
AN AFTERWARD TO LONGING

This afterward was published to accompany the re-presentation of the screening program The 

Permanent Longing for Elsewhere at DIM Cinema in Vancouver, Canada on 21 March 2011 (originally 

presented at Toronto, Canada’s Gallery TPW on 19 January 2011).

In the brief space of two months since the initial presentation of The Permanent Longing for Elsewhere 

(19 January 2011, Gallery TPW, Toronto ON) and its re-presentation here (21 March 2011, DIM Cinema, 

Vancouver BC), a series of uprisings have swept across North Africa and the Middle East. This political 

unrest has resulted in momentous shifts in power: Zine El Abidine Ben Ali was ousted as the President of 

Tunisia after ruling for over 23 years, and Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak was forced to resign after a 

reign that lasted nearly 30 years. These clearly defined achievements have contributed to the momentum 

of demonstrations moving across the Arab world, protesting political repression, human rights abuses, 

economic mismanagement, unemployment, inflation and the rising cost of food, among many other 

specific local concerns. 

I believe that this is an opportunity to cultivate solidarity for the people participating in those democracy 

demonstrations literally at the risk of their lives. This is a chance, in part, to counter the disturbing and 

prevalent fear of Islam in North America and Europe. To stand behind the efforts of these protestors is to 

acknowledge the universal value of freedom, dignity, human rights and economic justice.

Elsewhere is not a place, it is an idea of what a person can become.

Ben Ali’s and Mubarek’s departures (by the time this writing becomes public, Libya’s autocrat Muammar 

Gaddafi and Bahrain’s King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa may well be part of this list) are significant, but not 

decisive as to the future of Tunisia and Egypt. The Western sentiment that the political future of these 

countries is either that of liberal democracy or radical Islam is a false dichotomy. The protest movements 

of the Arab world, at this moment, have the potential to propose paradigms of coordination and 

government that are radically new. In Egypt, for instance, one refrain of the people seems to be that there 

be no leader, that power remain dispersed, that change come in a form that we in the West cannot 

recognize precedence in what has come before. I do not know what this would look like, and that is exactly  

the point. In fact, as political analyst Mohammed Khan points out, the nation state is an “imported 

concept” to the Middle East, dating back to the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement between Britain and France.1 

If nationalism is breaking down as a suitable frame of reference in a globalized world, then perhaps these 

revolutions of the past few months signify the moment of paradigm shift where other ways of relating are 

entrenched in their possibility. As Khan notes, “the globalized nature of the world, in its present form, has 

thrown up possibilities in the region [for a borderless Middle East] that would have been inconceivable 

barely a few years back...the means of mass communication, interdependency, pan-regional media, ease 



of access through improved infrastructure, the identification with a cause rather than a country, all 

suggest that the political awakening in the region may be conducive to a completely different set of 

political and economic realities.” 

Of course, this is not an uncontested idea. As just one case in point, Jon Rich, a Lisbon-based professor of 

Arabic and Sociology, suggests that these revolutions have been successful because their demands and 

symbolic transgressions “preserve the coherence of the system. Instead of a confident step into the 

unknown, there was a critical adjustment to the balance of power, a natural and legitimate consequence of  

prior change on the social level.”2 Rich cites the Egyptian people’s alliance with the army and against 

Mubarak and the police as an example of how a semblance of residual logic forced an outmoded regime to 

collapse at the heroic will of its people. No doubt, this will has been partially formed through global 

circulations of knowledge, culture and economy. The seeds of this are well documented in Daniela 

Swarowsky’s film, from which this program of films draws its title.

As ever, the future is uncertain, subject to what can barely be imagined as much as it is carefully laid 

plans. What these past two months demonstrate clearly is the radical not-knowingness of this forking 

road that will become history. What better time to ask: what shall we be? The old question of where you 

are from is becoming a curiosity about where you want to go, what kind of future you want to create. The 

answer to this latter question becomes a way to form alliances and share in the challenge of making real. 

Of course, this is utopic, but that is no reason not to indulge in an imagination of what else we can 

become.

Also abundantly clear is the fact that where so many brave people in the Arab world have been enacting 

politics, this screening and our conversations are representing politics. There is a large, multivalenced 

space between these two things. In that chasm, I want to situate a question about how to move from 

representation to action. It is my hope that the particular revolutions happening in North Africa and the 

Middle East can be comprehended and reconciled with our position here in Canada by cultivating the idea 

of an inclusive “we,” which sets us in relation without effacing the significant differences between our 

everyday realities–political, cultural and economic. 

END NOTES

1 Mohammed Khan, “A Middle East without borders?” Aljazeera, www.english.aljazeera.net/indepth/

opinion/2011/03/201134154351741689.html

2 Jon Rich, “Camels vs. Google: Revolutions Recreate the Centre of the Word,” e-flux Journal, March 

2011.
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