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REVIEW BY LORI WAXMAN
“This movie is basically a war against 
forgetting,” explains one of the main 
protagonists at the end of Two Meetings 
and a Funeral, Naeem Mohaiemen’s 
mesmerising three-channel film about 
political ideals, the gigantic state 
architecture built to house them, and the 
Non-Aligned Movement. 

The what, you might ask? Or at least 
I did, not having ever heard of NAM 
before. That is a shortcoming of my 
own education in international politics, 
but it is also a consequence of the fact 
that the movement lost the very real 
potential it had in the 1960s and early 
1970s to shake up the world for the 
better, to create a planetary politics not 
dominated by the Euro-American powers, 
to promote socialism, sovereignty, and 
decolonisation. That’s at least part of 
the case made by Two Meetings and a 
Funeral (2017), which among other 
themes examines a pivotal moment in 
the mid-1970s when a second movement, 
the Saudi-led Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation, convinced enough of the 
Third World countries allied as NAM to 
choose Islamism over socialism as their 
unifying ideology. I won’t attempt to 
summarise the political history lesson 
much more than that because the film 
isn’t really trying to be one. Indeed, not 

until I looked NAM up on Wikipedia in 
order to clarify a few details did I realise 
that the movement continues to operate 
today. The titular funeral marks NAM’s 
transformation into a coalition that no 
longer mattered, not one that technically 
ceased to exist.

Mohaiemen’s 88-minute film—one 

of a handful of timely, striking artworks 
included in documenta 14—provides 
a humbling and maddening reminder 
of the complications of politics. Good 
intentions are never enough; singularity 
of purpose is nearly impossible to 
achieve; the what ifs are legion. The world 
just keeps on turning, entanglements 
and controversies and madness and 
assassinations piling endlessly on. 
(Some of the figures who appear in 
the film’s archival footage as members 
of NAM include a dashingly clean-
shaven Muammar Gaddafi, a serious 
and composed Indira Gandhi, and a 
swaggering Yasser Arafat in dark shades.) 
It goes without saying that the US does 
not figure well, with CIA-backed coups 
hovering just off-stage everywhere, 
undermining socialist governments 
and siding with new military regimes. 
In a speech met with big applause, a 

Vietnamese delegate trumpets Cuba’s 
demand that the US withdraw from 
Guantanamo. If only.

Though these are some of the 
dominant political themes of Two Meetings 
and a Funeral, they don’t explain its 
cinematic impact, which for me arises out 
of structural problems. How to reconstruct 
a movement relegated to the dustbin of 
history? How to suggest its relevance for 
today? How to do this artfully, playfully, 
with serious depth but no didacticism? 
What can it look like and sound 
like? Mohaiemen’s solutions to these 
quandaries make of his film something 
not quite documentary but definitely not 
fiction, full of tangents and footnotes 
and unexpected connections and poetic 
pauses. It feels utterly contemporary, and 
it sounds it too, thanks to an unusual 
film score by Qasim Naqvi, who used a 
collection of analog synthesisers to create 
a soundscape of horror-movie tones at 
once space-age and foreboding.

The film stretches across three screens, 
which leaves plenty of room for crisp 
translations of conversations being had 
in French or Arabic or Bangla, tersely 
informative captions about pertinent 
world events, but also lyrical subtitles 
like “Fear of a Red Planet” and “Season 
of Tigers”—as if global history had all the 
drama of fiction, which actually it does. 
Often the screens fill simultaneously 
with multiple views of individual people, 
events and places, insisting that there 
is always another perspective, an edit, a 
cut, an outside the frame. This may be 
de rigueur in contemporary filmmaking, 
but it seems rather remarkable given how 
much of the film’s raw material comes 
from the Algerian National TV archives, 
which were mined for historical visuals 
of the titular two meetings (one of NAM, 
one of OIC). While much of that footage 
is straightforward speechmaking, some 
of the best of it is audience reaction (or 
non-reaction) and casual inter-delegate 
camaraderie. Yes, it is fun to watch world 
leaders in their off moments, giggling and 
nudging one another, or just staring off 
into space. 
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How to reconstruct a 
movement relegated 
to the dustbin of 
history? How to 
suggest its relevance 
for today? How to 
do this artfully, 
playfully, with 
serious depth but no 
didacticism? What 
can it look like and 
sound like?
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