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            When talking about Arab Cinema it is hard to disregard the influential presence 

of political and religious themes.  As Noble Prize Winner of Literature, the Egyptian 

writer Naguib Mahfouz, whose realist literature has long been adapted on film, 

discusses: “In all my writings, you will find politics. You may find a story that ignores 

love or any other subject, but not Politics. It is the very axis of our thinking.” 

            The development of a politically conscious cinema is associated with the 

constant instability in the region since WWII until the present time with the Arab Spring 

revolutions. Politically, there is always a schematic order to how things evolve. 

Revolutions are followed by wars. Wars are followed by a post war phase that can 

extend over a decade. Then comes the recession period that establishes the need for a 

change, a revolution. The cycle repeats. The revolution in this case is a response to a 

post war phase due to the depression and decline in economic development. 

Commonly cinematic productions get paralyzed during wars and revolutions. But it 

resonates again during post-war and recession, a crucial phase characterized by being 

analytical of what happened and critical of what is happening. This can last up to 

decades in some countries. In the course of the ongoing so-called Arab Spring, many 

arguments emerge: what is the future of Egyptian Cinema? Will the Egyptian film 

industry bloom or doom? Certainly, such arguments can only take a hypothetical form at 

this point. 

 

Political Leadership and Cinema 

                      During the Doha International Film Festival in 2011, Tunisian filmmaker Mourad 

Ben Cheikh expressed a mixed feeling of optimism and nervousness where he 
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explained the up-and-coming situation in Tunisia about the censorship removal and the 

creation of an association for filmmakers, which was banned during the previous regime. 

However, Ben Cheikh explained the drawback, “We don’t know who will come into 

power or what is the rhetoric of the Ministry of Culture.” (Shackleton)  

            “Who will come into power?” Political Leadership is the very axis and the 

nucleus subject matter that can shape the cinematic history of a nation. There are two 

types of political leadership: innovative and orthodox. Both take effect when: 

                        ‘Dominant leaders introduce new ideas or novel orientations, for the  

                        better or for the worse, promoting major changes in their respective  

                        societies, which in turn alter both the nearer and more remote external        

                        environments of these societies, by advancing vision, inspiration,   

                        conceptualization of change, articulation of ideological goals and their  

                        communication to followers and foes, by taking risks and forming  

                       groups of followers for their guidance towards the achievement  

                       of goals.’ (Masciulli, 7) 

            Political scientist Karl Deutsch offers a typology of leaders based on the extent 

of leaders’ powers presented as a sequence that ranges from strong, successful 

leaders to relatively weak and unsuccessful ones. Deutsch strongly connects the type of 

support extended by the followers based on the leader’s personality as well as the fit 

between policies advocated by the leader that  

prevail the ‘spirit of times’ to the requirements of the historical situation that the leader 

can ignore only when in peril. In his ‘Analysis of International Relations’ (1978), Deutsch 

portrays strong versus weak leaders in a table: 
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Leader

s 

Personal 

Qualities 

Type of support from followers Fit between leaders’ 
policies and 
situations 

Strong Strong, Decisive  A large group or coalition of groups 
strongly united with consistent 
bonds of attitude and interest 

Fit  

Weak Weak, 

Indecisive  

Few supporters, or many 
supporters who are weakly united 

Lack of fit  

Source: Deutsch 1978.  

            On the other hand, political economist and philosopher Max Weber offers a 

typology of leaders based on a leadership-centered approach to political thinking and 

acting by viewing politics as ‘the leadership or the influencing of the leadership of a 

political association, hence, today of a state. That is a human community that 

successfully claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given 

territory.’ (Masciulli, 16) What makes a leader legitimate, in a way, is the same reason 

that makes the people obey his authority: ‘the most common motor of leadership in 

modern societies is the leaders’ embedment in society.’  Weber distinguishes between 

the cultural, social and psychological sources of leaders’ powers. According to Weber in 

‘Types of Authority’ (1986), leadership is exercised in accord with traditional, legal 

rational or charismatic domination, authority and legitimation.  

Type of Legitimate power/authority Source of Legitimate power/authority 

Traditional Custom, perennial institutions 

Rational-legal Legal-bureaucratic procedures 

Charismatic Personal qualities extraordinary gifts of the 

leader 

Source: Weber 1946/1958 
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            A perfect case in point would be the era of the National Arab leader Gamal 

Abdel Nasser who gained the support of followers and ultimate legitimacy after the 

military coup of July 1952, a marking point in Egypt modern history. The national 

revolution broke out establishing a democratic republic. Ella Schochat writes: 

                        ‘The political-economic realities in the colonies that led to the  

                        emergence of  “Third Worldism” after World War II is the substance  

                        that forms the psycho-cultural structure of the “underdeveloped”  

                        societies. Hence, writing on the evolution of a national cinema in  

                        Egypt implies the necessity of revealing its correspondences with  

                        periods of political significance, i.e. the 1952 revolution.’ (22) 

            The 1952 revolution was considered a Renaissance where new political, 

economic, social and cultural ideas were proposed. The revolution carried the ideology 

of anti-colonization. It was a new era of post war that collaborated to the decolonization 

of the third world. Nasser called for the gradual decolonization and de-westernization of 

Egyptian cinema. His call was based on a belief that cinema is one of the initial stages 

of nation building which ideology criticized colonial attitudes. He pushed the cinema 

industry to produce solidarity and identity among the people and to interpret reality by 

transforming the citizens from traditional subjects to active subjects.  

            In the pre-revolutionary phase, Egyptian film industry was under the foreigners’ 

control, whether British, Italian, or French. The colonial expansion, even after the 

independence, oriented the industry and subject matters towards a westernized image 

of Egypt while tuning out the realistic Egyptian lifestyle and political problems leading to 

a strictly commercial industry, a neo-colonial cinema. During that period, censorship 
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was highly in action banning any films that criticized the monarchy or the foreigners, and 

forbidding cinematic representation of the conflicts between peasants and landowners. 

The cinema was directed towards musicals and light comedies far from contemporary 

subjects in reality. It had favored westernization by importing to the Egyptian elite and 

bourgeoisie ideas from the west influencing the taste of the population and 

standardizing the dress and costume as well as the moral conduct leaving the 

Egyptians lost in a clear contradiction, to reject the western domination and at the same 

time be envious of its lifestyle and power. They started to recognize their inferiority that 

became a pre-revolutionary complex that continued to develop.  

                        ‘The first ambition of the colonized is to become equal to the splendid  

                        model of the colonizer who suffers from none on his deficiencies, has  

                        all the rights, enjoys every possession and benefits from every prestige 

                        and to resemble him to the point of disappearing into him.’ (Memmi, 120) 

            This pre-revolutionary inferiority complex that spread to the point of ‘Plagiarism’ 

was the ultimate deterioration of Egyptian ethics in cinema. Producers started to adapt 

western films and novels without the acknowledgment of its original authors then adapt 

it to local scenes. The archive of Egyptian cinema went widely commercial and pro-

westernized for many years establishing an identity that glorifies the colonizer as a 

powerful example of modernity and idealism. This cinematic identity that categorized 

that era was strictly the result of the political leadership: the monarchy and the power of 

the colonizer.   

            Revolution came with Abdel Nasser to set the new standards that eliminate the 

inferiority complex. Nasser strived to restore dignity to the Egyptians and to strengthen 
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the national identity of the country that was eliminated by colonial war on local culture. 

Nasser, the leader of personal qualities and power, nationalized the cinema industry 

and offered great support to producers by securing large investments. Egyptian cinema 

was on the rise producing over 100 films a year. Nasser’s era indeed brought cultural 

and intellectual awakening after a long period of stagnation and national deterioration.  

            Films influenced by the revolution started to emerge mostly criticizing the former 

regime, praising the revolution, praising the nationalization of the Suez and mainly 

dealing with subjects that brought hope and honor to the population. With Nasser, 

cinema became politically aware and conscious of its role in determining the connection 

between culture and politics. As came in Fanon’s ‘The Wretched of The Earth’,  

                        ‘The condition for its existence if therefore national liberation and  

                        the renaissance of the state…A non-existent culture can hardly be  

                        expected to have bearing on reality, or to influence reality. First  

                        necessity is the reestablishment of the nation in order to give life to  

                        national culture in the strictly biological sense of the phrase.’ (245) 

            Notable films of this era emphasize on patriotic themes such as Henry Barakat’s 

film ‘A Man in Our House’ (1961) that depicts the story of a revolutionary young man 

Ahmed who assassinates the King’s prime minister then takes refuge in a middle class 

Egyptian family who risk their life by hiding him. This depicts the revolutionary spirit of 

the youth and calls for patriotism and loyalty to nationalism. This film is notably an 

adaptation of a novel, by the same title, written by Egyptian Ihsan Abd Al-Qudus. This 

film belongs to a new wave identified by adapting Egyptian novels to the screen instead 

of western literature. The cinematic search for national authenticity begins.  
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            The leader called for modernization and for women liberation. In response came 

the comedy film, ‘Marriage According To The Modern Style’ (1968), that challenges the 

tradition of arranged marriage based on greed and profitable family trade, and 

advocates love based marriages. The Egyptian society underwent a changes in the late 

fifties and sixties. According to Galal Amin in ‘Whatever Happened to Egyptians’, 

                        ‘The change can be partially attributed to the influence of the cinema  

                        on the people. Changes can be seen in the family values, such as  

                        parents-children relationship, husband wife relations and the  

                        perception of gender roles in society. Changes can be seen in the ideas  

                        that control the way of thinking of Egyptian youths.’                

            Youssef Chahine’s film ‘Jamila, The Algerian’ (1958) nodded in response to 

Nasser’s call for promoting Arab unity and solidarity. The film hailed the Algerian 

revolution and the resistance against the French by depicting the real story of Jamila the 

girl who loves her homeland and joins the patriotic movement to liberate her country.  

            Another epic film of Chahine, ‘El Naser Salah El Din’ (1963) tells the story of 

Salah el Din, the all time greatest leader of Arab armies who fought against the invading 

crusaders, restored Jerusalem to the Arabs and brought economical and political 

radiance to Egypt. The film showed the nobility of the leader, the power of his faith and 

his human side. It praised the Arab achievements of the past that is an act of restoring 

the dignity of the present. Chahine brings out the resemblance of Abdel Nasser to Salah 

el Dine, each a heroic leader of his time.  

Loss of identity in a defeated nation during recession 

            The Arab defeat in 1967 during the ‘Six day war’, also called ‘The Setback’ 
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against Israel left Jerusalem to fall in the possession of Israel along with the West Bank, 

the Golan Heights and the Sinai Desert. This defeat fractured every aspect of the Arab 

intellectuals’ confidence. Youssef Chahine portrayed this transition in his film ‘The 

Choice’ (1970) which was a murder mystery that suggested Egypt’s growing intellectual 

schisms in the wake of the defeat which he portrayed in ‘The Sparrow’(1972) by 

showing Bahiyya, the main character, after Nasser’s announcement of the defeat, 

running in the streets of Cairo and shouting ‘No! We must fight. We won’t accept the 

defeat. We will fight’ while the crowd started to grow around her. The film portrayed the 

Arab in denial rejecting the defeat while blaming it on the corruption in the political 

establishment. Sadat’s government banned the film for few years.  

            The 1967 defeat brought about a rival of documentaries and genre connected 

with government propaganda. Sadat denationalized the film industry in the 70s. Less 

funding resulted in less quality films. Production capacity has gone down from average 

of 80 films per year to less than 20 films a year. The audience started to turn to foreign 

films to find quality.  

            Another shock awaited the new Arab cinema when Sadat, Abdel Nasser’s 

successor, visited Jerusalem in 1977 and signed a peace treaty. That was the 

beginning of a new era projecting a defeated Nation struggling the loss of its identity 

and pride. The Arab no longer knew who he was. The complex of inferiority revealed 

again. The frustration echoed in every Arab who felt the stagnation and the regression 

in many areas including education, culture, politics, economy, and art 

            Columnist Abdullah Iskandar says that the ‘1967 war has been used as a 

justification for despotism and totalitarianism, and a pretext to suppress Arab society. 
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Back then, the choice was between a military regime resulting from a coup and a 

pluralistic democratic system. Today the options are a despotic ruler and a 

fundamentalist.’ (Voice of America) 

            Political and military analyst Mohamed el Sayed Said who is also the head of the 

Al-Ahram Center for Political and Strategic Studies, explains in an interview: 

                        ‘One legacy of the defeat is the rise of political Islam, as disappointment  

                        in Nasser’s secular Pan-Arabism began to turn more and more young  

                        people toward Islamist movements. He says secular reformers, having  

                       failed in their bid to democratize Egypt, are “totally demoralized”. The  

                       greatest frustration is not the defeat itself, it is in fact the failure of the  

                       reform movement to bring about democracy. The defeat is caused by the  

                       lack of transparency, lack of checks and balances, lack of accountability  

                       and lack of, you know generally, democracy.’ (Voice of America) 

            In ‘Causes for Fundamentalist Popularity in Egypt’, Hammoud analyzes that 

Nasser’s execution of the Muslim Brotherhood leader, Sayyid Qutb in 1966 for his 

assassination attempt against Nasser which was followed by the Six Day War, has 

resulted in the Islamic fundamentalists to regard the defeat as a holy punishment. This 

defeat had drawn a large mass of Egyptians towards fundamentalism for solace. (303-

336) 

            Egyptian filmmakers embarked on a journey exploring the wave of Islamic 

fundamentalism that affected intellectual and cultural life. The first film representing 

Islamic fundamentalists was ‘Terrorism and Barbecue’ (1993) by director Sherif Arafa. 

The film criticized the malfunctioning of government services but at the same time 
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blamed Islamic fundamentalists for it through the depiction of an Islamic fundamentalist 

civil servant who spent his day at the office praying instead of working.  

            The cinema started to explore the fundamentalist identity as intolerant towards 

those who are different and thus representing them as a threat to national unity and 

democracy, just in line with the way Egyptian government viewed them too. This is the 

era where the cinema is colonial towards Islamic fundamentalists by identifying them as 

“the Other”.  

            Islamic fundamentalists are depicted as hypocrites and anarchists in ‘The Other’ 

(1999), as burglars in ‘The Terrorist’ (1994), and as corrupts, confused and manipulative 

in ‘Birds of Darkness’ (1995). In the latter, the character Fat’hi, a secular lawyer says to 

his fundamentalist colleague Ali: ‘The government is smart. It has left you mosques. 

Lets you publish books. Hold interviews. All this is to prove it is democratic.’ While the 

film begins with a disclaimer that it is entirely fiction. This self-censorship is linked with 

Egypt’s 30 year long emergency law that gives the president the absolute right to 

censor any form of expression prior to its release in order to maintain ‘national security’.  

            The portrayal of fundamentalists in the Arab cinema had been diverse. In ‘Birds 

of Darkness’ their interest is merely political while in ‘The Other’ and ‘The Terrorist’ they 

have no definite political cause and act on mere personal interest. In ‘The Other’, 

fundamentalism becomes as one way of dealing with personal psychological crisis. The 

film reveals how Fat’hi – who is now a fundamentalist– had slept with his sister while 

they were teenagers and how fundamentalism was the only way in which he could 

manage with his guilt. The film psychologizes fundamentalism as a kind of post-

traumatic stress disorder. It also portrays it as an unreasonable way of dealing with 
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crisis. Chahine in this film clearly tried to decode the very existence of fundamentalism 

and his result was that fundamentalism is not part of the nature of the other. The other 

is not born with it but it is a state of ‘becoming’. This state of becoming most likely is a 

threat to freedoms of expression and religion practice as seen in the historical epic film 

‘Destiny’ (1997) about the life of the 12th century Andalusian philosopher Averroes who 

struggles against fundamentalists. The film opens with a scene of a man being burned 

for translating the work of Averroes then shows later the killing of a singer Marwan and 

the fundamentalists success in converting the caliph’s son to their side. The film ends 

with a massive burning of Averroes’ books then a sentence appears on the screen 

‘ideas have wings, no one can stop their flight.’ This was a message from the director 

against the attack on him by fundamentalists who accused his earlier film ‘The Emigrant’ 

of being sacrilegious.  

            Then comes ‘The closed doors’ (1999), a voyeuristic quality film through the 

eyes of 13-year-old Hamada as he comes of age and battles with urges he’s been 

taught are wrong and the idea of his mother as a sexual being. Hamada fears the 

human body while struggling with his growing sexuality in a contemporary Egypt under 

the influence of Islamic fundamentalism that forbids public discourse on sexual 

practices and issues.  

            After the defeat, alongside the fundamentalism theme, the Palestinian dilemma 

became a highly visited subject in the Arab cinema mainly emphasizing on the politics 

of personal experience at the same time approaching it from the eyes of the real victims 

such as the Palestinian refugees. Those films shouted for the existence of displaced 

people but at the same time acted as a reminder of the defeat. This theme reflected the 
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most pessimistic era of an entire nation stripped of its identity while searching for a 

cause to blame.  

            At the same time, Hollywood had set the US as a world policeman by 

representing itself with tough intelligent heroes in films like Rambo, The Terminator and 

Black Rain. The response to the Arab depression came in Hollywood’s controversial 

portrayal of Arabs. “Arabs were represented as ruthless, faceless Islamic 

fundamentalist, killers reduced and dehumanized. There is no distinction between the 

notions ‘Arab’, ‘Muslim’, or ‘Islamic fundamentalist’” (Khatib, 3) 

            In ‘Orientalism’ Edward Said says, ‘Muslims and Arabs are essentially covered, 

discussed, apprehended either as oil suppliers or as potential terrorists. Very little of the 

detail, the human density, the passion of Arab-Muslim life has entered the awareness of 

even those people whose profession is to report the Islamic World. What we have 

instead is a limited series of crude, essentialist caricatures.’ 

            For many filmmakers explanations can only begin to be found by looking again 

at the past. Tunisian filmmaker Nouri Bouzid puts it this way: 

                        ‘We must face our memory, judge it, unveil it. Change comes from  
             
                         knowledge. We don’t dare see ourselves in the mirror. We look for  
  
                         someone else. We’re not proud of what we are. Our history is bound  
 
                         by memory and prohibition. We must unveil what we keep hiding in  
 
                         order prehaps to know who we are." (Al Bab)  
 

Arab Independent film: Self-identification and revelation  

            Andre Bazin discusses that ‘a member of a film audience tends to identify 

himself with the film’s hero by a psychological process, the result of which is to turn the 
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audience into a mass and to render emotion uniform. Just as in algebra if two numbers 

equal a third, then they are equal to one another, so here we can say if two individuals 

identify themselves with a third, they identify themselves with one another.’(99) Bazin 

states in a way that cinema is a form of crucial revelation to the audience that is made 

up of solitary individuals.  

            This specific identification with the self leads the Arab cinema to start shyly 

exploring independent filmmaking since mid 2000s. The Arab audience has long been 

missing this identification with itself, due to the wave of American films that 

misrepresent and dishonor Arabs while reflecting a sole image of terrorism and Islamic 

fundamentalism. To top that, distributors have also played a huge role in the amount of 

films that they imported from the West, especially Hollywood mainstream films, which 

diminished the possibility of local Arab filmmakers in having their films exhibited.  This 

factor had helped the idea of westernization to continue by imitating and adapting 

Hollywood mainstream films and ideas into the industry. I would say that the only genre 

that sort of made its way towards a specific national identity would be comedy. Besides 

comedy, the genres such as action, thriller and drama had been strongly influenced by 

western productions leading the audience, the solitary individuals, to experience the 

lack of self-identification therefore search for a national identity again. Arab filmmakers 

were forced and drifted towards the making of mainstream films as major studios 

consider that independent films cannot be geared to a marketing campaign.  

            But when does Arab cinema become independent cinema? The answer does 

not necessarily have to be related to budgetary issues where it has to range between 

zero budget to low budget nor it is related to specific genre or style. Independent films 
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emerge when freedom of expression is sought after. Now after the eras of 

westernization and Hollywood misrepresentation of Arabs, young Arab filmmakers are 

exploring the new voice that I would categorize under ‘independent Arab cinema’. While 

those filmmakers are fully aware of western cinema, they perceive it as a motivating 

force to create the cinema that the solitary individual identifies with. This cinema is 

independent, freely expressing modern day life, and projecting controversial social 

issues taking no account of the censor and the political leader. These films are 

eventually scrutinized and sometimes completely banned by the censor. Most of these 

films find their audience through festivals, online streaming, and of course, pirated 

copies sold in the streets. Now I think independent filmmaking has one goal, identify 

with the individual in order for the individual to identify with another. And once they do, 

that identification becomes revelation. Why filmmakers turn to independent film even 

though most of the time their films end up not seen? Maybe in a decade or two we will 

know why they were made in the first place.   

            In her film ‘Dunia: Kiss me not on the eye’ (Egypt/ Lebanon/ France, 2005), 

Jocelyn Saab presents a controversial independent film, self-produced with a minor 

French co-production. The film tells the story of a free-spirited Dunia, a dancer and 

student of Arabic poetry (acted by Hanan Turk who shortly after the film would take the 

hijab). Dunia falls in love with Beshir, who is a well-known intellectual activist, and the 

supervisor of her thesis on ecstasy in Sufi love poetry. She ends up marrying her 

boyfriend Mamdouh who disapproves of her dancing. In an interview with Saab by 

Egypt Independent, she summarizes the film as a story of a modern Egyptian woman 

deciding how to live her life and what to be. The film shows a scene of female 
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circumcision, a sex scene in the bed and shots that show the slums of Cairo. Saab says 

that she is less concerned about female genital circumcision and more concerned about 

‘intellectual circumcision.’ The character Beshir mentions in the film while teaching 

students poetry: “Some might say, no doubt, that erotic poetry is obscene even 

blasphemous. That might be true, but where and in whose opinion? In their opinion. In 

the way they receive it. But those who read and understand will recognize the beauty of 

true and audacious love poetry…the art of life itself.” This comes as a response at a 

time when Islamist groups were calling for the literary classic ‘One Thousand and One 

Nights’ to be banned for calling for pornography.  In the film, Saab decides to portray an 

attack on the character Beshir by extremists, based on the actual attack on Egyptian 

writer Naguib Mahfouz in 1994 who was stabbed in the neck outside his Cairo home by 

Islamic extremists who did not completely succeed in assassinating him but that caused 

a permanent damage to nerves in his right hand. The film was scheduled to premier in 

Cairo cinemas but when Jocelyn Saab showed up to the opening, she was told that 

‘Dunia’ had been replaced with an American film. The film was banned completely and 

taken out of the theaters before its premiere. In June 2011, the film was first shown 

officially in Egypt at the Cervantes Institute. Saab explains that her views showed to be 

right when she witnessed the start of the 2011 revolution, “the role of the filmmaker is to 

go and read in the head of the people what they dare not say. The film expresses what 

was fought for and said it with a high voice.” (Purtill) 

             Peter Kramer discusses this self-identification and its impact in his film criticism 

on Stanley Kubrick’s masterpiece ‘2001 a Space Odyssey’. The letters that Kubrick 

received from cinemagoers reflected the personal effect the film had on the individuals 
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who identified with one another and expressed themselves as one. They bounded to 

each other. In 16 July 1968 a woman from Ohio wrote a letter to Kubrick saying, ‘the 

greatest movie I have ever seen in my life. ‘2001’ is a hand reaching from destiny to 

help us on to better things. Mr. Kubrick, your movie - on me at least - has had the same 

effect as the monoliths pictured in the film had on the human race…’ (86) Kramer 

discusses that while she could be sure about her own transformation, she suspected 

that others were affected similarly. Most letters noted the experience of self –

transformation and rebirth. For some people, the film gave them a reason to go on 

living. ‘It implies much more than just an artistic revelation. On a philosophical level, it 

implies that if man is capable of this, he is capable of anything – anything rational and 

heroic and glorious and good…’ (86) 

            The Arab independent cinema aspires to have an identical effect on people. It 

carries the message of self-transformation, ‘a hand reaching from destiny to help us on 

to better things.’  

Independent Arab films act like a techno-cultural shift, like ‘Smart Mobs’. Just the way 

Howard Rheingold defines it in ‘Smart Mobs: The Next Social Revolution’ (2002), 

“Smart Mobs enable people to act together in new ways and in situations where 

collective action was not possible.” When films act like Smart Mobs by triggering 

collective intelligence, which is the dynamics of the crowd, then they empower the 

collective action of the people to foment political change, social change and economical 

change. And this can only happen when the audience first experiences self-

identification then self-transformation. It is a long process nevertheless it is the only 

passage to rebirth.  



Smart Mobs For An Egyptian Cinematic Spring 
Hotait. D 
 

 

18 

            As much as rebirth is associated with youth and new ideas, ‘Microphone’ (2010) 

comes to set the new standards of Egyptian cinema that provides an incentive for young 

filmmakers to strongly believe in low budget film production and not bind themselves to 

funding constraints and standards of star oriented studio films. This film tackles the 

underground art scene of the city of Alexandria in Egypt. It is indeed a unique film that 

bursts with optimism. The film is not optimistic itself in content but it leaves the viewer 

with a breeze of hope in the new generation. It focuses on a youth art movement that 

showcases local Alexandrian bands with music pulsing in revolutionary lyrics, graffiti art 

creating shocking murals that call for revolution and skateboarding scenes that are 

featured for the first time in Arab cinema. This is indeed a rebirth of Arab cinema and a 

point of transition. Two great things lifted the film from being perceived with 

disappointment and sympathy for the future of this generation: First comes the timing. 

The film was released on January 26th, 2011, which is the next day of the start of the 

revolution. People were ready to see this film and experience the optimistic aspect 

behind the desire for creativity in the thoughts of the youth. Second, all its characters 

agreed on one thing ‘revolution’ and that was starting to become a reality outside the 

doors of movie theaters.  

            That rebirth is preceded by a long stagnation phase, can also be called silent 

death, of a paralyzed city that lies so heavily on its citizens. This phase is depicted in 

the film ‘Heliopolis’ (2009) which is the debut film of director Ahmad Abdallah, director of 

‘Microphone’ (above).  

Here we have an indie film that shows the deterioration and the demolition of what was 

Egyptian elite pride. The film is a nostalgic view of the era before the 1952 revolution 
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where different minorities lived together and the influential foreigners made the city’s 

charm more appealing. The film intertwines the life of seven characters, over a period of 

24 hours, in the once wealthy now declining Heliopolis suburb. The only thing that 

brings them together is the frustration over another wasted day in their life where no one 

gets to achieve anything in their day. They portray the paralysis that is gripping the 

country. ‘It is strange how much we change, though nothing really changes’, says 

Ibrahim, the main character in the film. The film shows a young generation nostalgic to 

an era that they haven’t witnessed, a generation that sobs over the relics of what was 

called ‘The Golden Age of Egypt’. The only thing that connects them to that era is the 

remaining architecture of Heliopolis. The film shows the youth of Egypt full of desires 

and ambitions but their major obstacle is the lack of dramatic shifts in their lives. 

‘Heliopolis’ is a unique approach that deals with the element of time yet it doesn’t give 

solutions. It simply speaks out the melancholy of a generation that may or may not 

accomplish the change that is required.   

            Arab independent films are still in the phase of creation with a main goal: rebirth. 

No doubt there is a rising independent industry yet still shy of audience.  

 

New ideas for a revolution in motion 

            When the Nazi wanted to maintain indoctrination and eradicate Un-German 

thoughts by burning books of notable writers, Helen Keller boldly said to German 

students in an open letter that ‘tyranny could never defeat the power of ideas’. Thirty 

years later, the philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn conceived the idea of ‘paradigm 

shift’ that required the fundamental change in scientific approach by the formation of 
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new ways of thinking about conventional things that we deal with every day in normal 

life. His thesis insisted that the major developments in science were mostly 

revolutionary by putting a scheme starting from disdain through doubt to acceptance of 

a new theory. He explains that when normal science runs into anomalies, it enters a 

crisis that in turn leads to a scientific revolution. If we analyze this theory we can again 

perceive the political scheme mentioned earlier: Revolution – War – Post War – 

Recession – Revolution. This is the scheme created when new ideas emerge and 

develop at a high-speed to turn into revolutionary ideas. But when is an idea considered 

revolutionary?  

            Simon Schama dedicates a chapter in his brilliantly written book ‘The Power of 

Art’ to Pablo Picasso and he entitles it ‘Modern Art Goes Political’. He mainly focuses on 

the notable painting Guernica, ‘the painting that shouted there could be no higher 

obligation for modern art than reinstatement of a sense of humanity amidst the cinders’. 

This painting remains a evidence for the prosecution during the dictatorship of the 

Spanish general Francisco Franco. Guernica did not elicit a revolution in the common 

word rather it was a revolutionary painting on its own.  

                        ‘All the symbolic actors who will feature in Guernica –the bull, the 

                        impaled horse, the house that does and does not offer sanctuary –  

                        have made their entrance even before Picasso has turned explicitly  

                        political. So when the time came for him to make a monumental  

                        statement about light, violence and martyrdom, he didn’t need to  

                        reach for some party political statement. The imagery came from  

                        deep within his own psyche, from his identification with both  
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                        aggressors and victims. That’s why the connection that Guernica  

                        makes is indeed universal: a hotline to all our fears.’ (368) 

            Again we stumble across the element of ‘identification’ with a certain event but 

this time it’s the artist identifying with an event. Here in this case, Picasso identified with 

the massacre at Guernica not just with the victims but also with the aggressor and this 

was the birth of Guernica that represents the truth. Picasso used to say about art, ‘a lie 

that makes you find ‘the truth’ but with Guernica lying was out of the question. The 

simplicity of this black and white painting falls in the category of ‘paradigm shift’. It 

presented a fundamental change in the artistic approach, a revolutionary idea that took 

the viewer, at the time, through the scheme of disdain to doubt to acceptance of 

Picasso’s new approach in modern art, ‘Art is dangerous; yes, it can never be chaste, if 

it’s chaste, it’s not art’. Guernica did not just implement an authoritative sound of truth; it 

managed to get under the skin and to fight the habit of violent evil in the humanity’s  

path. ‘Guernica was made to rip away the scar tissue, rob us of our sleep. Picasso had 

won. Art had won. Humanity had won.’ (395) 

            Guernica is an art that defines when an idea is considered revolutionary. The 

bodies are expressing the protest of pain and the chaos of destruction expressing the 

defeat of the people. Picasso defines the power of art vs. the political power. This piece 

is a revolutionary response to political crime and tyranny.  

                        ‘Guernica has always been bigger than Art, uncontainable by the  

                        museum. One of those rare works that gets into the bloodstream of  

                        the common culture. But just because it chose to take on power, it  

                        has to deal with its vagaries. Picasso relished this, giving a  
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                        contemptuous thumbs-down to the ageing dictator Franco, who,  

                        oddly enough, wanted it back in Spain. Picasso knew that Guernica  

                        might have lost the battle, but also it had won the war- that the  

                        decrepit old fascist would die, and with him would perish his horrible  

                        regime. The painting, on the other hand, would endure and, when  

                        freedom was reborn in Spain, would find its way home.’ (394)  

            Revolutionary ideas don’t necessarily trigger a revolution. An idea that sets a 

revolution in motion could be a simple idea but what’s revolutionary about it lies in how 

well it is timed and how well it is presented. In the film ‘I Need A Solution’ (1975) 

directed by Said Marzouk, the film demanded the right for women to divorce in an 

Islamic society where this is solely the man’s decision. The film sets a simple storyline 

following the life of a woman trying to get a divorce from her husband who turns her life 

to hell by not allowing the divorce. We follow their court appeals and their unpleasant 

life together. The film was not revolutionary in terms of idea but it simply set a social 

protest in motion. This film is credited for triggering the major change in divorce and 

family laws in Egypt in 1976. By putting this social issue under the cinematic 

microscope, the film was able to change a policy that had been governing women lives 

for long years. When film can change policies, it can also topple entire regimes, as well 

as decrease or increase the popularity of a political leader. It’s all about that simple idea 

presented at the right time. 

            Arab cinema of the late 20th century to early 21st century resembles a 

psychoanalyst who is occupied in the treatment of mental disorders that are inherited in 

the constitution of the population’s personality (like the ones determined by events in 
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one’s early childhood) and is constantly fighting to bring the unconscious taboos, the 

conflicts and the repressed fears into the conscious mind. It is saying clearly, let’s talk 

about our problems but first let’s acknowledge that we have problems.  

            Since Arab cinema has mostly been under the control of the dictatorial Arab 

governments, it certainly does not enjoy the freedom of expression. By having the 

cinema on a psychoanalyst mission with a tagline ‘let’s acknowledge that we have 

serious problems’, the audience starts to find his cinematic experience as a therapeutic 

challenge towards self-identification and self-acceptance. Therefore the audience is 

prompted to either position himself in denial to acknowledge the problem in the first 

place, which is a momentary phase, or to revolt against the problem by choosing to go 

to the next step ‘let’s talk about our problems’.  

            In Mohamed Diab‘678’ (2010), the story centers on the sexual harassment of 

women in modern Egypt. The film follows three women of different socio-economical 

classes searching for justice and ways of defense from the daily plight of sexual 

harassment. This film raised controversies such as the attempt by the attorney Abdel 

Hamid Shaaban to block the film from screening at international festivals because it 

intended to defame the reputation of Egypt while the director saw that the film’s subject 

is universal. In an interview with the cast, the lead actor Majid el Kedwany mentioned 

that ‘we are not only talking about sexual harassment but harassment of the psyche. 

This happens in all parts of the world, not just Egypt.’ (El Shoush) 

The complaint of Shaaban is exactly the example on not wanting to acknowledge the 

problem in the first place. This is the denial phase when the psychoanalyst tries to bring 

the unconscious taboos to the surface.  
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            Another complaint came from the Association for Human Rights and Social 

Justice demanding the film be banned. Their argument is that the film encouraged 

women to injure men’s genitals with sharp tools as a way of self-defense as if the film 

was giving a green light to women to practice violence. Yet the director’s response was 

that the film encouraged victims of harassment to take recourse to the courts. Diab 

discussed at an interview during the Dubai International Film Festival film screening 

where the film won the top prize Muhr Arab,  

                        ‘When people are oppressed and under pressure, the response could  

                        be in the form of an even greater explosion, which is what you see  

                        towards the end of the film. However, we are not advocating  

                        violence, only that each person interprets the issue in their own way.’ (El      

                       Shoush) 

           In this complaint, there is an improvement, now we acknowledge the problem but 

we do not want to talk about it. In spite of that, the film has made a great achievement 

and a law has been generated finally to the women’s advantage that sexual harassment 

is now considered a crime and the harasser can be detained for up to three years.   

           The disapproval of the present and the nostalgia of the past is the overall theme 

in a film like ‘The Yacoubian Building’ (2006) that is said to be the most expensive film 

in the history of Egyptian cinema. The film is a detailed contemplation of modern day 

Cairo strongly accentuating homosexuality, Islamic fundamentalism, corruption and 

drug abuse. Most themes were hardly found in the Arab Cinema, even more all 

combined in one film. We might as well say that this film came as a wake up call for 

both filmmakers and viewers. It raised the standards of filmmaking as well as forced the 
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truth on the viewer. The main character Zaki Disouki says ‘We are living in the age of 

deformity’ and the film shows you every aspect of what deformity means.  The most 

outraging factor in this film is the scene where a character is sodomized in a police 

station following a crackdown at Cairo University. This came as a shocking scene in the 

film and made waves in every media platform in the country. But the scene was inspired 

by a real life case of Mohammed el-Sharkawi, a protester who accused police of 

violating him with rolled-up piece of cardboard. The sodomized character in the film 

ends up joining an Islamist terrorist group. Furthermore, the film breaks every aspect of 

sexual taboos by portraying a homosexual affair between a police officer and a 

newspaper editor.  

          ‘As a citizen I felt hurt when I watched it. I respect freedom of expression and 

creativity, but this is neither.’ expressed Said Mustafa Bakri, a member of parliament. 

‘This concern of perversion is unjustified. These scenes are rejected by religion and the 

values of the Egyptian society, even if the society suffers from these problems’ (Lake), 

came the reaction of the spokesman of the 88 Muslim Brother parliamentarians in the 

people’s assembly. Yet Muslim Brotherhood legislators did not make the cutting of 

those scenes a priority due to the critical timing as they were themselves asking for the 

freedom of expression, so calling for omission or banning would be a road to confusion. 

The film clearly shouted that tyranny is a key to the political violence. This shout also 

echoed in the next film in line.  

          ‘Whoever is ungrateful to Hatem is ungrateful to Egypt’ says the brutal sadistic 

and corrupt police officer ‘Hatem’ who runs the local police station and the 

neighborhood in Youssef Chahine’s last film, This is Chaos (2007). Just like its title, the 
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film projects the complete catastrophic period in Egypt. In this melodrama, Chahine 

shows fearless guts in addressing the current situation in Egypt by showing police 

brutality, corruption of the educational system and the fall of all ethics. He uncovers the 

Egyptian Society from all its aspects. It’s an angry film that undoubtedly leaves the 

audience charged with anger and disgust from the hopeless case that Egyptians 

reached. Hatem’s character represents the society that is reluctant to change due to the 

corruption that infected law and order. Now this film doesn’t fall in the Chahine film style. 

It is far from being recognized as a Chahine film for many reasons. The film took an 

aspect that ditches artistry in favor of an explicit political message that takes a shrill tone 

far from previous Chahine films. The film had one clear message, ‘Injustice is the 

incubator of violence.’  

The film opens with scenes of demonstrations in Egypt and riot police suppressing the 

demonstrators. Well, the 2007 foreseen riot scenes in Chaos were not far from the Arab 

Spring riot scenes in 2011. I think Chahine, with This is Chaos, initiated the wave of a 

radically political cinema that exhibit the Egyptians as angry demonstrators undaunted 

of the regime or the political leader. The audience immediately associated with this 

portrayal on an internal level. Each solitary individual experienced self-identification with 

the other. Then the revelation came in the form of the Arab Spring: the revolution. 

 

Revolution: when the political becomes personal 

            During the revolution phase, most film productions take the form of 

documentaries or somehow neorealism narratives. We can take a clear example of 

such films as Roberto Rossellini’s Rome, Open City, which was made after the 
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Germans retreated from Italy’s capital. Rossellini stated that ‘the situation of the 

moment guided by my own and the actors moods and perspectives dictated what 

should be shot and to rely on improvisation rather than on a script.’  

At this phase, films become personal journeys sometimes. It is a clear phase of when 

the political becomes personal and the personal becomes politicized.  

            In ‘After The Battle’ (2011), Yousry Nasrallah reproduces the attack that the 

government carried out on protestors in Tahrir Square in February 2011. The director 

whose film competed in the official Cannes Competition said, ‘we decided to portray 

what we were seeing to try to make sense of what was happening. Writing history while 

it is unfolding is a way of showing reality. One interprets what is happening on the spur 

of the moment.’ (Higgins) The originality in this approach is that Nasrallah chose his 

main character to be the aggressor not the victim then progress to make the aggressor 

a victim of a bigger circle of aggressors. Mahmoud, the main character, a horseman, 

was part of the armed group that attacked protestors in the ‘battle of camel’. That battle 

became the incarnation of the counter-revolution to many Egyptians. Mahmoud was 

manipulated into believing that president Mubarak would restore the tourist trade, on 

which the horsemen rely for a living, after it was suspended during the Arab Spring. 

Mahmoud was pulled off his horse while attacking the demonstrators and beaten. A 

video of his humiliation spread over the Internet. His entire life became a long 

nightmare. Nasrallah said, ‘the film is about a man who is trying to regain his own 

dignity’. The veteran Egyptian filmmaker was supposed to film a completely different 

film then the revolution started and for him it was obvious that there was only one story 

to tell.    
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           ‘18 days’ (2011) is a compilation of ten short films by Egyptian directors 

documenting the 18 days of the Egyptian Revolution. The shorts tackle subjects such as 

poverty, corruption, sense of pride, unity and mostly hope which is a notable outcome of 

the revolution. This compendium carries raw reaction to recent political events.  

            Films in the phase of revolution, and especially in the first decade after, tend to 

translate a naïve excitement due to the sudden political change and they are purely 

marked by revolutionary romanticism and illusionism. Few films get to explore the 

alternatives created by the revolution. The Arab Spring became the central subject to 

showcase at film festivals across the globe. Festivals such as Rotterdam opened with a 

selection of 45 films from Egypt and Syria. These films were all raw material. Most 

festivals were inspired by the Arab revolutions and dedicated a large number of 

screenings in the films’ favor. The movements have struck an emotional chord among 

the Arab people. It is the first time since the defeat of 1967 Six Day War that the Arab 

people feel emotionally connected. Hania Mroue, chief Arab programmer at the Doha 

Tribeca festival, says :  

                        ‘Right now, most countries in the post-revolution stage are in a  

                         transitory phase and we’re all looking for answers — not in speeches, 

                         but through voices from the street. Film is a creative medium and can  

                         offer different perspectives outside of the mainstream media, 

                         using unconventional approaches.’ (Bharadwaj) 

Sherif El Bendary, director of short film ‘Curfew’ (2011) one of the ten films in ‘18 Days’,  

expresses his skepticism to NY Times, ‘Will the Arab Spring revolutions change Arab 

cinema? of course. Every great event in a country’s history, whether it’s a revolt or a 
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tsunami, will have a powerful impact on its people. How will it change? It’s difficult to 

say.’ (Bharadwaj) 

 

Post-Revolution Phase: Looking at the future 

            Post-Revolution phase requires a time of stillness and observation to surface the 

analysis of what have happened and the reason for it happening. What really triggered 

the revolution to happen? Arab cinema is definitely on the rise considering the 

international attention it is gaining. The political events in the region not only influenced 

the filmmakers and their work but also it influenced the way the audience engaged with 

film. While the people are fully alert and fully aware of their capacity to make a change, 

a new challenge awaits the Arab Cinema. There is an intellectual and political 

awakening and the youth mind is in state of fermentation. The cinema needs to offer a 

new wave and a new approach while the audience is ready and excited for new ideas.  

            This phase is based on predictions and readings in the future that is nothing but 

an extension to the present that may repeat itself or go ahead of itself. The Arab 

revolutions will harvest years from now and the filmmakers must take the time to 

meditate upon and process the change. Director Yousry Nasrallah goes on the quest for 

Egypt’s future, ‘Despite the challenges and difficulties of the shoot, there were grounds 

for optimism. People don't want to watch a film where you are in a kind of prison; you 

want to feel the film is liberated and has liberated you, too. I hope this will be the 

definition of Arab cinema in the future.’ (Higgins) 

            The 2011 Arab revolutions are not comparable with any former revolutions. One 

reason behind this is social networking of Smart Mobs. This fact is what makes this 
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revolution stand out from the past experiences. Arabs now associate their political 

freedom and liberation with the moving image. 

            On the other hand, Arab Spring does not necessarily mean, elimination of 

fundamentalism, freedom of expression, eradication of corruption, liberalization of 

women rights…etc. Arab Spring is just a loud awakening. Whether it will result in a 

radical change or not, this is definitely starting to resonate.  

            In May 2012, the Tunisian court found Nabil Karoui, head of the private TV 

station Nessma, guilty of broadcasting the award winning animated film ‘Persopolis’ that 

shows a scene depicting God, drawing U.S criticism and highlighting a growing divide 

between Islamists and secularists. Enraged salafi extremists attacked the station and 

demanded the imprisonment of Karoui. The court fined Karoui $1,550 for distributing 

public order and attacking moral values. This all came on the world press freedom day 

that is marked by celebration in Tunisia after freedom of expression was curtailed under 

Ben Ali. Now for Tunisia, the struggle to balance religious sensitivities with newfound 

freedom of expression is ongoing. Even though the law of freedom of expression was 

established after Ben Ali’s fall, that doesn’t mean that the law will be taken into account.  

            This incident is not different than the one in Egypt when the court upheld 

conviction against one of the Arab world’s most famous comedian, Adel Imam, 

sentencing him to three months in jail for offending Islam in his films ‘The Terrorist’ and 

‘Terrorism and Kebab’ (previously mentioned).  

            Egyptian entertainment reporter Tarek el-Shinnawi argues that ‘a legally sound 

case would involve the writers and directors and the censors who approved the movies 

under Mubarak’s regime, not just the star of the films. This will make any writer, director 



Smart Mobs For An Egyptian Cinematic Spring 
Hotait. D 
 

 

31 

or actor think before considering the role of a Muslim figure’. (Batrawy) This event was 

considered a threat to curb Egypt’s film industry and freedom of speech.  

            Just like the defeat gave rise to Islamic fundamentalism, maybe the Arab spring 

is the sense of empowerment of Salafi ultraconservatism in Egypt and other Arab 

countries.  

After Hosni Mubarak ouster, elections came in the favor of ultraconservative Muslims by 

winning 25% of seats in parliament. This empowered the ongoing attempts to foist their 

religious views in the country.  

            This so-called Arab Spring, which I prefer to identify as ‘Awakening’, does not 

necessarily mean that the winds of change are resilient. The challenge that awaits the 

Arab Cinema lies mainly in how to carry on producing ‘Smart Mobs’ independent films 

that trigger the dynamics of the crowd towards the rejection of defeatism and the 

ongoing pursuit of rebirth that will resonate in a decade or two.  
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