d  t h e  S c h o o l  o f  E n g l i s h ’  p r o j e c t  Im a g i n i n g  t h e  
C ommon  G r o u n d ,  Un i v e r s i t y  o f  K e n t ,  UK .  Th a n k s  t o  L o r a n  P e t e r s o n  a n d  
D on a  T im an i  f o r  t h e i r  h e l p  w i t h  r e n d e r i n g  t h e  t e x t  r e a d y  f o r  p u b l i c a t i o n .  
P a r t  Two  a p p e a r s  b e l ow .  Y o u  c a n  r e a d  P a r t  O n e h e r e ]   
 
S o n j a  M e j c h e r - A t a s s i :  
ABOUNADDARA  i s  t h e  n ame  o f  a  p r o d u c t i o n  h o u s e  f o r  d o c umen t a r y  f i lm s ,  
f o u n d e d  i n  D ama s c u s  i n  2 0 1 0 ,  a n d  o f  a n  a n o n ymou s  c o l l e c t i v e  o f  f i lmmak e r s  
wh o  r e l a y  a  “ c i n ema  o f  u r g e n c y . ”  S i n c e  A p r i l  2 0 1 1 ,  ABOUNADDARA  h a s  
d o c umen t e d  t h e  S y r i a n  u p r i s i n g  i n  w a y s  d i f f e r e n t  f r om  t h e  im a g e s  
c i r c u l a t i n g  o n  n ew s  c h a n n e l s  a n d  s o c i a l  m e d i a .  I t  c h o s e  t o  u s e  t h e  a e s t h e t i c s  
o f  c i n ema  t o  p r o d u c e  a  f o rm  o f  c o u n t e r - i n f o rm a t i o n .  
T h e  n ame  ABOUNADDARA  t r a n s l a t e s  a s  “ t h e  m an  w i t h  g l a s s e s . ”  A s  s t a t e d  
o n  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e ’ s  w e b s i t e ,www . a b o u n a d d a r a . c om ,  i t  i s  a  r e f e r e n c e  t o  
n i c k n am i n g  p e o p l e  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e i r  p r o f e s s i o n s  a n d  t h e  i t em s  a s s o c i a t e d  



 

 

w i t h  t h em  i n  e v e r y d a y  A r a b i c  c u l t u r e .  I t  i s  a l s o  a  r e f e r e n c e  t o  d o c umen t a r y  
c i n ema  a n d  o n e  o f  i t s  e a r l y  p i o n e e r s ,  t h e  Ru s s i a n  f i lmmak e r  D z i g a  V e r t o v  
( 1 8 9 6 - 1 9 5 4 )  wh o  c a l l e d  h im s e l f  “ t h e  m an  w i t h  a  m o v i e  c am e r a ”  a n d  i n s p i r e d  
a  f i lmmak e r  c o l l e c t i v e ,  t h e  D z i g a  V e r t o v  G r o u p ,  i n  t h e  1 9 6 0 s ,  wh i c h  i n  w a y s  
s im i l a r  t o  ABOUNADDARA  s e t  o u t  t o  c omb i n e  a r t  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i sm .  
W i t h  i t s  “ b u l l e t  f i lm s , ”  r a n g i n g  i n  l e n g t h  b e tw e e n  o n e  a n d  f o u r  m i n u t e s ,  
ABOUNADDARA  d o e s  n o t  s im p l y  s h ow  o n e  s i d e  o f  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n - t u r n e d -w a r  
b u t  g i v e s  v o i c e  t o  v a r i o u s  c amp s ,  r e b e l s  a s  w e l l  a s  s u p p o r t e r s  o f  t h e  r e g im e ,  
a n d  f i r s t  a n d  f o r em o s t  t o  o r d i n a r y  c i t i z e n s ,  p l a c i n g  emph a s i s  o n  t h e i r  s h a r e d  
h uman i t y .  I t  h a s  p o s t e d  i t s  f i lm s  o n  F a c e b o o k  v i a  V im e o  e v e r y  F r i d a y  a s  a  
w a y  o f  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  m a i n l y  p e a c e f u l  F r i d a y  d emon s t r a t i o n s  
t h a t  s o  m a r k e d  t h e  S y r i a n  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  i t s  e a r l y  p h a s e ,  c a r r y i n g  
g l a s s e s / c am e r a s  r a t h e r  t h a n  w e a p o n s .  I t s  o b j e c t i v e  i s  n o t  t o  a d d  t o  t h e  m e d i a  
s p e c t a c l e  o f  i n f o rm a t i o n ;  r a t h e r ,  i t  s e t s  o u t  t o  c r i t i c a l l y  q u e s t i o n  t h e  v e r y  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  S y r i a n  r e v o l u t i o n  a n d  t o  s e n s i t i z e  i t s  a u d i e n c e  t o  t h e  
i n c r e a s i n g l y  d e s p e r a t e  s i t u a t i o n  i n  S y r i a .  
 
ABOUNADDARA  h a s  g a i n e d  i n c r e a s i n g  m ed i a  c o v e r a g e  i t s e l f .  A  n umb e r  o f  
i t s  f i lm s  h a v e  b e e n  s h own  a t  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  f i lm  f e s t i v a l s ,  s u c h  a s  Mo s t r a  d e  
V e n i s e ,  F e s t i v a l  d u  N ou v e a u  C i n éma  (Mon t r e a l ) ,  D o c l i s b o a  ( L i s b o n ) ,  t h e  
H an d  B e l f o r t  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  F i lm  F e s t i v a l ,  a n d  t h e  Human  R i g h t s  Wa t c h  F i lm  
F e s t i v a l  ( L o n d o n ) .  T h e  c o l l e c t i v e  w a s  aw a r d e d  t h e  2 0 1 4  S u n d a n c e  S h o r t  F i lm  
G r a n d  J u r y  P r i z e  f o r  “O f  G o d  a n d  D o g s . ”  I t  h a s  a l s o  m a d e  o n e  f e a t u r e  f i lm  
b a s e d  o n  i t s  w e e k l y  s h o r t  f i lm s ,  wh i c h  w a s  b r o a d c a s t  b y  ARTE  TV  u n d e r  t h e  
t i t l e  “ S y r i a :  S n a p s h o t s  o f  H i s t o r y  i n  t h e  Mak i n g . ”   
 
C h a r i f  K iw an  i s  a  f i lmmak e r  a n d  a  f o u n d i n g  m emb e r  o f  ABOUNADDARA .  
A k r am  Z a a t a r i  i s  a n  a r t i s t  a n d  a  f o u n d i n g  m emb e r  o f  t h e  A r a b  Im a g e  
F o un d a t i o n .  
 
P a r t  I I  
M e j c h e r - A t a s s i :  I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  c om e  b a c k  t o  tw o  t h i n g s :  F i r s t ,  t h i s  
c o u n t e rm o v emen t ,  i f  I  u n d e r s t o o d  y o u  c o r r e c t l y ,  C h a r i f ,  b e tw e e n  t h e  im a g e s  
t h a t  c i r c u l a t e  i n  t h e  m a s s  m e d i a  a n d  t h e  im a g e s  t h a t  y o u  p r o d u c e  a n d  
c i r c u l a t e .  S o ,  h ow  d o  y o u  c o u n t e r  im a g e s  w i t h  im a g e s ,  a n d  c a n  y o u  s a y  a  
l i t t l e  m o r e  a b o u t  t h e  p ow e r  a n d  f l aw s  o r  s h o r t c om i n g s  o f  im a g e s ?  C o u l d  y o u  
a l s o  t a l k  a b o u t  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  im a g e  i n  t h e  S y r i a n  u p r i s i n g  a n d  t h e  
p r e v a l e n c e  o f  t h e  im a g e  o v e r  t h e  w o r d ,  s i n c e  y o u  m en t i o n e d  p o e t r y ,  A k r am ?  
C e r t a i n l y ,  t h e  im a g e  h a s  c om e  t o  p l a y  a  v e r y  d om i n a n t  r o l e  i n  t h e  
r e v o l u t i o n .  
My  o t h e r  q u e s t i o n  i s  l i n k e d  t o  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  u r g e n c y  a n d  h ow  y o u  p o s i t i o n  
y o u r s e l f  v i s - à - v i s  p o l i t i c a l  c omm i tm en t  a n d  a c t i v i sm  a n d  h ow  t h e  u r g e n c y  o f  
t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  h a s  p u s h e d  y o u  i n  d i r e c t i o n s  t h a t  h a v e  p e r h a p s  
s u r p r i s e d  y o u  o r  w e r e  u n f o r e s e e n  o r  t h a t ,  a s  a  f i lmmak e r ,  p u s h e d  y o u  t o  s e t  
f o o t  o n  n ew  t e r r i t o r y .  



 

 

K i w a n :  Th a n k  y o u ,  S o n j a .  I  d o n ’ t  k n ow  i f  i t ’ s  p o s s i b l e  t o  a n sw e r  t h a t .  I t ’ s  
b e e n  f o r t y  y e a r s  s i n c e  t h e  V i e t n am  Wa r ,  a  w a r  t h a t  s t a r t e d  s om e t h i n g  w e  a r e  
s t i l l  e x p e r i e n c i n g  n ow :  t h e  h e g emon i c  r o l e  o f  t h e  m e d i a  a n d  e s p e c i a l l y  TV .  
I n  t h i s  t im e ,  TV  h a s  e n t e r e d  o u r  m i n d s  w i t h  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  w a r  t h a t  
b a n a l i z e d  v i o l e n c e  a n d  r e d u c e d  t h e  f o r c e  a n d  p ow e r  o f  t h e  im a g e .  I  r e f e r  
h e r e  t o  t h e  w o r k  o f  t h e  F r e n c h  s c h o l a r  D o r k  Z a b un y a n .  N ow ,  w e  c a n  w a t c h  
t r a g e d y  o n  TV ,  t h e  S y r i a n  t r a g e d y  o n  c u r r e n t  n ew s  r e p o r t s ,  a n d  c o n t i n u e  
e a t i n g  d i n n e r .  T h i s  i s  n o t  a c c e p t a b l e .  I t  w a s  n o t  im a g i n a b l e  b e f o r e  t h e  
V i e t n am  Wa r .  S o ,  l e t ’ s  s p e a k  p l a i n l y :  B e c a u s e  o f  TV ,  v i o l e n c e  h a s  b e c om e  
b a n a l  a n d  t h e  im a g e  h a s  l o s t  i t s  p ow e r .  W e  h a v e  t o  f i n d  a  n ew  w a y  t o  
r e s t o r e  t h e  p ow e r  o f  im a g e s .  T h a t ’ s  h ow  I  s e e  o u r  w o r k  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  
p e r s p e c t i v e .  We  a r e  t r y i n g  t o  r e s t o r e  s om e t h i n g ,  s om e t im e s  u s i n g  TV  c o d e s ;  
o u r  f i lm s  a r e  s h o r t  a n d  w e  u s e  TV  c o d e s ,  t o  s u b v e r t  t h em .  Th a t ’ s  h ow  I  s e e  
o u r  e x p e r i e n c e  a s  f i lmmak e r s  –  a n d  a c t i v i s t s ,  i f  y o u  w an t ,  b u t  a c t i v i s t s  
m a k i n g  u s e  o f  c i n ema .  
[O p e n  t o  f l o o r ]  
 
Q :  I  h a v e  a  t e c h n i c a l  q u e s t i o n ,  a b o u t  f o rm a t .  I s  t h e r e  a  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e e n  
t h e  f i lm s  w e  s aw  t o d a y ,  a s  c l i p s ,  a n d  t h e  f e a t u r e - l e n g t h  f i lm ?  I  a s k  b e c a u s e  
o f  A k r am ’ s  q u e s t i o n  o f  a u t h o r s h i p ,  b u t  a l s o  b e c a u s e  y o u  m en t i o n e d  
t emp o r a l i t y .  
 
K i w a n :  Th e  i d e a  i s  t h e  s am e  i n  b o t h  c a s e s :  w e  t r y  t o  i n v e n t  n a r r a t i v e  
s t r a t e g y  t o  c ommun i c a t e  t h i s  b r e a k d own .  S o ,  h e r e  w e  h a v e  v e r y  s h o r t  f i lm s .  
When  w e  mad e  t h e  f e a t u r e  f i lm  ( h t t p s : / / v im e o . c om / 8 7 2 5 9 1 3 4 ) ,  w e  t r i e d  t o  
k e e p  t h e  s am e  i d e a  t o  g i v e  y o u  f r a gm en t s ,  t h e  c o l l a p s e ,  a n d  n o t  t o  g i v e  a  
t r a d i t i o n a l  n a r r a t i v e  w i t h  h e r o e s  a n d  v i c t im s ;  t o  s h ow  t h e  c omp l e x i t y .  S o ,  
h e r e  w e  d o  t h e  s am e  t h i n g  w i t h  f r a gm en t s  t h a t  c om e  e v e r y  w e e k .  W i t h  t h e  
o t h e r  f i lm ,  w e  p u t  t h o s e  f r a gmen t s  t o g e t h e r  a n d  t r i e d  n o t  t o  l o s e  t h i s  a s p e c t .  
B a s i c a l l y ,  w e  r e f u s e  t o  r e d u c e  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  t o  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  c h a r a c t e r s .  W e  
r e f u s e  t o  t e l l  t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  t h r o u gh  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  n a r r a t i v e  o f  
e v e n t s ,  e s c a l a t i o n  a n d  c h a r a c t e r s .  Wha t  w e  h a v e  h e r e  i s  a n  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  
e v e n t ,  a  r u p t u r e  i n  h i s t o r y  t h a t  n e e d s  t o  b e  t r a n s l a t e d  v i s u a l l y .  We  f o u n d  
t h e  s o l u t i o n  t o  t h i s  v i s u a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h r o u gh  t h e  w e e k l y  s h o r t  f i lm .  We  
a l s o  t r i e d  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  s am e  s p i r i t  wh e n  w o r k i n g  o n  t h e  f e a t u r e  f i lm ,  b u t  
t o  r e a c h  t h e  s am e  r e s u l t  w e  h a d  t o  b r e a k  u p  a n d  f r a gm en t  t h e  f i lm s  a n d  d e a l  
w i t h  t h em  a s  c omp on e n t s  r a t h e r  t h a n  f i lm s .  A n d  s o  w e  f r a gm en t e d  t h em  a n d  
r e - e d i t e d  t h em  a s  s e gm en t s ,  t h e n  w e  i n t r o d u c e d  n ew  ma t e r i a l  t h a t  w e  g o t  
e i t h e r  f r om  Y ouTub e  o r  o t h e r  s o u r c e s .  
I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  a d d  t h a t  w e  h a v e  b e e n  m ak i n g  mo v i e s  f o r  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  d u r i n g  
wh i c h  w e  h a v e  d e f i e d  TV  a n d  t h e  m a s s  m e d i a  i n  g e n e r a l  a n d  t o l d  t h em  t h a t  
w e  c a n  d i s s em i n a t e  o u r  f i lm s  w i t h o u t  t h e i r  h e l p .  T h a n k s  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  a n d  
p e o p l e  l i k e  y o u ,  wh o  h a v e  f o l l ow e d  o u r  w o r k ,  p e o p l e  i n  t e l e v i s i o n  f i n a l l y  
c am e  t o  u s ,  a c k n ow l e d g e d  o u r  p r e s e n c e ,  a n d  a s k e d  u s  t o  m a k e  a  f i lm  o n  t h e  
c o n d i t i o n  t h a t  i t  f o l l ow e d  a  5 2 -m i n u t e  f o rm a t .   



 

 

We u s e d  o u r  m a t e r i a l ,  b e c a u s e  w e  h a v e  a  f o l l ow i n g  p u b l i c  a n d  b e c a u s e  o t h e r  
f i lmmak e r s ,  f i lm  f e s t i v a l s ,  a n d  c o l l e a g u e s  s t a r t e d  a c k n ow l e d g i n g  u s .  W e  t o l d  
t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  p e o p l e  t h a t  w e  w ou l d  d o  t h e  f i lm  a s  l o n g  a s  t h e y  a c c e p t e d  o u r  
l a n g u a g e  a n d  w ou l d n ’ t  im p o s e  a n y  v o i c e o v e r  a d d i t i o n s  o n  u s  o r  o t h e r  t o o l s  
t h a t  t e l e v i s i o n  u s e s  f o r  p u r p o s e s  o f  s im p l i f i c a t i o n .  We  a s k e d  t h em  t o  a c c e p t  
o u r  f r a gmen t e d  l a n g u a g e  b e c a u s e  w e  w an t e d  p e o p l e  t o  g e t  a  s e n s e  o f  t h i s  
r e v o l u t i o n  w i t h o u t  s u b j e c t i n g  o u r  w o r k  t o  t h e  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  n a r r a t i v e s  
u s u a l l y  imp o s e d  b y  TV .  S o ,  t h e  r e s u l t i n g  f i lm  r e p r e s e n t s  a  m e e t i n g  p o i n t ,  o n  
t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  b e tw e e n  o u r  d emand s  a s  f i lmmak e r s  t o  g e t  TV  t o  a c k n ow l e d g e  
a  d i f f e r e n t  k i n d  o f  l a n g u a g e  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h i s  r e a l i t y ,  a n d  o n  t h e  o t h e r ,  TV  
f i n a l l y  a dm i t t i n g  i t s  n e e d  t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  a  n ew  l a n g u a g e  t h a t  w o u l d  
r e p r e s e n t  r e a l i t y  i n  S y r i a .  
O n e  mo r e  t h i n g :  B y  d o i n g  t h i s ,  TV  a c c e p t e d  a  l a n g u a g e  t h a t  i s  n o t  i t s  own .  
Th a t  w a s  a  b i g  c omp r om i s e  b e c a u s e  t h e y  c o n s i d e r  o u r  l a n g u a g e  a  d i f f i c u l t  
o n e  t h a t  t h e  p u b l i c  m i g h t  n o t  b e  a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d .  S o ,  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  
t h e y  a c c e p t e d  o u r  l a n g u a g e ,  b u t  o n  t h e  o t h e r ,  t h e y  a i r e d  o u r  f i lm  a r o u n d  
m i d n i g h t ,  s o  n o b o d y  s aw  i t .  
 
Z a a t a r i :  M o s t  a r t  f i lm s  a r e  a c t u a l l y  s h own  [ l a t e  a t  n i g h t ] .  
 
K i w a n :  Th e  n e x t  s t e p  i s  t o  c o n v i n c e  TV  t o  a i r  o u r  f i lm  a t  8 pm ,  wh en  
e v e r y b o d y  i s  w a t c h i n g .  
 
Z a a t a r i :  B u t  y o u  d o n ’ t  n e e d  t o  l o o k  u p  t o  t e l e v i s i o n  a s  a  p l a t f o rm .  
 
Q :  I  t h i n k  m a y b e  w e ’ r e  m i s s i n g  s om e  o f  t h e  m o r e  imp o r t a n t  i s s u e s  i n  y o u r  
a p p r o a c h  t o  m a k i n g  f i lm s .  I  r e a l l y  l i k e  t h i s  i d e a  o f  t h e  b u l l e t  f i lm  –  v e r y  
s h o r t ,  a  o n e -m i n u t e  t h i n g  –  a n d  I  l i k e d  t h a t  e a c h  o f  t h em  d e a l t  w i t h  o n e  
t h i n g ;  d i d n ’ t  t r y  t o  t e l l  a  s t o r y ,  d i d n ’ t  t r y  t o  e x p l a i n ,  d i d n ’ t  t r y  t o  t e l l  u s  
a n y t h i n g ,  j u s t  s im p l y  s h ow e d  u s  b y  j u x t a p o s i n g  a  s o u n d  w i t h  a n  im a g e  i n  a  
m omen t ,  a n d  i t  m a d e  u s  e i t h e r  f e e l  s om e t h i n g  o r  u n d e r s t a n d  s om e t h i n g .  I n  
t h a t  s e n s e ,  i t  a p p r o a c h e s  p o e t r y  b e c a u s e  a  p o em  s u c c e e d s  b y  s t r i n g i n g  a  f ew  
w o r d s  t o g e t h e r  t h a t  g i v e  y o u  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  y o u  c o u l d n ’ t  g e t  e x c e p t  b y  
t h a t  s t r i n g i n g  t o g e t h e r .  I n  t h e  s am e  w a y ,  t h e  im a g e  o f  t h e  H a f e z  a l - A s s a d  
s t a t u e  m ad e  m e  u n d e r s t a n d  d i c t a t o r s h i p  a  l o t  m o r e  t h a n  m an y  b o o k s  o n e  
r e a d s  a b o u t  d i c t a t o r s h i p s .  M a y b e  w e  d o n ’ t  e v e n  n e e d  t h e  s e n t e n c e  a t  t h e  e n d !  
Th a t  s l ow  mov i n g  f o rw a r d ,  t h e  e y e b r ow ,  t h e  h a r d - s e t  m ou t h  w e r e  e n o u gh  t o  
h e l p  m e  f e e l  s om e t h i n g  a b o u t  t h a t  –  
 
K i w a n :  H i s  h a n d… 
 
Q :  E x a c t l y .  S o ,  t h a t ,  i n  a  w a y ,  e v e n  g o e s  b e y o n d  t h e  S y r i a n  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  
t e rm s  o f  a n  a p p r o a c h  t o  f i lm ,  s t y l e ,  t o  g e t t i n g  a  s e n s e ,  a n  i d e a ,  a  c o n c e p t  
a c r o s s  t o  a n  a u d i e n c e .  
 



 

 

K i w a n :  Th a n k  y o u .  I  d o n ’ t  k n ow  i f  y o u  n o t i c e d  t h e  m an i p u l a t i o n  w e  d i d  i n  
t h i s  f i lm  w i t h  H a f e z  a l - A s s a d ’ s  s t a t u e .  W e  p u t  a  K o r a n i c  v e r s e  o n  t h e  s t a t u e  
t h a t  a d d r e s s e s  t h e  s t o r y  o f  C a i n  a n d  A b e l  a n d  emb o d i e s  t h e  p e a c e f u l  s p e e c h  
o f  t h e  S y r i a n  r e v o l u t i o n ,  a s  i f  w e ’ r e  t e l l i n g  A s s a d  “w e  r e a l i z e  y o u ’ r e  p u s h i n g  
u s  t o  t a k e  u p  a rm s ,  b u t  w e  r e f u s e  t o  d o  s o  e v e n  i f  y o u  a t t a c k  u s . ”  I n  t h e  
s am e  v e i n ,  A b e l  t o l d  C a i n  t h a t  h e  w ou l d  n o t  r a i s e  h i s  h a n d  a g a i n s t  h i s  
b r o t h e r  e v e n  i f  h e  t r i e d  t o  k i l l  h im .  
Th e  v i ew e r  c a n n o t  e v e n  n o t i c e  t h i s  a d d i t i o n  b e c a u s e  i t  b e c om e s  p a r t  o f  t h e  
im a g e .  T h e  s am e  K o r a n i c  v e r s e  w a s  r a i s e d  b y  p r o t e s t e r s .  W e  o n l y  t o o k  t h e  
s l o g a n  a n d  a d d e d  i t  t o  t h e  im a g e .  We  d i d  t h i s  t o  p r o v e  t o  t h e  r e g im e  t h a t ,  
i n d e e d ,  w e  a r e  m an i p u l a t i n g  a n d  f a b r i c a t i n g  im a g e s .  T h e  r e g im e  c l a im s  t h a t  
a l l  r e b e l s  m an i p u l a t e  a n d  f a l s i f y  im a g e s .  W e ,  a s  f i lmmak e r s ,  u n l i k e  r e p o r t e r s  
a n d  m ed i a  p e o p l e ,  h a v e  t h e  r i g h t  t o  f a b r i c a t e  a n d  m an i p u l a t e  im a g e s .  
 
Q :  D o  y o u  f e e l  t h i s  t e n s i o n  b e tw e e n  t h e  c o n t e x t u a l i z a t i o n  o f  s c h o l a r s h i p  a n d  
t h e  c omp l e x i t y  n e c e s s i t a t e d  b y  r e a l i t y ,  a n d  n ow  a s  a  f i lmmak e r  p e r h a p s  y o u  
f e e l  t h a t  t h i n g s  s h o u l d  b e  s imp l e r ?  D o  y o u  f e e l  a  t e n s i o n  b e tw e e n  y o u r  o l d  
c a r e e r  a n d  y o u r  n ew  o n e ?  
 
K i w a n :  P a r t  o f  t h e  f i lmmak e r ’ s  w o r k  i n v o l v e s  r e s e a r c h  a n d  a n  i n - d e p t h  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  m e c h a n i sm s  u n d e r l y i n g  s o c i e t y .  W i t h o u t  a  d o u b t ,  a  
f i lmmak e r  i s  j u s t  l i k e  a  r e s e a r c h e r  –  t h e y  h a v e  m an y  f a c t o r s  i n  c ommon .  A  
f i lmmak e r  f i r s t  h a s  t o  s t u d y  a n d  o b j e c t i v e l y  u n d e r s t a n d  h ow  a  c e r t a i n  
s o c i e t y  f u n c t i o n s .   O t h e r  m emb e r s  o f  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  a n d  I  c om e  f r om  a  
b a c k g r o u n d  i n  s o c i o l o g y .  H ow e v e r ,  w e  c a r r y  w i t h  u s  a  s e n s e  o f  
d i s a p p o i n tm en t .  I  am  n o t  a b o u t  t o  a d d r e s s  t h e  f i e l d  o f  s o c i o l o g y  i n  S y r i a  a n d  
A r a b  c o u n t r i e s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  I  b e l i e v e  t h a t  r e s e a r c h e r s  h a v e  f a i l e d  t o  d e p i c t  
t h e  r e a l i t y  i n  S y r i a  a n d  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  S y r i a n  s o c i e t y  f r om  t h e  r e d u c t i o n i sm  
o f  b o t h  t h e  r e g im e  a n d  t h e  m e d i a .  O n e  o f  t h e  r e a s o n s  w e  w e r e  p r omp t e d  t o  
g e t  i n v o l v e d  i n  f i lmmak i n g  w a s  o u r  b i t t e r  d i s a p p o i n tm en t  w i t h  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  
r e s e a r c h e r s ,  wh o  s p e n t  y e a r s  i n  o u r  c o u n t r y ,  t o  p r o t e c t  u s .  Why  w e r e  t h e y  
u n a b l e  t o  s h ow  t h e  m ed i a  a n d  t h e  w o r l d  t h a t  t h i s  s o c i e t y  i s  n o t  m e r e l y  
d i v i d e d  i n t o  Mu s l im s  a n d  Ch r i s t i a n s ,  o r  S u nn i s  a n d  A l aw i t e s ,  o r  wh a t e v e r .  
T h e r e  i s  a  b u r s t i n g  e n e r g y  w i t h i n  t h i s  s o c i e t y ,  wh i c h  i s  u n d e r g o i n g  a  t r u e  
r e v o l u t i o n ,  a k i n  t o  wh a t  o t h e r  s o c i e t i e s  h a v e  g o n e  t h r o u gh .   S o ,  f r om  t h e s e  
f e e l i n g s  o f  b i t t e r n e s s  a n d  g r e a t  d i s a p p o i n tm en t ,  w e  a r e  t r y i n g ,  t h r o u g h  o u r  
w o r k ,  t o  p o r t r a y  t h i s  c omp l e x i t y  a n d  r i c h n e s s  t h a t  r e s e a r c h e r s  h a v e  f a i l e d  t o  
d o .  
 
Q :  I  w a s  j u s t  w o n d e r i n g  i f  y o u ’ d  c o n s i d e r e d  u s i n g  TV  im a g e s  a n d  r e u s i n g  
t h em  i n  y o u r  w o r k s ?  
 
K i w a n :  S om e t im e s  w e  d i d  s o .  We  mad e  s om e  f i lm s  w i t h  S y r i a n  TV  im a g e s ,  
a n d  w e  d o n ’ t  h a v e  a n y  p r o b l em  w i t h  t h a t .  W e  a r e  p r e p a r i n g  a  n ew  f i lm  w i t h  
t h e s e  k i n d s  o f  im a g e s .  



 

 

Q :  When  I  t h i n k  o f  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  t h a t  w a s  r a i s e d  b e tw e e n  im a g e s  a s  
e v i d e n c e  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  t h e  r e g im e  –  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  t h i s  p r o v e s  X  o r  Y  –  
a n d  im a g e s  t h a t  o p e n  a  d o o r  t o  a  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n ,  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  wh a t  a b o u t  
t r u t h ?  I t  s e em s  l i k e  m a y b e  t h e r e  i s  a  d u t y  t o  a c t u a l l y  s a y  wh a t ’ s  w r o n g  i n  
t h e  w o r l d  w i t h  a  c l e a r  a n d  c o h e r e n t  n a r r a t i v e  v o i c e .  M a y b e  t h a t ’ s  n o t  t h e  
a r t i s t ’ s  j o b  o r  a n y o n e ’ s  j o b ,  b u t  t o  m e  t h i s  i s  s t i l l  a  p r o b l em .  An d  l a s t l y ,  
wh e n  y o u  s a y  t h a t  t h e  r e g im e  s a y s  “ im a g e s  a r e  d o c t o r e d ,  d o n ’ t  b e l i e v e  t h em”  
a n d  t h e n  y o u  emb r a c e  m an i p u l a t i o n ,  t h a t  s e em s  r e a s o n a b l e  –  y o u  emb r a c e  
t h i s  d i s t o r t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y ,  b u t  wh a t  a b o u t  a c t u a l l y  f i n a l l y  s e t t l i n g  o n  a  n ew  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ?  H ow  d o e s  t h a t  w o r k ?  
 
K i w a n :  A s  a r t i s t s  a n d  f i lmmak e r s ,  w e  d o n ’ t  h a v e  t h e  p ow e r  t o  t e l l  t h e  
t r u t h .  We  h a v e  o u r  own  b e l i e f s  a n d  w e  h a v e  a  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  r e p r e s e n t .  I n  
a l l  l a n g u a g e s ,  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i s  a  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  u p h e l d  b y  b o t h  t h e  a r t i s t  
a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c i a n  wh o  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  p e o p l e .  O u r  j o b  i s  n o t  t o  imp o s e  o u r  
b e l i e f s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  p o r t r a y  t h i s  s o c i e t y  i n  s u c h  a  w a y  t h a t  p e o p l e  a r e  
p r e v e n t e d  f r om  imp o s i n g  a  c e r t a i n  t r u t h  o n  u s .  T h i s  i s  a  d i v e r s e  s o c i e t y ,  o f  
wh i c h  I  am  a  p a r t .   T o  m a i n t a i n  c r e d i b i l i t y ,  I  n e e d  t o  l e t  t h e  im a g e s  I  
p r e s e n t  c o n v i n c e  b o t h  y o u  a n d  t h o s e  wh o  d o  n o t  t h i n k  l i k e  y o u .  S o ,  t h e  o n l y  
t h i n g  I  c a n  d o  i s  t o  a l l ow  im a g e s  t o  r e a c h  t h e  c ommon  f e e l i n g s  a n d  f a c t o r s  
t h a t  a l l  p e o p l e  s h a r e .  F r om  t h a t  p o i n t  o n ,  e a c h  w i l l  s e e k  t h e  t r u t h  t h e y  
d e s i r e .  My  d u t y  i s  t o  p u t  t h e  v i ew e r  o n  a  c e r t a i n  p a t h  a n d  p o i n t  t o  wh e r e  t o  
s e a r c h  f o r  t r u t h .  T h a t  i s  t h e  m o s t  I  c a n  d o .  T h e  r e g im e  i s  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e  
F r e e  S y r i a n  A rmy  c o n s i s t s  o f  t e r r o r i s t s  wh o  mu r d e r  p e o p l e .  Wha t  I  am  
t e l l i n g  t h e  v i ew e r  i s :  “Y e s ,  t h e r e  a r e  m emb e r s  o f  t h e  F r e e  S y r i a n  A rmy  wh o  
k i l l .  W a t c h  a n d  l i s t e n  t o  wh a t  t h e y  a r e  s a y i n g ,  t h e n  t r y  t o  r e a c h  a  c o n s c i o u s  
v e r d i c t  a n d  m ak e  s e n s e  o f  wh a t  i t  m e a n s  f o r  a  f r e e d om  f i g h t e r  t o  k i l l . ”  I  
c a n n o t  b e c om e  p a r t  o f  t h i s  d i s p u t e  a n d  
 c l a im  t h a t  t h e  r e g im e  i s  l y i n g  a n d  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  a l l  t h e  k i l l i n g s .  I f  I  
d o  t h a t ,  o n l y  t h o s e  wh o  s h a r e  my  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  t r u t h  w i l l  w a t c h  my  w o r k .  
My  j o b  i s  t o  h e l p  p e o p l e  c o n f r o n t  a  mu l t i f a c e t e d  r e a l i t y  a n d  g e t  t h em  t o  
s t a r t  q u e s t i o n i n g  t h em s e l v e s  a n d  s e a r c h  f o r  wh a t  t h e y  h a v e  i n  c ommon .  
I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  a d d  s om e t h i n g :  When  I  s h ow  a  m i l i t a n t  c o n f e s s i n g  t o  
mu r d e r ,  a n d  a l t h o u gh  I  s u p p o r t  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  t h a t  h e  i s  p a r t  o f ,  I  am  
s a y i n g  t h a t ,  f r om  my  p o s i t i o n  a s  a  f i lmmak e r ,  a n y  p e r s o n ,  wh e t h e r  p r o  o r  
a n t i - r e v o l u t i o n ,  c a n  l o s e  h i s  h uman i t y  i f  p u t  u n d e r  e x t r em e  c i r c um s t a n c e s .  
B y  d o i n g  s o ,  I  am  l a y i n g  t h e  f o u n d i n g  p r i n c i p l e  o n  wh i c h  I  c a n  b u i l d  my  
q u e s t i o n  a b o u t  t r u t h .  
 
Q :  F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  I  d i s a g r e e  w i t h  wh a t  y o u  s a i d  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  n o  c r im i n a l  p a r t y  
a n d  t h a t  i t  i s  o n l y  c o n d i t i o n s  t h a t  l e a d  a  c e r t a i n  p a r t y  t o  c omm i t  c r im e s .  I  
b e g  t o  d i f f e r .  I n  t h i s  e q u a t i o n ,  t h e  r e g im e  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  c r im i n a l ,  a n d  w e  c a n  
s a y  o p e n l y  t h a t  t h e  r e g im e  i s  c r im i n a l  b y  d e f a u l t  a n d  t h a t  n o  e x i s t i n g  
c o n d i t i o n s  f o r c e d  i t  t o  b e c om e  s o .  T h i s  r e g im e  i s  c r im i n a l ,  t h e n  w e  c a n  
d i s c u s s  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  t h i s  c r im i n a l  n a t u r e .  T h e  s e c o n d  p o i n t  I  w o u l d  l i k e  
t o  m ak e  i s  i n  r e g a r d s  t o  t h e  s e c o n d  f i lm  o n  t h e  F r e e  S y r i a n  A rmy .  I t  i s  



 

 

i n d e e d  v e r y  imp o r t a n t  t h a t  y o u  a d d r e s s  s u c h  a n  i d e a ,  a dm i t  t h e  m i s t a k e s  
c omm i t t e d  b y  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n ,  p r e s e n t  t h e  o t h e r  p o i n t  o f  v i ew .  I t  s h ow s  a  
v e r y  h i g h  s e n s e  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a n d  a  d e s i r e  t o  s h i f t  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  e v e n t s  
t ow a r d  t h e  r i g h t  t r a c k .  H ow e v e r ,  I  h a v e  t o  w on d e r  i f  b y  a d o p t i n g  s u c h  a n  
a p p r o a c h ,  y o u  a r e  n o t  s l i p p i n g  i n t o  t h e  t r a p  o f  s t e r e o t y p i n g .  Y o u  s a i d  t h a t  
t h e  r e g im e  c l a im s  t h a t  t h e  F r e e  S y r i a n  A rmy  i s  c omm i t t i n g  a c t s  o f  mu r d e r ,  
t h e n  y o u  p r e s e n t e d  a n  e x amp l e  o f  a  F r e e  S y r i a n  A rmy  m emb e r  wh o  
c omm i t t e d  s u c h  a c t s .  T h i s  w o u l d  o n l y  r e i n f o r c e ,  f o r  t h e  v i ew e r ,  t h i s  
s t e r e o t y p i c a l  n a r r a t i v e .  A r e  a l l  m emb e r s  o f  t h e  F r e e  S y r i a n  A rmy  mu r d e r e r s ?  
D o  t h e y  a l l  a dm i t  t o  s u c h  c r im e s  a n d  f e e l  r em o r s e ?  
 
K i w a n :  N i n t e y - n i n e  p e r c e n t  o f  o u r  f i lm s  p o i n t  t o  t h e  c r im i n a l i t y  o f  t h e  
r e g im e .  Th e r e  i s  n o  i s s u e  i n  i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e  c r im i n a l  i n  t h i s  s c e n a r i o .  F o r  
u s ,  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  c r y s t a l  c l e a r :  t h e r e  i s  a  s o c i e t y  c o n f r o n t i n g  a  c r im i n a l  
r e g im e .  Th i s  i s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t  w e  a r e  l i v i n g .  We  b e l i e v e  t h a t  w e  
a r e  c u r r e n t l y  e x p e r i e n c i n g  a  v i o l e n t  c l a s h  b e tw e e n  a  s o c i e t y  s t r u g g l i n g  f o r  
i t s  f r e e d om  a n d  a  c r im i n a l  r e g im e .  O u t  o f  t h e  1 5 0  o r  1 6 0  f i lm s  w e ’ v e  m ad e ,  
t h e r e  a r e  a t  l e a s t  1 0 0  f i lm s  t h a t  e x p o s e  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  t h e  r e g im e ’ s  c r im e s ,  
i n c l u d i n g  t h e  f i lm  a b o u t  N o u s o u r  S o u r i y a  [T h e  E a g l e s  o f  S y r i a ]  m i l i t a r y  
i n d o c t r i n a t i o n  t a k i n g  p l a c e  a n d  t h o s e  wh o  u s e  b a r r e l - b omb s .  T h e r e  i s  n o  
c o n f u s i o n  h e r e .  We  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  c r im i n a l  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  r e g im e  i s  a n  
o b v i o u s  f a c t .  A f t e r  s t a t i n g  t h a t  t h e  r e g im e  i s  c r im i n a l ,  w e  w en t  d e e p e r  a n d  
e x p l o r e d  a  d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l  –  t h a t  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  m i l i t a n t  a n d  wh a t  g o e s  o n  
i n s i d e  h i s  m i n d .  When  I  w o r k  o n  t h e  im a g e  o f  a  m i l i t a n t ,  o b s c u r e  h i s  f a c e ,  
a n d  n ame  t h e  f i lm  “Th e  Unkn own  S o l d i e r , ”  I  am  a l l ow i n g  a n y  m i l i t a n t  a n d  
a n y o n e  wh o  e v e r  c a r r i e d  a rm s  t o  i d e n t i f y  h im s e l f  w i t h  t h i s  im a g e .  I  d i d  n o t  
g i v e  a  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  im a g e  o f  t h e  F r e e  S y r i a n  A rmy .  I  d i d  n o t  p r e s e n t  i t s  
m emb e r s  i n  a  Y o uTub e  k i n d  o f  v i d e o  i n  wh i c h  a  m emb e r  o f  t h e  F r e e  S y r i a n  
A rmy  i s  s t a n d i n g  b e h i n d  t h e  b a n n e r  o f  h i s  b r i g a d e .  I f  I  d i d  t h a t ,  I  w o u l d  b e  
c r e a t i n g  a  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  im a g e .  Wha t  I  am  d o i n g  i s  b r e a k i n g  t h i s  
s t e r e o t y p i c a l  im a g e  a n d  p r e s e n t i n g  a  f i g u r e  wh o s e  i d e n t i t y  i s  o b s c u r e d  s o  a s  
t o  a l l ow  v i ew e r s  t o  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  h im  a n d  p u t  t h em s e l v e s  i n  h i s  s h o e s .  I t  i s  
b e c a u s e  I ’m  l o o k i n g  t o  b r e a k  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  a  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  v i c t im  o p p o s i t e  a  
c r im i n a l  t h a t  I  am  s a y i n g  t h a t  a n y  p e r s o n ,  u n d e r  c e r t a i n  e x t r em e  c o n d i t i o n s ,  
c a n  l o s e  h i s  h uman i t y ,  wh e t h e r  b e c a u s e  h e  i s  f e e l i n g  o p p r e s s e d  o r  c a r r y i n g  
a rm s  o r  f o r  wh a t e v e r  r e a s o n .  I f  w e  d o  n o t  s a y  s o  a t  t h i s  c r u c i a l  m omen t ,  w e  
w i l l  b e  e n d o r s i n g  a  p o l i t i c a l  r h e t o r i c  t h a t  c l a im s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  v i c t im  
f a c i n g  a  c r im i n a l ,  t h a t  c o n v i v i a l i t y  i s  im p o s s i b l e  b e tw e e n  t h e  tw o ,  a n d  t h a t  
t h e r e  i s  n o  o p t i o n  b u t  t o  d i v i d e ,  k i l l ,  a n d  e x c l u d e .  A  f i lmmak e r ,  o n  t h e  
o t h e r  h a n d ,  s a y s  t h a t  t h i s  i s  t h e  c o n c e r n  o f  p o l i t i c i a n s  wh o  f i g h t  e a c h  o t h e r  
a n d  u s e  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  t o o l s  o f  r h e t o r i c  a n d  s l a n d e r .  My  d u t y  i s  t o  r em i n d  
p e o p l e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  c ommon  h uman i t y  t h a t  i s  c u r r e n t l y  u n d e r  t h r e a t  d u e  
t o  e x t r em e  c o n d i t i o n s .  I  am  r em i n d i n g  v i ew e r s  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  a  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  u p h o l d .  T h e i r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i s  n o t  t o  c h e e r  f o r  o n e  s i d e  o r  
t h e  o t h e r .  T h e i r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  wh e n  v i ew i n g  t h e  t e s t im on y  o f  t h i s  m i l i t a n t ,  
f o r  e x amp l e ,  i s  t o  s t a r t  a s k i n g  t h em s e l v e s  h ow  t h e y  c a n  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  



 

 

im p r o v i n g  t h e s e  c o n d i t i o n s ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  o p i n i o n .  I f  I  p r e s e n t  
v i ew e r s  w i t h  a  f i x e d  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  a  v i c t im  v e r s u s  a  c r im i n a l ,  t h e y  c a n ’ t  d o  
a n y t h i n g  a b o u t  i t .  I  am  p r e s e n t i n g  t h em  w i t h  a n  im a g e  t h a t  c o n f u s e s  a n d  
t r o u b l e s  t h em  s o  t h a t  t h e y  im a g i n e  t h em s e l v e s  i n  a  s im i l a r  p o s i t i o n  a n d  f e e l  
c omp e l l e d  t o  t r y  t o  p r e v e n t  s u c h  a n  o u t c om e .  
 
Z a a t a r i :  I  j u s t  w a n t  t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h a t  v e r y  o f t e n  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
i s  t o  b e  v e r y  c r i t i c a l  o f  a n  i n t e l l e c t u a l ’ s  e n t o u r a g e ,  o r  a n  i n t e l l e c t u a l ’ s  s i d e .  
S om e t im e s  i t  i s  v e r y  e a s y  t o  b l am e  o r  c r i t i c i z e  t h e  c r im i n a l ,  t h e  o t h e r ,  t h e  
e n emy .  I t  t a k e s  mu ch  mo r e  e f f o r t  a n d  t im e  t o  c o n v i n c e  t h e  o p p r e s s e d  t h a t  
t h e y  c o u l d  b e  t h e  o p p r e s s o r ,  t o o ,  a n d  I  t h i n k  t h i s  w o r k  d o e s  t h a t  v e r y  w e l l .  
Q :  T h e r e ’ s  b e e n  t a l k  a b o u t  f a b r i c a t i o n .  I  b e l i e v e  t h a t  a r t  i s  c omp l e t e l y  
d i f f e r e n t  f r om  f a b r i c a t i o n .  A r t  i s  a  c r e a t i v e  a n d  g e n u i n e  p r o c e s s  i n  wh i c h  a n  
im a g e  e n g a g e s  a n d  a f f e c t s  t h e  v i ew e r .  A n  a r t i s t  c r e a t e s  o u t  o f  h i s  own  
r e a l i t y  a n d  wh a t  h e  s e e s .  I  b e l i e v e  t h e r e  i s  s om e t h i n g  t o u c h i n g  i n  m o s t  o f  
t h e s e  f i lm s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  o n e  a b o u t  a  s t a t u e  t h a t  i s  w e l l  k n own  t o  a l l  S y r i a n s .  
I n  my  o p i n i o n ,  t h i s  i s  c r e a t i v i t y  r a t h e r  t h a n  f a b r i c a t i o n .  F a b r i c a t i o n  i s  a  
t e rm  t h a t  p e r h a p s  h a s  t o  d o  m o r e  w i t h  t h e  m ed i a  a n d  i s  c l o s e r  t o  l y i n g ,  
wh i l e  a r t  i s  m o r e  o f  a  g e n u i n e  p r o c e s s .  
 
Z a a t a r i :  I  d o  n o t  t h i n k  t h a t  C h a r i f  u s e s  f a b r i c a t i o n  i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  
f a l s i f i c a t i o n .  F a b r i c a t i o n  a s  a  t e rm  o r i g i n a l l y  m e a n s  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  s u c h  a s  
t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a n  im a g e .  A n y  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s  w i l l  b a s i c a l l y  r e q u i r e  a  
p r o c e s s  o f  f a b r i c a t i o n .  F o r  c r e a t i v i t y  t o  o c c u r ,  f a b r i c a t i o n  mu s t  t a k e  p l a c e .  
 
K i w a n :  O f  c o u r s e .  T h a n k  y o u ,  A k r am ,  f o r  r em i n d i n g  u s  o f  t h i s  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  a d d  h e r e  t h a t  u s i n g  t h e  t e rm  “ f a b r i c a t e d ”  
p r e s u p p o s e s  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  n o n - f a b r i c a t e d  im a g e s .  Wh en  t h e  r e g im e  s a y s  
“ t h e r e  i s  m e d i a  f a b r i c a t i o n , ”  o r  wh en  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n  s h ow s  im a g e s  a n d  s a y s ,  
“ t h i s  i s  t h e  t r u t h , ”  b o t h  p a r t i e s  a r e  l y i n g  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  a n d  e n g e n d e r i n g  t h e  
a s s ump t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a n  a b s o l u t e  t r u t h .  H ow e v e r ,  I  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  u s e  t h e  
t e rm  f a b r i c a t e  t o  r em i n d  p e o p l e  t h a t  a n  im a g e  i s  a  l i e ,  a  f a b r i c a t i o n ,  a n d  a  
r e i n v e n t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  i t  i s  o u r  d u t y  t o  r em i n d  v i ew e r s  t h a t  
t h i s  im a g e  d o e s  n o t  r e f l e c t  r e a l i t y ;  r a t h e r ,  i t ’ s  o n e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o n  r e a l i t y ,  
a n d  t h u s  i t  i s  o p e n  t o  d o u b t  a n d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  When  I  m an i p u l a t e  im a g e s  
a s  s u c h  a n d  u s e  t h e  t e rm  “ f a b r i c a t e d , ”  I ’m  d o i n g  s o  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  v i ew e r  
a n d  t o  d i s s u a d e  h im  f r om  imp l i c i t l y  b e l i e v i n g  i n  wh a t  I  am  s a y i n g ,  b e c a u s e  
I  am  p r e s e n t i n g  h im  w i t h  a  f a b r i c a t e d  im a g e  a n d  I  am  s h ow i n g  h im  t h a t  I  
am  f a b r i c a t i n g  i t .  D e s p i t e  t h a t ,  I  a l s o  w an t  t h e  v i ew e r  t o  h a v e  a  p u r e  h uman  
e x p e r i e n c e .  S o  wh en  I  u s e  t h e  t e rm  “ f a b r i c a t e d , ”  i t  i s  b e c a u s e  I  am  t a k i n g  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  my  p r o f e s s i o n  a n d  s a y i n g  t h a t  a n  im a g e  d o e s  n o t  r e f l e c t  
t r u t h ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a  c e r t a i n  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  a n d  a  c e r t a i n  n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  i s  o p e n  
t o  c r i t i c i sm  a n d  d o u b t .  I t  i s  o n  t h i s  b a s i s  t h a t  w e  s h o u l d  d e a l  w i t h  a n y  
g i v e n  im a g e ,  a n d  t h o s e  wh o  d i s t i n g u i s h  b e tw e e n  a  r e a l  a n d  a  f a b r i c a t e d  
im a g e  a r e  t h e  s am e  o n e s  wh o  w an t  t o  o p p r e s s  a n d  mu z z l e  s o c i e t y .  T h i s  i s  n o t  
wh a t  I  s e t  o u t  t o  d o .  I  w an t  t h e  p u b l i c  t o  d o u b t  e v e r y t h i n g ,  m y s e l f  i n c l u d e d .  



 

 

Q :  ABOUNADDARA  h a s  p r o d u c e d  1 4 0  t o  1 5 0  b u l l e t  f i lm s  a n d  o n e  f e a t u r e  
f i lm .   D o  y o u  f e e l  y o u  c a n  c o n t i n u e  w i t h  t h i s  v e r y  s t r i c t  b u l l e t  f o rm a t  t h a t  
y o u  h a v e  a d o p t e d  o v e r  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  o r  w i l l  t h e  ABOUNADDARA  
c o l l e c t i v e  s e a r c h  f o r  n ew  f o rm s ?  Wha t  w ou l d  s u c h  f o rm s  b e  l i k e ,  b e a r i n g  i n  
m i n d  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  p o s e d  b y  y o u r  r e f u s a l  –  u s i n g  Ch a r i f ’ s  w o r d  –  t o  a d o p t  a  
t r a d i t i o n a l  n a r r a t i v e ?  
 
K i w a n :  I  d o n ’ t  k n ow .  Th e  o n l y  t h i n g  I  k n ow  i s  t h a t  w e  h a v e  a  d e s p e r a t e  
d e s i r e  t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  p ow e r  o f  t h e  im a g e  a n d  r e d e em  o u r  s o c i e t y ,  wh o s e  
im a g e  h a s  b e e n  v i o l a t e d .  We  a r e  t r y i n g  t o  d o  s o  u s i n g  t h e  t o o l s  c u r r e n t l y  
a v a i l a b l e  t o  u s .  I  d o  n o t  k n ow  i f  w e  c a n  c a r r y  o n  l i k e  t h i s .  W e  a r e  v e r y  
t i r e d .  We  t r y  t o  c a r r y  o n .  We  f e e l  h a p p y  a n d  r e v i t a l i z e d  wh en e v e r  w e  
e n c o u n t e r  p e o p l e  wh o  f o l l ow  o u r  w o r k  a n d  a s k  u s  i n t e l l i g e n t  q u e s t i o n s .   
When e v e r  s om e t h i n g  p o s i t i v e  i s  w r i t t e n  a b o u t  u s ,  w e  f e e l  e n e r g i z e d  a n d  
d e c i d e  t o  k e e p  g o i n g .  A t  o t h e r  t im e s ,  w e  a s k  o u r s e l v e s  “wh a t ’ s  t h e  p o i n t ? ” ,  
f e e l  t h a t  i t ’ s  a l l  u s e l e s s ,  t h a t  n o  o n e  i s  w a t c h i n g  o u r  w o r k ,  a n d  t h a t  w e  
m i g h t  l o s e  o u r  d r i v e .  I  d o n ’ t  k n ow .  I  t h i n k  i t  h a s  m o r e  t o  d o  w i t h  t h e  
p u b l i c ,  w i t h  l i f e ,  wh e t h e r  w e  k e e p  o n  l i v i n g  o r  w e  d i e .  I  d o  n o t  k n ow .  I  
r e a l l y  c a n n o t  g i v e  y o u  a n  a n sw e r .  
 
Z a a t a r i :  J u s t  t o  s a y  a  f i n a l  t h i n g .  Y o u ’ r e  a l l  v e r y ,  v e r y  t i r e d ,  y e t  t h i s  w o r k  
s e em s  s o  f r e s h  a n d  i t  j u s t  b r i n g s  h o p e ,  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  i n  S y r i a ,  b u t  h o p e  i n  
t h e  m ed i um ,  t h a t ’ s  d o c umen t a r y  f i lm .  I  d i s a g r e e  w i t h  y o u  o n  t h e  w o r d i n g  o f  
t h e  p h r a s e  “ r e s t o r e  p ow e r  t o  im a g e s . ”  I  t h i n k  w e  n e e d  t o  g o  t h r o u g h  a n  
e x e r c i s e  o f  w o r k i n g ,  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  im a g e s ,  wh e t h e r  w e  u n d e r s t a n d  t h em  
o r  w e  u n d e r s t a n d  g a p s  i n  t h em ,  w e a k n e s s e s  o r  e v e n  t h e i r  l a c k  o f  p ow e r .  We  
d o  n o t  n e e d  t o  r e s t o r e  p ow e r  t o  im a g e s ,  b e c a u s e  r e s t o r i n g  p ow e r  i s  a l s o  t o o  
o p p r e s s i v e .  Im a g i n e  im a g e s  t o  b e  a s  p ow e r f u l  a s  r e g im e s !  
 
K i w a n :  Wow !  
 
Z a a t a r i :  Wha t  w o u l d  t h i s  imp l y  a b o u t  u s ?  I  d o  n o t  l o o k  f o rw a r d  t o  a  t im e  
wh en  im a g e s  w i l l  r u l e .  M an y  o f  u s  a r t i s t s  i n  B e i r u t  h a v e  w o r k e d  a  l o t  
r e v e a l i n g  h i d d e n  l a y e r s  o f  p ow e r  i n  im a g e s .  Y o u  c a n n o t  f a c e  g l o r i f y i n g  
im a g e s  o f  o p p r e s s o r s  w i t h  im a g e s  o f  t h e i r  v i c t im s .  Y o u  c a n n o t  f a c e  
g l o r i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  a n o t h e r  g l o r i f i c a t i o n ,  e v e n  i f  i t  w e r e  o f  v i c t im s .  T h e r e  i s  
a  n e e d  f o r  s u c h  a  c r i t i q u e  t o  t a k e  p l a c e ,  e q u a l l y  i n  p o s tw a r  t im e s  a n d  a t  
w a r ,  i n  my  o p i n i o n .  L e t ’ s  j u s t  t a k e  t h e  p ow e r  aw a y  f r om  im a g e s .  L e t ’ s  
s im p l y  c o n s i d e r  t h em  a s  r e c o r d s  o f  p ow e r ,  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s ,  s o c i a l  a n d  
p e r s o n a l  a t t i t u d e s  o r  u n k n own  c i r c um s t a n c e s  o r  a t t i t u d e s .  L e t ’ s  t r y  t o  
u nmak e  im a g e s  o r  s im p l y  t r y  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  wh e r e  t h e y  c om e  f r om .  
K iw an :  ABOUNADDARA ’ s  p o s i t i o n  i s  f u n d amen t a l l y  a n t i - a n t i a u t h o r i t a r i a n  
a n d  i c o n o c l a s t i c .  W e  h a v e  a lw a y s  t r e a t e d  t h e  “ h e r o e s ”  o f  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  w i t h  
s u s p i c i o n ,  a s  i n  Wa r n i n g  ( 0 0 : 3 8 ) .  W e  h a v e  m ad e  s e v e r a l  f i lm s ,  d e n o u n c i n g  
t h e  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  o f  v i c t im s ,  s u c h  a s  Two  M in u t e s  f o r  S y r i a  ( 0 1 : 2 6 ) .  T h e  
p ow e r  o f  im a g e s  I 'm  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  h a s  n o t h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  a n y  a t t emp t  a t  



 

 

d om i n a t i o n .  R a t h e r ,  i t  h a s  t o  d o  w i t h  d e f e n d i n g  t h e  p ow e r  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  
w o r l d  w i t h o u t  f r e e z i n g  i t  i n  i t s  c u r r e n t  t emp o r a l i t y .  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  i t  i s  
a b o u t  e n s u r i n g  t h a t  im a g e s  r em a i n  d i a l e c t i c a l  a n d  l i g h t n i n g ,  i n  t h e  w o r d s  o f  
Wa l t e r  B e n j am i n ,  t o  a v o i d  a n y  f o rm  o f  p r o p a g a n d a  o r  i d o l a t r y .  Amen !  
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