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Dissertation Abstract 

Feminist Representations in North African Cinema 

 In this dissertation, I investigate some of the different issues that filmmakers in 

North African national and diasporic cinemas focus on.  I examine the representation of 

women in films produced in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, in an effort to show the tools 

filmmakers use in order to question the hegemonic image of North African Arab and 

Muslim women as oppressed and marginalized.  I focus on national identity as a 

discourse always in the process of changing, depending on the political and social 

circumstances each country goes through.   

 Stressing national cinema, I reject Third Cinema as a theory and practice.  My 

main argument in that regard is that Third Cinema limits filmmakers from the Third 

World in its categorization, and limits our own understanding of North African national 

cinema, under the umbrella of Third Cinema. 

  I study the films that try to put the subject of women’s oppression as the focal 

point.  The main points I argue are the representation of women within the national 

dialogue, and what filmmakers are trying to do to challenge the patriarchal social order in 

order to break the barriers between the public and domestic spaces.  I also discuss the 

effects of Western Feminist discourse on the representation of women in the Third 

World. 

 Dealing with the subject of displacement and alienation, I study the films made by 

and about North African immigrants in France.  I focus on the subjects these filmmakers 

discuss in their films, mainly the representation of women’s narratives within an 

immigrant population, torn between two cultures. 
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 Through my investigation of North African cinema, I suggest the importance of 

developing a national cinema theory that will enable feminist filmmakers to deal with 

national and local issues in their films, rather than focusing on the approval of Western 

audience and critics, and depending on funding from Western organizations.  I also argue 

that when it comes to feminist reading practices of films made in non-Western film 

industries, North Africa in this case, an international feminist film theory should serve as 

a better space for analysis and discourse.
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Introduction 

 

 
“I’m a stranger everywhere.” 

--Naima in Exiles (2004)1 
 

 

 While watching the film Exiles, I was struck by the statement that the main 

female character, Naima, makes when she first arrives in her country of origin, Algeria, 

after a long journey with her lover from France.  This statement hit a very sensitive chord 

inside me.  I do feel like a stranger everywhere.  I am a Saudi Arabian woman, yet I only 

lived there for a very short period of time.  I’ve been living in the United States for over 

eighteen years, but I’m not an American.  In between, I have lived in several places in the 

Middle East and Europe.  Growing up as a diplomat’s daughter was a privilege, but a 

privilege that deprived me of any sense of belonging.  In the film, when a man asks 

Naima where she’s from, she replies: “I’m Algerian, via France.”  It reminded me of my 

usual answer: “I’m Saudi, but I’ve only lived there for five years.”  My answer usually 

reflects my need to defend my identity.  It is true, I am Saudi, but that is not the only 

place that defines me.  I come from everywhere, but I am a stranger everywhere.  My 

identity is a collection of all the experiences that I’ve been through, and my sense of 

belonging is not limited to one place.  I am Saudi.  I am an Arab.  I am a Muslim, and I 

am Western as well.  In an effort to define my identity, I resorted to writing and 

filmmaking.  When I was younger, I felt that my situation confused my identity.  I was 

                                                 
1 Dir. Tony Gatlif. Perf. Romain Duris and Lubna Azabal. Swipe Films. 2004 
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unable to articulate it.  The more I grew up, the more I realized the advantages of my 

situation.  Having a hybrid identity allows me access to different cultures, 

understandings, and many educational opportunities.  Film played, and still plays, a major 

role in my understanding of cultures, along with my own personal experiences within 

different cultures.  With my studies in film, the question of women’s representation took 

a central focus.  Realizing that there are no films that represent Saudi women, I began to 

study how other Arab women were represented in films.  My interest was focused more 

on Arab film industries still in the process of development, so Egypt’s established film 

industry was out of the question.  That’s when I began to investigate the film industries of 

the North African countries, Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, as an example of Arab 

countries with film industries still in the process of development.  Therefore, in this 

dissertation I examine North African cinemas and the representation of women in relation 

to national identity and feminist thought.  I also examine the location of North African 

national cinemas in relation to global film industries, and the representation of the North 

African diaspora in France.  By doing so, I attempt to take these film industries as an 

example of what other Arab film industries can go through, in hopes that one day, my 

country can benefit from these examples, and begin to develop its own film industry. 

Middle East and North African nations are currently going through unprecedented 

change.  With protests erupting in several countries around that region, many political 

changes are taking place.  This is the first time in several decades that this type of change 

is happening.  The masses in the Arab world are fed up with the totalitarian regimes that 

have been oppressing them since roughly the end of colonial times.  In Tunisia, for 

example, the demonstrations against the government succeeded in ousting the 
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authoritarian president, Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali, resulting in an ongoing power vacuum 

and continuing demonstrations demanding the complete eradication of the old ruling 

class.  The revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt (in which president Hosny Mubarak finally 

stepped down after thirty years of ruling with an iron fist), Bahrain, Libya, and on smaller 

scale in other Arab countries, show the need for political reform, and prove people’s 

desire to change the status quo of corruption and oppression by the ruling classes.  These 

revolutions also show the power of the media, whether electronic or visual, in spreading 

the messages of solidarity and revolutionary ideas.  The use of internet social networks 

proved vital in organizing the events of these revolutions, and television news, especially 

Aljazeera’s coverage, helped the demonstrators stay connected and informed when 

governments blocked internet connections.  The power of the image also helped spread 

the need for political reform from one country to the next, which is the cause of the unrest 

the whole region is currently going through. 

 These current revolutions are reminiscent of the revolutions that happened in that 

region in order to end Western colonialism after the end of the Second World War.  Yet, 

during that time, people did not have the luxury of internet and satellite news.  Therefore, 

there were no visual records, aside from newsreels and photographs, which showed the 

spirit of the revolutions back then.  Even with the presence of newsreels and photographs 

of that time, not everyone had access to them.  So how did masses learn about revolutions 

and histories of their nations, if they did not read about it through print media and in 

historical accounts? It is with the use of the power of the image and storytelling in films.  

Film, being the most public form of art, because of its accessibility to the masses, plays a 

major role in teaching people about historical events and different cultures.  Film is also 
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used to represent the problems and issues that each nation goes through. And as Lieve 

Spaas explains: “Cinema, it was believed, offered a means to educate people and to 

present the audience with images they could relate to and which would develop 

an...identity”.2 

 North African cinema has struggled for decades since the end of colonialism to 

create films that represent current issues the newly independent nations face. One of the 

problems is the fact that most of these filmmakers cannot find the support they need from 

their own governments.  This is due to the fact that most of these nations are dealing with 

issues of social and political instability, governmental corruption, and the struggle to 

create a national identity within the growing changes in the world as a result of the end of 

colonialism, and current Western neocolonialism in Third World nations.  These changes 

vary: from economic, social, and political conflicts.  With the rise of Islamic 

fundamentalism, for example, in Algeria, filmmakers struggled with political instability, 

issues of censorship, and the freedom to use certain resources while making their films, 

especially in terms of female representation and the role of women in the process of film 

creation and production.  Other examples of the changes these countries are going 

through are the new threats of globalization and the mastery of Western cultural and 

political influence over Third World nations.  Globalization brought major positive and 

negative changes.  For example, the rise of satellite TV channels brought more exposure 

to these filmmakers, who were given an opportunity to export their cultural and social 

messages to a wider range of audiences around the Arab world specifically, and to 

Europe and the rest of Africa generally.  Globalization also brought with it the access of 

                                                 
2 Spaas, Lieve. The Francophone Film: A Struggle for Identity. (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2000) 129. 
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Western culture to the local audiences in these countries, bringing examples of different 

lives and ideals.  So, certain Western ideals, like feminism, political and social 

liberalisms, became easily accessible to general audiences, and not limited to scholars, 

thinkers, and educators.  

Along with these issues, when North African filmmakers were offered support 

from their governments, they were faced with censorship and political agendas.  

Censorship worked against representations of women based on conservative, traditional, 

and political constraints.  It also worked against any form of social and political 

radicalism that might cause any threat to the authorities of the hegemonic power of the 

government.  These state imposed censorships could be seen as governments’ control 

over nationalist discourse, given the fact that these nations are seen as still developing 

and in need of a uniform national identity.  In the postcolonial era, the concept of national 

identity is still fragmented, disjointed, and in need of definition.  These definitions were 

not only needed from political and social perspectives, but also on theoretical, artistic, 

and ideological levels as well.  And in the creation of the image and ideas of national 

identity, filmmakers have to consider the issues the nation is experiencing, from the 

struggles for recreating the nation, to the daily practices that define their national identity.  

Within the issues of freedom of speech, colonialism, and postcolonialism, 

filmmakers from North African nations have been making works that deal with social, 

political, and economic issues, based on what their respective nations are going through.  

For example, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism became a main topic of discussion in 

recent years in Algerian cinema, replacing the previous topics of struggle to end 

colonialism.  In Morocco, on the other hand, one of the biggest issues filmmakers deal 
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with is poverty, and the constant economic struggles that force Moroccans to immigrate 

to France and other European countries.   Tunisian films mainly deal with social issues, 

most specifically the role of women in society, given its secular and liberal system, in 

comparison to the other two countries.  On the other hand, a group of North African 

filmmakers, due to economic, postcolonial and cultural ties with France, have migrated to 

that country, creating a large number of films that represent and evaluate the issue of 

immigration, and the adjustments these immigrant communities have to go through in 

order to fit in their new countries, and what that means to the concept of national identity 

for these diasporic groups. 

The struggle to create a new national identity in the postcolonial North African 

countries through the use of cinema faced many conflicts.  First, not all countries had the 

facilities to professionally train young filmmakers.  This means that most professional 

filmmakers had to be trained elsewhere, mostly in Western (European) institutes, which 

complicated the reception of their films in their countries, given their alliances with 

Western cinematic traditions, which compromised, or were presumed to compromise, the 

purity of their cinematic language.  Second, with the independence of these new 

countries, there was a general lack of state funding to create national film industries.  

Third, with the lack of state funding, numerous filmmakers had to resort to the help of 

European producers, creating a large number of Arabic films co-produced by Europeans 

even today.  This also serves as another opportunity for censorship from the European 

producers’ side.  Interested in keeping the relations between these developing nations and 

the European “big brother” status, censorship can be imposed when dealing with issues 

like colonial exploitations of indigenous groups, the image of the West within these 
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national cinemas, and the insistence on representing the West positively.  John D.H. 

Downing, in his essay “Post-Tricolor African Cinema: Toward a Richer Vision”, states: 

“There have been continuing critiques of French co-production policy as a prolongation 

of colonial assimilationist policy, with African filmmakers forced to be somewhat 

dependent upon the hand that feeds them, or at least to have to be prepared to risk biting 

it, because of its owner’s urge to control film production, either through the initial choice 

of projects to fund or by refusal to distribute.”3  This point is evident in the types of films 

that are being produced with European funding, and the types of films that get accepted 

in international film festivals.  For a long time, for example, French cinema has refused to 

show films that have directly critiqued its years of colonial rule in North Africa.  Films 

like The Battle of Algiers were banned from screenings in France until recently.  With the 

lack of funding from their governments, and their dependence on European funding, 

North African filmmakers were forced to make films that catered to Western standards, 

which affected the cultural autonomy of these films.  These films represented North 

Africa as seen from a Western gaze, rather than focusing on national issues and dealing 

with topics that interest the local audience.  Nevertheless, North African film industries 

have gone through several phases, since the end of colonialism.  From the creation of 

state funded film organizations that promoted film production and national cinemas, to 

the collapse of these industries and the return to the dependency on Western funding.  

Before getting into the different issues that these film industries have dealt with, I will 

give a brief history of the development of cinema in all three countries.   

                                                 
3 Downing, John D.H. “Post-Tricolor African Cinema”. Cinema, Colonialism, 
Postcolonialism: Perspectives from the French and Francophone World. Ed. Sherzer, 
Dina. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996) 192 
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As a start, the three countries of North Africa, Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, 

have always been placed in the same category of “francophone”, even though they have 

different histories.  Morocco and Tunisia kept their local authorities, therefore maintained 

their languages and religion, as protectorates of France, but Algeria “experienced an 

extreme form of colonialism”4, which caused French to be the formal language used by 

government, writers and artists.  Yet, all three countries fall into the category 

Francophone.  The word Francophone “has linguistic and geographical connotations, 

evoking the fact of speaking French and referring to the places where French is spoken.”5  

The issue of language will be extensively discussed in chapter one.  For now, the 

Francophone category allows the three North African nations access to French funding, 

education, and the promotion of their cinemas in France.  But, as I mentioned earlier, as 

the histories of the three countries vary, so do the phases of film production. 

Cinema was introduced in Algeria from the beginning of French colonization in 

1895.  Algeria was the background for European films that benefited from the exotic 

locations of Algiers and the Kasbah.  Yet Algerians could not participate in any film 

production until the end of colonialism, with the first Algerian film made in 1964.  Most 

of the first films made in that beginning dealt with liberation issues and the creation of 

the modern society after the end of colonialism.  Algerian cinema has gone through a 

turbulent history since its beginning.  The Algerian government made many efforts to 

develop film production in the country by creating a “short-lived CAV (Centre Audio-

Visuel), under the auspices of Algeria’s Ministry of Youth and Sport in 1962, and the 

OAA (Offices des Actualités Algériennes/Algerian Newsreel Office) under the 

                                                 
4 Spaas 127. 
5 Spaas 2. 
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directorship of Mohamed Lakhdar-Hamina, set up in 1963 and dissolved in 1974.”6  

Along with these first efforts by the Algerian government, the CNCA (Centre National 

du Cinéma Algérien) was set up by the Ministry of Information and Culture, and the 

television system was nationalized in 1962.  In 1967, the ONCIC (Office National du 

Commerce et de l’Industrie Cinématographique) was created to replace the previous 

organizations, only to be dissolved in 1984 because of serious financial difficulties.  

Since the late 1980s, Algerian cinema’s governmental organizations ceased to exist, and 

Algerian filmmakers resorted to the help of European funding.  That being said, Algerian 

cinema went through four distinct phases.  The first phase focused on the topic of 

liberation and the war against the colonizers.  The second phase focused on the post-war 

issues and the struggles of the individual Algerian.  The third phase “introduced new 

themes hitherto unexplored, including the problems of young people, women and 

marginal groups.”7  The fourth period, which is the period that began in 1991, with the 

start of the Algerian civil war until today, deals with the effects of Islamic 

fundamentalism on Algerian society, and the issues of globalization and migration to 

Europe.  One of the main points that I will deal with when discussing Algerian films is 

the issue of language.  I will question the filmmakers’ choice in using the French 

language in their films, rather than Arabic or Berber, and how the use of language reflects 

the national identity that is represented in their films. 

Like Algeria, Morocco served as an exotic background to Euro-American films 

during the colonial years, with film studios set up in Morocco to serve the needs of 

Hollywood and French filmmakers.  The only effort to promote Moroccan cinema was 

                                                 
6 Spaas 134. 
7 Spaas 135. 
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the establishment of CCM (Centre Cinématographique Marocain) in 1944, even though 

it was meant for documentary production.  Moroccan film production did not really start 

until after the end of colonialism, with the first films made in the late 1960s, along with 

the creation of the first festival of Mediterranean cinema in Tangiers.  With the help of 

CCM, the first Moroccan film titled Vaincre pour vivre was produced in 1968 and co-

directed by Mohamed Abderrahmane Tazi and Ahmed Mesnaoui.  Yet, Moroccan cinema 

didn’t reach international recognition until 1972, with Souheil Ben Barka’s film, Les 

Mille et une mains.  That being said, the Moroccan film industry is still suffering from a 

lack of funding and the continuous exploitation of film studios by Western film 

productions.  In fact, when one searches for Moroccan film production, it becomes 

evident that the film industry in Morocco depends on Hollywood and French films that 

are still using the country as a main location for some of their films.  Nevertheless, 

several Moroccan filmmakers have succeeded in making films that deal with local and 

national issues.  Films made by Moroccan filmmakers mainly deal with social themes, 

from poverty, polygamy, and the problems young people suffer from in dealing with the 

world around them.  Another important theme that Moroccan filmmakers deal with is the 

situation of women in society and their efforts for political and social autonomy.  The 

efforts of Moroccan filmmakers to make films that capture the true identity of the 

Moroccan people stems from the long history of the presence of the Moroccan “Other” in 

Hollywood films produced in Morocco.  They are trying to take the image of the exotic 

Moroccan, whose presence is always in the background of Western films, and give that 

image more agency in order to depict the realities of life in that country. 
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When it comes to Tunisia, its cinematic history started as early as 1924, “with 

Chenama Chikly’s short film, Chezal, la fille de Carthage.”8  This humble beginning did 

not result in a thriving film industry until 1957, when the Tunisian government 

established the SATPEC (Société Anonyme Tunisienne de Production et d’Expansion 

Cinématographique).  The main objective of this organization was to manage the 

distribution and exhibition of films in Tunisia.  Later, in 1968, it began to promote film 

production by Tunisian filmmakers.  Yet, Tunisian film production did not thrive until 

the early 1980s, with the emergence of a new kind of cinema.  This new cinema, 

developed by young Tunisian filmmakers, deals with social and political issues, and 

focuses on “bringing an audience into a discourse that is new, aesthetic, cinematic, 

stylistic and dramatic in its totality”.9  With the focus on the aesthetic, ideological issues 

become secondary in focus.  This can be seen as the filmmakers’ attempt to engage the 

local audience with the films that they are making, and allowing them to change the way 

they perceive cinema.  Having a more developed film culture, with cine-club movements 

established as early as the 1950s, in comparison with Algeria and Morocco, Tunisia’s 

filmmakers are concerned with the development of a cinema that deals with stylistic 

aspects of production, rather than focusing on the ideological and cultural issues.  Yet, 

with the existence of a vibrant film culture, the Tunisian film industry is still suffering 

from lack of funding, aside from European co-productions, and a declining number of 

film theaters, with a consequent a lack of exhibition spaces for the films that are being 

made.   

                                                 
8 Spaas 154. 
9 Bouzid, Nouri. “On Inspiration”, African Experiences of Cinema. Ed. Imruh Bakari and 
Mbye B. Cham. (London: British Film Institute, 1996) 49 
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Given the status of the film industries in all three countries, many filmmakers 

have decided to migrate to Europe in order to find opportunities to make their films.  Yet, 

the history of migration from North Africa to Europe started as early as colonial times.  

As we shall see in chapter four, North Africans in France have developed their own voice 

within mainstream French cinema, in order to represent the issues they deal with as 

immigrant minorities in a predominantly white culture.  Films made by North Africans in 

France started as early as the 1980s, when riots erupted in the banlieues, the suburbs of 

major French cities, as a result of continued oppression and lack of opportunities.  That 

being said, the films made by North African filmmakers in France are divided into two 

distinct categories; films made by filmmakers who recently migrated to France as a result 

of the lack of opportunities in their countries, and films made by second-generation 

immigrants, that deal with issues of assimilation and integration.  While the first category 

maintains the link between the country of origin and the host country, the second 

category mainly deals with the identity of these immigrants as French of Maghrebi 

origins. 

Having the history of the film industries of North Africa in mind, in this study, I 

will discuss the stylistic and ideological approaches these filmmakers take in discussing 

issues of national identity representation, and feminist agency in their films.  My main 

objective is to introduce the possibility of further developing a national film industry, free 

of Western influence, and free from Western discursive categorization as Third cinema, 

which undermines the works of these filmmakers, and maintains their position as “Other” 

within the global film discourse.  The methodology I’m using relies on film analyses, and 

theoretical explications of the issues the films deal with.  Yet, my study faced several 
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problems.  In a way, the problems I faced mirror some of the problems North African 

filmmakers are dealing with in their industries.  For one thing, it was difficult to have 

access to a large number of films made in these countries.  This is a result of the lack of 

distribution of these films in the United States.  So my choices had to be limited to the 

films I can find online, in university libraries, and through friends’ help in sending me 

copies of some films from France.  Another problem I faced was the limited number of 

scholarly texts dealing with analyses of North African cinemas.  There are several studies 

that deal with North African literature and art, which I used as a starting point for my 

investigation.  In my theoretical exploration of the topic, I use postcolonial theories to 

investigate the production of national identity.  Some of the postcolonial theorists I study 

are the theoretical texts that were produced as a reaction to Gayatri Spivak’s essay “Can 

the Subaltern Speak?”, and to Homi Bhabha and his influential work in The Location of 

Culture.  I will also use feminist theories in trying to locate feminist representations in 

North African cinema.  Some of the feminist theories I study are found in Chadra Talpade 

Mohanty’s famous essay “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 

Discourses”, and Trinh T. Minh-ha’s essay “Not You/Like You: Postcolonial Women 

and the Interlocking Questions of Identity and Difference”.  I will also deal with film 

theories, like those presented by Hamid Naficy’s famous study: An Accented Cinema: 

Exilic and Diasporic Filmmaking.  Having these texts in mind, I will now focus on one of 

the studies that deal with specifically North African cultural production.  This textual 

analysis will serve as a guide to the rest of the dissertation. 

In The Arab Avant-Garde: Experiments in North African Art and Literature, the 

idea of the Arab avant-garde, as Andrea Flores Khalil explains, is the works of Arabs in 
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art, film, and literature within which they try to recreate another version of their national 

identity.  In her study of the Arab avant-garde, she focuses on the works of Francophone 

artists and their struggle in their postcolonial status.  She explains that the choice of 

language is one of the most important elements in their struggle for a new national 

identity.  Khalil investigates the role of Western languages and discourses in representing 

the Islamic past, and with that, the history of these postcolonial cultures.  She claims that 

the use of  Western languages and ideologies create a problem in the search for a balance 

between the national identity of the postcolonial subjects between history and modernity.  

Another problem facing these artists is the struggle against the rise of Islamic 

fundamentalism in their societies.  “They seek to produce a language that dissolves the 

repressive ideologies of their society; they untangle, through the web of their fiction, the 

problems of fundamentalist returns to Islamic identity.”10  In the search for their identity, 

these artists create a body of work that tries to represent a new version on Islam, a new 

face of modernity in their postcolonial societies, and a new language that incorporates 

these elements, and stand against political, religious, and Western preconceived images 

of these societies. 

 Khalil explains that Arab avant-garde artists and writers choose to work with 

foreign language in order to bring in the outside “Other” in the recreation of national 

identity.  They “deploy foreign idioms, not to accept or reject the historical reality of 

French domination of the Maghreb, but primarily to struggle against an internal 

hegemony that continues to rely on cultural oppositions and that risks further weakening 

                                                 
10 Khalil, Andrea Flores. The Arab Avant-Garde: Experiments in North African Art and 
Literature. (Westport: Praeger, 2003) XX 
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the region.”11  The use of Western ideologies and languages mimics the reality of the 

influence of the colonizing “Other” in terms of historical violence.  This use also fights 

against the notion of returning to pre-colonial past, which could risk the domination of 

fundamentalist ideologies. 

One of the examples Khalil discusses is Moncef Dhouib, the Tunisian 

experimental filmmaker who uses mysticism in Islam as his main discourse on Tunisian 

culture.  Tunisia presents an interesting example of Islamic, North African society.  The 

country has been ruled by a secular political ideology since 1936 with the rise of Habib 

Bourguiba to power, which continues today.  The separation between religion and the 

state is also mimicked on the social level.  Islamic traditional dress is banned by the 

government, in seeking to represent an image of Western “modernity”.  “The self has 

been transformed into an image of the West in opposition to a strange and dead ‘oriental’ 

past.”12  This apparent refusal of Islamic identity and the promotion of a Western image 

affects the representation of Tunisian society.  Tunisian intellectuals struggle with this 

commoditized image since it is created for economic consumption by Western tourists.  

Dhouib’s answer to this image is present in his films.  The three films discussed are 

Hammam D’hab (1985), Al-Hadra (1990), and Tourba (1995).  Each film presents an 

image that is embedded in Tunisian Islamic tradition, yet at the same time, it defies the 

Islamic image represented by fundamentalists, and the commoditized image used by the 

government.  Khalil argues that these films oppose state control, and asks for a balance 

between the political and spiritual identity.  His use of a Western medium (film) while 

                                                 
11 Khalil XXII. 
12 Khalil 68. 
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presenting his Sufi images connects the “historical development of Tunisian culture and 

tradition.”13  

That being said, the use of a Western medium (film) in the development of a 

national identity that is unique to each of these nations puts the filmmakers in between 

two audiences, local and Western.  It is important to negotiate their position and 

relationship with the audience to investigate the influence that Western culture has on 

these film industries, and the ongoing struggle with issues of imperialism and Western 

domination, even if it were on a discursive levels.  With that, I will focus on the 

following issues in the following chapters. 

Chapter one discusses the role of filmmakers in developing national identity in 

North Africa.  My main objective in this chapter is to define the several elements that 

define national identity, and the tension that arises between creating an “official” national 

identity by governments, and a cultural identity by filmmakers and other cultural 

producers.  Relying on Benedict Anderson’s definition of nations as imagined 

communities, I discuss the methods filmmakers use in representing national identity in 

their films.  Taking each country separately, I investigate the use of French language as 

the main choice for Algerian filmmakers.  In Morocco, I deal with Islamic emancipation 

as a form of liberation for women, as the reaction of women in the face of political 

marginalization and lack of participation in the national discourse.  In Tunisia, it is the 

harmonious religious cohabitation as an example of a glorious past that defines the 

current national identity of the nation.  With the film analyses, I also indicate the 

                                                 
13 Khalil 80. 
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importance of the role of the local national audience in defining national identity, and the 

reception of the films being made. 

Chapter two investigates the location of North African cinemas within global 

cinema.  Dealing with the theory and practice of Third Cinema, which was introduced by 

Argentinean filmmakers Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino in their manifesto, 

“Towards a Third Cinema” in 1968, I investigate this theory and the limitations it 

imposes on the discussions of films made in North Africa.  My main thesis is to reject 

this categorization as limited, and stress the importance of developing a national cinema 

theory that allows filmmakers to create their own unique style that would be 

representative of their nation in international film festivals.  Some of the issues discussed 

when dealing with Third Cinema theory and practices are the representation of women in 

national cinema as doubly marginalized, and the neocolonial influence of Western culture 

on films made in North Africa.  Another important element that is discussed is the 

exoticization of North African cultures by some filmmakers in order to gain recognition 

in international film festivals. 

Chapter three deals mainly with feminist discourse when it comes to Third World 

women representations in film.  Trying to answer Gayatri Spivak’s question, “Can the 

Subaltern Speak?” I study the problems that North African feminist filmmakers face in 

order to be heard.  I investigate the two limiting forces that these filmmakers deal with.  

The first is the patriarchal social order of the conservative North African societies, and 

the second is the limitations they face from Western feminist discourses on Third World 

women.  My main objective in this chapter is to question the forces that these filmmakers 

are working against in their efforts to assert agency by representing the issues women of 
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their nation deal with, and by trying to become active participants in the national 

discourse.  From a national perspective, these women filmmakers deal with political and 

social marginalization, evident in the laws that regulate the role of the people in society, 

like the Family Codes and Personal Codes in Morocco and Algeria that make women 

dependent on their male relatives.  In Tunisia, on the other hand, political autonomy has 

been granted to women, but they still suffer from social marginalization based on 

conservative traditions.  In the films made by North African feminist filmmakers, the 

image of the traditional women is questioned and challenged.  In Algeria’s case, the 

image of the woman as a passive observer is changed by the retelling of stories of 

struggle that women faced during the war of independence.  In Morocco, the image of a 

Western emancipated woman is challenged when introducing the possibility of Islamic 

emancipation.  In Tunisia, the holy representation of the mother is challenged by a 

representation of the mother as a desiring body.  In the end, feminist filmmakers are 

using all the tools they can dispose of in order to create a more autonomous 

representation of the modern North African woman. 

In Chapter four, I deal with the films made in France that represent the North 

African Diaspora.  Following Hamid Naficy’s categorization of Accented Cinema, I 

discuss films made by exilic, diasporic, and ethnic filmmakers.  Exilic filmmakers can be 

the filmmakers who fled their countries in order to find opportunities in France, as I 

previously mentioned.  Diasporic filmmakers are the filmmakers who must find a new 

identity in their new home.  Ethnic filmmakers are second-generation immigrants, and 

deal with the struggles they face in belonging to two cultures.  My concern in this chapter 

is the representation of North African women in films made by these filmmakers.  
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Always represented as “Other”, North African women’s representation in French films 

has always been as exotic, victimized subjects.  In male dominated films made by North 

African male filmmakers, the issues represented focus on men’s struggles as 

marginalized within the predominantly white French society, making women’s 

representations in the background, and as lacking agency.  Another point I discuss in this 

chapter is the relationship of the characters of these films to the space they occupy.  

Space and location, in these diasporic films, are important because of the hybridity of the 

identity of the characters, as a mirror to the hybridity of the filmmakers themselves. 

With this overview, I want to stress the importance of the continuous change that 

these representations go through.  As evident with what is happening now in these 

countries, from political change and conflicts, national identity is never static, for it 

changes in accordance with what’s happening in any given nation at that time.  Women’s 

issues, therefore, take a center stage in my study.  Their struggles with oppression 

because of social, political, religious, and traditional values, even with political changes 

and conflicts, have been an ongoing effort since the end of colonialism, for their status as 

minorities within the patriarchal social order does not change in accordance with the 

changes of the political power.  With the limited access I had to material, I hope to 

present a cohesive study of some of the problems filmmakers faced, and are still facing.  I 

am very excited to see what the next generation of filmmakers from North Africa will 

bring to the table, and what will happen in these countries as the unrest settles. 
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Chapter One: In Search of a Definition for National Identity 

 
 

What is national identity? Who determines what national identity is, and what is 

the most important form of its expression? Even more importantly, why is national 

identity such a powerful idea, and why does it have so much force and influence? 

According to Benedict Anderson, “nationalism has to be understood by aligning it, not 

with self-consciously held political ideologies, but with the large cultural systems that 

preceded it, out of which-as well as against which-it came into being.”14  The cultural 

systems, in this sense, spring out of history, the material events of a culture’s past, 

traditions, and cultural production.  If we suggest that nationalism is a Western idea, 

imported with colonialism to North Africa, and especially that the geographical borders 

of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia were assigned by the colonizers after the Second World 

War, the ideological differences between these nations therefore are a product of the 

colonial rule, which separated each country into two protectorates on the east (now 

Morocco) and west (now Tunisia) of a fully colonized area (now Algeria).  Given the fact 

that they share similar traditions, language, religions, and cultural practices, what 

determines the ideological and cultural differences between the national identities of 

Algerians, Moroccans, and Tunisians?  Aside from the political practices and 

governments, the very notion of difference is a new phenomenon, imposed by the 

colonizing powers.  Historically, the idea of “imagined communities” was born from the 

invention of “print-capitalism”, as Anderson explains.  Novels, newspapers, and scripts 

helped shape the extent of the community.  But if we try to apply that concept to these 

                                                 
14 Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. (London: Verso. 1987) 19 
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developing nations, which had high illiteracy rates at the beginning of their creation, we 

can imagine that the idea of nationhood was determined by the struggle against 

colonialism.  The members of the community united under this struggle, no matter what 

class or area of the country they belonged to, and no matter what role they played in that 

struggle against colonialism.  After their independence, and after the modern nation came 

into creation, the “imagined community” began to face new challenges.  Not only were 

the community members trying to pick themselves up after the end of colonialism, they 

were faced with the idea of creating a new national identity, an identity that is genuinely 

Algerian, Moroccan, or Tunisian, rather than being colonized subjects of the French 

empire.  The reason the creation of a national identity was an opportunity is that it 

indicated that they finally belonged to a sovereign, independent state.  So the creation of 

a national identity means that the people of the nation have finally realized their 

autonomy from any outside influence.  Cultural production became an important aspect 

in the creation of this identity.  The work of intellectuals, artists, and cultural producers 

became vital in the discourse of the nation to the rest of the community.  In The Location 

of Culture, Homi K. Bhabha explains,  

The scraps, patches and rags of daily life must be repeatedly turned into the signs 

of a coherent national culture, while the very act of the narrative performance 

interpellates a growing circle of national subjects.  In the production of the nation 

as narration there is a split between the continuist, accumulative temporality of 

the pedagogical, and the repetitious, recursive strategy of the performative.15   

                                                 
15 Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. (London: Routledge. 1994) 209 
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The scraps of daily life represent the practices and “traditions” of the different national 

subjects, the people, who are both the historical subjects and objects of the changes that 

happen between the past and present.  National identity in that sense is constantly going 

through change, for it can be seen as the sign of performing the nation.  Film’s role in 

representing the nation as narration, if we apply Bhabha’s theory, stresses the split 

between the temporal pedagogy, which is always going through a process of change, and 

the act of performing the nation as practice and tradition.  In other words, film plays the 

role of performing the nation and reflecting both stasis and evolution of the national 

narrative.  Its participation is to represent the constant change that national identity 

undergoes.  So out of the remains of the community after the end of colonialism, cultural 

producers created, and are still creating, national identity from the interactions of the 

people (the members of the imagined community) and to represent these interactions and 

practices as what determines the nation to these same people. 

In this chapter, I will investigate the role of films and filmmakers in the creation 

and representation of national identity as a part of the cultural production of the nation.  

The reason I choose film as my object in analysis for studying national identity 

representation is because it is one of the cultural practices or genres that use the scraps of 

daily life and turn them into a coherent national culture.  Using their own experiences as 

examples in the national discourse, filmmakers strive to represent the individual 

experience as “the whole laborious telling of the collectivity itself.”16  Taking one film 

from each of the countries in this study, I will analyze each, and try to determine if we 

                                                 
16 Bhabha 201. 
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can understand the idea of national identity and these films as involved in the continual 

reconstruction of the discourse of the nation.     

Questioning National Identity 

What is national identity after all? As a start, simply defined, national identity 

refers to the specific traits, culture, and history that a group of people or a community 

share, and is defined by belonging to a nation with a ruling government, and geographic 

borders that separate this community from other nations.  What determine this national 

identity are the common practices of a given culture, and a common history of that 

culture.  Other factors that express but are not necessary a national identity are sharing 

the same language, and certain religious and secular beliefs.  But, how does shared 

national identity affect a person’s own identity? Some believe simply that living in a 

specific culture determines one’s national identity.  Others believe that national identity is 

how a person expresses his or her belonging to a community.  To share language, culture, 

or even political beliefs can be sufficient to justify feeling as if one belongs to a specific 

nation.  On the other hand, in the modern world, carrying certain documents assert a 

person’s belonging to a specific nation.  Yet, who determines the official national 

identity? Is it determined by the power of the government of the nation-state? And to 

whom is national identity presented? Is it to the outside world, or the individuals who are 

members of the community? In that regard, cultural producers play an important role in 

determining the expression of national identity.  Writers, artists, musicians, and 

filmmakers help in producing expressions of national identity, and they present their 

works in and outside their nations.  
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Benedict Anderson defines a nation as “an imagined political community-and 

imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.”17  So for Anderson, a political 

identity is what defines a nation.  It is what is created to represent any given nation.  Yet, 

a political ideology alone does not have the ability to explain what a national identity is to 

the people within and without; it becomes the role of culture to do that job for the nation 

and the people.  Given the status of these nations as developing, postcolonial countries, 

artists and filmmakers have a unique role in creating a coherent national identity from 

within the different layers that make this process difficult because the nature of national 

identity is fraught and contested.  From these different layers, filmmakers choose to 

represent national identity as a result of their own experiences.  In that sense, they are 

using their own ideologies, personal experiences, and interactions with others in the 

creation of this identity that they export out to the world.  There are many different layers 

that North African filmmakers deal with: these nations belong to the Arab world.  They 

also belong to the Islamic world.  Yet they are also postcolonial francophone nations.  

They are Mediterranean.  These nations are also still developing, on economic and 

political levels.  The society follows a patriarchal order, according to its traditions and 

religion.  Yet women play an important role in these societies.  So according to the 

different layers that define these nations, the questions become, when filmmakers try to 

represent national identity, do they take from the past? Do they take from their present 

realities? Where do they even start? For one thing, the films discussed are fictional, yet 

they are personal images of a nation still developing.  But no matter what they portray in 

their films, they are only representing a small fraction of reality, hoping that it will 

                                                 
17 Anderson 15. 
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present some of the larger struggles that their societies are going through.  This is 

evident, of course, in the fact that not one film shows a society as exactly the same as 

another.  There are common features to the films: culture, location, and sometimes 

language.  Yet, what makes these films, and the industries they came from, unique is the 

fact that they are created within developing industries, under circumstances in which the 

filmmakers try to find a place between major film industries, whether it’s in their 

neighbor Egypt, or in France, their former colonizer, or Hollywood and its role in 

globalization.    

In trying to search for a definition to national identity, we must consider what the 

different aspects that make a national identity are.  Or in other words, what are the 

different elements that once combined create a national identity?  First, we have 

language.  Second, we have the state.  Third, we have culture, from literature, film, 

music, and art.  Fourth, we have the relations and interactions of the people that create the 

“imagined community”.  Fifth, we can speak of women’s role in the creation of national 

identity.  Sixth, we have religion.  And seventh, we have history, and the relationship 

with the former colonial powers.  So the practices and discourses that create a national 

identity are cultural, artistic, intellectual, social, and political.  Once we figure out how to 

define these practices and with that, national identity, I will examine how these practices 

are portrayed in the films created by specific filmmakers from these regions.  Also, it is 

important to question the role of the state in the creation of national identity.  As I will 

explain later in the chapter, the state plays an elemental role in the realization and 

creation of national identity.  It is with its power to control different cultural productions, 

from issues of censorship and the authorization it gives to certain cultural producers, that 
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the creation of national identity becomes dependant on the approval, and under the 

mercy, of the state.   

What is the difference between cultural and national identities? Or in other words, 

what are the relationships between the different kinds of identities? And what are 

filmmakers trying to portray, to represent in their films? In the countries investigated in 

this study, we are dealing with still developing nations after the end of colonialism.  Even 

fifty-some years after the end of colonialism, the countries are still dealing with the 

aftermath of the colonial period.  What is their status as postcolonial nations? And what 

can they do to overcome the problems they’re facing? One thing I noticed in most of 

these films is the use of language, language being one of the most important aspects in 

representing a nation, some might say.  On the one hand, these countries are considered 

Arab countries.  But their uses of language vary between Arabic, to Berber, to French.  

Even as an Arab, I still need the use of subtitles in order to understand the language, 

whether they are speaking in French or their own version of Arabic, or a mixture of both.  

The choice of language becomes one of the signifiers of the nation.  More specifically, 

the use of different dialects represents where these films come from.  And what is 

interesting is the extent to which the distinction of language use is highlighted in different 

films.  For example, in certain Algerian films, the language used is a mixture of Arabic 

and French, which is common in daily use on the streets, even though the use of French 

indicates the social status of the people of the nation, for French is mostly used by the 

educated and intellectual elite.  But in certain films, French, and only French, is used as 

the common language, even on the street.  It is after all a personal choice by the 
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filmmaker, but at the same time, it is important to remember that the choice of language 

plays a major part in the creation and performance of national identity in these films. 

The Role of the Filmmaker 

 In a lecture given by Tunisian filmmaker and screenwriter Nouri Bouzid18, he 

very eloquently states the questions North African filmmakers ask in their films in terms 

of searching for a national identity.  He first asks these questions: “Are we Arabs? Are 

we Tunisian? Where do I come from? Why have I always been ruled? Could it be that 

there was a time when I was not ruled? Are we Berbers? Are we a mixture?”19  By asking 

these questions, he presents the layers of identity definitions that these filmmakers deal 

with in their attempt to represent their own identity.  He does not deny any of these 

layers, but highlights the problems that filmmakers face in their representations, or what 

filmmakers must do in order to represent these different layers.  Yet his question “Where 

do I come from?” stresses that this identity is still in the process of development.  Not yet 

at ease with their status as postcolonial nations, with this question, he presents the 

dilemma these filmmakers face, given the fact that most of their education came from the 

culture of France, their former colonizer.  He then explains that these films are not 

necessarily searching for a national identity, but in fact, they are searching for a cultural 

identity.  Yet, he fails to explain what the difference is between these two identities.  For 

the sake of definition, I will define national identity as the signifier of the pedagogy of 

                                                 
18 Bouzid, Nouri. “On Inspiration.”  (This is an edited version of a lecture published as 
Sources of Inspiration-Lecture 5 (Amsterdam: Sources, 1994)) African Experiences of 
Cinema. Ed. Imruh Bakari and Mbye B. Cham. (London: British Film Institute, 1996) 48-
59. 
19 Bouzid 53. 
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the nation, or as Gayatri Spivak puts it: “representation as ‘speaking for’, as in politics,”20 

and cultural identity as the signifier of the cultural production of that nation, or 

“representation as ‘re-presentation,’ as in art or philosophy.”21  National identity is the 

representative of the pedagogy, while cultural identity is through art, film, literature, etc.  

National identity must be created while cultural identity already exists within the nation.  

Can we separate the two? Which one of these identities encompasses the other? For the 

sake of argument, let’s assume that cultural identity falls under the umbrella, or is one of 

the elements, of national identity, so why is important to stress the difference between the 

two? In a way, it can be seen as his attempt to allow films from Tunisia, Morocco, or 

Algeria to represent the three nations, rather than limit this representation to just one of 

these countries, so the cultural identity becomes North African or Maghrebi, rather than 

only Algerian, Moroccan or Tunisian.  Given the shared language, history, and struggle 

of these nations, is he trying to erase the differences? He explains that the major problem 

that these filmmakers face, and through them, the rest of the people, is that they gained 

knowledge though a language that is not theirs, given their history as French colonies, 

and the subsequent effect on their culture which makes them francophone.  He gives 

examples of films he’s worked on that deal with the subject of identity, claiming that the 

use of memory in most of his films resemble the struggle of the characters in their search 

of their own identity.  So most of these characters live in the past.  The biggest problem, 

according to Bouzid, is that most of these cultures in fact still live in the past, whether it 

is their recent past as French colonies, or their memories of their glorious Arabic and 

                                                 
20 Spivak, Gayatri. “Can the Subaltern Speak?”. Marxism and the Interpretation of 
Culture. Ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg. (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1988) 275 
21 Spivak 275. 
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Islamic past, when the Islamic dynasties were the strongest in the world.  Their ties to 

France, their former colonial ruler, are still as strong as ever, as we shall discover in the 

chapter dealing with North African diaspora in France.  And as he states, most of what 

these nations learned was through another language, referring to the fact that the 

educational systems in these countries until very recently taught the essential studies in 

French.  Yet, it is important to ask if he considers Arabic as a foreign language as well.  

Given that most of these cultures speak different languages, especially Berber, Arabic 

came to them through the spread of Islam centuries ago.  But this poses a different 

question.  How far do we have to go in our past and our memories in order to construct a 

modern, contemporary national (or cultural) identity? And with the work of filmmakers 

such as Bouzid and others, do they really aspire to create a national identity, or in reality, 

just a cultural one?  The reason I make a distinction between national and cultural 

identities is that I suggest that national identity is the objective form of representation of 

the people, while cultural identity is the subjective form of representation.  National 

identity in essence is what the nation-state wants to produce, while cultural identity is 

what the cultural producers, filmmakers in this study, strive to represent.  In other words, 

cultural identity already exists, as a form of history and practice, while national identity is 

being constructed as the product of what already exists, which are the different elements 

that bring people together to create the “imagined community”. 

In one sense, I do agree with Bouzid that what is most needed is a proper 

definition for cultural identity.  The idea of a national identity involves the current 

political powers and the borders that were in fact drawn by the colonial powers.  Can we 

say that in order to define a national identity, one must follow the rule of the 
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governmental system of a given nation? What is national identity after all then? Bouzid 

claims that to ask that question, one must ask in details.  What does it mean to be a 

Tunisian or an Algerian? Yet at the same time, it is a paradox because he himself comes 

back and praises Tunisian cinema and its filmmakers, while criticizing Egyptian and 

Algerian cinema.  With that, he clearly makes the distinction that there is a national 

difference, even though the difference is mainly in the distinction of borders and 

governments.  In other words, he claims that the search for a definition of a national 

identity must involve the association with a state, geography, and a flag, along with 

culture.  Language on the other hand can play a role in this definition.  For one thing, all 

these nations share common languages, Arabic, Berber and French.  The tie to the 

colonial power varies between Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria, but all of them were at a 

certain point colonized by the French.  And even before that, they were part of one 

nation, or under one political power, that of the Ottoman Empire.  So when does one 

begin to define national identity?  In other words, how far back in history should one go 

in order to define a national, and also a cultural identity?  History, in this case, plays as 

the legitimate resource for a national narrative.  As a common rule, Arabs until today 

remember the glory days of the past, when the Islamic empire was the world’s most 

powerful force.  It still affects their literature, and even somewhat affects the politics of 

Arab governments.  This focus on glories of the past is tied to the religion the majority of 

the people of these nations follow, Islam.  According to Anderson, the focus on the past 

of these nations, joined together by religion and historical dynastic ties, and given the fact 

that the modern nation simply replaces these religious and dynastic communities, 

complicates the understanding of national thinking.  He suggests that the modern nation 
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was born when the divine was taken out of history, with the development of print-

capitalism and the economic changes that these nations went through.  In the case of Arab 

nations, and North African nations in this study, the focus on the glorious past of Islamic 

dynasties complicates the process of establishing national or cultural identities because it 

insists on keeping the divine (religion and religious leaders) as an integral part of the 

national dialogue. 

 Let us try to answer some of the questions Bouzid poses in his lecture.  When it 

comes to his questions about the layers of identity Tunisians posses, the answer is that 

they do posses all these layers; Arab, Berber, subjects of past colonial rule.  Yet, each one 

of these layers is just a fraction of the cultural identity of a Tunisian, adding of course the 

francophone aspect as well.  On the other hand, is it the job of the filmmaker to create a 

national identity or a cultural one? Should we hold them accountable for the 

representation of reality? Their role in the definition of a nation can be vital, in terms of 

presenting their audience with questions about their culture.  Yet film is not held 

accountable to represent reality, or expected to strictly represent reality.  It is after all a 

form of art.  And film is not a journalistic recording of life and the news, so in that sense 

it does have the freedom to portray life as it pleases.  Filmmakers are in a privileged 

position as cultural producers and participants in the narration of the nation.  To Bouzid, 

cinema is anything but reality.  He stresses, “My duty and my purpose are to put forward 

a new aesthetic that’s not realistic. I have to sublimate this reality, transform it, give the 

impression that it’s true, that it’s the reality.”22  Reality, according to Bouzid in this 

quotation, is transformed by the use of the filmic medium, and presented as a possibility, 

                                                 
22 Bouzid 58. 
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as what can be, rather than a direct representation of what is real.  This claim proves the 

filmmaker’s freedom to choose certain aspects of daily life, and to transform them to 

create a sense of hyper-reality, that by no means represents the collective national 

identity, but the filmmaker’s own idea of what a cultural identity could be.  Therefore, 

cultural identity can be seen as the subjective, individualistic manifestation of what an 

artist wishes his or her community to be, using elements of art, image, the written word, 

and sounds to represent the nation, while national identity is more of the objective 

construction of these same elements, along with the material representation of the nation, 

such as political systems, the flag, and borders.  National consciousness then becomes the 

awareness of the other members of the community, while cultural consciousness is the 

awareness of what these members of the community produce to represent their 

ideologies.  So, in other words, the difference between national and cultural identities is 

that national identity is directed outwardly, to represent the members of the imagined 

community as a whole, in relation to the outside of that community, while cultural 

identity is directed inwardly, to the elements that bring the members of this community 

together.  

Dealing with the idea of national identity representation, Kmar Kchir-Bendana in 

her article titled “Ideologies of the Nation in Tunisian Cinema”23 studies the question of 

national identity as represented in Tunisian cinema.  She claims that “’national 

identity’…does not, mean the supposedly ‘objective’ criteria held to characterize a 

nation--territorial space, language, and juridical considerations were only just appropriate 

                                                 
23 Kchir-Bendana, Kmar. “Ideologies of the Nation in Tunisian Cinema.” Nation, Society, 
and Culture in North Africa. Ed. James McDougall. (London: Frank Cass Publishers, 
2003) 35-42 
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for the initial steps towards an insufficient definition with which we began.  To ‘belong to 

a nation’ is to adhere, voluntarily or not, consciously or not, to a representation--not to a 

political regime, nor to a doctrine or a culture, but to the framework within which all of 

these are expressed, the ideological form of modern social community.”24  In other 

words, she claims that the representation of a nation is what defines national identity.  So, 

unlike Bouzid’s claim that cultural representation, or identity, is separate from national 

identity representation, Kchir-Bendana insists that cultural representation is in fact what 

determines national identity, along with the political regimes, and the ideological form of 

the nation.  She goes on to raise the problem that Tunisian cinema is facing.  As a start, 

she compares it to the more developed cinemas of Egypt and Algeria, saying that they 

have achieved a coherent national cinema that gives a more accurate representation of the 

ideologies of a nation, by following “nationalist” ideologies as their main form of 

representation.  Tunisian cinema on the other hand still faces the problem of different 

tonalities that do not produce an apt national expression, or an accurate expression of the 

nation, evident in the different representations of what “being national” means to the 

Tunisian filmmakers.  By mentioning different types of films made in Tunisia since 

independence, she explains that within certain films, to answer the question of what it 

means to be Tunisian, filmmakers represent prototype characters that lack depth or even 

any form of reality.  She categorizes Tunisian films:  The first one is the ‘official’ 

nationalist cinema.  Secondly, she mentions that there are filmmakers who understood the 

impossibility of representing ‘the national’ in their films.  These filmmakers focus on 

studying the difficulties of “being Tunisian.”  Another group of filmmakers focus on “the 

                                                 
24 Page 36 
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delicate question of biculturalism and plural identity”25.  Even though most, if not all, 

Tunisian filmmakers are trying to answer the question, so far, a clear representation of 

national identity has not been achieved in Tunisian cinema.  Even though I agree with 

Kchir-Bendana in her overview of Tunisian cinema, I would extend her analysis to 

include both Algerian and Moroccan cinemas.  Films that are made for propaganda can 

possibly claim that they create a cohesive expression of a national identity, but when 

faced with multiethnic, multilingual societies, how could these films claim that a 

cohesive national identity is being expressed? Or in other words, a filmmaker can only 

possibly work on one aspect of a national identity, his or her own understanding of it as a 

participant in the national dialogue, but never come up with totalizing expression of what 

it means to belong to a nation.  For one thing, cinema can never be objective, and nor can 

a singular, static national identity represented in these films.  Kchir-Bendana concludes 

her article by saying that “The inescapability, in any event, of ‘national’ classification, of 

‘being national’, in whatever sense, and somehow expressing an ideology of the nation, is 

perhaps a reflection of the overwhelming dominance of what Balibar calls the ‘nation-

form’ in global political and ideological organization.”26  In other words, even if a 

filmmaker tries to focus on personal representation of culture, without referring to a 

national identity, his or her film will still be part of the national narration.  The very fact 

that this filmmaker belongs to a ‘nation’, with its political ideologies, historical 

experiences and culture, whether he or she is with or against it, his or her films will no 

matter what fall under the category of national identity representation.  It is a function of 

the modern sociological thinking that we experience nowadays, simply aligning physical 

                                                 
25 Kchir-Bendana 39. 
26 Kchir-Bendana 41-42. 
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location with national identity expression.  And this point is what Tunisian filmmakers 

are trying to deal with, in terms of cultural representation.  They understand their role is 

representing the nation, even though they do not always try to achieve this form of 

representation.  This can be seen in the distinction that is made between ‘nationalist’ 

cinema, and cultural cinema.  Nationalist cinema encompasses the films that represent the 

struggle of building a nation, or the struggle against colonialism, for example.  Cultural 

cinema can be seen as the representative of the nation’s culture, whether it’s language, 

daily practices, music, or customs.  This point brings us back to Bouzid’s categorization 

of cultural and national identities; national identity is the objective representation of the 

nation, while cultural identity becomes the subjective representation that cultural 

producers use to represent the members of that nation.  National identity is the created tie 

that brings the people of the “imagined community” together, while cultural identity is 

what already exists, in history, traditions, religions, and cultural products of the nation.  

Yet, even though there are differences between these two identities, they are linked to 

each other, and affect the definition of each other.   

I want to focus on one of the films produced in Tunisia, as an example of the 

tension between national and cultural identities.  In A Summer in La Goulette, the main 

issue represented is the ongoing transformation of national identity as a result of 

historical and political changes.  It also represents the changes in national identity as an 

outcome of the changes in cultural identity.  Cultural identity in this film is mainly 

represented in religion and language, as elements of the collective national identity of the 

nation.  And as cultural identity is disrupted by change, it affects the definition of 

national identity.  
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A Summer in La Goulette (1996)27 

A Summer in La Goulette is set in late sixties in a Tunisian beach town.  From the 

beginning, we notice the diversity of the society.  The film starts with a group of young 

boys waking up very early in the morning and meeting up for the day.  We notice that 

every boy sneaks out of his house, walking through his parents’ bedroom.  Since 

everyone’s asleep, we do not notice any physical differences of the inhabitants.  What we 

notice though are certain things hanging on the walls of the rooms.  In one apartment, we 

notice a cross.  In another apartment we notice the Star of David, and in another one we 

notice writing from the Qur’an.  So we immediately realize that there are religious 

differences between the boys.  This choice of showing these differences in the first few 

minutes of the film foreshadows the relationship between the main characters of the film; 

the three girlfriends, who turn out to be the siblings of the three boys we first see.  Even 

though they come from different religions, all three girls take the same vow.  All three 

vow to lose their virginity before the end of summer.  It is an interesting choice, 

considering where they live, a conservative Arabic and patriarchal society.  That being 

said, each one of the girls speaks a different language, which reflects the diversity of 

origins of the people of the society.  The Christian girl and her family speak Italian.  The 

Jewish girl and her family speak French, and the Muslim girl and her family speak 

Arabic.  Yet, all three are Tunisian by nationality, even though their origins might be 

different. The filmmaker clearly questions the national identity of his characters.  Are 

they connected by religion, language (given the differences in both language and religion 

as previously mentioned), political ideology, or just the fact that they all live in the same 

                                                 
27 Dir. Ferid Boughedir. Perf. Sonia Mankaï, Ava Cohen-Jonathan, and Sarah Pariente. 
Arab Film Distribution. 1996. 
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country? In a way, the film asks, what does it mean to be Tunisian? With the examples it 

gives us, it raises the fact that maybe it is not possible to define a national identity in 

these societies if we depend only on specific factors, like language or religion, usually 

used to define this identity.  

There are many interesting choices the filmmaker made in his portrayal of every 

character.  But before I get to that, I want to speak about the relationship between the 

girls’ fathers.  They are the closest of friends and neighbors.  Their joys and woes are 

always shared.  The only time any conflict about their differences happens is when they 

catch the girls making out with three boys from different religions during a wedding.  

That’s when their differences come to life.  Each father begins to blame the other father 

from the different religion about what his daughter was doing.  In a way, each lays the 

blame on the others rather than facing his own mistakes, which can be seen as a comment 

on what the state does, in always blaming groups that are in opposition to what it does for 

the problems that nation goes through, rather than admitting to accounts of corruption, 

and oppressive uses of power.  So the fathers’ reactions to each other stand for the state’s 

reaction to other states and/or religions.  There are several important points in this film.  

First of all, the filmmaker’s choice to place the story of the film in the summer of 1967, 

prior to the Six Day War between Israel and Egypt28, yet the conflict in the Middle East 

was never in the foreground.  In fact, the only person who gave any importance to what’s 

happening outside of La Goulette is the village idiot, who walks around with his radio 

                                                 
28 In June, 1967, Israel waged a six days war on Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan, 
which resulted in the occupation of the Sinai, Gaza Strip, West Bank, and Golan Heights 
by Israel. Arabs as a whole regarded this war as a direct aggression on the whole Arab 
community, and responded by forcing any Jewish people living within their border to 
leave their homes, in response to the Israeli occupation of Arab land.   
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desperately trying to catch the signal of a Cairo radio station, yet the conflict is always in 

the background to the events of the film.  Even when the conflict rises, he runs to the men 

of the village trying to warn them, but they shun him away, more excited about the arrival 

of Claudia Cardinale in La Goulette.  But when the war actually starts towards the end of 

the film, it marks a change in Tunisian society.  The Jews are forced to leave their 

hometown as a result of the religious conflict in the Middle East, marking the change that 

happens in the peaceful society.  Prior to the conflict, the only issue that disturbed this 

peaceful society was the young girls’ realization of their sexual autonomy.  In other 

words, war and women’s sexuality can always disrupt the peace of any conservative 

society.  Prior to the Middle East conflict, people of all faiths and religions lived together 

as members of the same society, religion not being a factor for disagreement, or at least, 

it was not central to national and cultural identity as it is after the Egyptian-Israeli 

conflict.  Yet when the war started, it created a sense of segregation and distrust between 

the religions.   

On the other hand, one of the main characters of the film, who is considered the 

main villain, is Hadj Beji, an affluent Tunisian Muslim man29 who has lived somewhere 

in the Middle East before returning to La Goulette and terrorizing his tenants in the main 

apartment complex in the film.  He is the one responsible for the girls being discovered 

with the boys.  He also shows interest in marrying the young Muslim girl.  His presence 

in the village contaminates the society with fear, worry, and conflict.  In a way, his 

                                                 
29 Hadj Beji is played by Egyptian actor, Gamil Ratib. It is an interesting choice by the 
filmmaker to cast a non-Tunisian actor to play the only villain in the film.  His choice of 
actor stresses his belief that the outside Arab world is what caused the national and 
cultural identities of Tunisia to change from being tolerant and peaceful to being 
intolerant and aggressive. 
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character represents the Pan-Arabism of the time, and the rise of a form of fundamentalist 

nationalism.  It is Islamic, fundamentalist, intolerant of difference, and it ruined the 

Tunisian peaceful society, idealized by the filmmaker as a space of tolerance, diversity, 

and harmony.  Hadj Beji’s gaze at the naked Muslim girl rapes her of her childish 

innocence, and for the first time, the filmmaker represents her as an erotic image, rather 

than a young girl discovering her agency and autonomy.  It robs her of her agency, and 

her ability to define her own sexuality.  When we compare the two actions (the vow of 

losing virginity and the girl offering herself to a tyrannical man) in essence, both are acts 

that defy the tradition that demands a girl’s chastity until she gets married.  Yet, the vow 

comes as a personal choice, while the other act comes as a form of sacrifice.  The girl 

chooses to sacrifice herself for the wellbeing of her family.  So the vow, in a way, 

represents the girls’ realization of their independence, while the sacrifice represents the 

girl’s weakness against circumstance that she has to give the only thing she owns, her 

body, in an act of selflessness, in order to save her family.  This could be seen as the 

filmmaker’s comment on the tyranny of the conservative society.  While chastity is 

mandatory, a girl must have a choice in the matter of whom she should choose to be with, 

for when she has no choice, she is deprived of her agency as an individual, and she 

becomes an erotic object to gaze on, rather than a young woman with free will. 

Another aspect to consider when looking at the representation of women in this 

film is the fact that they are represented within a patriarchal society.  Their lack of agency 

in the beginning of the film drives the three girlfriends to make the vow, in a way to 

realize their independence, and to gain recognition from their fathers, who are busy with 

their own lives, to the point that the girls’ existence does not come to light until they 
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perform an act of defying the patriarchal order.  Their choice to lose their virginity 

without the fathers’ approval, by marrying them off to men they choose for them, is seen 

by the fathers as an act of losing control over their property, i.e. their daughters.  The vow 

can also be seen as a protest against their position within the family as marginal.  By 

choosing to lose their virginity, they are trying to change their identities from children to 

women.  And as women, they are trying to become more active members of the social 

order, by challenging a patriarchy that assumes control over their bodies, and taking 

control of their own bodies to gain some form of agency. 

The role of women in this film is questionable.  For one thing, they are the leading 

characters in the film, and the three teenage girls’ actions and decisions create the conflict 

between the men.  So the girls’ realization of their independence is what ultimately 

creates this conflict.  This stresses the nature of the patriarchal order of the society.  In 

that sense, the decisions women make foreshadow the conflict that is going to happen in 

the future between the religions.  In one sense, they do not question the impact of their 

decisions on their families, or their societies.  On the other hand, though, the actions of 

one of the girls, the Muslim girl, when she decides to give herself to the Hadj Beji, frees 

her family and her neighbors of his tyranny.  For when he sees her naked body, he has a 

heart attack and dies.  So, is the filmmaker trying to comment that women are either the 

cause or the solution of all problems? And how do these women weigh in the 

filmmaker’s quest for representing, identifying national identity?  One way to answer the 

first question is that women’s independence and need for free choice is met with 

opposition at first.  Yet, when their independence is finally granted, or accepted, they 

become active members of the society, and they help in the struggle that the whole 
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society is going through.  This is evident in the fact that at the beginning of the film, the 

girls seek to find their own position in their community, and the only way they could 

think of achieving that is to lose their virginity, to gain the agency of womanhood.  As for 

the second question, I believe that the achievement of agency for women is vital in 

representing national identity.  The film represents a turbulent period of Tunisian history.  

For one thing, the change in the way people deal with the issue of religion and the Pan-

Arabism that swept the Middle East and North Africa at that time is paralleled with 

women’s struggle to gain sexual independence and more civil rights.  So this film shows 

the constant efforts of a nation to continually redefine its national identity.  By 

representing women’s struggle in this film as part of the process of redefining national 

identity, the filmmaker comments on the vitality of including women in the national 

dialogue, and that by giving them agency, they become active participants in this 

redefinition.  This brings up an interesting point: national identity then becomes a goal 

that is always in the process of changing, growing, according to what a nation goes 

through at any given period of time. 

In a film that deals with past events, or a period in history, what kind of national 

identity does the filmmaker try to portray?  One the one hand, it can be seen as a 

nostalgic look at a past when all aspects of diversity in the society were what marked the 

Tunisian identity.  On the other hand, the filmmaker tries to distinguish the difference 

between Tunisians and all other Arab nations.  Hadj Beji’s sense of transnational identity 

as connected to Pan-Arabism is the influence of the Arab world, given the fact that he 

had lived in different Arabic countries, and taken their customs and habits, before 

returning to his home in Tunisia.  So his identity, even though he is represented as 
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Tunisian, has been corrupted by affiliation with other national identities, that is, he is 

considered an outsider.  The filmmaker is trying to show that he does not represent 

Tunisian national identity: even though he speaks Arabic, he has lost the other elements 

of Tunisian national identity, which can be seen as his lifestyle, way of thinking, and in 

tolerance of difference, which are the main elements of Tunisian national identity, 

according to the filmmaker’s representation.  The diversity of languages and religions are 

seen as a positive representative of Tunisian society.  So the filmmaker is trying to stress 

that the “real” Tunisian identity is a combination of all the religions and cultures that live 

in Tunisia, and not solely the shared values, language, and beliefs, as in Anderson’s 

argument about “imagined communities”. So when the change happens within the 

Tunisian society, it does not happen because of any internal conflict, but as a result of the 

conflict that happened in the Middle East.  In a way, the filmmaker does admit the tie that 

his society has with the Arab world, whether they like it or not.  By showing the change 

in Tunisian society after the Six Days war, which did not directly affect Tunisia as a 

nation, but affected its perception of religious tolerance, the filmmaker represents the 

historical and cultural ties that Tunisia has with the rest of the Arab world.  Even if the 

war did not affect Tunisia geographically, it affected its perception as a weak state by its 

own people and the state, incapable of defending itself from outsider aggression just like 

its neighboring countries.  So, the only solution it had in order to defend itself is to get rid 

of any internal subjects that could raise a threat to its peaceful existence.  In that sense, 

Jewish presence in the society was seen as a threat, since they might have some possible 

communication with Israel.    
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 In this film, the main representatives of national identity are the cultural traits that 

the characters of the film have; language and religion being the main elements that mark 

the cultural identity of the characters.  The national identity of the people changes when 

the diversity of the society is forced to change.  This proves that national identity is 

always in the process of redefinition, in accordance to what each society goes through at 

any given time.  This goes back to Bhabha’s idea of the changing temporal pedagogy of 

national identity.   

Language 

Réda Bensmaïa argues in his book Experimental Nations,30 when discussing the 

development of a common national identity in Algeria after its independence, and 

according to the Algerian historian and former Minister of Education, that “If in fact 

something like a national trait did indeed exist, it was only as a goal yet to be attained, in 

constant dialectic with what remained alive and active in the past and not simply based 

on the past.”31  In Algeria’s case, the interaction between the past and present is vital in 

the creation of national identity, given its history as a colony of France, and its current 

status as a postcolonial nation dealing with different issues like the reconstruction of the 

nation, the emergence of Islamic fundamentalists who try to erase any form of influence 

French and Western culture has on the nation, and the fact that in terms of language 

usage, French is still widely used in official circles, and in literature, along with Arabic.  

This bilingualism reflects the split in the representation of national identity.  It is a 

struggle between francophone postcoloniality and Arabic authenticity.  It is important to 

                                                 
30 Bensmaïa, Réda. Experimental Nations: Or, the Invention of the Maghreb. Trans. 
Alyson Waters. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003)  
31 Bensmaïa 13. 
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note the effects of Western culture that was an element of the past, and the current state 

of the nation, as an Arab state.  Just as in Algerian literature, Algerian films still use 

mostly French as the primary language.  That might be attributed to the fact that most 

Algerian films are made by filmmakers who were educated in France, and that most 

Algerian film production has been funded by French agencies.  The goal of finding or 

creating a national trait, as mentioned by Bensmaïa, is the responsibility of the artists, 

filmmakers, and writers of this nation, along with the political and religious 

organizations.  With that in mind, Bensmaïa argues that the most important factor in the 

process of creating a national identity is to discover which language to use in this 

creation.  This point reminds me of Anderson’s argument about the creation of an 

imagined community.  In order for the fantasy of an imagined community to be complete, 

the use of one language to represent the form of communication between members of 

community separates ‘us’ from the ‘others’.  Bensmaïa wonders which language should 

be used in writing, filmmaking, in the government and in the schools.  He raises the 

importance of the choice of language in a developing nation like Algeria, “for these 

artists, each creative act is a matter of life and death, because each of their gestures, each 

of their choices, lays the foundation for things to come.”32  Between the official language 

and the spoken one, which language should one use? Which language should be 

emblematic of national identity? The problem that most of these artists face, whether 

filmmakers or literary writers, is the choice between the language they were educated in 

during colonial times, French, or a mixture of languages between Berber, Arabic, and 

French, as a reflection of current reality and practice, or going back to using Arabic as the 

                                                 
32 Bensmaïa 14. 
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official language.  The problem that these artists find themselves up against is the search 

for audience to their work.  For one thing, after the end of colonialism, most Algerians 

were illiterate in both French and Arabic so that most writers resorted to writing in 

French.  This choice of language comes from the fact that they found audience in France, 

and in the Algerian elite. “Not only were ‘products’ (or producers) lacking but so was the 

actual terrain where such products could come into being and take on meaning.”33  For 

example, if a writer were to write a novel solely in official Arabic right after the 

independence, he or she would be faced with the lack of an audience that could read his 

or her book; that was one of the reasons that most writers continued to write in French 

even after the national independence.  For one thing, most of the educated Algerians were 

educated in French, and also, given the fact that the level of illiteracy was very high 

within Algeria at that time, these writers were able to find an audience outside their 

territories.  This is an ironic point because, if they chose to write in Arabic, they would 

have found a wider audience in the Arab world.  Growing up, I never distinguished 

between Egyptian and Saudi literature.  In my mind, and in others’, I assume, the books I 

read were all under the category of “Arabic literature”.  But their choice to use French as 

the main language of writing could be seen as having a closer tie to France as a former 

colonizer, still feeling that they were part of the French world, more than being part of the 

Arabic world.  Yet when it comes to film, the choice is more complicated.  For one thing, 

an audience does not need to know how to read to understand the language that is spoken, 

provided that they speak that language.  Therefore, in the beginning of the creation of 

Algerian film industries, both French and Arabic were used as the language of the film.  

                                                 
33 Bensmaïa 12. 
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In more recent film productions, it became the choice of the filmmaker which language to 

use.   In a way, their choice depended on which audience they were trying to target.  

Some filmmakers chose French, for its accessibility to international film festivals.  I find 

that the choice of language also depends on where the funding of a film came from.  Yet, 

we must ask a very important question when it comes to the choice of audience.  How 

would a non-national audience be important in the construction of national identity? To 

whom is the construction of national identity important?  Is the artists’ need for creation, 

no matter who the audience is in the end, more important than the audience? Can the 

work stand on its own as an element of construction of national identity, without the 

participation of the national audience?   

In order to answer these questions, we must go back to the role of the filmmaker, 

or the author in the creation of the work.  In his essay, “What is Writing?” 34 Sartre 

distinguishes between the different artistic forms and creates a guideline for 

understanding the function or purpose of each art form.  A painter creates imaginary 

objects, which are not signs of the objects themselves.  A musical note becomes the 

emotion itself, not a sign of the emotion.  The author deals with meanings, while the 

prose writer deals with signs of these meanings.  Sartre puts the poet on the side of the 

painter, sculptor, and musician.  A poet does not utilize language, but considers words as 

objects, things, and not signs of objects.  The poet considers language as a structure, 

which he or she is outside of.  The word to the poet is an image, just like color is to the 

painter.  As Sartre says: “All language is for him the mirror of the world.”35  The prose 

                                                 
34 Sartre, Jean-Paul. “What is Writing?”. What is Literature? and Other Essays. 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988) 
35 Sartre 30. 
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writer’s instrument is language, which acts like an extension of the writer’s body.  The 

prose writer records the world and by doing so, he or she changes it.  For the prose writer, 

words are tools to express meanings with his or her discourse.  Words are the signs that 

reflect the world as he or she sees it.  With the choice of words, each prose writer 

represents the world differently, and by doing so, he or she changes it from its original 

state.  According to Sartre, the author is the creator, is the origin of his work.  The use of 

words is highly dependent on the author’s subjective existence, and the work could not 

have existed without the existence of the author, even if he or she is using language that 

pre-exists himself.  In short, Sartre believes that the author precedes the text.  

On the other hand, Foucault believes that the systematic aspects of the author’s 

existence from culture, style, language, and values precede the text; with that the author’s 

role is minimized to a mere function to the text.  The work of the author serves the 

purpose of effacement of the author’s individual characteristics.  The author disappears 

into the text.  The two notions that disguise the disappearance of the role of the author are 

the notion of the work, and the notion of writing.  For the former, the task of criticism is 

to analyze the work through its different aspects.  Foucault asks the question of what 

makes a work? For the latter, “the notion of writing seems to transpose the empirical 

characteristics of the author into a transcendental anonymity.”36  The importance of the 

author’s name, which refers to the author function, is that it serves to group texts and 

works together and allow comparisons to others.  The author at this point is just a 

function to affirm the text’s credibility. 

                                                 
36 Foucault, Michel. “What is an Author?”. The Foucault Reader.  Ed. Paul Rabinow. 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1984) 104 
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Barthes, on the other hand, believes that the receiver of the text gives the meaning 

to this text.  He examines the role of the author as immaterial, as the text indicates the end 

of this role.  He places the importance of the text on the reader who gives birth to the 

meaning of the discourse at hand.  The author serves as the history and past of the text, 

which perishes as the text is written.  The identity and importance of the author 

disappears with the birth of the work.  The author at this point becomes a subject within 

language, not the object of the text. 

In an effort to apply the three different theories to the role of the author to 

filmmaking, this leads us first to investigate the nature of the medium before we attempt 

to find the importance of its author.  Although film employs sound, color, image, and 

music in its content, it does not create imaginary objects like painting, nor does it make 

an emotion become itself through the medium.  Film can be placed somewhere in the 

middle between poetry and prose.  On one hand, it places itself outside the world of its 

language.  It uses visual language of film as an object unto itself, not as indicator or a 

sign of an object.  In other words, the visual language of film concerns itself with the 

aesthetic of the image, the use of framing, cinematography, lighting, and composition of 

a shot in that sense is more important than what this shot indicates within a story.  On the 

other hand, the filmmaker deals with meanings, which he or she uses to reveal the world, 

and by doing so changes it.  On the side of the poet, the filmmaker uses the medium to 

create an object, which stands outside the world.  The film becomes a subjective mirror 

of the world, not a sign of the world.  On the side of the prose writer, the film becomes 

the tool that reveals the world that is projected within it.  
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For our own purposes in trying to answer the question of the importance of the 

national audience in giving agency to a film trying to represent a national identity, I 

would take Barthes’ argument as the most applicable.  Barthes gives importance to the 

reader, in this case, the viewer of the film, in making a work, whether it may be a text or 

a film, in deciphering the meaning of the work, or in the role of giving it birth.  “The 

reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed 

without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination.”37  

So what determines the meaning of national identity in a film is the audience.  In the case 

of films made for non-national audience, a film cannot claim that whether it succeeded or 

not in its effort to represent national identity, for a non-national audience does not know 

the intricacies of a foreign culture.  Therefore, only the national audience can give 

national identity representation in a film affirmation of its true meaning.  This does not 

disqualify the non-national audience as givers of meaning to films, but it affirms the 

importance of the national audience in the efforts of giving meaning to national identity 

in any given film. 

Bensmaïa explains that there were three stages artists went through with the 

choice of language in order to create a national narrative that helps in defining the nation 

and what it means to be Algerian with the use of literature and art.  The first phase was 

the few years before independence.  During this phase, no matter what the artists did, the 

nation was still called part of the French Maghreb.  The second phase was the years right 

after independence, when “all compromise, all reconciliation with colonial France was 

                                                 
37 Barthes, Roland. “The Death of the Author”. Auteurs and Authorship: A Film Reader. 
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rejected.”38  He claims that the main motivation for writers and artists at that time was to 

create a myth, or a narrative that would signify the Algeria in the making.  This phase 

was one of the most productive periods since artists and writers felt the need to 

participate in the building of a nation after many years of subordination to a colonial 

power.  The third phase is the most contemporary one.  It is a phase when the illusion of a 

unified nation and unified community was shattered.  It is a phase when the 

disillusionment of the artists, as a reflection of the disillusionment of the whole nation, 

makes the idea of creating a unified national identity seem impossible.  With the 

problems it went through, Bensmaïa explains that this disillusionment represented “the 

demystification of a country that had been reduced to nothing more than the stooge of a 

State that would never rise to the task with which its people had entrusted it.”39  Algeria 

during that phase went from struggling against the colonial, to post-independence dreams 

of building a strong nation, and ended with internal conflicts between a corrupt 

government, and the rise of terrorism activities by Islamic fundamentalists.  So the people 

were disillusioned by the lack of progress, and the constant terror that was not relieved by 

the end of colonialism, but reignited by the internal conflicts between different groups 

within the nation, which made the idea of nation-building extremely hard, and in a way, 

created the second wave of immigration of those who could, to France and other 

European countries. 

Going back to the idea of choice, one wonders what today’s artists and 

filmmakers think when choosing a language for their work.  The national model has been 

demystified.  Yet the desire for the creation of a unified national identity still remains.  

                                                 
38 Bensmaïa 23. 
39 Bensmaïa 26. 
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The hope of a great nation or a great state was killed, so the artists of today in an effort to 

try and explain their problems returned to the language of their colonizers.  Yet, it has 

become more of a personal choice in the end.  In other words, the artist now more than 

ever has the ability to choose a language according to his or her ideological beliefs.  The 

belief in a unified nation no longer limits them in the making of their films.  So language 

is a choice, not an obligation.  In the examples of films in this study, personal ideologies 

become more and more apparent with choice of language.  I must admit that in the 

beginning, that concept bothered me.  I believed that it was a cowardly choice to use 

French and only French in certain films, that it didn’t represent the reality of daily life in 

the Maghreb.  I also believed that it is in fact a choice filmmakers make just to find a 

larger audience in the West, in film festivals, and especially in France.  But the lack of 

local funding forces the filmmakers to seek it from more affluent countries; in this case, 

their former colonizer, and because of the financial obligations, they sometimes choose 

French as their main language.  This also comes from their struggle with what their 

country is going through, especially in Algeria’s case. 

Viva L’aldjerie (2004)40 

The story of the film follows the lives of three Algerian women in the early 

2000s. After all the commotion and struggle with the Islamic fundamentalist groups in 

the 1990s, Algeria is trying to settle into its own normal life. Every one of these women 

has her story. The first is a modern girl who works in a photo store and has an affair with 

a married doctor, whom she still wishes would marry her. The fact that he’s not always 

around to take her out does not stop her from going out, partying, and having random sex 

                                                 
40 Dir. Nadir Mokneche. Perf. Lubna Azabal, Biyouna, and Nadia Kaci. Film Movement. 
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with strangers. The second woman is the girl’s mother. She’s a widowed woman who 

spends most of her time in their tiny hotel room. Slowly we realize that she used to be a 

famous belly dancer. Spending her time between dreaming of her past and feeling sorry 

for herself, she decides that she wants to save an old cabaret from being turned into a 

mosque. While in the process of searching for the owners of the cabaret, she meets a club 

owner who asks her to get back on stage to either dance or sing. The third woman is their 

neighbor, a prostitute who entertains important clients. All three women live in an old 

hotel turned residence that is run by a family with lots of children. In this setting, the film 

shows examples of people who live on the margins of the Algerian society, in contrast 

with the more “respectable” society members, like the doctor and his family, a family that 

is celebrating a wedding, and the police force.  Yet, one thing this film focuses on is the 

lack of compassion between the different levels of the society.  It reflects the 

disillusionment that Bensmaïa mentions in his study.  Stuck in between traditions that 

compel them to wear the Islamic dress on top of their modern clothes, and their 

unconventional lifestyles, the film asks questions about what is to become of these 

women.  It clearly highlights that these women do not follow the dominant culture and 

customs.  Therefore, they are destined to a form of disgrace and shame.  This is evident in 

the fact that in the end, the prostitute gets killed by one of her clients when his gun goes 

missing in her room.  The mother becomes a successful cabaret singer, and the girl finds 

out that her lover got married to another woman from his gay son after she saves him 

from getting beat up by a man who hates gays. She decides to go back home to the 

village they came from, only to stop when she spots a guy that has been pursuing her 

throughout the whole film. This guy is a bi-sexual who hides his gay tendencies, but she 
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accepts him the way he is.  And as such, he accepts her as she is, a promiscuous woman 

living in a conservative society.   

This film is an example of a filmmaker’s choice to use French as the main 

language in the dialogue of the film.  It highlights several issues that are vital in the study 

of the artist’s freedom of representation of national identity.  Also, the characters’ biggest 

concern, or conflict, is the effect of Islamic fundamentalism.  Islam is not shown in a 

positive light.  In fact, it is the main reason that most of them are suffering.  Especially 

the widow who explains that her husband was killed by Islamic fundamentalists in a 

bombing.  The girl’s biggest concern is tradition.  Defying traditions in everything she 

does, from having an affair with a married man, to having promiscuous sex in public 

places, to the way she dresses, to her friendship with a prostitute.  Yet, at a certain point, 

she admits that what she really wants is to marry her lover, who supports her and her 

mother financially.  Her friend tells her that she can find someone better, but she states 

the fact that no man would want a twenty seven year old woman who had two abortions 

and a dancer for a mother. In this statement she recognizes the culture she comes from, 

and the fact that she has defied it with her lifestyle.  She even becomes the cause of the 

prostitute’s death. One night, frustrated by her lover’s disappearance, the girl walks into 

the prostitute’s room while she had a secret service client in the shower.  She looks 

through his stuff, finds his gun, and steals it.  The following day, when he discovers that 

it’s missing, he comes after the prostitute.  When he kidnaps her in front of her house, she 

panics and runs out of his car and blends in a wedding group getting into their cars.  

When they realize that she’s not one of them, and she begs them to help her, they stop 

their cars and throw her out.  She runs away, but he finds her.  The following day, her 
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body is found washed up on the shore. The only person who worries about her 

disappearance is the girl. She identifies her body, and asks to take it so she could bury it. 

There are a lot of things that bothered me about this film. Of course, the film is 

co-produced by French funding. The quality of the filmmaking is impeccable.  But I 

could not help but feel that I’m watching a French film, not an Arabic film, from the 

language, to the nudity, to the topic.  As for the language, the interesting thing is that 

whole film is in French, except for the songs we hear, and except for one conversation 

that the prostitute has with one of her clients.  In a way, Arabic becomes identifiable with 

eroticism and songs.  Is it a conscious choice by the director? Is he trying to keep Arabic, 

and tradition for that matter, as part of the erotic and the Orientalist? On the other hand, 

nudity in the film is shown in different instances.  If it were only shown in a sex scene, it 

would have been regarded as a form of realism, but I have the feeling that the director’s 

choice to include nudity is parallel to the topic of liberalism and against the Islamic 

fundamentalists.  This choice, along with the choice of language, brings me to question 

the audience of the film.  Which audience does the director intend to watch the film? Was 

this film made for European audience? Or was it made for Algerian audiences? Another 

important topic to consider is the representation of gays in the film.  The lover’s son is 

first presented in the club, as he is shown with a friend trying to find a man for the night.  

We see him again when he runs into her as she leaves a hiding place where young people 

go to have sex.  She sees him walking in with her neighbor, who later becomes somewhat 

of her savior, to have sex.  Yet, in the end, she becomes his savior when she bails him out 

of jail, and protects him from an attacker with the gun she stole. So in the end, the gays’ 

protector is the outsider.   
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The representation of homosexuality in an Arabic context (or by an Arab 

filmmaker) is considered taboo in that culture.  For one thing, homosexuals do not have 

any rights in these countries, and they normally have to be secretive about their sexuality, 

which is similar to the fact that women must hide that they’re sexually active, if they’re 

not married.  Homosexuals then are represented as an example of people who live on the 

margins of society.  This is evident in that the boy hides his sexuality from his father, and 

the only person who knows about him is his father’s mistress.  She in the end becomes 

his savior.  So in a way, the filmmaker is trying to comment on the fact that only those 

who hide their true identity, whether women, gay men or gay women, can relate to each 

other, since they share the common experience of abjection and oppression by the 

conservative society.  But how does the representation of homosexuality relate to national 

identity? How is national identity based upon structuring exclusions? For one thing, they 

are a group in society that has been silenced, even more than women.  The filmmaker’s 

attempt in representing homosexuality in a film that carries the name of the country and 

the nation, Algerie, puts a spotlight on the issue of homosexuals as present, and as 

members of the society.  It shows how they are treated and harassed because of who they 

are.  It allows them to have a voice, even if only marginal, so at least they are no longer 

silent.  In the process of national identity representation, the filmmaker is trying to 

include all members of the society, and in this film in particular; he chooses to represent 

those who are forced to be silent, and to critique how hegemonic definitions of national 

identity are based of exclusion and oppression of the marginal groups. 
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Women and National Identity 

 When it comes to incorporating women in the discourse about national identity, in 

certain developing countries, and especially those in North Africa, the subject of women 

after independence was not initially a central focus.  The countries were facing many 

problems, so the subject of women took the back seat in terms of importance.  This fact 

created the foundational problem: women’s issues and their struggles with oppression 

were not seen as central in the establishment of a new national identity.  What was more 

important was the re-building of a nation, finding a new meaning to the idea of a nation 

and developing an official national identity free from the influences of their past as 

colonies.  Yet, as Liat Kozma explains in her article “Moroccan Women’s Narratives of 

Liberation: A Passive Revolution?”41 women in Morocco only recently started to 

question their role in the definition of national identity, given certain changes in their 

rights as citizens under Moroccan law.  As a start, “nationalist historiography ascribed 

agency in the struggle for independence mainly to the male elite.  Peasants, women and 

minorities were not included in this narrative, or were described as brave, but lacking any 

political importance.”42  This fact troubled women activists in Morocco, as it deprived 

them of any political power.  As soon as the new constitution was drafted after 

independence, they discovered that many rights had not been given to them, and they 

found themselves second-class citizens, rather than equals in the construction of their 

new nation.  So, the question of national identity no longer poses the main threat to 

women.  It is deeper and more severe than just the question of political representation.  

                                                 
41 Kozma, Liat. “Moroccan Women’s Narratives of Liberation: A Passive Revolution?” 
Nation, Society and Culture in North Africa. Ed. James McDougall. (London: Frank Cass 
Publishers, 2003) 112-130  
42 Kozma 117. 
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Women had no rights in a nation mainly ruled by Islamic laws and the Monarchy.  They 

were not allowed to become part of the national narrative, and the rebuilding of the 

nation, so they were deprived of any agency, and therefore, they suffered from lack of 

representation.  The other problem was that feminism in general was perceived 

negatively.  “In Morocco, as in other societies, feminism is presented as a foreign 

element.  It is associated with sexual liberalism and with the dismantling of family 

values, as an ‘anti-men’ ideology.”43  This perception of feminism is very common in 

societies like Morocco and other Islamic nations, solely because it allows them to 

“delegitimise feminist demands for equality.”44  Ascribing feminism to the West inspired 

feminists in the Islamic world to look for roots for feminism in the religion itself.  And as 

they began to do that, during the early 1980s, “Moroccan feminist authors started 

rewriting Moroccan national history as part for their struggle for equality.”45  They 

argued that women had a stronger role during the struggle for independence than what 

was given to them in the ‘official’ national history.  In fact, once independence was 

achieved, women became more marginalized, to the point that women became 

completely absent from the national discourse.  In response to that, feminist authors 

started to search for examples and evidence that women were in fact part of the 

nationalist struggle against colonialism.  Of these, Kozma mentions “Rqia Lamrania, a 

77-year-old grandmother and a former participant in the struggle, as an indigenous 

feminist.  Unlike the divas of women’s liberation movement…Lamrania is an example of 
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feminism ‘anchored in our culture.  Feminism the way we like it.’” 46  What she means by 

‘the divas of women’s liberation movement’ is that as a reconciliatory effort on the part 

of the Monarchy, historiographers gave some agency to women from the elite who, as a 

result of their status, were able to participate in the process of struggle, and deserved a 

mention in their discourse.  Yet women’s lack of participation within the national 

dialogue still persists, and feminists in Morocco are still struggling with the problem of 

incorporating women within the representation of national identity. 

 So, what feminists in Morocco found themselves against is the dominant 

hegemonic history that excluded them from the national dialogue, and proved that the 

nation’s achievement of independence signified the defeat of women.  In other words, 

their participation in the struggle against colonialism was erased from the historical 

narrative of the nation.  Yet, even when they were finally included within the national 

history, they were placed within the private sphere, rather than representing them as 

active members of the public sphere.  By allowing them some form of participation in 

rewriting the historical narrative, their other feminist demands were undermined and not 

answered.  As Kozma explains: “The partial recognition of feminist demands, however, 

served only to weaken the Moroccan feminist movement.  When King Hassan II agreed 

to change the Personal Status Code he did so by presenting himself as the initiator of the 

reform, and the interests of women and those of the throne as identical--the women’s 

movement, as an independent expression of women themselves, was presented as 

redundant.”47  By ascribing the reform of women’s status and participation within the 

national dialogue to the ruling party, women lost their ability to negotiate their demands 
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for reform.  For even their movement towards change and demands for equality were 

taken as part of the hegemonic process of change.  Therefore, the change in their status 

did not give them agency; in fact, it deepened their marginalization, because it ascribed 

the desire for change to the ruler, not to women themselves. 

Door to the Sky (1989)48 

Dealing with women’s emancipation from a different perspective, Door to the Sky 

represents the issue of identity and belonging.  The film is about Nadia, a young 

Moroccan woman with a French mother who comes back to her father’s hometown, Fez, 

to visit him before he dies.  During the funeral, Nadia hears Karina, a religious recitalist, 

as she reads from the Qur’an.  Amazed by Karina’s teachings, Nadia begins a process of 

cultural and self discovery, which results in her decision to turn her father’s old palace 

into a shelter for battered women, leave her French lover, and take up Islam in general, 

Sufism in particular, as her own way of emancipation.  With the help of Karina and a 

lawyer friend, Nadia succeeds in convincing her brother and her sister to allow her to take 

on her project.  In a series of religious reflections and incidents dealing with other women 

who come to stay in the home, Nadia uncovers some of the problems women deal with in 

their relationships with men and their place in society, and she creates her self identity 

through the use of religion as her chosen path for emancipation.  Once she achieves the 

stability of the home, Nadia begins to question her future and her role in society.  She 

meets a young man whom she ends up marrying and the film ends with the two traveling 

their country in a state of Sufist contemplation. 
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The main theme of the film deals with the role of religion in the lives of “modern” 

females.  Nadia is a hybrid figure who chooses a more traditional path in her search for 

her national identity.  Her hybrid identity is challenged by both her brother and sister.  

The brother chooses to take on a French identity.  He marries a Frenchwoman, and lives 

in Paris.  The sister, on the other hand, chooses the traditional Moroccan identity: she 

never leaves Fez, and lives with her husband and children close to her family home.  The 

two figures represent the two most important aspects in Nadia’s identity in particular, and 

the whole of Moroccan society in general.  The three siblings come from an interracial 

marriage, for their mother is French, and the father is Moroccan.  Therefore, both 

identities are facts in their lives.  Morocco’s history as a previous colony and protectorate 

of France is also a fact, and French identity, no matter how much it is fought, is still a 

part of the national identity of Morocco.  Yet some argue that in the construction of a 

national identity, we must make a distinction between its nature as a postcolonial identity, 

or a national identity that represents the current nation, with its traditions, rather that its 

history.   As Mona Fayad, in “Cartographies of Identity,”49 states: “[T]he very category 

of ‘postcolonial’ in Arabic literature implies a crisis, a lack of closure that prevents 

identity from being fully inscribed within the terms of tradition and modernity that are so 

much part of constructing the concept of national identity.”50  But to forget one’s history 

is to eliminate an important part of one’s identity.  It is true that to hold on to the 

postcolonial aspect of the national identity, one might lose the opportunity to advance 

with the changes that are happening around their nation, but the very concept of the 

                                                 
49 Fayad, Mona. “Cartographies of Identity: Writing Maghribi Women as Postcolonial 
Subjects.” Beyond Colonialism and Nationalism in the Maghrib: History, Culture, and 
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nation, i.e. boundaries and borders, was a direct result of the colonial era.  Therefore, in 

this film, Nadia still struggles with her identity as a postcolonial subject.  This is apparent 

when she meets her lover after her father’s death.  She accuses him of only showing 

interest in her as part of an exotic culture, just like the French, when they colonized 

Morocco. 

French influence still persists in the postcolonial Moroccan society.  No matter 

how much traditionalists try to fight it, or minimalize it, they cannot deny that it does 

exist and is still an important factor in the makeup of modern Moroccan national identity.  

When asked in the beginning of the film, Nadia proclaims that she does not want to 

choose between her identity as either French or traditional Moroccan; that she wants and 

believes that she is both.  Her choice to then adopt a more religious life, and leave her 

French lover, for example, is justified by the fact that she decides to turn her father’s 

palace into a shelter for women, and with that, she welcomes all different kinds of 

women in her social circle.  She thereby takes different aspects of both cultures and 

makes them her own.  As an example, a young pregnant woman comes to the home to 

seek shelter.  Nadia’s more traditional sister asks her to leave, for being pregnant out of 

wedlock is not accepted in the more traditional Moroccan society.  Nadia, on the other 

hand, takes the pregnant woman in and accepts her in spite of her state.  This acceptance 

of others’ differences could be indicative of Nadia’s “modern” Western emancipation.  

Nadia also accepts a woman ex-convict into the home.  While the other women in the 

home protest her presence, Nadia invites the woman to stay among them.  Nadia’s 

generosity in welcoming women in her home can be ascribed to the popular belief of the 
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hospitable Arabic culture, and her tolerance to difference can be ascribed to the Western 

concept of tolerance to difference.   

 The ex-convict in particular is an interesting example presented in the film.  She 

is dressed in Western clothes, speaks fluent French, lived in France, and within her 

interaction with Nadia, rejects religion.  Yet the fact that she is an ex-convict raises 

questions.  Is the filmmaker trying to argue against taking a more Westernized path by 

Moroccan women? The ex-convict is the only example, other than Nadia in the 

beginning, of a Moroccan woman who has lived in France most of her life.  She does not 

present her in a positive light.  While Nadia was saved by Islam, and therefore she 

becomes a good example of an emancipated Moroccan woman, the other woman refuses 

Nadia’s path, and by insisting that she remains as she is (Westernized), she is not 

accepted by the others, and in the end, she refuses Nadia’s kind invitation for her to stay 

in the shelter, and leaves.   

Another example of Nadia’s effort to retain a firm hold on both her French and 

Moroccan identities is her use of both French and Arabic when communicating with 

others.  The use of both languages also indicates the historical tie between the two 

cultures, from colonization to continued dependence of Morocco on France.  Given this 

fact, Nadia’s character could be seen as a symbol of the national identity of Morocco as a 

hybrid nation of many identities, whether Arab, French, or Berber.   

Nadia’s relationship with her French lover also presents an interesting reflection 

on her state of emancipation.  After Nadia’s father’s death, the French lover comes to 

visit her.  Although she refuses to kiss him and cuts off her relationship with him, Nadia 

continues to write him letters as a way of explaining her transformation and realizations.  
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Nadia’s continued communication with her lover could be seen as Nadia’s (Morocco’s) 

desire to explain to her former lover (France) her need for independence and for her own 

culture to continue the path of development and creation of her own national identity.  

Yet at the same time, this relationship represents the divide between the two cultures.  

The French lover’s attempt to kiss Nadia in public comes into conflict with Nadia’s 

realization of her traditional religious values.  In a way, facing the lack of knowledge and 

ignorance of custom and tradition, from a Western figure allows Nadia the assertion of 

her Moroccan heritage.  Nadia’s realization represents a form of women’s liberation and 

creates a space of representation within national context.  Viola Shafik indicates Bin Al-

Yazid’s goal in making Door to the Sky as “Another rare view on the gender 

issue…[that] reflects on Western-oriented ideas of women’s liberation.  For her [Bin Al-

Yazid], female self-realization is not achieved by submitting to a national project, nor by 

destroying traditional structures, or by escaping abroad.  Instead…she searches Islamic 

culture for ways to emancipate women.”51  On the other hand, Nadia’s emancipation 

through religion represents a different possibility within feminist discourse in North 

Africa.  Facing Western feminist issues and Orientalist ideas in postcolonial era, North 

African feminists strive to create their own concepts and theories of feminism.  As an 

example, Bin Al-Yazid dedicates the film to Fatima Al-Fihriya, founder of the first 

university in Fez in the tenth century.  This dedication stresses the historical role women 

played in North African societies prior to the introduction of Western feminism, and prior 

to Western colonialism, into the lives of women in these societies.  This dedication also 
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negates Orientalist theories of the importance of Western feminism, liberation, thought, 

to save “brown women from brown men”52.  Shafik argues: “On the one hand, A Door to 

the Sky wants to support native feminists by reminding them that women held important 

social positions in classical Islamic times.  On the other hand, the author takes a position 

on Western feminism by illustrating that such ‘progressive’ institutions as shelters for 

battered women have a long tradition in Islamic culture and that female self-realization 

can take place in a traditional framework.”53  

At the same time, Nadia’s choice of Islamic teachings, feminism, and traditions 

could be an indication of her understanding of the importance of the inner life’s reflecting 

on the outer life.  Joan Wallach Scott, in her book The Politics of the Veil quotes Saba 

Mahmood when describing Islam as follows:  “There is no distinction between the inner 

and outer, she says; rather, ‘the outward behavior of the body constitutes both the 

potentiality, and the means, through which an interiority is realized.’” 54  Nadia’s choice 

then is a direct reflection of Islam, or what she believes what Islam is.  Her acceptance of 

different kinds of women in her shelter reflects Islam’s tolerance.  Yet at the same time, 

she creates a matriarchal social space, which is different from the reality of life in 

Morocco and the rest of the Islamic world.  How does that apply to the creation of a 

national identity? In a way, could we say that the director wants to insist on the 

importance of the role of women within the society, yet by segregating them from the rest 

of the outside world, does that make for an accurate image of the society? On the other 

hand, although Morocco is an Islamic country, it is not a conservative Islamic society.  
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Sufism is part of their beliefs, which is more the following of Islamic teaching to reach 

spiritual fulfillment.  Sufism does not bother with the daily practices of the rest of the 

religion; as a result, other Islamic scholars have criticized Sufism as being a frivolous 

approach to Islam, and sometimes an incorrect interpretation of it.  Yet, Nadia chooses 

Sufism as her path to follow Islam.  This might fit within the social order within 

Morocco, for it is still a secular society in many ways.  And to have a film like this get 

produced in the early 80’s, right after the Islamic revolution in Iran, in a country with 

very close ties with France, is worth discussing and investigating.  For to compare it with 

any other film produced in North Africa since then, it is surely the only film that sheds a 

positive light on Islam and Islamic feminism. 

Another important aspect to consider when studying this film is the creation of 

feminine space within the society.  The palace, which has become a shelter for women, is 

the safe haven from the outside society, where women could grow and develop in a safe 

environment.  Men are not allowed to enter this space, no matter what the relations are.  

Yet this feminine space is not an eroticized “Harem”.  It is in fact a place where women 

can learn and get spiritual support from each other.  Nadia in that sense tries to create an 

example of an ideal society.  Yet, the more she learns, the more she realized that women 

and men have to live together and work hand in hand with each other to create this so-

called ideal society.  The director in this sense represents Nadia as the figure representing 

Morocco.  It is apparent in the way this feminine space is filmed.  On the outside, it is not 

very distinct, yet on the inside, it is filmed almost like a part of heaven.  With its lush 

colors, beautiful Andalusian architecture, and wonderful passages, this feminine space 
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represents the spiritual inner life of Moroccan culture, which is part of its identity.  Islam, 

and Sufism in particular, is an integral part of this identity.   

The film presents different kinds of women from different parts of Moroccan 

society.  First, Nadia, the hybrid modern woman who carries both traditional and French 

identities; second, Layla, Nadia’s sister, the traditional society lady who comes from a 

wealthy background and who conforms to the traditions of society; third, Karina, the 

Islamic teacher and scholar; fourth, the servant girl who gets pregnant and claims that she 

did not have sexual relations with any man, but that she got pregnant from her visits to 

the local Hammam, fifth, an abused wife who seeks shelter in Nadia’s home, sixth, a 

mentally disturbed woman who does not have any other place to go, seventh, Nadia’s 

lawyer friend, who is an educated Moroccan career woman, and finally, the Westernized 

ex-convict who finally refuses to stay at the home.  The film succeeds in showing us a 

wide spectrum of different examples or identities of Moroccan women.  Even in its study 

of these different types of women, the film does not criticize any one of them.  Even 

when the ex-convict refuses Nadia’s kind invitation and leaves the shelter, Nadia asks the 

others to let her do what she pleases, for she has the right to choose her own path, or her 

own destiny. 

 National identity in this film is seen through the eyes of a woman, and is 

represented through the identities of women.  In a patriarchal society, this film makes 

women the main example for a developing nation.  Its nature as a postcolonial nation, and 

a heavily Gallicized Francophone nation, yet choosing Islam as the main form of 

emancipation for women, rather than Western feminist ideals, comments on the 

development of national identity in postcolonial societies dependant on its roots, dating 
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back to pre-colonial time.  In a way, it tries to remove all claims of modernization from 

the influence of the West, yet at the same time, it does not deny the influence of the West.   

Conclusion 

 Throughout this chapter, I have investigated the role of filmmakers in 

representing national identity.  For one thing, I chose film as the medium to study 

national identity rather than the written word and music, for example, for its accessibility 

as a more popular form of art.  As a start, we realized that there are arguments that try to 

determine the difference between national and cultural identities.  According to the 

theorists studied, we concluded that national identity strives to be a more objective 

construction of the representation of the nation, while cultural identity is the more 

subjective representation that cultural producers use to represent their nations, by 

incorporating elements of their daily lives, or their own understanding of the nation.  But 

by studying films from the three nations in our study, Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco, we 

realized that there are different issues the filmmakers from these nations deal with, in 

their efforts of defining their national and cultural identities.  In Tunisia’s case, it is the 

fact that the film industry is still in the process of development, and that filmmakers from 

that industry are struggling with finding a unified form of expression.  In Algeria’s case, 

the concept of language plays an important element in the representation of national 

identity.  Having yet still strong ties with their former colonizer, France, veers many 

Algerian filmmakers, and other cultural producers for that matter, in the direction of 

using French as the language of production.  This choice of language stresses the nation’s 

past as a postcolonial, Francophone country, and it troubles its current status as an Arab 

nation.  In Morocco’s case, the subject of women’s role in the construction of national 
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identity refers to the initial writing of the history of the nation.  Having their roles 

suppressed, and almost erased from the history of the nation, Moroccan feminists began 

to rewrite their history, in order to affirm their role and the rebuilding of their nation, and 

their national identity.  Using Islamic feminism as their main ideology, Moroccan 

feminists try to negate the concept that feminism could only be attributed to the West, 

therefore, they legitimize their struggle and their ideologies, and try to find a stronger role 

for themselves in the representation of national identity.  Yet, their efforts to become 

active participants in the national dialogue are still fraught with the hegemonic ruling 

party. 

 As a final point, we realized that the role of the audience in ascribing meaning and 

legitimacy to the films created in these nations is the most important factor in 

determining the national identities represented in these films.  Not eliminating the role of 

non-national audience, we realize that national audiences are more important, in the end, 

in affirming what is national identity in every film. 
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Chapter Two: North African Cinemas Between Third and National Cinema 
 

In the discussion of national identity, we have concluded that it is going through a 

constant redefinition reflected by North African filmmakers today in relation to the fact 

that they belong to postcolonial nations dealing with new struggles in the face of 

globalization.  In addition, we have realized that there is a difference between the 

representation of cultural identity as represented by the filmmakers, and national identity 

as a desired representation by their governments.  Along these lines, I have considered 

the argument that cultural identity is a more subjective representation of the collective 

identity of the people, while national identity is more of an objective construction always 

in the process of creation.  It is what governments strive to establish as the official 

representation of the nation.  In other words, there is always a tension between what the 

artists/filmmakers are trying to expose and articulate in their work and what their 

governments try to represent to the people, and to the world outside of the nation.  In this 

chapter, I will discuss the location of North African film industries in comparison to other 

film industries around the world, rather than their location within their culture/society in 

order to change the discourse that involves the reception of these films in Western 

academia and in international film festivals.  Mainly, I will investigate the theory of Third 

Cinema by discussing the issue of national cinema representations in Western discourse.  

I will argue that Third Cinema theory and practices must be rejected, because of their 

limitations in defining developing national cinemas, and instead, I want to stress the 

importance of further developing a national cinema in these countries that would allow 

filmmakers to develop their own voice in discussing the issues of their nations, rather 

than always being perceived as native representatives of an “Other” exotic culture in 
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Western film circuits. I want to argue that instead of using Third Cinema theory to 

discuss the national cinemas of North Africa, and other national cinemas around the 

world, it is better to develop an international film theory that takes into account the 

development of national cinemas in countries that still have a weak infrastructure to their 

national film industries. 

North African cinema is still considered a developing cinema, given the fact that 

the amount of production is minimal, for instance, if compared with its neighbor, Egypt’s 

cinema.  At the same time, these cinemas are also minimal in production in comparison 

to the production of films in the world as a whole.  Another reason these film industries 

are considered still developing is the fact that they still depend on foreign aid in funding 

their productions.  This dependence also extends to the area of training and education for 

filmmakers.  The majority of North African filmmakers were, and are still being educated 

in Europe.  When looking at the three film industries in North Africa, we also realize that 

their foundations were created only recently, after the end of colonialism.  This factor 

puts a lot of pressure on these filmmakers to try to prove themselves as professional 

filmmakers and cultural producers who produce films that can compete against 

filmmakers from other major film industries around the world, within their countries on 

the one hand, and globally, on the other. 

The main argument I will present in this chapter deals with Third Cinema theory 

versus national cinema.  I will argue that Third Cinema, and what it claims in its 

definition of what national cinema should be, as a cinema in which filmmakers are in the 

process of “making films that the System cannot assimilate and which are foreign to its 
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needs, or making films that directly and explicitly set out to fight the System.” 55, is not 

impossible, but very hard to achieve within North African cinema, given the fact that the 

development of a national cinema in these countries depend on the help of the state (the 

System) and on foreign funding.  What’s at stake is the development of national cinema 

is the main objective of these filmmakers, a cinema that would allow them access to the 

tools and funding in order to make films, for without the help of the state or foreign 

funding, they would not be able to make any films, and national cinema would cease to 

exist, as in the case of what Algerian cinema went through in the 1990s.  During the 

Algerian civil war in that decade, national cinema collapsed, and Algerian filmmakers 

were forced to migrate to Europe in order to continue their work.  I also will discuss the 

role that international film festivals play in the definition of national cinemas as a whole, 

and their claim that global cinema can be summed up with a few characteristics.  I want 

to argue that Third Cinema theory can be applied as a concept to certain films produced 

globally, just like other film theories, like the Auteur theory for example, yet it cannot be 

the only definition for any given national cinema, or as a definition for Third World 

Cinema.  I believe that what only exists is a group of unique national cinemas that take 

from their own given cultures and strive to create their own unique language, through 

using the medium of film.  And what creates this difference is the constant need for the 

“Other” in order to define one’s national identity, nation-ness, and nationalism.  In other 

words, in order for us to understand the location of North African cinemas within the 

global production of film, we must understand the unique circumstances that each nation 

went through in order to create its own national cinema.  We cannot use the example of 
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Latin American cinema, for instance, and apply it to what’s at stake in the creation of 

Algerian national cinema.  I also will argue that the most important topic that these film 

industries deal with if we were to assume that they might fall under the category of Third 

Cinema along with national cinema is the topic of gender equality and feminism, for this 

topic is the only topic that can be considered revolutionary within the current film 

industries of North African nations.  This becomes more evident with the analyses of the 

films in the chapter. 

Questions of Third Cinema 

The term “Third Cinema”, according to some understandings, means films that 

are produced in “Third World Nations”, only in the sense that it exists in opposition to 

the general practice of entertainment and popular cinema of the West.  Yet this 

understanding of the theory is incorrect.  For Third Cinema theory, while seemingly and 

easily identifiable with Third World nations, is not reducible to specific political entities, 

economic positions, or geographic locations.  Third cinema, according to Solanas and 

Getino, corresponds to the political consciousness of liberation and activism.  It is a 

“militant” cinema that creates films outside the “system”.  The system in this sense is any 

authority that opposes the creation of these films, and oppresses the masses, whether it is 

governments or other dominant film industries.  This cinema also participates in the 

struggle against Western imperialism.  Its main objective is to start the process of 

“decolonization of culture”.  In other words, it tries to free cinema from the ideas that 

have infiltrated these cultures as a result of Western dominance of cinema, especially 

Hollywood and European cinemas, which is equated with Western imperialism.  Third 

Cinema is also used for national self-determination.  This objective is evident as Third 
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Cinema tackles subjects that concern the people of the nation, and their common 

struggles against oppression, whether it comes from within the nation’s leaders, or if it 

comes as a form of colonialism, or neocolonialism.  Moreover, in Third Cinema, the 

filmmaker is only one of the ingredients in the process of making the film.  The other 

ingredients must include the masses, the audience; for they are the ones who give these 

films their meanings.  For without its audience, the film does not exist.  In other words, 

Third Cinema would not exist without the people for and with whom it articulates its 

revolutionary ideas.  Third Cinema strives to function similarly to mass print news media 

in Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities.  As Anderson claims, print-capitalism 

helped in making communities imaginable because it created a “system of production” 

which used common language as the main form of communication, and therefore, created 

a sense of familiarity and unity within a group of people, who formed the idea of the 

nation.  In Third Cinema, the common language is the struggle that the nation is going 

through.  The filmmakers take the issues that the people deal with and discuss them in 

their films.  Its subject matter is the problems that people deal with on the daily level, 

whether political, cultural, or social.   

According to Paul Willemen in his essay “The Third Cinema Question: Notes and 

Reflections” , “[t]he term Third Cinema was launched by the Argentinean filmmakers 

Fernando Solanas and the Spanish-born Octavio Getino, who had made La Hora de los 

Hornos (1968) and published ‘Hacia un Tercer Cine’ (‘Towards a Third Cinema’)...This 

was followed by the Cuban Julio Garcia Espinosa’s classic avant-gardist manifesto, ‘For 

an Imperfect Cinema’...which argues for an end to the division between art and life and 

therefore between professional, full-time intellectuals such as film-makers or critics and 
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‘the people’.”56  The definition of Third cinema, within Latin American cinema, is the 

cinema that antagonizes professional intellectuals, who are in fact in “opposition to 

colonial and imperialist intellectuals.”57  Professional intellectuals are the professional 

artists/ filmmakers.  The Third Cinema manifesto, written by Solanas and Getino, calls 

for the abolition of this category.  They claim that films should be made by the people, 

for the people.  Artists and filmmakers should not be held in a privileged position of 

geniuses.  This idea of having a class of privileged professional intellectuals is a result of 

the ideologies of the bourgeois class, and it is one of the elements that help in the 

oppression of the masses.  The appearance of the professional intellectual came as a 

result of the end of colonialism, when colonial and imperial intellectuals, those who 

worked closely within the colonial powers, left the stage for their successors.  Their work 

within the colonial power helped them gain the trust of the colonizers in order to achieve 

power.  Professional intellectuals, the successors of imperial intellectuals, are thus 

condemned because of their close ties with the central authority of the state.  Professional 

intellectuals are those who found themselves in a position to be forced to use the 

language of the colonizers, whether it was English or French, to gain some kind of 

agency for their own work.  This point mirrors Réda Bensmaïa’s question about the use 

of language in literature and film by Algerian intellectuals after the end of French 

colonialism in Algeria that I previously discussed in chapter one.  Solanas and Getino 

suggest in their manifesto to go back to the use of one’s own language, to gain more 

credibility in their own nations, and to start the process of “cultural decolonization”.  Not 
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limited to Latin America, Third Cinema theories were also developed in relation to other 

Third World studies of cinema.  For example, “in Morocco the journal Cinema 3, 

founded by Nourdine Sail, also published Third Cinema arguments.”58  But what does 

Third Cinema practice entail? What aspects of cinema constitute that it as such? What 

makes any cinema a “Third Cinema”? Solanas gives a comprehensive definition of all 

three cinemas:  

First Cinema expresses imperialist, capitalist, bourgeois ideas.  Big monopoly 

capital finances big spectacle cinema as well as authorial and informational 

cinemas... 

Second cinema is often nihilistic, mystificatory.  It runs in circles.  It is cut off 

from reality.  In the second cinema, just as in the first cinema, you can find 

documentaries, political and militant cinema.  So-called author cinema often 

belongs in the second cinema, but both good and bad authors may be found in the 

first and in the third cinemas as well... 

[T]hird cinema is the expression of a new culture and of social change.  Generally 

speaking, Third Cinema gives an account of reality and history.  It is also linked 

with national culture...It is the way the world is conceptualized and not the genre 

nor the explicitly political character of a film which makes it belong to Third 

Cinema...Third Cinema is an open category, unfinished, incomplete.  It is a 

research category.  It is a democratic, national, popular cinema.  Third Cinema is 

also an experimental cinema, but it is not practiced in the solitude of one’s home 
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or in a laboratory because it conducts research into communication.  What is 

required is to make that Third Cinema gain space, everywhere, in all its forms...59 

Given the idealist nature of this definition of Third Cinema, one must ask where does the 

audience configure in these classifications of cinemas? Audience participation is 

highlighted as one of the important ingredients of Third Cinema, for Third Cinema films, 

according to Solanas and Getino, are films that generate action, and a form of revolution 

within the spectator; films that make the spectator a participant in the creation of meaning 

for the film.  But, one argument entails that if the Third Cinema film is about a specific 

social situation, certain audiences who are not familiar with that situation, depending on 

where they come from, might see it as part of the second cinema.  That can be attributed 

to the fact that this specific situation is cut of from their reality, according to the 

definition of second cinema, so it mystifies the situation, but does not explain it to the 

outside audience, nor does it allow them a chance to participate.  In other words, the 

issues discussed in Third Cinema are perceived differently depending on the audience.  

So, Third Cinema films speak to audience differently, depending on the audience’s social 

economical, political, or cultural ideologies.  Yet, even if it portrays revolutionary ideas, 

the effects of these ideas are different.  “Is it possible to see a First Cinema film in a 

Third Cinema way?”60  If a First Cinema film contains issues of social struggle and 

questions of liberation, can it be viewed as a film about liberation, reality and history?  

The strict definition of the three cinemas becomes blurred.  To say that First Cinema is 

only about entertainment and imperialist ideas, and that it only belongs to the strict 

geographical location in the West, is to discredit all the filmmakers who work in the 
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West, and who have given us many important films that dealt with different social issues, 

even if they’re not about colonial struggles.  According to their definition, Second 

Cinema loses its credibility as a cinema that promotes revolutionary ideas, because of its 

concentration on personal expression, or “autorism”, and not for its artistic values.  Can 

we define under which category we place films just based on where they come from? Is 

there a better way to define films other than geographical distribution or location of their 

production?  In a way, the definition of Third Cinema puts it solely in non-Euro-

American location.  I find this definition problematic in the sense that “militant” cinema 

about liberation and struggle exists in a variety of global locations, just as do films made 

for entertainment and that are filled with imperialist ideologies.  Isn’t it better to define 

films based on the subject matter, the aesthetics, and the means of production?  

According to Teshome Gabriel, “Third Cinema includes an infinity of subjects and styles 

as varied as the lives of the people it portrays...[its] principal characteristic is really not so 

much where it is made, or even who makes it, but, rather, the ideology it espouses and the 

consciousness it displays.”61  This discussion, then, assumes that Third Cinema is more 

global, and should not belong to, or only be seen as ascribed to the cinemas of Third 

World countries.  Yet, if that’s the case, why is it that Third Cinema is still defined “in 

terms of its difference from Euro-American cinema.”62? Euro-American cinema in this 

definition encompasses all the films that are produced in the United States and Europe.  

This definition is too general which ignores the complexity and variety of films produced 

in the United States and Europe, and places all the films made elsewhere under the 

category of Third Cinema.   If we conclude that the categorization of cinemas are as 
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previously mentioned, what can we do with examples of films coming from the Third 

World countries that oppose the definition of what Third Cinema is supposed to be?   

 One of the main points that define Third Cinema is that it’s a cinema made 

against the oppressive “system”.  This automatically places it under the category of films 

that are made in nations that are characterized by oppressive governments, and that one 

of the oppressive qualities of these nations is that they do not allow freedom of speech.  

These nations, naturally, are those that are ruled by totalitarian and oppressive regimes; in 

other words, certain Third World nations that suffer from corrupt governments and lack 

of citizen autonomy.  On the other hand, colonial and neocolonial ideologies and forces 

are also considered oppressive.  Again, this puts this cinema in postcolonial nations.  

Therefore, artists and filmmakers working in Euro-American countries do not fit into this 

category, only for the sole reason that they have freedom of speech and other individual 

freedoms that Third World and postcolonial nations only dream of having.  This is 

problematic because it negates the works of Euro-American artists and filmmakers who 

are trying to deal with issues of struggle, reality and history.  It does not recognize that 

there are populations within the Euro-American nations that are oppressed and who might 

make films about their situation.  It is true that we could argue that the “system” in the 

Euro-American nations could be seen as the developed industrial nature of these cinemas, 

and that certain rules must be followed in order for certain films to be made.  For 

example, the Hollywood production and distribution system that insists certain elements 

be present in order to gain funding for films, limits certain filmmakers from making their 

films.  Even when these films are made, they must gain some kind of recognition, 

whether in film festivals, or by appealing to Hollywood executives, in order to gain any 
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form of distribution.  That being said, there are films made outside of the Hollywood 

system and are gaining wide recognition for their issues, artistry and powerful messages.  

For example, the films that are made by minority figures within the dominant American 

culture, like Spike Lee, and documentary films that discuss social issues and problems, 

like the documentaries made by Michael Moore.  If we follow the definition of the three 

cinemas, these types of films would be placed under the category of Second Cinema, 

rather than Third Cinema, just because these films were produced the West.  These 

definitions define the types of cinema simply based on the geographic location.  So, no 

Third Cinema film can be made in the West, even if it had Third Cinema qualities; it will 

always be Second Cinema, while no First or Second Cinemas films can be made outside 

of the West; they will always be Third Cinema.  On the other hand, if we look at the idea 

of working against a system, we have to ask the following question: If there is no system, 

then what are the artists working against?  Or, is the production of a national cinema 

considered an action against the neocolonial and Western system?  So, in essence, is 

national cinema Third Cinema only because it works against neocolonial and Western 

Cinema? And for our concerns in this study, what is the production of a North African 

national cinema working against?  The concept of the “system” can mean many different 

things.  It can mean ideological, religious, economic, industrial systems.  Before we can 

realize what North African filmmakers are working against, we must question what is 

meant by the “system” in relation to the creation of North African national cinemas, and 

not the “system” generally in theorizations of Third Cinema.   

 During the decades of French colonialism, North African film studios and 

production were developed in order to serve as locations for Hollywood and French films 
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to be shot in the Maghreb.  Moroccan and Tunisian locations have been used as 

backdrops of foreign films since as early as the beginning of filmmaking.  And most of 

the time, the North African character was viewed as “Other”, and as part of the 

landscape, rather than an active character in his or her own country.  Even to the point 

that when early efforts to establish a North African film industry by the state, the films 

funded by the state focused on European film producers, and these films had little or 

nothing to do with the realities of life in North Africa.  So the first obstacle filmmakers 

faced, before independence, was the lack of any recognition of their abilities to make 

films.  With that lack of recognition or any opportunities for participation “emphasized 

the disparity between Maghrebian film making and that of the West.”63 Subsequently, 

movie theaters were established in metropolitan centers to serve the entertainment needs 

of European settlers in the Maghreb.  These theaters mainly screened Hollywood and 

French films, for a national North African cinema did not exist at that point.  According 

to Roy Armes, “The physical infrastructure of 560 or so 35mm cinemas inherited from 

the colonial state at independence was predominantly urban, reflecting the location of the 

settler communities for whose entertainment needs these cinemas had been built.”64  In 

order to maintain profit from these cinemas, at least 300 feature films must be screened 

annually.  Yet, when we see the figures of film production in North Africa, we realize 

that only a little over 300 films have been made since independence, in all three 

countries.  Given the fact that the demand is a lot higher than the supply, there is still 

huge need for imported films to occupy the screens of the theaters in North Africa.  This 

                                                 
63 Armes, Roy. Postcolonial Images: Studies in North African Film. (Bloomington: 
Indian University Press, 2005) 6 
64 Armes 7. 



 

 81  

fact has “created an audience with a taste for the consumption of foreign movies with 

alien structures and values, which local production will never be able to match in terms of 

production values.”65  These alien structures and values are ascribed to the difference in 

cultures and ideologies, and the obvious advance production values of Euro-American 

films.  So the “system” that North African filmmakers are currently working against is 

that of supply and demand.  For one thing, in order to keep the film theaters profitable, 

films must be imported from other regions to fill the film screens.  This point also raises 

the question of why people want to watch film and why are films important to those who 

watch it.  Being the most popular form of entertainment, people want to watch films as a 

way of escaping their realities.  Film also serves as a window to other cultures that might 

not be easily accessible to all.  One of the biggest issues that limits the number of films 

being made in North Africa is the pressure they face from their governments, whether it’s 

censorship, receiving state approval for the subject matters they choose in their films in 

order to receive funding, or the fact that funding is scarce as it is.  Furthermore, North 

African filmmakers are under a lot of pressure in their creative aspirations, because, as 

Armes explains, “we find the filmmaker occupying an ambiguous representative role, ‘a 

middle ground where originality is compromised by speaking on behalf of others’.”66 

This is a result of the control the state has on the production of national cinema.   

 Another “system” that can be an obstacle that North African filmmakers are 

working against is the education they receive in Europe.  Most North African filmmakers 

studied in Europe, before coming back to work in their countries.  During these formative 

years, these filmmakers cannot help being influenced by the education they’ve received, 
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whether in France, Italy, or Russia.  The reason this education can be considered an 

obstacle is that these filmmakers lose their ability to have their own indigenous voice that 

would allow them to create films not influenced by the dominant hegemonic film cultures 

of the countries they studied in.  Therefore, they must go through a process of “cultural 

decolonization” when they come back to their countries.  Given the fact that the level of 

production in European countries, in which these filmmakers studied, surpasses what 

their national film production facilities could ever offer them, these filmmakers keep on 

trying to create their own work with the minimal resources they could find in their 

countries.  The biggest problem they face, though, is the fact that they cannot maintain an 

active film production industry.  This is evident in the fact that most North African 

filmmakers have one film to their credit, or have to wait for a very long time between 

their first feature and the second film that they can make.  This fact is ascribed to the 

bureaucracy they face in trying to realize their films.  As Nouri Bouzid states: “[w]hen 

they returned home, they were full of hopes and dreams.  But harsh reality hit them in the 

face: no resources, no market, no freedom of expression--in addition to an array of 

defeats.’”67  This quote sums up the basic ingredients of the “system” that North African 

filmmakers are working against.   

Another “system” North African filmmakers are working against is that in the 

global market, North African cinema is grouped under the category of Third World 

cinema, or the cinema of the “Other”, rather than a struggling national cinema that is still 

developing.       
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 If we were to assume that Third Cinema practice helps in the development of 

indigenous national cinemas as revolutionary cinema that works against the dominant 

systems, as cinemas that represent militant ideas and political situations, what do we do 

with films that do not necessarily belong to any specific national cinema? Can we claim 

that it is only part of Third Cinema, or do we need to specify under which national 

cinema it belongs?  An example of a film that has been argued to be part of Third Cinema 

is The Battle of Algiers (1965)68.  Its aesthetics, subject matter, and production values 

puts it the category of Third Cinema.  Yet it is argued that there are many factors that 

might put it under the other two cinemas, not only Third Cinema.  The fact that the 

director comes from a First World country, Italy, presents a problem in the categorization 

of this film.  In addition, the fact that the director is Italian makes us wonder if we could 

place this film within the category of Algerian national cinema.  If we were to argue that 

the core of the theory of Third Cinema deals with national cinemas of the Third world, 

then this film would not be considered part of the Algerian national cinema.  Yet, as Paul 

Willemen argues, “if any cinema is determinedly ‘national’, even ‘regional’, in its 

address and aspirations, it is Third Cinema.”69  So, given the fact that we cannot place 

this film under Algerian national cinema, can this film still be placed under the category 

of Third Cinema or Italian national cinema?  I will argue that it cannot be placed under 

Third Cinema, if we follow the rigid definitions of Third Cinema, because first of all, the 

director comes from the First World, secondly, the financing of the production of the film 

came from the West, and thirdly, once it was screened, it was never screened in Algeria 

itself.  Also, given the fact that the film deals with the subject of the struggle against 
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independence that the Algerian militant group, FLN went through in the 1950s, and the 

fact that the film was made years after independence was achieved, can we determine that 

the film has historical accuracy, since it is a film that deals with past events, in 

accordance to Third Cinema definitions? Mike Wayne argues in his book, Political Film: 

Dialectics of Third Cinema, that “...The Battle of Algiers is not the best depiction ever [of 

a struggle for independence] and only Eurocentric arrogance coupled with ignorance of 

other cinemas could suggest that it is.”70  So to limit the categorization of this film to 

Third Cinema only, or to insist that it is not Third Cinema, is really not fair for this film.  

So, in order for us to determine whether or not it can be placed under the category of 

Third cinema, we must list the different factors that can place it under this category, and 

those that cannot.  By doing so, I will argue that Third Cinema is not an all-inclusive 

category, and that it is an intriguing theory to discuss, but it must not be limiting (as it 

already is) in its definition of films about political struggle.   

The Battle of Algiers is a film about political struggle.  It borrows some of its 

production values from Italian neo-realism, given Pontecorvo’s association with that film 

movement.  It uses non-professional actors to play the main roles in the film, and its main 

subject matter is the guerilla war that the FLN waged against colonialism. On the other 

hand, when the film was shot, it was after independence, and it was made with the 

blessing of the Algerian government at that time.  Yet, if we were to bring the concept of 

working against a political system, then the fact that the film was banned from being 

screened in France or Algeria when it was first released is worth mentioning. It was 

banned from being screened in France because it exposed the atrocities the French 
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colonial power subjected the Algerian people during its colonization of Algeria, while in 

Algeria, it was banned because the current political powers at the time were trying to 

maintain a friendly diplomatic relation with France.  The fact that the film’s production 

team was mainly European leads us to believe that it is not a fully Algerian film, and 

cannot be considered as part of Algerian national cinema.  In fact, "It makes more sense 

then to locate The Battle of Algiers as a European film about the Third World.”71, and as 

a result, it stresses the point that “European” is not a homogenous category, and that there 

is a critique that happens from within Europe, and not just outside of Europe.  This point 

further complicates the definition of Third Cinema; if a “European” film can be 

considered part of Third Cinema, the stress on the geographic placements of cinemas is 

no longer valid.  Furthermore, if one of the most important factors of Third Cinema is 

that it seeks to define national cinema, then The Battle of Algiers fails to fall under that 

category.  But, if the production values, subject matter, and audience participation is 

what’s at stake, then it must fall under the category of Third Cinema.  So, if film theorists 

had used The Battle of Algiers to clarify the practice of Third Cinema, I have argued that 

in fact, this film is the best example that complicates the theory, because of its different 

elements, from subject matter, production crew, and location.  It might be an example of 

Third Cinema, but it is absolutely not the best example of national cinema.   

From all the previous discussions, I want to argue that the theories and practices 

of Third Cinema must be rejected when dealing with North African cinema, because of 

its limiting definitions of the categories of cinema, as First Cinema belonging to the First 

World, Second Cinema to the non-mainstream films made in the First World, and Third 
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Cinema as films made in the Third World.  Instead, I want to examine the possibility of 

developing national cinema as a theory that focuses on the reception of national films by 

national audience.  By doing so, national filmmakers will have more freedom in choosing 

their subject matter, and will be able to develop their own unique voice that deal with 

these subjects, rather than always being limited to cultural representations of their nations 

to Western audience and international film festivals.  With focusing on national cinema 

theory, filmmakers will be able to deal with social issues that define their nations, and 

also focus on the creation of a national identity free from the criticism of Western 

discourse.  Now, I will turn to the study of audience and their importance in national 

cinema theory. 

 Given that Third Cinema is defined as national cinema, films made under this 

category thrive in European and American film festivals, focusing on First world 

audience.  Without deep understanding of certain social struggles of these nations, there 

is an argument that says that Third World filmmakers exploit the issues of poverty and 

misery at these festivals, rather than “approach their craft as a tool for social 

transformation.”72  So what kind of representation are they aiming to give?  To give an 

example of national identity, cinematic achievements, or personal glory?  Yet, given the 

nature of film production in these industries, especially the lack of funding from 

governments, most of the time filmmakers struggle to get their films made, and without 

the aid of European and American funding, most filmmakers would not be able to 

produce their films.  So, the question is, is Third Cinema about social and national 
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struggles, or is it about the struggle of filmmakers to actually make their films?  Under 

these conditions, the process of creating films in the Third World is complicated by First 

World influence.  As a start, for a film to be funded, it has to go through a series of 

approvals from the organizations and governments that provide the funding.  So, not only 

do the filmmakers face objection and censorship from their own national governments, 

they also face a different kind of censorship from the First world organizations.  In that 

sense, filmmakers must submit ideas for films that appeal to the First World 

representatives.  This fact might affect the authenticity of their work; an authenticity free 

from Western perceptions of what their culture should be represented as, and an 

authenticity that participates in the creation of an autonomous national cinema with its 

own voice and characteristics.  For one thing, they resort to making films that they 

believe the First World audience would want to see.  So, the idea of Third Cinema might 

end up being the depiction of social and political struggle in the Third World shown from 

the First World perspective.    

Paul Willemen explains that “Third Cinema seeks to articulate a different set of 

aspirations out of the raw materials provided by the culture, its traditions, art forms etc., 

the complex interactions and condensations of which shape the ‘national’ cultural space 

inhabited by the filmmakers as well as their audiences.”73  So we can argue that the 

struggle is on two levels: production and consumption.  If the aim of filmmakers in the 

Third World is to create films that appeal to First World audiences, especially those in 

international film festivals, the “national cultural space” does not exist, because First 

World audiences do not understand the intricacies of a culture foreign to them.  In this 
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way, the films under the category of Third Cinema become films from the Third World.  

The category of Third Cinema erases the differences in culture between different films 

from different parts of the world, by claiming that it is an international cinema, a cinema 

that is different from the cinemas of the First World, just based on the fact that it was 

produced outside the West.  When these films are screened in international film festivals, 

they are seen as the cinemas of “Others”.  So the evaluation is different.  The audience 

views the film as a window to an “exotic” culture, one that they do not understand, even 

though there is a desire to understand that different culture.  The fact that filmmakers 

exploit the subjects of poverty and misery affirms the belief of First World audience of 

their superiority.  On the other hand, the national audience of the filmmakers’ nation 

becomes ignored.  This is problematic because one of the most important factors in Third 

Cinema practice is the participation of the national audience.  Therefore, I still believe 

that the categorization of Third Cinema limits developing national cinemas from 

achieving their goals.  It is better to define cinemas as National, and focus on the national 

audience first, and other world audience second.  If that happens, films made in the Third 

world and screened in international film festivals would not have to focus on representing 

their cultures, and only that.  This would give filmmakers more freedom in the choice of 

their subjects, and the way they represent them.  It would also help in the development of 

a homogeneous style for these national cinemas, rather than resorting to borrowing 

different styles from the First world in order to be accepted in festivals.  

Rethinking Third Cinema 

The main objective of the collection of essays in Rethinking Third Cinema is to 

redefine and reorganize the theories of Third Cinema, arguing that these theories, when 



 

 89  

they were first introduced, compartmentalized filmmakers as national and cultural 

“spokespersons” and ‘native informants’ of their nations.  This compartmentalization is 

the core of the creation of the distinction between First, Second, and Third Cinemas, in 

Solanas and Getino’s manifesto Towards a Third Cinema.  The first categorizes western 

and Hollywood cinema.  The second is independent or “auteur” cinema, and the third is 

radical and political cinema.  One of the main points that this anthology raises is that the 

rigid distinction between the three different cinemas fails to address the interactions 

between the three cinemas, and that by following this rigid distinction, theorists and 

critics of Third Cinema do not recognize the varying forms of these three different 

cinemas within the different national film industries.  

The problem with such definition is that Third Cinema becomes a general 

category that subsumes vastly different cinemas within a narrow definition that ignores 

the different issues, styles, presentations, and narrative tropes presented in these films.  

By introducing different issues within the theory of Third Cinema, the essays introduce 

sub-categories that redefine the concept and create a broader horizon for the discussion of 

this cinema.  One of the interesting points the introduction written by Anthony R. 

Guneratne stresses is the idea that Third Cinema theory is derived from Eurocentric, 

Anglo-Francophone film theory.  This point acknowledges the fact that the idea of Third 

World film is a result of the colonial era, still viewing the postcolonial, non-western 

nations as “Other”; the other is in need of a separate frame of understanding, therefore 

creating a separate film theory in trying to deconstruct the works of these nations.  Even 

though Third Cinema theory was a product of the postcolonial era, this very theory still 

enforces theoretical displacement of these films from the general debate of film theory.  It 
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enforces the notion of grouping all “Third World” cinemas under one category.  

Therefore, it neglects the differences that each culture or nation has, by enforcing the 

difference between the West and the non-West boundaries.  This categorization creates a 

limitation in understanding the works of these filmmakers since it creates a new form of 

imperialism, which takes away the authority and mastery of these films and places them 

under a category “that at once exoticizes and homogenizes the products of this imaginary 

terrain.”74  What’s at stake is the neglect of what each national cinema can produce, and 

the different issues each national cinema deals with.  In my opinion, a more general 

notion of national cinema would be more fruitful on all levels, because it allows 

filmmakers working within a national cinema frame to produce a more homogenous 

language that will be exclusively ascribed to their particular national cinema.  

Furthermore, the notion that Third Cinema must create its own cinematic language and 

forms of expression neglects the language of film as a medium, and neglects the way 

each filmmaker belonging to a specific national cinema can use this cinematic language.  

It would be wiser to approach national cinemas using a general film theory that keeps in 

mind the difference of culture, but not the location of these industries between the West 

and other. 

Along with the previously mentioned categories of cinema, a fourth was 

introduced, which is considered or termed Fourth Cinema.  The logic of this category is 

that it focuses on the issues of the marginalized groups within the cinemas of the Third 

World.  This category encompasses texts and works by the “indigenous,” natives, 
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women, gays and lesbians.  In the light of the rigid distinction of the three cinemas, one 

of the main points Fourth Cinema discusses is that the main objective of Third Cinema 

deals with the struggle of man against oppression, in seeking social equality and justice.  

The problems of gender inequality and representation do not figure in the issues of Third 

Cinema.  Therefore, Fourth Cinema, which was added as a result of the rigid distinction 

between the three cinemas, brings to light the issues of gender representation, especially 

in Third World Cinema.  As Ella Shohat discusses in her essay “Post-Third-Worldist 

Culture: Gender, Nation, and the Cinema” , the representation of women in narratives 

from predominantly patriarchal nations still undergoes criticism from Western feminists 

and patriarchal nationalists.  Western feminist discourse goes even further to ignore the 

intricacies of their culture by claiming that “feminists’ work to empower women within 

the boundaries of their Third-World communities was dismissed as merely nationalist, 

not quite yet feminist.”75  In other words, Third World feminist work is perceived by 

Western feminist discourse as only part of the process of national struggle, since they 

have not achieved similar levels of autonomy that Western feminists enjoy.  What 

Western feminists fail to understand is that they are using Western feminism as the 

ultimate model for universal feminism, forgetting that they come from a privileged 

position and that “Feminists of color have, from the outset, been engaged in analysis and 

activism around the intersection of nation/race/gender.”76 This criticism from Western 

feminists argues that the role of gender relations within the national struggle in the 

revolutions of postcolonial nations does not empower women because it does not deal 
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with the specific issues of gender inequality, and does not question the patriarchal social 

order.  It also stresses the idea that women’s only struggle should be limited to gender 

equality, making social and national struggle, in nations dealing with colonial oppression, 

more in the domain of men.  Therefore, this criticism, as well intentioned as it may be, 

stresses the marginality of women within the national struggle, rather than empowering 

them.  Yet women filmmakers in Third World Cinema, especially those whom Shohat 

calls “Post-Third Worldist feminists”, embark on creating a separate discourse within the 

national struggle.  Their films stress both the role and lack thereof of women in their 

national revolutions.   

Taking Moufida Tlatli’s Silences of the Palace as an example, Shohat explains 

that Tlatli succeeded in representing the situation of women during the Tunisian 

revolution.  In the film, the role of women in the national revolution was shown to be 

more domesticated, imprisoned, and silenced.  Even during the post revolution era, 

women face the fact that there has been a distinction between the nation’s revolution, and 

their own, realizing that they are still imprisoned by the patriarchal society and their 

distinct role imposed on them by their gender. 

Shohat argues that for the sake of national revolution any differences in identity, 

gender, and goals had to be subdued in order to fight colonizers and outside forces for the 

sake of creating a modern nation, based on the Western model of a sovereign nation, both 

in reality and in film.  In post-revolution era, after a period that dealt with the subject of 

struggle against colonialism, Third World Cinema production begins to deal with more 

current issues that focus on the subject of difference, whether it is gender, race, or 

ethnicity.  In a new postcolonial nation, filmmakers are dealing with trying to construct 



 

 93  

the national identities of their nations, and all the problems that come with it, after the 

end of colonialism, and in the face of neocolonialism and racism.  It is only in this phase 

that Post-Third Worldist feminists are able to discuss the issues that plagued them from 

the first moments of the creation of the nation.  They begin to question their role in the 

struggle in the creation of the nation, and their location within that struggle, by creating 

films that not only represent women as subjects to men’s exploitation, but also as active 

members in the struggle.  They also try to show the injustices that these women went 

through during the struggle for independence and during the process of creating the 

nation.  As Shohat argues, “these texts...challenge the masculinist contours of the ‘nation’ 

in order to continue a feminist decolonization of Third-Worldist historiography, as much 

as they continue a multicultural decolonization of feminist historiography.”77  Through 

using their own specific cultures and the nature of their nations, Post-Third Worldist 

feminists are not using Western ideas of feminism, but by using their own situations, 

they’re trying to create an indigenous feminism that works better for their cause, and 

within their nation.  Post-Third Worldist feminist filmmakers, within Fourth Cinema, are 

dealing with their own revolutionary struggle to try to achieve gender equality.    

Marock (2005)78 

 One of the main reasons I chose to discuss this film is the fact that it gives us a 

very good example of what filmmakers in Morocco are currently producing to appeal to 

First World audience.  So, as a film produced in the Third World, its aesthetics, 

production values, and subject matter, categorizes it more under the definition of First 
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Cinema, rather than Third Cinema.  Marock, by Laila Marrakchi is a love story between 

two teenage kids who come from affluent Moroccan families in Casablanca.  So far, most 

of the North African films I’ve seen discuss hardships of poverty, or political struggles, 

or have been period pieces about how life was before or during colonization.  This film 

stands out because it is simple a remake of Romeo and Juliet, Moroccan style.  The 

conflict this time is religion.  The girl is Muslim, and the boy is Jewish.  The girl, being a 

free spirit and full of life, goes on with the affair, not caring about what her family thinks, 

until her brother comes back from overseas, and insists that certain traditions must be 

followed.  Looking at the brother, you can tell that he has gone through some kind of 

transformation when he was traveling.  Instead of going back to the decadent life he used 

to lead in Casablanca, he alienates himself from his family, his friends, and his sister, and 

begins to show signs of religious devotion.  Contrary to other examples of non-Westerns 

who normally come back to their homelands adapting more Western attitude, the brother, 

who was living in London for a while, comes back more in touch with his religion, Islam, 

and his traditions.  From his point of view, his sister and his friends are more Western in 

the way they dress and their lifestyles.  In a way, the filmmaker is making a comment 

about the effects of 9/11 on Muslims living in the West, and about the growing 

Islamophobia in the West that causes Muslims to hold on to their religion, as a protest 

against the Western hegemonic force that condemns them for an important part of their 

identity as Muslims, by generalizing that most Muslims are prone to fundamentalist 

thoughts and might resort to terrorism.  She does not paint a positive image of the 

brother’s religious tendencies though.  For when he discovers his sister’s love affair, all 

hell breaks loose.  He informs their parents, and her movements become limited.  The 
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film ends when her lover dies in a car crash on the eve of their graduation from high 

school, and her family decides to send her off to university in Europe. 

 Unlike all the other Arab and Islamic countries, Morocco is probably the only 

country that still has a significant Jewish population.  The idea of a love story between a 

Jewish boy and a Muslim girl is considered taboo; for a Muslim woman can never marry 

any man from a different religious faith, while a Muslim man has the freedom to marry 

Jewish and Christian women.  In other words, if the roles were reversed, and the boy was 

Muslim and the girl Jewish, it would not have been a major problem.  The film shows the 

cultural and religious conflict that these people deal with.  But what is unique in the 

depiction of this love story is the choice of which social class to present the story in.  For 

one thing, a girl from a middle or working class would not be able to make the choice of 

continuing a love affair with a non-Muslim man, given the fact that these religious groups 

are mostly segregated in every day life.  In the upper classes, the segregation is more 

about wealth, rather than religious affiliation.  Yet, this story is not dealing with trying to 

find a solution to a recurring problem, which is the conflict between religions in a 

predominantly Muslim society, but it does show some kind of a struggle.  The 

representation of the religious struggle within an upper class of the society can be 

considered radical, but can it still make the film fall under the category of Third Cinema?  

So the filmmaker chooses to present a slice of life that is only accessible to the very few 

in Morocco.  Given the fact that the country has the lowest level of average income of 

Maghrebi states, and poverty and unemployment are extremely high, to see these 

teenagers riding their sports cars, wearing the highest fashions, and spending money left 

and right, makes you wonder if the film is sensitive to what most of the people in the 
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country are going through.  Yet, one can argue that the film is trying to show another 

aspect of national identity that is normally ignored; that of the privileged classes.  This 

representation of the privileged classes as part of Moroccan national identity can be seen 

as a way of changing the general perception of Morocco as a country mired in poverty 

and misery, by showing that there is another face to Morocco, and it is as privileged and 

as liberated as other First World nations.  This reminds me of the argument that most 

Third World films exploit their nations’ poverty and misery for festival glory.  This film 

was officially selected under the category “In Certain Regard” at the Cannes Film 

Festival.  This category at the festival means that the film has won the esteem of the 

judges, that it was considered to receive an honorary prize for its achievement.  But I 

want to argue that the appeal of the film comes from the fact that it looks, feels and 

sounds like any other film made in France, through its use of framing, cinematography, 

and especially the musical score.  One feels that the filmmaker is conscious of her First 

World audience.  Almost all the characters in the film speak French, except for some 

domestic help.  Rita, the main character, answers her nanny in French every time she asks 

her a question in Arabic.  The concept of language choice stresses that the ability to speak 

French determines what class you belong to in Morocco, and that francophone is still a 

part of Moroccan national identity.  That is evident in the fact that the only time Rita 

speaks in Arabic is when she answers the police officer in Arabic in the beginning of the 

film, or when she speaks to the boy who sells cigarettes in front of the night club.  

Arabic, in that sense, belongs to the poor classes, signified by the domestic help, the 

police officer, the homeless boys on the street, and the graveyard attendant that the 

brother meets.  The rich kids, Rita and her friends, speak French with each other.  Even 



 

 97  

the music that they listen to is Western.  This representation shows some kind of 

separation from their Arabic identity, and the fact that the rich young generation 

identifies more with their peers in the West, rather than their peers from different classes 

in the same nation.  

Throughout the whole film, most locations are shot in the posh areas of town, 

except for one scene when the group of friends goes out to eat at a local shop.  In that 

scene, Rita and her friends watch the locals in amazement, sometimes mocking them, as 

if the locals belong to a different culture.  This scene shows the wide gap between the 

culture of the rich and poor.  Aside from knowing the language, there are no common 

characteristics between the rich kids and the poor locals.  In other words, the focus on the 

difference between classes in this film stresses the importance of including class as a 

category of analysis in cinema, for an identity can be formed around gender, religion, 

nation, and class as well.  Deprived of any agency, the locals are shot from the point of 

view of the wealthy kids, in a way, similar to the old colonialist strategy of putting the 

natives or locals in the background.  The girls make fun of the cook who claps his hands 

ridiculously to the sound of Arabic music.  It makes me wonder about what kind of 

“imagined community” these characters live in.  The representation of the segregation 

between classes in the film makes their “imagined community” tied more by class 

affiliation, rather than a shared national identity; it is a class identity that ties all the 

wealthy people together of the nation, and also ties these wealthy people to others of the 

same class around the world.79 Aside from occupying spaces of proximity, the gap 

                                                 
79 The rise of social networks on the Internet brings an interesting case in point that 
supports the argument of class identity. A social network under the name “A Small 
World” has been described as “MySpace for Millionaires” by the Wall Street Journal. 



 

 98  

between the rich and the poor in this film is wide, starting from ideology, language, and 

lifestyle.  When it comes to ideology, the first thing that comes to mind is religion.  As I 

mentioned earlier, a relationship between a Muslim girl and a Jewish boy cannot be 

tolerated in middle or poor classes.   

Furthermore, abiding to religious rules seems not to apply to the rich in their 

representation in the film.  For one thing, at the opening sequence, next to the car that 

Rita and her former boyfriend sit in, an old man, probably the parking lot attendant, prays 

between the cars.  The only other time we see anyone else praying in the film is when the 

brother comes back from his trip.  In that scene, Rita blasts music throughout the house, 

and walks into her brother’s room.  When she sees him praying, she talks to him in 

complete disregard.  She says: “What the hell are you doing? Did you fall on your head?”  

Since of course he does not answer her because he is praying, she walks right in front of 

him, which is very well known to Muslims as a wrong thing to do to someone praying.  

When Rita’s nanny scolds her for not fasting during the month of Ramadan, she simply 

tells her that she has her period.  This answer shows that while being aware of traditions 

and religious rules, Rita chooses not to follow them, in the perception that following 

Islamic religion is a sign of backwardness, and her belief that her identity as a liberal 

woman does not allow her to follow that religion.  This is contrasted with a love scene 

between Rita and her Jewish boyfriend, Youri; she notices the Star of David necklace that 
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he wears, and she takes it from him and kisses it.  So, as she does not follow her own 

religion, she shows appreciation for her boyfriend’s religion.  The filmmaker in these 

contradicting scenes might be trying to represent the younger generations as fed up with 

the strict rules of Islam, yet even if they don’t follow it, they respect it, and respect other 

religions as well.  As for when she first meets Youri, her Jewish lover, the only person 

that makes a comment is her driver, who scolds her for her interest in a Jewish boy.  Her 

friends on the other hand, do not see that as a problem.  Only when her parents find out 

about the relationship does the problem becomes more evident.   

 So can we categorize this film as part of a so-called Third Cinema? As a start, the 

film is shot with hand-held camera, with extreme close-ups.  It deals with a coming of 

age story, and the struggle of a wealthy young generation torn between two cultures, and 

one that disidentifies with religion.  The cultural clash in this film is not between the 

religions, which is not a problem for the young generation, but is a problem for the older 

generation, the parents, the older brother, and the domestic help.  The main cultural clash, 

in my opinion, is between a generation raised with extreme exposure to Western culture, 

music, and aesthetics, and a generation that was raised after the end of colonialism.  The 

generation that was raised right after the end of colonialism concerned itself with the 

rebuilding of the nation; nationalist ideals were more dominant, and a return to their 

traditions, Arabic and Islamic cultures were part of the process of creating their new 

national identity.  The older generation and the poor classes still hold on to Moroccan 

traditions and culture, while the younger generation wants to reject these traditions 

because of its limiting elements on their movement, especially for women.  The film 

represents the younger generations as suffering from the old traditions, while they are 
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trying to create their own individual identities.  For example, one of Rita’s friends is 

forced to an arranged marriage because her family has lost some money, and therefore, 

she cannot move to France to study with Rita.  Rita herself loses her freedom when her 

parents find out about her relationship with Youri.  The problem then becomes the power 

that older generations have on a younger generation that is trying to find its own place in 

the world, and not only in Morocco.  So in a way, what’s at stake in this film is not the 

creation of a national identity, but more of a transnational one.  It is a reflection on what 

is happening now in this generation, with the ability to connect to the rest of the world, 

through the Internet, music, film and television.  It shows that the filmmaker is more 

interested in identifying Moroccan youth’s transnational identity in relation to the rest of 

the world, rather than in relation to the dominant Moroccan culture and traditions.  In a 

way, the filmmaker is trying to prove that “we” are more like “you” than the “Other”. 

This fact makes the film far less appropriately placed under Third Cinema.  For if 

one of the main points of Third Cinema is to seek “cultural decolonization”, then the film 

seeks to show that the colonization of Western culture is deeper than we think.  Another 

point to consider is the fact that most of the qualities of the film are Western.  Starting 

from the language, to the production company, almost all funded from France, to the 

subject matter, no regard for Arabic traditions, even to the point that the idea of the 

villain is represented in the character of the brother who just wants to show some regard 

to traditions, culture, and religion, without being extremist in any shape or form.  If we 

follow the classification of Cinemas according to Solanas and Getino, this film falls more 

under the category of First Cinema, rather than Third cinema.  It does deal with women’s 

issues, and the girl’s right to be equal to men.  Yet, this right is very much given, based of 
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her class status and even at times, exploited, by the main character and her friends.  Can 

we then call it a feminist film? Considering that it represents a marginalized, even if 

privileged, group of people, the children of the wealthy, can we place it under the 

category of Fourth Cinema, as a sub-category of Third Cinema?  Further still, can it be 

part of the developing Moroccan national cinema? In my opinion, it does not fall under 

the category of Third or Fourth Cinema, but it is part of Moroccan national cinema, for 

reasons I will explain shortly.  It is a film made for pure entertainment, and throwing in 

the problem of religion, I believe, was just an excuse by the director to show the posh life 

of a group of spoiled teenagers, who should be worried about their studies, rather than 

when to have to the next party, and where to buy the latest dress.  This film proves that 

the idea of a Third Cinema should be rejected for national cinema that focuses on subject 

matter, aesthetics, and ideas.  

 If we take the concept of audience reaction, we must look at it from both the local 

audience reaction, and the Western audience reception of the film.  As a start, the film 

was celebrated in France, especially at the Cannes Film Festival, to the point that it was 

selected for the award of “In Certain Regard”.  Locally, on the other hand, the film has 

created a controversy among local audiences, filmmakers and intellectuals.  The film was 

first screened in Morocco at the 8th National Film Festival in Tangiers.  The reaction to 

the film was extreme, from denouncing the filmmaker to the point of questioning her 

Moroccan nationality and patriotism, and denouncing the subject matter as an attack on 

religion and Moroccan traditions, even to the point of accusing it of serving a “Zionist 

cause”, to welcoming it as an example of freedom of artistic expression.  This uproar 

caused the debate to be taken up in official politics, to the point that it was discussed in a 
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parliamentary session:  “In an all-out attack on Marock, Benkhaldoun asked the Minister 

of Communication and spokesperson of the government, Nabil Benabdallah, for the 

reasons why films bearing provocative and offending scenes receive approbation from 

the Moroccan Cinematographic Centre (CCM).”80  In its defense, the minister made it 

clear that the film was given clearance in respect for artistic expression and to show 

different kinds of Moroccan cultural identity.  Yet, the reaction of other Moroccan 

filmmakers, especially those who have dealt with the subject of national identity when 

resorting to the help of foreign funding, has been extreme.  “Nabil Lahlou, Moroccan 

director, condemned Leila Marrakchi's Marock and said ‘the film has nothing to do with 

Morocco because it serves all kinds of cultural colonialism.’”81  The cultural colonialism 

he refers to is the excessive use of Western music and the depiction of the characters that 

have no respect for religion and traditions.  This opposition comes from older, more 

experienced filmmakers who might not accept the changes that the society is currently 

going through.  But when it comes to the supporters of the film, they praised the 

filmmaker’s freedom of artistic expression.  They suggested that the film does show some 

kind of Moroccan reality, and to shy away from reality does not help the society to grow 

and to face its own problems.  On the other hand, some viewers suggested that the topic 

of the film, and the lifestyle the film depicts, does not show the whole of the Moroccan 

society, but only a small percentage of the Moroccan population, and that the topic is not 

important to the Moroccan people in general.  Some have suggested that the filmmaker 

should have chosen a topic that affects the whole of the nation, rather than less than five-

                                                 
80 http://riadzany.blogspot.com/2006/01/marock-debate.html 
81 http://riadzany.blogspot.com/2006/01/marock-debate.html 
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percent of it.  These varied reactions from the film’s audience suggest that the film hit a 

sensitive nerve, and that it might be a new direction that the young Moroccan filmmakers 

are moving toward.  Yet, does this mean that it could be placed under the category of 

Third Cinema? I still don’t believe that it is possible, for a film like this might have 

caused controversy, but it did not inspire the audience to rise and make any kind of 

change.   

In the end, I want to argue that Marock can be attributed to the category of 

national cinema.  It is a film that shows a different aspect of social life in Morocco, by 

taking the subjects of religion and class as its main focus.  For one thing, it represents 

different religious groups, while other Moroccan films might not have represented Jewish 

populations in Morocco.  It also subtly comments on class issues, by representing the 

wealthy class from a different perspective, rather than following the dominant themes of 

other Moroccan films that represent the poor classes in their poverty and misery.  Even 

though the film was largely funded by French organizations, it still needed to get the 

approval from the Moroccan Ministry of Culture to be produced and filmed in the 

country.  It can be seen as part of the new direction young Moroccan filmmakers are 

taking.  Their struggles against traditions, and social struggles are a new phenomenon 

that has risen within the society in the last decade.  So, even if the film has certain 

problems, it is still a good example of what is being produced currently in Moroccan 

national cinema. 
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Silences of the Palace (1994)82 

Silences of the Palace’s main theme is the oppression that women suffered at the 

hands of men in Tunisia during the end of French colonization and the decade that 

followed.  The film introduces Alia, the protagonist, who is a young wedding singer who 

lives with her lover in postcolonial Tunisia.  Dissatisfied with her life and her lover’s 

insistence that she abort their child, Alia hears about the death of Said Ali, who was her 

mother’s master in the palace.  Alia goes back to the palace where she was born and 

raised.  In the palace, Alia remembers her mother and the way of life before the fall of the 

Tunisian royal family, and the end of French colonialism.  Using flash-backs as a way of 

telling the story, we learn that her mother was a servant in the palace.  The servants in the 

palace are not allowed to leave it, and their only form of contact with the outside world is 

the radio, and one of the servants’ sons who brings them news of the revolution 

happening outside of the palace.  Serving in the palace means that they serve all their 

masters’ needs, whether domestic or sexual.  This fact troubles Alia’s mother, as Alia 

gets older and becomes increasingly beautiful.  Alia watches her mother’s daily routine 

between the kitchen, dancing for important guests, and her nightly visits to her master’s, 

Said Ali, bed.  The situation gets complicated when Said Ali’s brother rapes Alia’s 

mother, and she subsequently gets pregnant.  During that time in her childhood, Alia 

befriends a young freedom fighter, Lotfi, who hides in the palace with the help of the 

servants.  Discovering her talent for singing, the masters invite Alia to sing at their 

parties.  In the end, Alia’s mother dies while trying to abort her child, and Alia runs away 

with Lotfi. 

                                                 
82 Dir. Moufida Tlatli. Perf. Hend Sabri and Amel Hedhili. Capitol Films. 1994. 
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Prior to Alia’s arrival to the palace, we are informed that she is pregnant with 

Lotfi’s child.  Her pregnancy draws a parallel between Alia’s chosen life outside the 

palace, and her mother’s forced situation inside, as both equally oppressed by their status 

as women.  Alia, in the end, announces the similarities between her life and her mother’s, 

with that affirming the continuing oppression of women after the revolution, and up to 

this day.  She blames this oppression on the fact that women choose to stay silent against 

their oppressors and the culture that stigmatizes women who are sexually active out of 

wedlock.   

One of the things that come to mind about the film is the relationship between 

man and woman, servant and master, slave and owner.  Women in the film are 

represented as enslaved within their domestic space.  As the revolution happens at their 

doorsteps, women are forced to hear about it as outsiders, unaware and unaffected by its 

developments.  Their only form of contact with the revolution is through the men who 

come into their domestic space.  This separation from the national struggle is 

problematized as women continue to deal with issues of autonomy and independence.  

So, the revolution has achieved national autonomy for the people of the country, but it 

did not address patriarchy, therefore, women of the nation had to go through the struggle 

against patriarchy in order to achieve their own autonomy.  Even during the post 

revolution era, women face the fact that there must be a distinction between the nation’s 

revolution, and their own, realizing that they are still imprisoned by patriarchal society 

and the distinct role imposed on them by their gender.  In the film, the national revolution 

is set up in the public, male dominated space, while women were not able to participate in 

the revolution because they were not allowed entry into that male dominated space.  
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Therefore, their participation in the revolution was silenced and limited, based on their 

gender.  “Rather than privileging direct, violent encounters with the French, which would 

necessarily have to be set in male dominated spaces of battle, the film presents 1950s 

Tunisian women at the height of the national struggle as restricted to domestic space.”83  

This film becomes an example of what Post-Third Worldist feminists are trying to 

investigate as the role of women within the struggle.  Unable to be part of the struggle 

against colonialism, the women in this film are forced to encounter a different kind of 

struggle against the patriarchal social order that refuses to give them agency to become 

active members of the society.  On the one hand, their position as prisoners of their own 

situation can be seen as a metaphor for what the nation was going through during 

colonialism.  The palace in that sense represents the whole nation.  Its inhabitants are the 

citizens of the nation.  The masters of the palace are the colonizers who exploit these 

women on all levels.  And just as women were not given agency to act, the colonized 

were deprived of agency during the colonial occupation.  On the other hand, looking 

specifically at their situation as women, whether they were the servants or the ladies of 

the palace, the filmmaker is trying to investigate the gender inequality that women are 

struggling with, even in post-revolution Tunisia.  

The body of the woman in Silences of the Palace is exploited by the desires of the 

corrupt, colonial affiliates, the royal families.  Women are represented as passive in front 

of the desires of these men.  Unable to protect themselves from the patriarchal social 

order, women in the film form an alliance of their own.  Their strength is represented 

through a sisterhood that, albeit limited in effects, allows them to find ways to survive 

                                                 
83 Shohat 59. 
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their enslavement.  The woman’s body in the film is eroticized when represented in 

connection to the male’s gaze.  Even after the revolution, women are still imprisoned and 

eroticized by traditions and men’s desires.  Although the nation has received its 

independence, women are still struggling to get their own.  Unable to take part in the 

achievement of national independence facilitates the lack of political representation of 

these women.  Seen as bound to domestic space, women’s only form of involvement is 

through the singing of national anthems, and aiding threatened rebels.  After 

independence, women still sing and represent the desires of men.  Alia’s decision to keep 

her illegitimate child serves as the filmmaker’s comment on the state of women as equal 

partners in both social and political contexts.  Instead of fearing the reproach of society, 

Alia decides that she would keep the child as an indication of her partnership with her 

freedom fighter lover, an indication of her sexual emancipation and her place as an active 

member within the nation building context, rather than a mere voice that sings to men’s 

desires.  In her investigation of Silences of the Palace, Viola Shafik argues that Moufida 

Tlatli “disconnects national liberation from women’s liberation, showing that the one 

does not necessarily result in the other.”84 

In trying to place this film within the context of Third Cinema, we can argue that 

one of the main concepts of Third Cinema is the central thematic of struggle for 

liberation; the struggle is for gender equality and women’s liberation in a patriarchal 

society.  But would this film be better served if it were placed under the category of Third 

Cinema or national cinema? In an attempt to locate this film, I will argue that this film 

                                                 
84 Shafik 206. 
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qualifies as an example of Tunisian national cinema rather than only Third Cinema, to be 

true to my original claim that Third Cinema as a theory and practice has not been 

successful in the study of national cinemas.  The film is national, because it deals with a 

specific part of Tunisian national history in the struggle for independence, and the more 

specific issue of Tunisian women’s issues of gender equality. One of the main factors of 

Third Cinema is that it is a cinema that works against the system.  Silences of the Palace 

was made using funding and support of the Tunisian government.  The only system it 

might be working against is the patriarchal social order that imprisons women in their 

domestic roles.  Despite the fact that Tunisia is one of the most liberal states in the Arab 

world, with laws that establish social and political autonomy for women, gender 

inequality still exists on a traditional level.  Another important factor to consider in the 

definition of Third Cinema is historicity.  As the film deals with flashbacks of the 

colonial past, the present time of the film is still in the past, which is the 1960s, while the 

film was made in 1994.  It can be argued that the film’s premise, women’s liberation, is 

only recounting the process and the path women had to go through in order to get to their 

present reality as liberated and equal to men.  So, the Post-Third Worldist feminist has 

somewhat achieved her aim for equality, in relation to what her situation was in the past.  

Another factor is the reception or the audience.  The film has won a lot of international 

awards in several film festivals, and received a lot of attention from the local audience as 

well.  It was seen as an effort to describe what women in Tunisia went through in the 

past, and not as synchronic issue of Alia and her mother.  On the other hand, in a review 

by the New York Times, the film was described as the following: “In many ways The 

Silences of the Palace is an exotic foreign film. Set mostly in Tunisia in the 1950's, 
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during the reign of its last monarchs, it tells of life for a kitchen servant and her daughter. 

Yet in other ways this is a universal coming-of-age story with a feminist twist, a tale that 

translates effortlessly.”85  The use of the word “exotic” is troubling because it clearly 

indicates the attitude First World viewers have towards films that come from a different 

culture.  It stresses on the point of “otherness” of these cultures.  In short, the film 

qualifies as Third Cinema because it deals with the issues of gender equality and 

women’s oppression, but it is national cinema, first and foremost.  In other words, I want 

to argue that Third Cinema can only be part of national cinema, rather than a category 

that national cinema falls under.  And what makes it Third Cinema is the subject matter 

of oppression, and what makes it national is that it deals with a specific historical moment 

that is uniquely Tunisian.  Next, I will discuss another Tunisian film that deals with yet 

another moment of Tunisian history, but by using the male gaze, rather than the female 

gaze as in Silence of the Palaces. 

Halfaouine (1990)86 

 While watching Halfaouine, I could not but compare it with Moufida Tlatli’s 

Silences of the Palace on all levels.  While the latter is told through the gaze of a young 

girl, the former uses a young boy’s gaze in the telling of the story.  Similar to the latter, 

Halfaouine is a film about a teenager growing up in old Tunisia of the 1950s and 60s.  It 

is a film about a boy’s discovery of his sexuality in the midst of a patriarchal society.  

The film starts with a scene at the local Turkish bath with Noura, the young boy, sitting 

in the middle of naked women and young children.  His apparent shock tells of the 

                                                 
85http://movies.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9900EEDB1F3AF933A0575AC0A9629
58260 
86 Dir. Ferid Boughedir. Perf. Selim Boughedir and Mustapha Adouani. International 
Film Circuit. 1990. 



 

 110  

inappropriateness of his presence in the women only bath, because of the fact that he is 

reaching the age of sexual maturity, which means that he’s too old to be in a women only 

bath.  The film follows Noura as he observes the sexual behaviors of the people around 

him, from his father’s advances towards his divorced maternal aunt, to her love affair 

with the neighborhood’s shoemaker, to his spinster paternal aunt’s psychotic behavior 

because of her sexual deprivation.  Noura’s sudden interest in sex puts him in trouble 

when he visits the bath with his mother on the day of his young brother’s circumcision 

party, when he is caught watching a young woman bathing herself.  He also begins to 

follow the young beautiful maid until his mother catches them in an awkward situation, 

and tells her that she in no longer welcome in their home.  The night before she leaves, 

Noura gets what he wished for when he walks into his room and finds the young maid 

naked in his bed. 

 The main similarity between the two films is that each one of them investigates 

the domestic feminine space in a patriarchal society.  While Silences of the Palace is told 

through the gaze of a young girl who sees sexuality as an intrusion into her and her 

mother’s lives, which is metaphorized as the female domestic space of the palace, 

Halfaouine is told from the point of view of a young boy who sees the feminine body as a 

place for pleasure and sexual fulfillment, making the domestic space more of an erotic 

fantasy, rather than a safe haven for the child.  Everything becomes related to the 

sexuality of the child in Halfaouine, even during Noura’s young brother’s circumcision, 

Noura hides as he hears his brother’s cries and holds on to his penis in an act of a pure 

fear of castration.   
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 The film depicts the domestic space through the gaze of the boy.  For one thing, 

the domestic space is eroticized and the female body is shown, quite frequently, as a 

pleasurable space.  Even the mother is shown as an erotic figure, along with the aunts and 

the maid.  Furthermore, when the patriarchal space is shown, it is bland and uninteresting, 

in contrast to the female space, which is colorful and full of wonder.  This is also shown 

in the clothes of the women.  They dress in colorful and revealing clothes that always 

enhance their sexuality.  This erotic presentation could be attributed to the fact that the 

film is directed by a man, who still views the female body with an erotic attachment 

rather than objectively try to display the female body as a human living a role within the 

society.  Does he try to insinuate that the female body is always already eroticized, or is 

this his way of seeing the female body?  One of the main elements of the film is its 

excessive use of nudity.  Almost throughout the whole film, a nude female is shown, 

whether in the bath during the preparations for the circumcision party, or during Noura’s 

advances towards the maid.  Comparing that to Silences of the Palace, which shies away 

from showing a kiss, except for a two scenes, Halfaouine insists on presenting Tunisian 

culture from a purely sexual standpoint.  With that it affirms the Orientalist vision of the 

erotic East.  It can also be seen as a demonstration of Tunisian “liberation” in Western 

terms.  It is not surprising that it is one of the most celebrated North African films in the 

West, according to the following review, “A source of wonder. Exquisitely sensual, 

packed with humor."87  One wonders if the filmmaker was aware of the Orientalist vision 

that he is presenting in this film.  The film can be considered as a good example of Non-

                                                 
87 Jonathan Rosenbaum, The Chicago Reader 
(http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/halfaouineandmdashboy-of-the-
terraces/Film?oid=1052254)  
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Western films made with First World audience in mind.  For one thing, the film was co-

produced by a French company, and was screened at the Cannes Film Festival under 

Official Selection award.  With that in mind, we must turn back to the question of Third 

Cinema and National Cinema.  This film can be seen as an example of a First Cinema 

film made in the Third World.  It proves that Third Cinema is not bound by geographic 

location, but rather by subject matter, style and political ideology.  For one thing, the film 

is a non-political comedy that reflects on a recent past; even if it is postcolonial, it is more 

social than political commentary.  It can be seen as an attempt to create an entertaining 

film using the exotic features of the national culture.  It is a national film, with First 

World tendencies.  The only attribution it has to national cinema is the use of location, 

culture, and language.  Yet, a film like this foregrounds the problems of Third Cinema 

theory and practice.  This film is a good example of the need to develop a theory of 

national cinema that would engage with the film in terms of its subject matter, the 

representation of culture, and the reception of the film by the local audience.  As I 

mentioned earlier, the film seems to be made in order to represent Tunisian culture to the 

First World, rather than focus on the local audience.  National cinema theory can see the 

film as an example of what young boys go through during their formative years, rather 

than focus on the Orientalist representation of the film.  From a Western standpoint, it is 

an “exotic” representation of an “Other” culture.  From a local, national standpoint, it can 

be seen as either offensive to traditions, or as a representation of sexuality in the society 

as a subject matter that needs to be addressed. 
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Rashida (2002)88 

 Rashida is a film that deals with what was happening in Algeria during the few 

years of violence caused by Islamic fundamentalists in the 1990s.  The main character, 

Rashida, is a young schoolteacher living and working in Algiers with her mother.  She is 

subject to an assassination attempt from one of the religious groups, only because she is a 

modern woman, who works for a living, and does not wear the traditional Islamic hijab.  

After nearly dying, she and her mother move to the countryside in order to find a better 

and safer life.  Not being able to teach at first, she begins to discover the small town and 

meets other women who had suffered, like her, from the violence of Islamic 

fundamentalists.  Yet, her search for a peaceful life does not last for long, when another 

group of Islamists raid the town, and almost capture her as a hostage.  Does she give up 

on life, or does she continue struggling? The film ends as she walks towards the town’s 

school, opens it, and begins to teach the children.   

This film is a very interesting critique of the situation women found themselves in 

during the political upheaval in Algeria; they become the victims, and sometimes the 

cause of violence.  For one thing, in Islam, women are required to wear the hijab, the 

head cover, as a sign of their religious devotion.  So a woman who did not wear the hijab 

in Algeria during the civil war was attacked by religious fundamentalist because she 

represented the direct opposition of their beliefs.  In a way, her choice not to wear the 

hijab signified her political affiliation.  This represents women as the representatives of 

the religious conflict; their choices of how to represent themselves directly affected the 

way they were treated.  Throughout her discovery of the town, Rashida meets a young 

                                                 
88 Dir. Yamina Bachir. Perf. Ibtissem Djouadi. Global Film Initiative. 2002. 
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girl who has been previously captured by some of the religious groups.  After her release, 

her family learns that she was constantly raped by her captors, and her father disowns 

her.  The girl, pregnant and rejected by her family, lives on the outskirts of the society, 

since according to patriarchal logic she brought shame into her family.  A very bold 

statement, but this is a real problem that still occurs in many conservative, Islamic 

societies.  The family prefers that a girl gets killed, rather than raped and dishonored.  

The girl being the symbol of her family’s honor is always watched and accused.  And 

once she fails to protect her honor, she is rejected, imprisoned, and never forgiven.  The 

family refused to see that the girl was a victim, and she becomes the cause of shame.  

Rashida’s situation is different.  Yet, having been attacked, she becomes imprisoned in 

her own home.  Fear of more attacks comes first to women rather than men, because of 

the hijab as representative of women’s beliefs, while men do not need to dress differently 

in order to show their political alignment.  This enforces the idea of gender essentialism 

in the context of religious affiliation; a woman must change the way she dress to prove 

her devotion, because of her gender, while a man is free to represent himself as he 

pleases.  After being part of life, as a teacher and as a good member of society, she is 

forced to go back to her feminine space, which becomes smaller by the day.  This is true 

with the other women whom she encounters.  In a way, the film is showing that the 

fundamentalist violence took away their own freedom from being active members of the 

society.  Yet, her last effort to fight this position ends the film on a positive note.  Women 

will continue to take their place in society, and they will not let fear of persecution deter 

them from their duties and citizens of their nations.  
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Just like women’s fate in this film, which is the struggle against Islamic 

fundamentalism, Algerian national cinema has been struggling as well as a result of the 

conflicts in the 1990s.  Looking at the small number of Algerian films that have been 

made since the 1990s, the subject of Islamic fundamentalism has become the main issue 

that filmmakers try to address.  This film represents the direction Algerian national 

cinema is going through.  It discusses the problems of the nation, and tries to give hope to 

the people.  If we take the factors of Third Cinema into consideration, this film would be 

the one that fits mostly, in comparison to the other films previously discussed.  In a way, 

it is trying to engage the local audience into participating against the oppression they 

suffer from the terrorists, and tries to show a solution to the problems.  On the other hand, 

given the fact that the film was produced in association with several French film 

production companies, it shows the major problem that the Algerian film industry is 

going through.  Having no infrastructure as a result of the turmoil the country went 

through in the 1990s, Algerian filmmakers could only produce films with the help of 

foreign aid.  So this film becomes an example of a national cinema that is trying to re-

emerge, or a cinema that no longer exists.  So, this film can be seen as both national and 

as the closest example of Third Cinema.  Yet, Third Cinema definition should become 

more flexible in order for it to be more accessible in the discussion of national films.     

Political Film 

 In his book, Political Film, which studies the “Dialectics of Third Cinema”, Mike 

Wayne argues, “Third Cinema is a political cinema about much more than politics in the 

narrow sense.  It is a cinema of social and cultural emancipation and one of the 

arguments...is that such emancipation cannot be achieved merely in the political realm of 
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the state.”89  He argues that in order for Third Cinema theory and practice to exist, we 

must study the relations and boundaries between First, Second, and Third Cinemas, for 

one cinema cannot exist without the other.  He claims that Third Cinema essentially takes 

its tools from First and Second Cinemas, and that Third Cinema is not bound to 

geographical distribution.  “”Third Cinema and Third World Cinema are not the same 

thing.”90  While studying its beginnings as a theory, Wayne makes comparisons between 

this cinema and First and Second Cinemas.  His method is to show the similarities and try 

to conclude that Third Cinema “seeks to transform rather than simply reject these 

cinemas [first and second]; it seeks to bring out their stifled potentialities, those aspects 

of the social world they repress or only obliquely acknowledge; Third Cinema seeks to 

detach what is positive, life-affirming and critical from Cinemas One and Two and give 

them a more expanded, socially connected articulation.”91  It is a cinema of the people, 

for the people.  It is a cinema that is more involved with culture, because it comes out of 

that culture.  It is the politics of the people that dictates what this cinema portrays.  

Therefore, I can conclude that what Wayne simply wants to argue is that Third Cinema is 

a cinema that is not necessarily against the state, but it may be so.  So, how can we place 

North African cinemas within his definition of Third Cinema?  On the one hand, we have 

the films that are made by North African filmmakers, yet funded, or co-funded, by 

European governments.  Aside from certain films in the 1980s and 90s, when many films 

received government support, most of the films made nowadays depend on European 

funding in order to be produced.  So, according to Wayne’s definition of Third Cinema, 
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funding from outside states can still put these films under the category of Third Cinema.  

On the other hand, do the films made in these nations right now seek some kind of social 

and political change?  What constitutes a political film?  Can we agree with Wayne that 

all films are political, in one way or another?  In his categorization of political films, if all 

films are political, especially those in the Third World, then is he negating himself by 

proving that all Third World films, being political, are part of Third Cinema?  This 

reference bring to mind the notion that all Third World filmmakers take on the role, or 

burden, of being “native informants” and “national spoke-persons”.   

Right after the revolution, most films produced in all three nations dealt with the 

struggle against colonialism, and the heroic acts by the people to free the countries from 

the oppressors.  But as the decades came and went, this issue became less important for 

the subject matter of the films.  New themes became more relevant in most films.  In 

Algeria, the struggle of the people against violence in the 1990s caused by Islamic 

fundamentalist groups became a more predominant issue.  In Tunisia, social issues led 

the way.  In Morocco, with its very minimal film production, poverty was a main theme.  

All these are struggles of a political kind.  Yet, the dominant theme common to all three 

national cinemas is the assimilation of Western culture more and more into the culture of 

the nation.  It is seen in the use of language, sometimes in the music used in the film 

scores, also in the way people dress and interact with each other.  In a way, these films 

show the effects of the globalized world that we live in today.  Yet, each filmmaker from 

these nations tries to maintain certain aspects of culture that uniquely places their films 

within their own national cinemas.  Wayne explains, “Fanon warned against the uncritical 

celebration of the native’s culture as much as he warned against the uncritical 
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assimilation of the culture of the colonialist.”92  But what we have here is neocolonialism.  

Western culture is more dominant in these films than the culture of the nation.  Is this a 

result of how life is really like in these countries, or it is as a result of the funding 

received from European nations?  As an example, in Marock, Rita wears jeans, eats 

McDonald’s food, and listens to David Bowie throughout the whole film.  The only time 

we hear any kind of Arabic music is in a very short scene in the kitchen, in which the 

maids dance to Arabic music.  So, is native culture only enjoyed by the masses now? And 

the elite, whether financially or intellectually, prefer Western and European culture over 

their own?   

 As mentioned above, according to Wayne’s argument, Third Cinema and Third 

World Cinema are not the same.  Yet, as I discuss the films made in North Africa, given 

the fact that these nations have dealt with colonialism, I have tried to place them under 

the category of Third cinema.  In my opinion, if we try to apply the theories of Third 

Cinema to films made in North Africa, then we have to look at films made by and about 

women.  Women’s issues in North African cinema are represented in different ways, but 

one thing remains constant: there is a movement among feminist filmmakers in North 

Africa to try and influence the laws that concern the location of women within the 

society, and their struggle for equality and emancipation.  They are working against the 

patriarchal social order that complicates their efforts to gain agency.  The social 

patriarchal order does so by using Islamic religion, in certain instances, or by depending 

on the nation’s laws that determine women’s dependency on their male relatives and 

places them as a minority.  Since the struggle against colonialism ended decades ago, the 
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struggle for equality, and to have a voice for women in these nations is still going on.  As 

much as I disagree with Marock and its representation of female youth in Morocco, it still 

has some important points that it brings to light; for example, the fact that a girl is still 

controlled by her family, and her freedom is taken away solely based on allegations from 

a male member of the family.  Girls at a young age in Morocco still have to go through 

arranged marriages, which we see in the character of one of her friends whose parents 

change their minds about sending her off to college in Europe, when she gets a marriage 

proposal she cannot refuse.  So if we were to say that Third Cinema could be found 

within national North African Cinemas, then it is within the films made by and about 

women, gays, and other minority groups.  In other words, Third Cinema can exist, but 

within the context of national cinema, rather than a category that could stand on its own.  

It can describe a part on national cinema, but not the whole.  “Third Cinema is 

characterized by its intimacy and familiarity with culture-both in the specific sense of 

cultural production (for example, song, dance, theater, rituals, cinema, literature) and in 

the broader sense of the world (the nuances of everyday living).”93  The subject of gender 

inequality is still an intense topic that Post-Third Worldist feminist are dealing with.  

Given the conservative nature of these cultures, and as liberal as they may seem, women 

still maintain an inferior position in the patriarchal social order.  In the films I have 

discussed above, the most controversial issue any filmmaker could take on is the issue of 

women’s liberation, and ideas of feminism.  So as Third Cinema deals with issues of 

political revolution, North African cinema’s only claim to Third Cinema would be within 

the issues of gender equality. 
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Conclusion 

 From all the discussions above, I have concluded that Third Cinema as a theory 

and practice is problematic because of the rigidity of the elements that constitute what 

Third Cinema is taken to be.  For one thing, it is a theory that was developed in a time of 

conflict and turmoil in Latin America, yet several theorists are trying to claim that it can 

be applied to all Third World cinemas.  I have argued that it is better to focus on 

developing a more international film theory that takes into account the idea that the 

development of national cinemas better serves the developing industries in the Third 

World, or the developing world.  As the term “Third World’ becomes obsolete in our 

contemporary world, so should the distinction between First, Second and Third Cinema.  

What we are currently dealing with is the struggle of national cinemas to have some kind 

of presence in the world stage, in the face of the excessive Euro-American film 

productions.  What North African national cinemas struggle with is the competition they 

face from Euro-American films within their own nations.  At the same time, they are 

struggling against these same industries in international film festivals.  Rather than being 

seen as examples of their nations, they are grouped under the category of “Other”.  

Furthermore, the idea of Third Cinema stresses Eurocentric ideology when viewing these 

films.  Rather than trying to free these films from their Third World status, in my opinion, 

Third Cinema theory and practice limits them as the cinemas of the “Other.”  Finally, 

given the fact that Third Cinema focuses on the idea of revolution, the only factor that 

could be Third Cinema within North African national cinemas is the subject of women 

and gender representation.  This topic, and issues of feminism has been taking center 

stage in a lot of recent North African films. 
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Chapter 3: Approaches to Feminist Representation in North African Cinema 

 

As discussed previously, one of the main objectives of North African cinemas is 

national identity representation and the building of a national film industry to compete 

with the dominant Euro-American film industries, both locally and internationally.  In 

this chapter, I will discuss the representation of feminist thoughts and politics in North 

African cinema, and how feminist filmmakers deal with the issues of feminist 

representation in their films.  North African feminist filmmakers are ultimately trying to 

gain agency and positionality within the national dialogue, and to assert their role in the 

building of the nation.  One of the biggest obstacles North African feminist filmmakers 

deal with is the fact that they are placed in a position that complicates their efforts to 

assert their agency in their patriarchal social order on one hand, and in relation to 

Western feminist criticism, on the other.  I will discuss the limitations these filmmakers 

suffer from on both sides.  As a start, within their culture and patriarchal society, these 

feminist filmmakers are accused of blindly following Western feminism; feminism in 

these cultures is perceived as a dirty word, which goes against tradition and religion.  

Patriarchal nationalists “perceived feminist ideas as European, identified them with 

colonial rule and saw them as contradictory to cultural authenticity.”94  They believe that 

these feminist filmmakers are affected by Western thought, given the fact that North 

African societies’ histories entail their access to and influence by Western thoughts and 

ideas, given their nature as postcolonial nations, still dealing with the effects of 

colonialism.  Aside from their geographical proximity to the West, North African nations 
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still deal with the effects of Western culture through the educational system that follows 

the educational systems of their former colonizer, France, and the fact that there is a large 

North African immigrant population in France that still maintains a close tie with their 

home of origin, therefore allowing more access to French culture by the members of the 

nation.  Given the limitations these societies put on these women, whether politically, 

socially, or critically, North African feminist filmmakers try to represent their issues of 

oppression and demands for equality and emancipation using elements of their culture 

and religion, in order to prove that feminism does exist within these cultures, and that it is 

not only influenced by Western feminism.  The other limitation comes from the position 

they are placed in by Western feminists’ critique.  Placing North African feminist 

filmmakers in the position of Third World women, or as an “Other,” undermines their 

messages, and their efforts for feminist representation.  It does so by claiming that North 

African feminists’ efforts for social and political reform is merely nationalist, since they 

have not yet achieved the same level of autonomy that Western women have.  Therefore, 

their efforts are undermined in the sense that they are not considered feminist, in the 

Western sense of the word. 

In this chapter, I will analyze the role that film plays in presenting women’s 

struggle for equality, social status, political ambitions, and the representation of a 

feminism that pertains to their issues and struggles within the local and national contexts.  

At the same time, I will analyze the different approaches these feminist filmmakers take 

in treating the subject of feminist emancipation, expression, and representation in their 

films.  I will study the approaches that these feminist filmmakers take to include 

themselves within national discourse, as well as the process of national building.  For, as 
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Ella Shohat explains: “Any serious discussion of feminist cinema must therefore engage 

the complex question of the ‘national.’”95  The national in that sense determines the 

efforts feminists make in order to engage in the national dialogue, especially in nations 

still in the process of developing their national identity.  As we shall see, one of the major 

obstacles these feminist filmmakers face is the limitations put on them by the patriarchal 

social order, first as women (i.e. minority and underprivileged), and secondly by the 

hegemonic nation-state that limits their right of freedom of expression.  On the discursive 

level, these feminist filmmakers are trying to assert their feminist politics and their ability 

to represent themselves and the women of their nation without the essentialist 

classifications put on them by Western feminist critical theories. The films these feminist 

filmmakers are producing, as Shohat explains, “challenge the masculinist contours of the 

‘nation’ in order to continue a feminist decolonization of Third-Worldist historiography, 

as much as they continue a multicultural decolonization of feminist historiography.”96  So 

the main point that North African feminist filmmakers are working for is to decolonize 

themselves from the controls of a patriarchal social order, and a masculinist Western 

thought that puts them in the position of only and always oppressed subjects. 

Before we begin to analyze the feminist thought and politics represented in this 

cinema and these films, we must consider the roles and sociological and political 

limitations of women in these societies.  In Algeria, women have been struggling with 

trying to get some of their rights, especially after the Islamic fundamentalist rising in the 

1990s.  This comes as a result of the oppression people, and especially women, dealt with 

during these turbulent years.  The oppression women dealt with included the lack of 
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physical movements (they were forced to stay within the domestic space), and constant 

violent attacks on them if they didn’t wear the Islamic traditional dress, the hijab (as we 

have seen in my analysis of Rashida in chapter two).  Women’s movements were 

suppressed to the point of violence against those who didn’t follow strict Islamic laws.  In 

Morocco, feminists have been fighting to rewrite history to prove women’s participation 

in the struggle for independence, and their role in the building of the national identity, in 

order to gain more presence in the political sphere, and to be more active participants in 

the their conservative society.  Tunisia’s history as a secular society gave women more 

rights politically, yet culturally, women are still struggling to assert their identities in a 

patriarchal society.  Suzanne Gauch explains the current circumstances within these 

societies in the introduction to her book Liberating Shahrazad: Feminism, 

Postcolonialism, and Islam:  

In Morocco, independence was followed by the ratification of the Code of 

Personal Status, which affirmed men as the head of the household and conferred 

the status of minors on women.  Tunisian women, by contrast, were granted legal 

equality with men in the post-independence Personal Status Code, yet within the 

private domain they continued to confront pressures to subscribe to normative 

feminine behavior.  Algerian women long struggled for the recognition of equality 

between the sexes but saw the defeat of their efforts in 1984, when Algeria 

instituted a conservative Family Code.  In all three countries but most tragically in 
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Algeria, the decades since independence have seen a sharp rise in religious 

extremisms that challenge nationalist governments.97   

For one thing, the Personal Status Codes and Family Codes mentioned above restrict 

women’s political rights, in comparison to men’s, and limit women’s political 

representation outside the domestic sphere.  In these patriarchal societies, which can be 

taken as indicative of other Islamic societies, women’s participation in the national 

context is constrained and limited, given their minority status as women, even though 

each nation deals with the issues of women’s rights differently.  Thus, women in these 

societies were made silent and oppressed.  What feminist filmmakers are trying to do is to 

give voice to these oppressed minorities within their own society.  Working within their 

political constraints, these filmmakers deal with three main subjects: First, national 

identity and women’s involvement in the creation and development of the nation, and 

their participation in the national dialogue, second, religion and its location and influence 

in their lives, and third, social roles and the limitations patriarchal societies put on 

women.  Through the films I discuss in this chapter, I will demonstrate how feminist 

filmmakers have developed their own political voice, one that places their issues of 

oppression and marginalization within the national discourse.  By showing their 

participation in the struggle for independence, and that they are integral part of the social 

order that needs their participation in order to develop the process of national identity 

creation, these feminist filmmakers are trying to challenge their position as minorities and 

as the silent oppressed.  Yet, along with the national problem, they face a different kind 

of oppression from Western critical analyses of their films that limits their messages 
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based on their gender, race, and nation.  In other words, these North African feminist 

filmmakers are still trying to decolonize themselves from their status as Third World 

Woman.  

Third World Feminism 

In “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses”98, 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty questions Western feminists’ scholarship about Third World 

Feminism.  In the examples she gives, she argues that the form of oppression Western 

feminists commit is that they place all Third World women under the same category, that 

of “Woman” and “Third World Woman”.  In doing so, Western feminists fail to 

recognize the agency of these women in their struggles, by claiming that all women 

struggle with similar issues generally, and all Third World women struggle with the same 

issues, just because they come from the “Third World”.  By doing so, Western feminists 

ignore the differences within each one of these Third World, or developing societies.  

With that, they commit what she calls “discursive colonialism” because they focus on the 

similarities of struggles, rather than the idea of difference, in reference to the culture, and 

the micro-political, micro-national differences.  The problem with this generalization is, 

as Mohanty explains, that “[t]he assumption of women as an already constituted, coherent 

group with identical interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial location, or 

contradictions, implies a notion of gender or sexual difference or even patriarchy that can 

be applied universally and cross-culturally.”99  Mohanty admits that Western feminist 

                                                 
98 Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 
Discourses.” Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives. Ed. 
Anne McClintock, Aamir Mutfi, and Ella Shohat. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1997) 255-277 
99 Mohanty “Under Western Eyes” 258. 



 

 127  

discourse and political practice varies and, as diverse as the goals of Western feminist 

discourse in this topic may be, she introduces the possibility that “feminist 

writing...discursively colonize[s] the material and historical heterogeneities of the lives of 

women in the Third World, thereby producing/representing a composite, singular ‘Third 

World woman’- an image that appears arbitrarily constructed but nevertheless carries 

with it the authorizing signature of Western humanist discourse.”100  Within this singular 

image representation, Western feminists group all Third World women under the 

category of a monolithic “Other”.  The contradiction of what the “Other” struggles with 

reflects the self-presentation of these Western feminists as superior and as having already 

reached the ultimate level of emancipation.  The claim that they face similar issues and 

struggles reflects Western feminists’ understanding of their own issues, forgetting that 

they come from a privileged point that at times makes them blind to what other women 

are dealing with. The simplistic representation of Third World women as a singular 

category creates a “cultural reductionism” that ignores the intricacies of the cultures and 

societies of Third World countries.   

The issues that Third World women deal with, according to several Western 

feminist writings, are “religion, family/kinship structures, the legal system, the sexual 

division of labor, education, and, finally, political resistance.”101  Mohanty stresses the 

fact that by highlighting that Third World women are the only ones who deal with these 

issues, Western feminists ignore that even in the West, women had to deal with the same, 

and are still dealing with these issues, or else, there would not have been any need for 

political struggle and discourse by Western feminists.  What she explains is that Western 
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feminists impose a Western understanding of these issues, failing to see the difference in 

culture and history, to the point that these Third World women become a less advanced 

version of them.  Furthermore, these simplistic categories fail to portray the wide 

difference of classes within these societies, and fail to show the different ways these 

categories are dealt with by these women.  In their representation of Third World women, 

Western feminists create the predicted binary image: us versus them, the West and the 

“Other”.  By showing what Third World women lack, Western feminists affirm what they 

have.  If “they” are oppressed, “we” are liberated.  If “they” are illiterate, “we” are 

educated, and so on.  Yet, the common denominator between all these issues is the 

concept of gender.  By failing to see the differences within the category of “Woman”, 

Western feminists reduce all of the problems Third World women face solely to their 

position as women.  The idea of Woman fails to see women in general as real historical 

subjects who suffer from other issues like racial, political, national, as well as sexual 

oppressions.  This approach creates a problem because, as Mohanty argues, “If the 

struggle of a just society is seen in the implication in feminist discourse that structures 

sexual difference in terms of the division between the sexes, then the new society would 

be structurally identical to the existing organization of power relations, constituting itself 

as a simple inversion of what exists.”102  In other words, this rigid categorization of Third 

World women as a group based on their gender disregards all the other issues that these 

women deal with, and therefore it does not achieve what they aim to achieve, equality 

and a chance for self-presentation.  By only focusing on gender issues, Western feminists 

do not create a constructive understanding of the other issues these women are dealing 
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with, like race, sexuality, and class, and therefore, another form of inequality will come 

into focus, since these issues were not addressed.  What she suggests is a focus on the 

structural transformation of practices of power and institutions within these nations.  

What I want to add is that with this discursive colonization of Third World women, 

Western feminists might also put themselves under the same limitation, that of gender.  

To assume that “all Third World women have similar problems and needs.  Thus, they 

must have similar interests and goals”103, is to assume that the same might be true of 

women in the West.  Western feminists need to remember that just like they have 

different goals and interests when it comes to their own politics, the same should be 

applied when it comes to dealing with issues of Third World women.  

Mohanty wrote this essay in 1986, but she recently revisited the essay to question 

whether the same issues still apply to feminism in the Twenty-First century.  She explains 

that her aim was to relocate the discourse on Third World women and feminism from the 

Eurocentric, to be able to deconstruct it more cross-culturally.  Her aim is to stress the 

idea that if the focus is on the universal, we might make the mistake of erasing the 

particular in these issues.  Acknowledging the changes that have happened in the last 

decades, Mohanty brings to light the new challenges feminists are dealing with.  Some of 

the challenges she discusses are the political and economic changes that have happened 

in the last decades, along with the current rise of religious fundamentalism with its racist 

and masculinist ideologies that threaten feminists’ scholarship and practice.  She states: 

“While ‘Under Western Eyes’ was located in the context of the critique of Western 

humanism and Eurocentrism and of white, Western feminism, a similar essay written 
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now would need to be located in the context of the critique of global capitalism (on 

antiglobalization), the naturalization of the values of capital, and the unacknowledged 

power of cultural relativism in cross-cultural feminist scholarship and pedagogies.”104  In 

other words, the main focus for feminists around the world should be the critique and 

activism against globalization and capitalism, since these practices have created 

situations of harm and limitations for mostly poorer, underprivileged nations, and within 

those nations, women and girls are the largest groups that suffer the most.  Mohanty 

explains, “[P]oor women and girls are the hardest hit by the degradation of environmental 

conditions, wars, famines, privatization of services and deregulation of governments, the 

dismantling of welfare states, the restructuring of paid and unpaid work, increasing 

surveillance and incarceration in prisons, and so on.”105  Having that in mind, Mohanty 

wonders, and given the fact that the field of Women’s Studies is more established now 

than ever, what are the methodologies used in trying to internationalize feminism and 

feminist thoughts and practices?  She explains that in order for feminists to deal with the 

new challenges that face them globally, new ways of studying and applying feminist 

thought must be developed.  She analyzes the different methodologies, and tries to 

explain the shortcomings of some of them in the process of internationalization.  These 

methodologies are similar to her earlier point about Western feminists categorization of 

Third World Woman.  The first pedagogy she discusses is the “Feminist-as-Tourist 

Model”.  This model stems from a Eurocentric women’s studies gaze.  The focus is on 

the victimization of global women, while leaving white, Western women out of the 
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picture.  This approach creates a distinction between the local and the global, just like the 

old understanding of self and other.  The “Other” is the global, rest of the world, while 

the local is the white, Western, Euro-American.  Mohanty explains, “[t]his strategy leaves 

power relations and hierarchies untouched since ideas about center and margin are 

produced along Eurocentric lines.”106  The second pedagogy is “Feminist-as-Explorer 

Mode”.  In this model, the “foreign” woman is the main focus of knowledge and the 

study of women is placed outside the United States.  The international then exists outside 

of the Euro-American sphere.  So, “the local and the global are both defined as non-Euro-

American.”107  The third pedagogy she discusses is “The Feminist Solidarity or 

Comparative Feminist Studies Model”.  In this strategy, the local and the global do not 

have distinct borders that define where each stops.  The relationships between the local 

and the global are highlighted and they become the focus of the process of 

internationalization.  “Difference and commonalities thus exist in relation and tension 

with each other in all contexts.  What is emphasized are relations of mutuality, co-

responsibility, and common interests, anchoring the idea of feminist solidarity.”108  Given 

the different approaches to the issues of feminist representation and studies of global 

feminism, Mohanty points out that even if some of the old discursive colonization 

processes still exist within Western feminist dialogue, there are new approaches and 

efforts to deal with the new challenges feminists around the world are currently facing.   

Noting the above points of discourse, then, the analyses of films made by women 

from North African film industries, even though these analyses depend on the geographic 
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location of these industries, an analysis of a film must use a comparative approach to 

understand the feminist representation this film is trying to achieve.  In other words, 

rather than applying a Eurocentric gaze and becoming critics of these films, by applying 

Eurocentric signs and signifiers to the language of films created in non-Euro-American 

industries, we should try to understand the uniqueness of their issues, at the same time, 

not forget that similar issues can be applied to our own lives in the West.  As we shall see 

below, the films I chose for this discussion vary in terms of topics, circumstances, and 

treatments, along with the differences in origins.  As a start, the North African countries 

in this study, even though they share certain cultural similarities, differ in many ways so 

that sometimes these similarities are much less important in the study of feminist thought.  

Especially in the postcolonial decades, these societies developed their own unique issues 

and problems, whether political, social, or economic.  The subject of feminism is no 

different.  Within the geographical terrain of a predominantly Arabic North Africa, these 

nations also fall into the category of Islam.  The geographical location, when it comes to 

the subject of feminism, is as important as the subject of Islam and religion.  But as we 

shall see, the way the subject of Islam is treated changes not only from one country to the 

next, but from one filmmaker to the next.   But with all of these differences, one thing 

remains constant, or similar; what these filmmakers are trying to achieve, in the end, is a 

definition of identity as North African women, as representative of the identities of 

women from their culture and society, and a representation of their roles, problems, and 

different issues in their societies, using all the tools they can dispose of, whether it’s 

Islamic thought, feminism, or at times, Nationalism.  
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Postcolonial Women 

In “Not You/Like You: Postcolonial Women and the Interlocking Questions of 

Identity and Difference” 109, Trinh T. Minh-ha studies the different modes of 

representation of identity by Third World filmmakers, stating that “The search for an 

identity is, therefore, usually a search for that lost, pure, true, real, genuine, original, 

authentic self, often situated within a process of elimination of all that is considered 

other, superfluous, fake, corrupt, or Westernized.”110  Minh-ha criticizes this search for 

identity, and claims that it is restrictive and enforces the location of Third World women 

as marginalized.  Instead she suggests taking a different project of representation.  Yet, 

for our own purposes, I will argue that this is the ideal process that is undertaken by these 

filmmakers.  But in order to achieve a real and genuine self-representation, one must 

consider to what extent filmmakers are given this authority of representation by their 

culture, nation, or government.  This authority stems from the political, religious, and 

moral boundaries each culture maintains.  The importance of questioning the authority of 

representation affects these filmmakers’ ability to show an image that corresponds to 

their issues and struggles.  These filmmakers are mostly working within a system of 

censorship that might limit their ability of representation.  The basic binary relationship 

of representation (according to the colonial mind) is between the outsider/insider, self and 

the “Other”.  According to Western standards, the lack of recognizing difference in 

culture and approach to issues of representation, except for the basic differences of 
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gender, race, sexuality, us versus them, fails to see the essence of these differences, 

which refers back to Mohanty’s argument of the colonization of Third World feminist 

discourse, discussed previously.  To explain this point further I will discuss Minh-ha’s 

discussion of the three examples of practices of the notion of difference, more 

specifically, how these differences are represented generally in Western or Western 

influenced discourse.  “First, there is the example of the veil as reality and metaphor.  If 

the act of unveiling has liberating potential, so does the act of veiling.  It all depends on 

the context in which such an act is carried out or, more precisely, on how and where 

women see dominance.”111  This brings to mind the Moroccan film Door to the Sky. 

Nadia’s choice to wear the veil and return to Islamic teachings as a form of emancipation 

rejects the notion that claims that the veil only signals a form of women’s oppression.  

“Second, the use of silence...Like the veiling of women, silence can only be subversive 

when it frees itself from the male-defined context of absence, lack, and fear as feminine 

territories...Silence as a will not to say or a will to unsay and as a language of its own has 

barely been explored”112 In Silences of the Palace, the most powerful sequence is a 

dream sequence in which Alia runs to the gate of the palace as it closes in on her, and 

while she tries to scream, no sound comes out.  She is silenced, and unable to speak, even 

if subconsciously.  Yet, this silence is the ultimate display of her struggle and her 

frustration with her life.  “Third, the question of subjectivity.  The domain of subjectivity 

understood as sentimental, personal, and individual horizon as opposed to objective, 

universal, societal, and limitless horizon is often attributed to women (the other of man) 
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and natives (the other of the West).”113  This is apparent in many analyses conducted by 

Western critics, even audiences, of native or Non-Western films.  Their subjectivity and 

sentimentality does not have the power to speak for all.  “Woman” and “Native” do not 

have the power of knowledge and reason; therefore, they need the guidance of the more 

sophisticated (Man and West) in order to “elaborate concepts.”  Their subjectivity comes 

from emotions.  They cannot think or reason, they feel and react.  Therefore, Woman and 

Native cannot lead, or create meaning; they can only react, and be led to reason.   

These three examples serve as historically common filmic and film critical 

practices when trying to understand the representation of identity by Third World 

filmmakers.  Yet, “An insider can speak with authority about her own culture, and she’s 

referred to as the source of authority in this matter--not as a filmmaker necessarily, but as 

an insider, merely.  This automatic and arbitrary endowment of an insider with 

legitimized knowledge about her cultural heritage and environment only exerts its power 

when it’s a question of validating power.”114   So a filmmaker from Algeria or Senegal 

loses her position, or agency, as a creative creator, to the outside world (the West) and 

what remains is her insider position as an Algerian or Senegalese.  This is apparent in 

several International film festivals and their categories.  A filmmaker from the West, 

whether French or American, for example, is judged by her artistic skills in storytelling 

and her mastery of the film medium.  Yet, this form of nationalizing the Third World 

woman filmmaker comes from the fact that “Third-Worldist films are often produced 

within the legal codes of the nation-state, often in (hegemonic) national languages, 

recycling national intertexts (literature, oral narratives, music), projecting national 
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imaginaries.  But if First-World filmmakers have seemed to float ‘above’ petty nationalist 

concerns, it is because they take for granted the projection of a national power that 

facilitates the making and the dissemination of their films.”115  A filmmaker from 

Morocco will be judged on how closely, or authentically in Western presumptions, she 

shows her culture to a curious Western audience.  This distinction puts the non-Western 

filmmaker in a position of cultural informant, or a native speaker, and with that, his or her 

identity as a filmmaker will always be hyphenated by the national identity, always in 

need of definition, while the Western filmmaker’s identity is always assumed as a 

filmmaker (Western women filmmakers still suffer issues of discrimination based on 

gender).  This can be attributed to the over exposure that Euro-American films have 

around the world.  Given the fact that Euro-American films saturate most world film 

theaters, Western culture does not need definition or explanation.  In fact, it is this 

cultural imperialism and colonization of cinema that most non-Western filmmakers are 

working against.  This point is what created an industry of Third World filmmakers eager 

to focus on their difference from the West, and sometimes their similarities for the sake 

of sympathy, in order to gain acknowledgement and fame in the festival circuits.  On the 

other hand, this eagerness for showing one’s culture can be analyzed as a pressure from 

the West on these Third World filmmakers to be cultural speakers, representatives, in 

order to show the difference between them and the West.  For as long as there is a 

distinction between Western culture and other cultures, there is always the West, and the 

“Other”.  As Trinh T. Minh-ha explains, “Many of us still hold on to the concept of 

difference not as a tool of creativity to question multiple forms of repression and 
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dominance but as a tool of segregation used to exert power on the basis of racial and 

sexual essences.”116  In other words, the notion of difference, as understood by non-

Western filmmakers, is used as a form of always placing them in the position of “Other” 

or outsider, rather than understanding that difference as a form of expression and as a tool 

for representation.  The fact that there is difference between a Western and non-Western 

identity on the basis of race or sexuality, for instance, should not be the foundation of the 

critique of artistic work or films.  “This concept of difference can encompass differences 

as well as similarities.”117  In other words, the mistake that some Western critics and 

audiences make is to focus on superficial differences, from race, sexual behavior, 

religious practices as so on, as seen in different Third World filmmakers’ work, rather 

than see this difference as an effort to deconstruct the state these cultures are in, and as a 

form to verify their creativity.  Just as in the examples Minh-ha has given us, there is an 

inherent preconceived understanding of different cultural codes, as used by Third World 

filmmakers, from the West (the concept of the veil, for instance), that becomes a code of 

difference in terms of inferiority, rather than a powerful tool of expression and 

representation.  In the end, difference does exist, yet what Minh-ha warns against is how 

these differences are used to create conflict, rather than understand that “difference is not 

what makes conflicts.  It is beyond and alongside conflict.”118 

The Subaltern Speaks  

In her intriguing essay, “Third World Women’s Cinema: If the Subaltern Speaks, 

Will We Listen?”, Gwendolyn Audrey Foster re-introduces Gayatri Spivak’s famous 
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question, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” , by giving us examples of subaltern women 

filmmakers who are trying to represent themselves, yet are faced with opposition on the 

grounds of a Eurocentric critical theory and categorization from a variety of different 

groups, whether Western feminists, or Western intellectuals and academics.  This 

opposition “locates an inherent anxiety in representation (and self-representation) of the 

postcolonial, non-Western, woman filmmaker.  This representational crisis extends 

beyond the language of the speaking subaltern, and is embedded in emerging postcolonial 

criticism.”119  So as these women try to speak, they are faced with the challenges of 

limitations in understanding and criticism.  For as they are always put in the category of 

“Other”, their self-representations are problematized by their gender, racial, and historical 

differences.  In Foster’s estimation, the subaltern, or Third World woman’s crisis of 

representation stems from the notion of creating the category of “Other” in order to 

define difference by the Western critic, rather than allowing the subaltern herself to 

define her own difference.  So the problem is not that the subaltern does not speak or try 

to represent herself; the problem is that Western audiences (i.e. academics, critics, and 

audience) do not listen, or take on the position of the outside gazer or critic, rather than 

the position of the listener.  This is achieved by locating the subaltern filmmaker within 

the limits of gender, race, national context and so on.  In other words, Foster claims that 

Western critical theory does not see the subaltern woman filmmaker as a socio-historical 

subject, or an individual speaker of her own generation, for example, but she is always 

criticized and gazed at as an oppressed “Other”.  Therefore, analysis of her work will 
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always be influenced by the assumption of her position as a minority, under-privileged, 

and at times, national.  Her positionality as oppressed can only make her a silenced 

subaltern stuck in relation to her circumstances (racial, sexual, national), therefore she 

cannot universally represent other women, which is more desirable than being universally 

represented.  Forster argues that “[t]he subaltern is challenged by the limits of 

subjectivity and inclusivity.”120  She explains that the major problem with the issue of 

subaltern women’s cinema is not in the films they make, as much as the “Eurocentric 

power struggle of meaning and sign ownership.”121  She suggests that the problem lies in 

the objectification of these filmmakers that takes away or refuses their authority as 

speakers in general, stripping away their agency as critical thinkers and creators, and 

putting them in the position of cultural informants of their postcolonial nations.  

Therefore, their strength lies in their position as insiders, and only as insiders, and their 

messages lose importance if they do not comply with the presumption of Eurocentric, 

Western, or their own cultures.  She instead suggests “We may well be better serving the 

needs of the critical questions of postcolonialism by assuming the subject position of the 

listener, rather than the dominant position of the gazer/criticizer, when we are listening to 

the Third World woman filmmaker.”122  The critical questions of postcolonialism she 

alludes to are the questions about national identity representation and the location of 

women within the national discourse.  In other words, a better understanding of subaltern 

and Third World women filmmakers’ discourse can be achieved when Western critics, 

academics, and audiences allow these filmmakers to show their difference within their 
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work, and not have a pre-conceived notion of that difference on the basis of where they 

come from.  Assuming an authoritative position (by Western audiences) when dealing 

with subaltern and Third World women filmmakers’ discourse, and placing them as 

subjects of criticism, within the category of “Other”, rather than focusing on their work as 

a form of showing difference, undermines the messages they’re trying to portray.  Homi 

K. Bhabha explains: “Critical theory often engages with Third World within the familiar 

traditions and conditions of colonial anthropology whether to ‘universalize’ their 

meaning within its own cultural and academic discourse, or to sharpen its internal critique 

of the Western logocentric sign, the idealist ‘subject’, or indeed the illusion and delusion 

of civil society.”123  So, Western critical theory commits a form of critical “containment” 

of the works of subaltern and Third World women’s cinema, by placing them in a rigid 

understanding of their positionality as “Other”.  Therefore, it destroys the essence of the 

difference they’re trying to convey in their work, by assuming a more universal 

difference, that of race, gender, and national contexts.  This difference stresses the 

Western superiority as the “ideal” universal image, while others only mirror this image 

by proving their inferiority. 

Keeping all the above points in mind, analyzing the question of identity 

representation in North African women’s films must not locate difference solely in the 

form of culture, nation, race and sexual behavior.  Difference must be located in the 

intricate approaches these filmmakers use in discussing their issues.  In other words, their 

position as non-Western, Third World filmmakers cannot be reduced to the level of 

singular “Woman”, too hindered in their cultural traditions to be representative of 
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“Woman” more universally, even though we cannot say that the images of women in an 

Algerian film are the same as a Tunisian film, and to go even further, not one image is 

similar to another.  What I seek to analyze is how different women filmmakers approach 

the question of identity as unique, and also temporal, and at the same time, to be able to 

signify more generally the status of women as unequal.  For the identity of a modern 

Algerian woman differs greatly from that of the identity of the same Algerian woman in 

the decade right after the independence.  What I seek to find in my analyses is the tools 

that these women filmmakers use in trying to define their identities, whether it may be 

with the use of memory, sexuality, space, politics, or religion.  In short, I seek to analyze 

the techniques and rhetorical devises that they use in trying to define their national 

identity, and their role in the creation of this identity.  It is the relationship between form 

and content, the medium of film and what they can portray within that medium.   

La Nouba Des Femmes Du Mont Chenoud (1977)124 

Taken as a poetic contemplation of the identity of women in postcolonial Algeria, 

La Nouba Des Femmes Du Mont Chenoud by Assia Djebar is more of an experimental 

filmic text that follows a female architect who returns from Paris after many years of 

exile.  The film follows Layla, who comes back with her paralyzed husband and her 

daughter, as she interviews the women of Mount Chenoud who tell her about their 

experiences during the colonial era, and during the long war of independence.  The film’s 

simple technique of combining newsreel footage of the war, and Layla’s travels, along 

with occasional voice-overs from Layla as she contemplates her emotions about what she 

hears from the women, serves to display the role that women played in the war, but as a 

                                                 
124 Dir. Assia Djebar. Algerian Television. 1979. 



 

 142  

form of memories, rather than active participation in the struggle.  The focus on 

memories in this sense is to stress the limitations on women’s participation in the public 

sphere, yet the fact that they own their own memories of the war indicates that they did 

have some kind of participation, even though their participation was erased from the 

official histories of the nation.  This retelling of stories as a form of memories also serves 

to show that even though these women have in reality participated in the struggle for 

independence, their roles were marginalized after independence, erased from the official 

history of the struggle by the post-independence government, because of their gender.  

So, the only way they can prove their participation in the struggle is through their 

memories, rather than the official documents of the struggle for independence.  Djebar 

uses music, the spoken word, and the images of land to represent the memories of these 

women as they tell their stories and explain their hidden involvement in the struggle for 

independence.  With the use of these elements, Djebar creates a world of feminine space.  

While they stress their presence in the background of the national struggle, Djebar makes 

their world in this film the national identity of the land, as well as making them the 

storytellers of the national struggle.  In Experimental Nations: Or, the Invention of the 

Maghreb, Réda Bensmaïa explains, “La Nouba is a film essentially geared to the 

investigation of a world that was as yet virtually unknown in Algeria--the world of space 

and time as perceived by women, the world of body and thought as experienced by 

Algerian women (and Maghrebi women in general) and of their relationship to the world, 

to society, politics, morality, intellectual identity.”125  
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The film is a collection of fragmented segments that show a main character, 

Layla, wandering through time as an observer of the world she’s investigating.  She does 

not participate in the telling of stories.  She just allows the women to speak, taking in 

their memories, and juxtaposing them to her own life with her husband and daughter.  

The only time she speaks is through voice-overs, in a way, to insist on her position as an 

observer, and a student of time and memory.  The use of the female gaze is implemented 

to try and understand the “reality” of the nation after the end of colonialism, from 

women’s perspective, especially because their participation in the creation of the nation 

and the national discourse was marginalized after independence.  Layla does not take part 

in the actions.  She is the audience, and guide to the audience, in a nation that could only 

be seen in fragments, because it is still in the process of creation, and because it has 

chosen to omit important elements of the national discourse, women’s voices.  Another 

important aspect to consider about Layla’s position as an audience is the fact that she 

takes on the position of the outsider, with the ability to infiltrate the interior lives of these 

women.  She is an outsider because she was educated in the West, in France, and lived 

there for an extended period of time.  She is also an insider because she comes from that 

region, Mount Chenoud, even though she left it at a young age.  The interplay between 

the fragmented nation, and the sometimes-incomprehensible fragmentation of the film, 

stresses the idea of the isolation of the Algerian subject (woman) and brings to light the 

psychological life of the characters of the film.  This is also enhanced by the temporal 

fragmentation of the story.  The film deals with “four separate time levels: the present of 

the filmed exploration, the immediate past as remembered by female witnesses, the 

distant past evoked by the grandmother, and the retrospective meditation on the images 
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by the narrator.”126  The use of time fragments stresses the importance of memories in the 

telling of the national story in the film.  For the present is as important as the memories of 

the past in the search for a location for women within the national discourse.  

Layla’s paralyzed husband, and her desire to love him and run away from him 

present the state of relationships between men and women.  In breaking the common 

national discourse, as man being able, and woman dependent on man, Djebar claims, in 

the husband’s character, that the Algerian man has been paralyzed after the war, in the 

process of rebuilding, when he did not allow the Algerian woman to become part of the 

rebuilding of the nation and national identity.  Layla’s desire to run away may be 

considered as the modern Algerian woman’s desire to take charge of her own life, 

without the dependence on the man, the family structure, and the common roles that 

traditions impose on both men and women.  Layla’s interaction with her husband is 

silent, defiant, as she tries to escape his gaze.  In the few scenes that bring them together, 

Layla impatiently walks around and he silently watches her.  The only time Layla speaks 

in the film is to her husband, when she tells him that she is leaving him.  Here Djebar 

comments on the patriarchal social order that keeps the woman under the controlling gaze 

of the man, under which she feels suffocated, and paralyzed in her own way.  Therefore, 

the ultimate form of liberation is for the women to leave the man, in order to find her 

identity.  And the only way a healthy nation can be built is when the man lets the woman 

find her own way. 

On the other hand, Layla’s relationship with her daughter is the only time we see 

her in an almost ecstatic mode.  She tells her old folktale stories, and in a voice-over, she 
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asks what is the need to tell her about how many people died? How many houses were 

burned? She says that folktales and fantasy might be the only way to erase the memories 

of war.  This declaration could be seen in two ways.  The first is that Djebar parodies the 

Arabic insistence on the retelling of the glories of the past, while forgetting the problems 

of the present.  The second way it can be seen as the natural process that stories come 

into being; they start as memories; they become part of a nationalist discourse, and as 

time passes by, they become folktales.  Yet at the same time, the telling of stories, which 

become folktales, combined with the slow shots of landscapes, create a new space of 

memories and present struggles, old and young women.  Layla travels within this space, 

but she does not interact with it.  Her status as an observer creates a new way of looking 

at the national project through an educated woman’s eyes.  Yet, her lack of interaction 

does not put her in a passive position.  By placing herself as an audience, she allows these 

women to speak for themselves, rather than retelling their stories with her own voice.  

She places herself as an outsider because of her position as a French educated woman.  

She denies herself the authority over memories by insisting on being silent and a listener.  

She also stresses her position as an outsider by using the French language in her voice-

overs.      

 By choosing to be a listener, Djebar succeeds in giving the rural woman a chance 

to speak and tell her story.  She positions Layla, the educated Algerian woman who 

represents both identities of the West (she has just come back from France, and she is the 

only one who speaks in French) and the East (she is Algerian by birth and upbringing).  

Her position as the observer, with scarce voice-over comments allows the indigenous 

Algerian women to speak without interpretation.  In fact, Layla’s familial struggle can be 
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interpreted as the national struggle between the indigenous national identity, and the 

identity given to them by the colonizing West.  Layla explains her position in the 

beginning of the film: “I’m not looking for anything.  But I’m listening. Oh, how I love to 

listen.”127  In this statement, Djebar positions Layla as the educated listener (the Western 

feminist) rather than the critical gazer who looks for preconceived images of these 

indigenous women.  She stresses her position as an outsider.  By not looking for anything 

in particular, and listening to these women, she can allow them to articulate their 

memories, and she can learn more about their roles in the national struggle.  If she looks 

for something in particular, she might risk using the preconceived notions of Algerian 

woman identity, or risk looking at them as Third World women only, rather than women 

in the process of telling their stories.  In a way, while listening to the voices of women 

while they tell their stories, and the sounds of nature, intertwined with stock footage of 

the war of independence, Layla is trying to understand her own identity.  With this 

comment, Djebar stresses the point mentioned earlier by Gwendolyn Audrey Foster about 

letting the subaltern speak without interpretation, and by Trinh T. Minh-ha, about the 

binary relationship of outsider/insider in the authority of representation.  Layla is an 

outsider, for she has left during the war of independence, so her claim to knowledge 

could be challenged.  On the other hand, she is still an insider, for she still belongs to the 

land, she speaks the language, and she is amongst her own people.  Yet, as we listen the 

voices of women telling stories about the struggles of the past, we still do not have direct 

contact with them.  As Roy Armes explains, “[W]e hear the sound of these women’s 

voices, clearly, but often they are speaking off-screen or with their faces turned away.  At 
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times the meditative, narrating voice in French intrudes, denying us direct contact with 

the women, in order to give us the narrator’s thoughts.”128  This technique could be seen 

as Djebar’s awareness of the power of the voice to tell the stories, as part of the Arabic 

traditions that are more verbal than visual.  This technique reaffirms their identities as 

Arab, and Berber, in the way they choose to tell the stories.  Djebar stresses the fact that 

the tool of filmmaking still belongs to the West, which if she used extensively, she might 

fail these indigenous women, and she could make the mistake of giving too much 

interpretation to the West, therefore, not allowing her subaltern subjects to be heard.  She 

maintains the visual strength of the film in the sequences that include Layla (The 

Westernized Algerian) who is more familiar with what the West means, and of Western 

traditions and practices.  In a way, “Djebar’s work foregrounds the multiple obligations 

of the postcolonial woman author, who is both a part of and outside the collectivity that 

she publicly represents.”129  So with the refusal to show women’s faces in the film while 

they’re telling their stories, Djebar comments on the lack of representation in the national 

discourse that these women have suffered.  And by visualizing the Westernized Layla, 

Djebar stresses her position as a representative of her nation, as the educated woman who 

has a role in the building of the nation, yet by showing the problems in her relationship 

with her husband, she protests the fact that her position as a “Woman” puts her in a 

position of lack, when it comes to the argument for the representation of nation identity.  

Her agency as an artist and speaker of her nation is challenged by her position as a 

woman in a patriarchal society, just as her position as a Non-Western woman challenges 

her agency as an artist.  This is the problem that most women filmmakers from these 
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societies face constantly; how to be able to speak and be heard, when you are dealing 

with two opposing forces, that of the local national patriarchy that limits their ability to 

give voice and representation to their messages, and the second force of the criticizing 

West, and Western feminists, that demand messages they understand, or else, these 

messages would be considered unacceptable. 

Door to the Sky (1989), Revisited 

 While in her film Djebar chose the use of sound and oral storytelling traditions to 

represent the identities of Algerian women in their struggle to become subjects of the 

national discourse, and to show their own articulation of a feminist discourse, Door to the 

Sky by Farida Bin Al-Yazid uses Islam as Moroccan women’s way of showing their 

participation and articulation of feminism within the national discourse.  This film defies 

all Western feminist accusations against an oppressive Islamist culture, and introduces 

the subject of Islamic feminism as a possibility for emancipation.  The film deals with the 

issue of identity and belonging.  It offers a comparison between tradition and modernity.  

It does so in an experimental storytelling technique that takes the spiritual aspect of 

Sufism, and tries to apply it to the visual filmic language. This film, in its study of the 

concept of female emancipation, is the only film from Morocco that takes the institution 

of religion, Islam in particular, as a form of emancipation.  It comes at a crucial time in 

Moroccan feminists’ struggle in the 1980s to redefine their roles within the national 

discourse, and to rewrite the historiography of the nation, which places women in the 

position of minority and tries to prevent feminists’ reform agenda from gaining any 

credence by claiming that feminist thought comes from these women’s influence by 

Western feminism.  This film is a clear answer to the claims made by national 
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historiographers that feminist emancipation is a blind following of Western ideologies.  It 

proves to them that feminist emancipation is embedded in Islamic traditions, and any 

opposition to these traditions threatens the state of Moroccan culture and nation.  As Liat 

Kozma argues, “When hegemonic narratives present patriarchy and the exclusion of 

women as a natural historical continuity, and feminism as an unnatural historical rupture, 

a deviation from ‘the heritage’, feminist authors present feminism as itself ingrained in 

this same national heritage.  They try to present an indigenous genealogy of feminism 

and trace famous women in history and in folktales.”130  This point is evident in Bin Al-

Yazid’s dedication of the film to Fatima Al-Fihriya, founder of the first university in Fez 

in the tenth century.  In this dedication, she is trying to prove that feminist ideology 

existed in Moroccan culture even before the age of colonialism, therefore, denying 

patriarchal claims against feminist thoughts and practices. 

The film questions the decisions postcolonial Moroccan women have to make in 

the struggle or quest for emancipation.  Western feminists would argue that for a woman 

to be emancipated, she must be liberated from traditional and religious beliefs and 

practices.  This film argues precisely the opposite.  Nadia starts as a Westernized woman, 

dressed fashionably, living in Paris, and dating a French man.  So in Western feminist 

opinion, she is already emancipated.  Yet she chooses Islam and tradition as a different 

form of emancipation.  She lets go of her life in Paris, her lover, and her modern clothes, 

to follow the spiritual teachings of Islam.  Her choice to focus on her internal life and 

spiritual journey, and calling it a form of feminism, is a direct comment on the 

assumption, by the patriarchal society on one hand, and by Western feminists on the 
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other, that feminism can only be ascribed to the West, and that it can only mean living a 

form of secular modern life.   Choosing to let go of different aspects of modern life for 

the sake of re-evaluating her choices in life, and therefore, choosing to live a more 

spiritual and religious life, she makes a major step in trying to help other women.  

The first half of the film follows a linear story format.  In the first half, Nadia is 

yet to discover Islam, and is still holding on to her Western clothes and modern life.  The 

filmmaker, in a way, chooses the linear story format to represent Nadia’s Western 

identity.  While during the spiritual journey of the main character, the film becomes 

mostly episodes of different events that show the change she undergoes.  During this part, 

the narrative becomes fragmented in terms of time and space, thereby representing the 

spirituality of Sufism, and insisting that this spirituality represents an important process 

of identity formation, and process of liberation, that the Muslim Moroccan woman is 

going through.  This choice comes in solidarity with Moroccan feminists’ struggle to 

change their status as minorities, as a result of the Personal Status Code, which is “based 

on the prescriptions of the Maliki school, one of the four schools of Islamic 

law...According to the law, codified in 1958, two years after Morocco’s independence, a 

woman is legally considered a minor throughout her life.”131  By using Islam as the 

source for emancipation in the film, which is the same source that the patriarchal order 

uses to discriminate against women, the filmmaker is presenting a possibility of change in 

the status of women.  In showing that the main character, and the women with whom she 

interacts, are examples of the emancipated Moroccan woman, the argument against 

giving agency and power to Moroccan feminists becomes less effective.   
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By creating a feminine space in the palace, Nadia creates a refuge for other 

women against the injustices that they still face in the outside world, therefore 

commenting on the fact that the situation for Moroccan women within their societies is 

still harsh and limiting.  This feminine solidarity is a comment on the fact that in order for 

justice and change to exist within the nation, women of all classes and walks of life must 

support each other in order for this change to happen.  It can be seen as a way of 

regaining strength with the support of each other in order to continue on the struggle.  

The only person who refuses to stay within that haven is the character of a Westernized 

Moroccan woman who refuses to even eat with the others, and refuses to accept their 

ideologies as a form of emancipation.  The filmmaker presents this character as an 

example of Moroccan women who disassociate themselves from their Moroccan 

traditions, culture, and religion in order to claim their modernity.  By becoming followers 

of Western lifestyles and feminisms without a complete understanding of what it entails, 

this women refuses her identity as Moroccan, therefore, she refuses the kindness of other 

Moroccan women.  Also, in her refusal of their religious ideologies, and seeing them as 

backward and traditional, she represents the Western feminists who categorize Third 

World women as oppressed, and underprivileged, and refuse to see the essence of 

difference as their own form of feminist representation.  

Satin Rouge (2002)132 

As Door to the Sky deals with the creation of feminine space to create a space for 

female solidarity against a harsh patriarchal society, Satin Rouge by Tunisian filmmaker 

Raja Amari deals with women’s refusal to stay within the domestic space and her desire 
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to break the barriers between women and men’s spaces.  Lilia is a forty-year-old widow 

who is a mother of a rebellious teenage daughter.  Bored with her life, Lilia spends her 

time mending clothes, dancing to old music in the privacy of her room, and waiting for 

her daughter to come home.  One night, she leaves her home to search for her daughter.  

She finds herself in a men-only cabaret and befriends one of the belly dancers.  Her 

friend finally convinces her to dance in front of the audience.  Lilia finds great joy in this 

new form of emancipation.  She has an affair with a drummer, who turns out to be her 

daughter’s boyfriend.  The film ends when Lilia realizes the power she has over the 

drummer, who ends up marrying the daughter while Lilia continues to control him, and 

lead her secret life as a belly dancer.  She controls the drummer by using the shame he 

feels when he realizes that he mistreated his girlfriend’s mother because he thought she 

was only a belly dancer, and the shame he feels for cheating on his girlfriend.  In the last 

scene Lilia dances happily in her daughter’s wedding, as the mother of the bride, while 

the drummer (the groom) sits awkwardly next to his bride. 

This film takes Lilia, the domesticated female body who hides her desires in her 

altruistic existence as a “respectable” widow and mother, and who dances secretively in 

front of her mirror, and puts her at a center of men’s gaze and desires.  This sexual 

liberation challenges the status of women in society and the roles they must play 

according to tradition.  For in Arab conservative societies, a “respectable” woman does 

not flaunt her sexuality in front of men, nor does she wear revealing clothes in public.  

Following Islamic teachings, which are ingrained in tradition, women are not supposed to 

show their beauty to men, except for their relatives, husbands, fathers, sons, brothers and 

uncles.  Of course these rules vary from one society to the next.  In stricter religious 
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societies, it means that women must wear a veil in front of strange men.  In Tunisia, and 

other moderate and secular Islamic societies, where wearing the veil is not strictly 

observed, this means wearing modest clothes that do not show women’s bodies in a 

sexual manner.  In the film, Lilia comes from a middle class family.  Her role (or 

identity) as a mother and a widow prohibits her from showing her sexuality and putting 

herself in men’s desiring gaze.  The form of sexual liberation she allows herself to have is 

reserved, in these societies, to belly dancers and prostitutes, and not for mothers and 

widows.  This fact proves the hypocritical nature of the patriarchal society.  Men can go 

anywhere, and enter any space, and still be considered respectable, but women are 

refused entry to certain men’s spaces, if they wanted to keep their status as “respectable” 

members of the society.  Thus, the fact that Lilia continues to hide her life as a belly 

dancer from society, and from her daughter, offers an important comment on the power 

of traditions and their continued control over women’s liberation.  The female body is 

appreciated by men as a form of entertainment in their private spheres, which they attend 

without the need to hide from the society.  That female, nevertheless, still needs to hide 

her body from the scrutiny of society.  Although Lilia crosses from her domestic space to 

the space of men’s desire, she is still forced to represent herself as a domestic figure.  Her 

joy cannot be seen in public, except when she shows her happiness during her celebration 

of her daughter’s marriage.  Dancing in this case, in “proper” mother’s clothes, not the 

belly dancer’s costume, is accepted and respected.   

On the other hand, the film shows the ironic separation of the identity of women 

between the private and the public, the young and the old.  Lilia’s daughter attends 

formal instructions on belly dancing, which is accepted and admired.  Lilia’s dancing is 
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not accepted because she represents the role of wife and mother.  This can be attributed to 

the difference in generations.  Considered the most “modern” among North African 

nations, Tunisian women lead a more Western lifestyle.  Yet the divide happens 

depending on class issues.  An older woman is supposed to reject any form of sexual 

representation and adhere to traditional values.  Older women, Lilia in this case, represent 

the first generation that lived in postcolonial Tunisia.   Lilia’s generation is still 

recovering from the effects of colonialism, and still trying to develop a national identity 

that is uniquely Tunisian, therefore rejecting any form of influence from the colonizing 

West, and trying to hold on to Arab and Islamic traditions, while Lilia’s daughter grew up 

in a more secularized Tunisia, which embraces Western culture and rejects any form of 

backwardness attributed to old traditions.  Another reason for this contradiction is the 

space in which each woman performs her dancing.  Lilia dances in a cabaret, which is a 

men only space, where men can show their desires to women, while her daughter dances 

in a school, so it’s considered more a form of artistic expression, rather than dancing to 

entice men’s desires.  Another point can be that Amari comments on the strict rules of 

marriage within Tunisian society.  A married, or widowed, woman and mother cannot 

dance for anyone other than her husband, while an unmarried girl, still unattached, still 

has the freedom to express herself, until she finds the man for whom she can dance alone.  

In an interview with Amari by The New York Times, Amari explains the effect the film 

had on the image of the mother. “I was expecting to be reproached for the love scenes.  

But what really bothered people were that I had attacked the symbol and image of the 

mother, who is a predominant figure in Mediterranean society in general.  She’s the one 
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who transmits values and morality.  If you attack her, you attack the whole society.”133  

Amari’s choice to put the figure of the mother under a sexualized male gaze challenges 

the rigid classifications of roles within the patriarchal society.  The figure of the mother 

in Arab societies is idealized, worshiped, and always saved from scrutiny.  In Islam, the 

figure of the mother is the most pure of all, to the point that the Prophet Mohammed said 

that heaven lies under the feet of mothers.  Amari’s choice to rupture the pure image of 

the mother and present her as a sexual being with desires and aspirations ruptures the 

whole belief system of Islamic and traditional societies.    

 The film also brings to light the concept of sexual liberation.  It shows the female 

character, whether the mother or her daughter, as sexually active, out of wedlock.  In this 

sense, it breaks cultural taboos of female sexuality.  For in this culture, women stay 

sexually “pure” until they get married, and any form of sexual activity is shunned, or 

ignored, if it happens outside the marriage bed.  On the other hand, it brings to light the 

issue of incest.  Lilia, the mother, sleeps with her daughter’s boyfriend.  She then uses her 

sexual agency as a way to control him when he marries her daughter.  Their sexual 

relation becomes incestuous when she approves of his marriage to her daughter.  Her 

control over him comes from his knowledge of their sexual relation, and his inability to 

talk about it to anyone, for it will bring shame upon him and his future wife.  By their 

shared secret, she also guarantees that he will not be able to act upon his position as the 

male figure in the family and therefore, stripping him from his control over her, as a 

female member of his family.  She exploits his love towards her daughter to maintain his 

                                                 
133 Amari. The New York Times, August 25, 2002 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2002/08/25/movies/film-an-initiate-in-the-night-rhythms-of-
tunis.html)  
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silence about her secret life as a belly dancer.  With that, Lilia is not represented as 

feeling shameful or saddened.  She embraces her sexuality and accepts it as part of her 

emancipation.  Culturally speaking, this acceptance and lack of “shame” is seen as 

problematic in traditional Arab societies.  Nevertheless, Amari does not shy away from 

this issue and makes it as an example of feminist ideas.  With that, she embraces the topic 

of sexual liberation that most North African and Arab feminists discuss with extreme 

caution, given the social implications it may have.  

On the other hand, Lilia’s initial conformity did not protect her from the scrutiny 

of the society.  In fact, in the process of her emancipation, she learned how to reject this 

scrutiny, and learn how to deal with it, rather than accept it and live in fear of it.  The 

judging figures are represented by her neighbors, and a male family member.  The first 

time we see Lilia embracing her own desires, and finally enjoying her life by going to a 

chic boutique and requesting a taxi, imitating a stylish woman she observed at the store, 

we see her riding the taxi in a state of quiet content, only to be faced with the male figure, 

who is an authority figure in her life.  Instead of continuing with her happiness with what 

she bought for herself, she finds herself eager to defend her purchases in front of him and 

her daughter.  In this scene, she and her teenage daughter become equals in experiencing 

the limitations of society.  Her agency as an adult, a mother, does not exist, when the 

authoritative male figure is present.  In this scene, Amari comments on women’s position 

as oppressed because of their gender, and the injustices that the patriarchal social order 

commits against women, no matter how old or how young they are. 

Yet, the film shows Lilia’s emancipation in degrees.  At first, she is confined to 

her domestic space.  When she enters the private space of male desire, she at first resists 
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it, and even fights it.  Little by little, she becomes more curious, and continues to revisit 

it.  The moment she chooses to become part of it, by putting on a belly dancing costume, 

and dancing in front of an audience, she becomes wild and erratic.  Her dance moves are 

clumsy and ridiculous.  In a way, her ecstasy in this initial form of almost exhibitionist 

emancipation overwhelms her.  As she continues to dance, and time passes by, she learns 

how to perfect her moves, and becomes more of an expert.  In this phase, the liberation is 

internal.  The concept of internal liberation means that the character, or the subject, for 

the first time becomes aware of the possibility of change.  In making the distinction 

between internal and external liberation, I suggest the several steps that a subject takes in 

order to achieve emancipation.  It starts with the subject’s lack of awareness of possibility 

of change.  Secondly, the subject undergoes an experience that opens her eyes to her own 

condition and the possible injustices she’s experiencing.  Third, internal liberation 

happens when the subject takes the first step toward emancipation.  In that phase, the 

subject is still not sure of the possibilities, yet she tries to psychologically adjust for the 

change.  Finally, when she psychologically accepts the change, external liberation 

happens, when the subject begins to voice her emancipation in different ways.  So, for 

Lilia, when she goes through the internal liberation, her secret life as a belly dancer still 

does not affect her domestic life as a mother, and a respectable member of the society.  

Slowly, she begins to show interest in things she has never done before.  She begins to 

buy herself new clothes, high heel shoes, and accessories.  Her liberation becomes more 

and more external.  Even the way she dresses changes.  She now wears more colorful and 

revealing clothes, she even gets a stylish haircut.  The external emancipation leads her to 

finally realizing her sexuality and allowing herself to be with another man, after her 
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husband.  Yet, she never forgets her role as a mother, and even if she loves the drummer, 

she allows him to marry her daughter, because she notices her happiness with him.   

Conclusion 

 The issue of feminist representation changes from one filmmaker to another, and 

from one film to another.  From the films analyzed above, some represent women’s 

emancipation through religion, others see it as allowing women to speak and be heard.  

Others still see that sexual liberation is the ultimate form of emancipation.  All these 

forms of representation are important to understand, but what’s more important is to 

allow these subaltern filmmakers to find their own voices in representing their messages 

in their own way, in order to achieve their ultimate goal, which is to become part of the 

national discourse, and become part of the universal dialogue on feminism, by bringing 

their own ideas, rather than adhering to Western “critical colonization”.  The question 

then becomes the way we view these films, not why these films are being made.  Western 

feminists need not analyze these films based on Western standards, but realize that 

difference exists on a micro-level related to culture and national dialogue, rather than 

attribute difference to gender, race, religion, and sexual behavior.  I believe that the 

images represented in the films discussed above managed to challenge the national 

discourse and allowed women to represent their desires for emancipation, on all levels, 

and to seek equality, whether political, national, or dialectical.  Given the fact that their 

presence in the public sphere is recent, and sometimes limited, these women have so far 

succeeded in diversifying their presence, and by challenging the norm, they are finally 

allowing the patriarchal society to think about their issues, and becoming part of the 

creation of national identity. 
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Chapter 4: North African Diaspora and Beur Cinema 
 

In previous chapters, we have discussed the issues that North African filmmakers 

tackle in their films.  From dealing with national identity representations in their films, 

especially after the end of colonialism, to situating North African cinema in the global 

context, to feminist representation in these films and the problems concerning these 

representations.  In this chapter, I will discuss the films that deal with the issues of North 

African diaspora in France.  The North African diaspora in France involves the 

previously discussed issues, from a hybrid national identity based on the fact that they 

belong to two different locations, to issues of feminism, intensified because of the clash 

between the two cultures they belong to, to the fact that they are considered a Third world 

population within the First World.  Given its history of colonizing the North African 

countries, France became host to a large number of North African immigrants starting 

after WWII, and multiplying after the independence of the North African countries.  

According to some claims, there are over 6 million Muslims in France and most are of 

North African origin.134  Yet, it is difficult to have accurate census of exactly how many 

French are from North African origins, “the INED (Institute National d’Etudes 

Demographique) is unable to produce statistical information relating to the ethnic identity 

or immigrant origins of French citizens... In 2003 Michele Tribalat suggested that the 

population of Maghrebi origin was ‘about three million out of a total of fourteen million 

immigrants or people of immigration origin’ and dismissed the estimate of five million 

Muslims in France as having been ‘pulled out a hat’.  Clearly, without accurate statistical 

                                                 
134 www.state.gov/r/pa/el/bgn/3842.htm 
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information it is very difficult to formulate effective policies targeting inequalities.”135  

This inconsistency of accounting for North African immigrants in France indicates the 

severity of the political problems these immigrants face in their new home, from a lack of 

representation in the political sphere, to a lack of acceptance of their presence as a part of 

the makeup of the new French nation.  Yosefa Loshitzky explains, in her study of the 

image of immigrants in European cinema: “As forms of transnationalism, diaspora and 

exile constitute domains of political and cultural otherness that challenge the nation-state 

and its claim to the exclusive representation of some ‘essential’ collectivity, which 

manifests a national ‘self.’  The fact that the formation of exilic and diasporic ‘others’ is 

currently on the rise, on a global and historically unprecedented scale, makes that 

‘otherness’ all the more menacing to the western liberal nation-state.”136  That being said, 

the inaccuracy of statistical information about the number of North African immigrants 

living in France can be seen as a form of minimalizing their effect on the whole society.  

Therefore, issues of inequality and lack of political representation will be articulated on a 

smaller scale the fewer immigrants that are officially recognized.  In addition, the smaller 

the number of the immigrant “Other” within the society, the less important the need for 

representation there is, and it ensures the supremacy of the white majority.  This is also 

evident in the French film industry, and the lack of representation of immigrant 

populations.  Carrie Tarr explains, “Mainstream French cinema has been notoriously 

reluctant to perform a critique of France’s role as an exploitative colonial or neo-colonial 

power but instead has narrated the nation in ways which shore up a monolithic sense of 

                                                 
135 Tarr, Carrie. Reframing Difference: Beur and Banlieue filmmaking in France. 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005) 21-22 
136 Loshitzky, Yosefa. Screening Strangers: Migration and Diaspora in contemporary 
European Cinema. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010) 7-8 
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white France’s cohesiveness and cultural superiority.  Its treatment of decolonization and 

immigration has tended to contribute to the stigmatization and othering of first-generation 

immigrants from the Maghreb and their descendants.”137  Therefore, in this chapter, the 

films I will discuss will range from films made by North African filmmakers about 

beurs138 living in France, and films made by non-North African filmmakers that 

incorporate beur representations in their films.  The common theme that these films 

express is the North African experience in France, told from different points of view.  

The reason I chose to analyze films from different filmmakers is to show the high 

visibility of North Africans in France that can no longer be overlooked by French 

mainstream media and politics.  Today, almost all films made in France will have one or 

two North African characters; even the most famous film to come out of France in the 

last decade, Amelie (Le Fabuleux Destin d’Amelie Poulain) (2001)139, had a North 

African character.  Yet, this common token inclusion of North African characters was not 

the case until the end of the 1980s.  North African immigrants were usually ignored, or 

given minor roles, as criminals, prostitutes, or merely background.  In these cases, these 

North African characters were represented as “objects of, and contained within, a 

Eurocentric gaze and discourse”140.  Nevertheless, their current presence in French films 

                                                 
137 Tarr 9. 
138 The word beur is a term used as a title for second-generation immigrants of North 
African background. It is a “neologism derived from Parisian back slang (verlan) by 
young second-generation immigrants of Maghrebi descent in the early 1980s, its playful 
inversion and truncation of the syllables of the word for ‘Arab’ originally denoted both an 
awareness of the negative meaning of ‘Arab’ in the French  imaginary, and a refusal to be 
trapped in those meanings.” Tarr, Carrie. Reframing Difference: Beur and Banlieue 
Filmmaking in France. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005) 3 
139 Dir. Jean-Pierre Jeunet. Perf. Audrey Tautou and Mathieu Kassovitz. Miramax Films. 
2001. 
140 Tarr 10. 
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does not mean that their issues are being resolved, or that their marginality has been 

changed.  It just confirms several filmmakers’ desire to relocate these characters within 

the general national discourse, and to represent them outside of the Eurocentric gaze.  

The relocation of minor characters within mainstream French cinema is done by giving 

these characters a chance to represent their identities from their own perspective, and 

allowing them to speak for themselves, either by being part of the North African diaspora 

themselves, or by making the diasporic character the center of the film. 

History 

 The history of North African immigration to France started as early as the two 

World wars.  A lot of men from the French colonies fought in these wars under the 

French flag.  After the end of the wars, some of them stayed in France.  Starting in the 

1960s, France allowed immigration from the colonies for labor purposes.  In the 1970s, 

labor immigration stopped, and the laborers from North Africa were allowed to bring 

their families back to France in order to reunite with them.  Up until then, North African 

immigrants were silent, and lived, and still live, on the outskirts of the French major 

cities, in what are now known as the banlieues.  The 1980s witnessed the first group of 

second-generation North African immigrants’ protests to demand integration and 

equality.  The children of North African immigrants, or beurs, found themselves in a 

major predicament.  Unable to go back to their countries of origin, yet unable to find 

opportunities and acceptance in France, they struggled with many different issues, mainly 

resulting from racism.  The issues they struggle with are political, social, economic, and 

psychological.  These issues are a result of the marginalization of this population on both 

the political and material levels.  Political in the sense that they do not have similar rights 
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as the majority white French, social and material in the sense that most of them live 

marginalized in low-income housing outside the major cities, in a way, sheltering them, 

or sheltering the cities, from them.  As for the psychological issues they deal with, they 

range from the lack of belonging to a particular place, a general sense of displacement, 

and the knowledge of the fact of their undesirability, which leads to anger, hatred, and the 

desire to rebel against the whole society.   

 Given this background, beur filmmakers starting from the 1980s struggled to 

make films that discussed their issues and problems.  In comparison to their counterparts 

in their home countries, they lacked any kind of state and national support, and mostly 

came from different artistic backgrounds, therefore creating some kind of artistic 

recognition, before being able to get funding for their films.  Tarr explains, “Those who 

have been able to obtain funding for a first full-length feature film have usually worked 

in related aspects of the industry and/or first made a short film.”141  Some were writers, 

actors, or fine artists before getting into the film industry as well.  Yet, generally, because 

of the lack of funding, they made extremely low budget short and feature films.  Gaining 

some acknowledgement, some were able to get funding from CNC (Centre Nationale du 

Cinéma), others gained attention in film festivals, and for the first time, North African 

immigrants in France had a voice and began to shed light on their problems.  But given 

the fact that they were pioneers in this medium, from their own environment as second-

generation North African immigrants, the general themes of the films that were made 

were personal, almost autobiographical, in nature.  They used personal experiences as the 

stories of the films, in order to represent the general experiences of the immigrant 
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population as a whole.  “[T]he first beur-authored films seemed, like the first beur novels 

to appear in the 1980s..., to derive from the director’s personal experiences and to offer 

firsthand, semi-autobiographical accounts of the beur’s lack of belonging.”142  Their 

focus on personal experiences and autobiographical accounts produced films that focused 

on realism and made the dominant genre of their films that of realism, which differed 

from the dominant themes of French cinema in the 1980s and early 1990s, “whose 

preoccupation with the cinema du look and heritage cinema tended to avoid addressing 

‘reality’.” 143  This considerably different focus on reality made their films stand on the 

margins of mainstream French cinema, and attempt to find recognition of their difference 

as socio-economic disadvantaged population within the French society.  

 In the 1990s, beur women filmmakers, or beurettes, began to make films to shed 

the light on their own issues of marginality and misrepresentation.  Before that, women 

were always represented as victims, or passive characters, always at the mercy of the 

male figures in their lives.  “[D]espite Farida Belghoul’s short autobiographical fictions 

of the early 1980s, beur cinema was quickly identified with male-authored films about 

problematic identities and aspirations of young heterosexual males, which evacuated or 

marginalized questions of sexual or gender difference...However, the structuring absence 

of young beur women in beur and banlieue films has been challenged in the late 1990s 

by the emergence of women filmmakers of Maghrebi descent, whose films to date centre 

on women’s lives.”144   Beur women, like other women coming from immigrant families 

with different cultures, have been struggling between their two cultures.  On the one 

                                                 
142 Tarr 15. 
143 Tarr 15. 
144 Tarr 15-16. 
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hand, they realized that in order to achieve autonomy, they must find a way to integrate 

into French society.  On the other hand, their desire to maintain a close link to their own 

families and their culture meant that they’re “doubly oppressed” as females, from both 

their patriarchal “Maghrebi culture and as females and ethnic other within dominant 

French culture.”145  As previously noted, their representation in mainstream French 

cinema and later in beur cinema has been always as oppressed victims without agency, 

always in the background of men’s lives, or always represented through men’s gaze as 

stereotypically passive objects of desire, exoticism, and control.  Women filmmakers of 

Maghrebi descent, with the films they started to produce in the 1990s, try to change their 

image, and try to gain agency by representing the struggles of beur women as active 

members of their society, and to represent themselves outside the domestic space, by 

engaging their characters within French society, and the societies of the banlieue.    

 When we discuss beur cinema, we must make distinctions between the different 

types of films that are made under this umbrella.  According to Hamid Naficy, this 

cinema is divided “into three categories: films made by beur filmmakers such as Mehdi 

Charef and Rachid Bouchared, who were born and bred in France; those made by émigré 

filmmakers such as Ali Ghalem and Mahmoud Zemmouri, who were born and raised in 

Algeria but are conflicted about national identity; and those made by French filmmakers 

such as Gerard Blain and Serge LePeron, which portray the beur community.”146  

Another way to divide beur cinema is based on contemporary political issues during the 

making of these films, and the time that they are made.  For example, in the 1980s, beur 

                                                 
145 Tarr 87. 
146 Naficy, Hamid. Accented Cinema: Exilic and Diasporic Filmmaking. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2001) 96-97 
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films concentrated on issues of displacement and injustices that North Africans faced in 

their lives in France; issues of violence against beurs and banlieue inhabitants were 

central in the films made in the 1990s, especially after the riots that took place in the 

banlieues in Southern France and Paris.  The new millennium saw a return in films to 

themes about periods of early immigration on the one hand, with films talking about the 

problems the first generation immigrants faced when they came to France, and the 

dominant issue of Islam as part of the North African immigrant identities in France, 

considering the ban of the veil as a threat to their Islamic and national identities, with 

films dealing with young second generation immigrants dealing with their “Frenchness” 

and their desire or lack thereof to follow Islamic traditions.  Yet, with all these divisions, 

the dominant themes in most of these films are the characters’ (North African immigrants 

or beurs) relationship to place, and their quest for a definition of their identities, whether 

it was national, social, or religious.  Their presence in France as deterritorialized subjects 

is evident in their inability to define who they are, for they are French, but not quite so, 

and they are North Africans, but not quite so as well.  Given the richness of this cinema, 

even though the number of films made under this category is very small, I will divide the 

elements of this cinema as follows: Films that deal with the immigrant experience, and 

what displacement and exile produce in terms of the need for integration within a new 

society and culture, both of the material and discursive levels; films that deal with the 

issues of violence and discrimination in France; and films that deal with women’s 

experiences as immigrants, and their constant struggle to find their own national identity, 

as French from North African and Muslim origins.   
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Displacement and Exile 

 In his ground-breaking study of cinema made by non-Western filmmakers in the 

West, Accented Cinema: Exilic and Diasporic Filmmaking, Hamid Naficy divides his 

idea of Accented Cinema into three categories: “exilic, diasporic, and ethnic.”147   

Exilic filmmakers are those who deal with issues of internal and external exile, 

making their focus the relationship they have with their countries of origin, and the 

constant feeling of displacement within the culture they currently live in.  Exilic 

filmmakers’ identity comes from their country of origin, and its clashes with the place in 

which they live in.  Their films usually focus on their desire to return home, and they tend 

to focus on the political issues that drove them to a state of exile.  For example, The Truth 

Tellers (2000)148 by Karim Traidia, is a film about a journalist who was driven to exile 

from Algeria to the Netherlands because of his clash with Islamic fundamentalists, but he 

decides to return the Algeria to face his death.  

Diasporic filmmakers, on the other hand, “have an identity in their homeland 

before their departure, and their diasporic identity is constructed in resonance with their 

prior identity.”149  Aware of their ethnic difference in the host country, diasporic 

filmmakers focus on defining the identity that they must form when moving to the new 

country in contrast to the identity they already posses in their home country.  Even 

though they maintain a close relationship with their countries of origin, they are forced to 

forge a new relationship with the host country, and adapt new rituals in order to find a 
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place within their displacement.  For example, Salut Cousin (1996)150 by Merzak 

Allouache, is a comedy about an Algerian man visiting Paris, and all the different people 

he meets, whether they were integrated immigrants, or inhabitants of the Parisian 

banlieue.  In this film, the main character goes through several experiences that make him 

let go of his preconceived assumptions about Algerian women working outside of the 

house, and allows him to integrate within the multiethnic society he finds himself in, in 

the poorer parts of Paris.  When he does so, he recognizes that these multiethnic people 

represent themselves as part of the French identity and not only by where they come from 

originally.   

Ethnic filmmakers “differ from the diasporic filmmakers in their emphasis on 

their ethnic and racial identity within the host country.”151  They are the filmmakers who 

have been integrated, one way or another, in the host country, yet still understand the 

ethnic difference between them and others.  They are the second generation immigrants 

who carry their host countries’ nationalities, yet still have ties to the countries of origin 

through their families, or through the original culture that is still held on to strongly in 

their homes, whether it’s through music, photos, language, or religion.  For example, La 

Petite Jerusalem (2005)152 by Karin Albou, is a film about a Jewish immigrant family 

with Tunisian origins, and the younger daughter’s desire to be like other French people 

she sees.  She still holds on to some of her religious beliefs, but understands that the 

Jewish orthodox way of life is not her choice, and she falls in love with a Muslim co-
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worker.  While Arabic is no longer spoken by the children, the mother still speaks it, and 

still listens to songs from the old country.   

 Yet, with all the differences in focus, “accented filmmakers” have certain things 

in common.  They are concerned with the concept of space; the internal always referring 

to the homeland, and the external to the space they inhabit in the Western country.  This 

binarism maintains the sense of displacement, whether it’s coming from their interactions 

within themselves, both within their immigrant and diasporic communities or through 

internal meditation, or the interactions with the outside world.  For example, the diasporic 

filmmaker’s sense of displacement stems from his or her need to assimilate within a new 

culture, at a time when his or her identity is fully developed, so the displacement he or 

she feels comes from the need to make a new foreign space part of a new identity.  For 

exilic filmmakers, the sense of displacement comes from the awareness that the space 

they inhabit does not belong to them.  It is temporary, as the desire for returning home 

will always create a tension within their identity, for their awareness of their lack of 

belonging, and their inability to return to their home, where they can feel complete.  As 

for the ethnic filmmakers, the sense of displacement comes from the constant clash 

between the two cultures they belong to, and that they do not feel fully acceptable in 

either culture.  Their sense of displacement comes from their desire to integrate, while 

maintaining their difference.  Their status as “Other” remains active whether they stay in 

the host country, or go back to their countries of origin.  With that, the struggle to create 

an identity is always filled with obstacles.  These obstacles are language, customs, and 

religion.   
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But before we discuss these obstacles, we must understand that what drives these 

people to search for identity is the desire to create a new space for themselves and a sense 

of belonging in the host country.  With that, the concept of integration in order to create 

harmonious lives is vital.  Language is the first element that ensures integration.  Given 

the fact that they come from former French colonies might help with this process.  But 

what if their French is not strong enough for them to gain reliable work?  Language 

becomes the barrier that causes these immigrants to remain in their own cultural enclaves, 

and most of the time, delays their integration in their new society.  When it comes to 

customs, it becomes harder for them to integrate.  Having strict customs that do not allow 

them to do certain things, especially when it comes to women, stresses their position as 

“Other”.  Thus, the most important obstacle in the process of integration is religion, 

especially Islam; while there are Christian and Jewish North African immigrants in 

France, these religious communities (Christianity and Judaism) can more easily be 

assimilated into French culture, given their historical centrality in this society.  Whether it 

comes from within the immigrant community, or from the religious prejudice they face in 

France, Islam is seen as one of the main reasons these immigrants remain different, and 

unwilling to integrate.  This prejudice and resistance to incorporating the Islamic “Other” 

within the French society stems from the recognition of their difference, putting the 

Islamic “Other” as outside the norm of the society.  But, given the modern liberal stance 

that the French state takes when it deals with its own citizens and the world as a whole, 

these groups of outsiders must be “tolerated” in the name of liberalism.  Yet “[t]olerated 

individuals will always be those who deviate from the norm, never those who uphold it, 

but they will also be further articulated as (deviant) individuals through the very 
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discourse of tolerance.”153  Tolerance as a discourse of liberalism functions as a substitute 

for granting equality to the tolerated.  It grants the tolerating subject power and 

superiority over the tolerated object, which makes that object “marginal, or undesirable 

by virtue of being tolerated.”154  Yet, tolerance is not sanctioned by law, it is in addition 

to law.  In fact, it is a process of depoliticizing difference and placing it in the personal 

and individual, or as a natural, religious, or cultural difference.  It makes these differences 

a matter of personal choice, and to be practiced personally, rather than publicly, or 

politically.  Therefore, “tolerance requires that the tolerated refrain from demands or 

incursions on public or political life that issue from their ‘difference,’ the subject of 

tolerance is tolerated only so long as it does not make a political claim, that is, so long as 

it lives and practices ‘difference’ in a depoliticized or private fashion.”155  This means 

that the Islamic “Other” does not have the right to practice his or her religion publicly, 

but can only do so in the private.  An example is the recent ban of the veil worn by 

Muslim girls in public schools in France, and the more recent banning of wearing the 

Burqa, the face cover, in public places.  The subject of Islam will be discussed more 

extensively later in the chapter.   

Given these obstacles, the process of creating a cohesive identity remains 

conflicted.  For first generation immigrants, it is because of the foreignness of Western 

culture.  It is from the hostility they faced when they first arrived.  It is also from their 

deep belonging to the homeland.  Having come at an older age, they were forced to 

recreate who they are, and their entire belief system was shaken to the core because of 
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their displacement.  Their memories of their homelands become the fuel that they live by, 

as well as the wall that keeps them from integrating.  Filmmakers who are first generation 

immigrants deal with the idea of memory by idealizing the homeland, while their 

“representation of life in exile and diaspora...tends to stress claustrophobia and 

temporality, and it is cathected to sites of confinement and control to narratives of panic 

and pursuit.”156  Their films routinely deal with the relationship between now and then, 

past and present, life in the homeland, contrasted with life in their new homes.  The 

homeland is ever present in their lives.  They yearn for returning to it, even though, in 

most cases, they no longer can, whether for political or economic reasons.  They derive 

their identities from the process of change, whether enforced or adapted.   

On the other hand, filmmakers who are second-generation immigrants deal with 

life in the now.  They focus on issues they deal with as French, and as immigrants.  

Returning to the homeland is not an option.  The issues they deal with mostly focus on 

daily life, poverty, unemployment, and their struggle to be accepted within the French 

society as real French, not as mere immigrants or second-class citizens.  Struggles with 

language are not as present as in first-generation immigrant cinema.  Yet, their awareness 

of their difference, and the injustices they face because of that difference, is very much a 

main factor in most of their films.  From this group of filmmakers, the concept of 

banlieue cinema came to focus.  Banlieue cinema deals with life in these impoverished 

areas outside major cities in France.  As a consequence of the riots that have been 

erupting in the banlieues since the 1990s, filmmakers started to make films that deal with 

the problems second-generation immigrants have been facing.  The biggest problem these 
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youths are facing is unemployment, caused by lack of opportunities for them in the 

workforce, which is a result of discrimination, and a lack of higher education, that 

ensures their inability to rise above the poverty line.  This fact causes these young people 

to turn to crime and constant clashes with the police.  One of the most successful films 

that came out recently, which deals with the problem of youth in the banlieue, is La 

Haine (1995)157 by Mathieu Kassovitz.  The film is about three young friends from the 

banlieue: a Jewish guy, a second-generation North African or beur, and a black guy, who 

share similar problems.  All three live in poor housing estates.  All three are unemployed, 

and all three friends experience anger because of their situation.  The film follows them 

in their daily routine, which consists of going from one place to the next, looking for 

entertainment and getting into trouble.  The most significant facet of discrimination they 

face on a daily basis is their relationship to the police, which is filled with hatred and 

distrust.  This point raises a question about the title of the film: La Haine (The Hate) can 

be doubly significant.  It can be seen as the hate that the young characters feel toward the 

police, because of the way they treat them and discriminate against them, or it can be 

seen as representing these characters as hated elements of the society by the authorities of 

the country, signified by the police in the film.  The most common feature in this film is 

alienation.  The three minority characters represent the different ethnic backgrounds they 

come from, and the common racism they encounter in France.  The film does not give a 

solution to their problems, but it highlights the injustices these second-generation 

immigrants experience in a predominantly white society.  Even though race is noted, the 

biggest problem is poverty and the living situation these young characters find 
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themselves in.  Yet, this poverty is a direct result of racism, after all.  “The film plays into 

a widespread sense of there being a crisis in French society, produced through the 

fracture between the estates and the rest of society and between unemployed youths and 

the police.”158  Another reading of the film argues that with the presence of a Jewish 

(white) character, race is marginalized, and class becomes the dominant cause of 

discrimination.  This concentration on class issues and the focus on the problems of the 

banlieue as an ethnically integrated space challenge the notion of Frenchness as a 

dominantly white society on the one hand, and as a just socialist society that believes in 

the equality of all classes.  So, the white Jewish character reinforces the notion of 

discrimination within the society as not only attributed to race, but also to class.  The 

“Other” in this film then is represented as the young male and the unemployed.  This 

representation has troubled several critics of the film, claiming that the film failed in its 

representation of the banlieue by ignoring the importance of the racial issue.  “[T]he film 

privileges the role of the white Jewish unemployed youth, who is already an unusual 

figure in representations of the banlieue”.159  The Jewish character, being the 

paradigmatic historical “Other” in Europe, does take center stage.  His actions drive the 

tension in the film’s narrative, but what is unique about this representation is the effects 

of banlieue culture on all characters, whether white, black, or beur.  It proves that the 

young and unemployed, within the French society, all struggle with issues of alienation, 

and it sheds a light on the problems that ethnic youth deal with, even while privileging 

the white character.  As Hamid Naficy explains: “What brings the three protagonists 

together in this film, as in beur and banlieue films in general, are the shared experiences 
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of unemployment and cohabitation by disadvantaged populations of beur and poor whites 

and the concomitant shared anomie, alienation, and anger.”160   

Inch’Allah Dimanche (2001)161 

Dealing with the issue of Algerian families immigrating to France in the 1970s, a 

time that was called “the Family Reunion”, Inch’Allah Dimanche tells the story of 

Zouina, the Algerian wife of a factory worker who moves to France to be with her 

husband.  Immigrating with her are her three young children and her mother-in-law.  The 

name of the film, which means “God-willing on Sunday”162 is based on Zouina’s search 

for another Algerian family for three Sundays before Eid, when her husband and his 

mother leave to prepare for the upcoming Eid, locking Zouina and her children at home.  

Zouina’s desire to find the only other Algerian family in town is to replace the family she 

left behind in Algeria, especially her mother, and to find solace in the company of 

another Algerian woman, who is going through the same feelings of alienation and 

displacement that she’s going through in her new home.  Not allowed to leave the house, 

Zouina and her children sneak out to look for the other Algerian family.  When she 

finally finds them, she is dismayed by the rejection she finds, because of the other 

woman’s fear of her own husband.  This rejection makes her realize that she only has her 

own wits to depend on, in order to find independence and strength in front of her 

husband, who finally stands on her side against the cruelty of his mother towards Zouina.  

The film centers on the experience of immigrant Algerian women who are trying 

to make a new home for themselves in a foreign land, and all the obstacles they face in 
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that process.  In Zouina’s case, the isolation she feels in her own home does not help in 

the process of integration.  Yet, we see her life slowly change as she actively tries to 

understand her new home.  This process is shown through the relationships she has, and 

the relationships she makes throughout the first few weeks of her life in France.  Some of 

the characters that cross her path are her racist neighbors, who are an old couple obsessed 

with gardening, and who scold her as soon as she arrives and tries to light her gas stove 

outside in the garden.  The first thing they say to her is ”You cannot do this here. This is 

not the Kasbah.”  With that, they confirm their ignorance of Algeria, and their belief that 

all Algerians live in Kasbah-like places.  Her old neighbor’s obsession with her colorful 

garden causes many confrontations with Zouina.  Yet, the neighbor woman becomes the 

only witness to Zouina’s meltdown, as she hangs her clothes outside, and cries from 

missing her mother.  “Zouina’s loss of her loving relationship with her own mother 

signifies both the immigrant women’s attachment to their homeland and the tie of 

affection between Algerian women which are ruptured by their displacement in 

France.”163  This displacement is evident in her new hostile surroundings, signified by the 

racist neighbors and her mother-in-law, and by her efforts to make a new home for 

herself and her children, which are complicated by difficulties stemming from her 

relationship with her hostile husband, and the rejections she faces when she finally meets 

her peer, the other Algerian immigrant woman. 

Another important relationship Zouina forms is with her young French neighbor, 

a liberal divorced woman, who welcomes Zouina right away and forms a sisterly 

friendship with her.  Unable to help her against her abusive husband and mother-in-law, 
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she brings Zouina gifts, and talks to her about feminist ideas.  These feminist ideas are 

new to Zouina, but with the help of her young neighbor, and the radio shows she listens 

to, she begins to try to synthesize these ideas and repeats them to the traditional Algerian 

woman she finds who, because of Zouina’s efforts to integrate in the French society, 

rejects her, in order to maintain her traditions and in obvious fear of her own husband.  

Along with the radio shows, a feminist neighbor, and the will to make a home for herself 

in France, Zouina creates a routine that is kept secret from everyone, which is to look 

outside the window at the handsome bus driver who passes in front of her house every 

day.  The same bus driver is the one who takes her back home at the end of the film to 

face her husband and neighbors.   

Zouina’s journey of immigration and integration starts at the port in Algiers when 

she is forced to leave her loving mother, and homeland, by her mother-in-law. The 

relationship between husband and wife in this film is represented as controlled by 

tradition, which conflicts with the new life they have in France.  The mother-in-law, the 

representative of tradition in this case, always reminds the son to be stricter with his wife, 

to not allow her to speak to him or even sit at the same table with him.  In a way, the 

husband treats Zouina and controls her like he does his own children.  Zouina’s childlike 

qualities are highlighted in shots of her in bed with her children; when the husband 

gathers the children around him to play his guitar for them, and she peeks from behind 

the curtain with the same amusement as her children, and when she draws childish 

drawings with her children as they do their homework.   

This film could be seen from many perspectives.  On the one hand, it is a retelling 

of the story of immigration and the problems these immigrants face, more specifically the 
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women.  On the other, it could be seen as a woman’s process of emancipation.  Zouina 

starts as a passive, childish victim.  During her first few weeks in France, she becomes 

aware of the possibility of being an independent person, in control of her own body and 

destiny, with the help of her young neighbor and the radio show she listens to.  She then 

ends as a strong willed woman who finally gets her husband’s support.  Yet, can we see it 

as the stereotypical tale of white man/woman saves brown woman from brown man? At 

the first glance, it is possible, but the fact that Zouina in the end rejects all the help she 

gets from her neighbor, the eccentric widow she makes friends with, and even the bus 

driver, and stands on her own in front of her husband, negates the previously mentioned 

formula.  It is true that she begins to learn from them, which is the process of leaving her 

homeland and comfort, and moving into a new culture and trying to forge a new identity 

for her and her own children.  At the same time, the longing for the homeland is evident 

in Zouina’s efforts to find another Algerian family to celebrate Eid with them.  But when 

that hope is lost, Zouina realizes that the only way she could find a new homeland is 

through her family and by asserting her position as mother and equal partner to her 

husband, as it is in her new homeland, France.   

Going back to Naficy’s categorization of “accented cinema”, Inch’Allah 

Dimanche falls under the category of Diasporic cinema.  Zouina, after her migration to 

France, is forced to form a new identity for herself, in order to survive in her new home.  

Yet, this identity is constructed in relation to her prior identity in her homeland, evident 

in her constant memory of her mother, the image that represents the homeland.  Zouina’s 

sense of alienation and displacement signifies the diasporic experience she’s going 

through.  She migrates to France in order to begin a new life in a new, permanent home, 
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while maintaining a sense of belonging to the original homeland.  She exists both in the 

old and the new home, and her new identity is forged based on the interrelationship she 

has with both places.  The diasporic experience is thus constructed in resonance with the 

relationship of the character and the place.  The homeland is immortalized and idealized, 

while the diasporic home is cold and claustrophobic.  By comparing the two places, the 

film negotiates the new space in relation to the old.  In cinematic terms, diasporic cinema 

differs from exilic cinema in the sense that it focuses on the hybridity and the plurality of 

an identity, rather than the sense of loss that paints most exilic films.  In other words, 

diasporic cinema focuses on the need to create new beginnings, even after the experience 

of loss of the homeland.  For “[d]iaspora, like exile, often begins with trauma, rupture, 

and coercion”.164  Yet, the need to make a new life and a new identity for the diasporic 

characters makes these films, in Naficy’s words, “accented more by multiplicity and 

addition.”165    Zouina's experience is not individualistic, because she is going through it 

with the rest of her family.  In order for her to forge her new identity, she needs the 

support of her husband and children.  Her efforts to find another Algerian family in her 

town are to maintain that sense of collectiveness.  It can also be seen as a form of 

maintaining the link between her new home and her homeland, in the face of the 

difficulties she and her family goes through.  “People in diaspora, moreover, maintain a 

long-term sense of ethnic consciousness and distinctiveness, which is consolidated by the 

periodic hostility of either the original home or the host societies toward them.”166  This 
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hostility begins as the cause of her despair and alienation, yet ends as the cause of 

emancipation and the solidarity she finally achieves with her husband.   

Exiles (2004)167 
 One of the common themes in exilic films is the journey of self-discovery. This 

time, it’s the journey of return to the homeland in search of a part of identity that has not 

been discovered.  In Exiles, Zano and Naima are two French lovers of Algerian origin.  In 

a claustrophobic opening sequence, with loud music playing, combining lyrics from 

different languages, the two lovers decide to go to Algeria to discover the country of their 

origin.  The film follows their journey of discovery of their homeland, and the discovery 

of their own internal conflicts, which become apparent from their interactions with the 

people they meet during the journey.  The journey starts in France, goes through Spain, 

where the two lovers spend time working illegally in fields, trying to make money.  In 

Spain, they meet an Algerian couple who are on their way to France, making their way 

through Spain as illegal immigrants.  From Morocco, Zano and Naima cross the border to 

finally arrive in Algeria.  Yet, when the two lovers finally arrive in Algeria, even amongst 

their euphoria, they realize that they are strangers in their country of origin as much as 

they were in France.   

Music being the element that drives the two characters, and the film for that 

matter, it changes depending on where they are.  Listening carefully to the words that are 

being sung, we realize that the song in this scene talks about the internal conflict of the 

two lovers.  Zano’s family, we discover, were French settlers in Algeria, or what they 

used to call “pieds noirs”, who had to leave Algeria at the end of French colonization.  
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Naima is Algerian in origin, yet she does not talk about her family, and does not speak 

Arabic, to the surprise of everyone who meets her, since her name gives away her origins. 

 As the two lovers make their way to Algeria, by foot, train, and boat, they cross 

paths with people on their way to Paris.  The people they meet are going through a 

journey of immigration from East to West, to the lands of opportunity and prosperity, 

while Zano and Naima’s reverse journey from West to East, is to find their identity, their 

roots, in a process of going back to a country they do not know, and a country that is 

being abandoned by its people.  In a long take when Zano and Naima first arrive in the 

Algerian desert, they are faced with a wall of people walking in an opposite direction.  As 

Zano and Naima walk towards Algiers, its people are leaving it, walking towards France.  

The sequence shows Zano and Naima engulfed by the large group of people, showing 

their difficult movement as if they were swimming against the tide.  In a way, their 

journey “goes against the traditional migratory route of the Franco-Algerian 

community.”168 Naima is the first to question their presence in Algiers, when they meet 

their friends’ family.  Instead of feeling the warmth of homecoming, she tells Zano “I’m 

a stranger everywhere.”  If she thought she would feel that she belongs more in Algeria, 

her country of origin, that is negated as soon as she arrives, because of the strangeness of 

the culture to them, and because, being a woman, she is ridiculed for the way she dresses.  

So as much as they feel that they might find comfort in this country, they realize that they 

are strangers here, even more than in Paris and Europe.   

 This film has achieved the ability to show how immigrants feel, whether they 

were second generation, or first.  Naima’s character resembles the second-generation 
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immigrants.  She is represented as lost, angry, vulnerable, and without contact with her 

culture of origin.  In an earlier sequence, she ridicules Zano’s privileged upbringing by 

explaining to him that she had to fend for herself since age fourteen.  This statement is 

the only evidence of any hardships she encountered in her youth.  The film does not 

indicate where she comes from, but it might be possible that she has grown up in poor 

estates in France, to a poor immigrant family.  Her family is never mentioned, except 

when someone asks her why she does not speak Arabic.  She explains that no one spoke 

Arabic to her.  Instead of representing her family as the example of the first generation 

immigrants, the young Algerian couple they meet in Spain replace the image of the first-

generation immigrant.  Full of hope in the "promised land" they eagerly ask Zano and 

Naima about life in Paris.  Yet, their journey to Paris is filled with difficulties.  Being 

illegal, they must hide when the police raid the farm where they were working to earn 

some money.  Another form of difficulty is the loss of the warmth of family.  The young 

Algerian girl writes a letter to her mother, which she gives to Naima to deliver.  The letter 

rather than telling the truth about the difficulties they’re facing, paints a positive image of 

their journey to the West.  When someone reads the letter to the mother in Algeria, the 

mother cries for the loss of her daughter.  In the four characters, Zano, Naima, and their 

Algerian counterparts, there is a real sense of alienation, a real sense of displacement that 

links them together.   

Given the title, Exiles, the film shows the feeling of constant exile that both first 

and second-generation immigrants deal with in their lives.  According to Hamid Naficy’s 

classification, this film would fall under the category of exilic cinema.  Zano’s character 

has been forcibly exiled from his family’s home in Algeria after the end of French 
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colonialism, while Naima’s character has been forced to a sense of constant internal 

exile, because of her inability to make choices for herself, as a second-generation 

immigrant torn between two cultures.  Both characters have been deterritorialized; Zano 

from his desired home, and Naima from her inability to belong to both her French or 

Algerian cultures.  Both characters represent different sides of the exilic experience.  

Zano desires to go to Algeria to recapture the memories of his dead family in their home 

in Algeria.  He does not remember that home, for even if he was born there, he spent very 

little time there before his family moved back to France.  Yet, he represents the 

fragmented exilic character that yearns for his country of origin.  Being the offspring of a 

“pied noir”, a French anti-colonial activist, he grew up hearing about life in Algeria, and 

given the fact that he lost his parents at a young age (who left him a great fortune that 

allowed him to live comfortably), his nostalgia for Algeria represents the nostalgia for a 

family he lost in order for this nation to be free.  His exilic state can represent the deep 

belief of entitlement for a country that caused him the loss of the comfort of family.   

On the other hand, Zano represents the sense of exile that the young French 

generation is going through.  Torn between past and present, and affected by the 

country’s inability to cope with the growing immigrant population within its borders, 

Zano’s exile represents the sense of alienation that the young generation is going through, 

in a world that is still controlled by racism.  Aside from his origins as a “pied noir”, we 

do not know anything about Zano.  His identity is represented as hybrid, in constant 

process of changing.  His agency lies in his ability to reflect the identities of the places he 

inhabits.  His performance of a homecoming journey stresses the point of his status as an 

exilic character.  As Naficy explains: “Return occupies a primary place in the minds of 
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the exiles...for it is the dream of a glorious homecoming that structures exile.”169  And his 

status as an exile determines the performativity of his identity.  For within the journey of 

homecoming, the exilic character must go through a range of identities that stresses the 

hybridity of his identity.  Zano’s identity performativity in this film is represented by the 

use of music.  At the beginning of the film, his decision to go to Algeria is motivated by a 

song he’s listening to.  The lyrics of the song repeat the following words, in both English 

and Spanish: “It’s important to speak about those who are missing.  It’s urgent to talk 

about the absence.  It’s time to talk about those who are always wrong.  It’s urgent to talk 

about freedom.  It’s important to question the missing ones; those who live without 

democracy in general.  Democracy always fades away.”170  Yet, his motivation in music 

stems from his inability, or refusal, to play music himself.  This is evident in the second 

sequence of the film, when he buries his violin in a cement wall.  Throughout the film, 

rather that being a performer of music, he becomes a listener, and an observer of other 

people’s music.  His choice to become a listener rather than a performer might be 

representative of the sense of shame young French generations feel about their positions 

as former colonials, controllers of other people’s lives.  Their awareness of their history 

as silencing of natives in their colonies forces them to allow the natives to speak, in order 

for them to understand as listeners, rather than critics of that native culture.  In Spain, he 

attends a flamenco performance.  On the borders of Algeria, a song titled “Algeria” is 

played as the score of their border crossing.  In Algeria, Zano and Naima attend an 

underground Trance event, where Algerian trance music plays, and both characters 

participate in the dance.  In all occasions, Zano is passively listening to the music, 
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allowing it to transform his identity in order to fit the moment.  His character becomes a 

mere observer, while the main performer becomes his partner, Naima. 

Naima as a representative of North African women in exile is problematic on 

several levels.  On one level, her choice to go to Algeria was a reaction to Zano’s 

decision to ask her to go with him.  She does not show any desire to go there in the 

beginning.  In fact, she laughs at his desire to go there.  She sees no reason for them to 

go; yet she still decides to take the journey with him.  Naima is represented as the 

ultimate “Other” in the film.  Her agency lies in her sexuality.  In the first scene we see 

her in, she lies on a bed, naked while eating.  Her inability to control her desires is 

evident in a scene when she leaves Zano to have sex with a handsome stranger in Spain.  

When Zano confronts her, he asks her: “Where did you learn to have sex like an animal?”  

She represents the exotic, native women who must be controlled and suppressed.  On the 

other hand, she is represented as a vulnerable, injured woman.  Without explaining what 

happened to her in her past, she is confronted by this fact when she attends the trance 

event.  A woman takes her aside and tells her that they have destroyed her life, and that 

she must find her bearings.  She does so by participating in the trance, and losing her 

ability to control her body while in trance.  The representation of North African woman 

in this film takes away her agency as an independent person.  She is ridiculed by her 

French culture, in the image of her lover, and ridiculed by her original culture, when she 

is forced to wear the traditional clothes like other women in Algeria.  This film is a great 

example of the stereotypical image of North African women in European films.  They are 

represented as outsiders, exotic, and vulnerable.  This type of representation is what 

North African women filmmakers in France are trying to change. 
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North African Women in France  

 In the 1980s, when the first group of beur films were made, North African 

women’s issues were marginalized.  Always represented as minor characters, North 

African women took the roles of victims, or prostitutes.  Beur cinema came to be seen as 

representative of male, heterosexual issues of belonging and identity crisis.  Women 

filmmakers were absent from the scene, just as in other Arab national cinemas.  As 

Hamid Naficy explains, “This gender imbalance also reflects the belief, common to many 

Middle Eastern and North African societies, that cinema is not a socially acceptable, 

religiously sanctioned, and economically feasible enterprise for women.  The patriarchal 

ideologies of the receiving countries, too, contributed to women’s 

underrepresentation.”171  This patriarchal ideology still practiced by North African 

immigrants in France is an example of the ideological cultural clash between first and 

second-generation immigrants.  Second-generation immigrants realize their predicament 

in trying to deal with two cultures, their parents’ North African, conservative culture, and 

the French culture they grew up in.  Within those two cultures, they are trying to create 

an identity for themselves that balances the differences between the culture of their 

countries of origin, and the country in which they reside.  Second-generation North 

African women suffer from this cultural clash, since the patriarchal culture of their 

parents restricts their movements and prevents them from creating some sense of 

autonomy, while trying to maintain their closeness to their families.  This fact has 

prevented them from working in the film industry, since the common belief amongst 

first-generation immigrants was that working in film does not respect their cultural and 
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religious values, in that it disrupts women’s modesty.  The common belief is that a 

woman’s place is in her home, so under no circumstances should she be a public figure.  

This fact prevented women from working in film, and prevented filmmakers from 

representing North African women in their films.  Yet, in the 1990s, more and more 

North African women started to make films that discuss their issues, and that put them in 

the spotlight.  As a start, North African women, or beurettes, came under the spotlight in 

the early 1980s “through their resistance to arranged marriages, mediated through 

accounts of their fugues--running away from home--or of their families tricking them into 

marriages back in Algeria.”172  North African women’s issues and struggles gained some 

kind of representation as a direct effect from having a number of male beur filmmakers 

expose their lives in France.  Yet, the films made by male beurs were still representing 

these women as victims.  They still didn’t have any agency, and were still unable to speak 

for themselves.  North African women’s ability to “negotiate new roles for themselves, 

often through performing better at school than their male peers, has been deemed to make 

them potentially more assimilable into Western Culture.”173  However, their quest for 

more freedom from the restrictions of their culture does not change the fact that they still 

try to maintain strong links to their culture, families, and religion.  The recent banning of 

the veil gives a strong example of these women’s close ties with their culture.  In most 

cases, the women who wear the veil choose to do so, without any pressure from their 

families.  Yet, in a country that refuses to see difference, from an idealist political point, 

these women’s desire to look different has been met with opposition.   
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In Politics of the Veil, Joan Wallach Scott explains: “In France communautarisme 

refers to the priority of group over national identity in the lives of individuals; in theory 

there is no possibility of a hyphenated ethnic/national identity--one belongs either to a 

group or to the nation.”174  Thus, the issue of the veil has become, in the last two decades, 

the most pressing matter in defining Muslim women’s identities in France.  The French 

government’s banning of the veil in public school in 2003, and the most recent law 

banning the burqa, can be explained in many ways.  On the one hand, it is following the 

Republic’s secularist constitution that entails equality and regards difference as an 

individualistic choice, rather that a sign of belonging to a collective group.  Difference 

can only be tolerated if it is practiced on the individualistic level, and not as a sign of 

practicing a culture that is different from the norm of the nation.  “The overt premise of 

liberal tolerance, when applied to group practices (as opposed to idiosyncratic individual 

beliefs or behaviors), is that religious, cultural, or ethnic differences are sites of natural or 

native hostility.  Tolerance is conceived as a tool for managing or lessening this hostility 

to achieve peaceful coexistence.”175  In other words, the laws that ban the display of 

religious affiliation does not ban the practicing of that religion on the individual level, but 

tolerates the existence of that religion within the national space, as long as it does not 

affect the hegemony of public life.   

The banning of the veil and burqa in France can also be seen as a direct result of 

the growing Islamophobia that has been rising in the West, especially after 9/11.  What is 

interesting is that instead of trying to solve the problems that these immigrants face, for 

example, unemployment and poverty, the French government directs its attention to the 
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women from these communities.  The veil is seen as a sign of backwardness, and a link to 

an identity that is not French.  “A girl is a headscarf was a member of a ‘community,’ but 

a girl in a miniskirt was expressing her individuality--was this an objective distinction, or 

one which rested on normative standards in the guise of neutrality?”176  In a way, the veil 

is seen as a barrier that restricts integration with the majority French society, by stressing 

the belonging to a community separate from the rest of the country.  The fact is that most 

North Africans, who are Muslim in majority, are not allowed effective integration by the 

same government.  Given the fact that they live in the outskirts of major cities, and the 

fact that they are discriminated against; because of their origins and religion, the 

government’s claim that the law that bans the veil is a way to enforce integration into the 

French society is ironic, and was met by opposition from the Islamic community.  They 

failed to recognize that the idea of individualism pertains to choice, and if these women 

choose to wear the veil, as part of their identity as Muslims, it enforces the concept of 

individualism rather than negates it, especially when these women are not forced to wear 

it in the West.   

Secret of the Grain (2007)177 

 Secret of the Grain is a film about a retired Tunisian immigrant’s quest to open a 

couscous restaurant in a small seaport town in Southern France.  It starts with his 

disappointment in being forced to retire, and ends with his struggle to make the opening 

night of his restaurant successful.  The film focuses on the dynamics of this immigrant 

family.  Slimane, the patriarch of the family, is divorced and has four children.  He also 
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has a mistress who has a daughter he treats as his own.  Each character in this film 

represents a different and complicated image of North Africans in France.  Slimane 

represents the labor immigration that happened in the 1960s and 70s.  His ex-wife is the 

traditional mother who still cooks traditional food, and holds the family together.  The 

mistress is a widowed woman who owns her own business and raises her daughter alone.  

The son is married to a Russian woman, and carries on illicit affairs with married French 

women.  His oldest daughter works in a factory and is married to one of his co-workers in 

the port industry.  As for the mistress’s daughter, she helps her mother run her business, 

which is a hotel and café, and she represents the second-generation North African 

immigrants who still value their original culture, yet are trying to integrate in their 

community in France.   

 The story of the film is very simple.  It starts with Slimane finding out that he’s 

being forced to early retirement.  He passively objects to his early retirement, but that 

gets him nowhere.  His character is represented as passive, and controlled by the women 

in his life.  After his retirement, he gets inspired to open a couscous restaurant, with the 

help of his ex-wife’s cooking, and his children.  The film’s last part follows the family as 

they try to make the opening night of the restaurant successful, and all the problems they 

go through.   

The portrayal of women in this film is very interesting.  In comparison to 

Slimane’s character, they are outspoken, strong, and independent, except for his son’s 

wife, Julia, who is a Russian immigrant.  The film moves at a slow pace, shot in its 

entirety with a hand held camera.  It has a very realist feeling, in a way to show the 

different aspects of the life of immigrants in this French town.  The very quiet Slimane 
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sits quietly listening to women’s ranting, whether it’s his ex-wife’s complaints, or his 

daughter’s telling him that he and the other workers in the shipyard should go on strike to 

demand their rights.  With this, she is representing French labor rights, but her father’s 

position as an immigrant puts him in a psychological position not to strike out against 

authority, which represents the generational divide between first and second-generation 

immigrants.   

 In this film, the women seem to be stronger than the men.  Slimane’s oldest 

daughter is more outspoken than her husband and father.  His ex-wife is the matriarch of 

the family, and the great cook who inspires his decision to open a couscous restaurant to 

leave as a legacy for his family.  On the other hand, his mistress is also portrayed as a 

strong woman in the sense that she is independent and owns the hotel that Slimane lives 

in.  Even though she does not talk as much as the others, and their relationship is only 

exposed when Slimane cannot perform sexually with her after he found out he’s being let 

go from his job.  In the end of the film, she is the one who tries to save the restaurant 

from failing when she goes and cooks couscous to replace the pot of couscous that went 

missing.  On the other hand, Slimane’s relationship with Rym, his mistress’s daughter is 

the most intriguing in the film.  She’s the one who helps him with all the paperwork to 

get licenses to open his restaurant.  He even refers to her as his daughter.  Faced with 

many bureaucratic obstacles, Slimane decides to have a grand opening for his restaurant, 

and invites all the French bureaucrats to the opening, in order to convince them of the 

sure success of his project.   

 There are key moments in the film that are worth noting.  The first is the Sunday 

dinner at Souad’s house.  She cooks her usual, couscous with fish, and the extended 
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family gathers around the table talking, with Souad at the head of the table.  With the 

absence of the patriarch, because of the divorce, the mother becomes the head of the 

family, yet she does not forget to prepare a plate for her ex-husband and sends it with her 

children to his place of residence.  The dinner table consists of her children and their 

spouses, and a few friends.  One of the friends is of North African origin, and she is 

married to a Frenchman.  In the interaction, the Frenchman, who is the only white person 

on the table, expresses gratitude and amusement to the culture.  His wife explains certain 

things to him, and he asks as many questions about the language as he could.  In this 

setting, the white man becomes the “Other”.  He is the outsider who seeks integration 

within this culture.  His desire to learn Arabic, in order to become part of the “majority” 

is the reversal of the norm of French society.  This scene represents the dominant 

presence of North African immigrants in France, a fact that is always rejected, by always 

reducing them as a minority group, without any influence on the national makeup of the 

country.   

 Another key moment in the film is when Slimane and Rym go from one office to 

the next, and are faced with bureaucratic opposition to his project.  Even though the 

bureaucrats show respect to the man and his daughter, he is treated with a bit of 

cautiousness.  Is it the fact that he is of immigrant origins, or is it because of his obvious 

lack of experience in business matters?  Racism is not shown openly in the beginning of 

the film, but as the bureaucrats gather around in the restaurant on its opening night, their 

conversation does hint of some kind of racism.  They use words such as “they” versus 

“us”.  They show obvious amusement of the exotic culture and surroundings in the 

restaurant.  Yet, the director shows them as the outsiders in the town, rather than the 
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insiders, since the majority of the characters in the film are of North African origins.  

They become the visitors, and the immigrants become the original inhabitants.  Even in 

the opening sequence of the film.  Majid, Slimane’s son, is the tourist guide, along with 

his North African colleagues, and the tourists are all white, whether French or otherwise.  

At the same time, there is a tone of humility from the family’s perspective.  The whole 

opening night’s idea is to gain recognition and acceptance from the powerful white 

French elite, who show up in fancy cars and dress.   

 On the other hand, the closing sequence is the most vital element of the whole 

film.  Aside from Slimane’s struggle to succeed in his project, the reason it might fail is 

because of his son, and the reason it might succeed is because of the women in his life.  

Rym, in an attempt to distract the guests from the fact that the couscous is not ready to be 

served, wears a red belly dancing costume and begins to feverishly dance for the guests to 

the sounds of the traditional Arabic music played by the band.  At first, she walks into the 

restaurant as a guest herself, dressed in regular modern clothes, but then she changes and 

gives the guests what they would expect from a culture that is foreign to them, more 

exotic representation of that culture.  In the whole film, she was represented as an 

innocent daughter, who only catches the romantic eye of Hamid, Slimane’s youngest son.  

Yet, in order to save her father figure, she transforms herself to an exotic, sexualized 

being, not only in front of the Western guests, but even with her interactions with the 

members of the band, who have previously regarded her as a little girl, and treated her 

with fatherly affection.   

 The main themes that every North African film made in France normally deal 

with are racism, problems with integration, the ideas of identity, and women’s images.  
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This film’s main theme, in my opinion, is the representation of women.  They are not 

represented as passive within their society.  They are not represented as sexualized 

figures, except for the last part, when Rym belly dances for the guests.  In fact, the only 

sexualized figure in the film is the governor’s wife, a French woman, who carries an 

illicit affair with Majid.   

 This film is a good example of ethnic cinema, in reference to Naficy’s 

categorization.  An ethnic film focuses on emphasizing its ethnic and racial identity 

within their host country.  “[P]ostcolonial ethnic and identity cinema [is dominated] by 

the exigencies of life here and now in the country in which the filmmakers reside.”178 In 

this film, the representative of their ethnic identity is in the food they make.  Couscous, 

being a traditional North African dish, represents the origins of the family, and their 

contribution to the French culture.  They do not see themselves as outsiders.  In fact, the 

film represents the privileged white officials as the outsiders, when they come to enjoy 

the food that the family cooks for them.  Their ties to their country of origin are in the 

culture they cherish, represented by the grain.  Aside from that, they see themselves as 

active members of the society, especially the children, who are the second-generation 

immigrants.   

What is also interesting about this film is that it takes the beur character out of the 

banlieue and places it in a different setting.  “By displacing the beurs from the cinematic 

spaces of the banlieue and inner-city ghettos, spaces in which the way they are 

represented is in constant dialogue with the stereotypical imagery produced by the 

dominant media, to more open, less heavily mediated spaces, [these films] allow the 

                                                 
178 Naficy 15. 



 

 195  

beurs (and others) to occupy space in more constructive and imaginative ways.”179  

Without the constraints of the banlieue setting, the characters in this film are allowed a 

different kind of agency.  In almost all beur films, the representation of the immigrant 

characters is framed by the space they occupy, that of the banlieue.  In this film, without 

that stereotypical frame, the characters are allowed to develop in relation to the space, 

and to the rest of the society.  As for the space, the film does not show a clear distinction 

of where they live, or where the white majority live; it allows the characters the freedom 

of movements between the borders of society, in a way that other beur and banlieue films 

do not.  The difference of spatial representation between this film and other diasporic and 

exilic films is that it does not represent space as claustrophobic or limiting.  In fact, most 

of the film is shot on the seaport, with open landscapes and a vast sea.  The internal space 

that the characters occupy, on the other hand, is represented as warm and inviting, just 

like the food that the mother makes.    

Paris Je T’Aime (2006)180 

 The North African population in France has been represented in mainstream 

French cinema for decades.  Whether it’s a positive or negative representation depends on 

the story, and the filmmaker.  Generally speaking, in the 1970s and 80s, North Africans 

were represented in a negative light.  Always taking the role of criminals, prostitutes, or 

passive characters in the background.  In recent years, more and more filmmakers began 

to show the North African population as active members of the society with unique issues 

that reflect the problems that they are dealing with, and in a way, reflecting the nature of 

                                                 
179 Tarr 137. 
180 Segment Dir. Gurinder Chadha. Perf. Leïla Bekhti and Cyril Descours. First Look 
International. 2006.  



 

 196  

French society, as a multiracial nation, even if the people of races other than white are 

still discriminated against or victimized.  In fact, one of the most famous French films in 

the last decade, Amelie (Le Fabuleux Destin d’Amelie Poulain), was criticized for not 

showing the true nature of the multiethnic Parisian society, except for one character, who 

is the simple-minded, North African, shop assistant.  It seems that even as the French 

government puts more restrictions on the representation of difference in public places, 

(i.e. the law that banned wearing conspicuous signs of religious affiliation in public 

schools in 2004; the law that bans Muslim women from wearing the burqa in public) 

filmmakers are tackling the subject of difference, and in some cases, celebrating it.   

In the recent film, Paris je t’aime, which is a collection of short films by twenty 

directors celebrating the different area of Paris, one of the segments, “Quais de Seine”, by 

British director Gurinder Chadha, deals with the issue of ethnic difference.  The segment 

starts with three young men making sexist comments at any girl who passes them by.  

Completely following the stereotypes of every ethnicity, they comment on the white 

girl’s thong that is showing under her jeans, and tell an Asian girl that they would like a 

Thai massage.  In the background, a Muslim girl wearing a headscarf listens to them and 

smiles at their utter ignorance.  One of the boys, who seems embarrassed by what his 

friends are doing, notices her.  When she gets up and passes them, they yell “we’re in 

France now!”  She trips and the sympathetic boy runs to help her get up.  Her headscarf 

falls and he unsuccessfully helps her to put it back on.  He asks her why does she have to 

cover her pretty hair.  She tells him that she doesn’t have to, but she chooses to cover her 

hair.  She tells him that when she wears her hijab she feels “part of a faith, an identity.”  

When he gets back to his friends, his black friend asks him “So you’re into brown girls 
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now?”  Then his other friend tells him “you touch her and Osama will personally bomb 

your ass.”  The young boy follows the girl to a mosque in the center of Paris.  When he 

sees her, his smile disappears when he notices the old North African man with her.  They 

walk up to him and she introduces him to her grandfather.  The grandfather invites him to 

walk with them, and they begin to have a conversation about history, and his 

granddaughter’s dream to become a journalist for one of the most important newspapers 

in France, La Monde.  He tells him that she wants to write about her France.   

 This six minute short film shows the stereotypes and breaks them at the same 

time.  The girl wears the hijab because she wants to show her Islamic identity, not 

because she is forced to wear it.  She also wants to be a journalist to write about “her 

France”.  The filmmaker is clearly commenting on the most recent law that was passed 

for banning the veil in 2004.  Wearing the hijab does not make the girl any less French 

than the boy who helps her.  In fact, she was doing the same thing as he was.  She was 

hanging out at a location common for college kids.  Even when the boy feared the 

presence of the Muslim male, she proved him wrong by introducing him to her 

grandfather.  On the other hand, the boy’s friends show the Islamophobia that is sweeping 

Europe at this moment.  Not only do they notice the racial difference, which is odd given 

the group dynamic, two white boys and a black boy.  The racism is clearly against Islam.  

Their comment about Osama (referring to Osama Bin Laden, of course) places all 

Muslims under the category of terrorist and fundamentalist Islam.  Even when the boy 

fears the Muslim male, he is questioning whether there would be a difference in the girl’s 

interaction with him in the presence of a male figure.  This follows the stereotype of 

misogynistic nature of Muslim men.  What the boy learns in the end is that there is no 
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difference between him and the girl.  They are both French.  They are both students, and 

they both have dreams of building a better future for themselves.   

Conclusion 

 From the analyses of the films in this chapter, the main element that drives most 

of the events of these films is the relationship of the characters with the space they 

occupy.  Given the fact that North African immigrants, and other immigrants in general, 

experience a sense of displacement because of their association with two different 

cultures, space and location becomes an important aspect in the creation of their 

identities.  Focusing on women’s experience as diasporic, exile, and ethnic, the films’ 

representations of these women varies depending on the filmmakers.  In Inch’Allah 

Dimanche, the immigrant woman is represented in the process of assimilation and 

emancipation, in relation to the space she inhabits.  Within that process, she forges her 

new identity in an effort to find a new home in diaspora.  In Exiles, the second-generation 

immigrant woman is represented as vulnerable, exotic, and sexualized.  Her relationship 

to space, whether in France or Algeria, is marked by her sense of displacement and 

inability to belong to either culture.  In Secret of the Grain, women are represented as 

integrated and strong.  Taking these characters outside of the banlieue allows them to 

forge a new identity that is not framed by stereotypes.  Yet, at the same time, they are still 

strongly connected to their original culture, signified by their cooking and strong family 

ties.  The space they occupy is not restricted by their ethnicity, but by the work they do 

within the society. 

 Yet, the issues of integration within the dominant French society are still troubled 

with issues of race, religion, and ethnicity.  These issues are the main themes in the films 
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produced by North African immigrant filmmakers.  In an effort to stress their role within 

the French society, and an effort to define their national identity, these filmmakers 

question the problems they face as minorities lacking any political representation, and 

experiencing constant hostility from the mainstream society.  
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Conclusion 

 

 One the most important things I must conclude with is the fact that the countries 

studied in this dissertation are still undergoing a process of change.  There is a sense of 

social instability, whether it is because of current political unrest, or because of the fact 

that the countries’ social and political infrastructure was built on weak grounds.  After the 

end of colonialism, North African countries, like other former colonies, had to go through 

a process of rebuilding themselves as autonomous nations, still dealing with the aftermath 

of colonization.  There were great hopes of building great nations, but issues like poverty, 

illiteracy, and the lack of strong economic and political structures made the first few 

years of independence extremely difficult.  As the decades went by, the colonial powers 

were replaced by totalitarian, corrupt governments that exploited the countries’ riches, 

and did not empower their people. 

 With the social and political instabilities that these nations have experienced for 

decades, the efforts of filmmakers, scholars, writers, and other cultural producers have 

been mired with doubt and lack of freedom.  Their efforts to represent the process of 

constantly creating, and changing, national identity marks these cultural producers’ 

desires to make sense of their nations, after independence, and during a turbulent political 

time.   

 In my dissertation, I have tried to define the role of filmmakers in representing the 

different issues their societies confront, in an effort to understand these nations myself.  

Torn between different parts of their history, I have realized the difficulty of defining a 

nation that is constantly undergoing political and social change.  The films I have studied 
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can only speak for the time in which they were created.  Some have succeeded in 

representing the problems different groups of these nations go through.  One thing is for 

sure: all the films I chose to discuss in my study are political, one way or another.  While 

some focus on the role of women in their country’s national dialogue, whether they were 

seeking to become part of the history of the nation, or dealing with issues of oppression 

and inequality, other films focus on the problems of the nation as a whole.  That being 

said, I have noticed one common theme in most of the films I have analyzed, whether 

they were national or diasporic; I have noticed that there is a sense of displacement that 

the characters of these films feel.  In diasporic film, the sense of displacement is clear, 

but in films made within the national cinemas of Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, it is very 

subtle.  For women, the sense of displacement comes from their realization of their 

situation as oppressed, and the constant tension in their relationship with the state and the 

patriarchal social order.  Their struggle for autonomy from the hegemonic forces is 

always faced with resentment, and resistance.  This constant tension between the 

oppressor (the patriarchal social order or dominant Western discourse) and the oppressed 

(women) creates a sense of constant need to define and defend oneself.  So the constant is 

the experience of struggle, and the sense of displacement and alienation these women feel 

during their quest for autonomy.   

This sense of displacement forces feminist filmmakers to constantly address their 

relationship with the hegemonic power of the state and patriarchy in their films, but this 

comes as an effort to define their responsibility within the nation.  The displacement they 

feel stems from their desire to achieve autonomy, yet this desire is affected by what 
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Spivak calls “internalized gendering perceived as ethical choice.”181  Aware of the social, 

traditional, religious, and gender constraints, feminist filmmakers’ struggle between their 

desire for autonomy and what they perceive as their ethical responsibility as women, and 

it is what creates that sense of displacement.     

 On the other hand, North African nations’ history as postcolonial forces them to 

constantly defend their culture to themselves, and to the rest of the world.  The fact that 

they are influenced by the culture of their former colonizer, France, is no secret; what 

they are trying to do is to define their own organic national culture, which is the 

combination of the history their countries went through.  With the films I have studied, I 

have argued that their process of creating national identity involves the recognition of all 

their histories, in order to achieve a cohesive national, and cultural identities. 

Through my investigation of North African films that deal with feminist and 

national identity representations, I have realized that there is a tension building up, both 

on the outside and inside levels.  On the outside level, the tension stems from the critical 

readings by Western feminists, Western audiences, and Western academics that approach 

the works of these feminist filmmakers with a preconceived understanding of the 

implications of their texts.  On the inside level, it is the tension between these 

filmmakers, mostly women in my study, and the hegemonic power of the state that limits 

their authority and freedom of expression, based on political, traditional, and cultural 

constraints.  My main aim in this study is to promote two possibilities: the first is the 

development of a national cinema theory, and second, the importance of international 

feminism, versus transnational feminism, in the reading of the filmic texts by non-
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Western filmmakers in general, North African filmmakers in particular.  I will discuss 

both points below, but first, I want to clarify what I mean when I talk about Western 

feminists.   

As a start, I do not criticize all feminists working in the West (of whom I am one); 

most specifically, I argue against the dominant Western feminist thought that stresses, on 

one level, that all women’s needs and issues are the same, without paying attention to 

cultural and historical differences, maintaining that gender difference is what most 

feminists are working against.  It is the “Imperial Feminism” that believes that the sight 

of oppression comes from within the family structure, without paying attention to class 

and race as other possible spaces of struggle.  This type of feminism undermines the 

works of non-Western feminists and has been criticized, as Caren Kaplan and Inderpal 

Grewal explain, “[T]hird World feminists and feminists of color have objected to a 

hegemonic approach that demonizes non-Western families as more oppressive than their 

First World counterparts.”182  On the other level, I criticize a Western feminism that 

advocates difference as multiculturalism and transnationalism, whether social, political, 

sexual, national, or religious, yet approaches these differences from a Eurocentric, 

essentialist perspective.  Instead, I suggest that the use of an international feminism, in 

analyzing the filmic texts created by non-Western and North African filmmakers, could 

be more useful in our understanding of the implications of these films within the 

discourse of gender, sexuality, religion, national involvement of these women, and race 

and class issues.  International feminism recognizes difference, and works within it.  

                                                 
182 Kaplan, Caren and Inderpal Grewal. “Transnational Feminist Cultural Studies: 
Beyond the Marxism/Poststructuralism/Feminism Divides.” (Positions East Asia 
Cultures Critique. Vol. 2, Number 2, (Fall 1994) p446-463.) 433. 
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International feminism is a feminism that works both locally and globally, in the sense 

that it recognizes differences and similarities, and promotes an understanding of these 

differences and similarities as existing both in the First and Third World.  In other words, 

it is a feminism that belongs to all feminists around the world, and is not restricted to 

Western academia and critical studies.  I will further explain this suggestion shortly. 

I have criticized Third Cinema theory as limiting and Eurocentric, and argued for 

the need to develop a national cinema theory that takes into account the local national 

film production and importance of national audience as the primary factors of film 

production, rather than resorting to create films that are mostly apologetic in their 

language to the dominant Western audiences on the one hand, and that are mere cultural 

representations of an “exotic” culture to the West on the other.  What I mean by 

apologetic is the approach that some non-Western filmmakers take in making their films, 

when dealing with cultural differences, or certain religious or traditional extremes, by 

showing certain aspects of their representations as similar to Western culture, in an effort 

to prove that they are not so different from the West.  In certain issues, in a way, it is seen 

as their effort to become part of the “transnational narrative” in order to achieve 

assimilation.  This means that the filmmakers are always aware of their Western 

audiences, and the implications of the representations in their films on the understandings 

of their culture/nation by Western audiences.   

I have advocated, through the text of the dissertation, for the need to create a 

national cinema that would resolve these previously mentioned tensions, and give these 

feminist filmmakers a chance to create works that deal with their issues of oppression, 

inequality, and national autonomy.  As it stands, national cinemas in these nations still 
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depend on funding from the West, which allows them to produce films that are aimed at 

First World audiences, and limits the promotion and development of a national film 

industry that would supply these filmmakers with the tools needed to produce films.  In 

other words, this dependency on Western funding might solve the immediate problem of 

lack of resources, but it makes the need for a strong national film industry less important 

in the immediate sense.  Or as Spivak puts it: “it is more important to develop a critical 

intelligence than to assure immediate material comfort.”183  In other words, the 

continuous dependency on Western funding forces North African filmmakers to articulate 

their representations in their films in a way that impresses Western audiences, and with 

that national audiences tend to be ignored.  A national cinema built to serve the needs of 

these filmmakers will, first, allow these filmmakers the chance to deal with local and 

national issues; and second, provide an infrastructure of support for these filmmakers, in 

terms of regularized work, which helps these filmmakers to produce films more regularly, 

rather than having to wait for years before they can realize another film.  Throughout the 

dissertation, I have argued that most of these filmmakers have only one film to their 

credit, because of the lack of a strong national cinema industry, and because of the lack of 

funding.  Third, the creation of a national cinema that stands on its own, without the help 

of Western funding, allows these filmmakers to develop their craft as unique to their 

nations, rather than always being dubbed as cultural representatives and native informants 

in international film festivals.  I believe that one of the reasons these filmmakers are 

categorized as “Other” in most international film festivals is the fact that their national 

cinemas are still in the process of development, and that they feel inferior to the more 

                                                 
183 Spivak, Gayatri. “Righting Wrongs.” (The South Atlantic Quarterly Vol. 103, Issue 
2/3, (Spring/Summer2004) p523-581.) 557. 
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developed Euro-American film industries.  With the creation of a strong national cinema, 

these filmmakers will have the confidence to create films of which the reception is more 

important on the local level, rather than in international film festivals; in other words, a 

film industry that does not need the recognition and approval of the West in order for it to 

prove its mastery of the art of cinema. 

When it comes to reading, listening to, and understanding the films made in North 

Africa, I suggest adopting an international feminist discourse in the analyses.  What I 

mean by that is first, to remove ourselves from the position of critical gazer, superior, 

more knowledgeable, and place ourselves in the position of listener, and second, to allow 

ourselves to learn, rather than criticize, from other cultures and practices.  In my opinion, 

transnational feminism fails in its readings and understandings of native, “subaltern” 

discourse because it advocates the immersion of Western academics and intellectuals 

within native cultures, yet it still does not allow the same level of accessibility for other 

non-Western intellectuals.  In other words, transnational feminism still holds authority 

and power on the discourse of the subaltern.  International feminism, on the other hand, 

assigns the same level of authority to all.  There is still an imbalance of power and 

authority between the West and non-West.  When it comes to cinema, this imbalance is 

evident in the articulation of difference within the films made in the non-West, North 

Africa in this case.  This difference is enhanced in the fact that these non-Western 

feminist filmmakers are perceived as merely national, oppressed, rather than equal 

partners in the exchange of representation, reception, of the filmic text.  Instead, an 

international feminism will allow both creator and receiver to articulate their meanings 

and understandings on the same level, as different, yet the same; not as “Other,” but as 
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another pedagogy of learning and listening, representing, and speaking.  In other words, 

films created outside the West ought to be read/listened to, in the same way as films 

created in the West; not by the way culture is represented, but by the way a story is told.  

When the focus becomes the craft of the filmic text, cultural and national difference 

becomes a natural outcome, rather than the only outcome of any film.    

In summary, I believe that the development of an international feminism when 

dealing with feminist reading practices of films made both in the West and the non-West 

will allow authority and privilege to be shared by filmmakers and audiences, locally and 

internationally. 
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