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Introduction: Histories of ‘Arab’ Documentaries or Documentary Forms South and East of 

the Mediterranean?  

Viola Shafik 

  

Instead of an Introduction 

The working title of this book was ‘Histories of Arab Documentaries.’ It was changed to 

‘Documentary Filmmaking in the Middle East and North Africa’ for promotional reasons. The 

original concept of diversity and pluralism is still inscribed within it though. In fact, I have been 

imagining this volume as a poem, but without meter or rhyme, a sort of expressive mosaic—I am 

borrowing here Michael Renov’s notion of the ‘poetic documentary’ (Renov 1993, 25)—a 

discourse quite unlike a meta-narrative suggesting one big continuous and consistent ‘Arab’ film 

history, which in turn could be blown up into an essentialist legend. I prefer to speak, therefore, 

of ‘history’ in the plural; in other words, multiple, diverse and subjective histories of a likewise 

hard to define, if not amorphous, cinematic format, namely the documentary. 

As it is impossible to pin down documentary to one single form, so one can hardly speak 

of a clearly identifiable Arab identity, or—as advocated by Pan Arabism—an Arab “umma” 

(nation), unified by ethnic, geographic, linguistic and religious characteristics. This is not to deny 

numerous historical, infrastructural and political co-relations and commonalities among the 

countries of North Africa and the Middle East, or South and East of the Mediterranean. 

Little wonder it was hard to find a satisfactory title for this book. I had thought to use the 

term “Arabic-speaking countries,” as it seemed less forced than the notion of “Arab” peoples, but 

this also has evident shortcomings. Which Arabic language am I referring to?—The classical 

Arabic of the Quran and Qur’anic Studies, or rather Modern Standard Arabic that is used in 
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science and media but not on the streets? Both of these elevated forms of Arabic are in fact 

unable to accommodate the wealth of the often mutually unintelligible colloquial languages and 

jargons used in the many different regions of the Arab East and West, Mashriq and Maghrib. 

What then? Eventually a friend and expert on the region suggested the title ‘South and 

East of the Mediterranean,’ borrowed from ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif’s novel East of the 

Mediterranean (Sharq al-Mutawassit, 1975). With its strong critique of authoritarian rule and 

political oppression, it certainly resonates with some of the topics raised in this volume, and the 

title sounds poetic enough to match my own intentions for this book even though in the end it did 

not appear in the title. 

‘South and East of the Mediterranean’ is a geographic description, but one that also 

implies ancient history and the routes of cultural exchange between all countries united by the 

Mediterranean, or those in direct exchange with it. Permeability, diversity and a fragmentary 

character are surely the most adequate descriptions of the region’s culture, and a prerequisite for 

any sincere exploration of its documentary filmmaking. Yet, what about the—often 

unacknowledged—African roots in countries like Mauritania, Sudan, Algeria, Morocco, and 

Egypt? Perhaps, in the end, we should settle for the slightly technocratic term MENA (Middle 

East and North Africa) to accommodate these frequently-denied African elements as well? I still 

don't feel enthusiastic about the final title Documentary Filmmaking in the Middle East and 

North Africa but at least it avoids some of the above-mentioned pitfalls.  

 Against a backdrop of such considerations, this volume has been developed to offer 

some basic, but definitely incomplete, observations on the main historical developments in the 

field of documentary filmmaking in the region. This collection of essays, interviews, and 

academic studies examines and presents some of the unrecognized scholarly or filmic endeavors 
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in the field, and is reflective of the region’s immense cultural, human, linguistic, and ethnic 

diversity. It also attempts to provide a long-overdue contextualization of regional production 

within a wider history of international film and cinema, using relevant theoretical frameworks of 

analysis. This edited volume sits alongside my own ongoing DFG (Deutsche 

Forschungsgemeinschaft) funded research project, “Subversive Spring? Arab Non-Fiction and its 

Revolution(s),” and is a collective endeavor to tackle what I consider to be some of the main 

obstacles in the writing of a history of Middle Eastern and North African documentary 

filmmaking, namely the scarcity of relevant academic research and publications, and the 

difficulties in finding and accessing the films themselves, particularly early productions. 

Moreover, it is a direct outcome of the conference “Histories of Arab Documentary,” 

held in Munich on October 27-28, 2018, at the Ludwig Maximilians Universität (LMU), from 

which some of the hereafter presented chapters emerged. For this reason, I am highly indebted to 

the conference participants and all the contributors to this volume for their great efforts, as well 

as to my colleague Kerstin Pinther at the Art History Department of the LMU who hosted me, 

my project, and the conference. I am likewise grateful to the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft 

(DFG), who generously funded the project, and contributed to financing the conference, as well 

as the translation costs of the book. My thanks go also to the Goethe Institut Cairo, Johanna 

Keller and Ghada El-Sherbiny, and to the Film Museum Munich, where accompanying 

screenings were held. 

 

Structure and State of Research 

This volume has three main focuses: Firstly, the general historical development of documentary 

film, including frameworks, practices, social and political implications; secondly, the analysis of 
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individual works and filmographies, and thirdly, structural and formal specificities as analyzed 

through different thematic perspectives, such as the politics of representation, reception, 

narration, aesthetics, avant-gardism, revolution, new media, and the like. Consequently, these 

topics are grouped into three thematic sections, namely: “Histories and Structures,” “Aesthetics 

and Politics of Representation,” and “Individual Works and Filmmakers.” 

The topics the various chapters span are varied, and as inclusive as possible in terms of 

representation, whether geographic or cultural. The intention was to pay tribute to the diversity 

of the region, as well as to different schools of analysis and the writing of filmic history. For this 

reason, the book includes chapters by film professionals, critics and artists, alongside more 

traditional academic analyses. Thus this volume wants to explore a number of important aspects 

of documentary filmmaking in the region, such as in the early days the reception of newsreels—

discussed by Mohannad al-Ghawanmeh in chapter one—as well as the subsequent appropriation 

of documentary film by nascent nation states, and the roles they played in constructing an 

orientalist image of the region and its inhabitants—as tackled by Yasmin Desouki and Mohamad 

Soueid in chapters ten and two respectively. Also discussed is documentary filmmaking during 

the wars of liberation from the 1950s to the 1970s, and its relation to history, by Ahmed 

Bedjaoui (chapter six), Olivier Hadouchi (chapter eighteen) and Irit Neidhardt (chapter four), as 

well as the development of the oeuvre of individual filmmakers—namely Jean Chamoun and 

Mai Masri—in the framework of the Lebanese Civil War, by Hady Zaccak (chapter twenty-two) 

or Emirati female director Nujoom Alghanem (Nujum al-Ghanim) by Alia Yunis in chapter 

twenty-eight. Theoretical queries as well as matters of political and aesthetic representation are 

obviously of prime importance to the composition of this volume, and I will return to them at the 

end of this introduction. 
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Notwithstanding, I need to underline that the immense wealth and long history of local 

filmmaking cannot be represented in one volume. Some of the most knowledgeable researchers 

and authors in the field could not commit to contribute to this volume due to other obligations, 

though many of them are cited in the bibliography. Consequently, not all countries and key 

aspects, periods and filmmakers could be discussed. Notably missing are articles on Jordanian, 

Mauritanian, and Sudanese filmmaking, and most of the Gulf-region, most pertinently Kuwait. 

There is also a lack of basic infrastructural data, numbers and statistics, as the focus of this book 

is more on general developments, individual films, filmmakers, and textual analysis. 

Many pioneering documentary directors and their oeuvre are not given sufficient 

attention here. Among them, to name just a few: Michel Khleifi (Khalifi), Rashid Masharawi, 

Norma Marcos (Murqus), Azza El-Hassan (‘Azza al-Hasan) and Nizar Hassan from Palestine; 

Jocelyne Saab (Sa’b), Ghassan Salhab, Khalil Joreige (Jurayj), Joana Hadjithomas (Haji Tumas), 

Eliane Raheb (Rahib), Mohamed Soueid (Muhamad Suwayd) and Borhane Alaouié (Burhan 

‘Alawiya) from Lebanon; Hala ‘Abdallah (from Syria); Mahmoud al-Massad (Mahmud al-

Mas’ad) from Jordan); Qais al-Zubaidi from Iraq, Suleiman Mohamed Ibrahim El-Nour 

(Sulayman Muhammad Ibrahim al-Nur) from Sudan; Attiat El-Abnoudi (Attiyat al-Abnudi), ‘Ali 

al-Ghazuli and Tahani Rached (‘Rashid) from Egypt; Mustapha Hasnaoui (Mustafa Hasnawi) 

from Tunisia; Azzedine Meddour (‘Izz al-Din Midawwar) and Belkacem Hadjadj (Bil-Qasim 

Hajaj) from Algeria; Ahmed El-Maanouni (Ahmad al-Ma’nuni), Ali Essafi (‘Ali al-Safi) and 

Dalila Ennadre (al-Nadri) from Morocco, and many, many more. 

Also absent from this volume are a number of films that I personally cherish from the late 

1970s and 80s, a decade that witnessed a new wave of well-achieved and innovative 

documentaries replacing older documentary schools of thought, such as: Maroun (Marun) 



6 
 

Baghdadi’s The Best of Mothers (Ajmal al-umahat, 1978), Permissible Dreams (al-Ahlam al-

mumkinna, 1983) by Attiat El-Abnoudi, Fertile Memory (al-Dhakira al-khisba, 1980) by Michel 

Khleifi, Trances (al-Hal, 1981) by Ahmed El-Maanouni, Ezzitouna In the Heart of Tunis (al-

Zaytuna fi qalb Tunis, 1981) by Hmida Ben Ammar (Hamid Bin ‘Ammar), The Dream (al-

Manam, 1987) by Mohamed Malas, and Med Hondo’s (full name: Muhammad ‘Abid Maddun 

Hondo) two films on the Polisario, among others. 

This is not to say that the scene isn't changing. Many regional films produced since the 

digital turn have been featured at international festivals, are therefore easier to access, and have 

been analyzed and discussed in the media, or in individual academic studies, to name just a few: 

Hanan Toukan’s film review of Jumana Manna’s A Magical Substance Flows into Me (Fi ithr 

madattin sihriyattin, 2017), Peter Limbrick’s (2012) study of Kamal Aljafari (al-Ja’fari) The Roof 

(al-Sath, 2006), and Mark Westmoreland’s work on experimental film and video in Lebanon 

(2009), among others. Also, documentary filmmaking within Palestinian cinema has been well 

covered in several English publications, including Dreams of a Nation (2006), by Hamid 

Dabashi (ed.), and the incredibly thorough and well-researched Palestinian Cinema in the Days 

of Revolution (2018) by Nadia Yaqub. Similarly, documentaries by female directors are 

prominent in Rebecca Hillauer’s Encyclopedia of Arab Women Filmmakers (2005), and Stefanie 

Van de Peer’s Negotiating Dissidence: The Pioneering Women of Arab Documentary (2016), 

dedicated to the works of seven female film directors. Laura Marks’ Hanan al-Cinema (2015), 

which deals in depth with recent experimental Arab filmmaking from the last two decades, 

touches upon several important documentary oeuvres, first and foremost those of Mohamad 

Soueid. Donatella della Ratta's Shooting a Revolution: Visual Media and Warfare in Syria 

(2019), focuses on internet practices and documentation. Other contributors, including myself, 
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have dealt with some aspects of this history and analysis within the framework of larger studies, 

such as: A special edition of Framework (2002), Alisa Lebow’s The Cinema of Me (2012), Arab 

Cultural Studies: History, Politics and the Popular (2013) by Anastasia Valassopoulos (ed.), and 

Uncommon Grounds. New Media and Critical Practice in North Africa and the Middle East 

(2014) by Anthony Downey (ed.), to name just a few. 

The relatively late interest of Anglophone academia in non-fiction in the region is 

striking given that, since the late 1980s, Anglophone film theory and historiography has found 

the documentary format to be a fruitful field of informed, sophisticated, and often 

interdisciplinary investigation. Numerous publications have appeared dedicated solely to Asian 

and Latin American documentary. In contrast, researchers based in the MENA region have far 

too often confined themselves to systematic data collection and chronicling, rather than 

grappling with the different waves of film theory that were informed by other cultural disciplines 

such as psychoanalysis, structuralism, linguistics, ethnography, feminism, gender and queer 

studies, affect theory, multiculturalism and postcolonial studies. 

It needs to be noted that there is an abundance of Arabic publications on Egyptian 

documentary, but little to nothing on other countries in the region. One of the few Arabic 

exceptions is Documentary Film in Egypt and the Arab World (al-sinima al-tasjiliya al-

watha’iqiya fi Misr wal-‘alam al-‘arabi, 1982) by Mona al-Hadidi, and Documentary Film in the 

Arab Homeland (al-sinima al-tasjiliya fi-l-watan al-‘arabi, 2010) by Mahmud Sami ‘Atallah. Al-

Hadidi presents a thorough study of history and infrastructure, but only offers rudimentary 

information on the rest of the region, given its early publication. It is not entirely clear why 

‘Attalah’s more recent publication focuses primarily on Egypt, despite its title. In contrast, al-

Hady Khalil’s Tunisian and International Documentary Cinema (al-sinima al-watha’iqiya al-
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Tunissiya wa-l-’alamiya, 2012) displays knowledge of the history of international documentary, 

but his choices in discussing just three filmmakers from his own homeland, along with two from 

Lebanon and one fairly unknown TV director from Egypt, seems likewise limited and haphazard. 

As already stated, there is an abundance of data collection on Egyptian documentary and 

newsreels from the silent era to the present. The most comprehensive work in Arabic is probably 

The History of Documentary Film in Egypt (Tarikh al-sinima al-tasjiliya fi Misr, 2003) by Diya’ 

Mar’i, which is an expanded version of his 1978 Master’s thesis. This text, Mona al-Hadidi’s 

study, and Ilhamy Hasan’s The History of Egyptian Cinema (Tarikh al-sinima al-Misriya, 1976), 

have become the main sources for several other studies, such as Hashim al-Nahas’ The Future of 

Documentary Cinema in Egypt (Mustaqbal al-sinima al-tasjiliya fi Misr, 1990). ‘Ali Abu 

Shady’s (est. 1980) Documentary Film in Egypt (al-Film al-tasjily fi Misr) is a useful collection 

of interviews and film critiques, featuring some of the most renowned filmmakers at the time. 

Also, Studies in Moroccan Cinema (Abhath fi-l-sinima al-maghribiya, 2001), by Mustafa al-

Masnawi, is a thorough study of early Moroccan history until the 1990s, including documentary 

films but not focusing on them specifically. 

 


