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Abstract: 

This thesis explores and analyses the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution as an expression 

of Third Cinema, a political and aesthetic project created and sustained by filmmakers throughout 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America during the 1970s. The research is an attempt to place the Cinema 

of the Palestinian Revolution in the political and the historical context in which it emerged, in 

particular, the Palestinian revolution (1967-1982), the Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990), and the 

tri-continental connections of solidarity and cultural exchange of the 1970s.  In doing so, the thesis 

explains how furthering knowledge of Third Cinema’s politics and aesthetics, can illuminate not 

only our understanding of the past but also of our present. 

The thesis constitutes a documented reflection on the politics, international solidarity, 

emancipatory aspirations, and revolutionary aesthetics at play in Third Cinema and the Cinema of 

the Palestinian Revolution, and their effect on the contemporary cultural and political space. The 

research also focuses on 21st century scholarly and cinematic work about the Cinema of the 

Palestinian Revolution. These new films and books are a testimony of the revival of the interest in 

the political and aesthetic alternatives offered by Third Cinema and the Cinema of the Palestinian 

Revolution. This research helps us to make connections, parallels and comparisons showing that 

similar forms of subjugation -- which Third Cinema and the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution 

contested and fought against -- are still being imposed today and highlight how the forms of 

resistance that they produced, can inspire cultural spaces of political action today. 
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Research Prologue: 

 

Underneath the White Sticker 

 

It all comes back to me as a far distant memory now, the daily short walks to school, the 

holes from a previous bombing on the dentist office’s walls, the smell of teargas bombs and my 

dad’s letters and handmade necklaces, which he made for my sister and I when he was imprisoned. 

In my early youth, I accepted the teargas smell, the soldiers in uniform who pointed their arms at 

people who looked like me, and the sound of bombing, as normal. I grew up in Al Khalil (Hebron), 

very close to the old city where 400 illegal Israeli settlers ostensibly need 2000 soldiers to protect 

them from fear of the community that surrounds them. Because of the Hebron Protocol Agreement 

of 1997 between the Israeli government and the PLO, the city is still divided into two areas: H1 

controlled by the Palestinians and H2, which remains under Israeli military control, where I grew 

up.  

 My first day at school was September 1, 1995. I went to the same school where my mother 

taught for several years, and where my older sister went. Back then, only the Jordanian curriculum 

was taught in Palestinian schools. All these books had references to Petra, the Jordanian monarchy, 

the Jordanian Bedouin lifestyle, and many cultural references that I could not understand and could 

not identify with. However, there was a great emphasis on keeping the books clean and in good 

condition, as these same books would be used by other students after me, just like someone else 

did before me.  
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 As soon as I received my books, I would go through them hoping to find some missing 

pages for this would allow me to exchange the old ones for a newer book. Unfortunately, most 

often than not, they would not have any missing pages, but I discovered that they had other things 

missing: Important Palestinian historical events, memories, narratives that are ours and make up 

our own understanding of ourselves. In these books, Palestinians were prevented from seeing 

themselves reflected, sometimes by the Jordanian education system, sometimes by the censor of 

the Israeli military administration. The mechanism used to do so could be funny if it was not so 

tragic: The books had white stickers placed in a seemingly random way in different pages. They 

served to cover pictures and texts that we were not meant to see—they were there to hide 

something. Whether what they hid was a truth or a lie, their very existence bothered me.  

At that early age, neither my dad’s imprisonment nor his wounds from an Israeli settler 

attack -which left him with 5 bullets in his left leg- were enough to make me aware of my own 

politicized existence. But this changed in 1997, when I was asked to put on my scouts’ uniform 

and join almost all of the school’s students on a field trip. I was confused and unaware of what I 

was doing, or where I was going. Only the presence of my mom and sister accompanying me made 

me feel a little more comfortable. When the bus arrived at destination, the Muqata’ -government 

building- in Khalil, I saw a huge crowd cheering “long live Palestine” and “with our soul and blood 

we will defend Palestine.” These cheers did not mean anything to me, and my curious eyes 

remained fixed on my mother. A few minutes later a helicopter approached, and the cheers became 

louder. When it landed on the roof of that building, an old man wearing a keffiyeh appeared in the 

balcony and spoke about freedom, independence, and about young children raising the Palestinian 

flag in Jerusalem. This was the day when I saw Yasser Arafat for the first time and, immediately, 

many questions rushed into my head.  
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After that event, I began to see the white stickers in my books as not only gaps but also as 

potential questions. A few days after that trip, I peeled a sticker from my history book. The 

statement that it was hiding was “Dawlat Falastine” - ‘State of Palestine’- which under Israeli 

military rule was considered a legal offence. Today these stickers do no longer exist, and the 

Jordanian curriculum is no longer taught in Palestinian schools as a new Palestinian curriculum 

was introduced in 2000. The new books did not have white stickers, perhaps because the statement 

“the state of Palestine” was replaced with the “Palestinian Authority.” However, more than twenty 

years later, as I write this, I am still searching for my reflection, for our hidden history, for our 

memory, for a narrative that mirrors my life experience, and the identity that I carry. 

The white stickers are gone —at least from schoolbooks—but many aspects of the 

Palestinian history, identity, and memory, are still hidden and silenced. Bringing them to light can 

only be done when also presented within the context of this silencing. This research intends to 

make a small contribution in this direction by focusing on the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution 

(1967- 1982). This cinema was intended to reflect, to document, and to communicate the 

aspirations of the Palestinian revolution and its quest for emancipation.  

Before starting this enquiry -should I say this journey? - my only knowledge about this 

cinematographic work was confined by the fact that it was looted in 1982 during the Israeli 

invasion of Beirut and has been missing ever since. The fact that this film archive is still missing 

has, undoubtedly, made this work harder. However, studying this cinema as a cultural movement 

connected to other diasporic and postcolonial struggles around the world, has proven crucially 

important to understanding Palestinian cinema, and the colonial context shaping the last one 

hundred years of Palestinian history and culture production that they reflect. While most of the 

films are missing, this research is based on the few that were preserved in archives around the 
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world as an act of solidarity. What follows intends to contextualize them temporally, politically, 

and culturally in an attempt to continue peeling white stickers from ourselves.  
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Introduction: 

On Cinema and Revolution 

  

 The late 1940s, through the 1960s marked the beginning of a political and cultural period 

of decolonization all around the Third World as well as in Palestine. Cinema, a significant part of 

these movements, played a central role in reflecting the politics and aspirations of the different 

revolutionary movements of the time. In order to explain the role of filmmaking during this cultural 

and political moment, we need to turn to the term “Third Cinema,” which was coined by Fernando 

Solanas and Octavio Getino in “Towards a Third Cinema” (1969). Beginning with the case of 

Cuban Cinema of the ICAIC which was established with the Cuban revolution in 1959, Solanas 

and Getino defined Third Cinema as “the cinema that recognises in that struggle the most gigantic 

cultural, scientific, and artistic manifestation of our time, the great possibility of constructing a 

liberated personality with each people as the starting point, in a word, the decolonisation of 

culture” (Solanas and Getino 1970, 5). Indeed, the political movements that animated Third 

Cinema also allowed for this cinema to become a cultural space to express cross-national politics 

as a space for cross-cultural solidarity or “third worldism”1.  

In the case of the Palestinian struggle for liberation during the 1970s (a period that is widely 

known as the Palestinian Revolution), the arts played a significant role in bringing together a nation 

 
1 Third Worldism is a political, cultural, and cinematographic social imaginary and discourse that sometimes 
functioned in material forms. It conveyed radical trends and agendas that is close to the Non-Aligned Movement, 
the Pan-African Federation, and the Association of Latin American Filmmakers. The main aims behind such 
imaginary are cultural decolonization a the decolonization of the test (Mestman,190). 
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divided and exiled, especially after the Nakba of 19482 and the Naksa of 19673. During this period, 

Palestinian writers, artists and intellectuals created a recognized cultural movement in Palestine, 

Jordan, Lebanon and all across the Arab world: “Arts of Resistance” or “Arts of the Palestinian 

Resistance”. 

The work of these artists both inspired and reflected a shift toward creating a new political 

subject and a national consciousness, turning Palestinian refugees, who were scattered all around 

the world, from being simple victims into becoming freedom fighters. This shift is best articulated 

by Yasser Arafat, who declared in an interview for French Television in 1968 that the revolution 

“played a very important role, [it] created new people. Instead of being homeless refugees, we 

became fighters, we became freedom fighters.” Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution - a term that 

is usually used to reflect on Cinema made about the Palestinian revolution between 1967 to 1982- 

also contributed greatly to this political and cultural moment. Most films from that period went 

missing after the Palestinian Liberation Organization’s (PLO) archives were looted by the Israeli 

Army during the 1982 siege of Beirut; their cultural and political breadth and therefore 

implications are not well known or understood.  

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution was made to allow Palestinian history, narratives, 

and imaginaries to be visible at both local and international levels. Locally, it allowed Palestinian 

refugees to see themselves being represented and their stories being told for the first time. On an 

 
2  Nakba refers to the Palestinian exodus which occurred in 1948 when more than 700,000 Palestinian Arabs – about 
75% of prewar Palestine's Arab population – fled or were expelled from their homes, during the 1948 Palestine war. 

3 Naksa, also known as the 1967 War (or The Six Days War), was a war launched by surprise by Israel against the 
neighboring states of Jordan, Egypt and Syria. After the Arab defeat, Israel seized the Gaza Strip and the Sinai 
Peninsula from Egypt, the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, from Jordan and the Golan Heights from Syria. 
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international level, it challenged the commonly accepted Zionist narrative of the Palestinian/Israeli 

conflict.  

Historically speaking, the cinema of the Palestinian Revolution started following the 1967 

War, which engendered a new political wave, and the PLO became the most prominent guerilla 

group in the Middle East. It ended in 19824, following the Israeli assault and siege on Beirut, 

forcing the PLO members and fighters to leave the city as a condition to end the siege. It officially 

ended when the PLO led by Arafat, who was then located in Tunisia, adopted new political 

strategies no longer committed to armed struggle.  

Throughout this period of 1967-1982, approximately 270 films were made to reflect and 

support the Palestinian uprising and revolution. These films were presented in many film festivals 

in the Middle East and around the world. Some of these festivals had special sections dedicated 

entirely to screen films about Palestine and the Palestinian revolution; these include ‘The 

Damascus International Film Festival’ (Syria), ‘Bagdad Film Festival’ (Iraq), and occasionally in 

‘Leipzig Documentary Film Festival’ (East Germany)5. This international exposure is among the 

reasons why a proper understanding of this cinema can only be grasped considering its exilic, 

cross-national nature.  

As a cultural movement, the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution greatly contributes to 

our understanding of the culture and politics of the Palestinian national movement, the rising 

popularity of the PLO, the Lebanese Civil War, and the international character of Third Cinema. 

 
4 During the 1982 War on Lebanon -also known as “The Invasion”- and after repeated attacks and counter attacks 
between Israeli military and the PLO and other Lebanese forces, the Israeli army invaded Lebanon and besieged 
Beirut. 

5 This information was drawn from interviews. Due to the characteristics of memory as a historiographic source the 
exact dates of these events could not be verified, but they all took place in the 1970s .  
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As an artistic movement, it stands as an exemplary case study for understanding the cultural 

specificity—the imperative to know which specific socio-historical processes are at work in any 

general category of cultural and aesthetic objects—with respect to Third Cinema. This makes 

Palestinian film manifestos and the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution perfect examples of 

Third Cinema, or as Nadia Yaqub puts it, “a concrete example of the enactment of Third Cinema 

and the messiness inherent in such a movement as it emerges from an ongoing political struggle” 

(Yaqub 2018, 49). 

It was in 1967 that ‘The Palestinian Picture Unit’ was established in Amman, Jordan, by 

Sulafa Jadallah, a Palestinian cinematographer and filmmaker. Its mission was to capture and 

distribute pictures of the Palestinian Fedayeen and refugees in Jordan to news agencies around the 

world. Soon after the unit was established, it became the ground for creating the ‘Palestinian Film 

Unit’ (PFU-1968), and the two were later merged to become one of the PLO media organizations 

known as the ‘Palestinian Cinema Institute’ (PCI-1973).  

At the time, the PLO political discourse leaned towards Marxism, which motivated many 

leftist Arab and international activists, artists, and filmmakers6 to move to Jordan and Lebanon to 

join the revolution and contribute as fighters and artists. These filmmakers helped to shape the 

internationalist nature of the Palestinian struggle and its film production. For instance, Kasim 

Hawal, an Iraqi filmmaker who escaped imprisonment and torture by the Iraqi regime, in 1970, 

joined the Palestinian Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), and greatly contributed 

 
6 International and Arab Filmmakers who joined the Palestinian revolution includes Kais al-Zubaidi (Iraq), 
Mohammad Malas (Syria), Kasim Hawal (Iraq), Monica Maurer (Germany), and Massao Adachi (Japan) among 
others.   
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to the production and to documentation of both the Palestinian cinema during the revolution7 and 

the revolution itself. Hawal was also the first to represent Palestine in an international film festival 

presenting his film Nahr al-Bared (1971) at Dok Leipzig that same year. Thus, Hawal and the 

other Arab and international filmmakers substantially contributed to creating this cinematic 

movement and their work should be considered part and parcel of Palestinian Cinema or the 

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution.   

However, in today’s culture, Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution stands as an example 

of an artistic imaginary, a narrative that has, and still is, being silenced by Israel and in other parts 

of the world. Most of the footage and material created during this period were looted and very little 

visual evidence has survived. The looting of archives has been a constant struggle for Palestinians: 

Throughout the last 70 years, hundreds of Palestinian public and personal archives, libraries and 

other documentation have been targeted, looted and destroyed at the hands of the Israeli army. 

This was the case for instance in 1948 when the state of Israel was created leading to the massive 

confiscation of Palestinian public and private property; it happened again in 1967 when Israel 

occupied the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and in 1982 with the Israeli invasion and siege of 

Beirut where the PLO was then located, and continues with occasional destruction and confiscation 

of the Palestinian Authority’s ministries in Ramallah. 

These events have been so critical to Palestinian memory that this research treats 

Palestinian history as operating within the cyclical creation and destruction of archives. Whether 

it is in Jerusalem, Ramallah or Beirut, the attempts to recreate Palestinian archives continue to be 

part of the effort to declare a Palestinian independent nationhood, as having an archive means 

 
7 As it will be later explained in the following chapters, Kasim Hawal not only produced films on the revolution but 
also important documentation of the Cinema of the Revolution itself. 
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having one shared history of a community that has been divided by more than a century of 

occupations and exile. Today, there are still no official attempts to establish a centralized 

Palestinian audiovisual archive. As for the films of the revolution, some were destroyed in 1982, 

and some were looted and are still hidden in the Israeli Army Archives, with only few surviving 

copies kept that were preserved in different archives around the world.  

Luckily, Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution, as an art movement, is gaining more 

recognition and attention by artists and researchers also scattered in different countries. This 

includes the works of Muhannad Yaqubi (Begum), Nadia Yaqub (US), Azza El-Hassan (UK), 

Bashar Shammout (Germany), Rodrigo Vazquez (Argentina), among others. They seem to 

understand the growing urgency to document the films, study them, and relay their cultural 

significance to Palestinians and to the world.  

But this can only be done properly considering what Edward Said suggests about 

Palestinian cinema: That its significance comes from its relation “to the more general problem—

political, aesthetic, historical—of the visible, to the dialectic of the visible and the invisible” (Said 

2006, 1). Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution cannot thus be defined by a set of fixed aesthetics 

but rather by an aesthetics and practice that shifted depending on the economic and political 

realities of the Palestinian Liberation Movement, the Lebanese Civil War, and world politics 

including the Cold War and decolonial and anti-imperialist movements in that era, from the 

Bandung conference of 1955 and on. One of the objectives of this work is to situate the Cinema of 

the Palestinian Revolution within this international context. 

The first chapter of this thesis is dedicated to identifying, defining and explaining the 

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution within its historical context, marking an attempt to index a 

Palestinian historical narrative that is intimately bound up with issues of representation and 
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visibility. This first chapter is the result of multiple interviews that I conducted with Khadijeh 

Habashneh, a former archivist, who worked for the PCI archives in Beirut throughout the late 

1970s. Through them I investigate the cultural and political processes at work developing this 

cultural movement.  

Habashneh described the huge effort that was made among the PFU/PCI filmmakers in 

search for a new cinematic language and strategies that, according to her, had not yet existed. This 

cinematic language was to fit a visual arts movement incorporated as part of a revolution and a 

liberation movement that was operating mainly from exile. In the search for a specific cinematic 

language, the PFU/PCI filmmakers organized discussions and debates between Palestinian and 

Arab journalists, intellectuals, artists, and politicians in order to develop cinematic strategies 

appropriate to the aims of the revolution. This included developing narratives, visual 

documentation and exposing Palestinians to this cinema everywhere they lived. In addition, during 

the filmmaking process, special screening events would be held to show rough cuts to members of 

the Palestinian community, so they could co-design the aesthetics and approaches for representing 

their own reality (K. Habashneh 2018).  

The suggestions coming out of these discussions were usually taken into consideration 

when editing the final cut of the film. Most of these suggestions, according to Habashneh, 

highlighted the importance of narrative and representation over aesthetics. Indeed, the engagement 

of the Palestinian public and intellectuals in shaping the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution 

renders it a uniquely dialogic art movement. This is why this first chapter helps to explore the 

cinema of the Palestinian revolution in relation to its engagement with the politics and the 

Palestinian lived experiences in Jordan and in Lebanon.  



 8 

In the second chapter and on a trans-national level, the Cinema of the Palestinian revolution 

is presented and analyzed as an example of tri-continental militancy8 and its reflection in Third 

Cinema. Tricontinental militancy, according to Kodwo Eshun and Ros Gary, means advancing an 

understanding of Third Cinema within the “multiple contexts of tricontinental militancy” and 

practices “in an expanded sense,” referring to the “connections—individual, institutional, aesthetic 

and political—that link them transnationally to other situations of urgent struggle” (Eshun and 

Gary 2011, 1). Indeed, while the second chapter investigates the term Third Cinema as an artistic 

and political movement, it also identifies the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution as an essential 

part of it, necessary to understand the cultural role that Third Cinema still plays in today’s culture.  

The term Third Cinema, as stated before, was coined in 1969 by Solanas and Getino, and 

introduced to reflect on cinema as part of a specific cultural and political moment in Latin 

America’s history, as well as the colonized ‘Third World’. As it will be explained in more detail 

in the main chapters of the thesis, from Solanas and Getino’s analysis it can be concluded that 

Third Cinema is a specific type of cinema, where the films share similar conditions of production, 

similar funding processes, a specific relation between the filmmaker and the film subject, in 

addition to very specific conditions of distribution and viewing. According to Solanas and Getino, 

this cinema is only possible because of a revolution, and it is materialized when filmmakers can 

actually see their work as part of that revolution. The revolutionary filmmakers’ work -- according 

to Solanas and Getino -- can overcome the binary between “high” culture (culture as defined by 

 
8 Tri-continentalism is defined as a transnational political imaginary and a global resistance subjectivity based on a 
central critique of racism and imperialism, a deterritorialized conceptualization of imperial power, and the 
operationalization of color as an abstract racial signifier that demarcates a collective political ideology and collective 
cause. The term was first introduced in Cuba during the Tri-Continental conference in 1966 and has been used as the 
name of a periodic magazine by the Organization of Solidarity with the People of Asia, Africa and Latin America in 
Havana ever since. 
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the elite) and “low” culture (culture produced and consumed by the masses) in order to achieve 

one universal category of arts and sciences that the masses can identify with.  

Others who contributed to defining Third Cinema include Julio García Espinosa, who 

defined this cinema as one that is no longer focussed the quality or the technique that derives from 

high production values and is not concerned with “good taste.” It is concerned, however, with the 

problems and the cultural barriers created by the elites  (Espinosa 1969, 32). Espinosa named this 

cinema the ‘Imperfect Cinema’, referring to the fact that it is not concerned with aesthetics as 

defined by the elites but rather concerned with redefining arts so that it would be able to reflect the 

reality as experienced by the masses. The purpose is also to overcome the division of labor: the 

search is for a cinema that can be created by everyone, leaving behind the author/viewer separation 

(Gutierrez, 54). 

 Many researchers agree that the term Third Cinema is a contested concept. It is, as Anthony 

R. Guneratne describes, a generalizing mechanism, or a “catch-all” category (Guneratne 2003, 2). 

This confusion, as I will argue in the second chapter, is the result of reducing Third Cinema to an 

understanding of it solely through aesthetics and politics, whereas in reality, it had a much more 

complex cultural-political context, and manifested in cyclical, co-creative, participatory 

relationships with audiences. 

 The third and final chapter of this study is an attempt to investigate the Cinema of the 

Palestinian Revolution as a topic of contemporary cultural studies and to situate this cinema within 

the multiple contexts in which it was made, disappeared, and continues to circulate today. In order 

to do so, this chapter is based on interviews that I conducted with several filmmakers such as 

Monica Maurer, a German filmmaker who joined the Palestinian Cinema Institute (PCI) in Beirut 

from 1977 to 1982; Rodrigo Vazquez, an Argentinian documentary filmmaker who recently made 
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his documentary Palestinian Stolen Images (2018), where he investigated the political and cultural 

ties between the PLO and Latin America; and interviews with Pablo Robledo, the author of 

Montoneros Y Palestina: De La Revolucion A la Dictadura in (2018), or “Montoneros and 

Palestine from Revolution to Dictatorship.” 

 In this third chapter, I take special interest in two films: Tal Al zaatar (1977), made to 

reflect on the Tal Al zaatar refugee camp siege and massacre (Lebanon 1976-1977). This film is 

the first one made after the Lebanese Civil War started. It presents a historical overview of the 

War and the siege of the camp. Directed by Mustafa Abu Ali (Palestinian), Jean Shamoun 

(Lebanese), and Pino Adriano (Italian), the film was a coproduction between the PCI and 

Unitelefilm, the film unit of the Italian Communist Party at the time. When the PCI Film Archive 

was looted in 1982 in Beirut, Tal Al zaatar went missing. For decades, the only existing copy was 

one with an Italian voiceover. In 2014, a recording of the original audio was found in AAMOD 

(Archivio Audiovisio del Movimento Operaio Democratico) then the film was restored and 

screened in Jordan, Lebanon, London, and Palestine. The Jordanian screening was organized so 

that the survivors of the Tal Al zaatar camp could come together to revisit their collective memory.  

The second film that I examine in chapter three is Palestina, otro Vietnam (Palestine, 

Another Vietnam, 1971) made by two Argentinian filmmakers Jorge Danti and Jorge Giannoni, 

who went to Beirut in 1971 to shoot the film. It was first screened at the Damascus Film Festival 

in 1972, and during the Third World Cinema committee or “Comité Cine Del Tercer Mundo” that 

was held at the University of Buenos Aires in May 1974. During that time, Argentina was going 

through political changes and attempts to overthrow Juan Péron, who was just elected President. 

Most artists, especially the ones who supported Péron and the political left were later targeted by 

the dictatorship. They had to flee the country as some artists and filmmakers were being executed. 
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Giannoni and Danti also left the country, and their film was destroyed. In 2016, Rodrigo Vazquez 

was working on his project Palestine Imagenes Robadas (2018) or ‘The Palestinian Stolen 

Images,’ and accessed the Instituto Cubano del Arte e Industria Cinematograficos ICAIC archive 

in Cuba and found an edited version of Giannoni and Danti’s film. Since then, the film has been 

digitized and sent to the Argentinian National Archive.  

I argued that Third Cinema has a social-historical nature, especially as it emerged in the 

context of the tricontinental militancy of the 1970s and continues to exist today. The Cinema of 

the Palestinian Revolution is an exemplary expression of Third Cinema as a cultural and political 

movement. It emerged as part of the liberation project and the nation building of the 1970s and 

continues to exist and be preserved in the context of cultural solidarity. Therefore, the Palestinian 

Cinema of the Revolution cannot be understood independently from Third Cinema and any study 

of it needs to recognize their intertwined history and aspirations. 
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Chapter 1: 

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution, a Historical Account 

 

As the renowned postcolonial theorist Edward Said noted in his keynote address at the 

“Dreams of a Nation Film Festival” at Columbia University in 2003, Palestinian cinema has always 

existed in relation to shifting questions of—and the desire for—visibility. Indeed, Said noted that 

the Palestinian relationship to visibility has long been beset by problems: “the whole history of the 

Palestinian struggle has to do with the desire to be visible, [in this context] Palestinian cinema 

stands against invisibility” (Said 2006, 3). This is part of a wider problem that Said notes in his 

earlier work “Permission to Narrate” from 1984. In this work, Said argues that with respect to the 

dominant discourse about Palestine, facts “never,” or hardly ever, “speak for themselves, 

especially in America, where Israeli propaganda seems to lead a life of its own” (Said 1984, 29).  

Visibility and the ability to tell stories were the driving forces behind the “Cinema of the 

Palestinian Revolution” of the 1970s and remain important, contentious facets of contemporary 

Palestinian cultural discourse. This issue is manifested and illustrated in a range of literary works 

and one of the most famous films associated with the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution Laysa 

Lahom Wojod or ‘They Do Not Exist’ (1973) by Mustafa Abu Ali and focusing on Palestinian 

refugee camps in Lebanon. The film - produced in late 1973 and screened in “Dreams of a Nation” 

in 2003 at Colombia University in New York– was made as a direct response to a statement by 

then Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir: “Palestinians do not exist.”  
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The period between 1967 and 1982 is marked by the 1967 Israeli occupation of the West 

Bank and Gaza Strip and the strengthened status of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) 

and other Palestinian political organizations. Palestinian cinema at that time was produced in exile, 

first in Amman, Jordan, then for the most part in Beirut, Lebanon, where filmmakers found refuge 

and support by the PLO. This period ended in 1982, when PLO filmmakers and members were 

forced to leave Beirut following the Israeli invasion of Lebanon.  

The films that were created during this era are grouped together and referred to, in academic 

circles, as the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution or the “Cinema of the Palestinian 

Organizations” (Gertz and Khleifi 2008, 12). The Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution emerged 

in a specific political and cultural moment in recent Palestinian history, and it remains one of the 

most valuable tools to look back in history and revisit the role of cinema in shaping and inspiring 

a certain Palestinian political imaginary and discourse by disseminating specific values and 

viewpoints to Palestinian and international publics. This chapter investigates the historical context 

of this era of Palestinian cinema, marking an attempt to index a Palestinian historical narrative that 

is intimately bound up with issues of cinema, representation and visibility.  

1.1. An “Exilic” Cinema in Search for Visibility 

In the 1970s, the Palestinian revolution did not achieve its political ambitions. It succeeded, 

however, in turning Palestinian voices into symbols of resistance and political change in the Arab 

world and across the “Third World”—a phenomenon that is observed across a range of art forms, 

particularly in cinema.  
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As I mentioned in the introduction, the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution itself is part 

of a much longer, silenced historical narrative, especially as most of the films that are part of this 

cinema went missing after the Israeli looted the Palestinian Cinema Institute Archives amidst the 

invasion of Lebanon in 1982. A few surviving copies of certain films remain scattered throughout 

the world and since most of them are not only rare but endangered, there exists a certain urgency 

in studying and preserving them—the urgency being the need to capture the content and the context 

of these films (and the knowledge they harbor) before they are possibly lost forever.  

Over the past few years, however, the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution has attracted 

scholarly attention in a small number of books, articles and other academic endeavors, including 

books like Knights of the Palestinian Cinema (2019) by Kadijeh Habashneh; Arab Film and Video 

Manifesto (2018) by Kay Dickinson; and Palestinian Cinema in the Days of Revolution (2018) by 

Nadia Yaqub; and documentary films such as Revolution Until Victory (2016) by Muhannad 

Yaqubi, and Palestinian Stolen Images (2018) by the Argentinian filmmaker Rodrigo Vasquez, 

Kings and Extras (2004) by Azza El Hassan, and Hidden and Looted (2017) by the Israeli Rona 

Sela. 

As Hamid Naficy describes it, Palestinian cinema is “structurally an exilic cinema” in that 

it is “made either in the conditions of internal exile in an occupied Palestine or under the erasure 

and tensions of the displacement and external exile in other countries.” This not only suggests that 

Palestinian cinema has been (and continues to be) produced in many places within and outside 

Palestine where Palestinian diaspora may be found (Naficy 2006, 91) but also that Palestinian 

cinema is difficult to define in terms of place (Palestine) or community (Palestinians). 
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While Naficy’s argument concerns more recent Palestinian filmmaking, especially works 

made since the late 1980s, his analysis is perfectly applicable to the cinema of the revolution. As 

I will explain later in this chapter, only one film of the Cinema of the Revolution is known to have 

been made in Jerusalem, Palestine, in the 1970s: Eysh w Melh (1975), or ‘Bread and Salt’ by the 

late Palestinian/French filmmaker François Abou Salem. In fact, most Palestinian film production 

of the 1970s and early 1980s took place in Lebanon, Syria or Jordan—as was true for most 

international Arab films made by those who joined the revolution or made films in solidarity with 

Palestinian filmmakers.  

As the conditions and constraints of their production are borne out of Palestinian history 

and experience, including the material realities of displacement, these films speak directly to the 

“exilic nature” of Palestinian filmmaking. This context and circumstances serve to explain why 

cultural theorists have struggled to fully grasp the ambiguous and elusive question of what a 

Palestinian “national” cinema might look like, and how it might relate to larger questions of 

national identity and culture, in the absence of a formal nation-state. 

In his book After the Last Sky (1984), Said argued that Palestinians are virtually unknown, 

and that the problem in part comes from the lack of clear narratives that can adequately reflect the 

complexities of the Palestinian experience. Said argued that because Palestinians form a 

community “that is built on suffering and exile,” it is difficult to represent both the place and the 

people, neither of which can be easily captured by totalizing historical narratives (Said 1984 , 5-

130). Elaborating on this point and its implications for representation in relation to history, Said 

wrote:  

       “We have no dominant theory of Palestinian culture, history, society; we can’t rely on 

 one central image (exodus, holocaust, long marches); there is no completely coherent  
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 discourse adequate to us, and I doubt whether at this point, if someone could fashion  

 such a discourse” (Said 1984 , 129). 

 

Helga Tawil follows Said in her attempt to define Palestinian cinema in relation to national 

history. She claims that “Palestine or Palestinians are more aptly to be understood as hybrids rather 

than a place or a people easily defined” (H. Tawil 2005, 113). Palestine, as both a geographical 

space and one produced in and through Christian iconography has, for a very long time, been an 

imagined space in which the actual existence of native peoples and cultures has been ignored.  

For most Palestinians, “Palestine” is the space defined by the Sykes Picot agreement (1916) 

in which England and France divided the region in areas of control before they even conquered it 

from the Turks in 1917-189. After the 1948 war, however, Palestine was divided and controlled by 

Egypt (Gaza strip), Jordan (West Bank and East Jerusalem), and Israel, and in 1967 the rest of 

Palestine was occupied by Israel. Since 1994, Palestine became the ever-shrinking “Territories” 

promised to the Palestinian Authority in the Oslo Accords.  

Within this context, Palestinian culture is marked by the experiences of colonialism, exile, 

displacement and hybridity. The Palestinian Revolution of the 1970s, therefore, can be defined as 

a large-scale political-cultural movement that emerged and continued to exist in Jourdan, Lebanon, 

Syria, and Tunisia until 1994, a movement that reflects its context and whose goal was the 

liberation of Palestine and the return of Palestinian refugees. It is also a cultural body bringing 

together Palestinians, Arabs, and international activists and artists who share the same political 

 
9 The Sykes-Picot Agreement was a secret treaty signed in 1916 between the United Kingdom and France, to define 
their mutually agreed spheres of influence and control in an eventual partition of the Ottoman Empire. As a result of 
this treaty the borders between Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria were defined. Palestine fell under the British 
Mandate up until 1948, the year when Israel was established. The Sykes-Picot agreement used the already 
established Ottoman provinces of Greater Syria, roughly corresponding to Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and Palestine. 
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vision not only for Palestine but also for the world. This includes many activists, writers and artists 

who identified with leftist politics, and whose work enriched the hybridity of Palestinian culture 

and political discourse. Palestinian culture from the 1970s until now is not to be grasped 

territorially but rather within the hybridity of people and places proper to a diasporic cinema. The 

same hybridity defines the Palestinian Cinema in general and the Cinema of the Palestinian 

Revolution in particular.  

  

1.2. Palestinian Cinema and its Historical Precedents 

Before I further elaborate on the historical context and the politics that are essential to 

defining the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution it is important to note that Palestinian cinema 

did not start in the 1970s. In fact, filmmaking started in Palestine in the 1930s before the Nakba. 

However very little is known about Palestinian filmmaking prior to 1948. 

In the early twentieth century, numerous international filmmakers came to film in Palestine, 

depicting it in biblical terms as both an empty geographical location and as the Christian holy land. 

Several scholars have tried to present an overarching reasoning regarding the absence of 

Palestinian filmmaking in this period. For example, Baruch Kimmerling and Joel Migdal assume 

that this absence is caused by the fact that Palestinian society consisted predominantly of peasants 

that became aware of world politics gradually after the Great Arab Revolution10 in the middle of 

the 1930s (Kimmerling and Migdal 1993, 93). Their analysis is based on the assumption that 

Palestinian society before the Great Arab revolution was essentially rural, homogeneous, and 

 
10 Great Arab Revolution (1936 -1939) was a nationalist uprising by Palestinians against the British administration 
of the Palestine Mandate. The aim of the revolution is to gain independence and to end the policy of open-ended 
Jewish immigration in the goal of establishing a “Jewish National Home”. 



 18 

autarkic. But robust evidence shows that Palestine was never just a rural area, and the main cities 

of Jerusalem, Haifa, Nablus, and Yafa were cultural hubs in the Middle East long before the 

revolution of 1936-39. As a matter of fact, the interest in cinema in the Palestinian society started 

in the early 20th century with movie theatres operating from as early as 1908 in Jerusalem and in 

other Palestinian cities. It is more plausible to explain the absence of a more important 

development of cinema in Palestine before 1970 to political instability after the collapse of the 

Ottoman empire; laws issued by the British government and the mandate authorities that placed 

limits on what could be filmed and screened; and finally, the social perception of cinema as a 

Western cultural phenomenon that did not fit Middle Eastern social norms.  

However, in the 1930s and 1940s there were few attempts to initiate Palestinian filmmaking. 

One of the main films from that period is a twenty-minute documentary by Ibrahim Hassan Sirhan 

that documented the visit of King Saud bin Abdelaziz to Palestine and his meeting with Haj Amin 

al-Husseini in 1935. Sirhan can be considered as the founding father of Palestinian cinema. After 

screening this film, Sirhan obtained funding which he used to start the first Palestinian Film Studio 

in Yafa in 1945. Unfortunately, with the unfolding of the Nakba in 1948, Sirhan had to leave Yafa 

to go to Jordan and then to Lebanon as a refugee where he worked as a blacksmith. Some of 

Sirhan’s oeuvre were kept in his house in the Shatila refugee camp in Lebanon until the massacre11 

of 1982. After the siege of the camp, Sirhan’s house was demolished, and all his films went missing 

(Hawal 2019). 

 
11 Sabra & Shatila were two Palestinian refugee camps in Beirut, Lebanon. The two camps became known for the 
1982 massacre, in which more than 3000 Palestinian civilians were killed over night by the Kataeb Party (Christian 
Lebanese right-wing party). The Massacre was carried out by the Militia in plain sight, and with help from, the 
Israeli military forces -- their allies -- as an attempt to clear out the PLO fighters from the area. 
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Following the Nakba in 1948, almost all photographers and filmmakers left Palestine. This 

period is often referred to as the “epoch of silence” when almost no Palestinian films were 

produced (Gertz and Khlefi 2008, 11). However, a handful of films were made to reflect on the 

Palestinian issue by Palestinians in Jordan and other Arab countries. For example, Sirhan made 

the feature film called Sera’ fe Jerash or ‘Conflict in Jerash’ in 1957 in Jordan. This information 

was published by the Iraqi director Kassem Hawal in The Palestinian Cinema (1978), a book that 

is rare and difficult to acquire (Hawal 2019). 

 

1.3. Palestinian Cinema and the Liberation Struggle: Hybridity and Internationalism 

Even though Palestinian filmmaking did not begin in the 1970s, this period is highly 

significant, aesthetically and politically, in the history of Palestinian culture and cinema. It was the 

era when Palestinian filmmakers were organized making films as part of a political movement—

films that are arguably the best reflection of 1970s liberation ambitions. In this period, filmmaking 

became a political tool for Palestinian and Arab filmmakers to reflect on the revolution, and a tool 

to express solidarity with Palestinians across the world.  

Moreover, the cinema of this period is also part of a wider Palestinian movement called the 

“Arts of the Resistance.” Perhaps the most important figures in this movement are the poets 

Mahmmoud Darwish, Muin Bseiso and Sameh Al Qasem, but it also counted among its members 

the novelist and short story writer Gassan Kanafani, and painters Ismail Shammout and Naji al-

Ali. The Arts of the Palestinian Resistance, including cinema, both documented and contributed 

to a shift in Palestinian imaginary. No longer would Palestinians be depicted as helpless refugees, 
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but rather as freedom fighters, (or Fedayeen, in Arabic), people with agency, taking their destiny 

in their own hands. 

The third period of the Palestinian filmmaking is the period that is known as Cinema of the 

Palestinian Revolution from 1967 to 1982, which is the subject of this thesis. The Arab defeat in 

the 1967 War against Israel marked a turning point in popular political viewpoints among 

Palestinians12. At this point in time Palestinian political activism moved from supporting pan-Arab 

movements towards advocating for Palestinian nationalism and the liberation of Palestine in order 

to create one secular and democratic state through armed resistance and guerrilla warfare.  

This period is also marked by the rise of Fateh and the Palestinian Liberation Organization 

(PLO). Fateh was a mass movement whose political power remained unchallenged until the late 

1980s and the rise of the political Islamist movement Hamas. Among the other Palestinian national 

political parties, Fateh garnered the most support and was one of the main national movements, 

but not the only one, investing in cinema as a tool in the quest for liberation. The Democratic Front 

for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP)13 and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 

(PFLP)14 also contributed to filmmaking during the revolution.  

 
12 The Palestinian national movement went through three main phases that reflected the ideological trends across the 
Arab world at large. The first phase was the Movement of Arab Nationalists where Palestinians joined different pan 
Arab parties calling for a unification between different Arab countries and governments. The Second Phase started 
after the defeat in 1967 War and the growth in popularity of the Fateh and the Palestinian Liberation Organization. 
The emphasis in this phase was on separating the Palestinian politics from the politics of other Arab countries. The 
final and the most critical phase was embodied by rise of Hamas following the first intifada in 1987. Hamas reflected 
the Islamic current that has gained momentum across the Arab world. 

13 The Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) is a Marxist-Maoist, secular political and militant 
organization and a member of Palestinian Liberation Organization. 

14 The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine is a secular Palestinian Marxist-Leninist and revolutionary socialist 
organization. It was founded in 1967 by George Habash and is the second largest member of the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization. 
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The films of the “Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution” reflected Palestinian history and 

supported the liberation struggle by making a particular Palestinian narrative visible to the larger 

Palestinian masses and their allies. These films constitute a rich archive of the Palestinian uprising 

and events related to the revolution as they were happening. Moreover, given this context and this 

history, they also represent a cultural phenomenon in its own, best understood through the concept 

of hybridity in terms of the geography which contained it and the people who contributed to 

creating it.  

 To reconstruct this context and history, in addition to interviews and archives, I also 

consulted Kais al-Zubaidi’s two books Filastin Fi al-Sinama or (Palestine in Cinema, 2006) and 

Filastin Fi al-Sinama 2 Dhakirah wa Huwiyah or (Palestine in Cinema 2: Memory and Identity, 

2019). Al-Zubaidi is an Iraqi filmmaker who worked in Syria and in Beirut with different film 

institutions and contributed to Palestinian filmmaking of the 1970s. In these two books, Al-Zubaidi 

listed 1342 films that were made from the early twentieth century until 2017—bringing together 

Palestinians, Arabs, as well as international filmmakers. He describes films that dealt with 

Palestine as a topic and films that are a source for Palestinian national memory. He sees his books 

as the first step in a greater project of creating a Palestinian film archive (al-Zubaidi 2006, 1). 

According to Al-Zubaidi, from 1967 to 1982, around 270 films were made to represent 

Palestinian issues and the revolution. Examining the information offered in his books, and drawing 

on the multiple different interviews I conducted, it seems apparent that Al-Zubaidi overlooked a 

few films such as ‘Camino a la Tierra’ The Road to Earth (1981) by the Cubans filmmakers Diego 

Arce and Belkis Vega and Nahr al Bared (1971) by Kassem Hawal.  Despite these gaps, Al-

Zubaidi’ work is extremely helpful in understanding the internationalist aspect of Palestinian 



 22 

filmmaking in the 1970s, and the intersection of different political movements, ideological 

perspectives and life experiences.  

For example, his work shows that many of these films were made by different Palestinian 

political factions including those by the Palestinian Film Unit and the Palestinian Film Institute 

with Fatah’s support. Approximately thirteen films were produced by the PPFL. This list includes 

the only Palestinian fiction film made during that period: Returning to Haifa (1982), based on 

Ghassan Khanafani’s novel of the same name published in 1969. The Democratic Front for the 

Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) also contributed with approximately eleven films. The biggest film 

production came from the Palestinian Film Unit, approximately fifty films, before becoming the 

Palestinian Cinema Group, and later, in 1973, the Palestinian Cinema Institute.  

Based on Al-Zubaidi’s list, almost 77% of the films made in the 1970s to reflect the 

Palestinian revolution were made by Arabs and international activists and filmmakers working in 

solidarity with the Palestinian uprising. These films were not financed by the PLO organizations 

but rather they were supported (financially and otherwise) by leftist political movements such as 

the Italian Communist Party, and Soviet institutions.  

With almost forty films, Iraqi filmmakers were the second-biggest contributors to the 

revolutionary filmmaking after their Palestinian counterparts. This number does not include films 

made by Iraqi filmmakers who joined the Palestinian Film Unit, the Palestinian Cinema Institute 

in Beirut, or the PLO Department of Culture in Damascus such as Kais al-Zubaidi, Mohammad 

Malas, and Samir Nemir. Arab filmmakers being part of this cultural phenomenon were mainly 

from Lebanon, Syria, Algeria and Tunisia. In turn, European filmmakers contributed 21% of 

revolutionary filmmaking, with most of these films produced in East and West Germany, Belgium, 
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France, and Italy. Other films were made also in Canada, the United States, the Soviet Union, 

Brazil and Cuba. 

 The exilic and internationalist nature of 1970s Palestinian cinema is reflected by this 

context and history and continues shaping Palestinian contemporary filmmaking, making 

impossible to define it based on place of production or nationality. Exile created hybridity in the 

Palestinian community strongly permeating both revolutionary and contemporary Palestinian 

filmmaking.  

This issue is best articulated by Emile Habibi in the documentary film Men Lama Roht 

(Since You Left, 2005) by Mohammad Bakri. In the film, Habibi recalls a conversation that he had 

with a taxi driver in Cyprus, when the driver asked him where he was from: “From where are you? 

I said I’m Palestinian. He said yes, but Palestinians are all over the world now. From where are 

you? I said from Israel. He started laughing, thinking that I was making a joke.” Habibi here also 

illustrates the hybridity of the Palestinian condition by the paradox of identifying as Palestinian 

when one is “from” Israel. The taxi driver is not aware of the implications of this conversation, 

and thus needed further clarification.  

Hybridity in Palestinian cinema extends even further, especially given that Palestinian 

issues have been taken up by so many activists, filmmakers and artists who may not be “from” 

Palestine but have nonetheless identified with Palestinians and worked in solidarity with them. In 

some cases, these filmmakers ended up joining the revolution not just as filmmakers but also as 

fighters like the case of Masao Adachi and others. Given these dynamics, the hybridity, and the 

internationalism characterizing Palestinians and the Palestinian struggle in the 1970s, the work of 

these filmmakers cannot be excluded from our understanding of the Cinema of the Palestinian 

revolution. 
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1.4.The Institutional History of the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution and its 

Cinematographic Production: In Search for a New Cinematic Aesthetics 

This section focuses on films associated with the dominant PLO party, Fatah, and produced 

first by the Palestinian Film Unit (1967-1972), which later became known as the Palestinian 

Cinema Group (1973), and then turned into the Palestinian Cinema Institute (1973-1982). The 

PFU along with the PCI embody the first and most serious attempts to create a national-themed 

Palestinian cinema. What follows is an attempt to trace and understand PFU/PCI filmmaking’s 

historical trajectory. The section is based on several interviews conducted with Khadijeh 

Habashneh in 2018 and in 2019. Habashneh is the late Mustafa Abu Ali’s wife. She is also a 

filmmaker who worked with the PFU/PCI as an archivist from 1975 until 1982.  

Before the Film Unit was established, Sulafa Jadallah started a Photography Unit in 1967, 

which operated independently. It had six photographers, who took, process and distribute 

approximately five-hundred pictures each day. Most of these pictures were of the Fedayeen (PLO 

fighters), the training camps, and different daily events related to the PLO uprising. The 

photographs were distributed to the press in Jordan and to international news agencies. The best-

known project by the Photography Unit was the Karameh Exhibition, which contained 180 pictures 

from the Karameh Battle of 1969. This exhibition traveled to multiple countries around the world. 

Its circulation showed the existence of a strong local and international appetite for a narrative from 

a Palestinian perspective. The Photography Unit became the basis for the creation of the 

Palestinian Film Unit and was later integrated into the Unified Media Unit in 1973. All Fedayeen 

who had experience with photography were asked to quit their militant work and join the PFU/PCI 

and Photography Units. 
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The PFU was established in Jordan (1967/1968) before it moved to Lebanon after the Black 

September massacre of 1970. In its beginning, the Film Unit was an individual initiative by three 

filmmakers from Jerusalem: Mustafa Abu Ali, Hani Jawhariyyeh15 and Sulafa Jadallah. Their first 

project was to shoot and document the mass uprising taking place in Amman against the peace 

plan presented by the Unites States Secretary of State William P. Rogers, also known as the 

“Rogers Plan,” in 1968. The plan proposed to end the conflict between Israel and its neighboring 

countries following the Six-Day War in 1967, while completely ignoring the PLO as part of any 

negotiations. This was when Fatah began to financially support the PFU.  

This first cinematographic project culminated in the production of No for the Peace 

Resolution ‘LaLelhal Alselme’ (1968), a film by Abu Ali, Jadallah and Jawhariyya in 1968 which, 

according to Kais al Zubaidi, it is not only considered the first film of the period of the cinema of 

the Palestinian revolution but also the first created by the Palestinian Film Unit (Zubaidi 2006, 13). 

No for the Peace Resolution (or La Lelhal Al Silme) “captured the different demonstrations against 

the Roger Plan,” and as “a reportage,” it “included interviews with the Fedayeen, with random 

protesters, and with Palestinian refugees in Jordan.  Khadijeh Habashneh still recalls the very first 

screening of the film, which took place in a dark underground shelter in Amman, where the 

Fedayeen were hiding at that time. In Habashneh’s words: “I will never forget the excitement that 

I witnessed on the Fedayeen’s faces that day, this was when they witnessed their story being told 

for the very first time” (K. Habashneh 2019). This film, however, was lost with the rest of the 

PFU/PCI archive in 1982 during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and is still missing until today.  

 
15 Hani Jawhariyyeh was a Palestinian Filmmaker from Jerusalem who helped in creating the Palestinian Film Unit 
and the start of the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution, Hani was killed while filming in 1976 to become known 
as the Martyr of the Cinema of the Struggle. 
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After Black September16, the PLO and almost everyone who was associated with it were 

forced to leave Jordan. Filmmakers and photographers from the Film Unit relocated in Syria and 

Lebanon. In Syria, most of them worked in the television industry or with the PLO’s Department 

of Culture and Information. This department was already making films in support of the revolution 

such as Al Haq Al falastene, or The Palestinian Right (1969), among others. In Lebanon, 

filmmakers like Abu Ali immediately began making films with the Film Unit again. Given the 

tragedy, deaths and losses of the PLO’s expulsion from Jordan this work was not easy to carry out. 

Habashneh describes the first year in Beirut as “a shock, [after which] cinema was the least of 

Fatah’s concerns” (K. Habashneh 2019). 

 According to Habashneh, in the first few years in Lebanon, Palestinian filmmakers were 

heavily invested in searching for a new cinematic aesthetic appropriate to the special circumstances 

of the Palestinian revolution. PFU members engaged in impassioned debates about how best to 

address this concern. As explained before this experiment led them to constantly consult with 

journalists, Fatah workers, and a larger audience through questionnaires and experimental 

screenings (K. Habashneh 2019). Their inputs were generally taken into consideration when 

making the final cut of a film or project which, according to Abu Ali, served the goal of creating 

a cinema “about the people for the people”.17 

 On an international level, the Al Karameh Battle in 1968 drew immense recognition for 

the Palestinian struggle, especially since it marked a shift in the vision of the Palestinians and their 

 
16 Black September was a conflict fought in Jordan between the Jordanian Armed Forces, under the leadership of 
King Hussein, and the Palestinian Liberation Organisation, under the leadership of Yasser Arafat, primarily between 
the 16th and 27th of September in 1970. 

17 Mustafa Abu Ali mentioned this statement in an interview that he had with a journalist to an Arab TV channels, it 
is also reflected in the Palestinian Cinema Manifesto in 1973. 
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emancipatory project. As Wendy Pearlman has written: “The word ‘Palestinian,’ for two decades 

was synonymous with downtrodden and displaced [but later] came to conjure images of youth, 

intelligence, courage and sacrifice” (Pearlman 2011, 67). This moment was seized to galvanize 

international support for the Palestinian liberation movement. For example, in an interview that I 

conducted with Pablo Robledo, an Argentinian researcher and the writer of Montoneros y 

Palestina. De la Revolucion a la Dictadura (2018) (or Montoneros and Palestine. From the 

Revolution to the Dictatorship) he stated that “different leftist powers in Latin America show the 

Palestinian uprising in the 1970s, especially after Al Karameh, as an extension of the anti-Fascist 

and anti-imperialist struggle that was going on in different countries in Latin America and around 

the world” (Robledo 2018).  

Artists, especially filmmakers from different countries, started making films about the 

Palestinian revolution while the PFU/PCI workers and filmmakers provided support organizing 

interviews and making suggestions on shooting locations. Among the first international 

filmmakers to film the Palestinian uprising was the renowned French filmmaker, and co-founder 

of the French New Wave, Jean-Luc Godard, who met with Abu Ali, Jadallah and Jawhariyyeh the 

first time in Amman in 1969, where he shot footage for his film Ici et Ailleurs (or Here and 

Elsewhere) which was finished in 1976.  

According to Habashneh, by 1969 many filmmakers and news agencies were working with 

or connected to the PFU/PCI including some from Italy, France, Japan, East Germany, the United 

States, the Arab World and many other countries and regions (K. Habashneh 2019). The diversity 

of their background and histories contributed to a transformative shift and to the advent of new 

cinematic forms for the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution. In Nick Denes’ words, 

“International and regional filmmakers were working alongside Palestinian peers, most seeing the 
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liberation movement as a vanguard for emancipatory projects on a global or a pan-Arab scale” 

(Denes 2014, 220), while Habashneh adds that “the Palestinian revolution and its respective 

cinematic movement became something of an outlet for Arab artists who had high ambitions of 

freedom, especially leftist Iraqi, Syrians and Egyptian artists” (Habashneh K. , 2019). 

  In 1973, the PFU became part of the collectively named al-Elam al-Mowahad ‘the Unified 

Media’, as an attempt to create one media platform for all different members of the PLO18: The 

decision was made “In [the] annual meeting in May 1972 [of] the executive committee of the 

Palestinian liberation organization [in which it was] announced the establishment of ‘Jehaz al-

Elam al- Mowahad’ or the Unified Media Unit. In the meeting, council members were appointed 

and chose Kamal Naser to head The Unit” (Wafa the Palestinian News and Information Agency 

n.d.). The results of this meeting were seen and approved by each of the representatives of the 

different Palestinian political factions including Fatah, PFLP, and DFLP. The goal was to unify a 

Palestinian political perspective, as well as to support and develop different media institutions.  

The Unified Media Unit included a weekly magazine, Palestine, The Revolution (1973-

1985); a cinema/photography unit; five radio stations; “Wafa,” the News and Information Agency; 

and the external/public media unit. All the different Palestinian political factions at the time 

coordinated their media work and published under the Unified Media Unit moniker. For example, 

posters and reports were all included in the weekly magazine. For the first five years, all articles 

published in this magazine were anonymous, as were the PFU/PCI films that were distributed 

under the Unit’s name rather than the filmmaker’s or director’s name.  

 
18 The most important PLO members are Fatah, the Palestinian Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), and the 
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP). 
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The Palestinian Cinema Institute (PCI) was created in 1973 as part of the Unified Media 

group in an attempt to centralize PFU work with the filmmaking projects of other Palestinian 

political factions. The creation of the Unified Media Unit helped the PCI to gain more recognition 

and support especially from countries that supported the Palestinian revolution. Habashneh 

mentioned that, at this point, the Unit started to own more advanced cameras and equipment. It 

was also the time when several countries like Cuba, the Soviet Union, Iraq, Libya and East 

Germany (GDR) were offering more film training and scholarships for PFU/PCI workers (K. 

Habashneh 2019). As a result, the Unit grew and had now more employees and five different 

sections: the photography department, the cinematography unit, the illustrated newspaper, the film 

production unit, and the coproduction unit. The best-known films made in this period include Harb 

al Ayam al Arb’a (1973). 

When the PFU joined the Unified Media, artist and filmmakers began to clash with political 

institutions showing the first signs of new divisions to come. However, in the summer of 1973 

Abu Ali, with the help of other workers in the Palestinian Cinema Institute, filmed the aftermath 

of the Israeli assault on Al-arqub Valley in Lebanon, which left eleven civilians dead and more 

than sixty injured. When the film Al-arqub (1973) was made, a trial screening was held for 

journalists and Fatah personnel, who repudiated many of the materials used in the film and had 

strong opinions against statements made by some of the interviewees in the film and suggested to 

replace those with other interviews19 

 
19 This was related to the author by Khadijeh Habashneh but without further detail. In any case, this testimony 
corroborates the signs of disagreement between the filmmakers and the political leadership which eventually would 
lead to a break in their relationship (K. Habashneh 2019). 
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Fatah leadership went even further. According to Habashneh, an official order from Fatah 

was sent to prevent any public screening of Al-arqub. Abu Ali and other PCI workers decided to 

challenge this decision and managed to escape with the film and smuggle it to Damascus with 

Khadija Habashneh to participate in the Alternative Cinema Film Festival. Despite the fact that 

the film was scheduled to be screened, the event was cancelled for unstated reasons. This 

experience made it clear to the filmmakers that there is a difference between how they viewed their 

work, and what political institutions expected.  

Fatah and journalists saw the Palestinian Cinema Institute (PCI) films merely as a political 

instrument at the service of the cause, while Abu Ali and most of the other filmmakers saw their 

films as art that is politically engaged. The PCI filmmakers knew the political role that their films 

played—they were a way to popularize revolutionary beliefs and a way to visualize a Palestinian 

narrative. Most of them agreed that the next step for Palestinian filmmaking was to approach a 

different audience: those who frequent the cinema expecting to watch a relatable story. Their goal, 

therefore, was to make the first Palestinian narrative feature film, which would show a more 

personal side of the Palestinian experience while also inaugurating a new kind of film in which a 

more artistic and creative freedom was deployed. However, they were never guaranteed the 

funding or the support for such a project. Following Al-arqub, all PCI filmmakers resigned in an 

attempt to defy the dominance and control over their work by politicians. Mustafa Abu Ali and the 

other filmmakers formed a new coalition called the Palestinian Cinema Group. From the early 

stages, the Cinema Group attracted almost thirty-five of the top Arab and Palestinian journalists, 

filmmakers and writers. The Group was supported by the Institute for Palestinian Studies in Beirut 

and worked as part of the institute throughout 1973.  
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The year 1973 was very significant for the revolution’s filmmaking in several accounts: 

First, it was the year when Palestinian filmmakers participated in the famous First Meeting of the 

Third World Filmmakers in Algeria (1973). The meeting aimed to discuss filmmaking as a tool 

against imperialism and neocolonialism (Resolutions of the Third World Filmmakers meeting, 

Algiers. 2004, 325). At this meeting, Abu Ali contributed to the Production and Co-Production 

Committee alongside filmmakers such as the Cuban Santiago Alvarez, the Chilean Sergio Castillo 

and others. The committee discussed issues related to film production in different third world 

countries in the context of decolonization, and the initiative to organize an alternative film industry 

that reflected the different lived realities across those countries.  

Second, 1973 was also the year when the Palestinian Cinema Group (PCG) published its 

famous cinema manifesto “Cinema of the Revolution, Cinema of the People.” This manifesto was 

published during the Baghdad International Film Festival when Abu Ali and the Cinema Group 

won the golden prize for their film Mashahed men Al-ehtelal fe Gaza, or Scenes of the Occupation 

from Gaza (1973). The manifesto concluded that Arab cinema failed to engage with the political 

reality of the Middle East and over time it created habits within Arab viewers that constrain their 

consciousness and distance them from the issues they face such as Zionism and authoritarian Arab 

regimes.  Scott MacKenzie reflected on this manifesto: “The importance of the Palestinian cinema 

and the necessity to develop it so that it can competently stand with the courageous fighters, reflect 

the truth of the cause [and] depict the stages of the Palestinian Arab struggle to liberate their land” 

(MacKenzie 2014, 274).  

 The success of Mashahed men Al-ehtelal fe Gaza (1973) motivated Fatah leaders to seek 

out filmmakers to join the efforts made under the Unified Media Unit’s name. After a month of 

negotiations between Fatah and the Cinema Group, most filmmakers agreed to work as part of the 
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Unit. From this time on, most of the films were made under the name ‘Palestinian Cinema 

Institute’. However, the dynamics between the filmmakers and political institutions continued to 

be problematic until 1982, when Israel invaded Lebanon and besieged Beirut.  

Third and finally, Kamal Naser, the head of the Unified Media Unit was assassinated in 

1973 which was used by Fatah to grab control of most of the content created by the unit leading 

the PFLP and DFLP to withdraw from the UMU. From this moment onward the Media Unit did 

not longer represented the interests and political views of all the Palestinian political factions 

which, in 1974, led to the de facto end of the Unified Media Unit, and different Palestinian factions 

started creating their own media separately. 

1.5. Palestinian Cinema of the Revolution and the Lebanese Civil War:  

In 1975, another crucial event would impact Palestinians in general and Palestinian cinema 

in particular, the beginning of the Lebanese Civil War20.  As a consequence, all the film studios in 

Beirut were closed, allowing the Film Institute to buy more unexposed film reels at cheaper prices 

encouraging their production while offering their resources to Lebanese filmmakers to reflect on 

the Lebanese crisis. By the second year of the war, the Film Institute accumulated more than thirty-

thousand meters of war film reels, all of which were stolen in 1982 by the Israeli army along with 

an important part of the PLO’s archives.  

The first film made to reflect on the Lebanese Civil War was Tal al-Zaatar (1977), which 

will be discussed more thoroughly in the third chapter. Before this film was made, Lebanese and 

Palestinian filmmakers were very keen on shooting the events of the war in real time as they were 

 
20 The Lebanese Civil War was a multifaceted civil war that lasted from 1975 to 1990. As soon as the war started, a 
coalition was formed between the PLO and the Lebanese progressive parties including the Lebanese National 
Movement (LNM). 
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unfolding. _This would not be without consequences: Three filmmakers were killed during 

shooting, among them Hani Jawharieh, one of original members of the PFU. Hani is still celebrated 

as Shahed Al Cinema al Nedaliya or “The Martyr of the Struggle Cinema” and, as a tribute to 

Hani’s legacy, the Film Institute named an Award after him. In 1976, the first film to receive the 

Hani Jawharieh award was the French film L’Olivier or ‘The Olive Three’ by the Vincennes 

Collective. Later, this award was given to the Argentinian Fernando Solanas in 1978 for his film 

Los Hijos de Fierro or ‘the Sons of Iron’ (1972).  

Abu Ali reflected on the experience of Palestinian cinema of the revolution during the 

Lebanese civil war in an article in the Palestinian Picture Magazine, a periodical published by the 

Palestinian Film Institute between 1977 and 1979. Reading Abu Ali’s article shows how the 

Palestinian Cinema of the 1970s constitutes a perfect field to analyze the material and political 

conditions within which Third Cinema is possible and its cross-national nature. His words give a 

glimpse to this reality of cinema during the Lebanese civil war:  

“The war became more aggressive and walking in the streets became nerve-racking. At any 
moment, a rocket can explode beside any of us, and any moment could be the last. We are 
afraid of walking in the streets and afraid to stay at home, no place was safe during the 
war… Electricity was out, there was no possible way for us to charge our cameras or to 
shoot inside scenes. As for the night, we only had a few hand lights, which needed small 
batteries to operate. In these circumstances we thought of using the Bolex Cameras, it can 
work only on Spiral Spring, a fact we learned back in 1969 when we had to stay over for a 
few days in the Fedayeen training camps in Jordan. We still needed to operate a voice 
recorder and to have a camera that does not make any noise. We agreed that our next project 
must be to find an alternative way to make electricity. We managed to invent a small 
manual device that we used to charge our cameras for a little while. Finally, Fatah managed 
to get an electrical generator for the Unified Media Unit. It was very small, very loud and 
annoying. One Electrical generator and one lamp is all what the seven branches of the 
Unified Media Unit had, in addition to 100 candles per day. The dark is much better than 
the lights” this is the joke that we often used to refer to the annoying electrical generator.” 
(Abu-Ali 1978) 
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 But these dangerous circumstances were considered by the filmmakers as part of their role 

in the revolution. As the cinema group manifesto indicated, their role was to “stand with the 

courageous fighters, reflect the truth of the cause, [and] depict the stages of the Palestinian Arab 

struggle” (Dickinson 2018). Abu Ali continues: “Film studios were closed and no place to process 

films was available. Europe is the answer; however, we don’t have enough money to take our films 

and process the films there. So, the only way to make our films is by finding a European partner 

to coproduce these films with us” (Abu-Ali 1978). Thus, cross-national solidarity and 

internationalism were not only a political horizon or objective but also a need imposed by the 

contexts of the emancipatory struggles.  

The conceptual and historical account presented in this chapter serves as a starting point to 

theorize the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution and its links to Third cinema. As shown before, 

both share political-emancipatory aspirations, material conditions of production proper to 

colonialism and liberation struggles, some characteristics frequently observed in these contexts 

such as hybridity, their exilic nature, dynamics of cross-national solidarity, internationalist 

perspectives, and a particular popular and revolutionary aesthetics. The next chapter intends to 

explain more substantially this intertwined relationship. 

 

 



 35 

Chapter 2: 

The Question of Third Cinema 

and the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution 

 

2.1. Conceptualizing Third Cinema.  

The term Third Cinema was first introduced in the late 1960s as a call to arms, as it were, 

for filmmakers in the socio-political movements emerging across Latin America and the “Third 

World.”21 After the Cuban revolution of 1959, Cuban cinema inspired other Latin American and 

international filmmakers to mobilize their work in support of various political causes in Argentina, 

Brazil, Algeria, and Lebanon/Palestine.  

In 1969, the term Third Cinema was first introduced as a theory in the article/manifesto 

titled “Towards a Third Cinema” by Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino. Solanas and Getino 

argued that in the cultural and historical moment following the Cuban revolution, the Vietnam 

War, and the rise of worldwide liberation movements, arts, science, and culture (including cinema) 

acquired two dominant meanings: one that identifies with power and the ruling class and one that 

identifies with the people. They argued that colonialism turned culture into a social class issue in 

which Western culture is celebrated as a ‘high’, more advanced culture, while popular, mass 

culture is dismissed as a lower form of expression.  

 
21 The term Third World was originally coined in the times of the Cold War to distinguish those nations that are 
neither aligned with the West (NATO) nor with the East, or the Communist bloc. Today the term is often used to 
describe the developing countries of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Australia/Oceania, although there is a 
preference for the Global South instead.  
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As a movement for which cultural awareness is at the level of the masses and whose goal 

is the seizure of political power, for Third Cinema revolution was the key to overcoming the binary 

between “high” and “low” culture. According to Solanas and Getino, only revolutionary 

transformation could propose a universal category of arts and sciences. In this context, the role of 

revolutionary and post-revolutionary filmmakers and intellectual vanguards is to study and carry 

out cultural change through activities in different fronts, including cinema (Solanas and Getino 

1970, 3). 

Therefore, Third Cinema was not simply third wordlist cinema but, primarily, one that 

proposed a cinema of resistance, not only politically, but also in terms of  cinematic language and 

modes of production and dissemination. Politically, it contributed to the resistance against 

imperialism, colonialism, and other forms of subjugation. In terms of aesthetics and language it 

resisted first cinema (capitalist/commercial/US cinema), and second, art or state-funded, cinema, 

(European art cinema that rejected Hollywood conventions but centered on individual experiences 

that were nevertheless Euro-centric) both of which were to be found also in the third world. 

Importantly, then, first, second and third cinema, do not align with first, second and third world 

politically. As theory and as practice, Third Cinema was a key part of processes of film production 

across the Third World, or in today’s language, the Global South, as it brought together a large 

constituency of filmmakers (Guneratne 2003, 2). Now, Third Cinema as discourse has a 

historiography that is animated by differential disagreements about its locations, peoples and 

practices. The abundant focus on Latin America leaves to the side the importance of the context 

of African cinema movements, beginning with Panafrican Film and Television Festival of 

Ouagadougou (Festival panafricain du cinéma et de la télévision de Ouagadougou or FESPACO) 

and others.  
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In this thesis, Third Cinema is understood as a cinema essentially shaped by politics, a 

particular aesthetics, and the aspiration to represent and support oppressed peoples’ life struggles. 

It is in this sense that Teshome H. Gabriel discusses Third Cinema as an important source of 

popular memory. He argues that Third Cinema “is an index of a general cultural and historical 

trend in which filmmakers [were able] to find their role and serve as […] caretaker[s] of popular 

discourse in cinema” (Gabriel 1990, 55). He also describes the Palestinian cinema of the 1970s as 

a “Third Cinema [that] is a soldier for liberation until today” (1990, 55). 

Despite the ambiguity surrounding the term, scholars agree that Third Cinema is engaged 

in an oppositional political discourse that, through various aesthetic and formal characteristics, as 

well as modes of production and distribution, reflects the economic situations and political 

aspirations of communities striving for independence and liberation. Put otherwise, Third Cinema 

is a vision for an independent, anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist cinema that contributes to 

socialist—but not Soviet—political struggle (Leung 2004, 156).  

 Another attempt to theorise Third Cinema was made by the Cuban Julio García Espinosa 

in the article “For an Imperfect Cinema” (1969). Espinosa advances the idea that cinema as an art 

has a cognitive power that can stimulate social change, the results of which cannot always be 

specified. In Cuba before the revolution, filmmaking was a profit-driven endeavor, and most 

filmmakers were part of an elitist group that had the time and the means to develop their skills. In 

this context, cinema was mobilised to be a tool in the hands of a privileged class and was used to 

justify and reinforce their hegemony.  
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In the wake of the revolution, however, filmmaking was mobilized as a tool to achieve 

social justice and a vehicle for the masses to explore the “true meaning of art” (Espinosa 1970, 

25). Other than making cinema available for more people, providing education and fighting for a 

more just economic system, Cuban filmmakers also had to overcome artistic concepts and 

practices of the ruling class. This meant presenting a new artistic vision where the masses may not 

share the same taste(s) of the elite but can still be cultural producers in dialogue with extant forces 

(1970, 28). 

According to Espinosa, revolution as an emancipatory process is the highest expression of 

cultural creation, and art cannot be neutral unless the hegemonic concepts of the elite and the 

oppressive reality that they legitimized are eradicated. Three main factors come into play to make 

this a possibility: scientific development, the social presence of the masses, and the revolutionary 

potentials in the contemporary world (Espinosa 1970, 32). Under these circumstances, an 

imperfect cinema is a cinema that is essentially partisan but is also poetic and artful. Yet, Espinosa 

concludes that imperfect cinema is a cinema that is no longer interested in the quality or the 

technique of the artwork and is not concerned with “good taste.” It is concerned, however, with 

contributing to the overcoming of oppression and the cultural barriers created by the elites (1970, 

32). In both works -- Solanas/Getino’s and Espinosa’s -- cinema is considered a significant cultural 

tool to represent real people and their conditions in order to achieve liberation from a colonial and 

imperial context. Therefore, culture and cinema are also a class related issue, where aesthetics is 

defined by the elite.  

Solanas, Getino and Espinosa developed their analysis of Third Cinema relying mainly on 

Cuban and Latin American cinemas as examples. In the case of Latin America, however, none of 

the liberation movements of the 1960s and 1970s were responding to settler colonialism; rather, 
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they were facing American hegemony over power and resources. In other words, Solanas, Getino 

and Espinosa were referring to a film movement that was construed as revolutionary and 

liberationist but had blind spots with respect to Indigenous peoples in the region, and more broadly, 

discourses surrounding colonialism are often casually folded into generalized categories. This is 

particularly paradoxical because modern states in Latin America were born as settler colonial 

states, largely managed by the U.S. and, despite the fact that power structures imposed by settler 

colonialism are different across (and often within) different nations, they are part of Latin 

American contemporary reality. YET, it is very important to distinguish certain countries and to 

see specificity in places like Peru, Bolivia, Mexico and Brazil around the intersection of third 

cinema and Indigenous struggles as well as afro-descendant cinema.  

Where Third Cinema had its political omissions, it was mostly situated as a cinema pitted 

against first and second cinema, and its theory has been developed as such.  Mike Wayne argues 

against theorizing Third Cinema by comparing it to First and Second Cinemas. According to him 

“One of the curious deficiencies of Third Cinema theory has been its underdevelopment vis-à-vis 

First Cinema (dominant, mainstream) and Second Cinema (art, authorial)” (Wayne 2001, 2). He 

also advances the idea that “to develop Third Cinema theory is to try to illuminate its relations 

with what is at stake in the differences between First, Second, and Third Cinema. So, terms need 

to be clarified and their relations and differences with each other explored” (2001, 3).  

Wayne provides four main reasons for his claim. To begin with, First, Second, and Third 

Cinemas should not be understood through their geographical areas, but rather in terms of an 

institutional structure/working practice, associated aesthetic strategies, and their attendant cultural 

politics. Second, all three cinemas take up their own distinctive positioning in relation to shared 

references including the local and international contacts. Therefore, Third Cinema is a dialectical 
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transformation of first and second cinema, not a simple rejection of them. Third, according to 

Wayne “Extending Third Cinema into the analysis of First and Second Cinema should also be seen 

as a counter-hegemonic move aimed at challenging some of the more ivory-towered paradigms 

within film studies, particularly Lacanian psychoanalysis, postcolonial studies, and 

postmodernism” (Wayne 2001, 7).  

As for the fourth reason Wayne suggests that “developing the theory of Third Cinema may 

be seen as something of a ‘holding operation’ in the dark times of neoliberalism’s hegemony. 

Revolutionary conjunctures are the womb from which Third Cinema emerges, and while Third 

Cinema can be made in conditions which are temporally and spatially distant from revolutionary 

conjunctures, inspiration, political tradition and memory are the umbilical cord that nourishes 

Third Cinema in a time of reaction and barbarism. When the time comes, as it surely must (the 

very survival of the human race depends upon it), for new revolutionary upheavals, then any 

interim developments in the theory of Third Cinema may make a small contribution to subsequent 

practical interventions” (Wayne 2001, 8).  

2.2 Third Cinema as Across National Counter Narrative  

In the introduction to the book Rethinking Third Cinema (2003), Anthony R. Guneratne 

claims that in academia Third Cinema remains a contested term, describing it as a generalizing 

mechanism, or a “catch-all” category (2003, 2), and points to the need to develop Third Cinema 

as both a theory and a practice (R. Guneratne 2003, 5).  

Similar remarks can be found in the introduction of Rethinking Third Cinema: The Role of 

Anti-Colonial Media and Aesthetics in Postmodernity (Frieda Ekotto, Adeline Koh, 2009) 

asserting that there is no one uniform notion of Third Cinema, particularly because the notion of 



 41 

the “third world” is not an accurate or sensitive way of describing countries affected by 

colonialism. In an earlier publication, Paul Willemen also notes that there is no uniform definition 

of Third Cinema, likely because each individual film is marked by cultural specificity, and “the 

need-to-know which specific social historical processes are at work in the generation of a cultural 

product” (Willemen 1990, 1).   

  Other issues that affected our knowledge of Third Cinema is a lack of documentation due 

to events of political violence, assassinations of filmmakers, confiscation, looting, destruction, and 

exile marking the places where political filmmakers associated with Third Cinema lived and 

worked. This is especially true of artists from Argentina, Chile, Brazil and Arab artists who joined 

the Palestinian revolution. In Argentina, for example, during the so-called Dirty War22 almost 

30,000 people were kidnapped by the government and went missing. This includes artists and 

filmmakers like Raymundo Gleyzer who was abducted from his home in 1976 by the military and 

was never seen again. It also includes most of the cadre who worked or appeared in the film The 

Hour of the Furnaces (1968) by Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino.  

However, and despite its ambiguity and the lack of documentation, the concept of Third 

Cinema serves to explore the counter-narrative role of revolutionary cinema, and as an invitation 

to think about the political and cultural practices of decolonization (Gikandi 2009, 2). Third 

Cinemas were, and still are, a formative cultural movement when cinema and art are used to form 

a counter hegemonic political, artistic and epistemological narrative against the colonial-imperial 

ideology and the dominance of the colonial West.  

 
22 The Dirty War (1976 to 1983) is a period of state terrorism backed by the United States in Argentina. During this 
period the government formed the Argentine Anti-communist Alliance whose work was to hunt down any political 
dissident and anyone believed to be associated with socialism, left-wing Peronism or the Montoneros. 
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As a counter narrative, Third Cinema could not simply go unnoticed or be underestimated, 

especially because of its cross-national nature. Third Cinema is not just the cinema of the Cuban, 

Argentinian, Brazilian, Algerian, Vietnamese, Chilean, Peruvian, Guatemalan, or Palestinian 

revolutions—it is also the result of the network that was created between these liberation 

movements and others, a network for sharing political and artistic ideas, for co-creation, co-

production and multi-national distribution networks. Third Cinema, therefore, should be studied 

as both a local and transnational cultural movement.  

In understanding the transnational nature of Third Cinema, it is essential to draw attention 

to the significance of the Algerian and Cuban film infrastructures following the Cuban revolution 

and Algerian independence. Both Cuba and Algeria did not just provide a successful political 

example to be followed by other liberation movements, but also provided great financial and 

technical support in making Third Cinemas possible.  

In Algeria, for example, Cinémathèque Algérienne hosted the Third world film committee 

meeting in 1973 to mark the first attempt to create a platform for the co-production of political 

cinema among different Third World counties. However, it was Cuba that played the most central 

part in starting the Third Cinema movements and creating the discourse of a tricontinental politics 

that allowed a very unique cultural exchange between the filmmakers from different parts of the 

third world. Following the revolution, the Cuban government invested in the Instituto Cubano de 

Artes e Industria Cinematografica (Cuban Institute of Arts and Cinematographic Industry- ICAIC) 

and more generally in the film industry. These films were meant to help the cultural transition 

within Cuban society towards communism. As a cultural movement, tricontinentalism started 

immediately after the revolution when in 1959 Che Guevara and Raúl Castro went on a 

tricontinental tour, visiting places like Japan, Pakistan, Indonesia, Syria and others to discuss 
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political uprisings. At the same time, Fidel Castro established ICAEC, investing much scarce 

resources into a home-grown Communist production facilities.  

Both the Algerian independence movement and the Cuban 

revolution had a huge influence on the Palestinian revolution and the 

filmmaking of the 1970s. Algeria showed great support to the 

Palestinian revolution and Palestinian filmmaking. Algeria also 

became the place where the PLO relocated after its expulsion from 

Lebanon in 1982. Post-revolutionary Cuba also offered great support 

to the Palestinian revolution, especially after Che Guevara and Raúl 

Castro visited refugee camps in Gaza in 1959.  

The Cuban political influence became more organized and 

important at the start of the Non-Aligned Movement in 1961, and after the Tricontinental 

conference in 196623. The Palestinian struggle for liberation was, and still is, a very significant 

cultural reference in expressing these politics. This is obvious in different forms of visual arts that 

were mobilised to reflect on the tricontinental networks of solidarity. Figure 1, for example, is a 

poster created by an unknown Cuban artist in 1970 as the cover of a periodic magazine based in 

Havana called Tricontinental. The magazine was and still is published by OSPAAAL – 

Organization of Solidarity with the People of Africa, Asia and Latin America. The cover features 

a guerilla fighter wearing a Palestinian Kufiyah. The Tricontinental reference is also obvious in 

many of the films created in Cuba, Palestine, and elsewhere.  

 
23 The Tricontinental conference was a gathering of countries in Cuba, which focused on anti-colonial and anti-
imperial issues during the Cold War era. The conference included countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

FIGURE 1:TRICONTINENTAL 
MAGAZINE COVER, CUBA, 1970. 
PUBLIC MATERIAL BY THE 
PALESTINIAN POSTER PROJECT 
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Tricontinental politics and culture influenced by Marxism as implemented by the Cuban 

regime after the revolution are a key element that turned Third Cinema into a cross national cultural 

movement. It fostered Third Cinemas’ as artistic interventions in mass-level political uprisings, 

giving them visibility and strengthening their potential to contribute to social change. Thus, Third 

Cinema became both arts and politics, a local and a transnational movement engaged in 

emancipatory aesthetics, as well as production and alternative distribution methods and networks, 

characteristics that in themselves allow to identify Third Cinema as a particular form of expression 

of it. With regard to distribution, Third Cinema filmmakers would occasionally exchange their 

films in spaces outside the mainstream cinema market. For instance, when meeting at film festivals 

they would distribute their cinema production so that copies of their films would be in possession 

of different liberation movements around the world.  Once this exchange was done special public 

screenings would be held to introduce the public to liberation struggles around the world. Kasim 

Hawal, for instance, recalls the meetings he had with Cuban filmmakers at Leipzig to exchange 

films and then screening them in public spaces across different refugee camps in Lebanon (K. 

Hawal 2020).  

As for production and co-production, these topics were discussed thoroughly during the 

Third World Filmmakers meetings in Algeria in 1973 and in Buenos Aires in 1974. During these 

two meetings it was agreed that conditions of film production and co-production in countries 

undergoing a liberation struggle should be closely linked to the economic, political, and social 

realities that third world countries are facing. It was concluded that revolutionary filmmakers of 

the third world should put aside conceptions and means of production of the capitalist countries 

and seek new forms by developing and teaching new film techniques. They also agreed to use all 

audiovisual means available for the political, economic, and cultural development of the third 
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world countries. Finally, they concluded by reaching a relative consensus about the need to 

establish a coproduction system between national organizations of the Third World (Dickinson 

2018, 63).   

2.3. Third Cinema and its Aesthetic Project.  

Third Cinema’s most preeminent trait as a movement is related to its aesthetic practices. 

That this aesthetic is so difficult to define can be explained by three main reasons: First, because 

Third Cinema brought together a very diverse group of filmmakers producing their work in 

different circumstances and cultural and political contexts. Second, that most of the film 

manifestos associated with Third Cinema did not really define their project in aesthetics term, so 

the films lack unifying look. This is true in the case of the two Palestinian film manifestos (1973 

and 1974) and many other Arab and international film manifestos that were written in the 1970s.  

 A third and more fundamental reason in explaining the difficulty of defining Third 

Cinema’s aesthetics, is the very process by which it is expressed. Paul Willemen, for instance, 

argues that there is an “awareness of the historical variability of the necessary aesthetic strategies 

to be developed [… Third Cinema is a counter cinema that] tends to conjure a perspective aesthetic: 

to do the opposite of what dominant cinema does” (Willemen 1989, 7). Third Cinema’s aesthetics, 

therefore, are not only created to oppose the aesthetics of First Cinema and that of Second Cinema 

but were strategies that have been constantly renegotiated and developed in a responsive manner. 

For Willemen, the revolution is the starting point for the aesthetics that would be constantly 

developed to fit the cultural moments that follows. Willemen’s theory is particularly useful for this 

work because it refers to the changing nature of Third Cinema’s aesthetics as they are strategies 

developed in response to historical variabilities, hence, cultural context.  
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Teshome H. Gabriel has a different approach to defining Third Cinema’s aesthetics. His 

approach is based on Frantz Fanon’s notion of culture as an act of historical insemination, whose 

aim is liberation from oppression. This is most obvious in his book Third Cinema in the Third 

World: The Aesthetics of Liberation (1982) and other articles he subsequently published. Gabriel 

claims that films in the third world have gone through three main phases:  

The first phase, or what he calls “the unqualified assimilation,” takes place when the 

cinema industry identifies with the Hollywood film industry. This was obvious in its thematic 

elements oriented towards entertainment products designed to generate profit. As for the 

aesthetics, this cinema focused on the “formal prosperity of the cinema, technical brilliance and 

visual wizardry, [which] overrides subject matter.” The aim of this cinema, according to Gabriel, 

is simply to create a spectacle, not a serious social art that address peoples’ conditions and helps 

to generate transformative dynamics (Gabriel 1989, 32).  

The second phase of third world cinema Gabriel defines is “the remembrance phase”, when 

the film industry leaned towards the indigenization and control of the content, talents, production, 

exhibition and distribution of the cinema. In this phase cinema is turned into a social institution, 

where the predominant filmic themes were the clash between rural and urban life, traditional versus 

modern value systems, folklore, and mythology (1989, 33).  

As for the third and final phase, according to Gabriel, it is the “combative phase.” In this 

stage, the film industry becomes a public service institution, it is not only owned by the nation or 

government, but it is also managed, operated, and run for and by the people, becoming a “cinema 

of mass participation,” what Julio García Espinosa calls “Imperfect Cinema.” The themes of this 

cinema concern the lives and the struggles of third world peoples and, more generally, oppressed 

people, and its aesthetics and style are affected by the role that the film plays as an ideological 
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instrument. The filmmaker is knowledgeable about the plight of third world masses, and adopts an 

ideological perspective as opposed to a character-driven one, as in dominant Western conventions 

(1989, 34). Gabriel suggests that these three phases are not organic developments, they are 

enclosed in a dynamic which is dialectical in nature, and Third Cinema’s aesthetics is shaped by 

how a culture responds to colonialism in a context of cultural domination.  

However, Gabriel’s understanding of Third Cinema as a culture of decolonization presents 

some important limitations: first, the assumption that there is one cultural form of colonization or 

and subsequently one cultural form of decolonization, ignores the diversity of forms that colonial 

subjugation manifested itself in different parts of the world, and the forms of resistance that they 

produce. Second, Gabriel describes Third Cinema as one owned by the nation or the government, 

and managed, and operated for and by the people. This is true in the case of the Cuban Cinema but 

would be rather hard to extrapolate it to cinemas in other contexts, in particular to the case of the 

Palestinian Cinema of the 1970s, which frequently is exilic in nature, and emerged in opposition 

to multiple state powers. Third and finally, Gabriel’s notion of cultural phases and Third Cinema 

fails to account for the cultural role that Third Cinema plays in today’s culture, especially since 

power structures imposed by colonialism continue to exist in so many levels and in so many 

different ways in different places.  

Theories of Cinema are usually defined by both politics and aesthetics. This is true of the 

French New Wave and Italian Neorealism, among other movements with distinctive aesthetic traits 

that emerged out of particular political environments. This is also true of Third Cinema and the 

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution. However, the politics at play and their relationship to 

aesthetics are far more complex and controversial than is frequently acknowledged. This is 

particularly critical regarding cinema in revolutionary contexts. Joseph Massad, for instance, 
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writes about the relationship between aesthetics and politics in colonial settings, and he warns us 

about these complexities: “While revolutions have mobilized culture as a weapon of resistance, 

they have had to confront colonial powers who also mobilized culture as a weapon for domination. 

Negotiating the terms of cultural battles then becomes crucial for strategies of liberation. It is in 

this context that the aesthetics may be sacrificed for the sake of political instrumentalism and 

instrumentalism itself is transformed into an aesthetic” (Massad 2006, 32).  

The problem with most classic theories of cinema is precisely that there is an overemphasis 

on aesthetics at the cost of considering the link between aesthetics and politics, but in the case of 

Third Cinema and Cinema of the Palestinian revolution, aesthetics and politics cannot be 

separated. This is one of the main reasons why Third Cinema holds special importance: because 

of its emancipatory aspirations, its cultural specificity, transnational boundaries, and its mirroring 

of how social existence overdetermines cultural practices (Willemen 1989, 1). Produced in 

different cultural contexts and as part of different cultural practices and political moments, Third 

Cinema is so diverse that it would be more accurate to use the term Third Cinemas rather than 

Third Cinema, without losing any of its theoretical and practical potential.  

2.4. The Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution as an Expression of Third Cinema: 

Filmmaking as Part of the Struggle for Liberation 

The Cinema of the Palestinian revolution is a result of a national liberation movement that 

was shaped by Marxist, anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist, and anti-colonial discourses. It emerged in 

exile in the midst of the deadly civil war in Lebanon, and alongside various decolonization 



 49 

movements across the Third World, and the rise of tri-continentalism and the Non-Aligned 

Movement24.  

Not surprisingly, the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution was classified as Third Cinema 

in the first and second Third World Film Committee Meetings in Algeria (1973) and in Argentina 

(1974) and has retained scholarly attention in the area of postcolonial film theory and criticism. 

Indeed, the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution constitutes a particularly fertile field for 

exploring Third Cinema with which it shares its most relevant characteristics: the aesthetics of an 

emancipatory and formative movement aspiring to represent the conditions of oppressed people 

and giving visibility to their resistance to the realities of varied forms of domination they are 

subjected to (in particular colonial violence, exile, state violence, and the silencing of their voices).  

For Palestinian filmmakers this is not only the past but an everlasting present as they still 

today produce films in the face of settler colonialism, and concerns about representation and 

visibility continue to be as urgent as during the 1970s. Perhaps this is the reason why filmmakers 

of the Palestinian cinema almost never presented the aesthetics of their work as part of a class 

issue, but rather as a method for supporting and advancing the cause of an exiled nation. For 

example, in a TV interview, the late Mustafa Abu Ali describes the Palestinian cinema as “the 

cinema of the people for the people. It is simple, deep, easy to understand and beautiful all at the 

same time”, while emphasizing that this cinema is made to fit the Palestinian national narrative 

above any premise of Third Cinema. Edward Said also describes Palestinian cinema as significant 

 
24 The Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) is an international organization (group of countries) who do not 
want to be officially aligned with or against any major power bloc (group of countries). In 2019, 
the movement had 120 members and 25 observer countries. The group was started in Belgrade in 1961. 
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due to its relation “to the more general problem—political, aesthetic, 

historical—of the visible, to the dialectic of the visible and the 

invisible” (Said, Preface 2006, 1).  

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution cannot be defined by a 

set of fixed aesthetics but rather as aesthetic practices constantly 

shifting depending on the economic and political realities of the 

Palestinian Liberation Movement and the Lebanese Civil War (Denes 

2014). According to Nadia Yaqub, this makes Palestinian film 

manifestos and the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution a perfect 

example of Third Cinema: “[…] a concrete example of the enactment 

of Third Cinema and the messiness inherent in such a movement as it 

emerges from an ongoing political struggle” (Yaqub 2018, 49) 

In 1973, most filmmakers who were associated with the PFU/ 

PCI formed a coalition and moved to make films as part of the 

Palestinian Study Institute under the name of “Palestinian Cinema 

Group”. During this period, the famous Manifesto of the Palestinian 

Cinema Group, “Cinema of the People” (1973) was drafted and 

published by the Damascus International Film Festival. One year 

later, following the attempt by the PLO to centralize the work of 

FIGURE 3 A POSTER BY 
SAMED THE PALESTINE 
MARTYRS WORKER SOCIETY 
(1985). THE POSTER IS MADE 
PUBLIC BY THE PALESTINIAN 
POSTER PROJECT. 

FIGURE 2 THE PALESTINIAN 
CINEMA INSTITUTION LOGO. 
MADE PUBLIC BY THE 
PALESTINIAN POSTER 
PROJECT. 
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Palestinian filmmaking in the Unified Media Unit, PFLP filmmakers published a second film 

manifesto “The Cinema of the Revolution” (1974).25   

These two documents outlined the role of filmmaking as part of the armed struggle and the 

liberation movement. They compare the camera to a gun and the filmmaker to a freedom fighter, 

iconography that one could observe present in the logos of the Palestinian cinema institutions, in 

posters, and the films themselves (Figure2 and Figure 3). The circulation of these two documents 

locally and internationally made them widely recognized as an example of Third Cinema 

manifestos and grabbed the attention of researchers in this field.  

Paul Willemen describes the two Palestinian film manifestos that were published in 1973 

and 1974 as examples of the utopian texts that echoed policies advocated for during the Chinese 

cultural revolution and political writings in revolutionary Latin American texts (Willemen 1989, 

6). In his book Film Manifestos and Global Cinema (2014), Scott MacKenzie argues that the 

Palestinian Cinema Group manifesto addressed the dire need for an independent and revolutionary 

form of cinema practice to work hand in hand with the Palestinian Liberation Organization. These 

manifestos, among others, were taken up by first world film movements, and their influence could 

be seen, for instance, in the films of the independence film movement in Québec, pointing to the 

“global nature” of cinema and the Third Cinema manifestos (MacKenzie 2014, 207) .  

Kay Dickinson also takes special interest in the two Palestinian film manifestos in her book 

Arab Film and Video Manifesto: Forty-Five Years of the Moving Image Aimed Revolution (2018). 

In a Marxist inspired reading, she argues that these manifestos did not just interpret the world but 

 
25 The full texts of the two Palestinian film manifestos can be found in Ky Dickinson’s book Arab Film and Video 
Manifestos, Forty-Five Years of the Moving Image Aimed Revolution (2018) Page 81 to 106.  
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also changed it. They situated cinema as an extension of armed struggle “compelling us to see 

things as they are and as they should be—to convert, to act and to join the revolution” (Dickinson, 

Arab Film and Video Manefestos 2018, 2). For Dickinson the two Palestinian film manifestos 

represent counterpoints to fight against the propaganda that disadvantaged and erased Palestinians 

in public discourse. (Dickinson 2018, 86).   

One of the most serious attempts to address Cinema of the Palestinian revolution as Third 

Cinema has been done by Nadia Yaqub in her book Palestinian Cinema in the Days of Revolution 

(2018). In this work, Yaqub focuses on two films: Here and Elsewhere (1976) by Jean-Luc Godard 

and Anne-Marie Miéville, and The Red Army (1971) by Masao Adachi and Koji Wakamatsu.  

Yaqub seems to be convinced that the work of the PFU/PCI filmmakers was informed by 

spectacular acts of violence. She argues that the PFU/PCI filmmakers were fundamentally engaged 

with visibility, especially because of the complicated limits and potential problems of the types of 

visibility that these acts of violence created for the Palestinians. She describes films of the PFU/PCI 

as serving the Palestinian revolution by disseminating narratives grounded not in acts of 

propaganda but rather in local Palestinians’ experiences within their struggle: “Their engagement 

with questions surrounding the relationship of truth to the circumstances of the photographic or 

filmic image, with near and distant audiences, and the representations of events and landscape, 

actions, and states of being was always informed by that fundamental goal. Moreover, their filming 

was animated by sentiment, as well as thought, and include meditations on the meaning of 

commitment to a collective struggle and the difficult necessity of that belonging” (Yaqub 2018, 

52). 

 Here and Elsewhere and The Red Army—while not Palestinian films per se -- argues 

Yaqub, served as blueprints for other Palestinian films of the era. These two films were also 
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informed directly by spectacular acts of violence like the plane hijackings carried out by the PFLP 

and the Japanese Red Army Faction in 1970, and during the attack on the Munich Olympics in 

1972. Following the PFU/PCI films, these two films were also engaged in exposing the 

complicated limits and potential inherent in the types of visibility that these acts created for the 

Palestinians (2018, 51). In Here and Elsewhere, “Godard and Marie Miéville explore at length on 

the efficacy of dying for the image…and the potential circulation of the image” (2018, 82). As for 

Adachi and Wakamatsu, the two were engaged in the critique of colonial and imperial propaganda 

and the reception of images of the revolution by distant spectators (2018, 82).  

According to Yaqub, these two films serve as a theoretical frame while the work of the 

Palestinian and Arab filmmakers in the Palestinian Film Unit (PFI) and the Palestinian Cinema 

Institute (PCI) constitutes a necessary practical iteration of this theoretical frame (Yaqub 2018, 

49). She claims that because of the violent nature of the revolution, the filmmakers of the PFU/PCI 

were not engaged in the theoretical dimension of their work. She concludes her article by stating 

that “the films of Abu Ali and the other members of the PFU/PCI emerge in the gaps left by Godard 

and Adachi” (2018, 82).  

By making the latter claim, Yaqub places Third Cinema at the periphery of her analysis. 

Instead, in the center, there are the two films made by French and Japanese filmmakers, whereas 

in the “gap” appear all films made by Palestinians, Arabs and international filmmakers who 

worked as part of PFU/PCI. This is a very perplexing choice for, other than the fact that the 

PFU/PCI filmmakers started making films long before Here and Elsewhere and The Red Army 

were produced, they were also keen to develop a theoretical framework for their practice.  

Regarding the former claim, that because of the violent nature of the revolution, the 

filmmakers of the PFU/PCI were not engaged in the theoretical dimension of their work, Yaqub 
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seems to ignore the fact that Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution emerged as an integral part of 

the revolution and not as a result of it. If the violence that Yaqub describes is very essential to the 

cultural and political roles that this cinema played, this highlights the fact that a theory of Third 

Cinema should be based on the practices of these filmmakers who joined the revolution and made 

their films as an integral part of it. Godard and Adachi’s works are significant to understanding 

the aspect of international solidarity with respect to Third Cinema and the Cinema of the 

Palestinian Revolution, but their work cannot, and should not, be understood as the sole theoretical, 

aesthetic, or political impetus for Palestinian Third Cinema. 

As a matter of fact, the lack of theorization -if there was one- in the Palestinian Cinema of 

the Revolution can be potentially explained precisely by the political context in which it was born 

and that determined its theorization, practices, aesthetic, and modes of production. This context 

was characterized by political violence, exile, and assassinations of several filmmakers and 

photographers including: Majed Abu Sharar (1936-1981), who was the head of the Unified Media 

Unit: Abu Sharar, a prominent Palestinian journalist and writer, killed by the Israeli Mossad in 

Rome, Italy, while participating in a writers’ solidarity conference; Hani Jawaharia killed by 

Lebanese forces while filming in 1976; and Ibrahim Mustafa Naser and Hafith Alasmar who were 

both shot death by Israeli soldiers in 1978 in the south of Lebanon, after they had been seriously 

injured.  

Other researchers analyse the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution as part of Third 

Cinema, including Helga Tawil. In her article “Coming into Being and Following into Exile: 

History and Trends in the Palestinian Filmmaking” (2015), Tawil argues that because Palestinian 

cinema was created in a context of violence and revolution it is not surprising that it is defined by 
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politics, aesthetics, and issues of representation and, therefore, it is considered part of the Third 

Cinema movement.  

However, Tawil’s analysis did not exceed the set of general assumptions that are often used 

to reflect on Third Cinema. The aesthetics, for example, are too often compared to the aesthetics 

of the French New Wave and Italian Neorealism. Her analysis seems to disregard the fact that 

films associated with Third Cinema do not share similar aesthetics. Despite some similarities (say, 

between the aesthetics of a film influenced by the May 1968 uprising in France and a Palestinian 

film of the 1970s), there is no direct correlation.  

Also, Third Cinema films were developed in different cultural circumstances where 

processes of storytelling and visuality are handled uniquely. The aesthetics used by Argentinian 

filmmakers would be different from the aesthetics of the Algerian, Vietnamese, or Palestinian 

filmmakers. It is true that the low production cost is an important factor that determined the 

aesthetics of different films associated with Third Cinema, yet, this does not mean that all these 

films share similar aesthetics.  

Tawil ends this part of her article by stating that “none [of the films of the Palestinian Film 

Unit] seemed to have survived” (H. Tawil 2005, 130), which, as mentioned in the introduction of 

this thesis, is inaccurate. However, many researchers and artists who worked on the topic of 

Cinema of the Palestinian revolution did focus their attention on these films as a lost culture of the 

past.  

The “missing films” narrative has been both a constructive and a destructive force in 

shaping academic research on this topic. On one hand, the partial disappearance of these films 

makes them an ever-emerging topic, especially since there is an increasing sense of urgency in 
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finding, digitizing, documenting and archiving them. On the other hand, there have been very few 

attempts to study and to critically analyze these films as texts, which would have expanded our 

knowledge of the specific cultural, political, and artistic dimensions that these films had in the 

1970s and have today.  

The “missing film” narrative regarding Palestinian cinema is similar to a wider problem 

concerning Third Cinema and its supposed “death”, a claim that was made by the British filmmaker 

John Akomfrah in 1996 during a conference sponsored by the British Film Institute. Akomfrah 

made this claim assuming that with the end of the revolutions and the political movements that 

Third Cinema supported, the political and cultural influence of these films also ended. What is 

disturbing about this claim is the complete disregard of the continued impact and influence that 

Third Cinema has on contemporary arts and politics. 

Despite their limitations, all these different attempts to theorise Third Cinema and the 

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution are crucial to understand aspects of the movements’ cultural 

specificity and their co-constitutive nature. The Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution is an 

expression of Third Cinema and therefore they share experiences, practices, aesthetic lines and 

political aspirations: They both are born in contexts of emancipatory struggles, they are a statement 

of political engagement deploying a revolutionary aesthetic project, they are conceived as a tool 

used in these struggles against colonialism and the cultural hegemony of the West, and they both 

constitute a particular form of film production. To propose a more comprehensive theory of Third 

Cinema and the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution, there must be a deeper understanding of 

these diverse but interconnected tricontinental histories, cultural practices, political aspirations, 

and the aesthetics that they produce and through which they are expressed. 
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Chapter Three:  

  

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution in a Contemporary Cultural Space 

In 2014, the Palestinian Film Foundation in London, England, launched a groundbreaking 

month-long screening and gallery series exhibiting very rare political films and visual arts created 

during the Palestinian revolution (1967-1982). “The World is With Us: Global Film and Poster 

Art from the Palestinian Revolution” was the first event in decades to bring together filmmakers 

and artists involved in the founding of the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution. It also included 

a very rare appearance by Italian director and professor Pino Adriano, who codirected the film Tal 

al Zaatar in 1977.  

This event was particularly significant as it exhibited rediscovered archival films from 

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution and reignited scholarly interest in it. One example of this re-

emergent interest is a 2014 special issue of Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication 

focused on cinema and media arts created as part of the Palestinian revolution. This includes one 

of the only attempts to provide textual and aesthetic analyses of this cinema: an article by Nick 

Denes titled “Between Form and Fountain, Experimentation in the Early Works of the Palestinian 

Film Unit” (Denes 2014). In addition to showing the efforts of the filmmakers and cultural 

organizations that worked to digitize many of the films screened, this event framed Cinema of the 

Palestinian Revolution as a contemporary cultural issue as well as a new means by which to discuss 

and engage with Third Cinema.  
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In the introduction to a special issue of the journal Third Text in 2011, Kodwo Eshun and 

Ros Gary advance an understanding of Third Cinema within the “multiple contexts of 

tricontinental militancy” and frame Third Cinema practices “in an expanded sense”, referring to 

the “connections—individual, institutional, aesthetic and political—that link them transnationally 

to other situation of urgent struggle” (Eshun and Gary 2011, 1). They also suggest that Third 

Cinema is an example of a cinema that was developed—and is being newly preserved—in the 

context of tricontinental solidarity, which can be considered the natural cultural extension of 

tricontinental militancy in the 1970s.  

One main assumption of my thesis is that the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution is a 

topic of contemporary cultural studies and can only be grasped by situating this cinema within the 

multiple contexts in which it was made and in which it continues to circulate. This final chapter 

focuses on two main issues: first, on some particular events such as the looting of the PLO archives 

and documentation by the Israeli army during the siege of Beirut, and the expulsion of Palestinian 

fighters that marked the end of the Palestinian Cinema of the revolution. These events are crucial 

in explaining the limited knowledge that we have regarding Palestinian cinema, and the importance 

of some emerging academic work trying to address this gap. Second, the chapter analyses two 

iconic Palestinian films in order to explain the place of the Palestinian Cinema of the Revolution 

in the contemporary cultural space. 

In order to do so, in this section I deploy to my field research and to multiple interviews 

conducted over the course of two years (2019-2020) with several filmmakers and workers in the 

Palestinian cinema industry. The analysis starts by explaining the impact of the Israeli looting of 

the Palestinian cinema archives, and the end of the Palestinian Cinema of the Revolution after the 

expulsion of the Palestinian fighters from Beirut. Then, it focuses on the academic and 



 59 

cinematographic work being produced in order to restore and to better study the Cinema of the 

Palestinian Revolution. Finally, the chapter uses the films Tal al Zaatar and ‘Palestina otro 

Vietnam,’ Palestine, Another Vietnam as case studies to explain the cultural role that the Cinema 

of the Palestinian Revolution continues playing today.  

3.1. Stolen History: Colonialism and Indigenous Invisibility. 

The 1970s were a very rich artistic period for Palestinian writers and artists. However, I 

would argue that the films of the revolution are still considered to be the best reflection of the 

politics and culture of this era, especially since artists and filmmakers were heavily invested in 

issues of representation, and that the knowledge that these films contain is still much needed in the 

Palestinian cultural landscape. This was very obvious to me when I curated a screening and 

subsequent discussion of Tal al Zaatar (1977) in Ramallah and Jerusalem during the summer of 

2019, the first ever public screening of this film in Palestine. In the discussion period, Jerusalem-

based journalist/filmmaker Maral Quttieneh said: “I heard the name Tal al Zaatar my entire life. I 

know about the camp, and I know about the massacre. Now that I have seen this film, I feel like I 

really know what happened and I can see part of that history.”26 

Quttieneh identifies the impact of the constant invisibility to which Palestinian history, 

Palestinian perspectives, and Palestinians themselves have been subjected to. The looting of the 

archives of the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution by the Israeli army in Beirut n 1982 is just 

one episode in a larger attempt of erasure of Palestinian memory and culture, which started with 

 
26 Personal notes of the author. 



 60 

the Balfour Declaration in 191727 and continued in 1948, 1967, 1982, and until today. For example, 

during the second Intifada, especially in 2002, numerous Palestinian cultural organizations, media 

outlets, and education/research facilities in the West Bank were targeted in raids and incursions by 

the Israeli army. This also included looting archives from the ministries of education, agriculture, 

industry, civil affairs, and finance, the Land Registry Office, the Palestinian Bureau of Statistics, 

the Palestinian Legislative Council, various human rights organizations, numerous medical 

institutions, as well as private radio and television stations (Jacir 2006, 25). One of the most 

significant raids was carried out against the Khalil Sakakini Cultural Center in Ramallah in 2002. 

This center is a non-profit cultural organization that was partly destroyed after the Israeli army 

broke into the center, damaging and ransacking the offices and the center’s archive, including the 

office of Mahmoud Darwish himself, who worked in the centre at the time. 

Palestinian filmmaker Annemarie Jacir argues that this historical reality reflects on a 

continuing system of destruction of the Palestinian cultural sector by Israeli forces (2006, 26). This 

has been also corroborated by Israeli scholars and artists. For instance, Rona Sela, Israeli curator 

and researcher, in her film Hidden and Looted (2017) and a series of articles that she published as 

part of her project states that the looting of archives has been one of the many challenges that 

numerous Palestinian civil society/cultural organizations have and continue to face (2006, 26).  

 

 

 
27 The Balfour Declaration stated the intention of the British government to support the establishment of a Jewish 
national home in Palestine referring to the Palestinian majority of the population then only as other non-Jewish 
communities. 
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3.2. The End of the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution: From Revolution to Peace 

Negotiations 

The Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution ended in 1982, a year that was a turning point in 

the history of the Palestinian struggle and the Lebanese Civil War. By mid-August 1982, Beirut 

was besieged for more than two months by Israeli forces. The Israeli army bombarded the city 

from land, sea, and air in an attempt to assassinate Palestinian leaders, and most of the PLO’s civil 

society organizations were bombed to the ground. This includes the Unified Media Unit’s building, 

which was the home office for the Palestinian Cinema Institute. The bombing also targeted all of 

the Palestinian civil society organizations in Beirut including the offices of the General Palestinian 

Unions, like the women’s union, the writer’s union, the workers’ union, and others.  

In addition to destroying infrastructure, a number of the Palestinian leading intellectuals 

who played a key role in shaping the cultural discourse of the revolution were assassinated, leaving 

an intellectual gap that was not filled after the PLO left Lebanon28. At the time, the Palestinian 

Cinema Institute (PCI) archives were still housed in a residential building in West Beirut. During 

the siege, none of the PCI workers were able to access the archive, which eventually went 

“missing.” The archive contained thousands of meters of film materials that were shot between 

1967 and 1982 by the Palestinian Film Unit, Palestinian Cinema Group, and the Palestinian 

Cinema Institute, alongside footage that was made by international artists and activists.  

The siege lasted until an agreement was reached in August 1982 under the condition that more 

than 14,000 PLO combatants immediately evacuate Lebanon. Within less than two weeks, all were 

 
28 Palestinian intellectuals who were assassinated in the 1970s includes the assassination of Ghassan Kanafani 
(1936-1972), Wael Zwaiter (1935-1972), Majid Abu Sharar (1936-1981), Kamal Nasser (1925-1973), among others. 
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relocated from Beirut to Jordan, Syria, Iraq, Sudan, Yemen, Greece, and Tunisia—the latter of 

which became the new PLO headquarters.  

The year 1982 also marked the beginning of a key division between different members of 

the PLO. Fatah, led by Yasser Arafat, took the lead in steering PLO strategies away from guerrilla 

warfare towards negotiations and peace talks. In February 1983, the sixteenth Palestinian National 

Council29 was held in Algeria. This council, or “the parliament in exile” as described by Ibrahim 

Abu-Lughod, discussed Ronald Reagan’s “peace plan” and future international alliances. This 

event was attended by almost 4000 participants including 2500 leaders and representatives of 

different countries in the Middle East and around the world (Abu-lughod 1983, 28).  

In this council, Arafat’s Fatah movement prevailed over the other PLO factions and the 

National Council, dominating the decision-making process, including decisions around the future 

of armed resistance. Arafat shaped PLO’s decisions around the idea that the United States was the 

only political power that could guarantee an agreement or a settlement between the PLO and the 

Israeli government. Other members of the PLO rejected this position, reaffirmed their commitment 

to armed struggle and some of them, such as the PFLP, adopted a hard-line position of 

confrontation with Israel and with global revolutionary views (Foscari 2014, 76).  

 
29 The Palestinian National Council is a legislative body of the PLO created in 1964. The council has met for twenty-
two times so far, mainly in Cairo, Algeria, and Amman. 
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In the 1983 Palestinian National Council, the PLO ceased from being an inclusive political 

body for diverse Palestinian political factions with different views and was no longer an 

organization where decisions were made in a deliberative democratic or holistic manner. The 

council ended with an agreement that the PLO is the only legitimate representative of the 

Palestinian people and further agreed on the Fez peace plan (1983)30, ending years of armed 

struggle. Ever since the PLO was no longer a revolutionary movement but indeed a “government 

in exile”.  

 

 
30 The Fez plan is a peace plan proposed by the Arab League as an alternative to the peace plan proposed by the US 
administration. 

FIGURE 4A PHOTO TAKEN INCINÉMATHÈQUE ALGÉRIENNE DURING THE 1983 PALESTINIAN 
NATIONAL COUNCIL MEETING IN 1983. THIS PICTURE IS OBTAINED FROM MONICA MAURER 
PERSONAL COLLECTION IN ROME, ITALY. IN THIS PICTURE APPEARS AHMAD BOWAMARI 
(ALGERIA), THE LATE OMAR AMIRALAY (SYRIA), THE LATE YOUSIF SAHHIN (EGYPT), 
MAURER (GERMANY), AND THE PALESTINIAN MICHEL KHLEIFI 
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The end of the Palestinian revolution logically implied the end of the Cinema of the 

Palestinian revolution. By 1983 and alongside the National council in Algeria, Boudjemaa Karech 

(then-director of the Cinémathèque Algérienne) simultaneously organized a film event where 

Palestinian films were screened, and several filmmakers came together to discuss the future of 

Palestinian cinema after the crisis in Beirut (Figure 4). Little is known or reported about this event, 

however, and according to Monica Maurer31, this event was intended to discuss the role of 

Palestinian Cinema in the new political reality and the ways in which cinema could play a role in 

the years to come.  

All my interviewees agree that the year 1982 was a turning point in the history of the PLO, 

the Palestinian armed struggle, and consequently, revolutionary filmmaking. Although the cultural 

department of the PLO produced few films after 1982, they were made to reflect different topics 

no longer beholden to revolution and armed struggle. The ending of this cinematic period paved 

the way for the fourth period of Palestinian filmmaking, “The Return Home,” which began roughly 

in 1980 and continues to this day (Gertz and Khaleifi, 2008, 30). This period marks the beginning 

of filmmakers finally being able to make films inside Palestine, starting with Michel Khleifi’s 

Fertile Memory (1980) in Nazareth, his hometown. Palestinian cinema continued to be politically 

driven, and most filmmakers still see their art as a form of engagement inspiring national and cross-

national social justice movements.   

 

 

 
31 Monica Maurer is a German filmmaker, who lived and worked in Beirut from 1977 until 1982 and is also leading 
efforts to document and digitize Palestinian cinema from the 1970s). Maurer is also one of the main contributors to 
this research and provided me with information that otherwise would be difficult to obtain. 
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3.3. Reconstructing a Looted, Fragmentary Palestinian Cinematographic Memory. 

In the last two decades, Palestinians inside and outside Palestine have developed important 

projects related to the reconstruction of the lost Palestinian historical, political, social, and artistic 

memory. These initiatives have resulted in the creation of museums, restoration of cultural 

patrimony, and the creation of archives with the most diverse social, political (and other) topics, 

including Palestinian cinema. 

Monica Maurer, who also directed films about the Palestinian revolution in the 1970s and 

filmed other struggles around the world, describes Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution as “an 

ever-emerging topic” (Maurer 2018). She is also one of the main organizers of Al Ard Film 

Festival in Sardinia, Italy, an annual film festival organized by the Palestine-Sardinian Friendship 

Association since 2005. As a member of the Audiovisual Archive of the Democratic and Labor 

Movement AAMOD, in Rome, Maurer is leading very significant digitization projects of 

Palestinian revolutionary films including Tal al Zaatar (1976), Children of Palestine (1982) and 

others.  

Other attempts to study the looted Palestinian archives in the hands of the Israeli army and 

other institutions have been done by Israeli scholars. Rona Sela, for instance, obtained access to 

the archives, at least until the Israeli authorities realized what she was looking for, and despite 

what she describes as an “aggressive means of control”. In her work, she states that she was 

interested to know “how Jewish and Israeli entities and individuals plunder Palestinian archives 

and treasures, control and conceal them in their colonial military archives/bodies” (Sela 2017, 84). 

She reveals how these archives “include documentation of Palestinian life after the Nakba in exile: 

refugee camps; military trainings; battles; civil war; resistance; political, cultural and social events; 

parades and interviews. Many of the films/film footage were filmed by Palestinians for Palestinian 
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institutions; however, there [were] also a considerable number of items from foreign sources (some 

of them filmed by Palestinians) – United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 

in the Near East (UNRWA), television networks, news agencies and others” (2017, 84).  

The main outcome of Sela’s research is the film Hidden and Looted that was released in 

2017 as well as a series of academic articles. The film includes archival footage with her voice as 

well as those of Kadijeh Habashneh, Sabri Jaris32, and a former IDF solder. However, in her article 

Seized in Beirut and in the film Hidden and Looted, Sela seems to be more invested in positioning 

herself as an Israeli curator and researcher encountering archival footage, than she is in the content 

of the footage itself. She focuses on the restrictions she had to face, and strategies she had to 

develop, in order to have access to this archive. Sela’s work is significant as it confirmed the 

existence of these hidden archives, she also digitized Ismael Shammout’s short film The Urgent 

Call of Palestine (1973) and made it available online. Based on Sela’s findings Bashar Shammout 

stated that the Israeli Military archives include 38,000 film materials, 2.7 million photographs, 

96,000 voice recordings, in addition to 46,000 maps and aerial photographs (Shammout 2020, 

110).  

Other Palestinian and international filmmakers and scholars have produced films, 

documentaries, and studies, restored films, and led an important contemporary debate about the 

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution and its role in the current cultural space: Muhannad Yaqubi 

made a documentary film titled Off the Frame; Revolution Until Victory (2016); Nadia Yaqub’s 

book Palestinian Cinema in the Days of Revolution (2018); Azza El-Hassan’s documentary  Kings 

and Extras (2004), Bashar Shammout’s book The Audiovisual Palestinian Heritage, Origin, 

 
32 Sabri Jaris is a Palestinian Lawyer, writer, and a prominent activist. He is also the author of The Arabs in Israel 
(1966) 
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Dispersion, and Digital Preservation: Preliminary Studies and Future Prospects (2020); and 

Rodrigo Vazquez’s film Palestinian Stollen Images (2017), among others. All these artists, 

researchers, and filmmakers seem to understand the growing urgency to document, study, and 

relay the cultural significance of the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution both to Palestinians and 

to the world. Indeed, in times when we witness the exacerbation of structural violence in the form 

of military interventions and war, colonial and neocolonial exploitation and forms of domination, 

economic dispossession, social fracture and segregation, racialized mass incarceration, the 

criminalization of dissent, and other forms of violence, imaginaries of alternative politics, forms 

of engagement, and resistance are crucial.   

Internationally as well, the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution continues to be part of a 

fifty-year culture of cross-national solidarity, evidenced by different cultural organizations around 

the world that keep copies of different Palestinian films from the 1970s. The existence of these 

scattered archives, reminiscence of the cross-national/internationalist solidarity of the 1970s can 

also serve as a starting point to create an official Palestinian audiovisual archive.  

This international network includes films and materials kept by the Rome based AAMOD, 

the Organization of Solidarity with the People of Asia, Africa and Latin America in Cuba 

(OSPAAL), and the largest collection of Palestinian films from the 1970s, which remains 

deposited at the Ministry of the Foreign Affairs of the Federal Republic of Germany. The context 

in which these films are preserved is reflective of the culture and politics that contributed to 

creating them in the first place.  

It is this culture and politics, characterized by cross-national and internationalist solidarity, 

that can be remembered, re-imagined, and rearticulated in the contemporary political context 

through the work being done to restore, study and project the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution. 
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At the same token, it would serve to re-orient the main conversation surrounding these films from 

being one about Israeli erasure of Palestinian culture and history, and towards a positive and 

productive act of re-construction of a national memory. The challenge would be to reflect on the 

potentialities of the politics, aesthetic, imaginaries, and modes of production deployed by Third 

Cinema and the Cinema of the Palestinian revolution in contemporary cultural space and politics.  

3.4. Tal al Zaatar and Palestine, Another Vietnam: Re-Situating the Palestinian 

Cinema of the revolution in the Contemporary Cultural Space. 

This section focuses in two iconic films of the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution in 

order to explore its potential in the contemporary cultural space and politics: The first one, lost for 

some decades, and then found and restored in Italy is Tal al Zaatar (1977) directed by Mustafa 

Abu Ali (Palestinian), Jean Chamoun (Lebanese) and Pino Adriano (Italian); the second, which 

was also lost for decades and then found and restored in Argentina is ‘Palestina otro Vietnam,’ 

Palestine, Another Vietnam (1971) by two Argentinian filmmakers Jorge Denti and Jorge 

Giannoni. The context in which these two films were produced, lost, found, and preserved reflects 

diverse cultural strategies of tricontinental militancy and solidarity of the 1970s that could inspire 

and inform cultural and political strategies in the 21st century. 

Tal al Za’atr (1976): 

  The story of the film Tal al Zaatar (1977) is a clear example of the cross-national nature 

of Palestinian cinema during the revolution, the multiple contexts of solidarity in which it 

continues to exist, and of the cultural role that Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution continues to 

play.  
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The name Tal al Zaatar was originally the name of a Palestinian refugee camp that existed 

in Beirut between 1950 and 1976. The camp was home to almost 100,000 Palestinian refugees and 

impoverished Lebanese people who moved from the south of Lebanon to work in the city. The 

camp was the biggest refugee camp in Lebanon, as it was set in the industrial area in the east side 

of Beirut. Almost all of its residents were workers in nearby factories. Tal al Zaatar was “part of 

the Misery Belt that was surrounding Beirut at the time” as described by Dr. Youssif Iraki (one of 

the only two doctors who served in Tal al Zaatar during the siege). During the Lebanese Civil War, 

Tal al Zaatar became was besieged by Lebanese Christian militias and a massacre was committed 

against its Palestinian residents. As the crimes against the camp gained international attention, the 

camp itself and its name became a symbol of resilience, courage, and resistance (Iraki 2019). 

 With the rise of the Lebanese National Leftist Movement (LNM) and their alliance with 

the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) during the civil war, tension was slowly building 

up between the PLO and the right-wing Christian militias. In 1975, multiple fights broke out in the 

northern towns of Tripoli and Zgharta, which soon escalated into violence, and multiple kidnaping 

incidents occurred across the country. At that point, Beirut became increasingly divided. West 

Beirut dominated by LNM and the PLO, while East Beirut was under the control of the right-wing 

Christian militias. At this point, the Syrian government led by Hafez Al Assad feared that the PLO 

would undermine their political dominance in the region, and thus agreed to support the right-wing 

militias against the Palestinians and LNM. With the support of the USA, the Syrian troops then 

marched into Lebanon purportedly to prevent Lebanon becoming a communist country, similar to 

Cuba, in the Middle East (Iraki 2017, 8).  

The Tal al Zaatar siege and massacre occurred in the context of the Cold War era and a few 

years after the death of Abdel-Nasser, the Egyptian president and leader of pan Arabism, whose 
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death led to the weakening of the Non-Aligned Movement and the withdrawal of several of its 

members. At the time, the United States was playing a significant role in building up and escalating 

political chaos in the Middle East, and Lebanon had become fertile ground for that, especially with 

the presence of the Palestinian revolution on its land (Iraki 2017, 17). 

The first attack and siege against Tal al Zaatar started in August 1975 and lasted until 

August 12th, 1976. At the time, Jisr Al Basha and Dbayeh refugee camps were the only other two 

Palestinian communities in the Eastern Beirut area. The two camps surrendered shortly after the 

attacks started. However, despite their surrender, the Lebanese Christian militias and the Syrian 

troops committed horrendous crimes against the civilians living there. They killed around 300 

unarmed people, raped women and committed other crimes against children. Tal al Zaatar camp 

was more organized than the other two, and was equipped to resist and fight back. Unfortunately, 

following the Lebanese Civil War, the Militia members who committed those crimes became part 

of the government, which prevented any kind of meaningful accountability.  

In an interview I conducted with Dr. Yousif Iraki, author of The Diary of a Doctor in Tal 

al Zaatar (2017) and one of the only two doctors who were in Tal al Zaatar during the Siege, Dr. 

Iraki stated that during the siege, the camp had only one hospital with 30 beds and a team of 20 

nurses. However, when the Palestinian Red Cross made an agreement with the militias to evacuate 

some of the injured from the camp, 12 nurses were killed in the process, leaving the hospital with 

very few staff members. By August 1976, almost 9000 people were injured and approximately 

3000 people were killed, including 1000 people who were killed the day when the camp 

surrendered. During the siege, the people of Tal al Zaatar had to live with very limited access to 

food and water. The camp finally surrendered on August 12, when the last running water tap ran 

dry (Iraki 2019).  
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When the Lebanese Civil War and the siege against Tal al Zaatar started, the PCI 

filmmakers put their life in danger to film these events in real time. However, none of the 

filmmakers were able to reach Tal al Zaatar after the siege started. Instead, they recorded the 

testimonies of those who survived from the Jisr Al Basha and Dbayeh camps. They were also able 

to get the testimony of Tal al Zaatar survivors after the siege had ended. Immediately after, the 

production of the film Tal al Zaatar (1977) started. Mustafa Abu Ali wrote an article to describe 

the circumstances in which filmmaking was done in that year and how finally the film was made. 

The article was published in the Palestinian Picture Magazine, a periodical that was distributed 

by the PCI in 1977 and 1978. In the article he wrote, and I translate:  

“Now it’s mid 1976, the airport is closed, and we have more than 15,000 meters of film 
negatives and no place to process them in Beirut. Some material has been shot and stored in boxes 
for three-and-a-half months. We were all worried we might lose it if it didn’t get processed in time. 
Europe is our only solution; however, we did not have enough funds to process the material there. 
I made a few calls with potential coproducers and told them about the material that we have. We 
finally got a response back from the Italian Communist Party “there is nothing that cannot be 
processed in Italy” was their response. Few days later, all of the film rushes that we had were 
stored in a small fishing boat heading from Saida to Cyprus. There we were, us and all of our hard 
work, in a small boat in the high sea. Then one of the fishermen shouted: come inside guys, the 
Israelis are here. I looked around and saw an Israeli military ship with cannons, machine guns and 
soldiers prepared to use their weapons heading against us. Their ship roamed around us twice when 
a Cyprian fisherman on our boat waved at the soldiers. They did not respond. All different thoughts 
were rushing into my head, and everyone was whispering “it would be a disaster if they decided 
to get down and search us”. Eventually they left, but they left me with a deep sense of humiliation 
and resentment. 

Finally, after 24 hours that we were in Cyprus, we were supposed to fly to Rome in a week. 
However, all the material we had was confiscated at the airport and we learned that Rome was no 
longer an option for us. At this point, I was like someone setting in the middle of a fire field for 
how nervous I was. Finally, two weeks later, we were able to fly with the material from Cyprus to 
Paris, France. With the help of Unicity and Unitelefilm 33 we were able to get the material to 
Rome and started to work on the film Tal al Zaatar (1977). Despite the complexities, making Tal 
al Zaatar     was a true experience and a direct enactment of the solidarity as implemented between 
different progressive forces. After making Tal al Zaatar, we still had more than 10000 meters of 

 
33 Unitelefilm was the cinema institute of the Italian communist party at the time.  
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footage that were not included in the film. Our plan is to use this material in the future to make a 
film about the Lebanese Civil War, covering the historical, political and the social aspects of it. 
The planned film will be intended to place Lebanon and the Lebanese war in the context of the 
Middle East” (Abu Ali 1978, 19).  

 

The film Tal al Zaatar (1977) is an hour long black 

and white documentary that consists of multiple 

interviews with several survivors of the camp. This 

includes interviews with few of the Fedayeen who fought 

in Tal al Zaatar like Zainab (Figure 5). It also includes 

interviews with civilians, in addition to shocking 

testimony by children who witnessed their parents being 

killed in the camp. The stories and the testimonies of the survivors are accompanied by political 

commentary to describe the political significance of the Tal al Zaatar camp, and historical 

commentary to place the massacre in a wider historical context of the Palestinian struggle and the 

Lebanese Civil War. Like most of the films made by the PFU/PCI in the 1970s, Tal al Zaatar 

resembles to what is now known as a newsreel.  

After Tal al Zaatar was made, Abu Ali returned with the print of the film to be screened in 

Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan, leaving all of the original film reels in the possession of the Italian 

Communist Party film unit (Unitele Films), hoping to use it for future projects. In Lebanon, the 

war was escalating, and PCI filmmakers continued to shoot the war as it was happening. Tal al 

Zaatar was deposited in the PCI archives, although when the archive was looted, the only known 

Arabic copy of the film went missing. After that, only one copy remained in the hands the Italian 

Communist Party (which was dissolved in 1991) but with an Italian voiceover and was not 

digitized for a very long time.  

FIGURE 5  A SHOT FROM TAL AL 
ZAATAR SHOWES ZAINAB ONE OF 
THE FIGHTERS AT THE CAMP DURING 
THE SEIGE. PHOTO MADE PUBLIC BY 
AAMOD IN 2014. 
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For four decades, Tal al Zaatar and its original reels were stored in the Audiovisual Archive 

of Workers’ and Democratic Movements (AAMOD), which emerged from Unitelefilm.  

Eventually, in January 2013, AAMOD received the announcement that they could transfer their 

archives to the Italian State Archive, so the material could be better preserved. At this point, very 

few people knew about the existence of the Tal al Zaatar film reels. Had the material been sent to 

the state archives without being digitized, accessing it would be very difficult for the public and 

the material itself would have been unknown. 

However, in 2014 Monica Maurer, with the help of Emily Jasir, started to work on 

digitizing the footage and made it available for the families and the survivors of the Tal al Zaatar 

massacre. Once the digitizing process started, Maurer and Jasir discovered that the original Arabic 

sound mix was also stored with the material. Maurer then applied the sound mix to the Italian 

visual track and successfully recreated the Arabic version of Tal al Zaatar. The first screening of 

Tal al Zaatar was at the 2014 World is With Us art series in London, England.  

This work is an example of how past networks of transnational solidarity with the 

Palestinian people are connected to present new forms of internationalist politics which allow the 

Palestinian Cinema of the Revolution to be a formative cultural work with renewed political 

influence. In 2015, Maurer joined efforts with Dr Abdel Aziz Al Labadi (one of the two doctors 

who were in Tal al Zaatar during the siege) and the Abdul Hameed Shoman Foundation to organize 

an event for the screening Tal al Zaatar in Amman.  

The presentation took place in the Al Balad theater on February 12th, 2015 and was intended 

to bring together testimonies of people who survived the Tal al Zaatar massacre now live in 

Amman, and to share the film and footage with them. After the event, the audience came together 

and agreed to create a Facebook page under the name “The People of Tal al Zaatar” to recreate 
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their community virtually. The page became a platform where people share their news and 

photographs with each other.  

According to Maurer, the film footage will remain in possession of the Italian state archive 

until a viable Palestinian film archive is established. However, after Tal al Zaatar was 

reconstructed and digitized, copies of the film were sent to the offices of the Institute for 

Palestinian Studies in Beirut and in Ramallah. In Palestine, Tal al Zaatar was first screened in 

2017 as part of a private memorial Ceremony held at Birzeit University in the memory of Kamal 

Naser (a Palestinian poet and writer who was the head of the PLO communication department until 

his assassination in 1973).  

Convinced of the political, theoretical, and academic importance of this material, in the 

summer of 2019, I organized the first two public screenings of this film in Palestine; the first was 

at Khalil Al Sakakini Cultural Center in Ramallah and the second at the Palestinian Art Court in 

Jerusalem. In Ramallah, one woman in the audience was a survivor of the massacre. After the 

screening, she shared her experience in the camp. In Jerusalem, most of the audience were young 

people in their early twenties. In the discussion that followed the screening, I learned that most of 

them did not know that any copies of films about the revolution still existed.  

These public screenings, conversations and debates are a testimony of the potential political 

and cultural impact that the assemblage of materials named Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution 

has in today’s cultural and political space. The conservation, finding, and restoration of Tal al 

Zaatar within a cross-national solidarity context not only enabled Palestinians refugees to retrieve 

and own part of their collective memory, contributing to the healing from the wounds of the 

massacre. It also has a broader historical, political, educational, and aesthetic role to play in 

contemporary political imaginaries emerging as a protest against 21st century forms of subjugation.  
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These screenings, presentations, and the dialogues that they produced between the 

producers, the material, and their main protagonists put in motion early practices of what, more 

recently, has been conceptualized as “living archives” in the work, for instance, of Carlin and 

Vaughan, Hall, and Suzan Lord. Even though the material of the Palestinian Cinema of the 

Revolution never constituted a formal, traditional archive, they went through a process of 

‘activation’ of the memories of the Palestinian struggle with the participation of its own 

protagonists, thereby not only preserving the material but also sharing, revitalizing, remediating, 

and expanding it (Alcalá 2013; 2016).  

These practices achieved important goals, and materialized some crucial principles of 

Third Cinema and the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution, namely: The redress not only of the 

material but also of the collective memory of the Nakba, the exile, and the condition of oppression 

and refugeehood common to Palestinians; they turned the films and their content in an instance 

that consolidated a sense of belonging to a living collective history, now renewed, shared, 

appropriated and embodied by its own protagonists; finally, they also allowed Palestinians to link 

their intertwined past and present thereby counteracting the impact of the colonial history and its 

archives from which Palestinians were excluded, made invisible, erased. 

Palestina, otro Vietnam ‘Palestine, Another Vietnam’ (1971):  

 Palestine, Another Vietnam is another paradigmatic example of tricontinental/cross-

national/internationalist politics not only regarding its production in the 1970s as part of the 

Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution, but also regarding its conservation, restoration and its 

reappearance in the contemporary cultural space. 
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The film reveals another route of circulation of internationalist solidarity in the 1970s, 

namely, the Palestinian Latin American connection. With world-wide revolutionary movements 

identifying with the Cuban revolution and its Marxist bent, a sense of unity formed between them. 

This is when anti-imperialism and anti-colonialism shifted from being a local/national discourse 

to an international one. Third Cinema, as the offshoot of these movements, was intended to 

represent this unity and aspirations. In most films associated with Third Cinema, there are 

references to the revolutions in Angola, Mozambique, South Africa, Cuba, Vietnam, Palestine, 

Algeria, Argentina, Brazil, Venezuela, Chile, and other countries fighting diverse forms of 

oppression.  

The sense of unity with other revolutions, uprisings, and revolts was also echoed in the 

politics and discourse of the contemporaneous Civil Rights Movement in the United States. One 

example for that is the speech made Dr. Martin Luther King a year before his assassination in 1968 

called “Beyond Vietnam.” In his speech he said: “The war in Vietnam is but a symptom of a far 

deeper malady within the American spirit, and if we ignore this sobering reality, we will find 

ourselves organizing ‘clergy and laymen concerned’ committees for the next generation. They 

will be concerned about Guatemala and Peru. They will be concerned about Thailand and 

Cambodia. They will be concerned about Mozambique and South Africa. We will be marching 

for these and a dozen other names and attending rallies without end unless there is a significant 

and profound change in American life and policy. So, such thoughts take us beyond Vietnam, 

but not beyond our calling as sons of the living God” (King 1967).  

Indeed, the war in Vietnam is a central topic in Third Cinema. This is especially true in 

Latin American filmmaking like the Cuban Santiago Álvarez who made many films about the War 

on Vietnam including 79 Springs (1969).  
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Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution was enriched by these connections. In the mid-1960s, 

different political alliances were formed between the Palestinian Liberation Organization and 

different guerilla groups around the world. The PLO played a significant role in training guerillas 

in places like Thailand, Tanzania, Venezuela, Chile, South Africa, Mozambique, Sudan and other 

areas. Within the growing revolutionary internationalism, the PLO was one of the most important 

and influent revolutionary movements in the Middle East and around the world. 

 In turn, in films associated with Third Cinema, the Palestinian revolution is often 

referenced in relation to the Cuban revolution and the 

Vietnam war, like in the film Oppressed People are Always 

Right (1976) by the Danish filmmaker Nils Vest, who made 

different political and cultural connections between the 

Palestinian and Cuban revolutions. Other connections were 

made between the Palestinian revolution and the Vietnam 

war in film posters, as shown in (Figure 7) above created by 

Ismail Shammout34. In this poster appears a Palestinian 

fighter alongside a Vietnamese soldier together carrying a 

flag of victory. 

This is exactly the connection made in the film Palestine, Another Vietnam (1971), a film 

by Argentinian filmmakers Jorge Gianonni and Jorge Danti. The film was made with the intention 

of introducing the Palestinian Revolution to a Latin American audience. Although this film was 

made in 1971, it was only screened a few times before it went missing for decades. Just like Tal al 

 
34 Palestinian artist and an art historian whose work contributed greatly to the arts of the Palestinian resistance 
movement in general and to the cinema of the revolution more specifically 

FIGURE 6 VIETNAM-PALESTINE. 
POSTER BY ISMAIL SHAMMOUT, 
PUBLIC MATERIAL BY RONA SELA. 
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Zaatar, the story of how this film was made, lost and found again can reveal much about 

tricontinental culture and politics during the 1970s and the politics that continue to shape Third 

Cinema today.  

Much of the information I obtained about this film came from the Argentinian writer and 

researcher Pablo Robledo who published his book Montoneros Y Palestina: De La Revolucion A 

la Dictadura in 2018 (“Montoneros and Palestine: From Revolution to Dictatorship”). Another 

source of crucial information about this film came from the Argentinian filmmaker Rodrigo 

Vazquez who was able to find an unidentified copy of the film in the possession of the Instituto 

Cubano del Arte e Industria Cinematográficos or the (ICAIC) in Cuba in 2014. Vazquez also 

investigated the Palestinian-Latin American ties in his film Palestine’s Stolen Images (2017). 

 In 1969, while Jorge Gianonni and Jorge Danti (the directors of Palestine, Another 

Vietnam) were living in Paris, they were exposed to, and became a part of, the growing French 

New Wave film movement. In 1970, they moved to Rome to work with San Diego 

Cinematografica, a production company created by Renzo Rossellini35 that aimed to create third 

world political documentaries in order to foster and support revolutionary movements. With the 

help of Monica Maurer, Danti and Gianonni started to plan their trip to Beirut to film the 

Palestinian revolution.  

Once in Beirut, they received a welcoming support from the PLO and the Palestinian Film 

Unit. They managed to film in Palestinian refugee camps, hospitals, and military training bases 

and had several interviews with PLO personnel. After a couple of months in Beirut, Danti and 

Gianonni went back to Rome for the postproduction process. Back in Rome they put together the 

 
35 Renzo Rossellini is an Italian Left-wing political activist and the son of the film director Roberto Rossellini. 
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two films Palestine, Another Vietnam and Bolivia, El Tiempo De Los Generales. In 1972, 

Palestine, Another Vietnam was screened for the first time at the Palestinian section in the Baghdad 

International Film Festival and won in the category of Best Documentary Film.  

Palestina, Otro Vietnam is a documentary about the 1967 War, the rise of the PLO in 

Jordan and the Black September massacre. The film starts with the a scene of two Palestinian 

women working in an orange field moments before an airstrike began. There is then a series of 

archival footage of the Fedayeen in the training camps in Jordan, scenes from different 

demonstrations and few interviews with Palestinian civilians and Fedayeen. In addition to 

providing a historical account about those political moments and events, Danti and Gianonni used 

a speech read by Arafat to link the Palestinian uprising to other liberation movements around the 

world, with a special emphasis on ties with the Algerian liberation movement and the Cuban 

revolution, in addition to other leftist uprisings in Latin America.  The aesthetics of the film are 

dominated by the imperatives of revolutionary and liberation struggles and, therefore, focuses not 

so much on classic or mainstream aesthetic criteria but rather in ideas of intercontinental relations, 

parallel contextualisation, political comparisons, and the expression of similar aspirations and 

ideas that can foster diverse forms of political solidarity.  

 Back in Argentina, Danti and Gianonni continued their militance in the communist military 

group called The People’s Revolutionary Army. At the time, all left-wing communist political 

groups were barred from participating in the Argentinian elections. This included supporter of the 

Justicialista Party, one of the most influential movements in modern Argentinian politics. This 

party is the result of the Perónism or Justicialism, a movement based of the ideas and the legacy 

of the Argentinian president Juan Perón (1895-1974). In 1973, the electoral ban was lifted and 

Perón, in exile at the time, won the elections and for the first time in 18 years the Argentinian 
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government counted among its members a guerilla political group. Immediately after the election, 

Danti and Gianonni went back to Argentina and Gianonni joined efforts to organize the second 

Third World Cinema Committee meeting with the help of Saad Shedid, who was the head of the 

Institute of the Third World at Buenos Aires University.  

 On May 1st, 1974, the second Third World Cinema Committee meeting was held in Buenos 

Aires with the presence of more than 56 filmmakers from south and central America, Africa, and 

Asia. A few Palestinian filmmakers attended as well. The meeting intended to gather filmmakers 

from the three continents to continue the organizational structure and the work established in the 

first Third World film committee meeting in Algeria (1973) (Mestman 2002). A screening of 

Palestine, Another Vietnam was scheduled during the first day of the meeting. However, that day 

several bombs exploded in the city at the hands of fascist groups. The screening was delayed for a 

few days but eventually was screened three times in three sold out events. This was the last time 

that the film was shown in public.  

 Soon after the coup against Perón, the Military Junta or the Civic-Military dictatorship of 

Argentina started a period of state terrorism backed by the United States against Perón’s 

supporters. In Argentinian history, this period is referred to as the period of the ‘Guerra Sucia’ or 

the period of the ‘Dirty War’, and it lasted until 1983. During this period, the Argentine Anti-

communist Alliance (AAA) hunted down any political dissidents and anyone believed to be 

associated with socialism, left-wing Perónism or the Montoneros movement. Almost 30,000 

people went missing including artists and filmmakers. Raymundo Gleyzer was a great filmmaker 

and a close friend of Danti and Gianonni and was one of the artists who went missing during the 

Dirty War. The writing was on the wall, and Danti and Gianonni soon had to leave Argentina in 
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order to save their lives. Gianonni moved to Cuba and worked for the ICAIC for several years, 

whereas Danti moved to Mexico.  

 Since 1974, the film Palestine, Another Vietnam was believed to be destroyed until Rodrigo 

Vazquez started to conduct research for his film Palestinian Stolen Images (2018). Vazquez 

searched through the ICAIC archives in Cuba in an attempt to find any material about Palestine or 

the Middle East. This was when Vazquez came across a reedited version of Palestine, another 

Vietnam. With the approval of Jorge Danti, Vazquez digitized the footage and organized a public 

screening in Cuba for the first time in 40 years. The film was then restored in the Argentinian 

national archive and part of the footage was included in Palestinian Stolen Images.  

Palestine, another Vietnam has not yet been screened in Palestine. However, with the help 

of the Khalil Al Sakakini Center I organized a series of webinars to discuss Films of the Palestinian 

Revolution and the urgency in creating Palestinian audiovisual archives. In the program was 

included a special webinar about this film, including a discussion with Rodrigo Vazquez in 

February 2021. During this webinar part of this film was screened for Palestinians for the first time 

ever.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

The histories narrated in the third chapter about Tal al Zaatar and Palestine, another 

Vietnam, constitute a documented reflection of the politics, international solidarity, emancipatory 

aspirations and revolutionary aesthetics at play in Third Cinema, and its role in the contemporary 

cultural and political space.  

As discussed in the second chapter, the films show cross-national, internationalist and tri-

continental solidarity at work, not only in their production but also in their conservation, finding 

and restoration; they display and reinforce in the collective imaginary of their audience the political 

connections and forms of solidarity of the revolutionary movements of the 1970s; their modes of 

production illustrate the complex political and social context within which Third Cinema was 

created and evolved and; finally, they share an aesthetic that, while shaped by their political, social 

and economic context, also proposes alternative and subversive imaginaries capable of informing 

emancipatory politics and forms of resistance then and now. 

Finally, chapters one and three also focused on the scholarly and cinematographic work 

about the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution being developed today, and its reception by larger 

audiences. They are a testimony of the revival of the interest in the political and aesthetic 

alternatives coming from a revolutionary past. These works have the potential of reminding us that 

our past is not past. By watching these films or reading scholarly work about them today, we 

necessarily make connections, parallels and comparisons showing that similar forms of 

subjugation are being imposed also today all around the world, and that the past never really left 

us. 
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If these forms of domination (be it colonial, imperialist, economic, gendered, racial) are 

part of a past that is still our present, then, the forms of resistance that they produced, the 

internationalist solidarity that supported them, and the subversive aesthetics that they proposed 

should be considered in the analysis of today’s political realities and cultural spaces. These films 

constitute alternatives that might inform, orient, and inspire contemporary political and cinematic 

action. This is precisely the idea that Third Cinema advanced, the engagement of arts and academic 

work in emancipatory political action.  

Palestinian Cinema produced today – especially the cinema that is visible internationally -

- is shifting further away from its direct connection with the lived experiences of the Palestinians. 

Because of the absence of a film production infrastructure in Palestine in addition to the complete 

helplessness of the Palestinian Ministry of Culture, almost all Palestinian films today are funded 

by European partners who have a visible influence on which films are to be funded, and which 

stories can be told. Because of this economic reality most Palestinian filmmakers moved to places 

where funding exists, which also moved them away from the subjects whose stories and lives their 

films are supposed to tell (Palestinians). Furthermore, their films seem to mainly address, or to be 

in dialogue with, European and North American audiences, and are rarely screened for Palestinian 

audiences in Palestine or in refugee camps. These are some of the reasons that explain why 

Palestinian cinema is not playing the same political and cultural roles that it once had, and seems 

unable to elicit the kind of popular political activism that was once produced by the Cinema of the 

Palestinian Revolution.  

Lately, it has been social media and other alternative platforms that Palestinian activists 

have mobilized to fill the gap left by the increasing alienation of Palestinian cinema. Activists 

document the lived reality of Palestinians and the abuses of the Israeli occupation, while also 
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disseminating their work among millions of people worldwide in relatively short periods of time.  

This type of activism has been strikingly successful in getting Palestinian voices heard especially 

during the resent assault on Gaza (2021). It has not only highlighted the ethnic cleansing, the 

apartheid system, and the countless forms of violence and abuse to which Palestinians are 

subjected today, but has also been able to create a sense of unity and inspired a kind of political 

mobilization not seen in several decades. However, the majority of today’s activists or artists in 

Palestine do not have access to any of the films from the 1970s, and this makes difficult for them 

to draw parallels and comparisons between their work and the knowledge, practices and political 

action produced by the Cinema of the Palestinian Revolution. These historical films are crucial for 

Palestinians to understand their own history, and the potential of this knowledge to inspire and 

inform their role in the Palestinian struggle for liberation.  

Therefore, the question now is: How do we turn our cinematographic, artistic, scholarly, 

and political work into an attempt to imagine our future as a horizon that we inherited from the 

past? This thesis intended to make a humble contribution to this endeavour. 
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