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Dreams of popular revolution, erased by civil war.
A young girl martyred at a factory strike in Beirut in 1972 - her identity shrouded in mystery.
A meditation on revolution, cinema and their possibilities, past and present





SYNOPSIS 

A car with a loudspeaker on its roof is driving through southern Lebanon. The old man at the wheel is calling for people to 
join a demonstration to support their brothers and sisters who’ve occupied a tobacco company and are now being besieged 
by the army. His words come from the past, as he’s referring to events from 1973 – events that few remember today. 
Neither the protests made by the tobacco farmers from the south against the large landholders’ monopoly nor the strike 
for better working conditions by workers at a Beirut chocolate factory are anchored in the country’s collective memory. 
All recollection of this social movement was erased by the civil war and society has since been marked by deep sectarian 
divisions. Looking for both a lost era and strategies able to be applied to current struggles, the filmmaker sets out in search 
of clues. Starting from the death of a young woman killed during the strike, she asks questions of the activists of the time, 
archival photos, documentaries from the 1970s, her own person and the possibilities for militant action in film and society. 
The layering of these diverse materials allows the old man’s pleas to reverberate in the present day.

- Birgit Kohler, Berlinale Forum



“Saba poetically creates a charged, personal account in which Lebanon’s history is a microcosm of the whole region’s fate. As countries 
that led the 2011 uprisings have fallen into civil war or deep social and political divides, A Feeling Greater Than Love is as a document for 
urgent reflection on how to avoid the errors of the past — as well as on what cinema’s role can be.”      

           - Rowan El Shimi, Mada Masr      
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This is a film which combines dense observation and sensitivity, multiple perspectives, several different sources of footage, 
plural personal histories and fates to a collective history of a country and a generation. Full of melancholia, it is yet full of 
hope, the longing for a better future. Documentary cinema at its best, this is exiciting, thrilling, encouraging. Mary Jirmanus 
Saba has managed to deliver a very brave and mature debut film, which tells its audience a lot about the unknown history of 
the Middle East. A search without the one answer, but with many hints and productive questions – a film which lives on for a 
long while after the screening is over. The feeling which lives with it is indeed greater than love. It is a feeling for others, for a 
society, for mankind. We call that politics.” 

- FIPRESCI Jury Statement



“I was wondering if I might die before someone remembered 
the Gandour strike, and it even occurred to me that I had 
dreamt it altogether.” 

DIRECTOR STATEMENT

On July 11, 2011, I received this email from Nadine, who became one of the film’s 
protagonists. Listening to her speak about the 1972 uprising and the revolution it almost 
launched, she could be voicing the thoughts of my own generation, our hopes for the potential 
of the Arab Spring.

For me, the same questions linger, about past and present, about Lebanon, the Middle East 
and beyond: What produced those moments of seeming revolutionary possibility, and why did 
the revolution fail? Are we repeating the same gestures of popular movement, and do they 
bring us closer to justice and equality? Today, what to do with such desire for change and 
unity?

I began my research in 2010 in a time of relative apathy. Returning to Lebanon after working 
as a farmworker organizer and community television producer in Latin America, I wondered 
why our own, Arab social movements paled in comparison.  Looking to the past, the Gandour 
and tobacco farmer strike emerged—linked in popular memory as the cusp of revolutionary 
possibility and social unity in Lebanon in 1972-73, right before the country devolved into 
civil war.  Following the trail of Fatima, a girl whose death at the hands of Lebanese police 
galvanized the nation, I searched for the answers to my questions.

The film proceeds as if in a dream, through the memories of our main characters, their 
personal stories of political involvement and disillusionment.  An exploration of the past and 
its traces today in the gestures of everyday life. 





The tradition of Lebanese militant cinema invades the film, as images from the 
films of Borhane Alawouie, Kamal Kareem, Christian Ghazi, Maroun Baghdadi, and 
others interwine with the crisp, present-day scenes.  At times they interrupt the film, 
commanding us to behold their dream of a more just future. Films made to inspire 
change. As their future becomes our present, they reveal the failures and successes of 
past movements and mirror our own. At other moments they intervene, as they did in our 
montage, echoing my protagonists’ stories, their gestures of struggle so similar to ours.  I 
interrogate the old films to consider: can a film do more? 

Fatima’s story further complicates the picture. The photo of a young woman looks back at 
us with a gentle half-smile, above an obituary. Fatima Khaweja, born in tobacco-producing 
South Lebanon, who traveled to the capital to make a living in a factory, only to be shot and 
killed by Lebanese police during a worker strike. Her gaze is almost too casual. Was she, 
rather, an innocent teenager caught in the crossfire? Or was she the Fatima remembered 
by her fellow striking workers for fighting back vwith police? Or perhaps the Fatima who 
asked questions of her would-be, communist comrades, for which they had no answers. 

Fatima is everywhere and nowhere in the film. Mirrored in each woman who contributed 
anonymously or famously to a dream of social change.  She is reflected in every martyr’s 
image in the film and in our collective memory. As we follow her name through the film, 
we discover an uncomfortable truth. Although martyrs’ deaths are glorified as the ultimate 
sacrifice for their cause, their commemorators define its significance. Fatima’s seeming 
connection to the tobacco farmers of South Lebanon and the factory workers in Beirut, and 
the fragility of her identity in the telling and retelling of her story become a metaphor for 
this failed revolution.   

Today, the revolutionary aspirations of the Middle East veer toward civil war and sectarian 
violence. The world faces a level of unprecedented level of inequality, the emergence 
of oppresive political currents, and a renewed attempt to oppose them. The situation in 
the Middle East is dangerously reminiscent of Lebanon forty years ago: familiar, yet so 
seemingly impossible to prevent. Today, can popular movements bring social justice and 
equality to the Arab world and beyond? How can we avoid the errors of the past and build a 
sustainable future? What is the role of cinema?





Interview with Mary Jirmanus Saba on A Feeling Greater Than Love
—Merve Unsal

Merve Unsal: Now more than ever, it seems we need films like A Feeling Greater than Love, to help us consider how to build 
open, equitable societies and push back against extreme right political currents internationally. Could you talk about your 
motivation for making this film?

Mary Jirmanus Saba: The timing of this premiere of A Feeling Greater Than Love is interesting, since it coincides with 
a resurgence of social movement around the world in response to the election of Donald Trump and the global rise of 
extremely oppressive governments and political movements. This moment in some ways reflects the energy in 2011...

In the seven years that it took from conceiving the idea for the film, to finishing it, my aim transformed. I started with a 
desire to tell the largely undocumented stories of two historic strikes in Lebanon, which are the central topic of the film. 
We did not have this kind of popular mythology in Lebanon of workers organizing for their rights. I also wanted to show a 
different kind of political landscape from Lebanon’s current one, where any substantive change from the status quo seems 
unimaginable. 

But then as I collected more footage, and after the uprisings in 2011, I started to feel like the central political problem 
wasn’t exactly access to stories. After 2011, we had plenty of stories of young people, women and workers organizing 
in the Arab world, if not Lebanon, and a bunch of films were produced about them. Still, the political/artistic problem 
was somehow that we couldn’t actually process history and seem to repeat it in the present. Our everyday lives are so 
entrenched in self-perpetuating economic and political systems, so that literally our ways of movement are somehow 
stuck. Sometimes there are  amazing moments of political possibility (like the February 2011 march in the rain in Beirut 
where even my politically-jaded friends and myself felt tangibly that something else was possible) but they are ultimately 
short-lived.. 

Those moments are so fleeting and not enough to sustain a transformative movement—so the question becomes how 
could we throw open the moments of political possibility and sustain them. And as a result I produced a film that intervenes 
in itself, and jumps around, and repeats itself and keeps asking this same question. Could I make something that could 
intervene in this political impossibility, and help myself and maybe others imagine what else we might do? The film’s 
editing/writing itself is a process of me trying to cut around time and produce something that allows me—and hopefully 
other people—to access at a felt level, a different way of political being. I realize that’s ambitious. 





MU: Ambition is obviously key in such an undertaking. I’m drawn to the ambition of the project, but also the kind of sincerity, 
transparency that is there, because yes, this is an ambitious project and yes, it is also an impossible project. There are no straight 
answers, even if you spent seven more years on this. I’d like you to elaborate more on the temporality of this film as there is 
something about the way in which your protagonist(s) and your narrator (yourself?) move back and forth in time and never seem 
to be present in the time that they are living in.  

MJS: This question has come up repeatedly in discussions with funders and in film workshops. People would ask me, 
“Where will you be in the film?” A close colleague of mine told me she felt I was not present enough in the film. Some 
people disliked the narration because they said that I was too distant as a narrator. But to be honest, the notes weren’t 
intended as a narrative device, but rather they are the only way that I could imagine intervening. It was like taking notes 
in parallel to montage, in an imagined correspondence with an unnamed comrade who is partly fictional and partly real. 
A Feeling Greater than Love is not meant to be narrated. It is not a monologue to the audience. It is an invitation into 
correspondence.

MU: Is it possible to make a political film about now? Could you be “present” and still make this film?

MJS: Of course you can make a political film about now. We have to keep trying, just like we have to keep trying political 
experiments, but with reflection and caution.  A Feeling Greater Than Love is about now, this moment, and the past. 
Simultaneously. And the way we seem to repeat the forms of political action, without being able to break forward.  

There isn’t anything wrong with now, I just think neoliberalism permeates so much of our lives, that it’s difficult to imagine 
anything outside our reality. 

MU: This absent correspondent creates a triangular relationship with the viewer also. The viewer is the third party in this film, 
as you are not addressing the viewers directly, but talking to someone that we don’t see. Who are the audiences, correspondents 
that you were thinking about when making the film? As you changed, how did this audience shift? 

MJS: You are right, but I didn’t realize that until everyone who watched the evolving cuts with text kept trying to categorize 
it, “Are you talking to me? Who is this person?” And in Arabic, as the verbs are conjugated to match the gender of the 
person being addressed, “Are you talking to a woman or a man? Why does it change?” While I did consider naming my 
correspondent, addressing the cards to a “Dear X” for example, this also didn’t fit the tone of the film. The film explores the 
slippery reality between past and present, looking for the spaces in between those moments of possibility. The film enters 
this in-between realm and the correspondent is not a discrete X.  So yes, even when my absent addressee answers me in 
the title cards, the form does not change. I hope the viewer will enter the trip with me, enter the questioning and not worry 
too much who is being addressed... 





Also, sometimes the title cards aren’t part of this correspondence. I wanted the big center screen cards, written in Arabic 
calligraphy, to be like a mutated and sometimes self-mocking take on the formal address of the militant film, from the 
Palestinian films or the Argentinian ones from the late 60s and 70s... Like those are “THE FILM” talking to you while and 
the text cards are my correspondence with an imagined comrade. 

As for the audience, the intended audience has always been everyone everywhere.  I hope this film will be accessible to a 
broad audience, as the film asks questions that are important and relevant now, which I hope we can all consider. 

MU: You combine forms of historical research, documentary, fiction, and political manifesto as forms and as methods in the film. 
This cross-genre approach also makes the film unclassifiable. A big question: how do you relate to the history that you are dealing 
with? 

MJS: Unclassifiable, that’s very kind of you. I think it reflects many other films that inspired it, from the diverse traditions 
of third cinema and essay film.  The main difference being that I also have significant documentary elements in the film. I 
suppose people don’t combine those genres too often. I mix various formal traditions - visual anthropology, essay, militant 
cinema - and I used the cards to bring it together into a coherent structure.  How do I relate to the history I am dealing 
with? I feel like very strongly that the history of things that I did not participate in are my history. I feel responsible for them 
and their, our errors. I’m trying to respond to that, to our collective history.

MU: So let’s talk about the elements in this nonlinear film. How did you encounter Fatima and her story?

MJS: When I was doing research for the film, I went to the newspapers to check the primary sources and opened multiple 
newspapers on microfilm of the same day. On the front page of the Communist Party daily, Al-Nida, from November 12, 
1972, the day after Gandour strike, there is an obituary to Fatima written by Linda Mattar, the President of the League 
of Women’s Rights. It’s more like a poem than an obituary, a communist poem that romanticizes Fatima as the peasant/
worker who traveled to Beirut looking for work, and was killed during her struggle for a better living. And there’s her 
photograph. It’s very seductive to believe the story. And Fatima was supposedly originally from Aytaroun, a border village 
famous for being communist before the 1990’s.





In the other papers though, Fatima was portrayed as an innocent passerby, who had no idea there was a strike (like her 
cousins say in the film). Of course, by the time she was killed, the strike had been ongoing for five days and was steps 
from her home. With daily demonstrations and solidarity visits from from other workers, students, and intellectuals, it’s 
a little hard to imagine she didn’t hear about it. Chiyah/Ein el Remanne was a big industrial district at the time, and very 
politicized, and Fatima herself worked at a factory in another area. So who knows... 

In any case, her story was an entry point for some of my questions about history, martyrdom, and the ways that social 
movements both create and delimit the space in which women are allowed to be politically active.

MU: This issue of martyrdom is key as you’re also dissecting the mythology (mythologies) of the Communist party through the 
figure of Fatima. Who is Fatima for you now? How did your perception of the Communist party or parties evolve through the 
course of making this film? 

MJS: Yes, martyrdom, I didn’t take the issue on so directly in this film, even though of course it’s a central part of the 
narrative. I didn’t take it on as directly as, say, Rabih Mroue does in his work. In that, the mythology of martyrdom is very 
weird and complicated, at times even exploitative — but at the same time very concrete. I installed photographs of martyrs 
in the Communist Party headquarters, in preparation for the shoot, which I took from a book of Communist Party martyrs 
with the stories of their deaths. I chose from these fairly instinctively and printed, framed and hung them in the party 
library. When I was hanging them, one of the communist young men helping me hang the pictures, knew the son of one of 
the men whose image I had chosen. So we were talking about the actual person in the picture, who is mythologized and 
also really was killed, at some level participating in a struggle for something he believed in.

I’m always struck by how a big part of my generation of young Lebanese leftists is so taken by the mythology of armed 
struggle, which seems so concrete and also I don’t know, maybe not the right direction at all.

And of course — I still believe very strongly in the possibility of a party. Not a hierarchical, out of touch party, but a good, 
decentralized, heterogeneous, modular party, with communist and feminist politics, that could coordinate a real opposition 
to neoliberal capitalism. But you knew that already!





MU: Where do you think martyrs like Fatima stand today in Lebanon? 

MJS: What a heavy question. I guess it was always complicated, but what with the war in Syria affecting us all, it’s 
such a heavy topic. And you see the same ideas repeated over and over in popular culture and in cinema and in art, 
this glorification of the martyrdom, without enough criticism as to what kind of politics the glorification of martyrdom 
encourages. I think probably the visual landscape itself of martyrdom. The new photographs of the young men coming back 
from Syria, on banners hanging from people’s balconies or on the road, or the classic posters. We are very accustomed to 
this as a way political action, rather than thinking more critically of other ways. This goes back to the discussion of armed 
struggle —which is one of the questions of the film. hen do you take up arms? Maybe you shouldn’t. Maybe they shouldn’t 
have in the 70s... Maybe they shouldn’t have now (in Libya or Syria or wherever). What else do you do when faced with 
massive state violence… And I just don’t know, it’s so much more complicated than people usually read Franz Fanon. 

I intended to include this critique more present in the film visually, but it is more in the background. Could we do politics in 
another way? Would we be more successful in creating change and is it possible to avoid armed struggle?

MU: What’s next?

MJS: A love story of course! I want to go back and make the film that I was making when I started this one. This film 
started initially as a comparison between the state of the Latin American left (specifically Ecuador, where I was living) and 
the Lebanese left. By late 2010, I had filmed some hundred hours of vérité footage of two young women, trying different 
strategies for building social movements in Lebanon. I’m not sure what that film was going to be like. It had some elements 
of this one, comparisons with the past... but it was probably a more conventional form. Then the uprisings happened, in 
Egypt and Tunis and elsewhere, and here, and the film seemed completely obsolete, or impossible to continue in the same 
way. And politically, I felt the need to explore the past more in depth, in order to understand what we were going through. 

So now, I want to go back and make that film, which for the time being is conceived of as a correspondence film, a series 
of letters of a young militant investigating the Lebanese scene, for her party superior back in South America. It’s kind of 
unclear whether this person is also her lover, and there is some disillusionment with the whole state of everything, and the 
patriarchal structure of leftist parties along the way. Actually the narration for A Feeling Greater Than Love really comes 
from that film (which hasn’t been made yet). And it will probably be spoken and in Spanish. I am experimenting with the 
possibility of repetition, inside and across my films and work in other media, to see what that produces. And I will try not to 
take it in a direction that is too obscure for the non-communist viewer. Because really it’s a love story in the end!





Mary Jirmanus Saba is a filmmaker and geographer. Her work explores labor and agrarian 
movements in the Middle East and Latin America, the militant cinema of both regions and its 
usefulness for the present.  From 2006-2008, she produced the weekly community broadcast 
television program, ‘Via Comunidad’ with collective Vientos del Sur in Ibarra, Ecuador. She holds 
a B.A. in Social Studies from Harvard College, and an M.A. in Geography from the University of 
California, Berkeley.  “A Feeling Greater Than Love” is her first full-length, feature film.
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TRICONTINENTAL MEDIA

Launched in 2015 in Beirut, Tricontinental Media specializes 
in in critical and artistically-dynamic film and media 
productions relevant for our times.  A Feeling Greater Than 
Love (World Premiere Berlinale Forum 2017) is our first 
feature title, with several other projects under development.


