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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE TRADITION OF HIJACKING:  
AN ARTISTIC LOOK  

AT THE JAPANESE RED ARMY 

VALERIA MANCINELLI 
 
 
 

Successful demonstrations are not necessarily those which mobilize the 
greatest number of people, but those which attract the greatest interest 
among journalists. Exaggerating only slightly, one might say that fifty 
clever folk, who can make a successful “happening” get five minutes on 
TV, can have as much political effect as half a million demonstrators.  

Pierre Bourdieu (1994)1 
 

Our world is dominated by images; it is made by the act of observing and 
of being observed. Within such a regimen founded on visibility, audio-
visual representations have transformed not only the panorama of cultural 
production and its reception, but also the inner nature of politics itself. 
They have done this so deeply that it is now impossible to understand 
contemporary times without recognizing the centrality of the new media 
system. Historical events can be seen and shown in real time, broadcast on 
television or (to a greater extent at this point) spread by social media. As 
W. J .T. Mitchell states: “The shaping of perceptions of history does not 
have to wait for historians or poets, but is immediately represented in 
audio-visual-textual images transmitted globally”.2 The preponderant rise 
of digital media that have radically reconfigured our perception of the 
image, of its materiality and diffusion, has also led to growing interest 
among scholars of various fields in understanding and researching the 

                                                 
1 P. Bourdieu and H. Haacke, Free Exchange, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 23. 
2  W.J.T. Mitchell, Cloning Terror. The War of Images, 9/11 to the Present 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 8. 
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status of the image in contemporary societies, extending from media 
studies to cultural studies and art history. 

 Through three different cases selected from the field of video art, this 
chapter sets out to explore how the production of images, in its unique 
relation with history, can take on a specific function as proof, testimony, 
visual information and historical knowledge, by investigating the 
representation of terrorism in media and art, with a particular focus on 
aircraft hijacking. Specifically, the chapter tries to analyse the relationship 
between history and its representation, the rise and fall of the 
revolutionary impulse during the last century, the changing nature of 
terrorism during that time, and the role of art and entertainment in the 
struggle for social change.  

The three chosen case studies are the film The Anabasis of May and 
Fusako Shigenobu, Masao Adachi and 27 Years without Images made by 
artist and filmmaker Eric Baudelaire in 2011, the film United Red Army 
(The Young Man Was..., Part 1) by artist Naeem Mohaiemen made in 
2011-12, and dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y, a feature-length experimental 
documentary directed by artist Johan Grimonprez in 1997. Addressing 
historical events, what the three selected films have in common is the 
narration of various aspects regarding the history of the militant group 
active in the Seventies known as the Japanese Red Army – henceforth 
indicated as the JRA. The group grew out of the student movement in 
Tokyo, and later spread to Beirut with the aim of supporting the 
Palestinian struggle with its own efforts. In the Seventies and Eighties the 
JRA was engaged in a range of activities, in which cities, airports and 
embassies became the stage for extraordinary and often violent actions. In 
their works, Baudelaire and Mohaiemen share a constant interest in the 
representation of political ideas and, in particular, that of the phenomenon 
of terrorism. Instead, one of the recurring topics in Grimonprez’s film is 
the critical analysis of contemporary media manipulation. In a globalized 
visual culture, where we are constantly bombarded by images (including 
violent imagery, in particular), the first two examples deal with the 
absence of images, while Grimonprez takes the spectacularization of 
violent imagery to its extremes.  

The artists examined in this research delve into the question of how to 
narrate a moment in history marked by mass street protests, hijackings and 
televised assassinations, impacted by intensifying production of media 
spectacles that reconfigure the perception of political events. In the works 
discussed below, several events and characters are intertwined, such as the 
issues surrounding Fusako Shigenobu, the most visible and recognizable 
member of the JRA, who built alliances between her faction and various 
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militant groups in the Middle East, or the figure of Masao Adachi, who 
was part of a film vanguard that took form in Japan in the Sixties and 
Seventies, exploring the shifting role of images in political activism and 
media events. It will be narrated in the detail the hijack made by JRA in 
1977 to a Japan Airlines flight during which the hijackers forced the plane to 
fly to Dhaka, Bangladesh. Different perspectives are thus interconnected: 
from intimate personal testimony to striking televised images. 
Nevertheless, images and archival materials are treated differently in the 
three film works, and allow us to outline a route where the artists’ interest 
in the reinterpretation of a history marked by violence leads them to 
analyse the relationship between those who observe history, those who 
make it, and those who record it.  

The films have been selected not only on the basis of common topics 
(the hijacking and the history of JRA), but also because of the similar 
modus operandi of the artists, which results in outcomes that are halfway 
between a documentary and a piece of video art. In these last few years 
several visual artists started using the documentary language within a 
wider and more global perspective, adopting non-fiction and archival 
methodologies, eventually extending their uses and their aesthetic 
potentialities. The three selected films have been analysed focusing on the 
use by the artists of archive material, observing how this has been 
recombined and reconfigured into new visual solutions. Baudelaire, within 
his piece, in which archival footage TV clips and films excerpts coexist, 
maintains a subtle tension between sound and image, juxtaposing the 
voice-overs of May Shigenobu and Masao Adachi with Super-8 footage 
filmed in present-day Tokyo and Beirut. On the other hand Mohaiemen’s 
work features audio recordings, VHS from several national broadcastings 
and footage from the 1970s’ popular TV series Zoo Gang; the film 
alternates long-lasting black scenes featuring nothing but subtitles and 
audio with short moving images extracts, giving the audience the feeling 
of being “in the middle of an archive”. Finally Grimonprez, in his work 
dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y, sketches an archaeology of contemporary media by 
recombining materials coming from very different archives, and making 
all this process extremely transparent. In the final credits the audience has 
the opportunity of reading the provenance of the source material.  

In the works under consideration, we can identify a strong will by the 
artists of suggesting new ways of telling a story that is not, as Grimonprez 
suggests, “history”, but a series of histories that intersect and overlap. The 
three works are also concerned with the representation of politically 
charged events, showing how the artists are willing to produce an engaged 
art that deals with current realities. 
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The Anabasis of May and Fusako Shigenobu,  
Masao Adachi and 27 Years without Images 

Born in Salt Lake City in 1973, Eric Baudelaire lives and works in Paris. 
He works with film, photography and installation and is mainly interested 
in the relationship between images and events, documents and narrations. 
The Anabasis of May and Fusako Shigenobu, Masao Adachi and 27 Years 
without Images originated from a residency in Japan, where he began to 
conduct research on the extreme leftist movement which led him to the 
story of Fusako Shigenobu, the founder and historic female leader of the 
JRA.  

The film is structured around two interviews with different people. The 
first interview is with Mei (also spelt as May) Shigenobu, daughter of 
Fusaku Shigenobu, born in secrecy, forced to live in hiding and 
anonymity, and raised in Palestinian refugee camps. The second interview 
is with the activist director Masao Adachi, arrested in 1997, who 
abandoned filmmaking to enter the JRA and fight for the revolutionary 
cause in the Seventies. Through these two voices, Baudelaire builds an 
experimental documentary that attempts to narrate the story of the JRA 
focusing on the themes of representation, testimony, memory, production 
and absence of images, with the goal of tracing what happened to the JRA 
in the aftermath of the 1970s. 

In a recent interview, Baudelaire stated: “I have no interest in filming 
somebody speaking, talking heads-style. Initially, when I begin making a 
film, my questions are: How can you make a film from a piece of oral 
history? What is the significance of the image? What is its purpose?”3  

The two main speaking characters, in fact, are never visible. Their 
voices remain present within the film while landscapes filmed by the artist 
himself in Lebanon and Japan, and a series of archival materials, form the 
visible content. The long interviews narrate two different elements: the 
“invisible” childhood memories of 38-year-old May’s secret existence far 
from her mother, and Masao’s wandering during 27 years of voluntary 
exile without images. What connects both characters is that their personal 
imagery has been suppressed. In May’s case imagery was withdrawn, 
hidden and forgotten because of her life as a fugitive, while in the case of 
Masao images shot for a film were destroyed during the bombings in 

                                                 
3  Anthony Downey, “Event Horizon. Eric Baudelaire in conversation with 
Anthony Downey”. Ibraaz, 009_04 / 29 October 2015, accessed November 26, 
2016,  http://www.ibraaz.org/interviews/175 
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Beirut. The director, unable to make films, asks Baudelaire to research and 
produce some scenes for him. Personal histories, political stories, cinema 
theories and political propaganda intertwine in the testimony of the two 
off-screen protagonists, to whom the artist tries to connect a series of 
images in order to create a short circuit between the event and its 
representation. The film addresses an absence of images, a gap the artist 
tries to fill; approaching this task, he avoids condemning or exonerating 
the personalities, instead – as the long title suggests – attempting to fit 
images into “27 years without images”.  

The Anabasis of May and Fusako Shigenobu, Masao Adachi and 27 
Years without Images is thus a reflection on the narration of the Twentieth 
Century and the relationship between universal history and micro-
histories. Thanks to deft editing-the past is evoked in autobiographical 
accounts by the protagonists-and finds a counterpart in the images filmed 
by Baudelaire. 

The title Anabasis comes from a Greek term that came to mean both 
“advance” and “retreat”. It is also the title of the most famous work written 
by Xenophon, where he tells the story of the retreat of Greek mercenaries 
in Asia Minor, cut off from the rest of their army. In Baudelaire’s work the 
idea of Anabasis is applied to a discourse on exile. May Shigenobu is 
forced to hide her real identity from the world for 27 years, until the arrest 
of her mother and her return to Tokyo. May narrates a life spent under 
pseudonyms, a childhood lived as a ghost, in which she was forced from 
time to time to assume a different identity, with a different past. Her 
memories, in the form of photographs, always had to be quickly destroyed. 
Working initially as an experimental cinema director, the filmmaker 
Masao Adachi engaged in revolutionary activities with his camera, 
devoting his entire life to images. In the film, he draws a comparison 
between guerrilla operations and filmmaking, going so far as to think of a 
plane hijacking as screenplay, and the cameras of television journalists as 
tools of his film production: 

 
After 1974, when Adachi joined the JRA, none of the operations they 
organized was aimed at killing; they were structured as dramatic events 
that would appeal to journalistic sensibilities. They were organizing 
hijackings in a specific way: the passengers would be treated quite 
decently, the airplane would land in a number of different cities, and each 
time a press release would be read to journalists linking the hijacking to the 
struggle of the Palestinian people. These events were structured in such a 
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way as to be on prime time TV, and not just once but throughout several 
days, in order to better capture the imagination of the world audience.4  

 
Following Adachi’s ideas, it is possible to understand how the terrorist 
could subvert the visual economy on a different level from the one we 
witness today. In the wake of the terrible violent images that now circulate 
with greater and greater ease thanks to the internet, it is possible to 
interpret the figure of Adachi as the first thinker to propose a synthesis 
between cinema and guerrilla fighting and to work with the idea that the 
spectacle is the true battlefront.  

Such a strong relationship between political thinking and image theory 
can be seen in several Japanese vanguard filmmakers, and in the growing 
concern with image tools during the Sixties and Seventies, which shaped 
image theories in various ways. 5  The Fukeiron is one of these, and 
represents the landscape theory developed by Masao Adachi for his film 
AKA Serial Killer (1969). By seamlessly filming the Japanese urban and 
rural landscape, the experimental director tried to show the oppressive 
structures of a political system that caused a feeling of alienation amongst 
citizens.  

Baudelaire accepts the challenge proposed by Adachi, who agrees to 
do the interview in exchange for some images of Lebanon for a future 
project. Baudelaire chooses to attempt a new application of the Fukeiron 
theory, in a kind of continuous artistic citation. In his own film, he 
intertwines two landscapes and two cities: Beirut and Tokyo, both shot on 
Super 8 film. The viewer is challenged to decode what is there before 
his/her eyes: “The images offer no protection against the topographical 
distraction that the voiceovers encourage; they confirm it all the more in 
that they seem content to simply pursue their recording, without any 
malice. As unsigned testimony they are reduced to the status of fragile 
documents, testaments to their own precariousness.”6  

In the film, contemporary panoramas of cities are blended with 
archival footage, TV clips and film excerpts as the backdrop for May and 
Adachi’s voices and memories, opening fictional and subjective spaces 
within the documentary form to enable the building of a part of the JRA’s 
history. Through visual and narrative memory fragments, the film reflects 
                                                 
4 Ibid 
5 Yuriko Furuhata, Cinema of Actuality: Japanese Avant-Garde Filmmaking in the 
Season of Image Politics (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013). 
6 Jean-Pierre Rehm,  “Here is Nowhere,” in Anabases, Eric Baudelaire, ed. (Berlin: 
Archive Books, 2014), 238. 
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on how images can have an impact as much through their absence as 
through their presence. 

United Red Army (The Young Man Was..., Part 1) 
In his practice Naeem Mohaiemen (b. 1969), combines photography, films 
and essays to research borders, wars, and issues of belonging with a 
particular attention to postcolonial issues. The project The Young Man 
Was… examines the failures of radical armed leftist movements of the 
1970s. On the one hand, this trilogy sets out to emphasize the relevance of 
history as a basis for thinking, in order to question the present time; on the 
other, it is a social and political reflection on Bangladesh, the artist’s 
country of origin. Mohaiemen's reading of the potential of international 
leftist solidarity is still, always, one of hope, in spite of its failures. The 
three episodes are United Red Army (2012), Afsan’s Long Day (2014) and 
Last Man in Dhaka Central (2015). The fil rouge linking the three parts is 
the necessity to reconstruct the differentiations between action and utopia 
and between idealism and violence, with the aim of producing a history of 
the global revolutionary left. As Mohaiemen asserted in an interview with 
artist Ursula Biemann in 2012: “The 1970s leave us with questions about 
self-sabotage and missed opportunities… There are flashes of romantic 
longing for a period of challenge and ideology, but it is always tempered 
by warning and caution.”7 

The project thus analyses some specific events: a terroristic attack of 
the JRA, the life of the historian Afsan Chowdhury and the story of the 
Dutch journalist Peter Custers, who was imprisoned in Bangladesh. 
Through interviews, news clippings and archival footage, the work 
remains well focused on a precise historical moment that had a 
fundamental role in forming our contemporary condition, in which it is 
impossible to have a univocal interpretation of reality. It talks about the 
complexity of historical thought in our contemporary times, and the 
attempt to formulate a global history. There is no separation between the 
history of North, South, West or East: all these stories are intertwined, 
reciprocally conditioned and modified, both in opposition and working 
together.  

The first episode of the trilogy is the one selected for this article, and 
the JRA is again the main focus, though the militant group is analysed 

                                                 
7 Ursula Biemann, “Interview with Naeem Mohaiemen”. Artterritories, March 29, 
2012, accessed November 26, 2016, http://www.artterritories.net/?page_id=2779 
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here in a completely different perspective from the one proposed by 
Baudelaire. Again, however, what emerges is the lack of images: of the 70 
minutes of the video, 45 are in complete darkness. The film reconstructs 
the hijacking of Japan Airlines flight 472 Paris-Tokyo by the Japanese Red 
Army in 1977, during which the hijackers forced the plane to fly to Dhaka, 
Bangladesh. The Japanese government agreed to pay a ransom of $6 
million (worth $25 million, or £19 million, in 2017) and released six 
imprisoned JRA members. The film covers six days of negotiation 
between hostage mediator A. G. Mahmud and the hijacker leader 
(codename Dankesu). The news footage of the event no longer exists, but 
the artist did manage to find the original sound recordings from the airport 
control tower, and decided to use them. For most of the film the written 
transcript of the crackly radio conversation between hijacker and 
negotiator appears on the screen against a dark background. In a way, this 
choice transforms the historical event into a sort of grotesque situation. On 
the black screen, the audio from the negotiation is accompanied by 
interchanging subtitles shown in a different color, to help the viewer 
understand who is talking, drawing us into a conversation which gradually 
becomes more dramatic and suffocating. The audio is completely self-
sufficient and alive, pulsating and emotional.  

In the film, the relationship that develops between the negotiator 
Mahmud and the leader of the terrorists Dankesu during the five days in 
which these events occurred is conveyed in all its intensity, growing and 
recognizable. The few images that appear during the film are taken from 
TV newscasts or from a popular television show, The Zoo Gang, a series 
about four Second World War resistance fighters who regroup 30 years 
later to struggle against crooks, Nazis and war criminals. The artist, at the 
time an eight-year-old child in Bangladesh, became himself a witness to 
this political event, as the hijacking coverage interrupted his favorite 
television show, The Zoo Gang, for several days. The title of the whole 
series has biographical overtones, and probably “The Young Man Was…” 
also refers to the artist himself, who was a spectator of several such 
political events in his own country. 

The hijackers chose to detour the plane to Dhaka because they believed 
they would find a popular, independent Islamic government sympathetic 
to their cause. They were apparently not aware that Bangladesh’s young 
independent government was facing a succession of military coups. A. G. 
Mahmud’s negotiation, important for the stability and future of his young 
country, was unfortunately a partial failure because, while the hijacking 
was happening, an attempted coup d’etat took place in Dhaka, complicating 
the on-going dialogue even more, while, ironically, leading to the left-



The Tradition of Hijacking: An Artistic Look at the Japanese Red Army 
 

 

59 

wing radical JRA unwittingly helping right-wing Bangladeshi politicians. 
The Japanese attackers had chosen a destination that was considered a 
friendly republic, but Bangladesh was going through a period of inner 
struggles between the government of Ziaur Rahman (popularly known as 
Zia) and an Islamic group fighting for the control of the country. The 
JRA’s hijack aided the Islamic faction, providing a perfect distraction for 
them to temporarily take control of the country by force before Zia 
suppressed the uprising. The Japanese cameras shooting the hostages’ 
liberation thus accidentally produced the main visual evidence available 
today of the attempted uprising, while the hostages themselves also 
became witnesses to the attempted coup. 

The hijacking was one of the last effective hijacks, in the sense that the 
JRA militants obtained they wanted – a ransom of $6 million, the 
liberation of six of their comrades and escape to Algeria – without killing 
anyone. This was also the last hijack in which a government was free to 
submit to the will of hijackers: after this event an agreement was ratified 
by the United States of America and European countries to ban any further 
compromise or negotiation with hijackers, and Japan's National Police 
Agency formed a Special Assault Team to deal with future acts of 
terrorism.  

United Red Army speaks of a drama on the world stage of politics 
through a very intimate conversation between two unseen men behind 
microphones: the most striking thing about the dialogue between the 
Bangladeshi negotiator and the militant is the psychological dimension of 
their relationship. The artist regenerates an episode in the history of the 
young nation of Bangladesh with the few archival materials that have 
survived the various regimes. As the archives in Bangladesh are in state of 
continual flux, a lot of research practices have evolved in the shadow of 
missing documents, and the artist himself had to come to terms with this 
absence. His research reveals the different perspectives of other “partners” 
engaged in the filming: the American television networks that were 
interested in the four American hostages in business class, the Japanese 
networks with their focus on the other passengers. The Bangladesh 
government provided the audio recording in order to prove it was able to 
handle the situation. Mohaiemen never gained the authority to access the 
Palestinian archives that undoubtedly contain wider documentation of the 
event, but The Young Man Was…, nevertheless, able to build new 
connections that were not initially visible. He writes a different kind of 
history that is free from iconography, giving the audience a chance to 
imagine while formulating a new perspective, that of a person who comes 
from Bangladesh and in some way experienced that episode, as did the 
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artist himself. The work becomes an intriguing film discourse on images 
and their absence, an exploration of identity in a country like Bangladesh 
attacked from multiple sides throughout its history, but also a short circuit 
in which reality goes beyond any possible fiction. 

dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y 

In his works Belgian artist Johan Grimonprez (b. 1962) critically 
deconstructs received histories and media representations. Made in 1997, 
dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y traces the story of an aircraft hijacking by editing 
together broadcast news reports of hijackings, irreverent found footage, 
film excerpts and personal video in a non-chronological order. Oddly 
enough, in retrospect, the film now seems like a premonition of the events 
of 9/11, which occurred four years later.  

Initially shown at Documenta X, the quinquennial contemporary art 
exhibition, the film has toured galleries and festivals all over the world. It 
explores the relationship between camera and event, and concentrates on 
showing us how hijacking takes place between spaces, both political and 
physical, reminding us that history is ultimately a series of stories 
consisting as much of the telling as the content. Grimonprez himself, in an 
interview with curator Catherine Bernard, traces a lucid account of the 
connection between technology and catastrophe, underlining how 
television has reinvented the way in which the world and death are 
observed and conceived. This idea is at the core of the film, which 
analyses how the media actively participate in the construction of reality.8 
Within the film, technological evolution is evident, ranging from the first 
videos shot in black and white to images obtained with the camcorder that 
casually document an event where the spectators become the protagonists, 
reducing the distance “between spectator and history” as fully as possible. 
9 At the same time, the nature of live television has made it possible to blur 
the line between entertainment and tragedy. Hijackings were events that 
lasted a long time, and television was able to record and transmit them 
from different part of the world, becoming the ideal medium through 
which to communicate such remarkable episodes to multitudes of 
spectators.  

                                                 
8  Catherine Bernard, “Supermarket History: An interview with Johan 
Grimonprez,” in It's a Poor Sort of Memory That Only Works Backwards, Johan 
Grimonprez, ed. (Berlin: Hatje Cantz, 2011). 
9 Ibid. 
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Unlike the two works previously analysed, in dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y the 
viewer is faced with a chaotic flux and an excess of images: Grimonperez 
uses the same language as the mass media, amplifying it by using film as 
in the continuous action of television zapping, where different images flow 
together: clips from science fiction films, reporting, scenes filmed by the 
artist, videos from private archives. Grimonperez is interested in how 
hijacking has been represented by the media. Therefore we might say that 
dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y retraces a history of the media over the last thirty 
years. The history of hijacking is also inextricably linked to the Cold War, 
with the medium transmitting the message after the first televised 
hijacking in the 1970s. Television has reinvented the way we perceive 
reality and the way we relate to catastrophe, history and death. The media 
have officially entered our domestic world and link us all together: “dial 
H-I-S-T-O-R-Y tells of how history is recorded and catalogued, and how 
these techniques accelerate and accumulate memory, almost as an excess 
of history.”10  

In dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y news footage is also re-contextualized thanks to 
a dialogue set up between a terrorist and a novelist, taken from the books 
Mao II and White Noise by Don DeLillo, providing off-screen 
commentary for the entire film. 11  The statement “what terrorists gain, 
novelists lose” is repeated throughout dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y. 12  DeLillo’s 
character suggests that the terrorist has taken over the novelist’s role 
because he is able to “play the media”, because television and media are so 
present in our society that the writer has become a redundant figure: “the 
narrator suggests that the terrorist is better equipped to play the media, and 
to traffic in this sort of seductive imagery. So he concludes that his role as 
a writer may be obsolete. But dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y follows that trajectory 
even further, suggesting that the media control the spectacle, and have 
hijacked the hijacker”.13 

Such thinking is expanded upon by the scholar Boris Groys, who in his 
book Art Power (2008) approaches the relationship between art and war, 
observing that with respect to the past, today the connection between 
heroic exploits and art has changed: the contemporary warrior no longer 
                                                 
10 Ibid, 226. 
11 Don DeLillo, Mao II (New York: Viking, 1991) and Don DeLillo, White Noise 
(New York: Viking, 1985) 
12 DeLillo, Mao II, 157. 
13 Alexandre Provan, “Johan Grimonprez & Tom McCarthy. If you see yourself, 
kill him”. Bidoun, Issue 18, Summer 2009, accessed November 26, 2016,  
http://bidoun.org/articles/johan-grimonprez-tom-mccarthy 
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needs the artist in order to gain celebrity, and to etch his achievements into 
universal memory. 14  The terrorist’s act or the war operation are 
immediately recorded, narrated and interpreted by the media: the event is 
happening in front of the camera. The relationship with history itself also 
changes; it is no longer written in books and documents or celebrated 
thanks to monuments, but it is something that seems to exist before our 
very eyes, and flows endlessly.  

In his visionary film Grimonprez is able to show part of the history of 
television, which is also our own history, placed in that gray area between 
the event and its representation, as a matter of fact: “This cancels out not 
only the temporal difference between past and present, which is 
constitutive for all narrative, but also the spatial difference between 
observer and object: society is no longer reflected in the mirror of an 
individual perception but only in an image of itself”.15 

Another reflection emerges from the film, and in particular from a 
suggestion by Leila Khaled, a member of the Popular Front for the 
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP). In an interview, Khaled stated that because 
there was no Palestinian territory, the war had to be fought on planes. On 
the airplane always moving between countries and borders, as in a 
stateless dimension, hijacking came to symbolize the trespass across a 
violent border towards a political utopia. The film collage, made with fast, 
surreal editing, shows the PLO, the Japanese Red Army and the Black 
Panthers, among others, using hijacked planes as a kind of temporary 
homeland – small flying countries with flexible boundaries. To use the 
artist’s words again: 

  
In dial H-I-S-T-O-R-Y when Leila Khaled hijacks a plane, she sort of 
rewrites herself back into history, into the history of Israel and what has 
been told about the Palestinians. And since she doesn’t have a country, she 
renames the plane “Independent State of Palestine”, and this is, in a sense, 
rewriting history. So history is not a history, but many histories.16  

 

                                                 
14 Boris Groys, Art Power (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2008). 
15 Ohner Vraath, “On Seeing, Flying and Dreaming” in It's a Poor Sort of Memory 
That Only Works Backwards, Johan Grimonprez,  ed. (Berlin: Hatje Cantz, 2011), 
241. 
16  Bean Gilsdorf, History and Ownership: Interview with Johan Grimonprez, 
Dailyserving, March 23, 2011, accessed November 26, 2016,  
http://dailyserving.com/2011/03/history-and-ownership-interview-with-johan-
grimonprez/ 
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The film thus reconsiders our relationship with images through the 
predominant role of the media in our perception of the world and of 
ourselves, telling a history that is not univocal but is defined by a series of 
different stories. The result addresses the question of the authorship of 
history, turning our attention to the ways in which we encounter and 
interpret the events of our time. 

Conclusion 
After deeper analysis of the three case studies, it is interesting to reflect on 
how artists react in extreme ways to the issue of terrorism and images. The 
selected examples, in fact, range from an absence of images to an 
explosion of images, and all the films feature the constant presence of 
considerations on violence and its relationship with images. While Eric 
Baudelaire creates an intricate and disorienting account of the Japanese 
Red Army’s history, its exile in Beirut and ultimately its forced return to 
Japan, following the paths of two leading figures, Naeem Mohaiemen uses 
a different approach in his film, starting with audio material found in an 
archive to rebuild a fragment of the story of the JRA and of Bangladesh. 
Grimonprez, on the other hand, is able to manipulate facts and fiction, thus 
developing another kind of narration, between documentary and fiction, 
and locating the question of terrorism within the context of the media.  

The videos examined here explore the relationship between cinema 
and guerrilla warfare in different ways, starting with the idea that arose in 
those years, especially in the JRA, of using the media (mainly television) 
to spread global awareness of their cause. Hijacking was the method that 
made it possible to also occupy the spaces of media and television. The 
role of mass media has reinforced itself even more, and today it is the most 
powerful tool for the reproduction of images. As Boris Groys writes: “The 
function of art as an instrument of representation and the role of the artist 
as a mediator between reality and memory have been totally erased”.17 
Furthermore, the three films explore contemporary art as a historiographical 
model: Baudelaire is interested in the relationship between universal 
history and micro-history, Mohaiemen highlights the concept of Global 
History, while Grimonperez asserts the impossibility of narrating only one 
history. At the same time the three films are also able to raise questions on 
how is changed our relationship with history and historiography in a time 
marked by the realm of the public spectacle and visual culture. 

                                                 
17 Boris Groys, Art Power (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2008), 138. 
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Art becomes a way to reflect on the past, and only a critical use of 
images and documents can deconstruct the dominant historical narrative 
and reveal alternative political potential. I would like to conclude this 
chapter with the words of the Canadian scholar Henry A. Giroux: 

  
The spectacle of terrorism has colonized the gaze and imagination of 
millions of people, especially as it emerges in a flood of images that bypass 
traditional sites of power such as dominant television networks and 
newspaper outlets. [...] Under such circumstances, it becomes all the more 
urgent for educators, artists and citizens to develop a new set of theoretical 
tools to comprehend how visual representations of shockingly horrific 
violence are shaping the very nature of politics.18 
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