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FAQs 
 
#ChicagoGirl has had hundreds of screenings around the world. These are 
the most frequently asked questions from audiences: 
 
How did Ala’a get her start in helping activists on the ground in Syria? 
 
In 2011, Ala’a attended a rally in Washington, DC, to raise awareness for 
Syria, but the media instead was covering a protest for Libya down the 
street. Ala’a wondered, why aren’t they paying attention to Syria? When she 
returned home to Chicago, Ala’a started finding activists online in Syria and 
asking how she could help them. At first it was in helping with translations 
of their banners as the activists knew that the CNN, the BBC and Western 
news media outlets are more apt to cover protests where the banners are in 
English. As she gained the trust of activists, activists began entrusting her 
with more responsibility.  
 
What is Ala’a doing now? 
 
Ala’a recently graduated college. She is still active in helping those on the 
ground, but because of some of the recent developments since the film’s 
completion – the arrival of ISIS, the lack of international support – her 
online duties are not as overwhelming as they were during the making of 
#ChicagoGirl.  
 
Ala’a now travels the world speaking about Syria and activism. She is 
always willing to interact with those interested in learning more about 
activism. She is online at: 
 
www.facebook.com/SyrianAlaa2011 
@alaabasatneh 
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Why did director Joe Piscatella decide to make this film? 
 
Joe was initially drawn to the story of social media being used for 
revolution. But he quickly realized that while the technology was interesting, 
the people who were using it were fascinating. After Joe connected with 
Ala’a, he was taken with the passion and innovation of the activists within 
her network. Joe said, “I used social media and the Internet to look up old 
friends and get the best deal on sneakers. Ala’a and her social network were 
using these tools to overthrow a government.”   
 
Joe is also always willing to interact with anyone wanting to learn more. He 
can be found on Twitter at @jpiscatella 
 
What were the biggest challenges in making this film? 
 
Joe faced two major challenges when he set out in early 2011 to make 
#ChicagoGirl. The first was overcoming his background. Joe’s previous 
screen credit was writing Disney’s UNDERDOG. To make the leap from the 
imaginary world of talking dogs into a very real world where subjects were 
facing death on a daily basis was difficult. 
 
The second major challenge was in the logistics of making the film. It was 
continually a struggle to try to capture scenes simultaneously both in 
Chicago and on the ground in Syria. In addition, cameras had to be 
smuggled into Syria and all footage had to be smuggled out on hard drives 
over the course of two years.  
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How did director Joe Piscatella find Ala’a? 
 
Joe read a blurb in a Chicago paper about Ala’a receiving death threats from 
the Syrian regime on her Facebook wall. Joe then found Ala’a on Facebook 
and they started conversing. Eventually, Ala’a revealed that she was one of 
the coordinators of the revolution. Two days later, Joe and producer Mark 
Rinehart flew to Chicago and watched Ala’a organize a protest in Damascus 
using Facebook, Twitter, Skype and Google Maps.  
 
How did Ala’a feel about having a documentary crew follow her? 
 
This question is best answered by Ala’a herself: 
 
“As a political science major, I realized that many people my age did not 
know or understand the complexities of the Middle East. Too often, non-
Syrians would see the uprisings as ‘people over there, fighting again over 
something that doesn’t concern me.’  
 
“When film director Joe Piscatella and producer Mark Rinehart approached 
me about being in their documentary on technology and revolution, I saw it 
as an opportunity to shine a light on the people of the revolution and to break 
the repeated stereotype of ‘people over there, fighting again.’ My social 
network is made up of students, doctors, lawyers, filmmakers; all are brave 
millennials with hopes and dreams no different than the hopes, and dreams 
of those of us living in the United States. We all want a better future. 
 
“Over the two years that I gave Joe and Mark unfettered access to my life, I 
watched a significant portion of my Facebook friends get arrested, tortured 
and even killed. The Syrian regime threatened to make an example out of me. 
But I still wake up every day and know that even though I am 6000 miles 
away from Syria, I can still make a difference. 
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“That was and still is my hope for this film, #ChicagoGirl – that audiences 
realize that we can all make a difference no matter where we are. 
 
No matter how the film portrays my simple role, I believe that this was only 
possible when the brave women and men of Syria decided to pay blood for 
their freedom. If the movie is showing my life and activities supporting my 
fellow countrymen, then this is only to actually shed light on the cause and 
suffering of the Syrian people.” 
 
What is Aous doing now? 
 
Aous is still active in the Syrian revolution. As he says in #ChicagoGirl, 
“whoever undertakes half a revolution digs his own grave.” Aous continues 
to work as a medic in clinics for those fighting the regime. He is also writes 
and blogs about the revolution.  
 
A lot has happened in Syria since the film’s completion. How has this 
affected the revolution? 
 
The biggest development has been the introduction of ISIS in Syria. As 
Aous recently said, “It’s hard enough to fight the Assad regime, but now 
there is a whole other enemy we are fighting as well.” Not only are the 
revolutionaries fighting against Assad’s regime, they are also fighting ISIS. 
It has made the struggle for freedom in Syria all the more difficult.  
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
What does the Internet allow activists to do now that they couldn’t do 20 
years ago? 
 
What are some of the most effective online tactics of activists?  
 
How could you use these tactics to make a difference in a cause in your 
own community? 
 
What does the Internet allow the regime to do that it could not do 20 years 
ago? 
 
What tactics does the regime employ to use the Internet against activists? 
 
Why were other countries reluctant to get involved in Syria? 
 
Is a camera a weapon? 
 
In a world of 24-hour news, Facebook newsfeeds, YouTube and Twitter 
feeds, we’re inundated with graphic images coming out of places like Syria.  
It’s easy to distance ourselves from the human rights violations taking 
place around the world. How can we create practices and discussions that 
continue the conversation? 
 
What theme in the film most resonates with you? 
 
Note: There are several themes present in #ChicagoGirl.  
 
Some audiences identify with Aous’s dream to “see the victory of the 
revolution and build the country after the revolution.” 
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Others identify more with the idea that there is a teenager, 6000 miles away, 
using the only tools at her disposal, able to make a difference in a very 
difficult part of the world. As Ala’a says in #ChicagoGirl, “From my laptop 
I’m running a revolution in Syria.” 
 
The theme that resonates most with the filmmakers of #ChicagoGirl is best 
summed up by Vint Cerf, co-creator of the Internet, when at the end of the 
film he says, “You can see authoritarian governments becoming very 
nervous about the power of technology. But what they are really saying is 
not that technology is powerful, but that people are powerful if they are 
enabled.” Social media plus action is what effects change. 
 
Critics of online activism sometimes feel that merely posting on Facebook 
or tweeting is not real activism because it’s too easy for anyone to do. Do 
you feel that it’s activism or “slacktivism”? 
 
Having watched the film, what do you feel empowered to do, either to help 
Syria or within your own community?  
 
In what ways can you use social media to support social change? 
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GETTING INVOLVED/HOW TO HELP SYRIA 
 
What can we do to help Syria? 
 
Between ISIS, the lack of international intervention, and no clear leadership 
within the opposition, Syria activists have a very long road ahead of them. 
But in the absence of a black-and-white solution in Syria, that does not mean 
we can turn our backs on the human rights atrocities taking place there.  
 
Tweet!  
 
In just one click you can spread the word through Twitter using the hashtags, 
#FreeSyria, #SpeakUp4SyrianChildren and #Syria.  
 
Syrian activists like Aous and the citizen journalists in Homs check these 
hashtags. They are heartened when they see that the world has not forgotten 
them. 
 
Share images and videos on your Facebook page or other social media 
outlets.  
 
Write a message about why it is important to you to be aware of what is 
going on in Syria. 
 
Continue the conversation.  
 
Just because there is not an immediate solution in Syria does not mean we 
can turn our backs on the situation there. Syria is a difficult topic for many 
people. Engage people in your life. Talk about Syria.  
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Host a hacker event or a social media party. 
 
Whether it’s Syria or another issue you are passionate about, flood the 
Internet with posts, photos, comments and links that engage others to think 
about that issue. Have live conversations on Twitter and create blog posts 
and articles to spread the word.  
 
Use this also as an opportunity for a training party/workshop in using social 
media as an organizing tool. 
 
Connect with organizations that monitor the situation in Syria.  
 

o Amnesty International http://www.amnesty.org/  
o Child Rights International Network https://www.crin.org  
o Human Rights Watch http://www.hrw.org/  
o The International Committee of the Red Cross 

https://www.icrc.org/en 
o Refugee Council http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/  
o Refugee Law Project http://www.refugeelawproject.org/  
o The United Nations Refugee Agency http://www.unhcr.org/ 
o The United Nations Relief and Work Agency 

http://www.unrwa.org/  
 
Donate money to organizations providing aid and relief to displaced 
Syrians.  
 
As of January 2015, one out of every two Syrians has been displaced. The 
United Nations has called this the humanitarian crisis of our time. 
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We understand that some people are reluctant to donate to large 
organizations, but in the case of Syria, it takes a large organization to get 
into Syria and make a difference.   
 
Two organizations we feel are effective: 
 

o United Nationals High Council on Refugees 
Syria donation page: https://donate.unrefugees.org/ea-
action/action?ea.client.id=1873&ea.campaign.id=31158&ea.tra
cking.id=EF1J14C 

o UNICEF: 
Syria donation page: http://www.unicef.org/emergencies/syria/ 

 
Learn More about Syria 
 
For more information about Syria try the following links: 
 

o Timeline via the BBC: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-
middle-east-14703995 

o  “9 Questions About Syria You Were Too Afraid To Ask” via 
The Washington Post: 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/wp/2013/08
/29/9-questions-about-syria-you-were-too-embarrassed-to-ask/ 

o Ancient history in Syria via ancient.eu: 
http://www.ancient.eu/syria/ 
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CONTACT INFORMATION 
 
If you enjoyed the film and were moved to any sort of action by the film (whether it be 
for Syria or some other cause), please tweet us, email us or send us a Facebook message. 
We love to hear about #ChicagoGirl inspiring people to make a difference. 
 
www.chicagogirlfilm.com 
www.facebook.com/chicagogirlfilm 
@chicagogirlfilm 
chicagogirlfilm@gmail.com 
 
FOR PRESS & INTERVIEW INQUIERIES 
Whitney Kuhn, Sunshine Sachs 
136 Madison Avenue, 17th Floor 
New York, NY 10016 
Kuhn@sunshinesachs.com 
212-691-2800 
 
FOR NORTH AMERICAN DISTRIBUTION & LICENSING INQUIRIES 
Kevin Iwashina, Preferred Content 
6363 Wilshire Blvd., Ste. 350 
Los Angeles CA 90048 
kevin@preferredcontent.net 
323-782-9193 
 
FOR INTERNATIONAL DISTRIBUTION & LICENSING INQUIRIES 
Annie Roney, Ro*Co Films International 
80 Liberty Ship Way, Suite 8 
Sausalito, CA 94965 
annie@rocofilms.com 
415-332-6471 
 
TO HOST A SCREENING  
https://www.tugg.com/titles/chicagogirl 
 
FOR FESTIVAL AND GENERAL INQUIRIES 
chicagogirlfilm@gmail.com 


