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ABSTRACT 

In this dissertation, I compare the ways in which the voices of Maghrebi migrant women 

in France are represented in over sixty films spanning documentaries, short films, made-for-

television films (téléfilms), and feature films. After an introduction setting out the theoretical and 

methodological framework for my research, addressing aspects of post-colonial studies, gender 

studies, and film studies, a separate chapter is devoted to each of the four film genres in question. 

My analysis of documentaries depicting first-generation women from the Maghreb considers the 

extent to which different degrees of intervention by the director at each point in the filmmaking 

process – and particularly during the editing process – influence the ways in which the women‟s 

voices are “framed” in the films and/or are manipulated or silenced in the process. My work on 

short films examines the ways in which the voices of first-generation Maghrebi women are 

communicated through this particular medium and highlights the particular significance of 

objects such as letters, photographs, and food, which often serve as short cuts or substitutes for 

verbal communication and carry multi-layered meanings. In my analysis of French téléfilms, I 

consider what it means for Maghrebi migrant women to appear to achieve agency in these films 

and analyze the means by which they do so (or fail to do so). The final chapter of this study 

looks at feature-length fiction films and examines the means by which they represent the voices 

of the first-generation Maghrebi women – often with the intention of bringing viewers into 

sympathy with them. The techniques used in these films range from those that could be 

categorized as “verbal” in the traditional sense, to those that are the least verbal (such as body 

language). 

My analysis shows that, when the full range of my corpus is considered, representations 

of first-generation women from the Maghreb in France are far more diverse and often more 

empowered than has generally been thought on the basis of the relatively narrow range of media 

and cultural productions that have so far reached mainstream audiences. 
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INTRODUCTION 

My dissertation sets out to compare the ways in which the voices of first-generation 

migrant women from the Maghreb (Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia) in France are represented 

through the medium of cinema. This study spans a corpus of over sixty films, from 

documentaries to short films, made-for-television films (téléfilms) and feature-length films. 

Historically, most first-generation women came to France from North Africa in the 1960s and 

1970s as the wives of economic migrants, or, less often, as wives of harkis.1 First-generation 

Maghrebi women have come to be regarded in many respects as a “silent generation,” both in the 

public and private spheres. Most Maghrebi women migrants who came to France during this 

period were born under French colonial rule and most arrived in France as (post)colonial 

minorities2 with no formal education and little knowledge of the French language.3 In France, 

Maghrebi migrant women tended to live more in the domestic sphere than their children (who 

went to school) and husbands (who worked outside the home) and thus had few opportunities to 

learn to read and write in French. These elements, paired with a sense of reserve, even in the 

family sphere, with regard to talking about their often difficult past experiences, meant that in 

general women of this generation did not write their own stories or document their experiences 

in other publicly accessible forms. Rather, it is primarily the generation of their children 

(commonly known as “second generation” Maghrebis, and popularly as Beurs), that has sought 

to give a voice to the older generation through the medium of cultural productions, in cinematic 

or literary form. 

In this dissertation, I analyze and compare the ways in which the often unheard voices of 

first-generation Maghrebi women in France are constructed in films directed mainly but not 

uniquely by filmmakers of Maghrebi descent. I take as a point of departure two main 

presuppositions: first, that all films are constructions in which various players, most obviously 

the director, screenwriter, and actors, contribute to structuring meaning; and second, that in this 

                                                 
1 The term harki refers to Muslim Algerian auxiliary forces in the French army during the Algerian War of 
Independence.  
 
2 Some women arrived in France before Algeria achieved independence. French colonization in Algeria ended in 
1962 after 132 years of colonial rule and a bitter eight-year war. The status of Morocco and Tunisia as French 
protectorates ended in 1956. 
 
3 In most cases, they spoke Arabic and/or Tamazight (Berber).  
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construction, these players work within varying cinematic genres, each of which has its own set 

of formal conventions. André Gaudreault and François Jost write of the constructedness of films 

in the following manner:  

There are no stories without a storytelling instance. Virtually all narratologists 

agree on this point. Films differ, however, from novels in that a film can show an 

action rather than tell it. In that regime of showing (monstration), notably in 

theatrical staging or in the “documentary” recordings of the Lumière Brothers, the 

discursive instance is less apparent than in a written tale. Events seem to tell their 

own stories. Yet this is misleading, because without any mediation, there would 

have been no recording and we would not have seen the events at all. (45) 

 My analysis of the corpus of films featuring first-generation women and structured 

around separate film genres aims to elucidate how different cinematic processes influence the 

ways in which and extent to which the voices of first-generation Maghrebi women come through 

the films in question. It is not my intention, however, to approach these artistic works with the 

aim of determining which of them reproduces the most “authentic” or “real” voices of first-

generation Maghrebi women; this would be an impossible and unattainable goal, since the 

articulation of an “authentic” experience would necessarily come from the subject herself and 

not from a construction of the subject‟s voice and experiences by an intermediary. 

It is my contention that these films – and the representations of first-generation Maghrebi 

women in them – are meaningful in terms of the real, as they have the potential to have an 

impact on viewer imaginaries, to shape perceptions about first-generation women from the 

Maghreb, and to challenge dominant stereotypes and/or paradigms. I thus place the films in my 

corpus in their socio-historical context in order to ascertain their potential impact in this regard. 

The study that follows aims to elucidate the following questions: What opportunities and 

constraints do the formal conventions of each distinct genre – documentaries, short films, 

téléfilms, and feature films – present in terms of shaping the ways in which the voices of first-

generation women come through in the films? Do cinematic depictions of first-generation 

women challenge dominant stereotypes and/or perceptions about Maghrebi women in France, 

notably with regard to the idea that these women belong to a “silent generation”? To what extent 

are first-generation women from the Maghreb represented as transcending potential boundaries – 

linguistic, cultural, spatial, or other – in their actions and interactions with other people? Finally, 
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do films depicting Maghrebi women in France invite viewing audiences to come to a better 

understanding of the women‟s subjective perspectives and points of view, and if so, by what 

means?  

There has been a considerable body of important scholarly work done on representations 

of men and women of Maghrebi origin in France, notably in literature but also in film, but my 

analysis seeks to cover significant new ground. This is the first comprehensive study to date on 

the cinematic representations of Maghrebi migrant women in France, building on a corpus that 

focuses not only on feature films, but also on documentaries, short films, and téléfilms. Thus 

alongside well-known movies such as Inch’Allah dimanche and Mémoires d’immigrés: 

l’héritage maghrébin by Yamina Benguigui, and Vivre au paradis by Bourlem Guerdjou, my 

corpus includes a substantial number of films that have hitherto received little or no scholarly 

attention. Moreover, no one to date has approached my cinematic corpus, or any significant part 

of it, with the methodological approach that I have chosen. My research is situated at the 

intersection of three theoretical strands – post-colonial studies, gender studies, and film studies – 

and, as will be explained in more detail below, it draws on the multi-layered meanings inherent 

to the idea of “voice” (notably those related to the concepts of point of view and agency) to bring 

to the fore the cinematic representations of the voices of Maghrebi migrant women in France. 
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CHAPTER 1 

RESEARCH CONTEXT AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

The cinematic representations of first-generation Maghrebi women in France are 

conditioned by at least three significant factors: first, by the women‟s position as post-colonial 

minorities in France; second, by their position as women in Arabo-Berber-Muslim cultures with 

patriarchal tendencies; and third, by the constraints and opportunities associated with the art and 

business of filmmaking. In seeking to understand the cinematic representations of Maghrebi 

women migrants, it is therefore appropriate to draw on three main theoretical frames of 

reference: those of post-colonial studies, feminism, and film studies. Significant scholarly work 

has been devoted to each of these fields, some of which spans more than one field, but in this 

chapter, I will focus on the scholarship that relates most closely to my own research. I will 

highlight the work that my dissertation builds on, on the one hand, and the ways in which my 

research covers new ground and fills gaps in current research, on the other. I will focus in 

particular on those works that address the problematic of “voice” as well as those that address the 

subject of Maghrebi migrants and their children in France.  

 

Post-Colonial Studies 

One cannot analyze the representations of the voices of first-generation Maghrebi women 

in France in the medium of cinema without situating the problematic of voice and representation 

– as they are related to women from the Maghreb – in a larger historical context, notably with 

regard to France‟s colonial history and post-colonial present. Post-colonial theory provides a 

very useful framework for considering the films that make up my corpus, as the Maghrebi 

women depicted in these films are (post)colonial migrants (some films are set before the end of 

the colonial empire). Moreover, a significant number of the film directors are also descendents of 

(post)colonial migrants.  

Post-colonial studies emerged as a field of study in the 1970s, primarily in English 

Literature departments in the Anglophone world. It developed out of and eventually supplanted 

the field of study that was commonly referred to as “Commonwealth Literature,” which focused 

on literatures of the former British Empire. Edward Said‟s Orientalism (1978) is considered to be 
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one of the founding texts of post-colonial studies. In it, Said uses Foucault‟s notion of discourse 

to bring to the fore the ways in which Western imperialist powers (notably Great Britain and 

France) used knowledge as a means to exert power and domination over the “Orient.” Said 

argues that the Orient is a construct of the West, a system of ideas constructed, among other 

ways, through cultural and literary representations, and then used as a tool of domination. He 

develops this idea further in Culture and Imperialism (1993), in which he examines the writings 

of Joseph Conrad, Jane Austen, and Albert Camus, among others. He also broadens his frame of 

analysis in this work to include consideration of the “cultural resistance” that developed against 

Western imperialism (xii). Said‟s work has been particularly influential, first by opening a new 

line of thinking about the workings of imperial domination, and second by calling into question 

“Eurocentrism,” where Europe is assumed to be located both at the “center” of the world and at 

the top of the hierarchy of power. Within this framework, the non-West is automatically 

relegated to the “periphery” and non-Westerners become “Others.” In developing these ideas 

with reference to cinema, Ella Shohat and Robert Stam write in Unthinking Eurocentrism: 

Multiculturalism and the Media (1994) that “Eurocentrism sanitizes Western history while 

patronizing and even demonizing non-West; it thinks of itself in terms of its noblest 

achievements – science, progress, humanism – but of the non-West in terms of its deficiencies, 

real or imagined” (3).4  

The theoretical work of Indian-born critic Homi K. Bhabha has also been extremely 

influential in the field of post-colonial studies, proposing a deconstruction of such binary 

oppositions like Self and Other, East and West, center and margins, First and Third World. 

According to Bhabha, struggles, debates, and critical discourse emerge within colonial and post-

colonial dynamics and open up what he terms a “Third Space.” It is “a space of translation: a 

place of hybridity, figuratively speaking, where the construction of a political object that is new, 

neither the one nor the other, properly alienates our political expectations, and changes, as it 

must, the very forms of our recognition of the moment of politics” (2385). This idea of 

“hybridity” is a concept that has been very influential in post-colonial studies and in other fields, 

laying the foundation for new ways of thinking about and interrogating the notions of culture and 

identity in colonial and post-colonial contexts. Identities and cultures are to be seen as multi-

                                                 
4 I discuss this work in more detail below.  
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layered, multi-faceted, and complex. In this vein, Bhabha argues that “[c]ultures are never 

unitary in themselves, nor simply dualistic in the relation of Self to Other” (2395).  

Along with Said and Bhabha, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is widely considered as a key 

founding critic in the field of post-colonial studies. In her seminal essay “Can the Subaltern 

Speak?” (1988), Spivak interrogates the notion of the “subaltern,” calling attention to the 

divisions that exist within the colonized or dominated population (in the context of India) with 

particular reference to questions of class and gender. She argues that “subalterns” – those people 

at once under colonial rule and at the margins of the dominated population – are subject to 

“epistemic violence” and cannot speak for themselves because they are excluded from the 

dominant structure of power. They cannot write themselves into history because they do not have 

access to the dominant discourse, since they have not been educated in such a way that would 

give them the necessary tools to do so. In Spivak‟s view, the elites of the colonized population 

who have been able to speak out and/or express themselves through writing within the 

parameters of the dominant structure of power are, by definition, no longer subaltern. Spivak 

also problematizes the question of gender from a feminist perspective in this essay and opens up 

an important line of critique within post-colonial studies. She argues that within this structure of 

power, the subaltern female is marginalized and silenced to an even greater degree than the 

subaltern male because of her gender. Spivak writes:  

Within the effaced itinerary of the subaltern subject, the track of sexual difference 

is doubly effected. […] [B]oth as object of colonialist historiography and as 

subject of insurgency, the ideological construction of gender keeps the male 

dominant. If, in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history 

and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow. (28) 

Despite its contributions to scholarship, post-colonial theory has also been the object of 

criticism, notably for its perceived “Anglocentrism.” Viewed in this perspective, post-colonial 

studies have failed to give sufficient attention to the respective legacies of French, Spanish, or 

Portuguese imperialisms. In France, post-colonial theory was (and to some extent still is) 

perceived to be an Anglophone tradition and therefore not applicable to the French context. It is 

only very recently that that debates about empire and post-colonialism have emerged in 

scholarship in France, and it is a task undertaken largely by historians (cf. edited volumes by 

Bancel, Blanchard, and Lemaire [2005] and Blanchard and Bancel [2006]) rather than by 
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students of literature, film, or other cultural forms. In fact, scholarly works focusing on the 

applicability of post-colonial theory to cultural productions produced in post-colonial France and 

the former French empire have been produced largely by scholars based in universities in the 

United States and the United Kingdom (cf. edited volumes by Hargreaves and McKinney [1997], 

Forsdick and Murphy [2003], and Murdoch and Donadey [2005]).5 These works focus on the 

intersection and possible tensions between post-colonial studies and Francophone studies (a 

contested term in and of itself). They are attentive to the fact that the histories of empire, 

domination, and de-colonization, as well as the legacies of them, vary greatly between different 

parts of the Francophone world, from the Caribbean to North Africa, Canada, and Vietnam, 

among others, as well as within each of these spaces. These works also bring to the fore the 

contributions of Francophone (post)colonial critics and theorists whose works have often been 

overlooked or under-examined in post-colonial studies, such as Aimé Césaire, Édouard Glissant, 

Abdelkebir Khatibi, and Albert Memmi, among others.  

Hargreaves and McKinney (1997) argue that the post-colonial paradigm is a useful prism 

through which to approach cultural productions in French produced not only in the former 

French colonies, but also within the French métropole itself. They highlight two main reasons for 

this: first, they argue, the memory of colonial domination still weighs on immigrants from the 

former French empire and their descendents; and second, France still suffers from the “trauma of 

decolonization,” particularly with regard to the Algerian War of Independence, which continues 

to negatively influences perceptions about Maghrebi migrants and their descendents in France 

(18). My analysis of the cinematic voices of Maghrebi migrant women in France draws on these 

points raised by Hargreaves and McKinney, especially as I consider the extent to which the 

representations of these voices challenge dominant perceptions about first-generation Maghrebi 

women in France. These perceptions – and the question of representation – cannot be separated 

from the history and legacy of colonialism, as North African women under colonial rule were 

often represented in cultural productions as voiceless “Others” and constructed as objects (of 

desire) of the male gaze. In Orientalism, Edward Said argues that Orientalist discourse – notably 

in the form of literary and travel writing – shaped perceptions about the “Oriental woman” by 

creating a silent, exotic, and sexually charged figure. He uses the example of nineteenth century 

French novelist Flaubert as a case in point. Said writes:   

                                                 
5 The work of Jean-Marc Moura (1999) is a notable exception to this. 
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There is very little consent to be found […] in the fact that Flaubert‟s encounter 

with an Egyptian courtesan produced a widely influential model of the Oriental 

woman; she never spoke of herself, she never represented her emotions, presence, 

or history. He spoke for her and represented her. He was foreign, comparatively 

wealthy, male, and these were historical facts of domination that allowed him not 

only to possess Kuchuk Hanem physically but to speak for her and tell his readers 

in what way she was „typically Oriental.‟ (5-6) 

Kuchuk Hanem‟s voice was thus silenced by Flaubert, who, through his writing, “spoke for her 

and represented her.” She could not speak for herself and/or respond to Flaubert‟s representation 

of her because, as an Oriental woman, she was excluded from the dominant structure of power. 

Eugène Delacroix‟s 1834 painting Femmes d’Alger dans leur appartement is an often-

cited example of an Orientalist painting in which Oriental women in a harem become the objects 

of desire of the Western, male gaze. In La femme dans la peinture orientaliste, Lynne Thornton 

describes the harem as the setting of choice for Orientalist painting precisely because the space 

of the harem was usually forbidden to men (and particularly Western men) and thus artists had 

free reign with regard to how they wanted to represent the women in the harem (22). In other 

words, artists could freely use their imagination when representing the women in the harem 

because very few Westerners had access to these spaces and thus could not question or contradict 

the representations of them made by others.  

The question of women‟s double alterity – as Woman and as Other – in the (post)colonial 

paradigm constitutes an important intersection between the fields of post-colonial studies and 

feminism which has been – and continues to be – theorized and critiqued, often with reference to 

the subject of women‟s voices (a concept discussed in detail below). As previously noted, 

Spivak‟s essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” opened an important line of critique in post-colonial 

studies by considering the question of gender in the context of the colonial power structure. I will 

now turn to consider more directly the contributions of feminist theory (or theories) with regard 

to the debate on women‟s voices, agency, and power, and then will look at the theoretical 

intersections between feminism and cinema studies.  
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Feminism(s) 

In the introduction to their edited volume Embodied Voices: Representing Vocality in 

Western Culture (1994), Leslie C. Dunn and Nancy A. Jones highlight the varied ways in which 

the word “voice” has been employed in feminist discourse:  

Feminists have used the word “voice” to refer to a wide range of aspirations: 

cultural agency, political enfranchisement, sexual autonomy, and expressive 

freedom, all of which have been historically denied to women. In this context, 

“voice” has become a metaphor for textual authority, and alludes to the efforts of 

women to reclaim their own experience through writing (“having a voice”) or to 

the specific qualities of their literary and cultural self-expression (“in a different 

voice”). (1) 

Dunn and Jones argue that discussions about voice in feminist criticism should consider this 

concept not only on a metaphorical level but also in terms of “the concrete physical dimensions 

of the female voice upon which this metaphor was based” (1). It is this gap in scholarship that 

their volume proposes to fill. In this section of my literature review, I will first give a broad 

overview of the ways in which the concept of women‟s voices has been theorized within the 

framework of so-called “Western” feminist discourse. Then, I will address the major critiques of 

this discourse advanced notably by “Third World” feminists, post-colonial feminists, and 

“women of color.”  Finally, I will situate my own work on the representation of Maghrebi 

migrant women‟s voices in cinema in relation to this criticism.  

The theoretical writings of Virginia Woolf and Simone de Beauvoir are often cited as key 

texts in what has been termed “first-wave” feminism. Their works open an important debate by 

suggesting that there is a difference between sex and gender and that gender is socially 

constructed. One of Woolf‟s most influential contributions to feminist thought is A Room of 

One’s Own (1929), in which she interrogates the marginalization of women and women writers 

as the result of patriarchy. She brings to the fore the particular obstacles that women – and 

particularly women who want to write – face in Victorian England, most notably women‟s 

economic dependence on men and their inferior education as compared to the education given to 

men. An equally if not more influential text in the development of feminist criticism is Simone 

de Beauvoir‟s Le deuxième sexe (1949). In this work, Beauvoir rejects the idea that there is a 
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specifically feminine essence or nature, advancing the now famous idea: “On ne naît pas femme: 

on le devient.”  

The liberation, student, and civil rights movements of the 1960s significantly influenced 

what came to be known as “second-wave” feminism. The critical work of second-wave feminists 

further interrogated the idea that gender is socially constructed and focused on questions relating 

to women‟s rights, sexuality, the celebration of difference, representations of women in 

literature, women writers, and canon formation (which has often served to marginalize the voices 

of women writers), among others. Betty Friedan‟s The Feminine Mystique (1963) is considered a 

foundational text for second-wave feminism. In this work, Friedan brings to the fore what she 

calls “the problem that has no name,” an almost indescribable discontent shared by many 

middle-class, white housewives in post-World War Two America who feel trapped in their 

domestic roles with no sense of purpose or identity. According to Freidan, “We can no longer 

ignore that voice within women that says: „I want something more than my husband and my 

children and my home‟” (78).  

Many second-wave feminists consider the extent to which women‟s voices – and in 

particular women‟s literary voices – are silenced and/or ignored by the dominant patriarchal 

discourse. According to Mary Eagleton,  

British and American feminist critics in the 1970s were preoccupied with the idea 

that women writers had been silenced, by and large excluded from literary history. 

[…] Aware that critical attention concentrated mostly on male writers, these 

critics demanded a status and recognition for women authors. But the aim was not 

simply to fit women into the male-dominated tradition; they also wanted to write 

the history of a tradition among women themselves. (1) 

In The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach to American Fiction (1978), Judith Fetterley 

underscores the significance of the act of writing for feminist critics themselves, who find their 

own voices when they no longer simply do what they were taught to do, that is, “to think as men, 

[and] to identify with a male point of view” (288). She argues that “[f]eminist criticism 

represents the discovery/recovery of a voice, a unique and uniquely powerful voice capable of 

canceling out those other voices […] which spoke about us and to us and at us but never for us”  

(290). 



11 
 

The increased critical attention given to women writers by second-wave feminists is 

evidenced by the work of Elaine Showalter, most notably in A Literature of Their Own: British 

Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing (1977), which examines development of the female 

literary tradition as a literary subculture with reference to the English novel. Showalter‟s work 

was seen to be controversial not only because it focuses specifically on women writers, but even 

more so because Showalter argues that women‟s writing differs from men‟s writing. Sandra M. 

Gilbert and Susan Gubar‟s The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-

Century Literary Imagination (1979) address the particular challenges faced by women writers 

within the context of patriarchy and an almost exclusively male literary tradition. They ask: 

“What does it mean to be a woman writer in a culture whose fundamental definitions of literary 

authority are, as we have seen, both overtly and covertly patriarchal?” (2024). Gilbert and Gubar 

recast Harold Bloom‟s notion of the “anxiety of influence” – the anxiety felt by the (male) poet 

who must try to create something new while knowing that so many great poets have already 

written before him – with regard to the female author, for whom the situation is very different. 

She has few or no female predecessors, and thus faces not the “anxiety of influence” but the 

“anxiety of authorship.” According to Gilbert and Gubar, this involves both the fear that she 

cannot create at all and the fear that “because she can never become a „precursor‟ the act of 

writing will isolate or destroy her” (2026).  

In “Le rire de la Méduse” (1975), Hélène Cixous argues that women must write 

themselves into being and into history and argues that in so doing they will find a voice. Cixous‟ 

writing – like the work of other so-called “French feminists”6 Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, and 

Monique Wittig – is heavily influenced by psychoanalysis and in particular by Jacques Lacan‟s 

rereading of Freud. According to Kari Weil (2006), French feminism emphasized “language as 

both the ultimate tool of women‟s oppression and a potential means for subverting, if not 

escaping that oppression” (153). Cixous writes of “écriture féminine” as a kind of liberation and 

a means of finding a voice. It involves breaking out of the phallocentric system that governs 

writing (and language), where “woman” is defined as Lack (in other words, she is defined by 

what she does not have, the phallus). She argues that women have so much to write about, 

                                                 
6 This term is a contested one because the women did not see themselves as part of a coherent group. As Kari Weil 
notes, “French feminism is hardly French, except perhaps in its constructed opposition to Anglo-American 
feminism” (160). Cixous, Irigaray, Kristeva, and Wittig were based in Paris when they began writing, but only 
Wittig was actually born in metropolitan France. Cixous was born in Algeria (under French colonial rule at the 
time), Irigaray was born in Belgium, and Kristeva was born in Bulgaria.  
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especially about female sexuality and desire (not only sexual desire, but the desire to do 

something), and thus must no longer remain silent. A similar sentiment is echoed by Annie 

Leclerc in Parole de femme (1974).7 She argues that women must invent a language and find a 

voice for themselves, as women, because men‟s voices and words have silenced women and 

have not articulated their experiences (especially those relating to feminine sexuality and 

motherhood). Leclerc writes: “Rien n‟existe qui ne soit le fait de l‟homme, ni pensée, ni parole, 

ni mot. Rien n‟existe encore qui ne soit le fait de l‟homme; pas même moi. Surtout pas moi. […] 

Tout est à inventer” (7-8).  

The concept of voices has thus been used in “Western” feminist discourse as a metaphor 

for subjectivity and expression, as a means of discussing women‟s contributions to literature (as 

well as the marginalization of women‟s literary voices), and as a trope for women‟s relationship 

to (phallocentric) language. A number of critiques of “Western” feminism have emerged notably 

among black, Third World, lesbian, and post-colonial feminists (frames of reference that often 

overlap), who point to the ways in which “Western” feminism failed to consider the voices of 

non-white and/or non-Western women, and the particular constraints on these voices. Black, 

Third World, lesbian, and post-colonial feminists focus in particular on identifying and analyzing 

the silencing and/or marginalization of women‟s voices at the intersection of race, class, gender, 

and sexual orientation. In their edited volume entitled Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader 

(2003), Reina Lewis and Sara Mills argue that the goals of critics involved in feminist post-

colonial theory have been “to racialise mainstream feminist theory and to insert feminist 

concerns into conceptualizations of colonialism and postcolonialism” (3), thus broadening the 

scope of both post-colonial theory and feminist theory. As noted above, Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak‟s important essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” highlighted women‟s double alterity under 

colonization, constructed as Woman and as Other. Bart Moore-Gilbert (2000) underscores that a 

common theme spanning the larger body of Spivak‟s theoretical work lies in the limitations 

involved in applying Western feminist theory – where “„Woman‟ is implicitly understood as 

being white, heterosexual, and middle class” – to a non-Western, (post)colonial context (455). 

The work of Chandra Talpade Mohanty, an important voice in Third World feminism, also 

criticizes Western feminist discourse for very often failing to take into account differences in 

culture and ethnicity between Western women and non-Western women, not to mention the 

                                                 
7 Cixous, Leclerc, and Madeleine Gagnon co-authored La Venue à l’écriture, published in 1977.  
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implications of this. In “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses” 

(first published in 1984), Mohanty argues that Western feminism has also neglected to fully 

consider the diversity of the experiences of third world women and the socio-historical contexts 

in which they live, instead presenting the “Third World Woman” “as a singular monolithic 

subject” who is often a powerless victim (51). Cheryl Johnson-Odim (1991) advances a similar 

critique, arguing that a feminist approach that focuses solely on questions of gender is inadequate 

because it does not address additional forms of oppression faced by Third World women 

(residing in their country of origin or in the West), some of which have been “exacerbated by 

Western patriarchy, racism, and exploitation” (321).  

Critic and filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-ha‟s Woman, Native, Other (1989) addresses the 

“triple bind” in which women writers of color find themselves with regard to the question of 

identity. Trinh argues that “no matter what position she [the woman writer of color] decides to 

take, she will sooner or later find herself driven into situations where she is made to feel she 

must choose from among three conflicting identities. Writer of color? Woman writer? Or woman 

of color? Which comes first? Where does she place her loyalty?” (6). This “triple bind” also 

influences how her works are received, Trinh argues, since “[b]eing merely „a writer‟ without 

doubt ensures one a status of far greater weight than being „a woman of color who writes‟ ever 

does” (6). 

Post-colonial feminism was influenced by and often in dialogue with black feminist 

discourse in the United States and the United Kingdom, which gained ground in the 1970s and 

1980s. Influential black feminists such as Patricia Hill Collins, Barbara Smith, and bell hooks 

engaged in debates surrounding the limitations of Western (i.e. white, middle-class, 

heterosexual) feminism to analyze and theorize the experiences of African-American women – 

and lesbian African-American women – in the United States. Their works, as well as the 

contributions of other black feminists, explore the inner workings of multi-faceted oppression 

and disempowerment involving gender, race, and class, interrogate the notion of a black feminist 

criticism (cf. Smith 1977), and bring to the fore the contributions of the voices of black women 

writers (cf. Walker 1983) and black feminist critics (cf. Smith 1983).  

Many of the questions raised, critiqued, and developed by the feminists discussed above 

have shaped my analysis of the voices of Maghrebi migrant women in film. The contributions of 

Third World, black, and post-colonial feminists have been especially helpful as I considered on 
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the one hand the extent to which multiple and competing discourses shape how Maghrebi 

women‟s voices are “framed” through the medium of cinema, and on the other hand how the 

representations of women‟s voices shape and/or challenge dominant perceptions about Maghrebi 

women in France. Third World, black, and post-colonial feminist discourses also influenced my 

thinking with regard to the ways in which Maghrebi women are depicted in the films as well as 

the particular challenges and obstacles that they confront. I considered questions such as: do 

these films suggest that the challenges that first-generation women from the Maghreb face in 

France are due to their status as women? As post-colonial minorities? As female post-colonial 

minorities? As socio-economically disadvantaged people? As Muslims? As Muslim women? Or 

a combination of many of these factors? And to what extent are first-generation Maghrebi 

women presented as victims or as agents of their own destiny in these films? The question of 

representation is crucial, as highlighted above, since most first-generation Maghrebi women in 

France are illiterate and thus cannot “write themselves into history” or “find a voice” directly 

through writing. 

Before considering the theme of voice specifically with reference to cinema, I would like 

to address briefly one final set of contributions to feminist discourse that address the intersection 

of the themes of women and Islam. A common line of questioning in this field of study is 

whether or not Islam in and of itself relegates women to an inferior or disempowered position as 

compared to men. In The Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist Interpretation of Women’s Rights 

in Islam (1991)8, Moroccan sociologist Fatima Mernissi argues that the inferior role often 

occupied by women in Muslim societies stems not from the Quran itself but rather from men‟s 

(mis)interpretations of the text. Amina Wadud (1999) also undertakes a feminist approach, 

arguing that the Quran has always been read and interpreted from a male perspective. In her 

rereading of the sacred text from a woman‟s perspective, Wadud argues that it could actually be 

used as a tool for women‟s empowerment because it underscores equality between men and 

women as well as the importance of social justice (xxi). Leila Ahmed (1992) proposes to trace 

back the root causes for the belief (in establishment Islamic thought) that women are 

disempowered minorities by  “identifying and exploring the core Islamic discourses on women 

and gender and exploring the key premises of the modern discourses on women in the Middle 

East” (3). These works highlight the extent to which the disempowered status of Muslim women 

                                                 
8 Mernissi‟s text was first published in France in 1987. 
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has often been determined by masculine interpretations of Islam, as well as by patriarchal 

cultural practices that have become intertwined with dominant discourse about Islam. This is the 

case, to a significant extent, for Maghrebi migrants in France, whose religious traditions and 

practices are rooted in a patriarchal culture and are transmitted orally, without direct consultation 

of religious texts (the Quran is inaccessible to most first-generation Maghrebis because of 

illiteracy). Very few first-generation women from the Maghreb in France could perform a 

feminist rereading of the Quran in order to defend their rights, nor could they use the texts of 

Mernissi, Wadud, or Ahmed in order to do so, and thus the direct applicability of these texts to 

my own research is limited. 

It should be noted that few, if any, of the films in my corpus take aim directly at the 

religion of Islam when representing the disempowered position of first-generation women from 

the Maghreb in France (or their daughters). If women are portrayed as victims within the family 

sphere, it is most often seen to be the result of certain traditions that stem from a patriarchal 

culture, rather than as a direct result of the family‟s religious beliefs. Moreover, for some migrant 

women from the Maghreb depicted in the films in my corpus, such as Malika in the feature film 

Le thé au harem d’Archimède (Charef 1985), Islam serves as a source of strength amidst the 

difficulties and challenges of daily life. 

 

Women’s Voices in/and Cinema 

Scholarship relating to “women‟s voices” in cinema often involves discussions about 

women‟s subjectivity, agency, and identity, and it is often paired with an analysis of the formal 

tools used to render women‟s voices audible (or silent) in cinema. There are a number of 

parallels between lines of inquiry raised in feminist film criticism and those developed 

previously – or concurrently – by feminist literary critics or political activists. Common themes 

in feminist film theory include the idea of writing women into cinema; the need to accord 

increased critical attention on the work of women filmmakers and on the representations of 

female characters in cinema; the concept of “giving a voice” to women through the medium of 

cinema; and the act of rereading films from a feminist perspective. With regard to women‟s 

voices, feminist film criticism has focused to a significant degree on analyzing the extent to 

which the representations of women‟s voices in Hollywood cinema reinforce the dominant 

patriarchal ideology about gender roles.  



16 
 

Before considering the specific scholarly works that address these questions, I would like 

to set out in more detailed terms what is meant by the word “voice” when used in this 

dissertation with regard to cinematic representations of Maghrebi migrant women in France. I 

will also briefly address the question of audience, to which it is related. First and foremost, the 

concept of voice has multi-layered meanings and thus should not be understood in a narrowly 

literal sense. In other words, an analysis of women‟s voices should not be limited to what the 

women say, but should also take into account other means by which their subject positions and 

perspectives are communicated. In this sense, the idea of voice in cinema is closely intertwined 

with the concept of point of view or focalization. The women‟s words are of course significant, 

but they are not the only means by which the women‟s subject positions are conveyed. The 

characters‟ perspectives and experiences may be communicated to spectators through non-verbal 

means, as we shall see, for example, in the third chapter of this dissertation, which highlights the 

role of objects such as letters, food, and photographs, in giving expression to the experiences of 

first-generation women from the Maghreb. These objects serve as channels for communication 

and understanding between Maghrebi women and other people, both at the diegetic level and in 

relation to the spectator. Moreover, they communicate the women‟s voices – their subject 

positions – where words prove to be ineffective because of a language barrier or for other 

reasons.  

The question of audience and spectatorship is implicit in an analysis of the 

representations of the voices of Maghrebi migrant women in cinema. Every film has an intended 

audience, just as it has an actual audience (if it is released), and these audiences may or may not 

align with each another. Discussions of audience in this dissertation are to be read mainly with 

reference to the intended audience of the films in my corpus, as the reception of the films by 

“real” people in cinema and television audiences is notoriously difficult to measure with any 

certainty. While we may know how many people purchased tickets to see a particular film in 

cinemas, for example, or how many television spectators tuned in to watch a particular téléfilm, 

these numbers do not tell us the breakdown of these audiences by age, ethnicity, gender, socio-

economic situation, or other factors. Without substantial additional research, it would thus be 

very difficult to measure whether certain groups of people react differently than others to specific 

cinematic representations of the voices of Maghrebi migrant women in France. Moreover, there 

is no guarantee that people sharing any of these characteristics (those belonging to a certain age 
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group or of a particular ethnic background, for example) would necessarily respond in a similar 

fashion or would “hear” the voices of the first-generation Maghrebi characters in the same way.  

The films in my corpus are by and large aimed at a broad audience that includes people 

different ages and ethnic backgrounds. This aligns with the fact that the first-generation women 

from the Maghreb depicted in the films in my corpus (as well as their children) are very often 

involved in interactions with people in France who are different from them in various ways 

and/or have lived very different experiences in France. This includes majority-ethnic neighbors, 

friends, and employers; as well as the women‟s children, who were born and/or raised in France, 

educated in France, and did not share the same experiences of exile and immigration as their 

mothers. If it can be assumed that most, if not all, filmmakers make films with the hope that they 

will be viewed by large and diverse audiences, this does not mean that filmmakers refrain from 

considering how their films might be received by different spectators, for example by majority-

ethnic spectators and minority-ethnic spectators, respectively.9 Filmmakers of Maghrebi descent 

may be more conscientious than their majority-ethnic counterparts, for example, about the extent 

to which certain representations of Maghrebi characters (and characters of Maghrebi descent) – 

could reinforce stereotypes about the Maghrebi population in France or be offensive to 

Maghrebis migrants or their descendents. The various channels of production and distribution of 

the four respective film genres considered in this study are obviously closely related to the 

intended audiences of the films in my corpus. There is thus a tendency for téléfilms and feature 

films to cater to a majority-ethnic audience to a greater extent than do most documentaries or 

short films, since the production of téléfilms and feature films often hinges on their potential to 

attract a large number of spectators.10 

Granted that the point of view of cinematic characters can be expressed through visual 

means, as highlighted above, we also need to consider how the concept of voice is related to the 

notion of the gaze. A film can be made in such a way as to encourage spectators to “see” things 

                                                 
9 Carrie Tarr has argued, for example, that Beur-authored films are “informed by the need to reassure majority 
audiences that fears about „otherness‟ are unfounded” (Reframing difference 210-11).  
 
10 There can be exceptions to this, however. Some documentaries, such as Grand-mères de l’Islam (Serreau 1978) 
and Larmes de sang (Akika and Autissier 1979), do appear to be largely aimed at a majority-ethnic audience. They 
present Maghrebi women in France (and the Maghreb) as victims of a patriarchal culture and denounce the treatment 
of them by Maghrebi men. As pointed out in chapter 2, these films run the risk not only of generalization (painting 
all Maghrebi men as abusive, for example), but also of reinforcing stereotypes about the Maghrebi population in 
France and the Maghreb. 
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from the point of view of certain protagonists, for example through the use of point of view 

shots, where the spectator‟s gaze is mapped on to that of a character. Similarly, the protagonist‟s 

perspectives and emotions may be communicated visually through other means, such as through 

body language. The word “gaze” is not used in this dissertation, however, because the word itself 

has very specific and somewhat problematic connotations in feminist film discourse. As will be 

discussed below, feminist film critics such as Laura Mulvey have brought to the fore the ways in 

which women (notably in classic Hollywood cinema) are constructed as objects of the male gaze 

and thus are denied subjectivity. Analysis of the (male) gaze has been the subject of a significant 

amount of scholarship in feminist film discourse and is in many ways indissociable from it. It is 

preferable to use the term “voice” in my own research because it has fewer negative connotations 

and is less limiting. 

The concept of voice interlinks with the idea of agency. The notion of agency is a 

complex one that does not lend itself to simple definition, but at the core is the idea of self-willed 

action or doing something of one‟s own free will. In other words, by demonstrating agency, one 

is in the subject position, rather than the object position. An often-debated question is the extent 

to which one can actually demonstrate agency – that is, acting independently of outside forces, 

such as social expectations. While the presence of agency is often concomitant with that of voice 

– as, for example, when someone “speaks out” – in some circumstances, “actions speak louder 

than words.”  As we will see in chapter 4 of this dissertation, which considers French téléfilms, 

keeping silent about something can also be a means by which one demonstrates agency.  

Let us now consider the scholarship that has been devoted to the subjects of voice and 

gaze in cinema. It is significant to note first of all that there has been significantly more critical 

attention focused on the image of women in cinema – notably as the object of the male gaze – 

than there has been on women‟s voices. The value and role of sound in cinema has been debated 

since the invention of “talkies” (sound film) (Chion 1990), and as Britta Sjogren (2006) notes, a 

“bias toward the visual” is common in film studies and film theory in general – and this is not a 

recent phenomenon (12). In her groundbreaking essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” 

(first published in 1975), British feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey adopts a psychoanalytic 

theoretical approach in order to analyze how female characters in films are constructed as objects 

of the male gaze (the gaze of the male characters at the diegetic level as well as the gaze of the 

male spectators). According to Mulvey, this denies women subjectivity, as they are the objects of 
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desire while men are the subjects of desire. In this vein, Mulvey argues that “Woman […] stands 

in patriarchal culture as a signifier for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man 

can live out his fantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing them on the 

silent image of woman still tied to her place as bearer, not maker, of meaning” (15). In Feminism 

and Film, Maggie Humm underscores the significance of Mulvey‟s contribution to feminist film 

theory in the following terms: “Mulvey‟s essay marked a huge conceptual leap in film theory: a 

jump from the ungendered and formalistic analyses of semiotics to the understanding that film 

viewing always involves gendered identities” (17).  

Mulvey‟s use of psychoanalysis was extremely influential for feminist film theory and 

inspired many other film theorists to adopt this approach (notably Silverman [1988], discussed 

below). In the introduction to her essay, Mulvey explains that “[p]sychoanalytic theory is […] 

appropriated here as a political weapon, demonstrating the way the unconscious of patriarchal 

society has structured film form” (14). Mulvey‟s essay, as well as the use of psychoanalytic 

theory in feminist film studies generally, have provoked a number of criticisms and launched 

many debates, however. Mary Ann Doane (1982), for example, criticizes the fact that Mulvey‟s 

approach excludes any possibility of female spectatorship, since the subject position of the 

viewer is deemed to be exclusively male. In her introduction to her edited volume Issues in 

Feminist Film Criticism (1990), Patricia Erens notes that the question of female spectatorship 

became a key point of contention in feminist film studies. She writes: “The female spectator, 

both that constructed in the film and the real woman in the audience, became one of the most 

hotly debated subjects of the eighties” (xx). An additional criticism emerged from scholars such 

as Jackie Stacey (1987) who argue that the psychoanalytic framework, as it is applied by Mulvey 

(and others), is built on the assumption that desire exists in heterosexual terms – the female as 

the object of male desire – and thus excludes the possibility of homosexual spectatorship.  

In “White Privilege and Looking Relations: Race and Gender in Feminist Film Theory” 

(first published in 1986), Jane Gaines brings to the fore yet another critique: the extent to which 

feminist film theory had (up to that point) neglected to consider the question of race within the 

context of patriarchy. Once again, the problem is seen to be rooted in the limitations of the 

psychoanalytic theoretical approach. Through an analysis of Betty Gordy‟s film Mahogany 

(1975) starring Diana Ross, Gaines sets out to “show how a theory of the text and its spectator, 

based on the psychoanalytic concept of sexual difference, is unequipped to deal with a film 
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which is about racial difference and sexuality” (198). Gaines argues that it is necessary to 

consider the implications of having a black female character as the object of desire, particularly 

given the historical legacy of slavery. In Black Looks: Race and Representation (1992), bell 

hooks argues that one must consider the representations of black women not only as the object of 

the white male gaze but also as the object of the black male gaze. Moreover, she raises the 

question of black spectatorship and calls attention to the potential differences between black 

female spectatorship and black male spectatorship. In Looking for the Other: Feminism, Film, 

and the Imperial Gaze (1997), E. Ann Kaplan further problematizes the question of the gaze first 

by considering the imperial gaze in cinema, and then by drawing attention to the female imperial 

gaze in cinema, a subject also addressed by Ella Shohat (2006). Shohat‟s critique of 

“Eurocentric” feminism echoes many of the critiques that I have just outlined – namely that 

Western feminist film criticism at its inception failed to recognize important differences among 

women – and she adds an additional critique. She calls attention to the fact that the contributions 

of Third World feminists have largely been ignored. She writes: 

In cinema studies […] what has been called „feminist film theory‟ since the 1970s 

has often suppressed the historical, economic, and cultural contradictions among 

women. Prestigious feminist film journals have too often ignored the scholarly 

and cultural feminist work performed in particular Third World national and 

racial media contexts. Feminist work to empower women within the boundaries of 

their Third World communities was dismissed as merely nationalist, not „quite 

yet‟ feminist. Universalizing the parameters for feminism and using ahistorical 

psychoanalytical categories such as „desire,‟ „fetishism,‟ and „castration‟ led to a 

discussion of „the female body‟ and „the female spectator‟ detached from the 

conflictual diversity of women‟s experiences, agendas, and political visions. (292-

93) 

Now that I have outlined the main lines of scholarly critique in feminist film theory with 

regard the concept of the gaze, I would like to consider scholarship that focuses specifically on 

women‟s voices in cinema. It should be noted that the scholarly works on this subject focus 

almost exclusively on classic Hollywood cinema. One of the main lines of questioning is the 

extent to which women in Hollywood cinema are able to speak as subjects, on their own terms, 

and of their own accord, from within the dominant structure of patriarchy. It is thus closely 
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related to the question of agency. In Women and Film: Both Sides of the Camera (1983), E. Ann 

Kaplan argues that the prospects for this are indeed grim. She writes: “In Hollywood films […] 

women are ultimately refused a voice, a discourse, and their desire is subjected to male desire. 

They live out silently, frustrated lives, or, if they resist their placing, sacrifice their lives for their 

daring” (7). In her extremely influential and oft-cited work The Acoustic Mirror: The Female 

Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (1988), Kaja Silverman uses a psychoanalytic theoretical 

framework to analyze women‟s voices in a selection of classic Hollywood films. Her analysis 

underscores the extent to which the women‟s voices in these films are controlled within the 

dominant patriarchal discourse, notably through the synchronization of women‟s voices with 

their bodies. According to Silverman,  

Woman‟s words [in classic Hollywood cinema] are shown to be even less her 

own than are her „looks.‟ They are scripted for her, extracted from her by an 

external agency, or uttered by her in a trancelike state. Her voice also reveals a 

remarkable facility for self-disparagement and self-incrimination – for putting the 

blame on Mame. Even when she speaks without apparent coercion, she is always 

spoken from the place of the sexual other.11 (31)  

In her insightful discussion of Silverman‟s work, Amy Lawrence (1992) argues that “Silverman 

shows how, when women‟s voices are linked to their bodies through synchronization of sound 

and image, women are threatened paradoxically with silences, that is, the erasure of their 

subjectivity” (“Women‟s Voices” 180). Thus “[f]or Silverman, the only way for the woman‟s 

voice to escape that „semiotics… [that] obliges the female voice to signify the female body, and 

the female body to signify lack‟ (168) is to be disembodied,” notably through the use of 

techniques such as voice-over (“Women‟s Voices” 180). Lawrence goes on to problematize the 

clear-cut distinction that Silverman draws between the embodied/synchronized voice (as bad for 

women) and disembodied voice (as good for women) through an analysis of the use of cinematic 

conventions such as direct address in Trinh T. Minh-ha‟s film Surname Viet, Given Name Nam 

(1989). Lawrence argues that by intentionally foregrounding the constructed nature of the 

                                                 
11 Silverman also accords significant attention to the mother‟s voice in classic Hollywood cinema, analyzing this 
concept through a psychoanalytic prism. She engages in particular in a critique of the work of Julia Kristeva. The 
marginalization of the mother‟s voice in psychoanalysis and Hollywood cinema is addressed by E. Ann Kaplan in 
“The Case of the Missing Mother: Maternal Issues in Vidor‟s Stella Dallas” (1983). 
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Vietnamese women‟s (embodied) voices in this film, Trinh underscores the idea that subjectivity 

is “multiple, shifting, and communal” (181).  

In the aforementioned article, Lawrence considers the voices of Third World women in 

cinema. Her book, however – Echo and Narcissus: Women’s Voices in Classical Hollywood 

Cinema (1991) – focuses exclusively on classic Hollywood Cinema. In it, Lawrence brings to the 

fore the problematic nature of women‟s voices in a selection of films, highlighting instances in 

which female voices are subordinated to male voices and others in which female characters are 

made to speak or are silenced. Lawrence concludes that the possibility of female characters 

having subjectivity as a speaking subject in patriarchy is extremely limited (186). Moreover, the 

consequences for female characters whose voices challenge the dominant patriarchal discourse 

are harsh and often fatal. Sandra R. Joshel (1992) reaches a similar conclusion in her discussion 

of the voices of female protagonists in two contemporary Hollywood films, Fatal Attraction and 

Dangerous Liaisons (adapted from the eighteenth-century eponymous epistolary novel by 

Choderlos de Laclos). Joshel argues that the voices of Alex and Madame de Merteuil, 

respectively, (both played by Glenn Close) – seeped with lies and manipulation – eventually lead 

to the downfall of the women, thus reinforcing the binary opposition common to patriarchal 

discourse that woman is either good or bad. In Into the Vortex: Female Voice and Paradox in 

Film (2006), Britta Sjogren critiques the work of feminist film theorists such as Silverman and 

Lawrence who, in her view, take as a starting point the limiting idea that women in classic 

Hollywood cinema are necessarily contained, silenced, and the object of the male gaze. She 

argues that “an orientation that presumes and insists that women cannot speak or be heard in the 

classical cinema may bar us from perceiving ways in which the feminine is represented, 

eventually suppressing what we seek to find” (1). By focusing in particular on female “voice-

off”12 in a selection of films made in Hollywood in the 1940s, Sjogren argues that it is possible 

to find instances of female subjectivity, despite the patriarchal structure in which the films were 

produced.   

As I have highlighted, the large majority of scholarly work devoted to women‟s voices in 

cinema is limited to classic Hollywood cinema, or to a lesser extent, to classic French cinema (cf. 

                                                 
12 Sjogren prefers to use the term “voice-off” rather than “voice-over” “because it registers an independent space. 
Whereas „over‟ suggests a top „layer‟ or cloak of some kind, „off‟ connotes otherness – a distinctness that moves 
alongside, „elsewhere.‟ In this sense, „off‟ best evokes the tension of a dialectic to the image, a vital relationship to 
preserve in descriptions of the voice” (6). 
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DalMolin 1994), and it often focuses on a limited number of cinematic techniques used to 

represent women‟s voices, such as voice-over. The women‟s voices and/or silences are analyzed 

within the context of patriarchy, which is seen as the primary barrier to female subjectivity and 

agency. My analysis of the cinematic voices of Maghrebi migrant women in France differs from 

these approaches and aims to cover significant new ground in a number of ways: first, it requires 

consideration of a different set of parameters (going beyond gender difference), as Maghrebi 

women in France often communicate across barriers and/or differences in culture, language, as 

well as gender and age, and this is all set within a post-colonial framework in France. Moreover, 

not only are the films that make up my cinematic corpus produced outside of Hollywood, but 

most are not produced through mainstream channels of production in France (French téléfilms 

are an important exception, a point that I discuss further in chapter 4). Finally, I examine the 

representations of first-generation Maghrebi women‟s voices through four different film genres – 

documentaries, short films, téléfilms, and feature films – each with its own set of cinematic 

conventions, which opens up rich possibilities for discussion and comparison. 

 

“Giving a Voice” 

The idea of “giving a voice” to marginalized people or speaking for people whose voices 

have not been heard is a problematic one that has been debated and theorized not only within the 

context of both post-colonial and feminist studies, but also in the fields of sociology, 

anthropology, and ethnology, among others. These debates are all, in one way or another, related 

to the question of representation. The practice of representing others through academic 

endeavors has been regarded as problematic because the researchers who aim to “give a voice” 

to others often do so across differences of race, gender, and class, with the danger being that such 

work will only serve to maintain or reestablish hierarchies of power (Spivak 1988). In “The 

Problem of Speaking for Others” (1995), Linda Martìn Alcoff addresses the debate surrounding 

the idea of speaking for others in the field of anthropology. She maintains that speaking for 

others and speaking about others should not be rejected entirely, but careful consideration must 

be given to the different social locations and social identities of the person speaking and the 

person he/she is speaking about. In “The Myth of Authenticity: Representation, discourse and 

social practice” (1994), Gareth Griffiths addresses what he sees as the “real dangers in recent 

representations of indigenous peoples [Australian Aboriginal peoples] in popular discourse, 
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especially in the media, which stress claims to an „authentic voice‟” (70). Griffiths underscores 

the ways in which some white-owned media, when they do “give a voice” to a persons from the 

Australian Aboriginal population, privilege one Australian Aboriginal voice – presenting it as the 

“authentic” Aboriginal voice – at the expense of others, thus creating a hierarchy of voices 

and/or silencing alternate perspectives within the Aboriginal populations.  

The idea of “giving a voice” has also been examined with reference to post-colonial 

France. Alec G. Hargreaves (“Writing for Others,” 1991) and Susan Ireland (2001) discuss the 

inherent problems associated with European researchers who have tried, often with the best of 

intentions, to give a voice to Maghrebi immigrants in France (notably by interviewing them and 

transcribing the interviews) with the purpose of allowing them to “speak for themselves” through 

the published works. Both Hargreaves and Ireland point out that one of the considerable dangers 

of this practice is that the work of the intermediary – through the addition of a preface, 

introduction, footnotes, or other such elements as well as the editorial process – may overpower 

or distort the immigrant‟s own “voice” in the work. Moreover, Hargreaves notes that if children 

of Maghrebi immigrants (in the context of the 1980s and early 1990s) are able to write their own 

stories without the aid of an intermediary, their works are still impacted by the fact that their 

audience is primarily the majority-ethnic French population (113). In her work on the 

autobiographies of Algerian women in France, Patricia Geesey (2000) argues that it is essential 

to consider the implications of the marketing and reception of the cultural productions in 

question – which she groups under the term “testimonial” – as well as how the largely “First 

World” audience is likely to read and interpret them (“Identity and Community” 174). Geesey 

argues that “in spite of the authors‟ expressed intended goal of „speaking for themselves‟ as 

Algerian women in France, their texts are at risk of being appropriated by the dominant 

discourses on/about North African women in France and in the Maghreb” (174). Geesey 

discusses the autobiography of Algerian Kabyle singer Djura, Le Voile du silence (1990), among 

others works, to illustrate her point. Geesey argues that by portraying Algerian women as 

perpetual victims of male domination and violence, Djura‟s autobiography confirms and 

reinforces the dominant discourse in France about Algerian (Arab and Kabyle) women who live 

in France and Algeria – confirming the expectations of “First World” readers, as it were. The 

negative impact of this is compounded by the fact that Djura expressly sets out to “give a voice” 

to other Algerian women who have lived through similar ordeals, presenting herself as a 
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spokeswoman for Algerian women in France, which reinforces the notion (if unintentionally) 

that all Algerian women are victims of violence and patriarchy. 

The scholarship that addresses the problematic idea of “giving a voice” to marginalized 

peoples has been influential in shaping my approach to analyzing the cinematic representations 

of the voices of Maghrebi women in France and in considering how the ways in which the 

women‟s voices are “framed” in the films can influence, shape, challenge, or reinforce dominant 

perceptions about first-generation Maghrebi women in France.  

 

Maghrebi Women in France 

Scholarship on female Maghrebi migrants in France tends to fall into two groups: studies 

carried out in the context of the social sciences, such as sociology, anthropology, and ethnology 

(of which there are relatively few); and scholarship that examines cultural productions (notably 

literature and films) that depict first-generation Maghrebi women in France. The works that fall 

into the first group look at questions relating to Maghrebi immigration in France – and in 

particular female experiences – from a socio-historical perspective, and thus serve as valuable 

contextual resources for my own research. As we will see in the body of this dissertation, the 

women depicted in the films that make up my corpus often face particular challenges related to 

their status as migrants in France. The films often bring to the fore the theme of identity, as 

women negotiate their own identities and adapt to life in France while being faced with the 

realization that their children – born and/or raised in France – do not share their same cultural 

frames of reference. 

A common line of inquiry informing the scholarly work of French ethnologist Camille 

Lacoste-Dujardin lies in the particular challenges faced by Maghrebi families in France as they 

negotiate between two cultural spheres: first, the culture of the parents, which is rooted in the 

Maghreb and shaped to a significant extent by the Muslim religion; and second, French secular 

culture. In “Maghrebi Families in France” (2000) Lacoste-Dujardin argues that “[f]or the parents, 

references to Maghrebi culture constitute a grid through which they filter all their later 

experiences and acquisitions. These references are made up of an ensemble of representations, 

norms and values inculcated from birth through adolescence to adulthood in the Maghreb” (58). 

Their children, on the other hand, are born and/or raised in France, educated in the French school 

system, and thus their frame of reference often aligns more with the dominant cultural norms in 
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France than with those of their parent‟s country of origin. A main point of contention between 

parents and their daughters, Lacoste-Dujardin highlights, arises when they do not agree on how 

young women should live their lives in France, particularly regarding the young women‟s 

relationships with young (usually majority-ethnic French) men and their desire to work and/or 

live outside of the home without being married. She writes: “This issue of the relations between 

the sexes is a decisive one in immigrant families of Maghrebi origin. The crucial problem is that 

of the place of women in society because women‟s roles in the two different cultures appear to 

be incompatible” (“Maghrebi Families” 61). Lacoste-Dujardin‟s Des mères contre les femmes: 

Maternité et patriarcat au Maghreb (1985) sheds light on the traditional role of women as 

mothers in the cultures of the Maghreb and serves as a useful point of reference when 

considering how the perceptions of Maghrebi migrants on the subject of gender roles differ from 

those of their children. It also raises the question of the role of women, as the principal educators 

of their sons and daughters, in maintaining a patriarchal family structure in which women are 

disempowered. According to Lacoste-Dujardin (1994), in a traditional Maghrebi family, a young 

woman is expected to follow her mother‟s example and to meet the expectations of the larger 

community with regard to a young woman‟s behavior. In other words, she should help with 

domestic tasks, remain a virgin until marriage, marry a Muslim man of the same ethnic 

background – a non-negotiable point – and have a large family (“Relations des jeunes filles à 

leur mère” 192). In many cases, young Maghrebi French women in France do not see eye to eye 

with their parents on these questions, as they tend to pursue more individualistic goals rather than 

those that align with traditions and community expectations. Conflicts thus arise when young 

women diverge (or would like to diverge) from these cultural norms (“Maghrebi Families in 

France” 63). It is very often the case, Lacoste-Dujardin points out, that conflicts arise especially 

when young women choose to date or marry someone of a different ethnic background and who 

is not Muslim – usually a young Frenchman. Young women thus find themselves conflicted in 

wanting to live their own lives, on their own terms, yet without alienating their parents or being 

rejected by their family. Not surprisingly, the theme of differences and conflicts between 

Maghrebi migrants and their children – especially their daughters – in France is also one that is 

raised in numerous literary and cinematic cultural productions in France. This theme serves as a 

guiding narrative thread for numerous films in the cinematic corpus examined in this 
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dissertation, and it is especially common in French téléfilms, a point that I discuss at greater 

length in chapter 4.   

Caitlin Killian‟s recent sociological study entitled North African Women in France: 

Gender, Culture, Identity (2006) is based on interviews with forty-five women migrants from 

North Africa. Killian interviewed women from Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria who came to 

France anywhere from the 1960s and 1970s (the age group that my own work focuses on) to the 

1990s and early 2000s. In the introduction to this work, Killian lists the guiding questions of her 

study on North African migrant women in France: “What do they keep from the country of 

origin and what do they decide to embrace in the new country? How do Muslim women 

immigrants construct and manage their identities in the midst of a foreign culture? What 

challenges do these women face, and why do some cope better than others?” (3). Killian‟s work 

focuses notably on the process of “selective acculturation” of Maghrebi migrants in France and 

the process of identity negotiation in which the women are involved in France, examining how 

gender roles and norms change for first-generation migrants from the Maghreb once they are in 

France. Killian‟s work is attentive to the psychological effects felt by first-generation women 

from the Maghreb that result from leaving one‟s country and living in exile, being the victims of 

racism, and dealing with challenges related to living between two cultures – themes that are often 

raised in films featuring first-generation Maghrebi women, as we shall see in the main body of 

this dissertation.  

Fadela Amara‟s Ni Putes Ni Soumises (2004) is a manifesto against the violence carried 

out against women of immigrant origin notably in the socio-economically disadvantaged areas 

outside of French cities commonly referred to as the banlieues. Amara argues that the condition 

of young women in the banlieues has worsened in recent years as the socio-economic situation in 

these neighborhoods has continued to deteriorate. In her view, one of the consequences of the 

increased disempowerment felt by young men – due to social exclusion and discrimination, 

among other factors – is that they then look to compensate for this disempowerment by 

exercising authority in other ways, and notably over young women, either their sisters or other 

girls in the neighborhood. Amara decided to organize a five-week march around France in 2003 

called the “Marche des femmes des quartiers contre les ghettos et pour l‟égalité” in order to raise 

awareness about the condition of women in the banlieues and to encourage women to assert their 

agency and to speak out against the violence and oppression of which they are victims. While 
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these activities do not specifically address the condition of first-generation women from the 

Maghreb in France, they do offer insight into how questions of women‟s voices and agency are 

being addressed and debated among women (and some men) in the banlieues.13  

In “North African Women Immigrants in France: Integration and Change” (1995) 

Patricia Geesey brings to the fore the ways in which Maghrebi women migrants have often been 

the objects of political and sociological discourse in France – with other people speaking for 

them – notably in the context of debates on the integration of Maghrebis and their descendents in 

France. This discourse sets out a pair of binary oppositions, she argues, where Maghrebi migrant 

women “are alternately seen as potential agents of integration or victims of Islamic 

fundamentalist agendas” (137). Geesey argues that first-generation women should not be 

automatically viewed as one or the other and proposes a more nuanced view of the process of 

integration and change in which Maghrebi migrant women are involved in France. She writes: 

“Maghrebian women‟s attempts to negotiate change and integration in France are often a delicate 

dance between the need to maintain a sense of continuity and the need to adjust to influences and 

expectations of the host society” (146). The points raised by Geesey in this article, particularly 

those relating to how first-generation women from the Maghreb have been the subject of debate 

in public discourse in France, were helpful in my own thinking about the extent to which the 

representations of Maghrebi women in my cinematic corpus call into question, refute, or even 

confirm dominant perceptions about Maghrebi women migrants. My analysis of films featuring 

first-generation Maghrebi women – many of which were released in the late 1990s and 2000s –

also takes into consideration the fact that the dominant discourses to which Geesey refers may 

have changed in various ways since the publication of her article in 1995. 

 

Maghrebis and People of Maghrebi Descent in France in Literature 

The literary works of authors of Maghrebi descent in France have received significant 

scholarly attention in recent years. The first full-length study devoted to this subject is Alec G. 

Hargreaves‟ Immigration and Identity in Beur Fiction: Voices from the North African Immigrant 

Community in France (1991). Hargreaves examines the theme of identity in literary works by 

Maghrebi French authors such as Mehdi Charef, Azouz Begag, Farida Belghoul, and Tassadit 
                                                 
13 For a comparative analysis of the views of young women in Morocco and young women of Moroccan origin in 
France on subjects relating to recent legal reforms in France and Morocco, Islam, and personal and professional 
goals, see Gray (2008). 
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Imache, among others, bringing to the fore the ways in which the protagonists of Maghrebi 

origin in these works negotiate their bi-cultural identities. Scholars such as Hargreaves (1993), 

Ireland (1995), and McIlvanney (2002) have looked specifically at the perspectives of female 

protagonists in works by authors of Maghrebi origin, yet the focus of scholarly works such as 

these tend to examine the experiences of female Maghrebi French protagonists in works written 

exclusively by female Maghrebi French authors (as opposed to examining the experiences of 

female protagonists in the works of male authors). A common line of inquiry in these texts is the 

extent to which the (female) protagonists‟ gender contributes to the particular challenges that 

they face. Often, they also address themes such as identity and cultural and generational 

conflicts. Another pertinent example is Talahite (2000), who examines novels by three female 

authors of Maghrebi origin. The female protagonists in these novels struggle to find a voice 

while navigating the double marginalization of being of Maghrebi descent in France and female. 

While Talahite does briefly consider the voices and/or silences of the first-generation Maghrebi 

women (the mothers) in the three novels, the main focus of her analysis lies in an interrogation of 

the construction of notions of self among the Maghrebi French protagonists. McCullough (2003) 

offers one of very few analyses of Maghrebi migrant women in France in literary works. She 

looks specifically at the role of first-generation women from the Maghreb in two works by Leïla 

Sebbar, Parle mon fils parle à ta mère and Fatima ou les Algériennes au square.14 McCullough 

argues that the female Maghrebi migrants in these works act as “bricoleuses de mémoire” as 

their words construct an unofficial – oral – history of the female migrant experience.  

 

Maghrebis and People of Maghrebi Descent in France in Film 

In this section, I will map out the scholarly work that has been done on cinematic 

representations of Maghrebi migrants and their children (and sometimes their grandchildren) in 

France, in order to highlight the ways in which my dissertation covers new ground.15 One cannot 

                                                 
14 It should be noted that while Sebbar‟s texts often feature Maghrebi French protagonists in France, the author 
herself is not the daughter of Maghrebi migrants. Sebbar was born in Algeria to an Algerian father and French 
mother and came to France for the purpose of pursuing her university studies.  
 
15 Edouard Mills-Affif‟s Filmer les immigrés: Les représentations audiovisuelles de l’immigration à la télévision 
française 1960-1986 (2004) provides valuable insights on representations of first-generation Maghrebis (and 
immigrants of other ethnic origins) on French television. While I do not discuss his work here, I do consider it in 
detail in my discussion of French téléfilms in chapter 4.  
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approach this subject without acknowledging the very important scholarly contributions that 

have been made to this field of study, and particularly those of Carrie Tarr. My attention to 

Tarr‟s works in this section highlights the extent to which they serve as foundational texts on the 

subject of films directed by people of Maghrebi origin in France and/or depicting Maghrebis and 

Maghrebi French characters in France. Her work has in many ways paved the way for other 

scholars working in the field. Tarr‟s Reframing Difference: Beur and banlieue filmmaking in 

France (2005) is the only full-length study to date that focuses on so-called Beur16 filmmaking 

(“the work of directors of Maghrebi descent” [3]) and banlieue filmmaking (“the work of 

directors aiming to represent life in the banlieues” [3]) in France. Tarr explains that the first eight 

of the book‟s twelve chapters were written (and published) between 1992 and 2001 and thus map 

out some of the key developments in Beur and banlieue filmmaking in France (21). 

In the introduction to her study, Tarr provides an overview of the ground that she covers 

in the book in the following terms: 

On the one hand they [the chapters] trace the history of beur filmmaking practices 

from the margins to the mainstream, from low-budget autobiographically inspired 

features to commercial filmmaking, and assess their effectiveness in addressing 

questions of identity and difference. On the other, they attempt to gauge the 

significance of place in the construction of identity through an analysis of films 

set in the multi-ethnic banlieue. In each case, the representation of ethnicity is 

linked to questions of gender and authorship through the comparison of male and 

female, white and beur-authored films. (3) 

Tarr specifies that her main focus in this work is on films written and directed by people of 

Maghrebi descent in France, and more specifically, “the extent to which their images and 

narratives, and the beur actors who embody them, can counter or, alternatively, penetrate and 

influence mainstream discourses on the nature of „Frenchness.‟” (13). Tarr focuses in particular 

on cinematic representations of youth of Maghrebi descent and the ways in which the themes of 

identity and identity negotiation are treated in the films. She is also particularly attentive to the 

                                                 
16 As I explain below, the word Beur, often used to describe people of North African origin in France, is a 
problematic and debated term that is often rejected by people of North African origin because they see it as a 
“ghettoizing” and reductive label. For this reason, I choose not to employ the word in this dissertation, using it only 
when referring to other people‟s use of it, as is the case with regard to the work of Carrie Tarr (who does 
acknowledge the problematic nature of it in Reframing Difference [3-4]).  
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question of gender, examining how the intersection of ethnicity and gender play out in the 

experiences of Maghrebi French women. 

Tarr‟s first chapter looks at early Beur films (ranging from the mid-1980s to the first part 

of the 1990s) such as Mehdi Charef‟s Le thé au harem d’Archimède (1985). These films are 

male-directed and male-centered. Tarr highlights the extent to which they foreground questions 

of identity and subjectivity with regard to young men living in socially disadvantaged 

neighborhoods, and yet marginalize both the experiences of young women of Maghrebi origin 

and those of first-generation Maghrebi migrants (46). Tarr raises a similar point with regard to 

banlieue films released in the 1990s, such as Mathieu Kassovitz‟s La Haine (1995), which are 

also structured around cross-racial friendships among socially disadvantaged – male – 

protagonists. Tarr weighs the pros and cons of this trend, arguing that while “the focus on male 

bonding may, within a limited context, produce positive images of cross-race integration, it risks 

effacing not just female experiences (or the experiences of the older inhabitants of the banlieues) 

but also the specificity of ethnic minority experiences and the possibility of alternative 

performances of masculinity” (99).  

Tarr notes that when women of Maghrebi descent are depicted in the early (male-

directed) banlieue films – in secondary roles – the representations of them are very often 

problematic in nature. These films “tend either to subordinate the female role to the drama of the 

white central male character […] or to construct her as object of desire and punish her for 

attempting to assert her autonomy,” as is the case in Thomas Gilou‟s Raï (1995) and Karim 

Dridi‟s Bye-Bye (1995) (84). Although the Maghrebi French women in Malik Chibane‟s 

Hexagone (1994) and Douce France (1995) constitute notable exceptions to this, they 

nonetheless remain characters of secondary importance whose complex identities are not 

examined in depth in the film (84).  

Tarr cites Anne Fontaine‟s Les Histoires d’amour finissent mal en général (1993) and 

Zaïda Ghorab-Volta‟s Souviens-toi de moi (1996) as the first feature and medium-length films, 

respectively, to place as their central focus the complex identities and experiences of female 

protagonists of Maghrebi descent (87). She notes that the addition of gender to the already 

complicated dynamic of ethnicity and identity carries broader implications. Representations of 

women of Maghrebi origin must be considered in light of both the traditional place of young 

women within Arabo-Berber-Islamic culture and the dominant discourses on women of 
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Maghrebi origin in France. Tarr lays out the particular challenges involved in representing the 

experiences of young Maghrebi French women through film, and notably the fact that such films 

“need to situate themselves in relation to Republican discourses on assimilation as the route to 

integration, and to orientalist discourses, islamophobia and anti-Arab racism, the products of 

centuries of French colonialism” (87). Tarr examines the ways in which Les Histoires d’amour 

finissent mal en général and Souviens-toi de moi, as well as Philippe Faucon‟s Samia (2001) and 

Fabrice Génestal‟s La Squale (2000) (discussed by Tarr in a separate chapter) address the 

intersection of three key themes – identity, ethnicity, and gender – in the portrayal of young 

women of Maghrebi descent.  

A limited amount of scholarly attention has also been devoted to cinematic 

representations of first-generation Maghrebis in France. In “Resuscitating the Father: New 

Cinematic Representations of the Maghrebi Minority in France” (2000), Alec G. Hargreaves 

examines the construction of Maghrebi father figures in Bourlem Guerdjou‟s Vivre au paradis 

(1999) and Christophe Ruggia‟s adaptation of Azouz Begag‟s Le Gone du Chaâba (1998). He 

considers the extent to which these films open up new perceptions among cinema audiences with 

regard to the first-generation (male) migrant experience. Scholarship on cinematic 

representations of first-generation women from the Maghreb is limited and focuses almost 

exclusively on feature films, with Yamina Benguigui‟s acclaimed documentary Mémoires 

d’Immigrés: l’héritage maghrébin (1997) representing one notable exception to this. In 

Reframing Difference, Tarr examines two films that depict Algerian women‟s participation in the 

Algerian War of Independence on the French mainland, Rachida Krim‟s Sous les pieds des 

femmes (1997) and Guerdjou‟s Vivre au paradis. Tarr suggests that these films are noteworthy 

“not just because their reconstructions of the past tackle potentially divisive material perceived 

from a Maghrebi immigrant point of view (whereas Mémoires d’immigrés, for example, 

carefully minimises references to contentious wartime experiences), but also because their 

wartime settings destabilise traditional Islamic gender hierarchies” (126). These films thus 

challenge common perceptions of Algerian women migrants as silent, passive, and/or lacking in 

agency. Tarr also briefly considers two other films that depict Maghrebi migrant women in 

France, which she calls period dramas, Yamina Benguigui‟s Inch’Allah dimanche (2001) and 

Chad Chenouga‟s 17 rue bleue (2001). Tarr argues that like Vivre au paradis and Sous les pieds 

des femmes, these two films “counter the silence of dominant French culture with regard to the 
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family memories of a community in exile, at the same time as they argue for the necessity of 

integration” (178). I analyze each of these films in the fifth chapter of this dissertation, and while 

I take into consideration Tarr‟s insightful discussion of the films, I approach the films from a 

different angle. My analysis focuses specifically on the verbal techniques (such as voiceover) 

and non-verbal techniques (such as body language) used in the films to convey the women‟s 

respective points of view. My research differs from other scholarly work devoted to feature films 

for the same reason. For example, Fenner (2007) considers Inch’Allah dimanche in the context of 

the French heritage film genre and European feminist filmmaking and film theory, while Fauvel 

(2004) underscores the hybrid identity of the film‟s first-generation Maghrebi protagonist, 

Zouina, but neither scholar considers the theme of voice in the way described above. In her work 

on identity in two “minority” cinemas that developed in the 1990s, gay cinema and banlieue 

cinema, Cristina Johnston (2010) briefly addresses the question of verbal dialogue between 

parents and children in a selection of banlieue feature films, with reference to the theme of 

identity. She argues that the use of Arabic and French by the two female characters‟ Maghrebi 

mother in Chibane‟s Douce France can be read as sign of her complex identity, which has been 

formed both by the time spent in her home country and in France, her country of domicile (119). 

Benguigui‟s three-part documentary Mémoires d’immigrés is another film featuring 

Maghrebi migrant women in France that has been the subject of scholarly critique. Much of this 

research focuses on the theme of memory. An example of this is the discussion of the film by 

Dayna Oscherwitz in Past Forward: French Cinema and the Post-Colonial Heritage (2010). 

Oscherwitz argues that “Benguigui‟s film is dominated by the question of memory. The film 

seeks to open up the closed space of French national memory so as to inscribe in it the 

experiences and memories of the French of Maghrebi descent” (136). Sylive Durmelat (2000) 

brings to the fore Benguigui‟s key role in the construction of “a place for the collective memory 

of Maghrebi immigration in France, a memory that has hitherto been marked by national 

amnesia (Noiriel, 1995), the silence of the parents, and the ignorance, or rather, the indifference 

of French society” (171). Durmelat examines the extent to which Benguigui‟s project of 

reconciliation influenced how she made the film and imposed certain creative constraints on her 

work. For example, she shows how many of the film‟s formal aspects, such as the music, camera 

angles, and still images (mainly photographs of the people interviewed), among others, are used 

to elicit an emotional response from the viewer. Moreover, she points out significant silences and 
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absences in the film (notably discussion of the Algerian War of Independence), which might 

have hindered this project had she included them (180). 

As highlighted above, important research has been done on the cinematic representations 

of Maghrebis and people of Maghrebi descent in France, and a significant amount of this is 

devoted to the themes of identity and memory. Yet, as I have shown, there has been relatively 

little attention devoted specifically to the cinematic representations of first-generation women 

from the Maghreb in France, and no systematic study on the representation of the voices of these 

women. Furthermore, the vast majority of scholarly research on Maghrebis and people of 

Maghrebi descent in France in film focuses solely on feature films. Thus by including a large 

body of little studied documentaries, short films, and téléfilms in my corpus alongside feature 

films, my dissertation aims to cover significant new ground. 

 

Scholarship on “Minority” Cinemas 

There has been a significant amount of scholarship devoted to the study of (post)colonial 

and minority cinemas. The word minority has several potential meanings in this case: minority 

films may refer to films that are made outside of dominant film industries (notably Hollywood); 

they may be made by minority-ethnic directors and/or feature minority-ethic characters; or they 

might address other minority perspectives (often ignored by the mainstream), such as those 

pertaining to gay and lesbian issues. These frames of reference may also overlap. Given the vast 

nature of the scholarly work on (post)colonial, exilic, minority, and diasporic filmmaking, I will 

limit my discussion in this section to the research that is most pertinent (though not necessarily 

directly related) to my own.  

The first work that I would like to consider is Cinema, Colonialism, Postcolonialism: 

Perspectives from the French and Francophone Worlds (1996), an important contribution to the 

fields of post-colonial studies and film in the French and Francophone context. In her 

introduction to this edited volume, Dina Sherzer notes that the scholarly work that makes up the 

volume can be divided into four distinct groups. Three of these groups focus on films produced 

in France during the colonial period, films made after decolonization that revisit the colonial 

period in the diegesis, and films made in postcolonial countries, notably in Francophone Africa, 

which engage with topics relating to the colonial and/or postcolonial periods – from the 

perspective of (post)colonial populations. The final group of essays is most closely related to my 
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own area of study, as the scholarship examines films that depict the experiences of post-colonial 

minorities in France. For example, Mireille Rosello‟s essay on Serge Meynard‟s film L’Oeil au 

beurre noir (featuring Smaïn, an actor and comedian of Maghrebi origin), as Sherzer points out, 

considers “the concept of Beur identity and culture, the representation of Beurs in the French 

press, and stereotypes and their functioning in society” (14). In the book‟s final chapter, Sherzer 

addresses interracial relationships between ethnic minorities and majority-ethnic French 

characters in France. The essays included in this volume lay important groundwork for my own 

research and have influenced my thinking about the extent to which films made during the 

colonial and postcolonial periods continue to shape dominant perceptions about post-colonial 

minorities – and in particular women – in contemporary France. The volume does not include an 

analysis on cinematic representations of Maghrebi migrant women in France. 

Another influential study in film studies is Hamid Naficy‟s An Accented Cinema: Exilic 

and Diasporic Filmmaking (2001). In it, Naficy examines the filmmaking of exilic, diasporic, 

and ethnic filmmakers – largely Third World and/or postcolonial filmmakers living in the West. 

Naficy argues that these artists‟ films share a number of specific common elements and thus 

have a particular “accent.” This accent, he goes on to explain, “emanates not so much from the 

accented speech of the diegetic characters as from the displacement of the filmmakers and their 

artisanal production modes” (4). The stylistic elements that contribute to the accent include: 

open-form and closed-form visual style; fragmented, multilingual, epistolary, self-

reflexive, and critically juxtaposed narrative structure; amphibolic, doubled, 

crossed, and lost characters; subject matter and themes that involve journeying, 

historicity, identity, and displacement; dysphoric, euphoric, nostalgic, 

synaesthetic, liminal, and politicized structures of feeling; interstitial and 

collective modes of production; and inscription of the biological, social, and 

cinematic (dis)location of the filmmakers. (4) 

Naficy notes that certain objects – notably letters and suitcases – are also common to accented 

films. His analysis of these objects was useful to my own discussion of the significance of these 

objects in films featuring first-generation women from the Maghreb in France (I discuss these 

objects in chapter 3 and chapter 5, respectively). 

Naficy maintains that accented filmmakers “work in the interstices of social formations 

and cinematic practices” (10) and that their personal experiences of exile and diaspora shape 
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their films in significant ways. According to Naficy, accented films “signify and signify upon 

exile and diaspora by expressing, allegorizing, commenting upon, and critiquing the home and 

host societies and cultures and the deterritorialized conditions of the filmmakers” (4). He 

includes Beur cinema (his terminology) within this framework of accented cinema, and places it 

within in the subcategory of “postcolonial ethnic and identity cinema.” Films in this category, he 

argues, focus on “the exigencies of life here and now in the country in which the filmmakers 

reside” and are especially attentive to the theme of identity (15). Notably absent from Naficy‟s 

analysis, however, is a discussion of the representation of female characters and/or films directed 

by female filmmakers.  

Naficy situates accented cinema historically, calling it “one of the offshoots of the Third 

Cinema,” yet with certain notable differences (30). Third Cinema, a term first used by Argentine 

filmmakers Fernando Solanas and (Spanish-born) Octavio Getino in their 1969 manifesto 

“Towards a Third Cinema,” was a cinema of liberation most commonly associated with 

filmmaking practices of 1960s Latin America. A number of other related manifestos were written 

around this time, “calling for a tricontinental revolution in politics and an aesthetic and narrative 

revolution in film form” (Stam 95). Third Cinema distinguished itself from “First Cinema” 

(Hollywood, representing the capitalist mainstream) and “Second Cinema” (notably European 

“auteur” films) by calling for social change and/or liberation from colonization as well as 

“cultural decolonization.” Third Cinema films were produced by people from different (national) 

contexts, but who held common concerns. It was thought that certain aesthetic choices, such as 

those associated with Italian neo-realism and Griersonian social documentaries, were particularly 

conducive to this project, and a major theoretical influence lay in the writings of Franz Fanon (cf. 

Stam 2000, Hayward 2006).17  

Another very influential contribution to film (and media) studies is Ella Shohat and 

Robert Stam‟s Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media (1994). In this work, 

Shohat and Stam argue that Eurocentrism, which is rooted to a large extent in the discourse of 

colonialism and empire, is engrained in mainstream Western discourse. They argue that “[t]he 

residual traces of centuries of axiomatic European domination inform the general culture, the 

everyday language, and the media, engendering a fictitious sense of the innate superiority of 

                                                 
17 For more information on Third Cinema, see Teshome Gabriel‟s Third Cinema in the Third World: The Aesthetics 
of Liberation (1982) and the edited volume Rethinking Third Cinema (Guneratne and Dissanayake 2003). 
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European-derived cultures and peoples” (1).The scholars set out to identify the presence of 

Eurocentrism in popular culture and to critique it, while proposing multiculturalism as a means 

of combating it. With regard to how to approach cinema, they propose “not only to look at 

Hollywood through multicultural eyes but also to decenter the discussion by calling attention to 

other traditions, other cinemas, other audio-visual forms” (7). I would argue that my dissertation 

takes such an approach by focusing on representations of (post)colonial minority women in 

France in films that in many cases are positioned outside mainstream production and distribution 

circuits.   

Shohat and Stam consider the role that cinema and literature have played in shaping the 

“colonial imaginary” and the influence that this continues to have on representations of non-

Western populations (and minority populations living in the West) in contemporary films and in 

the media (they note that the Indiana Jones series is a prime example of this [124-25]). Shohat 

and Stam also examine films, such as Pontecorvo‟s The Battle of Algiers, that challenge this 

tendency and “propose counter-truths and counter-narratives informed by an anticolonialist 

perspective” (249). These “Third Worldist Films,” the scholars argue, “exemplify a two-fronted 

struggle to fuse revisionist historiography with formal innovation” (9-10).  

Now that I have situated my dissertation in relation to scholarship in post-colonial 

studies, gender studies, and film studies, and highlighted the ways in which my research covers 

new ground, I will explain my methodology and the structure of the dissertation. 

 

Methodology and Dissertation Structure 

In this section, I will define the cinematic corpus analyzed in this dissertation and 

describe how I came to construct the corpus and view the films. I will then lay out the structure 

of the dissertation and the analytical framework that I have adopted, and will define some of the 

terms that are recurrent in the dissertation. Finally, I will provide a brief overview of each of the 

four substantive chapters of the dissertation. 

 

Definition of Corpus 

As previously mentioned, the cinematic corpus studied in this dissertation is made up of 

over sixty films ranging from documentaries to short films, téléfilms, and feature films. The 
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release dates of these films span more than thirty years, from the late 1970s to 2011.18 To my 

knowledge, I have included in this corpus all of the documentaries, short films, and téléfilms that 

depict first-generation women from the Maghreb in France, whether as main protagonists, 

important secondary characters, or in more marginal roles. These films have never been 

examined together, and many of them have received little or no scholarly or media attention. 

Because they are so little known, at the beginning of the chapters on documentaries, short films, 

and téléfilms, I provide a brief summary of each of the films and group them by key themes, 

before focusing on a select number of them in the main body of each respective chapter. The 

feature film part of my corpus was compiled more selectively, for a number of reasons. First of 

all, there is a significant number of feature films in which first-generation women from the 

Maghreb are depicted, and thus in order to construct a manageable corpus for chapter 5, I 

focused only on the films in which Maghrebi migrant women are the main characters or have 

important secondary roles. While I am familiar with the films in which women from the 

Maghreb in France have more minor roles, these films fall outside the scope of the present study. 

Secondly, it was not necessary to provide a summary of each of the feature films, since in 

general they are more readily available to scholars – most can be purchased in DVD format – 

than are documentaries, short films, and téléfilms, which can be notoriously difficult, if not 

impossible, to locate and/or view. Moreover, as mentioned above, many of the feature films 

depicting Maghrebi migrant women have received scholarly attention, and information about the 

films is readily available online. It was therefore not necessary to go over ground that has already 

been covered.  

 

Construction of the Corpus 

In order to locate and view the films that make up my corpus (as well as numerous other 

films which, in the end, were not included in the corpus for various reasons, notably if they did 

not turn out to be relevant to my study), I spent over six months doing fieldwork in Paris, where I 

worked extensively at several research institutions. These included the Institut national de 

l‟audiovisuel (INA) at the Bibliothèque nationale de France (François Mitterrand), the Cité 

nationale de l‟histoire de l‟immigration (CNHI), the Forum des images, the Cinémathèque 
                                                 
18 Unless otherwise noted, the dates of documentaries and short films listed in this dissertation correspond to their 
production dates (since not all of them had national releases or were broadcast on television). Téléfilms are listed by 
the date of their first broadcast on French television. Feature films are listed by release dates in French cinemas.  
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française, and finally, the Archives françaises du film (part of the CNC – Centre national du 

cinéma et de l‟image animée), which is located in Bois d‟Arcy, (thirty minutes from Paris). The 

majority of my time was spent at the INA, since it is possible to access there all films that have 

been broadcast at least once on French television. Every radio and television broadcast recorded 

by the INA is archived, and information about it is made accessible to researchers on the INA 

database. This information, which is compiled by researchers at the INA, is comprehensive, and 

includes a summary of the audiovisual document in question, as well as key words and themes 

relevant to the document and the names of the main characters/people featured in the document. 

In this way I was able to locate several films featuring first-generation Maghrebi characters that I 

had heard and/or read about but had not had the chance to see. In order to locate films depicting 

first-generation women from the Maghreb that had not previously been the subject of scholarly 

or media attention, I conducted a methodical search in the INA database, which involved 

numerous key word searches of various combinations. This took a fair amount of creativity as 

well as patience, since I wanted to be as exhaustive in my research as possible. It was a 

challenging task, notably because first-generation Maghrebi characters often hold secondary 

roles and thus are not always listed in the character list, summary, or on the key word list. I thus 

expanded my search in several ways. First, I searched by theme, typing in certain broad terms 

relating to Maghrebis in France as well as those often used in the media with reference to them, 

such as “immigration,” “integration,” “identity,” “Islam,” “veil,” “Beur,” “banlieue” and so on. 

Second, I conducted keyword searches using multiple broad terms, such as “women” and 

“immigration” or “Algeria” and “mother.” Third, I methodically went through the information 

about each of the films made available by the INA in order to seek out other related films. For 

example, when I located a film featuring a Maghrebi migrant woman, I would conduct additional 

searches to see if the film‟s director had made other films relevant to my topic. I would also 

check to see if the actress who had played the first-generation woman from the Maghreb in the 

film had portrayed Maghrebi women in any other films. I soon discovered that this was often the 

case. I also located several films in my corpus by conducting a proper name search in the INA 

database based on a list of female first names common to characters in films as well as to some 

of the actresses playing Maghrebi women (for example, Aïcha, Zohra, Fatima, Farida, etc).  

Another resource that I relied on to put together my cinematic corpus lay in film festival 

programs, and notably those from the “Festival international du cinéma méditerranéen de 
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Montpellier,” which is now in its thirty-third year. By going through these programs year by 

year, I was able to identify several films related to my topic that did not show up in my search of 

the INA database. I also consulted the online database of the “Festival International du Court 

Métrage à Clermont-Ferrand,” which also marks its thirty-third consecutive festival this year. 

When any of the films that I wished to view were not available at the INA (meaning they had not 

been broadcast on television) – notably some of the documentaries and short films – I would 

search for them at the other research institutions listed above. I also discovered additional films 

relevant to my study in these research institutions, and notably at the Cité nationale de l‟histoire 

de l‟immigration. If I was unable to locate a film in any of these institutions – or if I wanted to 

obtain a copy of the film for further study and it was not available for purchase online – I 

contacted filmmakers and production companies directly. I contacted some directors by sending 

a letter directly to a production company that they had worked with, and I e-mailed others 

directly through websites such as www.Africultures.com. I even located one documentary 

director on Facebook, sent her a message, and received a prompt response. Several filmmakers 

were gracious enough to provide me with copies of their films, as were several production 

companies (these directors and production companies are listed in the acknowledgements at the 

beginning of this dissertation), while others made films available to me for purchase. I was able 

to locate yet other films (or parts of them) online, either on the filmmakers‟ personal websites, or 

on public sharing websites such as YouTube and Dailymotion. Finally, I learned of a few of the 

films included in my corpus through word of mouth, either from librarians, filmmakers, other 

researchers, or friends living in Paris.  

During my time in Paris, I was also granted interviews by nine filmmakers (some of 

whom I met more than once): Yamina Benguigui, Catherine Bernstein, Mehdi Charef, Cheikh 

Djemaï, Rhama Benhamou El Madani, Yasmina Kherfi, Rachida Krim, Djamila Sfaxi, and 

Fatma Zohra Zamoum. Before going to Paris, I had conducted an interview with Malik Chibane, 

at Florida State University, where he had been invited to speak by the Winthrop-King Institute 

for Contemporary French and Francophone Studies. These interviews were very helpful for two 

main reasons: firstly, they allowed me to better contextualize the filmmakers‟ respective works 

and understand how and why they chose to make them; secondly, I was able to ask the directors 

specifically about the concept of Maghrebi women‟s voices and how these are constructed in 

http://www.africultures.com/
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their films. This led to some very fruitful discussions, and I incorporated parts of the interviews 

into the main body of the dissertation.  

Definition of Terms 

I would like to address briefly some of the terms that are often used in this dissertation. 

The first term is “Maghrebi.” I use this term with reference to the geographic origins of the 

migrant women depicted in the films in my corpus notably because, as Geesey (2000) points out, 

this is “the term most commonly employed in France to refer to those people originating from 

either Algeria, Morocco, or Tunisia” (“Who Speaks for North African Women” 194). While the 

term is rarely used in the United States outside academic circles, I choose to use it because the 

films in my corpus were produced and/or released in France and they depict women who 

migrated to France from the Maghreb, the politics, history, and culture of which are significantly 

different to those of the core region of the “Middle East,” under the umbrella of which the 

Maghreb is often subsumed in American discourse. At times, I substitute the word “Maghrebi” 

for “North African” in order to avoid repetition. The use of these terms has been criticized 

notably because they encompass three countries that are very different and do not explicitly 

acknowledge the diversity of languages and cultures (most notably Berber as well as Arabic-

speaking) within each of these national spaces. I am conscious of the limitations of such terms 

and thus in this dissertation I do specify the national and/or ethnic origins of the women depicted 

in the films, if and when they are made clear in the film. I believe that despite its drawbacks, the 

term “Maghrebi” is appropriate, especially given the fact that many women from Morocco, 

Algeria, and Tunisia (though certainly not all) who came to France in the 1960s and 1970s 

shared a similar trajectory of immigration to France, as the wives of economic migrants from 

former French colonies. Maghrebi migrants who came to France during this period are 

commonly referred to as “first generation” Maghrebis, as they were the first wave of Maghrebis 

to settle permanently in France in large numbers. I use this terminology in the dissertation.  

As noted above, the children of Maghrebi migrants, born and/or raised in France, are 

commonly known as “second generation” Maghrebis or popularly as Beurs. Both of these terms 

are very problematic, however, and thus I do not employ them in this dissertation (unless when 

referring to other people‟s use of them). As mentioned above, I do not use the term Beur because 

it is it is often rejected by the people to which the term is applied. As Carrie Tarr has pointed out, 

the word was coined by young people of Maghrebi descent in the early 1980s, and  



42 
 

its playful inversion and truncation of the syllables of the word for „Arab‟ 

originally denoted both an awareness of the negative meanings of „Arab‟ in the 

French imaginary, and a refusal to be trapped in those meanings. However, since 

its incorporation into majority French discourses, many of those it refers to have 

rejected the term, fearing that it has become simply another way of trapping them 

in a ghetto. (Tarr, Reframing Difference 3-4).  

I choose not to use the term “second generation Maghrebis” to refer to people born and/or raised 

in France to Maghrebi parents because it does not reflect their bi-cultural identities and 

rootedness in France. I believe that better alternatives are “Maghrebi French,” “of Maghrebi 

origin,” or “of Maghrebi descent” and use these in the dissertation.  

 

Dissertation Structure 

As pointed out above, the main body of this dissertation consists of four chapters, each 

devoted to a different film genre:  documentaries, short films, téléfilms, and feature films, 

respectively. I structured the chapters by genre for two main reasons: first, I chose these 

categories in order to highlight, compare, and contrast the different ways that these genres and 

the formal conventions and properties particular to each of them influence and shape the ways in 

which the voices of Maghrebi migrant women are represented. In the course of my preliminary 

analyses, I realized that some of the properties or characteristics that most significantly impacted 

these representations were unique to one genre and not to others, for example the editing process 

in the documentary genre, and the concise running time of short films (in comparison to other 

genres). The second reason for dividing my chapters by genre is related to the differences in 

channels of production and distribution among the respective genres. In order to consider the 

extent to which the films in my corpus could shape common perceptions about Maghrebi women 

migrants, for example, it was important to take into account the films‟ potential to reach large 

audiences. By nature of their distribution, téléfilms have the potential to be viewed by a greater 

number of spectators than most short films or documentaries, for example, whose screenings are 

often – but not always – limited to film festivals, small venues, or non-peak viewing hours on 

television. Yet at the same time, téléfilms may be subject to certain creative constraints precisely 

because of the television network‟s desire to use them to attract a large viewing audience. In 

organizing the chapters of my dissertation by genre, I am able to discuss these and other related 
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questions in depth and to ascertain how they relate to the cinematic representations of the voices 

of Maghrebi migrant women in France. 

 I would like to conclude this chapter with a brief overview of each of the remaining 

chapters of the dissertation. Chapter 2 examines the representations of the voices of first-

generation women from the Maghreb in documentaries. It considers the extent to which different 

degrees of intervention on the part of the director at each point in the filmmaking process can 

influence the ways in which the women‟s voices come through in the films and/or are 

manipulated or silenced in the process. For example, I analyze questions asked by the director, if 

any, during filming; the process of editing and the use of montage; and the addition of music, 

and consider the impact of these choices on how the women‟s voices are represented. Chapter 3 

is devoted to short films and brings to the fore the important role that textual and non-textual 

objects play as channels for communication and understanding between first-generation women 

and other characters at the diegetic level; and between the women and the spectator. Objects such 

as letters, food, and photographs, often serve as short cuts or substitutes for verbal 

communication in these films and carry multi-layered meanings. We shall see that they are 

particularly conducive to communicating the subjective experiences of Maghrebi women in short 

films, given the time constraints inherent to the genre. Chapter 4 focuses on téléfilms, cultural 

productions often considered to be worthy of little critical attention. I argue that they merit 

attention precisely because they are frequently seen by very large viewing audiences and thus 

have the potential to significantly impact viewers‟ understandings and perceptions of first-

generation Maghrebi women. My analysis of these films focuses on the theme of agency. More 

precisely, I consider what it means for Maghrebi women to appear to achieve agency in these 

films and analyze the means by which they do so (or fail to do so). Finally, chapter 5 looks at 

feature-length fiction films and examines the means by which they communicate the experiences 

of the first-generation women to the spectator – often with the intention of bringing viewers into 

sympathy with them. The techniques used range from those that could be categorized as “verbal” 

in the traditional sense (a heavy reliance on the spoken word, including at times the use of 

voiceover, for example, to relate the experiences of the women) to those that are the least verbal 

(including the use of body language and/or objects to communicate meaning).  
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CHAPTER 2 

THE VOICES OF FIRST-GENERATION WOMEN IN 

DOCUMENTARY FILMS: FRAMING CONSTRUCTION AND 

TRANSPARENCY 

In this chapter, I will examine the various ways in which the voices of first-generation 

women from the Maghreb are represented through the medium of documentary film. It would be 

tempting to assume that a documentary film, by its very nature, would necessarily give us a 

closer, more accurate, or less-manipulated glimpse of first-generation women than other artistic 

forms, given that the women in question are actually seen and heard directly on screen in the 

films. For example, it might appear at first glance that the voices of the Maghrebi women in the 

selection of films that I will consider reach the spectator without being filtered through a 

mediator in a manner comparable to that seen in novels and feature films, where the women‟s 

voices are often typically related by a narrator or performed by an actress. According to Patricia 

Aufderheide, however, documentaries “are portraits of real life, using real life as their raw 

material, constructed by artists and technicians who make myriad decisions about what story to 

tell to whom, and for what purpose” (2). Thus while documentaries do capture moments in the 

lives of “real” people – as opposed to the performances of actors – this does not diminish the fact 

that they are constructed through processes of production, direction, montage and editing, which 

are seldom controlled by those seen on-screen. Indeed, the very definition of the word montage 

in French foregrounds the intention behind the action: “Action de mettre ensemble, par des 

techniques appropriées, des éléments (textes, sons, images, photos, etc.) de diverses origines 

pour obtenir un effet particulier; le résultat obtenu” (“Montage,” def. 3). The complex editing 

process involved in making a documentary film entails a myriad of choices, including 

determining the pacing of the film – the “length of scenes, number of cuts, script or storytelling 

structure” (Aufderheide 10-11) – as well as the choice to add subtitles or dubbing, voiceover 

narration, music, pictures, videos, or archive images.  

This chapter will bring to the fore the ways and extent to which the formal choices made 

at each step of the documentary filmmaking process affect how Maghrebi women‟s voices are 

“framed” before, during, and after filming, on the one hand, and the consequences of this – 
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namely, how they are then “heard” by the viewer – on the other. In documentary, the way the 

voices of social actors come through in the film is determined to a significant extent by the 

director, who in this sense occupies a position of power over the people he or she films. The 

implications of the process of framing are particularly significant in the films examined here 

because the voices in question are those of first-generation women from the Maghreb, who as a 

group have been disempowered because of their status as post-colonial minorities and women 

and have remained largely silent in the media and cultural productions. Documentary film is a 

medium through which the voices of the migrant women featured in these films have the 

potential to be heard outside of the women‟s circles of families and friends – and perhaps also 

heard differently by people from within these circles – but it also has the potential to filter and/or 

manipulate these voices according to the director‟s particular intentions or even unintentionally. 

As we will see, the director‟s intervention19 is always a significant contributing factor in 

terms of the construction of meaning in the film, though the extent of this intervention can vary 

to a greater or lesser extent from one film to another film. As John Izod and Richard Kilborn 

have argued,  

Critics of documentary have always been aware that all attempts to represent 

reality carry with them important ideological implications. The photographic 

realism of the documentary, for instance, can easily conceal the extent to which it 

often actively constructs a particular view of the world. This view is determined, 

among other things, by the filmmaker‟s own preconceptions, by the perspective 

from which the events are witnessed, and by the structuring principles according 

to which the material is edited. In other words, documentaries can never be 

wholly objective; they will always involve a greater or lesser degree of 

intervention on the part of the documentarist. (428) 

My analysis will identify three different approaches – three distinct modes of intervention – used 

in documentaries that feature first-generation women from the Maghreb. It will then highlight the 

formal conventions that are common to each approach and bring to the fore the consequences of 

these choices with regard to the representations of the women‟s voices in the respective 
                                                 
19 Some of the documentary filmmakers discussed in this chapter worked more or less alone on their films, while 
others were assisted by technical teams before, during, and/or after filming. I refer only to the director‟s 
intervention, regardless of the makeup of the production team, because of the filmmakers‟ involvement in each step 
of the filmmaking process. Moreover, filmmakers in France have the “final cut,” which means that they have the 
final say in what is included in the film (and what is omitted from it).  
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documentaries. In the first group of films that I will examine, the director takes a heavy-handed 

approach, particularly during the editing process, in order to follow a pre-determined argument. 

As we shall see, the women‟s voices are heavily framed and restricted in these films in order to 

serve a specific purpose. The directors whose films constitute the second group are involved in 

minimal intervention both during and after filming, and as a result of this the women‟s voices 

come through in a more transparent – in the sense of less manipulated – way. The films that 

make up the third group appear to be minimally constructed by the director – thus seemingly 

presenting the women‟s voices in a transparent manner – but upon further inspection are in fact 

the result of careful construction and significant intervention by the director. These three 

approaches represent, in the first two cases at least, extremes. Consequently, not all of the 

twenty-two documentaries that I have identified fall neatly within this tri-partite typology (many 

are situated at intermediary positions in a broad spectrum spanning these extremes). The next 

part of this chapter provides an overview of all twenty-one documentaries. The remainder of the 

chapter then provides a close analysis of the films that best illustrate the three distinctive modes 

of “framing” identified here. 

 

An Overview of Documentaries Featuring Maghrebi Migrant Women 

In writing the following overview, I have endeavored to strike a balance between 

providing a succinct description of each of the documentaries in my corpus while at the same 

time giving enough information so as to highlight and acknowledge films which, in most cases, 

have received little or no critical attention, have been projected only in film festivals or to other 

very limited audiences, and in almost all cases are not readily available to the general public. I 

have grouped these twenty-two documentaries into four main thematic categories in order to 

highlight a number of parallels and trends that exist between the individual films. Each category 

represents a broad theme that serves as a guiding narrative thread in two or more films. These 

themes by no means constitute an exhaustive list, since each film raises a number of themes and 

several films touch on more than one of the themes that I have chosen, but for practical purposes, 

I have assigned each film to one category. The four broad themes in question are: 1) Islam (two 

films); 2) a return to the home country (au bled) (five films); 3) bonds of family and friendship 

forged in France (four films); and 4) hardship, oppression, and suffering of Maghrebi immigrant 

women in France (eleven films). I chose not to include films in which first-generation Maghrebi 
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women are filmed for only a passing moment;20 where it is not made clear in the film if the 

woman/women interviewed is/are indeed of Maghrebi origin;21 or if I was unable to distinguish a 

first-generation woman‟s voice from other people‟s voices in the film with reasonable 

certainty.22  

 

Documenting Islam and the Islamic Headscarf  

The first two films that I will consider, Femmes d’Islam by Yamina Benguigui (1994, 

156‟) and Quand les filles mettent les voiles by Leïla Djitli (2003, 52‟), focus specifically on the 

themes of Islam and the Islamic headscarf. In both films, the interviews of migrant women from 

the Maghreb give support to the argument made in each film that the Islamic headscarf, when 

worn by young women of Maghrebi descent in France, represents a regression in terms of the 

rights of women (a point discussed further in the second part of this chapter). The theme of Islam 

is not altogether avoided in the other documentary films in my corpus, yet in these films, it does 

not constitute an integral narrative element. In some of the films, it is a marker of distinction or a 

point of contention between older women (some of whom are filmed praying or preparing for a 

pilgrimage to Mecca) and their daughters or granddaughters (many of whom are non-practicing 

and marry outside of the religion); while in others, the subject of religion is never broached.  

Femmes d’Islam is a three-part interview-based documentary composed of: “Le Voile et 

la République,” which focuses on the question of Islam in France and condemns practices 

associated with Islam such as the Islamic veil and female circumcision; “Le Voile et la Peur,” 
                                                 
20 Saint Chamond, terre d’immigration, directed by Saïd Bakhtaoui and Ahmed Boubeker (1999, 51‟) includes only 
one very short sequence involving a first-generation woman. Ma mère, histoire d’une immigration (Canales 2006, 
15‟) is composed of a montage of photographs of a first-generation woman taken by her daughter, Farida Hamak, 
and is accompanied by a voiceover commentary by Hamak. Her mother‟s voice is not included in the film. Hamak 
had previously published the text and photographs in a book entitled Ma mère, histoire d’une immigration (2004). 
 
21 Béatrice Romand (a celebrated actress best known for her roles in films directed by Eric Rohmer) interviews her 
mother in Ma mère (2005). The question of her mother‟s identity is raised in the film, as she knows nothing of her 
birth parents: she was abandoned as a young child in Algeria and raised by people of European origin. The film is 
available in its entirety on the director‟s website: http://beatrice.romand.free.fr/mov_mamere.htm.  
 
22 Brest-Alger (2007) by Toinon Maguerez consists of a montage of photographs of eight Algerian women of 
varying ages together with filmed sequences of locations in Brest, the town to which each of the women immigrated 
(some as early as the 1960s, others more recently). The soundtrack accompanying these images is composed of the 
voices of the women who describe their experiences as immigrants and exiles, but they are woven together in such a 
way that at times it is difficult to distinguish one woman‟s voice from another‟s or to be sure that the voice we hear 
belongs to the woman we see in the photograph(s) on screen. This grouping together of all of the women‟s voices is 
problematic because it risks giving the impression that the women‟s experiences – or the women themselves – are 
indistinguishable from one another.  

http://beatrice.romand.free.fr/mov_mamere.htm
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which examines the condition of Muslim women in Algeria, Egypt, and Iran; and “Le Voile et le 

Silence,” which features Muslim women from Mali, Indonesia, and Yemen. To make this film, 

Benguigui set off, as she explains in the book version of Femmes d’Islam, “à la recherche de 

l‟identité féminine musulmane” (12).23 Two North-African women in France – or, as Benguigui 

fondly calls them, “mammas marseillaises” (147) – are interviewed together in “Le Voile et la 

République,” and therefore I will focus exclusively on this part of the documentary in the 

remainder of this chapter. These two women, Gmar and Khorha, voice their opinions regarding 

the traditional (and often subordinate) role of women within the Maghrebi family structure, the 

negative consequences of arranged marriage for women, and their respective arrivals and 

difficult first years in France. The conversation then shifts to the subject of the Islamic headscarf 

when worn by young women in France, a practice that Gmar strongly condemns. The remainder 

of “Le Voile et la République” focuses on the experiences of young Muslim women in France 

who feel that they are caught between the cultural and religious traditions of their parents and the 

French value system with which they have come to align themselves.  

Leïla Djitli‟s Quand les filles mettent les voiles begins with a voiceover commentary in 

which the director discusses her quest to understand the brutal murder of a seventeen year-old 

girl of Algerian origin, Sohane Benziane, by a young man from her neighborhood, Jamal 

Derrar.24 Djitli explains that she wishes to better understand to what extent and for what reasons 

gender relations have, in her view, deteriorated in such a dramatic and unacceptable way in the 

Parisian banlieues since she left her hometown of Corbeil-Essonnes several years earlier.25 Like 

Femmes d’Islam, this film raises the question of why increasing numbers of girls of Maghrebi 

descent are choosing to wear the headscarf when in many cases their mothers did not. It 

examines this question in the context of gender relations and violence against women in the 

                                                 
23 This quotation is taken from the “Avant-propos” of Benguigui‟s 1996 text Femmes d’Islam, published by Albin 
Michel. This written work consists of several interviews conducted in the course of Benguigui‟s film project and 
also offers commentaries from Benguigui.  
 
24 On October 4, 2002, in Vitry-sur-Seine, a southeastern suburb of Paris, Sohane was doused in gasoline and set on 
fire by Jamal Derrar. According to court evidence, this was in retribution for a fight that Derrar had previously lost 
to Sohane‟s boyfriend. In 2007, Derrar was condemned to 25 years in prison for “actes de torture et barbarie ayant 
entraîné la mort sans intention de la donner ” (“Procès”).  
 
25 In her prologue to Ni Putes Ni Soumises (2004), Fadela Amara cites Sohane‟s brutal death as one event that 
convinced her to found the organization Ni Putes Ni Soumises, in order to denounce violence against women in the 
banlieues, and to organize a five-week march around France in 2003 entitled: “Marche des femmes des quartiers 
contre les ghettos et pour l‟égalité.”  
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banlieues.26 Through interviews with first-generation Maghrebi women, young women of 

immigrant origin, and young men of immigrant origin, the film suggests that this incident is an 

extreme example of violence and social breakdown, yet one that reflects serious underlying 

problems that exist and are particularly detrimental to young women in the socially 

disadvantaged banlieues. The film constructs both a “before” and “after” picture of this 

neighborhood (where Maghrebi migrant women are positioned as models of integration, hard 

work, and tolerance), and sends a wake-up call and a warning to both the majority and minority 

populations in France, as well as the government.27   

 

Documenting a Return Au Bled  

The next documentaries that I will highlight share a common theme that structures each 

of them: voyages. A number of the films document a literal, physical, journey to the women‟s 

respective home countries, while others foreground a journey to the past – a journey down 

memory lane, which sheds light on what life was like in the country of origin at a particular 

moment. Some of the films examine both kinds of voyages. As the voyages that are documented 

in these films are return voyages to the point of origin, it is not surprising that the subject of an 

original departure from the homeland – to France or elsewhere – is also often alluded to or 

addressed directly.  

Malik Bensmaïl‟s28 Un été au pays (2000, 53‟) follows Kader and Sabra Kabouche and 

three of their adult children (Amar, Myriam, and Soraya) in preparation for their first visit to 

Algeria in fifteen years and then during their vacation in the house that Kader has slowly been 

building over twenty-five years. They are reunited with family members in Aïn Benian once they 

arrive, but their arrival is met with a number of disappointments: first, with the state in which 

they find the house (which is unfinished); and second, with the state of affairs in Algeria. The 

                                                 
26 It is significant to note that this theme is one that Djitli explores further in a novel published in March of 2004: 
Lettre à ma fille qui veut porter le voile. This epistolary novel consists of a letter from the protagonist, Aïcha, to her 
daughter who, against her mother‟s wishes, has decided to wear the headscarf.  
 
27 That this warning was taken seriously is supported by the fact that this documentary was broadcast twice on 
ARTE, both in primetime, and then fifteen times on La chaine parlementaire Assemblée nationale between March 
29, 2005 and November 25, 2007. I obtained this number by conducting a keyword search on the online database of 
the INA (Institut National de l‟Audiovisuel). http://inatheque.ina.fr/Ina/ws/dltv/dlweb/general/MultiSearchNames9   
 
28 Bensmaïl is an Algerian filmmaker who has lived in Paris since 1988. An excerpt of the film is available on the 
director‟s website: http://malek.bensmail.free.fr/Projets.htm.  

http://inatheque.ina.fr/Ina/ws/dltv/dlweb/general/MultiSearchNames9
http://malek.bensmail.free.fr/Projets.htm


50 
 

film implicitly points to one way in which the Kabouches‟ initial voyage – to France – impacted 

not only their lives but the lives of their children – and particularly their daughters. Their 

outspoken daughters are fed up with what they see to be the disrespectful treatment of women in 

Algeria (especially toward women who go out unaccompanied) and leave Algeria earlier than 

planned because of it. Their behavior stands in contrast to that of their female cousin, who tells 

them that everyday life for Algerian women is “l‟enfer” but does not speak out against her 

parents and at any rate has nowhere else to go. In many ways, this film is more about the 

consequences of the journeys (to France or back to Algeria) than the voyages themselves. 

Sylvia Loner‟s Zohra, entre Paris et Meknès (1994, 13‟) follows a Moroccan woman 

living in France as she embarks on her annual journey to Meknès to visit her mother. The film‟s 

guiding narrative is formed by two elements: first, by Zohra‟s physical journey on buses and a 

ferry between Paris to Meknès; and second, by Zohra‟s voiceover commentary, which provides 

the viewer with a deeper understanding of Zohra‟s current voyage as well as others that have led 

up to it – most notably, her first journey from Morocco to France twenty-five years earlier to 

escape an arranged marriage. She describes the challenges of living between two countries and 

two cultures, notably only being able to spend a short amount of time in Morocco each year and 

knowing that she will never move back permanently because her children‟s home is in France (a 

sentiment echoed by many first-generation women in the documentaries examined here). Zohra‟s 

life as a perpetual traveler – not quite at home in either country – is reflected in the film by her 

constant movement in the vehicles of public transportation and her presence in places of transit: 

restaurants, parks, rest stops, public bathrooms, and bus stops in France, Spain, and Morocco. 

Hamid Naficy has argued that these kinds of “transitional and transnational places and spaces” 

are often inscribed in accented films and paired with themes relating to “journeys of and 

struggles over identity” (5). 

A similar sentiment of “in-betweenness” with regard to one‟s identity is expressed by the 

parents of director Rahma Benhamou El Madani in Du côté de chez soi (2003, 57‟). El Madani 

films her parents in their home in France and during a voyage to their country of origin, 

Morocco, and the documentary brings to the fore the couple‟s heartache and frustration at being 

treated as foreigners everywhere they go. It becomes clear throughout the film that this family‟s 

trajectory is more complicated than that of most Maghrebi migrants who came to France between 

the early post-war years and the 1970s – for whom the axis of travel was commonly a binary one 
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back and forth across the Mediterranean. El Madani‟s parents both grew up in the mountains of 

Morocco and then migrated to Algeria for reasons that are not clearly delineated in the film 

(most likely economic). Their seven children were born in Algeria and their father fought for 

Algerian independence, but after independence they were discriminated against because of their 

Moroccan nationality and thus chose to migrate to France, by way of Morocco. In the second 

half of the film, the director follows her parents on their annual visit to Morocco, where they 

come face-to-face with two difficult realizations. First, they will never permanently return to 

Morocco because their children (and grandchildren) would remain in France. Second, despite 

their own strong sentiments regarding their Moroccan identity – which are intertwined with their 

religion, ancestry, and ties to and ownership of land – this identity will continue to be called into 

question by others because of the years that they spent in Algeria and in France.  

The final two films do not depict a physical return to the home country but instead 

involve revisiting memories of life in Algeria. They are: Retelling Histories: My Mother Told 

Me… (2003, 9‟)29 and Mother, Father, and I (2003, 20‟)30 by Zineb Sedira.31 These works are 

video installations that have been exhibited in museums and therefore differ from traditional 

documentaries, notably with regard to where and how they are displayed, but I have nonetheless 

decided to include them here because they share many characteristics with traditional 

documentaries.32 In Retelling Histories: My Mother Told Me… (which was projected on a single 

screen mounted on a wall), Sedira films herself and her mother having a conversation about her 

mother‟s experiences in Algeria during the war of independence. The film focuses on the 

condition of women during the war and in particular on the physical abuse of women by French 

                                                 
29 The film may be viewed in its entirety on Sedira‟s website: http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/retelling-histories-
2003. 
 
30 Excerpts of this installation can also be viewed on the director‟s website: 
http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/mother-father-and-i-2003. 
 
31 The titles of these works are in English on Sedira‟s website and thus I have quoted them in English here. Sedira 
has been based in London since 1986. 
 
32 In 2002 Sedira also displayed another video installation (Mother Tongue [2002, 15‟]) involving herself, her 
mother, and her own daughter in which each of them speaks in her respective mother tongue (French, Arabic, and 
English). The main subject of discussion is school. Excerpts of this film can be viewed on Sedira‟s website: 
http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/mother-tongue-2002. 
 

http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/retelling-histories-2003
http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/retelling-histories-2003
http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/mother-father-and-i-2003
http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/mother-tongue-2002
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soldiers or harkis33 and their survival techniques during this time.34 Mother, Father, and I 

addresses memories of the Algerian war from male and female perspectives as lived by Sedira‟s 

mother and father, respectively, in both France and Algeria. This artistic installation differs from 

Retelling histories and all other documentaries mentioned here by how it was exhibited. The 

viewer walks into this exhibit and sees two television screens on one wall: the interview of 

Sedira‟s mother is displayed on one, and her father‟s interview is projected on the other. On the 

wall opposite these two screens is a third screen, which projects a video of Sedira as she silently 

watches the footage of her parents‟ interviews. The use of multiple screens changes the viewing 

experience, but the footage that is projected on each of the screens is ultimately documentary 

footage. Instead of using the process of montage to fuse her parent‟s respective interviews into 

one film, however, Sedira coordinates them on two separate screens. As in Retelling Histories, 

Sedira interviews her mother on the subject of the sufferings and fears of Algerian women during 

the Algerian war, especially with regard to rape. Her father discusses the trials of being an 

Algerian migrant working in France during the Algerian war and describes the events he 

witnessed during the fateful night of October 17, 1961.35  

 

Documenting the Bonds of Family and Friendship Forged in France 

The films that make up this third group underscore the idea that the bonds of family and 

friendship that are often born from times of hardship and difficulty – in this case, immigration – 

can be powerful tools to overcome the challenges that inevitably accompany them. These bonds 

include those between Maghrebi women and their children in France; between Maghrebi women 

who have shared similar experiences of migration to France and life in France; between the 

                                                 
33 As noted above, harkis were Muslim auxiliaries who served in the French army during the Algerian war of 
independence.  
 
34 Retelling Histories came under fire from groups representing harkis when it was exhibited at the Musée national 
Pablo Picasso in Vallauris (Southern France) beginning in March 2010. Objections were directed at the translation 
of the word “harkis,” used by Sedira‟s mother, into French as “collaborateurs” (Sedira later left the word as “harkis” 
in the subtitles). The exhibit was temporarily closed in April and reopened in July 2010. See Géniès (2010) and 
Dagan (2010) for further details. 
 
35 On this date, roughly thirty thousand Algerian men, women, and children living in France led a peaceful 
demonstration in Paris to protest the curfew imposed on them by the police. The police responded violently, and it is 
estimated that hundreds of men and women were killed, many of whose bodies were thrown into the Seine. Many 
more were injured and/or imprisoned. See Einaudi (1991, 2001, 2009), Brunet (1999), and Cole (2006) for further 
discussion of this event. 
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members of a family unit; and between Maghrebis and their neighbors. These films do not shy 

away from difficult subjects, but the overall tone of each respective film remains positive – a 

feature which is often absent from other films about the experiences of Maghrebi women in 

France.  

In Les soleils de Sadia (1992, 17‟), Édouard Mills-Affif36  conducts a series of interviews 

with a Maghrebi woman named Sadia and her four children, who live in an apartment in a 

Parisian banlieue. We learn throughout the film that Sadia has had to overcome a number of 

difficulties in France, including her marriage to a man she did not love, a divorce, three years 

spent with her children in a squat, and the responsibility of raising her children alone. The film 

captures Sadia‟s devotion to her children (notably in her attention to their studies) and her dream 

that they may succeed in ways that she did not. Sadia acknowledges that many children of 

immigrants must overcome disadvantages in order to succeed in France but believes that her 

children will succeed through hard work and with the love and support of their mother. Although 

the film briefly touches on Sadia‟s past troubles, what distinguishes this film from many others is 

that it does not dwell on the past; rather, it focuses on the daily joys of the present, especially the 

bonds between a mother and her children, time spent together, and the possibilities of the future. 

La Tribu Akbal (1997, 34‟), directed by Bernard Corteggiani, is composed of interviews 

with Mr. and Mrs. Akbal, who have been in France since 1948 and 1954, respectively, as well as 

several of their eight adult children. These interviews are interspersed with scenes in which 

various family members discuss, dance, and celebrate together. La Tribu Akbal does not 

highlight divisions or conflicts between parents or between parents and their children, nor does it 

focus on the suffering and oppression of Maghrebi women within a patriarchal family structure, 

as do many of the films discussed below. On the contrary, this documentary depicts members of 

a close-knit family whose happiness is visible when they are filmed celebrating together and who 

are very complimentary of one another – and particularly of the family‟s matriarch. This film 

brings to the fore the strong family ties that exist in the Akbal family, on the one hand, and each 

member‟s choice to maintain and strengthen these ties, on the other. For the children, this choice 

is evidenced by their decision to remain close to home to raise their own families; for Mrs. 

                                                 
36Mills-Affif is also the author of several scholarly works on the representations of immigrants on French television, 
including Filmer les immigrés: Les représentations audiovisuelles de l’immigration à la télévision française 1960-
1986 (2004). I make reference to this work in my analysis of French téléfilms (see chapter 4). 
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Akbal, it is the choice to be buried in France, so that her family will always be able to visit her 

grave.  

Yasmina Kherfi‟s Mes voisines mes copines (2002, 26‟) focuses on the bonds of 

friendship between first-generation women in France as well as the bonds that they share with 

members of their respective families (especially their daughters). This film brings to light the 

lives of an extraordinary group of women, and in particular, the three women who make up the 

core of the group: Dabhia Kherfi (the director‟s mother), and two of her friends, Yamina Ouici 

and Yamina Kallouche. The women have been friends since the late 1960s, when they arrived in 

France from Algeria, and they have lived in the same neighborhood ever since. As the film 

illustrates, they are part of a vibrant group of first-generation women who often gather to prepare 

food for special occasions, organize parties, run errands, and spend time together. They also sing, 

dance, and listen to music together at any available opportunity. Like Les Soleils de Sadia and La 

Tribu Akbal, Mes voisines mes copines does not completely avoid any mention of challenges 

faced by the first-generation women over the years, or other serious topics for that matter, but 

these subjects are by no means the central focus of the film. When the women talk about their 

home country or their arrivals in France, for example, they very rarely relate any negative 

experiences or difficult aspects of their lives; rather, they – like the film overall – focus on their 

present activities, their friendships, or fond memories of their past experiences. This film‟s focus 

on the present, its lighthearted and joyful tone, and its depiction of the positive bonds of family 

and especially of friendship which resulted from the women‟s migration to France distinguish it 

from many other films discussed here that focus on the women‟s negative past experiences 

(notably their arrival and first years in France).   

Soraya Nini‟s 24 heures dans la Life de ma mère (2007, 36‟)37 focuses on the daily 

activities of Nini‟s mother, Fatma, who is filmed dancing, cooking, going to the market, visiting 

with friends, cleaning, praying, and watching the news, among other activities. We learn that 

Fatma joined her husband in Toulon in 1957 with their six children, and then had five more 

children (including Soraya) in France. The film includes informal interviews with several 

neighbors that have known Fatma and the Nini family for years, and they speak of them in the 

highest of terms. Fatma discusses her daily activities, political views, health concerns, and the 

literacy classes that she is enrolled in, and the film maintains a lighthearted tone, notably by 

                                                 
37 The film may be viewed online at the following website: http://www.myspace.com/sorayanini.  

http://www.myspace.com/sorayanini
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highlighting Fatma‟s sense of humor, on the one hand, and through the addition of upbeat extra-

diegetic music, on the other. The film serves as a kind of tribute to Fatma from her daughter, 

bringing to the fore the challenges and accomplishments in her life, her relationships with 

friends, neighbors, and her children, and her daily activities and interactions. 

 

Documenting the Hardships, Oppression, and Suffering of Maghrebi Women in France 

Eleven out of a total of twenty-one documentaries featuring first-generation Maghrebi 

women fall into this final category, and it is noteworthy that the release dates of these films span 

the broadest range of time – thirty years (1979 to 2009) – of any of the categories discussed in 

this chapter. The guiding narrative threads of these films are formulated by particular struggles 

faced by Maghrebi women in France not only as a result of their status as migrants (and as part 

of a minority population originating from countries that were once part of the French colonial 

empire),38 but also as women living within a patriarchal family structure. This category 

encompasses films that examine conflicts and differences that arise not only between Maghrebi 

women and their husbands, but between women and their children – particularly with regard to 

questions of identity and cultural and religious values.  

La Famille El Mouden, directed by Jenny Maggi (2003, 19‟), introduces us to Samira, a 

young woman of Moroccan origin living in France, and her parents, Aïcha and M‟hamed. The 

majority of this film takes place in the family‟s home and shines light in particular on the 

differences between Samira, who is a world traveler, enjoys going out with friends and 

socializing, and struggles with feeling like she lives in-between two cultures as a daughter of 

immigrants; and her mother, who appears to be content with her slow-paced life at home, 

watching television with her husband and cooking for her family, and who explains that she 

carries out traditions without trying to impose them on her daughter. The film devotes significant 

time to exploring the somewhat complicated relationship between Aïcha and her daughter and 

highlights the difficulties they have in communicating with one another and in showing their 

emotions.  

In De mères en filles, directed by Jean-Louis Comolli39 (1996, 26‟) the camera observes 

two Maghrebi friends, Zaïa and Myriam, and members of their respective families, as they 

                                                 
38 Some of the women featured in these films came to France before Algeria was an independent state. 
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prepare traditional dishes (couscous, bread, and pastries) during the month of Ramadan. The 

presence of young women of Maghrebi descent during a number of sequences, notably Zaïa‟s 

outspoken daughter Samira, sets the stage for lively discussions and arguments about the 

transmission – or lack of transmission – of traditions (both women lament that many young 

women no longer even know how to make a couscous), the traditional role of women within the 

Maghrebi family sphere, and the often negative effects of these traditions on mothers, daughters, 

and their relationships with one another. Differing opinions on these subjects are revealed to 

exist not only between mothers and daughters, but also between the Maghrebi women 

themselves. In addition to examining these themes, this film provides detailed accounts of the 

daily struggles of these first-generation Maghrebi women to raise their large families in France 

and to make ends meet.   

Yéma ne viendra pas (2009, 52‟), directed by Agnès Petit, introduces us to Mazia 

Mammeri, known as Yéma.40 She is the mother of nine grown children, all successful 

professionals, and lives in Normandy in the town of Evreux. We learn that Yéma left Algeria 

with her husband in 1965 but raised her nine children single-handedly after her husband 

abandoned the family. While this film brings to light the hardships faced by Yéma during this 

time, the themes that take precedence in the film are the relationship between Yéma and her 

children and the challenges and obstacles (such as unemployment and discrimination) faced by 

her children and others like them – children of immigrants growing up in France. Several of 

Yéma‟s children are interviewed in the film, and it is evident that they have a great respect and 

love for their mother, whom they visit on a regular basis. It is also obvious that Yéma loves her 

children and wants them to live their own lives. There are fundamental differences between 

Yéma and her children, however, notably when it comes to practicing the Muslim religion. Yéma 

is a practicing Muslim and prepares her second pilgrimage to Mecca, whereas several of her 

children are non-practicing and marry outside of the Muslim religion. The film documents how 

Yéma and her children negotiate these differences, avoiding conflict notably by refraining from 

discussing certain subjects or imposing their own views on one another. For example, Yéma‟s 

son takes her to board the bus to begin her journey to Mecca but none of her children 

                                                                                                                                                             
39 De mères en filles is available online in two parts: http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xdzc8d_de-meres-en-filles-
1-2_school. 
 
40 Yéma means “mother” in Arabic. 

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xdzc8d_de-meres-en-filles-1-2_school
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xdzc8d_de-meres-en-filles-1-2_school
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accompanies her on the trip. Similarly, Yéma will not attend the marriage of her two daughters, 

Malika and Karima, to men who are not Muslim – hence the title, Yéma ne viendra pas – yet she 

will still welcome her daughters and their families to her home after they are married. This film 

highlights the differences in opinion and tradition existing between the two generations and the 

obstacles faced by each generation in France, but it still ends on a positive note. 

Leïla Habchi and Benoît Prin‟s Exil à domicile (1994, 52‟) is structured around 

substantial interviews with three first-generation women, Messaouda, Houria, and Bakhta, as 

well as a handful of interviews with their daughters. The first broad theme that arises from these 

interviews concerns the obstacles faced by the women‟s children and other children of 

immigrants in France, and in particular the difficulty in finding employment. The women discuss 

racism in France, the low expectations that their children face in French schools, and the 

problems of unemployment and lack of opportunities for people of Maghrebi descent. These 

difficulties are all addressed in Yéma ne viendra pas, as highlighted above, a film released fifteen 

years after Exil à domicile. The second broad theme structuring this film relates to the women‟s 

life experiences during the Algerian War of Independence and as immigrants in France. The 

women (independently) discuss their respective arrivals in France, the experiences of life in 

exile, their dream of returning to their home country and the realization that they will never 

actually do so, and the bonds of solidarity formed in France with other women from the 

Maghreb. It becomes clear, however, that their opinions do not always line up, nor for that matter 

do those of their respective daughters. By shining light on the similarities and differences that 

exist not only between Maghrebi women and their daughters, but also among Maghrebi women 

and among their daughters, this documentary, like Comolli‟s De mère en filles, underscores the 

idea that there is no homogenous group of first generation women or Maghrebi French women, 

though many of them have faced similar challenges in France. 

Mères Amères? (1997, 33‟), directed by Bania Medjbar, begins with several shots of 

Marseille‟s Vieux Port and the Mediterranean Sea which are paired with a voiceover 

commentary by the director. Medjbar explains that she wishes to examine the situation of women 

living under the weight of a culture that has long been said to be male-dominated and oppressive 
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to women.41 She explains that she has decided to interview her mother and her mother‟s friends 

(Maghrebi women in France), as well as her own female friends (women of Maghrebi origin in 

their late twenties and thirties). In each of the interviews, the women discuss the hardships that 

they have encountered because of their position as women within the family structure, where 

traditions dictate that they are expected to behave in a certain way and live according to a 

particular set of rules. The topics of discussion come up in many other documentaries featuring 

Maghrebi migrant women, and include: arranged marriages; the isolation felt by many Maghrebi 

women when they migrate to France and leave their own families behind; the burden of large 

families and the women‟s lack of choice in the matter; the communication barriers that exist 

between women of different generations; and the struggles caused by living between two 

cultures. This film does not place the blame exclusively on men, however, nor does it attribute 

these inequalities solely to the presence of a patriarchal culture or family structure; it also 

questions the role of women in the perpetuation and reinforcement of certain traditions.  

Louées soient les immigrantes! (Michel and Élie Séonnet 2008, 52‟)42 includes interviews 

of four women of diverse origins (Italian, Vietnamese, Algerian, and Senegalese) who have 

settled in France‟s Champagne-Ardenne region. Fatima Djaatit feels a profound attachment to 

both her country of origin, Algeria, and France, her country of adoption, where she has lived for 

over forty years. The themes discussed by Fatima are echoed in other documentaries as well. She 

describes her arrival in France and the challenges that she faced trying to adapt to a life of exile. 

She also discusses at length her experience raising children in France while trying to instill in 

them a sense of being Algerian, and her realization that since her children are rooted in France, 

she will never permanently return to Algeria. Finally, she talks about her life as a widow since 

the death of her husband. Fatima‟s interview ends with a comment from her about her dual 

identity. She says: “ici c‟est chez nous, là-bas c‟est chez nous. On a deux chez-nous.” Fatima‟s 

comment about being “at home” in two countries reflects a very different perspective from 

Rahma El Madani‟s mother in Du côté de chez soi, who feels like a foreigner wherever she goes. 

Yamina Benguigui‟s three-part feature-length documentary Mémoires d’immigrés: 

l’héritage maghrébin (1997, 158‟) is undoubtedly the most well-known and successful 

                                                 
41 Medjbar has expressed a particular interest in filming her hometown of Marseille, where she founded the 
organization Libre d‟images and co-founded the organization Media 2, Cinéma en Lumière. Marché aux puces 
(2000) and J’ai fait un rêve (2001) are two other documentaries filmed in Marseille.  
 
42 The film is available in its entirety on the following website: http://www.collectifbke.com/film/louees/film.php.  

http://www.collectifbke.com/film/louees/film.php
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documentary to date that features first-generation Maghrebi women in France. Its release in 

theaters – already a rare feat for a documentary – speaks to this success.43 The film also met with 

considerable success at film festivals on both the national and international scene. Benguigui‟s 

documentary is divided into three parts: “Les pères,” “Les mères,” and “Les enfants,” and brings 

to the fore a set of experiences (presented in many ways as collective experiences) of the 

Maghrebi immigrant population in France and those of their children growing up there and 

struggling to find their place in between two cultures. Six women are interviewed in pairs, and 

two women are interviewed alone in “Les mères,” and as in Louées soient les immigrantes! and 

Mères Amères?, the subjects of discussion focus heavily on the women‟s past experiences: their 

arranged marriages; the difficult and often unsanitary living conditions which they encountered 

upon their arrival in France; their experiences as mothers of large families; their nostalgia for 

their home country; and the realization that they would never permanently return home.  

Two other documentaries directly address the question of women‟s rights and a woman‟s 

control (or lack of control) of her own body with regard to Maghrebi women and women of 

Maghrebi descent in France, taking aim in particular at the tradition of arranged marriage and the 

absence of reliable birth control methods (or access to them). The films in question, Coline 

Serreau‟s Grand-mères de l’Islam (1978, 36‟) and Ali Akika and Anne-Marie Autissier‟s Larmes 

de sang (1979, 81‟) are the earliest documentaries to my knowledge that feature first-generation 

women from the Maghreb in France44 and were undoubtedly influenced by the feminist 

movement of the 1970s. In Coline Serreau, Brigitte Rollet underscores the important role that 

Grand-mères de l’Islam played in Serreau‟s career:  

Serreau‟s reputation as a serious feminist documentary filmmaker was reinforced 

[…] by her contribution to a series produced by the Institut National de 

l‟Audiovisuel (INA) and devoted to grandmothers. The aim of the programme 

was to give a voice to an often ignored generation, that of women in their sixties 

and seventies, who were invited to share their memories in front of the camera. 

(12) 

                                                 
43 The film was first broadcast on the private network Canal+ in May 1997 and then was released in theaters in 
February 1998. 
 
44 The next film in my corpus to be released was Les Soleils de Sadia (1992). 
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Both Grand-mères de l’Islam and Larmes de sang address the condition and rights of women, 

but Serreau‟s approach is less overtly militant than that of Autissier and Akika.45  

Grand-mères de l’Islam, broadcast on television in 1980, brings to the fore the challenges 

faced by two Maghrebi women in France. The first part of the film features Zora, a mother of 

twenty and grandmother of three (Mills-Affif 251). Zora is interviewed at her home, in the 

presence of several of her daughters, while her husband and sons spend time outside. Zora 

discusses her arranged marriage; the challenges – both physical and mental – of having one child 

per year, and her lack of say in the matter; the family‟s difficult living conditions in France; and 

the racism that they encounter there. Zora‟s daughters intervene throughout the interview and are 

more openly critical than Zora on the subject of the treatment of Maghrebi women in the 

traditional family structure, especially with respect to the number of children that they are 

expected to have. The young women are also critical of the fact that they do all of the household 

tasks while their brothers not only do nothing but are also physically abusive towards them. The 

overall tone of this interview remains positive, however, despite these difficult topics of 

conversation, thanks in particular to Zora‟s smiles, laughter, and the upbeat songs that she sings.  

The second part of the film consists of Kheira‟s interview, which reveals a darker and 

more dramatic experience. Kheira tearfully recounts her marriage at the age of thirteen, her move 

to France – and the surprise meeting that she had with her husband‟s first wife, who was already 

there – and then the kidnapping of her son by her husband when she tried to divorce him. After 

many years of struggle, Kheira was finally reunited with her son, but she states that she no longer 

trusts men and has refused all subsequent marriage propositions. The interview concludes on a 

negative note, as Kheira sums up her point of view regarding Algerian women: “on ne dit rien 

mais on souffre toujours. On souffre d‟un côté ou d‟un autre. On souffre toujours. On souffre 

tous [sic] pareils, presque la même douleur.” The interviews of both Zora and Kheira suggest 

that the two women have been oppressed because of their position as women within an Algerian-

Muslim patriarchal family structure. In the words of Édouard Mills-Affif: “Deux portraits, l‟un 

avec des airs de comédie dramatique, l‟autre aux allures de tragédie, qui ont pour but de révéler 

le statut d‟opprimé des femmes maghrébines, le joug écrasant et la surpuissance des hommes qui 

installent leur domination, en despotes intransigeants” (253). The points of view expressed by 

                                                 
45 Serreau‟s blockbuster hit Trois hommes et un couffin, which also examined feminist questions and called into 
question gender roles, was released in 1985. Its American adaptation was released two years later. 
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Zora‟s Maghrebi-French daughters during the first part of the film suggest, however, that change 

is taking place and that they will assure that their own experiences as wives and mothers will 

differ from what their mother lived through. 

Autissier and Akika‟s Larmes de sang includes a number of interviews of Maghrebi 

women and women of Maghrebi origin in France as well as footage of performances by the 

theater group La Kahina.46 This film highlights and denounces the treatment of Maghrebi 

women, both in France and in the Maghreb, and paints a grim picture of the condition of 

Maghrebi women in both geographical spaces (and especially Algeria). It presents women both 

as victims – a point made metaphorically in the first scene of the film when a lamb is sacrificed – 

and as having the ability to overcome the obstacles that they face as women in a patriarchal 

society (or within a patriarchal family structure). The women relate their personal experiences 

and condemn practices such as arranged marriage, which they argue can lead to sexual assault on 

the wedding night; the domination and physical abuse of women by their fathers, brothers, and 

husbands; and the social condemnation of unwed mothers, particularly in Algeria. 

The remaining films that I will briefly outline address hardships suffered by Maghrebi 

women in France, but hardships that are not necessarily physical in nature. Anonymes (1998, 60‟) 

directed by Cheikh Djemaï and Naïma Lefkir, was filmed in the working-class multi-ethnic 

neighborhood of Ménilmontant, in Paris, and includes sequences featuring two (unrelated) first-

generation Maghrebis – a man and a woman. The documentary sheds light on the challenges of 

immigration and life in France during and after the Algerian war from both a male and female 

perspective. Ahmed came to France as a migrant worker and lived apart from his family ever 

since because his wife did not want to leave her family, and he did not want to force her to do so. 

Aldja, whose alcoholic and abusive husband died shortly after her arrival in France, raised her 

children singlehandedly. She speaks nostalgically of her home country – which she left only 

when her husband threatened to take their child with him to France whether she came or not – 

and her words paint a dark picture of her arrival in France and her relationship with her husband. 

The film devotes a great deal of time to the trials that Aldja underwent as both a single mother 

                                                 
46 According to Naïma Yahi, “La troupe La Kahina est composée initialement de filles d‟origine algérienne qui 
trouvent naturel de se référer à la figure de la reine des Berbères, Kahina pour nommer leur troupe. Leur première 
pièce intitulée Pour que les larmes de nos mères deviennent une légende (1976) a pour objet de dénoncer les 
conditions qui sont celles des femmes immigrées en France et par la même occasion, l‟incompréhension qui existe 
entre filles de la seconde génération et leurs parents qui aimeraient en faire les gardiennes des traditions algériennes” 
(209). 
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and a woman living in exile in France, focusing in particular on the number of jobs that she held 

and hours that she worked in order to support her family. Aldja explains that she is proud of 

herself for what she has accomplished (notably raising healthy and successful children and 

purchasing a home) – a sentiment echoed by her daughters and granddaughters in the film – but 

states that she would never want to go through those difficult times again. Aldja‟s experience is 

presented as a success story.  

À ma mere (2003, 21‟) by Djamila Sfaxi addresses the problem and consequences of 

illiteracy for first-generation Maghrebi women though the testimony of the director‟s own 

mother. Sfaxi states that her mother was handicapped and unprepared for life in France because 

she came from a village in the Kabylie region of Algeria where education was reserved only for 

men. The women were expected to remain in the home and raise the children – a tradition that 

was carried over to France in the Sfaxi home. Madame Sfaxi describes the almost paralyzing fear 

that she felt when she arrived in France because she was unable to speak French and was 

illiterate. Her husband did not allow her to go out like other women did, and thus she did not 

improve her French or gain confidence in speaking or using the metro in Paris. Hence even after 

36 years in France she is still extremely dependent on her husband and children and is very 

hesitant to go out because she still does not feel confident speaking French. She did not suffer 

during her first (or subsequent) years in France because of unsanitary living conditions, as was 

the case for other Maghrebi migrants (conditions that numerous first-generation women describe 

in several documentaries discussed in this chapter). Rather, it was because of her inability to 

communicate with the outside (majority-French) world and her isolation from other people who 

spoke her language, as she had no chance to meet friends and therefore did not benefit from the 

bonds of solidarity with other North African women. The director interviews her parents together 

in one two-minute sequence, and her father‟s fluid French provides a striking contrast her 

mother‟s broken French and frequent transitions to the Tamazight language. This short scene 

also reveals the profound difference of opinion between the director, who views her mother‟s 

dependence as a consequence of her illiteracy; and her father, who does not agree and states that 

his wife (and other women like her) remained illiterate because she did not want to put in the 

effort to learn and preferred to live the good life (“la belle vie”) at home.  

Now that I have outlined the major themes and tendencies shared by documentaries 

featuring Maghrebi women, I will turn my attention to a close analysis of the voices of first-
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generation women in a selection of these films. The level of intervention by the director at each 

point in the filmmaking process, as well as the techniques and conventions used by the director, 

influence to a greater or lesser extent the way in which the women‟s voices come through in the 

films and/or are silenced or manipulated in the process. In the following section, I will highlight 

three particular approaches: a heavy-handed approach, where the voices of the women are 

significantly “framed” by the director‟s intervention; a more minimalist approach; and an 

approach that appears to be minimalist or “hands-off” but which, in reality, involves a significant 

degree of framing.  

 

Heavily Constructed Voices of First-Generation Women 

In this section, I will closely analyze three films in which the voices of first-generation 

women are used in a very heavy-handed way to support a pre-determined argument chosen by 

the director: the “Le Voile et la République” – the first part of Femmes d’Islam (Benguigui 1994) 

– Quand les filles mettent les voiles (Djitli 2003) and Larmes de sang (Akika and Autissier 

1979). In his seminal study on documentary film, Representing Reality: Issues and Concepts in 

Documentary, Bill Nichols classifies this approach as characteristic of the expository mode of 

documentary, where voices of individuals are significant only in the sense that they represent 

pieces of an overall puzzle – the argument made in the film. He describes this technique in the 

following way:  

The voices of others are woven into a textual logic that subsumes and orchestrates 

them. They retain little responsibility for making the argument, but are used to 

support it or provide evidence or substantiation for what the commentary 

addresses. The voice of authority resides with the text itself rather than with those 

recruited to it. […] Their task is to contribute evidence to someone else‟s 

argument, and when well done […] our attention is not on how the filmmaker 

uses witnesses to make a point but on the effectiveness of the argument itself. (37) 

While it is not my intention to question the sincerity of the first-generation women interviewed 

in the films mentioned above or to suggest that what they say is not significant, I do wish to point 

out the extent to which their voices are framed and constructed in the film as a result of the 

director‟s intervention and to underscore the problematic nature of this manipulation. 
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According to Nichols, expository documentaries “can accommodate elements of 

interviews but these tend to be subordinated to an argument offered by the film itself, often via 

an unseen „voice of God‟ or an on-camera voice of authority who speaks on behalf of the text” 

(Representing Reality 37). Unlike many classic expository texts, however, there is no voice of 

authority or “voice of God” commentary used consistently throughout Femmes d’Islam, Quand 

les filles mettent les voiles, or Larmes de sang that directly lays out the respective arguments 

advanced in each of the films, though it is used sparingly in the first two.47 That said, the guiding 

narrative thread of each of the films is made clear at the beginning of each film, and by the end 

there is very little doubt as to the argument made in the film. A female voice of authority is used 

in the opening sequence of “Le Voile et la Peur” in Femmes d’Islam and is paired with images of 

Marseille and of two first-generation women, Gmar and Khorha. The voice of authority 

introduces the film with the following words: “En terre d‟Islam, de plus en plus de Musulmanes 

disent „non‟ à ceux qui détournant la religion les condamnent à l‟ombre. Aujourd‟hui, qu‟en est-

il de la parole de celles nées en France, voilées ou non, de leurs mères qui, venues joindre leur 

époux, ont été totalement déracinées.” This statement suggests that the film intends to give a 

voice to Maghrebi women and their daughters in France, but a closer look at the interview of 

Gmar and Khorha and the way their interview is framed reveals the extent to which these 

women‟s voices are in fact limited and restricted in order to serve a particular purpose in the 

overall film.  

The voices of these Maghrebi migrant women function as an important link in the overall 

argument constructed throughout Femmes d’Islam – namely that cultural traditions perpetuated 

in the name of Islam (including wearing the Muslim headscarf) are oppressive and harmful to 

women and in particular, to women of Maghrebi origin in France.48 This point of view is 

expressed explicitly by two young, educated, and successful women of Algerian origin whose 

                                                 
47 In fact, voiceover commentary is rarely used in any of the documentaries featuring first-generation women. 
Exceptions include: À ma mère (Sfaxi 2003) and Yéma ne viendra pas (Petit 2009). 
 
48 Benguigui‟s foregrounding of the headscarf in her film follows the heavy media coverage and debates of the first 
“headscarf affair” in France, which began in 1989 and was reignited in 1994 when France‟s education minister, 
François Bayrou, “attempted to institute a tougher line by issuing a circular to headteachers asking them to ban 
„ostentatious‟ signs of religious belief, which he equated with acts of proselytism or discrimination (Le Monde, 21 
Sept. 1994)” (Hargreaves, Multi-Ethnic France 113). Bowen (2007), Dayan-Herzbrun (2000), and Hargreaves 
outline the „headscarf affairs‟ of 1989, 1994, and 2003-2004. For an analysis of the representation of the Islamic 
headscarf in Benguigui‟s cinematic corpus, see “Veiled Voices in the Films of Yamina Benguigui” (Kealhofer, 
forthcoming in Studies in French Cinema). 
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interviews are edited into the middle of Gmar and Khorha‟s interview. The first woman is the 

sociologist Saadia Sahali, who attests to the challenges faced by girls of Maghrebi descent 

growing up in France. She argues the young women have important responsibilities within the 

family structure (filling out school documents and administrative forms, for example) which 

often bring them into contact with the majority culture. Yet their families still expect them to 

fulfill the traditional and limited role of a young Muslim woman in both the family and public 

spheres. This point is made later in the film by young Maghrebi French women interviewed in 

their high school library. The interview that follows Sahali‟s is with Soraya Nini, author of Ils 

disent que je suis une beurette (1993).49 Nini confirms that her motivation in publishing her work 

was to denounce the physical and psychological violence to which many young women of 

Maghrebi origin are subjected within the family structure in the name of tradition and religion. A 

third and very brief interview follows Nini‟s quite lengthy intervention. This time, a soft-spoken 

young girl interviewed in her school classroom explains that the headscarf is not a good thing 

because it hides women‟s faces. The inclusion of this short clip is significant for many reasons 

within the context of this first part of “Le Voile et la République.” The classroom setting in 

which the girl is interviewed serves to implicitly distinguish the oppressive traditions highlighted 

in the previous interviews from the Republican principles of liberté, égalité, fraternité – and 

laïcité – that are taught in French schools. This short scene suggests that it is the school‟s 

responsibility to protect students like this young girl from having any religious ideas or practices 

(notably the veil) imposed upon them while on school grounds since they are obviously not old 

enough to make such decisions for themselves. 

The girl‟s soft voice is directly followed by very strong and confident voice of one of the 

Maghrebi women previously interviewed, Gmar. She is decidedly against the headscarf, and the 

inclusion of her voice on the subject once again lends support to the overall argument made in 

the film with regard to the status of young women from Muslim families in France. She states: 

Je suis contre ça ! Contre le hijab, contre les trucs qu‟ils font pour l‟Islam 

maintenant. J‟aime pas ça. Pourquoi ? Avant, les femmes elles étaient serrées. 

Nos parents, nous, ils étaient comme ça… elles étaient des esclaves à la maison à 
                                                 
49 Nini has been involved in several film projects since the publication of Ils disent que je suis une beurette. Philippe 
Faucon‟s feature film Samia (2001) (discussed in chapter 5 of this dissertation) was loosely based on it, and Nini 
was one of the film‟s scriptwriters. She was also a scriptwriter for Faucon‟s téléfilm Grégoire peut mieux faire 
(2002) (discussed in chapter 4). Most recently, she directed a documentary about her mother, 24 heures dans la Life 
de ma mere (2007), discussed earlier in this chapter. 
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faire des enfants, jamais elles ont vécu. Et nous, on a vu un peu, et maintenant nos 

enfants ils veulent retourner jusqu‟au temps d‟avant d‟avant des parents, des 

premiers parents ? Non, nous on n‟accepte pas. 

The choice made by certain women of Maghrebi descent to wear the headscarf is thus presented 

as a step in the wrong direction with regard to the rights of women – rights acquired only 

recently by the first-generation women. The fact that the women interviewed on this particular 

subject are part of the Maghrebi population in France and have had first-hand experience relating 

to what they are saying endows added weight to the overall argument made in the film. The 

comment made here by Gmar serves as another link in the chain that leads the spectator in a 

certain direction – a chain created notably in the post-production phase through the use of 

montage. Benguigui‟s framing in Femmes d’Islam imposes an ideological position on (the edited 

version of) her interviews, which is something that she does to a far greater extent in this film 

than in Mémoires d’immigrés (discussed below). 

A female voice of authority also serves as a starting point for Djitli‟s Quand les filles 

mettent les voiles, but this time it comes by way of the director‟s voice in the form of a voiceover 

commentary. As highlighted above, the director describes her desire to understand how gender 

relations in the disadvantaged neighborhoods outside of Paris have deteriorated in a shocking 

manner, in her view, in the years since she lived there. As in Femmes d’Islam, the voices of first-

generation women from the Maghreb are set up in the film as a point of departure and 

comparison in order to highlight  “steps backward” made by the younger generations with regard 

to women‟s rights – in particular the increased numbers of young women wearing the Islamic 

headscarf. Djitli begins her investigation by interviewing two North African women who had 

been friends with her own grandmother: first, there is Fatima, who dons a headscarf; and then 

Fatiha, who does not. Fatima is a mother of six who explains that she works nights in order to 

provide opportunities and material objects for her children – and in particular, her daughter – that 

she never had. She makes it very clear that her decision to wear the headscarf was not one based 

on religious principles; rather, she wears it because it goes well with her dress. The discussion 

about the headscarf is of a much more serious nature, however, when Djitli interviews Fatiha, a 

mother of twelve – including eight daughters. We learn that Fatiha‟s youngest daughter recently 

decided to wear the headscarf, even though neither her mother nor her seven older sisters wear 

one. Fatiha believes that this decision was the result of brainwashing that goes on outside of the 
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home in the troubled neighborhood. She states that she herself was born in a Muslim country 

where there was none of the “cinéma” going on like there is in France, where girls don a 

headscarf while at the same time wearing tight and low-cut jeans that reveal their undergarments. 

The disparity highlighted by Fatiha with regard to her own conduct and her daughter‟s choice of 

dress is reinforced at a visual level by Fatiha‟s physical appearance: she has short blond hair, 

smokes during her interview, and wears jeans, a t-shirt, jewelry, and a fur vest. This visual 

contrast, paired with the aforementioned discussion between Fatiha and the director, raises one 

of the film‟s principle questions: how and why did a girl of Maghrebi descent in France decide to 

wear a Muslim headscarf, especially given that her mother appears to be “acculturated” into 

French mainstream culture, as do her older sisters (some of whom dance with Fatiha in her home 

in a later scene)? Later in the film, another Maghrebi mother partakes in a related discussion at 

Fatiha‟s house and expresses a similar point of view, stating that she does not understand how 

her son could be involved in the Muslim religion when she is not at all. 

The remainder of Leïla Djitli‟s film implicitly suggests that the disturbing behavior 

displayed by young men in particular has as much or more do to with social exclusion and 

economic disparities than with religion outright – but religion in turn is becoming an outlet for 

their frustrations. As the rest of the film‟s interviews (with young men and women living in 

Corbeil-Essonnes) highlight, the behavior of the young men mirrors conduct that is often 

associated with traditional (and often inaccurate) interpretations of Islam, where women are 

subjugated to male dominance, the sexes are separated, and women suffer under the pressure to 

meet the standards of the male population with regard to preserving their “honor” and the honor 

of their families. What is most interesting about the film‟s portrayal of the young men‟s 

condemnable behavior, which has become worse over the years, is that it is made very clear that 

this has occurred not by any fault of the first-generation women, whose interviews reveal them to 

be strong, independent, hardworking, confident, and – above all – not religious. In other words, 

the film suggests that the younger generations did not learn this type of behavior from their 

mothers or in the home; there are outside forces at work.  

Our third film, Larmes de sang, differs from Femmes d’Islam and Quand les filles 

mettent les voiles in that it does not begin with a voiceover commentary by a voice of authority 

or “voice of God.” Instead, it begins with an image – the sacrifice of a sheep. This disturbing and 

bloody image functions like a voiceover commentary in the sense that it sets the stage for the 



68 
 

remainder of the film and evokes a question that will be addressed throughout the documentary: 

what does this image mean, and why is it included in this film? This first scene is indeed 

enigmatic when taken on its own, but is endowed with meaning as the rest of the film unfolds 

and becomes a metaphor for the film‟s main argument. This argument is that Algerian women 

and women of Algerian origin have long suffered at the hands of men, whether within a colonial 

structure or patriarchal culture in Algeria or a patriarchal culture and family structure that has 

been maintained by the Algerian population in France (or both). The film is composed of 

numerous sequences featuring women whose interviews are personal testimonies that illustrate 

and contribute to the construction of this argument. As Nichols has argued (cited in Ruoff), this 

particular editing technique essentially fulfils the role of a voiceover commentary: “The use of a 

string of interviews permits a stronger sense of textual voice, not unlike that of a voice-over 

dispersed across multiple characters” (224).  

One of these interviews features an unnamed first-generation Maghrebi woman, and it is 

one story among many. She is a widow who describes raising her nine children alone in France 

and then fighting to keep her children both from social services in France, which doubted her 

ability to raise her children on her own; and from a male family member in Algeria, who tried to 

gain custody of her daughters through the Algerian consulate. She explains how she was shunned 

by Algerians in both Algeria and in France notably because she refused to remarry – she did not 

want to continue having one child per year as she had done until her husband‟s death – and 

visited Algeria alone with her children. Placed among the voices of so many other women who 

relate their own difficult experiences in the film, this woman‟s voice becomes less an individual 

voice – linked to one woman‟s identity – and more like an anonymous, unnamed voice in a 

chorus of voices which are all relating similar stories about the condition of Algerian women.  

In each of the three documentaries discussed here, “the voice of authority resides with the 

text itself rather than with those recruited to it” (Nichols, Representing Reality 37). This is 

problematic, however, because the films‟ respective arguments are not called into question 

through the inclusion of counter arguments or testimonies that would contradict any of the points 

of view advanced in the film or offer a more nuanced perspective. This common point shared by 

the three films in question is once again characteristic of the expository mode of documentary, 

“which emphasizes the impression of objectivity and of well-substantiated judgment” (Nichols, 

Representing Reality 35). According to Nichols: 



69 
 

Knowledge in expository documentary is often epistemic knowledge in 

Foucault‟s sense of those forms of transpersonal certainty that are in compliance 

with the categories and concepts accepted as given or true in a specific time and 

place, or with a dominant ideology of common sense such as the one our own 

discourses of sobriety support. What each text contributes to this stockpile of 

knowledge is new content, a new field of attention to which familiar concepts and 

categories can be applied. This is the great value of the expository mode since a 

topical issue can be addressed within a frame of reference that need not be 

questioned or established but simply taken for granted. (Nichols, Representing 

Reality 35) 

The voices of the Maghrebi women in Femmes d’Islam, Quand les filles mettent les voiles, and 

Larmes de sang are presented in such a way as to support arguments that “go without saying” 

and therefore do not need to be questioned. When considered in this light, the films and their 

arguments are remarkably one-sided: none of the films takes into account dissenting opinions or 

subjectivities that would problematize the black and white arguments constructed in the films, 

just as none of them includes the voices of people who would provide opposing or alternate 

perspectives to those woven into the films. 

In order to better understand the consequences of this approach with regard to the 

representation of the voices of the Maghrebi migrant women, it is necessary to look beyond the 

arguments themselves and to consider how the arguments are constructed. As I have highlighted, 

the voices of these women are heard only on the subjects that mirror the overall themes 

examined in the film and that support the arguments made in them. From the beginning of 

Femmes d’Islam, Gmar and Khorha‟s interview is framed to suggest that by virtue of their shared 

experiences as immigrant women from the Maghreb – experiences undoubtedly shared by 

countless other Maghrebi women over the years – their opinions on the Islamic headscarf would 

also be representative of the opinions of other Maghrebi women. This is done in at least three 

ways. First, Gmar and Khorha are filmed watching the arrival of a passenger boat into the port of 

Marseille, an image that serves as a metonymy for both the women‟s own arrival to that same 

port as immigrants and their experience of exile.50 Second, they describe the difficult sea voyage 

                                                 
50 According to Bill Nichols, “[w]hereas metaphors link together physically disconnected phenomena to suggest an 
underlying similarity (love is a battlefield, or marriage is a piece of cake, for example), metonymies make 
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to France, their surprise and disappointment at the discovery of the living conditions that awaited 

them in a dark and gloomy shantytown, and the challenges of adapting to life in an unfamiliar 

place. Third, the song that accompanies the women‟s voices on the soundtrack is none other than 

Dahmane El-Harrachi‟s emotionally charged song about exile – particularly for North African 

immigrants in France – entitled “Ya Rayah.”51 No other opinions about the veil are given by 

first-generation women in Femmes d’Islam – but then no others are necessary to bolster the 

argument made in the film. 

A similar approach is at work in Quand les filles mettent les voiles. The interviews of the 

Maghrebi migrant women included in the film would have us believe that first-generation 

women from the Maghreb – as a group – are acculturated into the mainstream culture, do not 

have strong religious convictions, and thus do not wear the headscarf. Or, if they do choose to 

wear one, they do so for reasons not related to religion. Since none of the first-generation women 

interviewed wears the headscarf for religious reasons, no arguments are advanced to defend such 

a choice or attest to the potential benefits of wearing it. Furthermore, at no point during the film 

do any women vigorously contest wearing the headscarf by stating explicitly that it constitutes a 

form of oppression against women. In the same way, no young women wearing the veil are 

interviewed in the film, leaving the spectators to wonder, for example, exactly why Fatiha‟s 

daughter did choose to wear the headscarf and be the first woman in her immediate family to do 

so. Was it for religious reasons? Does she wear it to protect herself from being harassed by 

young men in the neighborhood? We don‟t know. The voices – both male and female – which 

are absent from this film represent alternate viewpoints which are not examined or taken into 

consideration, and which would have contributed to the creation of a more nuanced and 

expansive vision. 

We see a similar pattern in Larmes de sang, where the voices of a selection of women are 

portrayed as being representative of the experiences of a group of women whose diversity and 

innumerable individual experiences are not acknowledged in the film. This documentary 

definitely raises awareness about the difficult experiences that the Algerian women interviewed 

have lived through, and there is no doubt that their sufferings were real and horrific. However, 

                                                                                                                                                             
associations between physically linked phenomena. They typically use an aspect of something to represent the 
whole thing” (Introduction to Documentary 54).  
 
51 Benguigui subsequently used these particular techniques in Mémoires d’immigrés, and they have become 
characteristic of her directing style. 
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including testimonies that are uniquely negative and condemnatory with regard to the treatment 

of women by men runs the risk of generalization and reinforcing stereotypes about the Maghrebi 

population in France and Algeria. Not all Maghrebi women are victims of such mistreatment, nor 

do all Maghrebi men perpetrate such acts simply because they were raised in cultural and 

religious spheres that were traditionally patriarchal. 

As I have highlighted, the heavy-handed techniques used by the directors of Femmes 

d’Islam, Quand les filles mettent les voiles, and Larmes de sang to construct their respective 

arguments parallel several of those which are used more generally in the expository mode of 

documentary, as defined by Bill Nichols. This approach limits the agency of the first-generation 

Maghrebi women interviewed in the films as well as their individual voices, “turn[ing] the 

sounds and images of others into accomplices in someone else‟s argument” (Nichols, 

Representing Reality 41). In other words, the Maghrebi migrant women‟s self-expression is 

limited to words that contribute to the overall arguments made in each respective film. While it 

goes without saying that every documentary is a work of montage – and the montage creates an 

editorial commentary – these films reflect a high degree of constructedness in the sense that the 

film‟s commentary takes precedence over any of the individual people featured in it. The 

women‟s voices function as pieces of a puzzle, which, together with other elements, support an 

argument that is presented as clear-cut and self-evident. 

 

Coming Closer to Transparency: Minimal Intervention in Documentaries 

The representations of first-generation women from the Maghreb in the films that make 

up this second category are not framed by heavy-handed techniques associated with the 

expository mode of documentary; rather, these women‟s voices are presented through the use of 

techniques that are characteristic of the observational and interactive modes. As we will see, the 

techniques common to these modes allow the voices come to through to the viewers in a way 

which appears more transparent (i.e. less manipulated) than those framed by the heavy-handed 

editing practices of the expository mode. As a result, these films point to a much greater sense of 

agency and individuality among the women featured in the films.  

The observational mode of documentary “stresses the nonintervention of the filmmaker. 

Such films cede „control‟ over the events that occur in front of the camera more than any other 

mode […] In its purest form, voiceover commentary, music external to the observed scene, 



72 
 

intertitles, reenactments, and even interviews are completely eschewed” (Nichols, Representing 

Reality 38). In theory, there is minimal intervention from the director during pre-production, 

filming, and post-production in observational documentary; the camera captures moments as 

they unfold. There has been much debate about to the extent to which it is possible to make a 

purely observational film, since the camera – an external element – is present during filming, 

regardless of whether it is specifically acknowledged or not (Nichols, Introduction to 

Documentary 111-12). I am not suggesting that any of the documentaries in my corpus is strictly 

observational. Creating a film necessitates some level of intervention on the part of the director, 

who is involved in making a number of choices before, during, and after filming which are 

determining factors for the film. However, there are films that are more closely aligned with 

observational mode than others are, such as: Un été au pays (Bensmaïl 2000), which follows 

Kader and Sabra Kabouche, together with their three adult children, as they travel to Kader and 

Sabra‟s home country of Algeria; and Mes voisines mes copines (Kherfi 2002), which shines 

light on the daily lives of a group of Maghrebi women in France, notably the director‟s mother, 

Dabhia, and her two best friends, Yamina Ouici and Yamina Kallouche.  

Un été au pays and Mes voisines mes copines are not purely observational films, since the 

directors and the presence of the camera are both directly acknowledged by the women (either 

through words or by looking at the camera) on at least one occasion. This is in fact characteristic 

of interactive documentaries, which “[take] many forms but all draw their social actors into 

direct encounter with the filmmaker” (Nichols, Representing Reality 47). Filmmakers Bensmaïl 

and Kherfi are both addressed by women in their respective films, but they are never seen or 

heard on screen, nor are they involved in interviews with the social actors that they film. Hence 

their on-screen participation is very limited. Instead, any discussions with first-generation 

women take place between the women themselves (in Mes voisines mes copines) or with 

members of their respective families (in both films). There are even moments captured on film 

during which the women appear to forget the presence of the camera all together when they are 

engaged in conversation with family members or friends. During these moments of “indirect 

address,” where “speech [is] overheard rather than heard since the social actors engage with one 

another rather than speak to the camera” (Nichols, Representing Reality 39), the women‟s voices 

are minimally constricted by any kind of intentioned or direct “framing” at the diegetic level. In 

Un été au pays, Sabra‟s words, while recorded by Bensmaïl‟s camera, tend to be directed toward 
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her family members, not the director. The spectator hears Sabra‟s voice in typical exchanges 

with them rather than as a response to a particular question asked by an interviewer. These 

sequences are particularly revealing because the spectator hears Sabra‟s voice as she reacts to 

situations instead of responding to pre-determined questions. 

Both directors also chose to film moments that they did not personally orchestrate or 

organize for the purposes of the film.52 Bensmaïl shadows the Kabouche family during their 

voyage to Algeria, for example, and the family would have gone whether the director was there 

to film or not. In a similar way, Kherfi films her mother and her mother‟s friends in Mes voisines 

mes copines doing activities in which they regularly participate, such as cooking, dancing, 

singing, and socializing. The presence of the camera and the directors undoubtedly influenced 

what the women said and did in some way, but it is reasonable to assume that it was to a lesser 

extent than if they had been filmed using a more direct interview approach or in a more formal or 

unfamiliar setting.   

Both Kherfi and Bensmaïl intervene in a number of indirect ways during the filmmaking 

process, which results in facilitating discussions and highlighting the complexity and 

individuality of the women‟s voices. By filming the women in a variety of contexts and in the 

presence of different people, for example, the women‟s voices are presented within a broad, 

rather than restrictive, framework. Sabra is filmed alone and with members of her family (male 

and female) both in France and in Algeria, and thus the spectator hears her voice in several 

different contexts and geographical locations. At times, Sabra addresses the camera (and the 

director); in other scenes, the camera follows Sabra while she is in motion, interacting with 

people in her family. In Mes voisines mes copines, Kherfi films the first-generation women in an 

even greater number of locations, both public and private: in their homes, in the homes of their 

friends, in the street, in a car, on a bus. This film draws attention to the women‟s voices not only 

in numerous spaces but also during interactions with many different people. Despite the 

significant number of spaces in which the women are filmed in Mes voisines mes copines, the 

majority of the time in the film is spent in one of the women‟s kitchens, and according to Kherfi, 

this did not happen by chance. As the director explained to me in an interview, she chose to film 

the women with their friends, daughters and/or grandchildren in a kitchen setting order to 

                                                 
52 There is one notable exception to this in Mes voisines mes copines, when Kherfi introduces an element of surprise 
to provoke a reaction from her mother and her mother‟s friend. I discuss this scene in detail below. 
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facilitate discussion and to put the women at ease, since the kitchen is the traditional space of 

discussion for the women. According to Kherfi: “Si tu as quelque chose à dire, tu vas dans la 

cuisine” (Kherfi).  

The women are filmed individually in the presence of their daughter(s) in the film, and 

they are also filmed together in groups of two, in groups of three to five, and in larger numbers. 

As a result, the catalyst for discussion and for the women‟s voices is not uniform throughout the 

film. Whereas in some scenes, the women respond to questions asked by their friends or 

daughters, during other scenes, the women speak to each other. In other situations, an external 

element – such as a television program, video, photograph, or even the presence of the director‟s 

camera – functions as a guiding agent for expression or discussion (Kherfi told me for example 

that her mother enjoys being in front of the camera and that it does not deter her from speaking 

openly). 

In one scene toward the end of the film, Kherfi intervenes in a more direct way, though 

not on camera. With the help of her mother, she arranged for Yamina Ouici to come to Dabhia‟s 

house, where the two friends watch unedited footage of themselves and their friends on a bus 

together and at a party – footage that will be used for Kherfi‟s documentary and that the 

spectator has already seen earlier in the film. This mise en abyme permits the spectators to share 

in the women‟s experience of watching the film and to better understand the women‟s reactions 

and remarks because they have already seen the video and therefore can focus more intently on 

what Dabhia and Yamina have to say about it. What is particularly significant about this scene 

with regard to the voices of these Maghrebi migrant women is that their laughter, jokes, and 

comments are captured in all of their spontaneity as they address one another back and forth as 

the video progresses. Moreover, their uninhibited laughter is communicative without the need for 

words, and the women‟s joy and good humor are easily transmittable to the spectator. 53 

Although Kherfi had a hand in provoking these reactions from her mother and Yamina, this 

intervention is not restrictive and is otherwise quite minimal, since she could not have controlled 

how the women reacted to the film.  

                                                 
53 There is one additional scene in Mes voisines mes copines where the television is used as an external trigger for 
verbal expression. This time, Dabhia is filmed alone while watching an Arabic-language soap opera. The spectator 
hears her voice once again not in response to a question or comment from another person, but as a reaction to what 
is happening in the program.  
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Intervention by a given director – whether on camera or off – thus does not necessarily 

have the effect of restricting or in some way manipulating the voices of the women featured in a 

film. Certain means of intervention may in fact minimize potential constraints on the women‟s 

voices by removing potential barriers to expression or communication – such as the presence of 

men. The point is made both implicitly and explicitly throughout Mes voisines mes copines that 

the women‟s relationships and all-female gatherings are especially significant in that they serve 

as outlets through which the women may express themselves openly and in various ways: 

through words, laughter, dance, and song. Both Dabhia and Yamina Ouici tell their respective 

daughters that they cannot speak openly in front of men or act as they would with other women 

because of cultural codes that would deem such conduct to be inappropriate. It is apparent that 

the women are very aware of what they may and may not say at certain times, and although they 

do not challenge these cultural codes, they do create plenty of opportunities to spend time with 

other women and thus let their guard down. Dabhia speaks about the significance of these all-

female gatherings to her (grand)daughter, Dalila,54 explaining that women are not able to have 

fun and laugh with men and are much more at ease when they are with women because they can 

act as they wish and do not have to measure their words carefully:  

DALILA: C‟est vrai que tu rigoles toujours dans les fêtes. 

DABHIA: Toujours dans les fêtes, moi. 

DALILA: Mais là quand vous êtes aves les femmes, vous vous sentez plus à l‟aise 

avec les femmes. 

DABHIA: Ah c‟est bien.  

DALILA: Avec les hommes, vous ne pouvez pas discuter comme vous voulez, 

vous ne pouvez pas vous amuser, vous ne pouvez pas rigoler…. 

DABHIA: On ne peut pas danser, on ne peut pas rigoler, on est gênées quand il y 

a des hommes. Mais entre femmes, on s‟éclate… on dit des mots qui… je ne sais 

pas moi….  

DALILA: Vous pouvez parler de tout.  

DABHIA: On parle de tout. On n‟a pas honte. […] 

DALILA: Il faut trop faire attention à ce que tu dis quand il y a des hommes. 

                                                 
54 Kherfi informed me that Dalila is actually Dabhia‟s granddaughter but was raised by her like a daughter. 
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DABHIA: Quand il y a des hommes, oh là là. On ne peut pas rigoler! On ouvre la 

bouche comme ça [she remains motionless with her mouth open]. On a honte. On 

a honte. On a honte quand on rigole.  

The cultural (and perhaps religious) education instilled in the women significantly influences – 

and limits – their voices when men are present. The presence of men imposes a filter or barrier 

on the women‟s voices, and as a result, the women either self-censure or remain silent all 

together. The effectiveness of this filter is illustrated in a concrete way in the film during the only 

scene in which a man is present. The short scene takes place around the dinner table at one of the 

women‟s homes, where their families have gathered together to eat a couscous. The man – 

presumably one of the women‟s husbands – is seated at the head of the dinner table, and the 

scene is particularly striking because the first-generation women‟s voices – so prominent in the 

rest of the film – are noticeably restrained here. In particular, Dabhia – who is very audible and 

instantly visible because of her colorful clothing in other scenes where she is in the presence of 

women – does not stand out here. Her voice is barely audible, despite the fact that she is seated 

next to the camera, and her white clothing practically blends in with the white tablecloth.  

When Karima Ouici questions her mother, Yamina, in another scene as to why the 

women cannot laugh and have fun while men are present, Yamina attributes this to restrictions 

imposed on women by tradition and culture: 

YAMINA: [In French] Parce que… pas de droit. [In Arabic] Parce qu‟on dit 

parfois des choses pas bien. On ne parle pas de ça devant les hommes.55  

KARIMA: [In French] Pourquoi? 

YAMINA: [In Arabic] Chez nous, les Arabes, c‟est pas bien. On ne peut pas dire 

n‟importe quoi devant les hommes. Toi, tu sais bien de quoi on parle.  

KARIMA: [In French] Mais c‟est pas halam.56 Vous rigolez.  

YAMINA: [In French] Rigolez, rigolez. Hein.  

These conversations between Dabhia, Yamina, and their respective daughters are especially 

revealing because the women themselves discuss external factors (such as the presence of men) 

which inhibit their voices and self-expression. During the above exchange, Yamina states that 

                                                 
55 Comments made in Arabic are translated through subtitles. Some films that I viewed were subtitled in French 
while others were subtitled in English. I include all translations as they were written in the subtitles. 
 
56 Karima says this word, halam, which means “forbidden,” in Arabic, again making the connection between this 
particular restriction on women‟s voices and the cultural codes that impose it. 
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her daughter is well aware of the cultural codes that dictate the relationships between men and 

women of their generation, and then concludes by saying that the women prefer to be in the 

company of all women because then they are able to chat and laugh together. It is important to 

note, however, that first-generation Maghrebi men are not portrayed in a negative way in the 

film. For instance, the women do not blame the men for influencing the way that the women 

speak in front of them, nor do they suggest that the men have tried to silence them through 

physical means.  

The presence of men does not always constitute a barrier or hindrance to first-generation 

women‟s voices, however, as is evidenced in Un été au pays. Sabra never appears to hesitate to 

express herself in the film, and the presence of her husband does not keep her from speaking up, 

asking questions, or giving him orders. One scene that highlights this idea with particular clarity 

begins with Sabra and Kader, seated on the floor of their (unfinished) home in Algeria with a 

large bag between them. They take scarves, dresses, and other articles out of the bag, one by one, 

and discuss who will be the recipient of each item. Their voices are overshadowed at times by 

the sounds of an electric saw being used somewhere in the house, but it is clear nonetheless that 

Sabra‟s voice is the dominant voice in the conversation and that Kader is much more soft-

spoken. This scene is especially revealing because the discussion in which Sabra is engaged is 

with her husband. It is rare that first generation men and women are filmed together at all, let 

alone while having a lively discussion.57 The couple‟s discussion unfolds in the following 

manner as they discuss the merits of one of the gifts: 

SABRA: Ça c‟est… ça tu le vends parce que c‟est pas possible. Même ta sœur, je 

ne crois pas que… hein?... hein? 

KADER: Oui! 

SABRA [in Arabic]: Put out that cigarette! Tu va enlever cette cigarette, oui? 

KADER: Oui. 

SABRA: S‟il te plait, enlève-là alors. 

KADER: Oui. je vais l‟enlever, je vais l‟enlever, ma cigarette. 

SABRA [in Arabic]: Ali, got a charm to make him stop smoking? 

ALI [off camera, in Arabic]: Sure, I‟ll bring one back. 

                                                 
57 Another film in which a first-generation couple (Moroccan this time) has a brief discussion – in Arabic – is Jenny 
Maggi‟s La famille El Mouden (2003) (discussed above). The couple watches television together and looks through 
various papers in search of their marriage certificate.  



78 
 

SABRA [in Arabic]: I‟d love that. I just want him to stop! (To her husband, 

pointing to a dress) Take that out. [In French]: La robe verte est à moi. Tu enlèves 

celle-la. 

 

“Giving a voice.” Could it be said that Bensmaïl and Kherfi‟s respective documentaries 

“give a voice” to the first-generation women featured in them, voices which are to a large extent 

unknown and unheard in the media, cultural productions, and in the public sphere in France? 

Bensmaïl, who prefers the term cinéma du réel to documentaire, has stated that in his view 

documentary films do in fact have the power to give a voice to those who have not been heard. In 

his view, “le cinéma du réel a toute son importance parce qu‟il donne la parole aux plus humbles, 

ce que fait rarement la fiction. La fiction, en tout cas dans nos pays, joue de plus en plus le rôle 

de divertissement” (Mouffok). What is particularly striking about Bensmaïl‟s Un été au pays, 

however, is that it is very evident that Sabra was already expressing herself openly and 

confidently within the family structure (and very likely outside of it as well) before Bensmaïl 

ever arrived with his camera. We do not have the impression that she would have remained silent 

about anything that was important to her, and she has no apparent difficulty in expressing herself 

– in French or in Arabic – in the film. Bensmaïl‟s film acts as a vehicle which transmits Sabra‟s 

voice to a wider audience, but it does not “give a voice” to her in the sense of permitting her to 

speak out where otherwise she might not have been able to.58 In Mes voisines mes copines, 

Dabhia and her friends also appear to speak openly in the presence of the camera, and on a few 

occasions even encourage their friends to speak up and be filmed. One woman even proudly tells 

Kherfi to film the couscous that she is making. These women‟s voices have not yet been 

transmitted to a broader and more diverse audience, however, because some of the women did 

not want them to be. At the time of my interview with Kherfi (12 May 2010), the film had yet to 

be broadcast on television because several of the women did not want their husbands to hear 

what they said during filming and were also afraid of what other friends and acquaintances might 

think of them (and say about them) if they saw it. It is thus a choice of self-censure, to a certain 

extent, which has prevented the women‟s voices from being heard by people outside of their 

circle of friends. 

                                                 
58 An inquiry that I made on the INA online database on 20 August 2010 revealed that Bensmaïl‟s film was 
broadcast three times on the public television station France 5 (formerly La Cinquième) between May of 2001 and 
May of 2004.  
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Un été au pays and Mes voisines mes copines bring to the fore the voices and experiences 

of first-generation Maghrebi women through the use of minimal framing at the extradiegetic and 

diegetic levels. Both of these films display techniques common to the observational mode of 

documentary, and to a lesser extent, to the participatory mode. As noted above, the directors are 

acknowledged and addressed at least once by the women in their respective films, but they do 

not ask questions or appear on camera. The intervention of the filmmakers tended to occur off 

camera, in the sense that they chose when, where, and whom to film. This relatively hands-off 

approach by the respective directors results in privileging the agency of the first-generation 

women featured in the films and foregrounding their individuality and self-expression. The 

women‟s voices come through these films with a high level of apparent transparency – a contrast 

to films that use a more heavy-handed approach that can distort the women‟s voices and use 

them to serve a very specific purpose in the film. 

A high degree of participation by the director at the extradiegetic and diegetic levels does 

not necessarily mean, however, that the voices of the women being filmed are necessarily being 

manipulated, or that the women are not speaking for themselves. In some cases, the women 

would not have expressed themselves on a particular subject or spoken out at all if they had not 

been asked to do so for the purposes of a film. Director Rahma Benhamou El Madani spoke to 

me of her surprise at her mother‟s reaction to the camera – and her willingness to speak out and 

share her memories and opinions – during the filming of El Madani‟s documentary Du côté de 

chez soi. She saw another side of her mother when the camera was present: 

C‟est l‟une des personnalités que je ne voyais pas… que je ne voyais pas parce 

qu‟elle était dans le quotidien. Elle est dans le quotidien, parce que c‟est une 

femme qui est à la maison, qui élève ses enfants, mais qui a quand même un 

engagement, et cet engagement-là... avec la caméra devant elle, assise, elle n‟était 

plus dans le quotidien […]. C‟était quelqu‟un qu‟on allait voir, qu‟on allait filmer, 

et même si j‟étais sa fille, elle offrait ses opinions.  

Similarly, Djamila Sfaxi‟s À ma mere (2003) “gives a voice” to a first-generation woman 

from the Maghreb whose difficult life experiences would not have been expressed to anyone – 

family members, friends, or anyone else – if this film had not been made. Sfaxi explains in a 

voiceover commentary at the beginning of the film that she did not know anything about her 

mother‟s life – and did not fully understand what it was like for her to live in France without 
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being able to read, write, or speak the language – until she asked her mother to speak to her 

about it. The film follows a question-response format characteristic of the participatory mode of 

documentary, and at the prompting of her daughter, the director‟s mother describes being 

paralyzed with fear when attempting to speak French, even after thirty-six years in France, 

because she rarely left her home while she was raising her children and never had the 

opportunity to learn French.  

This desire to learn French and to gain a greater measure of independence is not 

something that Sfaxi‟s mother had expressed in such detail before she was interviewed, and it is 

likely that she would not have spoken so openly during filming – or been able to – had it not 

been for the fact that it was her own daughter who interviewed her, and in her native language 

(Berber). When I spoke to Sfaxi in Paris in June of 2010, she informed me that she had originally 

started filming her mother with the help of a film crew, but she could tell that her mother was not 

speaking openly while in the presence of other people. As a result, Sfaxi decided to work alone 

from that point on. Mediation and significant participation from the director were thus necessary 

both to the creation of this film and for the director‟s mother to speak out and be heard.  

Since both Sfaxi and El Madani interviewed their own mothers, they were each in a 

position to compare how their mothers expressed themselves in front of a camera as distinct from 

in their everyday behavior. Sfaxi noticed that her mother was speaking less openly than usual at 

the beginning of the filming process and was able to react to this and create an atmosphere that 

was more conducive to her mother‟s self-expression. El Madani was able to identify her 

mother‟s transformation in front of the camera because she had also seen her everyday context.  

 

Complex Framing: the Appearance of Transparency in Zohra, entre Paris et Meknès 
and Mémoires d’immigrés: l’héritage maghrébin 

Up to this point, I have examined films in which the voices of Maghrebi women are 

subject to heavy-handed framing within the films, where the voices tend to be prompted and 

edited in such a way that would suggest that they have been included to illustrate a pre-

determined vision on the part of the director. I have also analyzed films that employ techniques 

more closely related to the observational mode of documentary, arguing that as a result they 

present the voices of these first-generation women in a more transparent manner. In the final 

section of this chapter, I will maintain that there is a third category composed of films in which, 
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compared with the second category, there is more complex framing of the voices of first-

generation Maghrebi women at the extra-diegetic and diegetic levels. Yet despite this complex 

framing, the films in question still give the appearance of transparency with regard to these 

voices. This framing is done quite seamlessly, and at first glance, one would not suspect how 

much editing and choices have gone into making the films (unlike the films in the first category, 

where the director‟s intervention is more obvious). There is significant participation from the 

director in the documentaries in this third category, much of it behind the scenes, but the 

appearance of this participation is minimized. The techniques used in these documentaries – such 

as extra-diegetic music (on the sound track), archival footage and photographs, slow-motion 

shots, voiceover commentary, and the editing-out of interview questions – are not unique to these 

films, but they are frequently used together and are especially conducive to eliciting an 

emotional reaction from the audience.  

The first documentary in this category is Zohra, entre Paris et Meknès (Loner 1994, 13‟). 

The film follows Zohra, a migrant woman from Morocco, as she travels from Paris to Meknès to 

visit her mother. This short film is structured around Zohra‟s voice – in the form of a voiceover 

narration – and on the surface this technique would seem to allow for a high level of 

transparency with regard to the representation of Zohra‟s voice, since it is her own voice that 

dominates the soundtrack and occupies a central place in the film‟s narrative. This is the only 

documentary film to my knowledge in which the voiceover commentary is reserved exclusively 

for a first-generation woman, who thus speaks for herself rather than having someone speak 

about her or for her. The use of voiceover in this film has the effect of eliciting a connection 

between Zohra and the viewers, giving the (somewhat false) impression that she is speaking 

“directly” to them, without the presence of an intermediary. On the surface, it does not appear 

that her voice has been restricted or framed in any way. Closer consideration of the technique of 

voiceover commentary reveals, however, that things are in fact less transparent than they would 

seem. In order to prepare the voiceover, for example, Zohra would have had to meet with the 

director before or after filming (the sound quality suggests that this was not done on a bus or 

ferry during the journey). Moreover, the calm and even-paced manner in which she speaks at 

many points during the voiceover suggests that Zohra may have prepared some of her comments 

ahead of recording them, and perhaps even practiced them, as opposed to speaking in a spur of 

the moment way. I even suspect that she might have had a list of questions from the director in 
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front of her as she spoke, which may have guided her commentary (she is filmed while writing at 

the beginning of the documentary, so this would by no means be out of the question).59 This 

hypothesis is supported by the fact that many of Zohra‟s comments appear to be responses to a 

question – and it is not difficult to determine what the implicit question appears to have been. 

Furthermore, the calm pace of these answers suggests that they were not made in conversation, 

as a response to verbal questions asked by the director. She states, for example: “J‟ai voulu 

quitter le Maroc pour une chose, parce que…”; “L‟inconvénient de vivre entre deux cultures, 

c‟est…” ; and “Ce qui me manque du Maroc, c‟est….” Zohra is filmed speaking to the camera at 

only one point during her voyage, and this short comment provides a point of comparison to her 

voice as it comes through on the voiceover commentary. Here, her response seems to be 

conversational rather than scripted. I am not suggesting that Zohra is not sincere in what she says 

in the voiceover but wish simply to underscore that the use of voiceover commentary in this 

particular film gives the impression that her voice comes through to the viewer in an unmediated 

and transparent manner, while closer analysis reveals that there was likely a significant amount 

of framing involved which undoubtedly had an impact on both the tone and perhaps the content 

of Zohra‟s voice as it comes through the film. 

 

Mémoires d’immigrés: l’héritage maghrébin  

The second part of Yamina Benguigui‟s Mémoires d’immigrés: l’héritage maghrébin, 

“Les mères,” also appears to present the voices of Maghrebi women with a high degree of 

transparency, but closer examination reveals that this is in fact achieved through a complex  

combination of tools and techniques. The creation of the entire three-part film involved an 

impressive amount of preparation, filming, and editing – “350 interviews, two years of 

preparation, nine months of editing, 600 hours of rushes” (Durmelat 171) – edited down to just 

two hours and forty minutes in the finished product. For the purposes of this chapter, I will limit 

most of my analysis to the post-production phase of “Les mères,” where Benguigui‟s 

intervention is visible and audible in the form of music, archival footage and photographs, and 

                                                 
59 It is rare for first-generation women to be represented in the act of writing in documentaries or other films.  It is 
much more common for films to address the challenges faced by women because of illiteracy. Other exceptions to 
this include Madame Sfaxi in the documentary À ma mère (Sfaxi 2003) (discussed above), Myriam Baccouche in 
the two-part téléfilm Le Choix de Myriam (Chibane 2009) (analyzed in chapter 4), and Halima in the feature film 
Dans la vie (Faucon 2007), (discussed in chapter 5) 
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subtitles. These compositional elements are easily identifiable yet they blend together seamlessly 

with the interviews of first-generation women from the Maghreb. These conventions, like all 

conventions, are not arbitrary and contribute to how the women‟s voices are framed in the film 

and become “audible” to the viewer. They frame the women‟s voices in such a way as to impose 

additional layers of meaning onto what is said and invite an emotional reaction from the viewer. 

Benguigui uses several techniques during the filming of the Maghrebi migrant women that also 

function to elicit an emotional response from the viewers, such as close-up camera shots that 

frame the women‟s faces. Benguigui also interviews most of the women in pairs, which not only 

contributes to putting the women at ease and encouraging discussion, but also gives viewers the 

impression that they are the privileged witnesses to private conversations between two women, 

rather than outsiders watching from a distance.  

 At the same time, these elements are employed in such a way as to avoid calling 

attention to the high level of constructedness of the film itself and the extent to which the 

women‟s voices are framed by these elements. Benguigui has acknowledged her role in the 

construction of a chosen narrative in an interview, but this is not something that is immediately 

evident from the film: 

J‟ai […] une approche cinématographique: ne pas juste voler un instant mais avoir 

un propos. J‟avais quelque chose à dire comme Lanzmann lorsqu‟il a fait Shoah. 

D‟ailleurs, le succès de Mémoires d’immigrés est aussi dû à cela. Il y avait l‟idée 

d‟emmener le spectateur, quelle que soit son origine, dans une histoire. La 

narration a beaucoup été travaillée en amont par exemple. (Sahali, Reda, and 

Larippe) 

Benguigui‟s role in the filming and post-production processes is camouflaged, or hidden 

all together, which contributes to the illusion of transparency referred to above. One of the most 

significant examples of this is the fact that Benguigui has completely erased all explicit signs of 

her presence from the entirety of the documentary; the film‟s spectators never hear her, nor do 

they see her. It is clear that she does in fact converse with the women and that she asks them 

questions, since the women interviewed address the camera directly and at times address an 

unseen interlocutor (no doubt Benguigui) using the informal pronoun “tu,” but we do not know 

what the questions are and therefore cannot judge the extent to which they may guide the 

conversation in a certain direction. Sylvie Durmelat has argued that this formal choice made 
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during the editing process to erase Benguigui‟s presence encourages the spectators to concentrate 

exclusively on the voices of the interviewees (180). In an interview, Benguigui made the 

following comment about the questions that she asked during interviews for Mémoires 

d’immigrés: “Je n‟avais pas besoin de sensationnel, mais de rester au plus près des faits. Les 

questions étaient „Est-ce que vous pouvez témoinger simplement sur votre activité de telle 

période à telle autre?’ et non „Que pensez-vous de…?’” (Sahali, Reda, and Larippe). While it 

would appear that Benguigui intended to ask open-ended questions and avoid specificities, the 

questions to which she refers are still motivated and likely to move the conversation in a 

particular direction. For example, asking a general question about a specific time period such as 

the 1960s or 1970s – the time of arrival of the large majority of Maghrebi women to France – 

would likely evoke responses about the women‟s arrival in France, life in a new country, and the 

experience of exile (subjects of discussion that are in fact recurrent in the film).  

It is also important to acknowledge that although Benguigui‟s questions may have led her 

interviewees to speak on some subjects to the exclusion of others, Benguigui‟s knowledge of 

cultural codes, her gender, and her Maghrebi origins likely enabled her to speak to and film the 

women in the first place where other directors from different backgrounds might not have gained 

such access. She explained in an interview on the television program Nulle part ailleurs that the 

fact that she is a daughter of Algerian immigrants in France helped her immensely during her 

project and allowed her interlocutors to speak more freely to her about their own experiences: 

“Je me suis vraiment toujours positionnée en tant que fille d‟immigrés. Je leur ai tous dit que 

j‟allais à la recherche aussi de mon histoire et donc je racontais un bout de mon histoire…” 

(“Yamina Benguigui”). Benguigui told me during my June 2010 interview with her that she 

talked about her own experiences in order to put the women at ease. She explained that she also 

told the women that speaking out about their experiences would benefit people of Maghrebi 

origin – like herself – who needed to know the truth about their families‟ origins, and needed to 

hear it from the women themselves: 

Toutes ces femmes, elles parlaient pour la première fois, mais pour qu‟elles 

puissent parler, moi j‟ai beaucoup parlé. […] Je leur avais dit que si elles ne 

parlaient pas, on allait, nous, se construire sur des faux mythes, on allait imaginer 

leur vie, interpréter leur vie. Et donc ce qu‟on allait donc donner à nos enfants, 

était forcément caduc, et que ce n‟était pas possible. Il fallait qu‟on puisse les 
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entendre. Et grâce à leur prise de parole, nous, on pouvait se glisser dans cette 

parole. (Benguigui) 

Hence through her cinematic lens, Benguigui is able to shed light on experiences which had, up 

to that point, been largely neglected in cultural productions and in the mainstream media. 

 

Music as an “emotional conductor.” One particular element added during the post-

production process – extra-diegetic music – is an especially influential in contributing to how 

voices of the mothers are framed in Benguigui‟s work. Jeffrey K. Ruoff writes in “Conventions 

of Sound in Documentary” that music can serve numerous and varied purposes in documentary 

film: “Music provides continuity, covers up edits, facilitates changes of scenes, provides mood, 

offers entertaining spectacle, allows for narrative interludes and montage sequences, and 

comments on the action” (228). Music can also function as a powerful “emotional conductor” in 

documentary films (Aufderheide 17), and this is undoubtedly its most important role in 

Mémoires d’immigrés. A key example of this is heard during the introductory sequence of “Les 

mères.” This sequence is in fact guided by three compositional choices that set the stage for the 

interviews with Maghrebi women that follow: slow-motion shots of the women to be 

interviewed; the soundtrack – the well-known song (in Arabic) “Helwa Ya Baladi” by the singer 

Dalida; and the subtitles in French which translate its meaning.60 These elements, added to the 

film during post-production, channel viewer expectations in a particular direction from the very 

beginning of “Les mères,” before any of the voices of Maghrebi migrant women are ever heard. 

The music serves the function of a voice-over introduction in that it introduces the segment on 

the women and highlights – and privileges – several themes that will resurface during the 

interviews. This song expresses feelings of nostalgia for a country left behind (for Dalida, the 

country is Egypt) and the desire to return home. Dalida‟s emotion-laden voice and the 

melancholic lyrics of the song set the tone for the subsequent interviews and function to draw the 

spectator in on an emotional level.61 The soundtrack to “Les mères” reaches out to multiple 

audiences, both people unfamiliar with the experience of exile and those who have lived it 

themselves or know others who did. Music has the power to evoke not only emotions but also 

                                                 
60 “En une douce parole ou deux, qu‟il est beau mon pays!... Mon souhait a toujours été, ô mon pays, de revenir vers 
toi.” 
 
61 Perhaps the most famous song featured in this film, and one that also invokes the pain of exile, is “Ya Rayah” by 
the Algerian singer Dahmane El-Harrachi.   
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memories, according to Benguigui, who argues that “La musique joue un grand role car elle 

incarne la mémoire” (Barlet, “Entretien”).  

The other songs that make up the soundtrack are performed by Maghrebis who migrated 

to France, whose songs have become emblematic as expressions of the difficult experience of 

immigration and exile as lived by the Maghrebi population in France. These include Kabyle 

singers Slimane Azem and Idir; and pied-noir singer Enrico Macias.62 On numerous occasions in 

the film, their songs are paired with black and white archive footage of Maghrebi men, women, 

and children in shantytowns in France, and occasionally with black and white photos of the 

women and/or their families. These pairings highlight shared experiences lived by the Maghrebi 

women immigrants (and many of the women interviewed), including their departure from North 

Africa and their arrival in France; the difficult living conditions that they endured during their 

early years in France (and perhaps beyond); and their role as mothers. This pairing is set up to 

forge an emotional connection with the film‟s implied viewers while complementing and 

supplementing the women‟s testimonies. We see and hear about things that the women 

interviewed do not always describe, for example, and see women in archival footage who are 

never identified or interviewed in the film. These visual and aural elements function to fuel the 

viewer‟s emotions and imaginations, and to encourage the viewer to be moved, and perhaps even 

outraged, by what he or she hears and sees. 

The addition of music, subtitles, and archival footage in the post-production process 

points to Benguigui‟s role in constructing a specific narrative in the documentary that revolves 

around the themes of immigration and exile from the point of view of women. Compared with 

the films in my first category, however (including Benguigui‟s Femmes d’Islam), “Les mères” is 

constructed in a nuanced rather than heavy-handed way. This brings us to consider the place of 

the first-generation women‟s voices not only in terms of what is said – and how the context 

might affect how they are “heard” – but also what isn’t said or wasn‟t included in the film. To 

what extent are the voices of first-generation women silenced on certain subjects that might be 

important to them, only because they do not correspond to the overall themes of the film as 

determined by the director? Which, if any, comments made by the women during their 

interviews were not included in the film? Do the subjects covered in their interviews correspond 

                                                 
62 Although Macias was of European origin born in Algeria, one of the women interviewed describes listening to his 
songs because they reminded her of Algeria. 
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to those that are most important to the women? Durmelat argues that Benguigui‟s goal of using 

her film as a tool to bridge the gap between cultures necessarily and significantly limits the 

themes and subjects ultimately examined in the film. For example, Benguigui is forced “to 

euphemize references to both Islam and the colonial past”, focusing instead on the fact that her 

interviewees are immigrants (185). Carrie Tarr (with Brigitte Rollet) reaches a similar conclusion 

with regard to the willed absence in the film of discussions about troublesome subjects or events. 

She writes:  

In all three parts, the interviewees speak directly to the camera, the presence of 

the director being completely effaced. The result is an apparent objectivity, which 

means that the spectator is not encouraged to reflect on what has been left out. Yet 

in her desire for reconciliation and acceptance, Benguigui deliberately rejects or 

minimizes material that might be divisive (testimonies about contemporary 

violence and disturbances in the banlieue, the heritage of the Algerian war, the 

role of Islam, differences within the community). (152) 

One of the men interviewed in the first segment of the film (“Les pères”) discusses his role as a 

soldier during the Second World War, for example, but there is no mention of the Algerian War 

by any of the men or women in the film. Of course, Benguigui could not hope to cover every 

theme mentioned above in one film, but the absence of any mention of controversial topics 

encourages further reflection on what the first-generation women did not voice during their 

interviews, on the one hand, and what they might have voiced – and perhaps did – but that was 

not included in the film, on the other.63  

While questions of editing and omissions as a means of framing are relevant to each of 

the documentaries examined in this chapter, they have deeper implications with regard to 

Mémoires d’immigrés for two main reasons. Firstly, the appearance of framing has been 

minimized in the film, but the influence of this framing is significant with regard to how the 

women‟s voices come through in it. Secondly, this film is undoubtedly the most well-known and 

successful documentary to date which features Maghrebi migrant women in France. As noted 

above, its release in theaters is a reflection of this success (Durmelat 171), as is the media 

attention it received at the time of its release. The film also met with considerable success at film 

                                                 
63 Two of Benguigui‟s other documentary films do address controversial themes: the guiding narrative thread in Le 
Jardin parfumé (2000) is the topic of sexuality in the Muslim world (especially the Maghreb); and Femmes d’Islam 
(1994), discussed above, examines the condition of Muslim women around the world. 
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festivals on both the national and international scenes. This film marked a watershed moment 

with regard to the representations of Maghrebi women in cinema in France and undoubtedly 

fueled the creation of other cultural productions on the subject of Maghrebis in France. As Tarr 

(with Rollet) has pointed out, Benguigui‟s documentary “fill[ed] a major gap in the French 

cinematographic landscape by devoting space to first generation immigrants from the Maghreb, 

whose story ha[d] rarely been seen or heard before” (51).64 For certain members of the majority 

audience in France or for foreign spectators, it may have been the first time that they had the 

chance to hear the voices of Maghrebi migrant women in an intimate setting, speaking about 

personal experiences (or hear them at all). Members of the North African population in France 

and their descendents may have also heard first-generation women‟s voices in a context or 

manner which was unfamiliar to them. Mémoires d’immigrés has had the greatest potential to 

form ideas about the voices of first-generation women compared with any other documentary 

that I have examined in this chapter because of the sheer number of people who have had the 

opportunity to view it.  

 

Conclusion 

The three approaches that I have analyzed in this chapter represent three distinct levels of 

intervention on the part of directors. The formal techniques common to each of these approaches 

act as framing devices and influence the way in which the voices of first-generation Maghrebi 

women come through in the films. I have shown that a high degree of intervention by the director 

has the potential to greatly restrict the voices of the women featured in the films and/or channel 

them according to the director‟s intentions. Yet this is not always the case, as the intervention of 

the director and the presence of the camera can have the effect of encouraging the women to 

speak out in the first place. A lesser degree of intervention by the director tends to provide a 

seemingly more transparent view of how the women express themselves in their everyday lives 

as they interact with friends and family, since they are often filmed during moments of “indirect 

address,” where they speak to each other rather than to the director. They are, of course, still 

                                                 
64 The time surrounding the release of Memoires d’immigrés was also marked by the release of a number of feature 
films which also shed new light on the lived experiences of Maghrebi immigrants (manual laborers, in most cases, 
and their wives and children) in France. These films, which focus on the arrival and/or early years of North Africans 
in France, include Rachida Krim‟s Sous les pieds des femmes (1997), Christophe Ruggia‟s Le Gone du Chaâba 
(1998), Bourlem Guerdjou‟s Vivre au paradis (1999), and Yamina Benguigui‟s first feature-length fiction film, 
Inch’Allah dimanche (2001). 
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conscious of the camera‟s presence. As I have highlighted, the director‟s intervention during the 

editing process can potentially have the most significant impact on the women‟s voices. It is at 

this stage that he/she decides which sequences featuring the women to include (or to exclude) 

and what order to put them in, and also makes decisions regarding the addition of other 

conventions such as voiceover commentary, archival footage, and music, which can also alter the 

way in which the women‟s voices are heard.   
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CHAPTER 3 

COMMUNICATING THE EXPERIENCES OF FIRST-

GENERATION WOMEN IN SHORT FILMS: THE ROLE OF 

OBJECTS 

“The drawing shows me at one glance what  

might be spread over ten pages in a book” 

-Bazarov in Fathers and Sons by 

Ivan S. Turgenev (1861) 

 

“Si je savais dire des choses avec des mots,  

je ne ferais pas des films” 

- Catherine Bernstein 

In this chapter, I will examine the ways in which the voices of first-generation women 

from the Maghreb are communicated through the medium of short films. The defining 

characteristic of short films is, needless to say, their length, and the nature of the medium 

dictates that every word and frame included in the film counts, since time is short. The eight 

films analyzed in detail in this chapter range from four minutes (Mario Fanfani‟s Un dimanche 

matin à Marsieille: Béranger, 1998) to twenty-three minutes (Ismaël Ferroukhi‟s L’Exposé, 

1992), and thus are significantly shorter than most documentaries, which tend to average about 

fifty-two minutes (the typical television slot given to documentaries in France), as well as 

téléfilms and feature films, both of which usually average around ninety minutes.  

The short films that I will examine below are strikingly different from the documentaries, 

téléfilms, and feature films depicting Maghrebi migrant women, not only because of their length, 

but also, and most significantly, because of the important role that textual and non-textual objects 

play in the films. As we shall see, they serve as potential channels for communication and 

understanding between first-generation women from the Maghreb and other characters at the 

diegetic level, on the one hand, and between the women and the spectator, on the other. My 

analysis of objects such as letters, play scripts, food, photographs, and clothing items aims to 

bring to the fore the extent to which these objects are crucial in giving expression to the 

experiences of Maghrebi migrant women in short films. These objects help underscore the ways 
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in which first-generation Maghrebi women negotiate, navigate, and cross various cultural, 

linguistic, psychological, and spatial boundaries or barriers that exist in their lives. Very often, 

these objects spark and/or facilitate communication on a diegetic level, notably between 

Maghrebi women and people they come in contact with (from strangers to family members). In 

several instances, objects function to directly reestablish communication where it was broken or 

create relationships where there was little or no communication in the first place. In other cases, 

objects serve as channels for communication when spoken words have failed or are ineffectual 

because of a language barrier. 

In the films that I have selected, first-generation women from the Maghreb interact with a 

range of people, notably their husbands and children (and particularly their adolescent or adult 

children who, having grown up in France, are to a very large extent culturally French); majority-

French children or adults; and in one case a young Algerian visiting France for a short duration. 

It should be pointed out, however, that they do not interact with other women from the Maghreb 

in France. The films thus highlight the interactions between first-generation Maghrebi women 

and people who are different from them in significant ways, most notably because they have not 

shared the women‟s experience of migration and exile and in many cases do not speak the 

women‟s mother tongue. The potential differences between the Maghrebi women and these 

characters are thus connected to the women‟s initial journey from their home country to France: 

as migrants, they lived very different experiences from their children, who were born and/or 

raised in France; from members of the majority-French population; and from young North 

Africans who grew up in a post-colonial North Africa, as well as people from the women‟s own 

generation who never migrated to France. These differences also point to the differences that 

likely exist between the Maghrebi migrant women depicted in the films and the films‟ spectators 

(a large majority of whom, it can be assumed, are not first-generation women from the Maghreb 

in France). 

I will argue that the interactions portrayed in these films promote a greater understanding 

of the unique experiences and feelings of Maghrebi migrant women by other characters at the 

diegetic level and/or by the spectator. I will underscore in the remainder of this chapter that 

objects such as letters, photographs, food, pieces of clothing and other items play a vital part in 

this process. Whether read, worn, shared, made, or otherwise, these particular objects carry 

significant and often multi-layered meanings and are central to the films‟ respective narratives. 
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As we will see, the meanings communicated through these objects are also determined in large 

part by the specific context in which they are placed in the films. For example, a ball of yarn may 

have no special significance on its own, but it is a ticket to freedom for Fatiha in Fatma Zohra 

Zamoum‟s La Pelote de laine (2006, 14‟), who knits children‟s clothing for her neighbor and 

thus earns cash for her escape from an abusive relationship. Ordinary objects such as this take on 

new meanings, significations, and possibilities in the short films examined in this chapter. They 

are often focal points in the narratives and are integral to representing the voices of first-

generation women from the Maghreb in these films. 

 

An Overview of Short Films Featuring First-Generation Maghrebi Women 

As mentioned above, I will closely examine a total of eight short films in this chapter, but 

before beginning my analysis, I will first provide an overview of a total of eighteen short films 

that I have identified which feature first-generation women from the Maghreb in France. My 

reasons for beginning the chapter with an overview are similar to those outlined in my previous 

chapter on documentaries. First of all, very little critical work has been done on any of these 

short films, and most are not readily available to the general public. With rare exceptions, they 

cannot be rented or purchased online, and other possible outlets like the Institut national de 

l‟audiovisuel at the Bibliothèque nationale de France in Paris are not open to the general public. 

As is the case for most short films, very few of the short films featuring Maghrebi migrant 

women were projected in cinemas, but many did reach a limited audience when they were 

projected on the film festival circuit or shown in schools or associations. While short films can 

potentially reach the mainstream audience if broadcast on public television networks, the 

timeslots reserved for short films are often during non-peak viewing hours (France 2‟s series 

Histoires courtes and France 3‟s  Libre court both begin after midnight, for example).65 Even if 

short films are broadcast during primetime, which is rare, viewers could easily miss the entirety 

                                                 
65 Time of day aside, there are an impressive number of short films available to television viewers in France every 
week. According to an article published in Le Monde in January of 2007, “Entre Canal+, les antennes du service 
public, Comédie!, TPS Star, 13e RUE et les chaînes CinemaCinema, la télévision programme environ vingt-cinq 
courts-métrages originaux chaque semaine” (Séry, “L‟embellie”). An article published in January of 2011 in Le 
Monde indicates that this number has increased to an average of forty original short films per week (all television 
networks in France combined) (Séry, “La télévision”).  
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of the film if they are running late or turn on the television at the wrong time.66 I have therefore 

decided to provide an overview of all eighteen films in order to bring to the fore films that have 

received little critical attention individually but that, when examined together, constitute a by no 

means insignificant corpus. I have grouped the films under four main categories in order to 

highlight recurrent tropes. This is, of course, not an exhaustive list since each film touches upon 

a number of themes and some films could be placed under more than one category. For practical 

purposes, in considering each film I have identified one theme that constitutes a particularly 

notable part of the film‟s narrative thread. The four categories are: 1) secrets, conflicts, and 

differences between Maghrebi migrants in France and their Maghrebi French children; 2) 

encounters between Maghrebis and members of the majority population in France; 3) first-

generation women from the Maghreb acquiring agency and newfound liberty; and 4) the 

intersection of the past and the present: memories of Algeria. 

 

Secrets, Conflicts, and Differences Between Maghrebis and their Children in France  

This broad category encompasses eleven out of the eighteen short films that depict 

Maghrebi women in France. These films bring to the fore a range of differences between first-

generation Maghrebis and their children (not all negative) and highlight varying degrees of 

conflict that can arise between the two generations as a result. The films shine light in particular 

on the extent to which the points of view held by parents differ from those of their children with 

regard to school, relationships, marriage, and employment. Three of the eleven films bring to the 

fore secrets that children keep from their parents, secrets which, when revealed to the parents or 

the viewer – or both at the same time – highlight a disconnect that exists between the 

generations. The first, Fejria Deliba‟s Le petit chat est mort (1991, 12‟), takes place in an 

apartment in a high-rise HLM67 (low-income housing) where Mona, a high school student, 

prepares a scene from Molière‟s L’École des femmes for school.68 Mona tries to convince her 

                                                 
66 Of the eighteen films examined in this chapter, ten were broadcast on television (some multiple times). Of these 
ten televised films, four were broadcast at least once between the hours of 7:00am and 6:00pm. The remaining six 
films were broadcast between the hours of midnight and 7:00am. Thus none were broadcast between 6:00pm and 
midnight, which includes the primetime viewing hours.  
 
67 Habitat à loyer modéré. 
 
68 Le petit chat est mort, the only film to date directed by Deliba, received numerous prizes at film festivals (notably 
the Grand Prix at the renowned short film festival held annually in Clermont-Ferrand), but Deliba has received much 
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mother – who is preparing a meal in the kitchen – to help her learn her lines by reading another 

character‟s lines. Her mother refuses at first but finally acquiesces at the urging of her daughter 

and begins to read the role aloud (I will discuss this noteworthy scene in greater detail below). 

The mother‟s mispronunciations of a few words provoke laughter from both mother and 

daughter, but the laughter stops when the mother believes that something they read in the play – 

a young man spends time with a young woman in the absence of her guardian – happened in 

reality. Mona clears up the misunderstanding, but the end of the film reveals that her mother‟s 

suspicions were not completely off target: she tells her mother that she is going to study at her 

friend Odile‟s house (but it seems likely that she is going to meet up with her boyfriend), then 

puts on lipstick behind her mother‟s back and checks her hair before leaving the apartment. 

Mona thus keeps a secret from her mother to avoid potential conflict with her, since she is aware 

of their differing views with regard to relationships between young men and young women (the 

mother‟s reaction to the play is indicative of her more conservative point of view).  

The second film that is structured around a secret – this time, a secret that is discovered – 

is Faïza Guène‟s RTT (réduction du temps de travail) (2002, 11‟).69 In this film, a single mother, 

Zohra, (played by Guène‟s mother, Khadra) who works long hours as a cleaning lady, discovers 

the secret that her children have been keeping from her: Zohra‟s eldest son, Mehdi, has been 

skipping class at the local high school.70 Not only this, but she did not receive the multiple letters 

sent to her by the school because they were first intercepted by Mehdi and his sister, Naïma. This 

discovery leads to a confrontation between Zohra and Mehdi and the realization by Zohra (and 

the spectator) that she and her son have very different visions regarding the importance of school 

and its potential to bring about positive change – particularly in the economic sense – in their 

lives. Mehdi‟s desire to help his mother financially (among other reasons) leads him away from 

school and to unnamed activities on the street that provide him with cash – cash that his mother 

promises to burn up when he tries to give it to her. The differences in opinion between mother 

                                                                                                                                                             
more visibility and recognition in recent years from her acting roles in films by Yamina Benguigui (Inch’Allah 
dimanche 2001), Rachida Krim (Sous les pieds des femmes 1997;  Permis d’aimer 2005; and Pas si simple 2010), 
Mehdi Charef (Marie-Line 2000), Nora Hamdi (Des poupées et des anges 2008), and Géraldine Nakache (Tout ce 
qui brille 2010), among others. 
 
69 Faïza Guène‟s breakout success as an author came when she published her first novel Kiffe Kiffe demain 
(Hachette 2004).  
 
70 This film can be viewed online in its entirety on Guène‟s blog: http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576469749-
RTT-un-autre-court-metrage-signe-Faiza.html.  

http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576469749-RTT-un-autre-court-metrage-signe-Faiza.html
http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576469749-RTT-un-autre-court-metrage-signe-Faiza.html
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and son remain unresolved in the film, and the disconnect between the two characters – a 

disconnect brought to the light of day when Mehdi‟s secret is discovered – is highlighted once 

again by the film‟s concluding sequence: Mehdi leaves for school with Naïma but diverges from 

the path on the way there and heads back to the streets.  

In Jean-Baptiste Erreca‟s black and white film L’Embellie (2000, 28‟), a secret also 

imposes a distance between a Maghrebi woman and her son, Saïd, who both live with Saïd‟s 

sister, Noria, in the provincial town of Saumur.71 The family receives a visit from Karim, a 

young man who is treated like an adopted son by the family. Karim lives on his own, helps 

support the family financially, is adored by the family‟s mother and spoiled every time he comes 

to visit (to the point that Saïd is jealous of him). The secret that both Karim and Saïd succeed in 

keeping from Saïd‟s mother (but fail to keep from Noria) is that Karim and Saïd have a sexual 

relationship when Karim comes to visit.72  Karim keeps other secrets from the family, like the 

fact that he is not earning his comfortable living as a successful boxer like he lets everyone 

believe, but by some other means entirely (possibly as an “escort,” an idea suggested but not 

explicitly stated in the film). The disconnect between Saïd and his mother exists not only because 

Saïd and Karim share a secret that affects Saïd in numerous ways, but also because his mother 

seems to be living in her own world – a world filled with movies, television, aspirations to be an 

actress, and memories of her dead husband, whose photos she speaks to on a regular basis.73  

In the three films mentioned above, Maghrebi French children keep secrets from their 

Maghrebi mothers, and the nature of these secrets reveals the differences and/or disconnects that 

exist between the two generations. In each case, there is a lack of communication or some kind 

of miscommunication that imposes a distance between them. Obstacles to communication 

between generations is also a key theme in Nassim Amaouche‟s De l’autre côté (2003, 30‟).74 

Unlike in the three films discussed above, however, the lines of communication between a young 

man, Samir, and his family (particularly his father and adult brother, Malik) are strained not 

                                                 
71 A two-minute excerpt of the film is available on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mw3KoubjoP4. 
 
72 Erreca has directed a number of films that articulate the experiences of male homosexual protagonists, including 
Cowboy Forever (2006, 26‟). 
 
73 Her husband‟s photos, in which he is dressed in his military uniform, are displayed throughout the house and 
suggest that he was an auxiliary in the French army during the Algerian War of Independence (a harki). 
 
74 Amaouche also directed the feature film Adieu Gary (2009), starring Jean-Pierre Bacri and the late Yasmine 
Belmadi, which received the prestigious “Grand Prix de la Semaine de la critique du Festival de Cannes 2009.” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mw3KoubjoP4
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because of a secret between them but because of Samir‟s ascension to a higher social class. As 

the title suggests, Samir crossed over to the “other side” in both economic and geographical 

terms when he left his socially disadvantaged housing estate in a Parisian banlieue to live in 

Paris and work as a lawyer. When he returns to his family‟s apartment for his youngest brother‟s 

circumcision, Samir feels like an outsider to a certain extent, both in his family and in the 

neighborhood, and he sees his parents in a different light. Samir‟s mother is an energetic woman 

who is not afraid to speak her mind to her husband and sons and who wants to meet Samir‟s 

French girlfriend, Julie, but her role in the narrative becomes secondary as the film focuses on 

Samir‟s relationships – which his change in social class have complicated – with his father and 

Malik.  

Difficulties and conflicts arise between a Maghrebi woman, Alma, and her young son, 

Ali, in Chad Chenouga‟s autobiographically inspired film Rue bleue (1999, 25‟).75 Here, the root 

of the conflict that develops in the mother-son relationship is Alma‟s addiction to and increased 

reliance on prescription drugs. This addiction is no secret to the neighborhood pharmacists, some 

of whom refuse to refill her prescriptions, or to her doctor, who urges her to get help but still 

writes her another prescription, but it is something that Ali keeps from his school friends. As the 

film goes on, the spectator is invited to share in Ali‟s despair as the roles of parent and child are 

reversed and he is burdened with increased responsibilities. He goes to the pharmacy, 

accompanies his mother on errands when she does not want to go alone, does the shopping, tries 

to take care of the apartment, helps his mother go to the bathroom and to bed when she is too 

drugged to make it on her own, and helplessly witnesses her general decline. Drugs come 

between mother and son in this film, and Ali suffers in silence as a result.   

What is especially significant about the five films discussed above is that the distances, 

disconnects, and conflicts that arise between the Maghrebi women (and in one case a Maghrebi 

man) and their children are not the product of their Maghrebi origins or the Muslim religion. In 

other words, the experiences of these women can be read as universal – not unique to Maghrebi 

women in France. In fact, questions of culture and/or religion are not raised in these films and 

are not significant to the development of the films‟ respective narratives. Mona (in Le petit chat 

est mort) is not the first girl in France or elsewhere, for example, to hide a boyfriend from her 

mother or have a friend cover for her so she can go out with him. RTT lays out the difficulties 

                                                 
75 This film was nominated for a César (the French film award, equivalent to an Oscar) in 2000. 
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faced by a single mother who realizes that her son who would rather make money by 

participating in illegal activities than go to school.76 In L’Embellie, Saïd does not want to make 

his relationship with Karim known to his mother or anyone else. He struggles to define his 

(sexual) identity and come to terms with feelings of confusion, shame, guilt, and remorse, while 

his mother tries to understand her son‟s change in behavior and mood. The family‟s Maghrebi 

origins are no more a determining factor in L’Embellie than they are in Le petit chat est mort or 

RTT. The same is true for De l’autre côté and Rue bleue, films that explore how family members 

are affected when one member of the family achieves social ascension or is involved in drug 

abuse.77  

Unlike the films just mentioned, the six remaining films that make up this first category 

do situate the differences and conflicts between Maghrebis and their children within a 

specifically Arabo-Berber-Islamic framework. In each of these films, parents and their adult or 

adolescent children have different visions regarding what the children‟s lifestyles should be, and 

conflict arises (to varying degrees) especially when the children – most often young women – 

refuse to remain within the cultural and religious parameters established by their Maghrebi 

parents. Carrie Tarr describes the conflicting situation in which many young women of Maghrebi 

origin find themselves in the following way:  

Novelists and sociologists have documented the frustrations and conflicts 

experienced by young women who are at odds with the traditional Arabo-Berber-

Islamic culture of their parents‟ generation, with its insistence on male authority, 

female virtue, arranged marriages and women‟s destiny as wife and mother […] 

But while young women‟s aspirations for autonomy may mean that they have 

much to gain from integration into French society, their ability to integrate is 

                                                 
76 A comment made by the school teacher to Zohra does point to underlying discrimination (perhaps not specifically 
linked to the woman‟s Maghrebi origins but no doubt related to her position as a socio-economically disadvantaged 
immigrant). The teacher tells her that she will lose her allocations familiales if her son does not return to school – to 
which she replies that she could not care less about that and is only concerned about her son‟s success (allocations 
familiales are government subsidies to which all families with children are entitled in France. They can vary 
depending on the number of children in the family and the family‟s income). 
 
77 Chad Chenouga went on to develop Rue bleue into a successful feature film, a period piece set in the 1970s and 
entitled 17 rue bleue (2001). In the feature film, the North African origins of the mother (renamed Adda) do play a 
significant role in the film‟s diegesis. The film also develops the factors leading up to Adda‟s depression and drug 
addiction. I analyze this film in detail in chapter 5. Carrie Tarr briefly discusses this film in Reframing difference: 
Beur and Banlieue filmmaking in France (2005), p. 174-76. 
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made difficult by their desire to retain affective links with their parents. (Tarr, 

Reframing Difference 87) 

The opening sequence of Malika Tenfiche‟s Chemin de Traverse (2000, 22‟) informs the 

spectator of key differences – particularly in terms of lifestyle choices – that distinguish a young 

woman, Yasmine, from her mother. The sequence consists of scenes that cut back and forth 

between the mother, who waits at a Parisian train station and silently prays, with prayer beads in 

hand; and Yasmine, who rushes to meet her mother at the train station. Yasmine gets out of the 

bed that she shares with a man, steps over empty bottles of alcoholic beverages, then quickly 

dresses and runs to meet her mother, who ends up missing her train to Marseille because of her 

daughter‟s tardiness. Yasmine rents a car, and the two women head south. Their short 

conversations reinforce extent to which the women‟s lifestyles and perspectives differ from one 

another, particularly with regard to religion and the role of women in the family sphere. 

Yasmine‟s mother is critical of her daughter‟s choice of lifestyle, arguing that no husband will 

want her, to which Yasmine responds by saying that at least she will not depend on anyone in her 

life, nor will she have children and be a slave in the house. The differences between mother and 

daughter are again highlighted when the two stop for a rest break: the mother goes off to pray 

while Yasmine lights up a cigarette (which she hides from her mother). Yasmine promises to 

spend quality time with her mother when they arrive at their hotel for the night, but when her 

mother falls asleep she goes out to a bar, and when she returns early the next morning her mother 

is gone. The end of the film suggests that this mother-daughter relationship, while complex and 

strained, has not disintegrated completely, however. Yasmine catches up with her mother, who 

holds a picture she found tucked away in Yasmine‟s notebook: it shows the two women together 

when Yasmine was a young girl. The emotional and intense gaze that they then share suggests 

that the women still care for each other, despite their arguments and differences of opinion. 

The lighthearted and relaxed opening sequences of Dounia (Zaïda Ghorab-Volta 1997, 

17‟), in which the eponymous protagonist finishes up her work at a local hospital and rides her 

bike home in the sun (accompanied by Lee Hazelwood‟s “Summer Wine” on the soundtrack), 

stand in stark contrast to the scene awaiting Douina upon her arrival: a confrontation with her 

aggressive, authoritarian, and physically abusive Algerian father, Mouloude (who is also a 

polygamist, we discover at the end of the film). Mouloude confronts his daughter about her job, 

which he deems to be shameful, especially because she works the night shift. This conflict, 
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which drives the film‟s narrative, is sparked by Mouloude‟s belief that his daughter‟s lifestyle 

does not match up to how a young Algerian woman should live. He is convinced that her 

behavior is the result of negative outside (i.e. French) influence, stating that her friends at school 

must have given her such (unacceptable) ideas. He declares that Dounia is no longer his daughter 

and violently throws her out of the house, disregarding the protests of Dounia‟s mother, Radla, 

who rushes out of the house to defend her. Dounia takes off on her bike, and her mother catches 

up with her on foot shortly after, begging her daughter to take her with her. Radla explains that 

her husband beats her and that she has wanted to leave for a long time but never had anyone to 

defend her or help her because her own family is still in Algeria. The film ends in an abandoned 

shed in which the women take refuge after being refused aid by other women, who fear both 

Mouloude and social condemnation by other Maghrebi migrants. 

Safaa Fathy‟s Le Silence (1996, 11‟) portrays a Maghrebi couple and their teenage 

daughter, who live together in almost total silence.78 The mother is a passive figure who remains 

in the home, doing dishes, braiding her daughter‟s hair, and generally staying in the 

background.79 She does not say a word in the entire film. The father is a quiet and apparently 

gentle person (the polar opposite of the father in Dounia) who enjoys taking walks around Paris, 

but as the film goes on it is evident that he is very disturbed by any public displays of affection 

and any other reminders of sexuality, such as young people kissing in a park. Flashback 

sequences of the father and his much younger daughter interrupt the film‟s linear narrative and 

suggest that the father began worrying about his own daughter‟s “honor” long ago. The young 

girl is worry-free and laughing on a swing in the flashbacks, while her father, though smiling, is 

shown to be constantly fixed on the hemline of his young daughter‟s dress, pulling it down closer 

to her knees every time it moves up slightly. The daughter‟s smiles and laughter in this flashback 

stand in stark contrast to the final scene of the film, where father and daughter sit together in 

silence on a bench outside: the young woman sits straight-faced, wearing a bright white 

headscarf, while her father sits next to her, visibly at ease. When considered in light of the film‟s 

earlier sequences, this final scene suggests that it was the father‟s idea for his daughter to wear 

the headscarf, and that this is a negative thing. This reading is supported by a dedication from the 

                                                 
78 Fathy was born in Egypt and has received critical acclaim for her documentary on Jacques Derrida, entitled 
D’Ailleurs, Derrida (2000, 68‟).  
 
79 The role of the mother is played by Saïda Bekkouche, who earlier in her career played the role of Malika in Mehdi 
Charef‟s Le thé au harem d’Archimède (1985), among other roles. I discuss this film in chapter 5. 
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director that appears at the end of the film. It reads: “À mon oncle Saïd. Il n‟a jamais accepté que 

ses filles se voilent.” Unlike Yasmine in Chemin de Traverse and Dounia in Dounia, however, 

the young Maghrebi French woman in Le Silence does not rebel against or distance herself from 

what appear to be her parent‟s wishes with regard to her lifestyle.  

Another source of conflict between Maghrebi parents and their children that is addressed 

in the three remaining short films in this section as well as numerous other cultural productions 

(including but not limited to literature, film, and theater) is arranged marriage and intercultural 

dating and/or marriage.80 In most cases, conflict arises when a young woman of Maghrebi origin 

begins dating or would like to marry a majority-ethnic Frenchman. These works also address the 

psychological struggles faced by the young woman who wants to pursue the relationship but is 

tormented by feelings of fear, guilt, remorse, and the frustration of living two separate lives that 

appear to be irreconcilable.  

Cheikh Djemaï‟s La Nuit du doute (1989, 25‟) represents the anguish of Monia, a young 

woman of Maghrebi descent who hides her relationship with Franck, a young Franco-

Frenchman, from her parents, knowing full well that they will condemn it. Monia‟s mother 

(played by Fatima Cheriguene)81 has her suspicions about Monia‟s relationship, however, and 

although she does not share this information with her husband, she harshly condemns her 

daughter‟s behavior, calling her a disgrace. Monia‟s troubles are compounded by the fact that 

Franck does not understand Monia‟s hesitation about their relationship and cannot fully 

understand her point of view – or the consequences that she will face if she makes her 

relationship with Franck known to her parents. Monia becomes physically ill and mentally 

exhausted leading two separate lives. When Franck tries to take matters into his own hands by 

telling Monia‟s parents of his feelings for her, Monia is forced to choose between her family and 

Franck. She leaves the family home – without telling her parents – to live with Franck and his 

                                                 
80 In literature, see for example: Née en France: Histoire d’une jeune beur (Aïcha Benaïssa and Sophie Ponchelet 
1990) and the dramatic téléfilm film loosely based on it, Leïla née en France (Miguel Courtois 1995); as well as 
Mariée de force (Leïla 2004), among others.  Films that address these questions include téléfilms films like Permis 
d’aimer (Krim 2005); Pas si simple (Krim 2010), Aïcha (Benguigui 2009), and Aïcha: Job à tout prix (Benguigui 
2011); documentaries such as Larmes de sang (Akika and Autissier 1979), Grand-mères de l’Islam (Serreau 1978), 
Yéma ne viendra pas (Petit 2009); and feature films like Pierre et Djemila (Blain 1987) and Samia (Faucon 2000).  
 
81 In addition to her role in La Nuit du doute, Fatiha Cheriguene plays Maghrebi migrant characters in the short films 
Un dimanche matin à Marseille: Béranger (Mario Fanfani 1998), and Poitiers, voiture 11 (Yves Angelo and 
François Dupeyron 2000), both discussed in this chapter; and in the téléfilm Calino maneige (Jean-Patrick Lebel 
1996). 
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mother.82 When Monia finally calls her mother to check in with her, but refuses to go back home, 

her mother makes it very clear that she is not willing to compromise or to consider Monia‟s point 

of view. She tells her daughter: “Tell him to find a French girl. Otherwise I don‟t want to see you 

again.”83 Djemaï‟s film thus underscores the seemingly irreconcilable differences between 

Monia‟s parents – first-generation Maghrebis who are firmly rooted in the Arabo-Muslim culture 

of their country of origin – and their children, born and/or raised in France. This theme is evoked 

by Monia when she says to Franck: “Entre leur passé et mon avenir, il y a tout un monde.” The 

film ends in as Monia breaks up with Franck, telling him: “Je veux vivre seule, je veux parler 

seule!” 

L’été de Noura (Pascal Tessaud 2006, 18‟)84 dramatizes the experience of a young 

woman of Maghrebi descent who discovers that her parents – and particularly her mother – have 

been planning to marry her off to someone au bled during her summer vacation.85 It is thus the 

Maghrebi parents who keep a secret from their daughter this time, and not the other way around. 

The film‟s opening sequence first shows Noura at school and then cuts to a shot of her mother at 

home, and the juxtaposition of these scenes points out from the start that the two women‟s 

visions for Noura‟s future are diametrically opposed: Noura celebrates with friends after 

receiving the news that she has passed her baccalaureate exam, while her mother is busy 

arranging her daughter‟s upcoming marriage over the phone – unbeknown to her daughter. At 

the end of the film, Noura discovers the truth and violently rebels against her parents‟ plans for 

her future by attempting to take her own life. The film ends without revealing to the spectator if 

Noura survives. 

In Rien que des mots (Faïza Guène 2004, 27‟) 86, a young Maghrebi French woman in 

high school, Leïla, hides several aspects of her life from her parents, including the existence of 

                                                 
82 It is worth noting that Franck‟s mother is also outspokenly opposed to the relationship between Franck and Monia. 
She tells her son outright that Monia is too (culturally) different from her son and will only cause him trouble. 
 
83 The mother‟s words in this sequence are in Arabic, subtitled in English.  
 
84 The first three minutes of the film are available for viewing in the online archive of the television show Histoires 
courtes on the website of France 2: http://programmes.france2.fr/histoires-courtes/?page=histcourtes-
article&id_article=1420. 
 
85 One of the film‟s co-producers is “Voix de femmes,” an organization founded in 1998 to provide support to young 
women who refuse an arranged marriage.  
 

http://programmes.france2.fr/histoires-courtes/?page=histcourtes-article&id_article=1420
http://programmes.france2.fr/histoires-courtes/?page=histcourtes-article&id_article=1420
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her boyfriend, her insolence in school, and her failing grades. She is able to maintain this façade 

to a large extent because her mother does not speak French. The information that her mother 

does receive comes from Leïla herself, who in one scene, for example, “translates” her teacher‟s 

words in a very favorable (and untruthful) manner. The communication barrier between Leïla 

and her mother can be attributed not only to the lies that Leïla tells her mother but also to the fact 

that at times, Leïla‟s mother would rather watch her favorite soap opera than listen to her 

daughter. The mother speaks out on her daughter‟s behalf toward the end of the film, however, in 

a very significant manner (and unbeknownst to her daughter), when her husband informs her that 

he selected a husband for Leïla during his recent voyage au bled. Leïla‟s mother wants her 

daughter to choose her own partner, rather than marry someone she does not know and would 

not have chosen for herself.  

As highlighted above, the guiding narrative threads of the eleven films examined in this 

section involve questions of identity and difference as they are experienced by Maghrebi 

migrants and their children in France.87 In these films, differing views on how the young people 

(and sometimes the parents) live – or should live – their lives lead to varying degrees of conflict 

and violence, often involve secrets and lies, and result in an overall disconnect between the two 

generations.  

 

Encounters between Maghrebis and the Majority-Ethnic Population 

The four films that make up this second category of short films share a common element 

that serves as a catalyst for the film‟s narrative: a meeting between a Maghrebi protagonist (or 

protagonist of Maghrebi origin) and a majority-ethnic French person (or persons). In the first two 

films, this encounter takes place between a child and his schoolmates and teacher, and then after 

class the child goes home and describes the event to his Maghrebi parents. In the two remaining 

                                                                                                                                                             
86 A short clip of this film is available online on Guène‟s blog: http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576464798-
Mate-le-film-de-Faiza.html. 
 
87 The only short film that I was unable to view is Rachid Boutounès‟ Noces en sursis (1993, 17‟) (available only at 
the Centre de Documentation de La Jetée in Clermont-Ferrand), a film that again highlights the conflicts and 
differences between young people of Maghrebi origin and their parents. Unlike in the films discussed above, the 
young protagonists of Noces en sursis, Omar and Nadia, are both of Maghrebi descent, yet their relationship is 
problematic despite the protagonists‟ shared origins because Nadia‟s father has “promised” her in marriage to 
someone in his home country.  
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films, the respective meetings between Maghrebi migrant protagonists and majority-ethnic 

French characters bring to the fore the theme of racism in France.  

Premier Noël (Kamel Chérif 1999, 15‟) is set in the 1960s or 1970s and follows a young 

boy of Tunisian origin, Rafik, who learns about Christmas and the traditions associated with it 

while at school. Rafik convinces his parents to participate in these traditions, and the family 

decorates their home and prepares a turkey dinner in preparation for the promised arrival of 

Santa Claus. However, they are all disappointed and angry (particularly Rafik and his father) 

when they wake up on Christmas morning and discover that there are no presents underneath the 

Christmas tree, and their reactions (notably of the father, who destroys the Christmas 

decorations) underscore the disconnect between them and the majority-ethnic culture. Ismaël 

Ferroukhi‟s L’ Exposé (1992, 23‟) takes place in the village of Crest in the south of France (also 

the director‟s hometown) and depicts the experiences of Reda, a young boy of Moroccan 

descent, as he prepares a school presentation about Morocco.88 Reda becomes increasingly 

frustrated throughout the film because his parents, who are illiterate and appear to speak little 

French, are unable to help him with his homework. The film leads the spectator to see beyond 

Reda‟s frustration, however, and shows a richness of perception on the part of his parents that the 

boy has missed. When Reda laments to his mother that his parents don‟t know anything about 

Morocco or anything else, her response to him indicates that for his parents, Morocco is much 

more than what one can read in a book. She says (in Arabic, subtitled in French): “Dis-leur que 

le Maroc c‟est: ni une capitale, ni des chiffres ni des m2. C‟est: le soleil, les parfums, et surtout 

une façon de vivre. Je vais le faire, ton exposé.” Reda repeats his mother‟s words to his class at 

the beginning of his presentation, and then, to the delight of the other students, he serves them 

mint tea and homemade pastries that his mother has prepared, instead of simply reading off facts 

about Morocco.  

Un dimanche matin à Marseille: Béranger (Mario Fanfani 1998, 4‟)89  depicts a meeting 

between a Maghrebi woman, Zora, and a majority-ethnic French man, Béranger. In the opening 

                                                 
88 Ferroukhi received critical acclaim for his feature film Le Grand Voyage, released in 2004. In an interview 
included in the “Bonus” feature of the DVD, the director states that there are important similarities between the two 
films, including the decorations, the representation of the parents, and the character of Reda, and thus a kind of 
continuity. Ferroukhi explains that in Le Grand Voyage, “Ça pourrait être le Reda [de L’Exposé] dix ans plus tard” 
(Ferroukhi 2004). 
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scene of the film, Zora goes to visit her friend, a majority-ethnic French woman, but her friend‟s 

cranky husband, Béranger, (played by pied-noir actor Jean-Pierre Bacri) answers the door and 

tells her that his wife is not at home. Zora returns a short time later and asks him to read a letter 

for her, and he grudgingly agrees to do so, even reading it a second time at her request. His initial 

discriminatory and almost indifferent attitude towards her changes when Zora explains in an 

emotion-laden voice that the letter is from her son, Karim, who is in prison and dying from 

AIDS. As she walks away, Béranger is visibly moved (and perhaps regretful of his previous 

treatment of Zora) and invites her to return later that day to have coffee with him and his wife. 

The theme of discrimination is also underscored in the short film Poitiers, voiture 11 

(Yves Angelo and François Dupeyron 2000, 7‟). This film depicts the meeting between a 

Maghrebi family and an extremely unpleasant, rude, and racist majority-ethnic French man in a 

train en route for Poitiers. The man confronts the Maghrebi family – who had accidently taken 

his seat – and insults the father (telling him that he should learn how to read the train ticket). The 

father tries to smooth over the situation, reassuring the man that all of the seats are the same and 

making small talk about the history of Poitiers and his forefather‟s possible involvement in the 

Battle of Poitiers.90 The Maghrebi woman in this film is largely silent, visibly disturbed by the 

man‟s reaction to her family. The man falls asleep and has a quite unexpected dream, which is 

set in the time of the Battle of Poitiers: armed knights are pursuing him in a forest, and though he 

tells them that he is French, they do not listen because his appearance points to him as one of the 

Muslim invaders. When he wakes up, he is confronted with another shocking turn of events: an 

employee comes to verify his train ticket – which he had tried but failed to validate before 

getting on the train – and when he tries to explain that the validation machine was broken, his 

words come out in Arabic (subtitled in French). He looks just as surprised at this as the Maghrebi 

migrant couple does when this happens, and the film ends as he repeats, in a desperate tone of 

voice: “Je suis français!”  

                                                                                                                                                             
89 Fanfani directed two other short films that address the subject of AIDS: Un dimanche matin à Marseille: 
Catherine, and Un dimanche matin à Marseille: Renaud. The three films were released together under the collective 
title: Un dimanche matin à Marseille (1998).   
 
90 In 732, a Muslim army under the leadership of Abd al-Rahman al-Ghafiqi crossed the Pyrenees and marched 
northward. They were defeated by the army of Charles Martel (Charlemagne‟s grandfather) in October of 732 in 
what became known as the Battle of Poitiers. This battle has come to be regarded as a decisive one, as it stopped the 
advance of Muslim forces in Western Europe. 
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The four films in this section are structured around encounters between Maghrebis and 

members of the majority population and bring to the fore themes that include integration and 

acculturation; the introduction of traditions of minority cultures in France; and discrimination 

and racism. In Premier Noël, aspects of French tradition/Western culture (in the form of 

Christmas) are introduced to a Tunisian family by one of the children. The film problematizes 

the idea of integration by portraying an immigrant family that goes to the trouble of adopting 

traditions that they understand only partially, which leads to their being disappointed (Santa does 

not leave them any presents on Christmas morning).91 In L’Exposé, it is a young boy of 

Moroccan origin, Reda, and his mother who introduce aspects of Moroccan culture to the boy‟s 

majority-ethnic French class in school, and the outcome in this case is very positive. A meeting 

between a Maghrebi woman, Zora, and a French man, Béranger, in Un dimanche matin à 

Marseille: Béranger, results in a much-needed change in attitude and perspective by the 

majority-ethnic Frenchman, Béranger. The majority-ethnic Frenchman depicted in Poitiers, 

voiture 11 is overtly hostile towards the Maghrebi family that he meets, and although he does not 

appear to change his discriminatory attitude, as Béranger does in Un dimanche matin à 

Marseille, he does get a taste for what it is like to be unable to make himself understood because 

of a language barrier and to be viewed as “other.” 

 

First-Generation Maghrebi Women Acquiring Agency and Newfound Liberty 

The main protagonists of the two films that make up this third category are first-

generation Maghrebi women who demonstrate agency by going against the wishes of their 

husbands. By doing so, they earn money, gain new confidence in themselves through 

employment, and acquire newfound liberty. The films in question are Zohra à la plage 

(Catherine Bernstein 1995, 8‟) and La Pelote de laine (Fatma Zohra Zamoum 2006, 14‟).  

In Zohra à la plage, the eponymous protagonist is a middle-aged Algerian woman who 

works as a nanny for a French family. Early in the film, Zohra and her husband prepare to go to 

sleep while her husband grumbles about her job and the amount of time she works. Despite this, 

                                                 
91 The film could be read as promoting cultural understanding and the recognition and appreciation of differences, 
but this reading becomes problematic when taken in light of the representation of the migrant father in the film, and 
particularly his surprise, disappointment, and anger on Christmas morning when the family discovers an empty 
space under the Christmas tree. He risks coming across as gullible and a bit dim-witted, especially given the 
spectator‟s position of knowledge regarding the non-existence of Santa Claus. 
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she announces to him: “Moi demain, je pars en voyage d‟affaires,” to which he responds: “C‟est 

pas normal.” Zohra does not let her husband‟s feelings stand in her way and still leaves the 

following morning on her “business trip”: she travels to a nearby beach with the family that she 

works for and spends the day there with them. In the scenes that follow, we witness Zohra‟s 

transformation as the day goes on. At first, she appears to be uncomfortable in her new 

environment, surrounded by men, women, and children in swimsuits. Little by little, however, as 

the temperature rises, she takes off articles of clothing, wades in the water, and runs, laughs, and 

plays with the children on the beach in only her bra and skirt. She is visibly less worried about 

the gaze and judgment of others than she was earlier in the day. The film‟s final sequence shows 

Zohra back in her bedroom with her husband, who applies cream to her sunburned back and 

criticizes his wife, who, he says, thought she was “Brigitte Bardot” on the beach. Visibly happy 

with her “business trip,” Zohra smiles, laughs, and ends her husband‟s one-sided rant by turning 

out the light. The film thus ends on a triumphant and positive note.  

The opening sequence of La Pelote de laine begins with a shot of an empty apartment 

and the sound of keys locking a door. This is followed by a voiceover commentary (in French) 

by the film‟s main protagonist, Fatiha. This voiceover introduction contextualizes the film‟s 

narrative and sets the stage for a dramatic story: “C‟était l‟hiver ‟74. Je venais tout juste d‟arriver 

en France avec mes enfants. J‟avais beaucoup à faire dans ma nouvelle vie, et j‟étais pas au bout 

de mes surprises.” Fatiha remains in the apartment with her two young children while her 

husband, Mohamed, is at work, and she discovers one day that her husband locks them in the 

apartment when he leaves in the morning (the sound of keys in the first scene foreshadowing this 

discovery). Despite her protests, Mohamed continues to lock her in every morning before going 

to work. The remainder of the film depicts how Fatiha comes to communicate with the outside 

world and ultimately escape from the apartment. She discovers that a young French mother lives 

in the apartment directly below and establishes contact with this woman by placing homemade 

pastries in a basket, tying a string to it, and lowering it to her neighbor from her balcony. Her 

neighbor returns the favor with pastries of her own and thus begins the women‟s exchange. The 

items exchanged between Fatiha and her neighbor take on added importance as the film goes on: 

the neighbor sends Fatiha balls of yarn and money, and Fatiha sends her baby clothes in return. 

Then, one night, Fatiha lowers Mohamed‟s keys to her neighbor while he sleeps. She promptly 

makes a copy of them for Fatiha, literally opening the door for Fatiha to leave her husband – 
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which she eventually does. In both La Pelote de laine and Zohra à la plage, first-generation 

women from the Maghreb become active agents. By overcoming cultural, emotional, and/or 

physical obstacles, they determine the direction of their own lives. 

 

Intersections of the Past and Present: Memories of Algeria 

The final short film in my cinematic corpus is Anna da Palma‟s Bienvenue (2000, 18‟). 

Unlike the films outline above, Da Palma‟s film does not examine differences and conflicts 

between first-generation Maghrebis and their children, encounters between Maghrebis and their 

children and majority-French protagonists, or a key moment in which a first-generation woman 

asserts her agency. Therefore, rather than try to create a thematic connection between other films 

where there isn‟t one, I have categorized this film separately. The narrative of Bienvenue is 

driven by a meeting between two people: a young Algerian woman comes to France specifically 

to seek out an older Algerian woman, her aunt, who had left the country many years before 

(during or shortly after Algerian independence).  

Zohra is a young Algerian lawyer who comes to France to meet her aunt Lyla, who lives 

in a home for the elderly, for the first time. Zohra explains to Lyla that she was always referred 

to as the “French aunt,” since she married a Frenchman and left Algeria for France in the early 

1960s. She goes on to tell Lyla that since her departure, people back home either spoke poorly of 

her or acted as if she had never existed – with the exception of her sister, Ourida (Zohra‟s 

mother). Zohra brings the past and present together in this film and reveals the motivation for her 

visit when she hand delivers two letters to Lyla. The first is a letter that Lyla wrote to Ourida in 

1964 (the only letter she ever wrote her, we learn); and the second is Ourida‟s one and only 

response to Lyla‟s letter, dated June 7, 1994 – thirty years after Lyla first wrote to her. Zohra has 

come to deliver the letter and to inform Lyla that her sister was recently killed in a marketplace 

bombing (which Zohra survived) before she had a chance to send the letter. The remainder of the 

film highlights the ways in which Zohra and Lyla – virtual strangers when they meet – forge an 

increasingly meaningful connection. 
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Textual and Non-Textual Objects in Short Films 

The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to an analysis of a selection of the eighteen 

films outlined here. As indicated earlier, I will focus my analysis specifically on the significant 

role played in these short films by objects, including letters, play scripts, food, and photographs. 

I will argue that these textual and non-textual objects function on at least two levels: first, they 

serve as catalysts for communication between Maghrebi women and other people at the diegetic 

level; and second, they are integral to how the subjective experiences and individual personalities 

of the women are communicated to the spectator. In most, but not all cases, these objects 

function to bring people together across cultural, linguistic, and generational lines, among others. 

It is my contention that this technique is especially common to short films because it lends itself 

very effectively to the medium of short films. The important role given to texts and objects in 

these films reflect their potential to advance the films‟ respective narratives and convey meaning 

in a succinct way. 

 

The Role of Letters 

The use of letters to construct and/or advance narratives in literary and cinematic works is 

nothing new. The most famous examples of the epistolary form in French literature date back to 

the eighteenth century, including such notable texts as Choderlos de Laclos‟ Les Liaisons 

dangeureuses and Montesquieu‟s Lettres persanes. In both cases, this literary form was an 

effective tool for social commentary. In Les Liaisons dangereuses, the letters exchanged between 

the Vicomte de Valmont and the Marquise de Merteuil revealed the corruption of the aristocracy 

in the years leading up to the French Revolution in 1789. Lettres persanes includes fictional 

letters exchanged between two Persians who travel to France, Usbek and Rica, and their 

commentaries, made from an outsider‟s perspective, function as an indirect critique of the 

corruption and excesses notably of the monarchy and the Catholic Church.  

Although the epistolary novel is a less common literary form today than it was in the 

eighteenth century, letters and other written texts are a common sight in television programs and 

especially in films made for a commercial audience. Letters are often used for dramatic effect: 

they can be intercepted, returned to the sender, lost, or destroyed; or, conversely, they can be 

saved by the recipient, reread, and shared with others. Letters and other texts are integral 

elements in plot lines with which we are all familiar: love letters describe the anguish of 
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separation; telegrams announce the death of a soldier in war; ransom notes reveal a kidnapping 

and lay out the terms for the victim‟s safe return; secret government documents are discovered 

and revealed to the press; or anonymous letters reveal one‟s deepest secrets.  

Representations of Maghrebi women who write, read, or even hold written texts in 

cultural productions and the media in France are few and far between. As I viewed the films that 

make up my corpus of short films, I was therefore quite surprised to discover that texts written in 

French, and especially letters, constitute integral elements of four short films featuring post-

colonial, minority women from the Maghreb in France: in the case of Mario Fanfani‟s Un 

dimanche matin à Marseille: Béranger, Faïza Guène‟s RTT, and Anna da Palma‟s Bienvenue, the 

written texts are letters; in Fejria Deliba‟s Le petit chat est mort, the textual object is a play script 

of Molière‟s L’École des femmes. This discovery was unexpected first and foremost because, 

historically speaking, most North African women of this generation were illiterate and did not 

speak French as their native language when they came to France. Because of these and other 

factors, very few Maghrebi migrant women communicated their experiences through the written 

word.92 Although only one of the Maghrebi women protagonists in these films actually writes a 

text and expresses herself through the written word, each of the textual objects that I will 

examine serves a similar purpose in the film: it functions to give expression to the experiences of 

Maghrebi women. Hamid Naficy argues that one of the important features of traditional 

epistolary literature is that the readers “gain direct access to the characters‟ subjective viewpoints 

and emotional states” through reading the characters‟ letters (102), and it is my contention that 

the textual objects function in the films in question to a similar end. As we will see, in each of 

the films, the female Maghrebi migrant protagonist receives a letter or is given a text, and the 

consequences of this not only advance the film‟s narrative but also shed light on the woman‟s 

subjective experiences in France. As we will see, letters in particular are used to articulate 

specific challenges that the first-generation women have faced in France.  

                                                 
92 In “Identity and Community in Autobiographies of Algerian Women in France,” Patricia Geesey argues that 
autobiographical texts by first-generation Algerian women – often the product of collaboration with a European 
researcher – are in themselves problematic for at least two reasons: first, because the “texts are at risk of being 
appropriated by the dominant discourses on/about North African women in France and in the Maghreb” (174); and 
second, because of the mediation of a researcher or collaborator, which can frame the narrative in such a way as to 
provoke a certain reading of the women‟s experiences (by including a preface, for example). Alec G. Hargreaves 
(1991) and Susan Ireland (2001) discuss the problematic aspects of similar collaborations between migrants 
(especially migrant workers from the Maghreb), and in particular the danger that the work of the intermediary 
researcher or collaborator will overpower or distort the voice of the migrant. 
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Un dimanche matin à Marseille: Béranger. Mario Fanfani‟s (very) short film (4‟) brings 

to the fore a first-generation Maghrebi woman‟s problematic relationship to the written word, 

and in particular the challenges this woman, Zora, faces as a result of not being able to read and 

write. It also portrays the difficulties that she encounters from not being perfectly at ease in 

speaking and understanding spoken French. The entire film hinges on a letter written by Zora‟s 

son, Karim, who is serving time in prison for reasons not explained in the film. As highlighted 

above, the film begins as Zora goes to her majority-ethnic French friend‟s house to ask for help 

in reading the letter. Her friend is not there, however, and the door is opened instead by her 

friend‟s grumpy husband, Béranger, who informs Zora that his wife will be home later in the 

day. Zora turns and leaves, and the camera follows Béranger into his small kitchen, where he 

prepares his breakfast and mimics Zora‟s words, accent, and grammar mistakes in a mocking 

tone. Zora knocks on his door again a short time later and asks him to read a letter for her. He 

grudgingly agrees to do so, but only after looking around as if to make sure no one sees him 

talking to her. Béranger‟s tall frame towers over Zora when they stand side by side, reinforcing 

on a visual level his position of power – one based on access to the French language (written and 

oral) and cultural capital. He has the ability to read the letter for her and to divulge information 

that is addressed to her yet inaccessible to her. He quickly reads the letter (written in French) 

aloud, in which Karim tells his mother that he is eating better, gaining weight, and seeing 

doctors. Béranger reacts to the content of the letter, asking Zora: “Il est malade?” to which she 

responds: “Un peu.” She then asks him to read the letter again, but this time more slowly, 

because she did not understand everything he said the first time around. This request again points 

to Zora‟s disempowered position, highlighting her reliance on people like Béranger who may not 

always be very willing to help her, as his reply suggests: “Bon d‟accord, on la relit, mais c‟est 

bien parce que c‟est dimanche.” He then rereads the letter more slowly and enunciates his words. 

Zora loses control of her emotions this time, lamenting that she does not want her son to die in 

prison, and then reveals something that is not made explicit in the letter: Karim suffers from 

AIDS. Zora apologizes to Béranger for bothering him, takes back her letter – the only physical 

connection to her son that she has left– and walks away. Béranger appears to be taken by 

compassion – and perhaps remorse for how he had treated her and made fun of her behind her 

back – and speaks to her for the first time without contempt. He urges her to come back later in 
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the afternoon to have coffee with him and his wife, saying: “Venez prendre un café. On vous 

attend.”  

The film thus ends on a positive note: Zora has succeeded in having her son‟s letter read 

to her, and Béranger has undergone an apparent transformation as a result of his reading the 

letter and has a newfound appreciation and sympathy for Zora‟s situation. Un dimanche matin à 

Marseille: Béranger encourages further reflection on the daily challenges faced by first-

generation Maghrebi women as the result of illiteracy and raises the question of exactly how they 

get by in a society that is so heavily reliant on the written word. The film suggests that the 

protagonist‟s disempowered position, due in part to her illiteracy, is only compounded by her 

foreign origins and non-standard accent; she is discriminated against when she asks for help. 

This short episode represents one small success amid numerous other challenges in the woman‟s 

life – perhaps the next would be finding someone to help her respond to Karim‟s letter. The letter 

is the essential element in eliciting an emotional reaction from the spectators and promoting a 

spirit of compassion and respect for Zora with regard to her position as both the mother of a sick 

child and an uneducated member of the minority population. The film promotes greater 

awareness of and compassion for people whose personal struggles are not often heard or 

recognized in the public space in France: Maghrebi women, on the one hand, and people whose 

lives are affected by AIDS, on the other. Zora is both.  

 

RTT (Réduction du temps de travail).  A letter also plays a central part in the diegesis of 

Faïza Guène‟s RTT (11‟), which is structured from the point of view of Zohra, a single mother 

raising her three children, Mehdi, Naïma, and Rafik, in a Parisian banlieue. Zohra works long 

hours as a cleaning lady but decides to take a day off after receiving a letter from the high school 

asking her to come in for a meeting. While Mehdi looks surprised and worried at this 

announcement, Naïma does not (suggesting that she might have read the letter to her mother), 

and both children urge Zohra to let Naïma attend the meeting in her place. Zohra refuses, 

however, and the spectator discovers something in the following scene (a conversation between 

Mehdi and Naïma) that will be revealed to Zohra during her meeting: this letter is only one in a 

long line of letters sent to Zohra by the school – letters that she never received. Mehdi 

admonishes his sister for failing to intercept this letter like she did the others, to which Naïma 

responds that he is on his own from now on. When Zohra is informed during her parent-teacher 
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meeting at the school that Mehdi attends class only one time in ten but has the potential to 

succeed, she affirms her strong commitment to her son‟s success in school by refuting the 

teacher‟s insinuation that she had better encourage him to attend class if for no other reason than 

to ensure the family‟s continued access to their allocations familiales. The film suggests that 

Zohra‟s disappointment in her son because of his choice to skip school is compounded by the 

fact that he has the opportunity to succeed in life in a way she cannot – potential success 

available to him because of his education – but he chooses not to and would rather earn cash 

through illicit means on the street (even if the motivation behind his actions lay, at least in part, 

in his desire to help his mother financially). 

The importance of having access to the written word – and taking advantage of education 

when it is available – is a key underlying theme in RTT. The film‟s opening sequence suggests 

that Zohra‟s illiteracy leaves her with no options for upward mobility in her employment – or in 

her economic status. The film begins as Zohra, seated at a desk, surrounded by documents and a 

computer, makes a phone call to Naïma, informing her that she must stay late at work. In 

portraying a first-generation woman from the Maghreb working a desk job, this scene thus 

appears to offer an alternative vision of a first-generation woman that would challenge existing 

dominant representations of Maghrebi women in cultural productions and the media in France. 

This is not actually the case, however: the camera pans out to reveal Zohra‟s cleaning cart next to 

the desk and follows her while she puts on a cleaning robe and a rubber glove and begins to dust 

the desk.  

RTT brings to the fore Zohra‟s strong character and highlights her positive qualities, 

including her work ethic, by depicting her in various contexts and during interactions with 

different people. She is a likeable protagonist who invites sympathy – but not pity – from the 

viewer. The spectator witnesses Zohra‟s disappointment, for example, when she learns the truth 

about her son‟s whereabouts after receiving a letter from his school; her despair as she vocalizes 

her dashed hopes regarding Mehdi‟s potential to help the family get out of economic distress 

(she blames the dire state in which they find themselves on the children‟s now-absent father); her 

embarrassment when she bumps into a neighbor to whom she owes money while in the 

supermarket; and her strong moral values and integrity when she refuses to accept (and promises 
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to burn up) the money that Mehdi tries to give her, even when the family could desperately use 

it.93 

The end of the film brings no resolution to the rift between Zohra and Mehdi, and it 

becomes evident that Zohra‟s words to her son fall on deaf ears. In the final sequence, Naïma 

and Mehdi find themselves at a figurative and literal “crossroads.” They leave the family‟s 

apartment only to stop at an intersection of two sidewalks in their cité: one path leads to the 

school, and one leads away from it. Naïma, who is carrying a bag, presumably filled with books 

and notebooks (objects representing tools for upward mobility and success), heads off toward the 

school, while Mehdi starts off in the opposite direction, empty-handed and smoking a cigarette. 

The film then cuts to a final shot of Zohra, walking away from the camera and presumably 

following the same path as always: to work. This film presents a positive portrait of Zohra and 

highlights the particular day-to-day challenges in her life, but its unresolved conclusion leaves 

the spectator wondering what will happen to her, as there seems to be no obvious way for her to 

escape from her disadvantaged socio-economic position. 

 

Letters Crossing Time and Borders in Bienvenue. The meeting between the two 

female protagonists of Anna da Palma‟s Bienvenue (18‟) is motivated by two letters: one written 

by a Maghrebi woman living in France, Lyla, and addressed to her sister, Ourida, living in 

Algeria; and the second addressed to Lyla from Ourida, dated thirty years later. Lyla‟s niece, 

Zohra, is a young Algerian lawyer who flies to France to meet her ailing aunt Lyla – the “French 

aunt,” as she is known in the family – for the first time. The meeting takes place in Lyla‟s place 

of residence: a nursing home. It is immediately obvious from very early in the film that Lyla‟s 

experiences as a Maghrebi migrant in France differed considerably from those of many other 

Maghrebi women who came to France in the 1960s and 1970s. Unlike the Zora in Un dimanche 

matin à Marseille: Béranger and Zohra in RTT, who both faced significant challenges as a result 

                                                 
93 Guène‟s first novel, Kiffe kiffe demain (published in 2004, after the production of RTT) features a first-generation 
Moroccan woman, Yasmina, (a single mother, like Zohra in RTT) whose portrait is painted through the words of her 
fifteen year old daughter, Doria, the novel‟s narrator. It is significant that in both Kiffe kiffe demain and RTT, the 
women are portrayed with great dignity, and although they are not able to help their children with their school work 
because they are illiterate, they lead by example, teaching their children the value of hard work, integrity, and 
honesty. When Doria witnesses her mother‟s dignified and self-restrained response to a mean-spirited woman who 
remarks that she is there to give clothes to the local charity shop whereas Yasmina and Doria are there to acquire 
clothes, she responds: “J‟étais fière de ma mère. C‟est ça la dignité, le genre de trucs qu‟on t‟apprend pas à l‟école” 
(26).  
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of their illiteracy and disadvantaged socio-economic position, Lyla was not the wife of an 

economic migrant; nor was she illiterate. This is not to say, however, that Lyla did not suffer 

from living in exile, separated from her family, as many other Maghrebi women did. These 

differences and similarities are revealed to the spectator in the letter that Lyla wrote to her sister, 

in French and dated 1964. In it, Lyla describes her arrival in France with her French husband, her 

fears regarding her new life in France, and her hope that her sister will respond to her letter and 

reassure her by saying that she is still welcome at home. She writes: “Dis-moi que je suis 

toujours la bienvenue.” Zohra confirms to her aunt that everyone at home – except for Ourida – 

spoke of her in hushed tones or not at all, as if she had never existed. The juxtaposition of Lyla‟s 

letter with Ourida‟s letter – her only response to her sister, written thirty years after the first – 

invites the spectator to imagine the feelings of isolation and rejection that Lyla must have felt 

when she failed to receive a response from her family after her departure from Algeria. When 

Lyla finally does receive a response, it is too late to reestablish lost ties with her sister or to fill 

her in on the past thirty years that Lyla spent in France: Ourida was killed in a marketplace 

bombing before having the chance to mail her letter, hence the reason that Zohra has come to 

hand-deliver it.  

These two letters underscore both the distance and differences that separate the two 

sisters. The physical distance maintained between Lyla and her family for thirty years is 

symbolized by the physical distance traveled by the letters, and the language in which the letters 

are written – Lyla‟s in French (the language of the former colonizer), and Ourida‟s in Arabic (the 

official language of independent Algeria) – serve as a reminder of Lyla‟s decision to live her life 

in France rather than Algeria. Moreover, Ourida‟s mention of Ramadan in her letter contrasts 

with the Christian medal that Zohra and the spectator observe around Lyla‟s neck. When 

considered together, the letters point to the implications of Lyla‟s choice: she distanced herself 

from her family in more ways than one when she married a Frenchman, moved to France, and 

married outside of the Muslim religion (and apparently converted). The letters bring members of 

the family together after thirty years, however, and the interactions that take place between Zohra 

and Lyla suggest that the bonds of family are not completely severed. The two women are virtual 

strangers when they meet but become closer throughout the film, an idea illustrated with 

particular clarity by a scene in which Zohra helps Lyla take a bath, style her hair, and put on 

makeup; and then again near the end of the film when Zohra and Lyla dance and sing together in 
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a dreamlike sequence in which Lyla appears to be restored to health. Lyla‟s peaceful death in her 

sleep later that night underscores the theme of reconciliation (at least to a certain extent) and the 

end of exile.   

As highlighted above, Bienvenue introduces the spectator to a Maghrebi migrant woman 

whose experiences differ greatly from those often represented in films featuring Maghrebi 

women in France, most notably because at the time of her immigration to France, she was an 

educated woman who married a French man. The details of Lyla‟s life in France are not 

articulated in the film, however, and in many ways she remains a mystery to both Zohra and the 

spectator. Lyla‟s sterile, impersonal room in the nursing home provides little information about 

her life, and she becomes upset when Zohra tries to look at her photo album, so this potential 

source of information also remains out of reach. Lyla thus remains a very enigmatic character in 

the film, and the spectator is left with many unanswered questions about her life and experiences 

in France. Although Zohra learns nothing more during the film‟s diegesis about the previous 

thirty years of her aunt‟s life than the spectator does in watching the film, the end of the film 

implies that Zohra – and the family in Algeria – will eventually have access to more information 

about Lyla. Zohra departs for Algeria with Lyla‟s photos and belongings – physical remnants of 

Lyla‟s life in France. Lyla‟s experiences can be communicated through these photographs only 

to a limited extent, however, since she will not be there to explain them. 

I have argued that in these three short films featuring first-generation women from the 

Maghreb, letters trigger communication across generational, cultural, and even national lines. A 

letter (or letters) also constitute(s) an essential element of the diegesis of each of the three films 

analyzed here.94 In other words, the plot of each respective film would change significantly if the 

letter were omitted from it, as would the voices of the Maghrebi women that are expressed 

through these films. In Un dimanche matin à Marseille:Béranger, an unread letter belonging to a 

Maghrebi woman who is unable to read it on her own leads to the otherwise improbable 

exchange between her and a majority-ethnic French man. The letter‟s emotionally charged 

contents and the woman‟s dependence on a less than sympathetic man (at least at first) to read it 
                                                 
94 Epistolarity functions differently in these short films than in the “accented” films as outlined by Naficy, where 
according to Naficy, “epistolarity appears to be less a function of plot formation and character motivation than an 
expression and inscription of exilic displacement, split subjectivity, and multifocalism” (103). As highlighted above, 
Naficy defines “accented” films as those by “exilic and diasporic filmmakers […] who work in the interstices of 
social formations and cinematic practices. A majority are from Third World and postcolonial countries (or from the 
global South) who since the 1960s have relocated to northern cosmopolitan centers where they exist in a state of 
tension and dissension with both their original and their current homes” (10). 
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for her invite the spectator to identify with the woman‟s very difficult experiences and to 

sympathize with her, just as the (white) male protagonist comes to do. In RTT, Zohra receives a 

letter that leads to her discovery of her son‟s refusal to attend class, which in her view is akin to 

closing the only doors to opportunity and success in France – doors that were never open for her 

in the first place because she never had access to education (she is “illettrée”). As in Un 

dimanche matin, the spectator is invited to identify with the Maghrebi migrant woman in RTT 

and to come to a better understanding of the particular challenges in her life. Finally, in 

Bienvenue, two letters motivate Zohra to seek out her aunt Lyla in France, but the film sheds 

light neither on Lyla‟s life in France, nor on the life of her sister, Ourida, in post-independence 

Algeria; only memories from the distant past are revealed to the spectator. The spectator is not 

interpellated on an emotional level in Bienvenue as he or she is in the two other films discussed 

here, nor can the spectator easily identify with the protagonist. Yet the film does engender a 

certain curiosity as to what Lyla might have lived in France, given the rather unique 

circumstances surrounding her arrival. It also encourages further reflection regarding the extent 

to which other equally unique experiences of migrant women from the Maghreb have been 

communicated – or not – through films or other cultural productions in France. 

 

The Role of Molière’s L’École des femmes in Le petit chat est mort 

Fejria Deliba‟s short film Le petit chat est mort (12‟) gives a central place in the diegesis 

not to a letter, as in the films discussed above, but to another textual object: the script of a play, 

specifically Molière‟s L’École des femmes. It is my contention that the juxtaposition of a first-

generation Maghrebi woman and this play functions to foreground the woman‟s individuality, 

unique personality, as well as her relationship with her teenage daughter, Mona, and is a key tool 

that enables the film to construct an endearing and memorable first-generation character in only 

twelve minutes. Released in 1991, Le petit chat est mort is a female-centered film that sheds light 

on the experiences of a first-generation Maghrebi woman and her daughter and therefore does 

not share in what Carrie Tarr calls “the insistent marginalisation of women” characteristic of the 

male-centered narratives of feature films like Le Thé au harem d’Archimède (Charef 1985) and 

Baton Rouge (Bouchareb 1985) that were produced by filmmakers of Maghrebi origin in the 

1980s (Tarr, Reframing difference 31). It would be several years later before first-generation 
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women from the Maghreb were to be the main protagonists or hold key supporting roles in 

feature films.95  

Le petit chat est mort takes place entirely indoors, in an HLM tower in a Parisian 

banlieue, and apart from the opening scene, which takes place in the stairwell of the building, the 

narrative is set within the walls of a Maghrebi family‟s quiet apartment. The mother hums to 

herself while peeling and slicing vegetables in the kitchen, and her four children work on their 

homework. Early in the film, the camera draws the spectator into the mother‟s colorful and 

sunny space – the kitchen – and paints an intimate portrait of her through the use of close-up 

shots of her face and hands as she works. A surprising and revealing sequence between mother 

and daughter occurs when Mona comes into the kitchen to ask her mother to help her with her 

homework: Mona is revising a scene from Molière‟s L’École des femmes and wants her mother 

to assist her by reading the role of another character in the play. Her mother resists at first, saying 

that she has work to do, but finally gives in, takes the book from her daughter and begins to read 

her part aloud. It is extremely rare to see a first-generation Maghrebi woman reading in any films 

– documentaries, short films, téléfilms, or feature films – or in the media in France, and Le petit 

chat est mort thus challenges viewer expectations and calls into question the dominant 

perception that all Maghrebi women who came to France were illiterate and remained that way 

(although this was indeed the case for many women).96 Mona‟s mother, who is able to help her 

daughter with her homework, at least to a certain extent, is thus presented as a unique figure 

from very early in the film.   

The choice by director Fejria Deliba to portray a migrant woman from the Maghreb 

reading from a text – and a play by Molière, no less – is especially significant and revealing on a 

number of levels. First of all, instead of being performed in a French school, local theater, or 

even the prestigious Comédie-Française in Paris, Molière‟s seventeenth century comédie is 

                                                 
95 First-generation Maghrebi women hold leading roles in Rachida Krim‟s Sous les pieds des femmes (1997),Yamina 
Benguigui‟s Inch’Allah dimanche (2001), and Chad Chenouga‟s 17 rue bleue (2001), for example (all discussed in 
chapter 5); Zaïda Ghorab-Volta‟s Souviens-toi de moi (1996) (technically a medium-length film with a running time 
of 59‟) and Bourlem Guerdjou‟s Vivre au paradis (1999) are two films that feature Maghrebi women in supporting 
roles (I analyze Vivre au paradis in chapter 5). 
 
96 A very small number of Maghrebi women are depicted as learning to write in films. These include Aya in Rachida 
Krim‟s feature film Sous les pieds des femmes (discussed in chapter 5), Madame Sfaxi in Djamila Sfaxi‟s 
documentary À ma mere, and Zohra in Sylvia Loner‟s documentary Zohra, entre Paris et Meknès (both discussed in 
chapter 2). It is also worth noting that, as Fejria Deliba stated in a television interview, the woman who played the 
role of the mother in Le petit chat est mort was enrolled in literacy courses when she was chosen by Deliba to play 
the role (Deliba 1998).  
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placed in another context entirely: it is read in the apartment of a minority-ethnic family, in a 

disadvantaged socio-economic neighborhood.97 Moreover, the lines are read by a first-generation 

Maghrebi woman who reads with non-standard accent in French – a mark of her difference – and 

her daughter, whose ease in speaking French, not to mention her standard accent, point to her 

integration in French society. If the first-generation woman‟s accent and difficulty in 

pronouncing some of the lines in the play initially point to her difference within the French 

context, the remainder of the exchange between mother and daughter draws the spectator in on 

an affective level as the mother‟s reactions to Molière‟s play, the range of emotions she displays, 

and her contagious laughter – provoked by her difficulties in pronouncing certain words – reveal 

her to be an extremely endearing and likeable character. On several occasions, the mother wants 

to give up and go back to what she was doing, but Mona gently encourages her to continue.  

The mother‟s emotions come out quite strongly on two occasions in particular when she 

believes that an event in the play actually occurred in reality. For example, when Mona, reading 

her part in the play, says that the little cat is dead (hence the title of play), her mother‟s shock and 

dismay at this development are revealed by her gestures and voiced comments. Mona reassures 

her mother, stating that it‟s a cat in the play that died, not the neighborhood cat. Her mother then 

tells her to leave her alone, but again gives in to Mona‟s pleading – only to read a short passage 

and start laughing again. Mona tells her mother through her own laughter: “maintenant ça suffit 

[…] C‟est sérieux quoi!” and they read a few more lines until they start laughing when the 

mother struggles with a few words. Mona leaves the kitchen at one point but the spectator 

continues to watch her mother in the kitchen as she prepares fish in the sink and laughs 

uncontrollably to herself, even covering her face with her arm as if to contain her emotions. Her 

contagious laughter could easily provoke a reaction from the spectator, even causing him/her to 

laugh along with her (I laugh out loud every time I watch the film). Laughter is often a 

successful means by which to break down barriers of culture, age, or other differences, and it is a 

very effective tool that functions to this effect in this scene and in the film as a whole. The 

spectator is meant to like this Maghrebi protagonist and to appreciate the effort she makes to read 

the play, rather than view her as different because of her origins, accent, or other factors. This is 

                                                 
97 Abdellatif Kechiche‟s award-winning feature film L’Esquive (2004) uses a similar juxtaposition to frame its 
narrative and challenge viewer expectations, placing a “classic” French play, Marivaux‟s Le Jeu de l’amour et du 
hasard, in the context of a socially disadvantaged and ethnically diverse Parisian banlieue. In this film, high school 
students prepare for their performance of the play. 
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all more effective given that the film, released only two years after the infamous “headscarf 

affair” in France, avoids any mention of religion or other potentially controversial subjects.98  

The short exchanges that take place in Arabic between Mona and her mother do not have 

the effect of drawing attention to differences. Despite a potential language barrier, majority-

ethnic French (and non-Arabic speaking) spectators are provided with tools to understand the 

conversation: in some cases, subtitles in French are provided; during other moments, no subtitles 

are provided but the spectator is still able to understand the gist of what is said through context 

clues and in particular by interpreting the mother‟s tone of voice and body language. One 

moment that highlights this idea with particular clarity occurs near the end of the film when the 

mother again reacts strongly when she thinks that an event that occurs in the play actually 

happened in reality. In the play, the young protagonist, Agnès, reveals to her guardian, Arnolphe 

(who placed her in a convent at a young age to ensure her naiveté and now intends to marry her) 

that a young man spent time in the house with her while he was gone. At this point, Mona‟s 

mother abruptly stops reading her lines, puts her hand on her hip, looks at her daughter, and says 

(in French): “Ah bon?!” She then makes a short comment in Arabic. Her words are not subtitled 

this time but the spectator does not need any in order to guess what she said or at the very least 

understand her point of view on the question. Mona clears up the misunderstanding once again, 

but the viewer comes to realize toward the end of the film that the mother was perhaps right to be 

suspicious: her daughter speaks in hushed tones on the phone to her friend, “Odile,” undoubtedly 

her boyfriend, and then informs her mother that she will be going to “Odile‟s” house to study and 

will be home late because of all the homework that she has to do. She then leaves, but not before 

putting on red lipstick behind her mother‟s back.  

The idea that theater is a mirror of society seems to ring just as true in this particular 

context at the end of the twentieth century as it did in the seventeenth century, when Molière‟s 

play was written and first performed. Molière‟s comedies often functioned both as a form of 

entertainment and as a conduit for social critique, directed toward the aristocracy, the 

bourgeoisie, and against corruption in many forms. In the words of Harold Bloom: “Of the 95 
                                                 
98 In 1989, three Muslim girls were suspended from their school in Creil (north of Paris) after refusing to remove 
their headscarves at the request of the school‟s principal, who viewed wearing headscarves in French schools to be 
in violation to French laws on laïcité. This event was widely mediatized and provoked a national debate. According 
to Alec G. Hargreaves, “In the debate over Islam in France, no single issue has generated greater acrimony than the 
Islamic headscarf affair, which began in 1989 and then re-erupted in 1994 and again in 2003, culminating in a 2004 
law banning the garment from French state schools” (Multi-Ethnic France 111). See also Dayan-Herzbrun (2000) 
and Bowen (2007) for analyses of the “headscarf affairs” of 1989, 1994, and 2003-2004.   



120 
 

plays he produced for the state, 31 were his own and in these he worked to perfect an 

entertaining and elegantly disguised method of throwing mud at imposters and fools of all kinds” 

(12). Fejria Deliba‟s Le petit chat est mort is not framed by a spirit of critique or condemnation, 

however; rather, it promotes social awareness and acceptance of others – in particular people 

who at first glance might appear to be different from the majority population (or have a non-

standard accent or difficulty in speaking the French language). By featuring a first-generation 

Maghrebi woman reading L’École des femmes, Le petit chat est mort encourages spectators to 

rethink what it means to speak the “langue de Molière.” This phrase has become synonymous 

with the idea of speaking a “classic,” standard French – one spoken by the majority-ethnic 

population – yet during his lifetime Molière was actually on the margins of society and his 

profession, most notably because of his profession as a comédien. He was appreciated for his 

work, even performing before Louis XIV, yet because of his profession he was not elected to the 

Académie française. According to Virginia Scott, who published a biography of Molière entitled 

Molière: A Theatrical Life in 2000, Molière “died infamous and excommunicated, because he 

was an actor, and it was only with the greatest misgivings that the Church permitted him to be 

buried in Holy Ground” (5). Yet Molière‟s comedies spoke to audiences regardless of their rank, 

class, or where they fell on the hierarchy of power, and in a similar way, Le petit chat est mort 

uses laughter and a range of emotions – provoked by Molière‟s L’École des femmes – to 

introduce spectators to the subjective experiences and unique personality of a first-generation 

Maghrebi woman, within the non-threatening confines of her colorful and luminous apartment.  

 

Non-Textual Objects as Tools for Communication: Food, Photographs, and Balls of Yarn 

As argued above, Le petit chat est mort uses the tool of laughter to bring people together 

regardless of differences in age, language, or culture of origin. In the next part of this chapter, I 

will highlight the ways in which food serves a similar purpose in two films featuring first-

generation women: Ismaël Ferroukhi‟s L’Exposé (23‟) and Catherine Bernstein‟s Zohra à la 

plage (8‟). In both films, a migrant woman from the Maghreb gives food to a member (or 

members) of the majority-ethnic population, and the food, considered in the specific context in 

which it is placed, sheds light on the experiences of the women in France and encourages 

reflection in particular on the extent to which the women face challenges and negotiate their 

lifestyles as the result of their immigration to France.  
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In L’Exposé, Reda, the film‟s young protagonist, must prepare an oral presentation on 

Morocco – a country assigned to him by his teacher because it is his parents‟ country of origin. 

Reda becomes increasingly frustrated, upset, and anxious as the date of his presentation draws 

near because, despite his efforts, he is unable to gather the information that he needs to fill out 

the questionnaire that is supposed to guide his project. Reda‟s mother is unable to answer her 

son‟s questions about Morocco‟s population and surface area and cannot provide him with the 

dictionary that he desperately wants; nor can his father help him. His father appears to read 

Arabic (he is shown reading from the Koran when Reda comes to talk to him) but cannot read 

French (he asks Reda to translate a letter for him), and he gives a reference book to Reda. 

Unfortunately for Reda, however, it does not include the letter “m,” and his father does not own 

the full set. Reda finally tells his mother, in tears: “On ne sait rien ici, ni sur le Maroc, ni sur 

autre chose.” The film‟s spectators can sympathize with Reda‟s frustration but at the same time 

are invited to see beyond it to appreciate the difficulties faced by Reda‟s Moroccan parents as 

immigrants in France, something that Reda‟s young age and strong emotions do not allow him to 

do. The film highlights the parents‟ own frustration with regard to their inability to help Reda 

with his schoolwork because of barriers of language and illiteracy – factors that also contribute 

to their disadvantaged social position in France.  

The film suggests that language barriers have the potential to limit contact and 

communication between the Maghrebi parents and members of the majority population, since 

unlike their children they do not have access to education and the French language through 

school. Reda‟s parents do not appear to have many opportunities to meet majority-ethnic French 

people in their small town of Crest, and therefore there would be a lack of communication and 

exchange between them. Nevertheless, the film foregrounds the idea that there are other channels 

for communication between people who do not share the same language and culture, notably in 

the form of food. Reda‟s family, though isolated in many ways from the majority French culture, 

has access to aspects of French culture and tradition through food, an idea highlighted when 

Reda‟s mother, who spends much of the film cooking Moroccan dishes in the kitchen, provides 

her son with a snack consisting of Laughing Cow cheese and part of a baguette. Furthermore, she 

speaks almost entirely in Arabic throughout the film, but two of the very few words that she does 

speak in French are related to food: first, “fromage,” regarding her son‟s snack; and then 
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“Casino,” the supermarket where she directs Reda to go buy food items. Food items thus provide 

her with a source of French vocabulary. 

Food can also be used as a channel for communication by a member of the minority-

ethnic population, as the final sequences of L’Exposé suggest. Reda again asks his mother to 

supply him with facts about Morocco so that he may complete his project, but her response 

indicates that in her opinion, statistics actually communicate very little about Morocco. She tells 

him (in Arabic, subtitled in French): “Dis-leur que le Maroc c‟est: ni une capitale, ni des chiffres 

ni des m2. C‟est: le soleil, les parfums, et surtout une façon de vivre. Je vais le faire, ton exposé.” 

The materials that she prepares for Reda‟s assignment reflect how she chooses to express the 

idea of Morocco to Reda‟s classmates: she packs him a box containing mint tea, pastries, and a 

beautiful serving set to share with the class. Reda is worried at first because his presentation will 

not be like those given by his classmates (involving paper handouts, posters, and facts), but once 

in the classroom he proudly displays his mother‟s work and even repeats her words to the class – 

this time translating them into French. The film‟s ending reinforces a point underscored 

throughout the film: knowledge comes in many forms and is not limited to what one reads in a 

book. Because of their origins and experiences in Morocco, Reda‟s parents have a particular 

knowledge base and perspective that differ from those of majority-French people, and this 

knowledge should be appreciated and shared. Reda‟s mother demonstrates her knowledge in a 

concrete way, through the preparation of food, and the majority-ethnic French students (and 

teacher) learn about something new from her as a result.  

The first scene in Catherine Bernstein‟s Zohra à la plage, set in a French family‟s 

kitchen, depicts an Algerian woman, Zohra, as she tries to convince the family‟s young blond 

daughter to eat her food – ham. Zohra repeats several times how good the ham is, stating that she 

even bought it at the market for the little girl. When the girl tries to share her food with Zohra, 

however, Zohra jumps back and says: “Ah non, je mange pas. C‟est dégueullasse!” This short 

opening sequence is very significant with regard to the information that it communicates to the 

spectator: on the one hand, it underscores Zohra‟s Muslim faith and by extension her Algerian 

origins; on the other hand, it elucidates the extent to which Zohra has been able adapt to life in 

France. She successfully does her job by feeding ham to the young French girl, but she chooses 

not to eat any herself. In my May 2010 interview with her, Catherine Bernstein informed me that 

she considers this opening scene to be an integral part of the film because it foreshadows the 
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main themes that are underscored in the remainder of it. She stated: “Dans cette histoire, [Zohra] 

est algérienne, avec une volonté d‟intégration tout en respectant sa propre culture – c‟est 

l‟histoire du jambon” (Bernstein).99  

Zohra speaks very little in the film, but when she does speak up – as she does in the first 

scene with the ham – her words carry added significance when taken in light of the context in 

which they are spoken. This is also the case in the film‟s second sequence, which takes place in 

Zohra‟s bedroom. Zohra‟s husband complains (in a mixture of French and Arabic) about his 

wife‟s employment, but this does not deter her from announcing to him (with a smile on her face 

that only the spectator can see): “Moi demain je pars en voyage d‟affaires.” He responds: “C‟est 

pas normal,” and then she turns off the light, putting an end to the conversation. These two 

instances in which Zohra expresses herself highlight the kinds of negotiations in which Zohra is 

involved as an Algerian woman in France and underscore her agency in this process. She 

chooses not to change certain aspects of her life while at the same time pushing limits and 

transcending boundaries in other areas, notably going against the wishes of her husband with 

regard to her employment.  

In the remainder of the film, the spectator witnesses a transformation in Zohra, which 

occurs during her day at the beach as she acquires a newfound sense of freedom and confidence 

in herself. This transformation is communicated at a visual level by the change in Zohra‟s outfit: 

when she arrives at the beach, she is dressed in a skirt, knee-high stockings, a top, and a sweater, 

and she appears to be extremely conscious of – and uncomfortable with – the amount of skin on 

display around her. As the day goes on, however, and the sun beats down on her, Zohra becomes 

more comfortable with her surroundings, laughs and plays with the children on the beach – and 

begins to take off items of clothing. By the end of the day, Zohra is running and playing soccer 

on the beach with the children wearing only her bra and skirt. According to the director, the 

presence of children rather than adults is imperative to Zohra‟s transformation:  

Je pense que les changements dans la vie d‟une personne, et d‟une femme en 

l‟occurrence, ça ne se passe pas par de grandes révolutions, mais ça se passe par 

de petits moments. Et j‟ai voulu raconter comment cette journée-là, cette femme-

                                                 
99 Bernstein also told me that she had to fight to keep this scene in the film – since both the producer and the film‟s 
editor wanted to drop it – confirming that she was glad that she did because the scene provoked laughter from the 
audience during the film‟s first projection and in her opinion was the most successful scene in the film. 
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là, elle s‟était libérée – grâce au paravent des enfants […] C‟est parce qu‟il y avait 

des enfants. Dans un monde adulte, elle ne l‟aurait pas fait. (Bernstein) 

Zohra‟s transformation does carry over into the adult world, however, as the film‟s final scene 

demonstrates. In this scene, Zohra and her husband are once again in their bedroom, and this 

time her husband applies ointment to his wife‟s sunburned back, admonishing her for thinking 

she was “Brigitte Bardot” on the beach. She does not answer him with words, but rather with 

laughter; her joyful laughter lasts several seconds and continues even after she turns out the light 

and the film credits begin. The film thus ends with a reminder of Zohra‟s joyful and unique 

personality. In both Zohra à la plage and Fejria Deliba‟s Le petit chat est mort, laughter – 

“quelque chose d‟extrêmement fédérateur,” according to Catherine Bernstein (Bernstein) – 

contributes to the creation of an affective connection between the spectator and the first-

generation protagonist and downplays any potential markers of difference.100  

 

Expressing Something That Words Cannot: a Mother-Daughter Photograph in 

Chemin de Traverse. It is a photograph, rather than a textual object or food, which holds special 

significance and communicative value in Malika Tenfiche‟s Chemin de traverse (22‟). As 

highlighted above, this film follows a young Maghrebi French woman, Yasmine, and her aging 

mother on a car trip from Paris to Marseille (a trip that Yasmine‟s mother should have taken 

alone and on a train, had Yasmine not been late in meeting her at the train station to see her off). 

Mother and daughter have very different opinions as to how the other should live her life and 

each defends the choices she has made in her own life. The tension is palpable between the two 

women, and the words that they exchange tend to be harsh, critical (“Qu‟est-ce que j‟ai fait pour 

avoir une fille comme toi”), and bring out and/or reflect the conflict between them and the extent 

to which they do not understand each other. We see this, for example, when Yasmine tells her 

mother: “Tu ne peux pas comprendre.”  

Yasmine and her mother seem unable to communicate verbally in a constructive way; 

their words constantly lead to conflict and a breakdown of communication. At three points in the 

film, however, the two women do connect with one another in a meaningful way, yet these 

                                                 
100 The first time I watched Zohra à la plage, I was struck by how much the main protagonist reminded me of the 
mother in Deliba‟s Le petit chat est mort because of her laughter and joyful personality – there are few films 
featuring Maghrebi migrant women that are so optimistic and lighthearted. I subsequently learned from Catherine 
Bernstein that the protagonist of her film was actually directly inspired from Deliba‟s film. She explained that, in her 
opinion, the mother‟s laughter (in Le petit chat est mort) “ouvre quelque chose” in the film. (Bernstein) 
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exchanges occur without words. The first time, the women‟s eyes meet in the rearview mirror in 

the car when they hear an announcement on the radio about a bombing in Algiers, near a 

marketplace. The next moment occurs in the two women‟s hotel room: the mother looks at her 

daughter, and her daughter appears to understand her mother‟s gaze and begins to massage her 

mother‟s legs and back in a long and intimate scene during which neither of them speak a word. 

The calm and silent moment shared between mother and daughter in this scene contrasts to their 

bickering and the sharp words they exchanged during their journey. The third non-verbal 

exchange between the two women occurs in the film‟s concluding sequence and constitutes the 

film‟s emotional climax. The intense moment of communication between mother and daughter is 

brought about by a significant object: a photograph. In the scenes leading up to this final 

meeting, we see Yasmine sneak out of their hotel room late in the night after promising to spend 

time with her mother and massaging her body. Yasmine spends most of the night in a bar, and 

her mother wakes up alone in the hotel room. When Yasmine returns, she discovers that her 

mother is gone, and she runs through the town, panicked, until she finds her seated in a garden 

outside the clinic where she is to have her appointment. The mother is holding Yasmine‟s writing 

notebook and a photograph that Yasmine keeps within its pages: the photograph is of the mother 

helping her daughter bathe when she was very young. The presence of this photograph in 

Yasmine‟s notebook, and her mother‟s discovery of it, lead to a moment of reconciliation and 

communication – non-verbal communication – between the two women. The placement of the 

photograph in Yasmine‟s notebook speaks to her love for her mother, and the intense and 

emotional gaze shared by the two women constitutes a moment of mutual understanding with 

regard to the bond that exists between them, despite their complicated relationship and the 

inability of each of the women to translate their feelings into words.  

 

Objects Opening Lines of Communication in La Pelote de laine. The final film 

considered in this chapter is Fatma Zohra Zamoum‟s La Pelote de laine (14‟). This film is an 

appropriate choice to close this chapter on short films for two main reasons: firstly, because 

several objects (rather than a single one) play a key role in the film, and these include food, 

photographs, and balls of yarn; and secondly, because these objects allow two women to 

communicate with each other not only across barriers of language and culture, but also despite a 

literal, physical barrier that separates them – the walls of a locked apartment. As described 
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above, Fatiha is a first-generation Maghrebi woman whose husband, Mohamed, brings her and 

their children to join him in France in 1974. At the beginning of the film, Fatiha discovers that he 

locks his wife and children in the apartment when he leaves for work in the morning; she is 

literally a prisoner in her own home, cut off from communicating with the world outside of their 

apartment. Fatiha‟s words of protest at this discovery fall on her husband‟s deaf ears and only 

lead to a slap across the face, while her body language and hard stares directed toward her 

husband also clearly express her feelings but do not lead to a change in her husband‟s behavior.  

Despite the challenges that she faces upon her arrival in France, Fatiha is not portrayed as 

a victim in this film – quite the contrary. She asserts her agency by establishing contact with the 

exterior using very creative means: she begins an exchange of objects with the French woman 

who lives in the apartment one floor below, lowering them to her in a basket tied to a string. The 

first thing that Fatiha offers to her neighbor is a basket of homemade pastries. As is the case in 

L’Exposé, food is represented here as something that can bring people of different cultures and 

backgrounds together. Both Fatiha and the mother represented in L’Exposé are illiterate and thus 

cannot express themselves to members of the majority population through the written word, so 

they use the knowledge that they do have to open lines of communication. I asked the director of 

La Pelote de laine, Fatma Zohra Zamoum, specifically about the role of the pastries in the film 

(as an object made by Fatiha), and she underscored their significance as a symbol of Fatiha‟s 

knowledge:  

Ça fait partie des petits moments sur lesquels je voulais insister, sur ce que savent 

faire les gens, en fait. […] Finalement, la seule chose avec laquelle elle va 

travailler est avec ce qu‟elle sait faire. Elle n‟a pas reçu d‟éducation, ni de 

formation professionnelle, ni rien du tout, alors c‟est ça qui est intéressant en 

fait… Les gens ne savent pas parler, n‟ont pas les papiers, mais ils savent faire 

des choses. (Zamoum) 

In La Pelote de laine, the skill involved in making the pastries, as well as the beauty of them, are 

brought to the fore by the camera angle used during the sequence in which Fatiha puts the 

finishing touches on the pastries. The camera is positioned directly above the kitchen table (as if 

hung from the ceiling) and it captures Fatiha‟s graceful movements as she takes the crescent-

shaped pastries, dips them in powdered sugar, and lays them one by one onto the table in 

perfectly straight rows. The choice to make pastries no doubt also serves a practical purpose for 
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Fatiha: she makes something out of ingredients that are available to her – ingredients that her 

husband will never miss.  

Fatiha and her neighbor also exchange photographs of their respective babies, and this is 

another object that connects the women to one another by nature of their role as mothers. 

Fatiha‟s first physical excursion outside of her apartment also occurs thanks to the baby: she 

accompanies her husband to take the sick child to the doctor. Fatiha‟s motivation to spend time 

outside of the apartment – and to find the means to do so – also stems from her desire to take her 

son, Saïd, outside for fresh air and to play, and when her husband fails to make good on his 

promise to take the family to the local park, Fatiha‟s determination to reach the outside world is 

only bolstered.  

The objects exchanged between Fatiha and her neighbor take on added significance 

toward the end of the film. There now enters another object that in other circumstances would 

not seem to be particularly important or significant: a ball of yarn. Knitting may be a hobby or 

pastime for some women, but for Fatiha it becomes a means by which to escape the confines of 

the apartment and achieve freedom from her husband. Fatiha begins knitting baby clothes for her 

neighbor, and as a result, the plastic bags that the neighbor sends up to her contain not only balls 

of yarn but also money. The balls of yarn come to symbolize the key to Fatiha‟s liberty and 

freedom, since they provide her with income that she will be able to use to survive without her 

husband (or at least give her a chance to get on her feet). Fatiha‟s neighbor also helps her attain 

the literal keys to her freedom: a copy of her husband‟s key to the apartment. Late one night, 

Fatiha takes her husband‟s keys from the bedside table and lowers them down to her neighbor, 

who makes a copy of them for her and sends both sets up to her before Mohamed wakes up and 

notices that they are missing. 

In the final scene of the film, Fatiha and her neighbor sit together – outside – on a park 

bench, and her son plays with other children in the background. Her voice (in the form of a 

voiceover commentary) brings the film to a striking close with the following words: “Mon bébé 

n‟a plus jamais été malade. Et Mohamed ne s‟en est jamais étonné. Je sortais pendant qu‟il était 

au travail. J‟attendais qu‟il arrête de fermer la porte à clé mais il n‟a jamais compris. Alors, un 

jour, il a trouvé la maison vide.” Only when Fatiha is out of the apartment is she is able to 

connect verbally to the outside world (her voiceover commentary is in French, and she briefly 

speaks French to her neighbor while they are sitting on the bench), but, as I have highlighted, she 
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expressed herself and was understood long before that thanks to the exchange of objects. The 

film suggests that the two female protagonists do not need written words or a common language 

to communicate and make themselves understood.  

I asked Fatma Zohra Zamoum why the spectator hears no verbal exchanges between 

Fatiha and her neighbor during their exchange of objects. I was particularly curious about her 

choice to film a number of sequences involving the two women with an extreme long shot. These 

scenes depict both women on the balconies of their respective apartments, yet the women are 

positioned far enough away so as to keep the spectator out of earshot – that is, if the women 

exchange words at all in these scenes (we cannot be sure one way or another). She responded: 

Je ne voulais pas uniquement un échange factuel. Ça donnait plus d‟amplitude à 

l‟échange qu‟il pouvait y avoir entre eux, de ne pas le définir, finalement. Et puis 

cela résolvait un vrai problème, qui était: en quoi elles parlent? En quelle langue 

elle lui parle? Ça résolvait ce problème-là. Parce que la faire parler en petit-nègre 

ou petit-arabe n‟était pas terrible non plus, et tout de suite ça rend le personnage 

comme un enfant, ça le fait percevoir comme un enfant… Quand on ne sait pas 

parler, même si on a de grandes choses à dire… c‟est très compliqué, en fait. 

Donc du coup ça résolvait deux problèmes, qui étaient: la nature de l‟échange, et 

de ne pas le dater, ne pas faire un truc factuel, trop précis; et puis ça résolvait la 

question de en quelle langue elles se parlent. Et j‟aimais bien l‟idée qu‟elles se 

parlent dans un langage universel, où elles se comprennent. (Zamoum)  

It is significant that in La Pelote de laine, objects, rather than words, are used to 

communicate meaning between Fatiha and her neighbor. As highlighted above, objects are 

integral to bringing the women together despite numerous divisions and differences (including a 

language barrier); the objects that they exchange bring to the fore similarities that exist between 

the women, including their knowledge in the kitchen and their role as mothers. The film 

succeeds in foregrounding their dialogue precisely because it avoids verbal exchanges, which 

could have potentially underscored differences rather than similarities between the two 

neighbors.  
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Conclusion 

I have argued in this chapter that textual and non-textual objects are conducive to 

communicating the voices and subjective experiences of Maghrebi migrant women in short 

films. I have highlighted the ways in which textual objects such as letters, and non-textual 

objects like food and photographs, are used in these films to bring people together and foster 

communication and understanding (with varying degrees of success) between first-generation 

women and other characters on a diegetic level across boundaries of age, culture, and language. 

These objects are also used to communicate meaning to and elicit emotions from the spectator, 

notably by highlighting challenges faced by first-generation women in France and by bringing to 

the fore their individuality, subjective experiences, and the extent to which they have adapted to 

life in France. These films encourage an open-mindedness and acceptance of differences. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE VOICES OF MAGHREBI WOMEN IN FRENCH 

TÉLÉFILMS: REPRESENTING AGENCY 

In this chapter, I will examine the voices of Maghrebi women as they are represented in 

French made-for-television films – téléfilms (also often referred to as fictions unitaires).101 As 

the name implies, téléfilms are fiction films made specifically to be broadcast on television – 

known as the petit écran in France – whereas feature-length films are destined for distribution in 

cinemas, on the grand écran. In order to build my téléfilm corpus, which to the best of my 

knowledge includes every téléfilm broadcast in France that features a first-generation woman 

from the Maghreb, I carried out a methodical search in the database of the Institut de 

l‟Audiovisuel (INA) at the Bibliothèque nationale de France (François Mitterrand). I viewed 

twelve out of the thirteen films that make up my corpus – films broadcast on French television 

between 1993 and 2010 – at the INA. Of these twelve téléfilms, eight were broadcast on the 

France 2, two on France 3, and two on ARTE (a Franco-German network).102 The only film in 

my corpus that I did not view at the INA is the sequel to Yamina Benguigui‟s first téléfilm, 

Aïcha (2009, France 2), entitled Aïcha: Job à tout prix. This téléfilm was not available at the 

INA during my time in Paris because it had yet to be broadcast on television, but I was able to 

see it at an advance screening in Paris in November of 2010 (it was broadcast on France 2 on 

March 2, 2011).103  

This chapter is composed of three sections: in the first section, I will discuss the 

specificities of the genre of the téléfilm as compared to other film genres and in particular as 

compared to feature films. I will argue that although téléfilms are often considered to be worthy 

of limited critical attention on the grounds that they are intended to attracted broad, “popular” 

television audiences, they merit attention precisely because they are frequently seen by much 

                                                 
101 I will employ the French term téléfilm throughout this chapter both to emphasize the specificity of French 
téléfilms and to avoid repeating its longer English equivalent, “made-for-television.” 
 
102 Several of the téléfilms were co-produced by more than one of these three networks. For the purposes of this 
chapter, I list each téléfilm with the specific network on which it was first broadcast.  
 
103 Aïcha: Job à tout prix was shown at the 3 Luxembourg cinema in Paris on November 13, 2010, as part of the film 
festival “Le Maghreb des films.”   
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larger audiences than art house movies and thus have the potential to significantly impact 

viewers‟ understandings and perceptions of Maghrebi migrant women in France. In the second 

part of the chapter, I will provide a brief overview of each of the thirteen téléfilms in my corpus, 

since contrary to feature films depicting Maghrebi women (discussed in chapter 5), most of 

which are available to the general public on DVD, only three of the téléfilms in my corpus have 

thus far been released on DVD after their initial broadcast on television.104 As mentioned above, 

once a téléfilm has been broadcast on a French television network, it becomes available for 

viewing (after a short delay) at the Institut National de l‟Audiovisuel (INA) in Paris, but this 

institution is not open to the general public. As very little scholarly work has been devoted to 

these téléfilms and any media coverage about them tends to be limited to a few lines, one of the 

purposes of this second section is to provide a detailed (yet not overly lengthy) summary of each 

film as a source of reference for my subsequent analysis of the corpus. As we will see, the 

guiding narrative threads of nearly all of the téléfilms in my corpus touch on differences and 

conflicts between first-generation Maghrebis and their children (almost always young women), 

who were born and/or raised in France. These conflicts arise between the different generations 

most often because of differing opinions about certain traditions or customs associated with the 

country of origin and/or the Muslim religion, most notably those relating to arranged marriage, 

mixed marriage, intercultural dating, and other lifestyle choices.105 These téléfilms suggest that 

the problems arising between Maghrebis and their children are largely due to their cultural 

particularities, which are tied to the culture of origin. The films suggest that in order to bring an 

end to these conflicts and/or problems within the Maghrebi family sphere, one of two things 

must happen: either the daughter (in most cases) must separate herself from the restrictive 

traditions or practices imposed on her by her family in order to lead the more “Westernized” 

lifestyle that she desires; or the parents must come to realize that their children are different from 

them and thus accept their children‟s decisions and lifestyle choices. In some cases, the 

Maghrebi parents – and especially the mothers – even decide to follow their children‟s lead and 

disregard certain traditions or sets of expectations in their own lives (women might decide to 

work outside of the home, for example). It is noteworthy that this problematic is much more 

                                                 
104 The films available to be purchased or rented are Harkis (Tasma 2006), Aïcha (Benguigui 2009), and Aïcha: Job 
à tout prix (Benguigui 2011). 
 
105 As highlighted in the other chapters of this dissertation, these themes are also central to numerous documentaries, 
short films, and feature films. 
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dominant in téléfilms than in documentaries, short films, and feature films that depict first-

generation women from the Maghreb. While present in a number of films in each of these 

genres, these culturally based inter-generational conflicts are less preeminent there than in 

téléfilms. 

In the final and most substantive part of this chapter, I will analyze the representation of 

the voices of first-generation Maghrebi women in téléfilms, focusing on films in which first-

generation women are the main protagonists or have important supporting roles. The guiding 

framework of my analysis will be an examination of the theme of agency – in the sense of 

“acting” (as in the French verb agir) and “speaking out” – as it relates to first-generation women 

from the Maghreb. More precisely, I will examine the varying degrees of agency – from lesser to 

greater – demonstrated by Maghrebi migrant women in these films. Demonstrating agency 

implies taking charge, or attempting to take charge, of one‟s own destiny, rather than allowing it 

to be determined by other people or allowing one‟s words and actions to be guided solely by 

external factors such as tradition or the expectations of others. Agency is absent notably when 

the subject is unwilling or unable to make choices for him or herself or act in a self-willed 

manner. 

My analysis will be guided by the following questions: to what extent are first-generation 

women from the Maghreb represented as demonstrating agency in these films, and by what 

means do they assert this agency? What barriers must they overcome to do so? What are the 

consequences of their words and actions, for themselves as well as others? Finally, is “speaking 

out” and/or “(re)acting” represented as anything but a positive thing? The téléfilms that I will 

analyze can be grouped into four different categories representing four distinct degrees of 

agency. In the first category, I examine a film in which a Maghrebi woman is represented as 

having little or no agency. She does not speak out to defend her interests because she does not 

believe that it will make a difference. A second film in this category represents a first-generation 

woman who does speak out against what she views as an injustice and thus demonstrates a 

degree of agency, yet in the end she is no better off than the woman in the first film because her 

words fall on deaf ears and she is unable to change the situation. In the second group of téléfilms, 

Maghrebi women appear to demonstrate a significant degree of agency, since there are many 

instances in which they express themselves and take action. As I will endeavor to show, 

however, almost without exception these instances actually only give the appearance of agency, 
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and do not constitute true agency, since the words and actions of these women arise from an 

unthinking acceptance of traditions and values that were transmitted to them by their forbears. 

These women are portrayed in a very negative light, and as we will see, their behavior often has 

negative consequences for other people, and notably young people of Maghrebi descent (often 

their children). The films that make up the third group each portray turning points in the lives of 

Maghrebi women, as they assert themselves and demonstrate agency to a more significant extent 

than in the first two groups of films. The women make their voices heard, despite various 

challenges. In the end, these displays of agency have positive consequences for the women and 

their families. Finally, the Maghrebi migrant women depicted in the téléfilms that make up the 

fourth category demonstrate the greatest degree of agency in any of the téléfilms in the corpus. 

These téléfilms use new and innovative techniques to represent the experiences of Maghrebi 

women in France. 

 

Specificities of French Téléfilms: the Question of Genre 

Before analyzing the varying degrees of agency displayed by first-generation women in a 

selection of téléfilms, I would like to briefly discuss the French téléfilm as a genre, in order to 

situate the téléfilms in my corpus within a broader framework. What exactly is a téléfilm? How 

can we define this genre? As mentioned above, téléfilms are by definition produced to be 

broadcast on television, rather than for release in cinemas. A number of studies consider specific 

téléfilms, discuss statistics about them (how many are released on certain networks, for 

example), or group them in the context of other fictions télévisées such as fictional television 

series, but few consider the technical specificities of téléfilms.106 An important question to help 

us understand these specificities is: how do téléfilms differ from feature films? Unlike 

documentaries and short films, téléfilms and feature films are both works of fiction that tend to 

average about ninety minutes. The differences between them are related notably to their 

respective distribution outlets (television versus cinema). Firstly, téléfilms must fit into a pre-

determined, non-negotiable timeslot set by a network – ninety minutes (or more rarely, fifty-two 

                                                 
106 See for example the work of Chateau, Leblanc, and Mottet (1991); Lecharbonnier (1999); and Mazdon (1999). 
One exception is the work of Jeanne Marchalot-Zorninger (2006). In her comparative analysis of the cinematic 
works of directors, such as André Téchiné, who have made two versions of the same film (one to be broadcast on 
television and one to be released in theaters), Marchalot-Zorninger does distinguish between certain “valeurs 
téléfilmiques” and “valeurs cinématographiques” that she observes between the different films versions (77). 
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minutes) – unlike feature films destined for cinema release, which  may average ninety minutes 

but can run longer or shorter with no consequence.107 Secondly, téléfilms are available to viewers 

at one specific time on one particular day (although they may be rebroadcast at a later time), 

usually during primetime viewing hours, as opposed to feature films, which may remain 

available to viewers in cinemas for weeks or even months at a time. Thirdly, téléfilms tend to 

benefit from less publicity, smaller budgets, and shorter filming schedules than films released in 

theaters (although there are exceptions). Jeanne Marchalot-Zorninger argues that the smaller 

budgets, limited publicity, and one-time broadcast common to most téléfilms by no means doom 

them to having only a limited viewing audience; on the contrary, “il faut noter qu‟en une seule 

soirée – et c‟est le paradoxe – un téléfilm peut avoir un audimat élevé (entre huit et dix millions 

de téléspectateurs par exemple) alors qu‟il est plus rare qu‟un film français atteigne ce genre de 

chiffres en entrées, un million d‟entrées étant déjà un succès” (15).  

Regardless of this potential to be viewed by large audiences, however, many critics point 

out that téléfilms – simply by virtue of their release on television – are considered (rightly or 

wrongly) by many professionals in the film industry and spectators alike to be less prestigious 

than films made for the grand écran.  Marchalot-Zorninger describes this perceived disparity in 

the following way: 

L‟appellation même de téléfilm le stigmatise. Aussi se présente-t-il davantage 

comme un produit bas de gamme destiné à la télévision. Quant au film de cinéma, 

il est distinctement identifié comme une œuvre appartenant à l‟art 

cinématographique. Il se situe spécifiquement et définitivement du côté de l‟art, 

ce qui lui donne apparemment une valeur intrinsèquement supérieure. Le téléfilm 

serait toujours déprécié à son profit. (14) 

                                                 
107 It is important to point out that although the téléfilms examined in this chapter must conform to certain time 
constraints by virtue of their release on television in France (on France 2, France 3, or ARTE, respectively), they are 
not constrained or interrupted by commercial breaks. In fact, as Brigitte Rollet notes in Télévision et homosexualité: 
10 ans de fictions françaises 1995-2005, there are no commercial breaks permitted at all during ninety-minute 
téléfilms (169). This represents a significant distinguishing factor between French téléfilms and American made-for-
television films. According to Jeremy G. Butler, American made-for-television movies (also dubbed movies of the 
week – or MOWs) “are designed to be interrupted. Their narrative chain is segmented to take advantage of 
commercial breaks. Rather than a continuous chain of events in cause effect relationship with one another, the 
MOW often (though not always) halts the action and provides a small climax just before the commercials begin. 
This climax does not resolve the enigma, as does the final climax of a theatrical film. Instead, it heightens the 
enigma, posing questions that entice the viewer to stay with this channel through the commercials to find out what 
happens next” (29). 
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Téléfilms are often viewed to be of a lesser quality because of supposed restrictions imposed by 

television networks in order to guarantee that films appeal to broad audiences, generate high 

ratings, keep the spectator‟s interest (so that he or she does not turn the channel), and remain 

“politically correct.”108 In Télévision et cinéma: Le désenchantement (1998), Régine Chaniac and 

Jean-Pierre Jézéquel argue that 

ce qui fonde, en France, le mur de séparation entre les deux branches, c‟est la 

supériorité culturelle dont bénéficie, aux yeux de tous, y compris aux yeux des 

professionnels de la télévision, la production cinématographique: supériorité peut-

être acquise au bénéfice de l‟ancienneté, mais surtout prestige social et légitimité 

culturelle. Ces préjugés confèrent au cinéma une auréole qui fonde sa „distinction‟ 

à l‟encontre de tous les autres champs produisant des images animées. (213)  

Despite the supposed differences that separate téléfilms from feature-length films, many critics 

argue that the boundary between the two genres is in reality becoming more and more blurred for 

a number of reasons. Lucy Mazdon has argued, for example, that the quality of téléfilms has 

improved in recent years because the téléfilm industry has had to rise to the level of its 

competition, in the sense that it must be able to produce téléfilms that can compete with 

increased numbers of feature-length films (originally released in theaters) that are broadcast on 

television (74-75). François Jost and Gérard Leblanc note in La Télévision française au jour le 

jour (1994) that the film industry in France has also become increasingly intertwined with and 

financially dependent on the television industry, which has also contributed to this blurring of 

boundaries between the two industries and the films they produce. They write: 

l‟industrie cinématographique s‟est redéployée vers des montages financiers qui 

incluent la télévision comme producteur et comme diffuseur. La télévision n‟est 

plus l‟ennemie du cinéma, elle est son partenaire. Les différences entre téléfilm et 

film de consommation courante tendent à s‟estomper. L‟augmentation des 

budgets permet d‟employer des scénaristes, des acteurs, des réalisateurs venus du 

cinéma. (85)  

                                                 
108 An article published in Le Monde on Sept. 20, 2003 is representative of this kind of critique: “La qualité du 
téléfilm français serait-elle une fiction? Soumis à de lourdes contraintes et réglementations, scénaristes et 
réalisateurs ne s‟écartent guère du „politiquement correct.‟ A l‟exception d‟Arte, les chaînes privilégient les fictions 
qui ne dérangent ni le téléspectateur ni le pouvoir” (Cornu, Cressard, and Humblot).   
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There is also more and more crossover between people who work in the cinema and television 

industries, as professionals in the film industry are becoming less reluctant work for television, 

once “considered as minor if not degrading work” (Jäckel 176). Gérard Depardieu‟s participation 

in several téléfilms de prestige (large-budget téléfilms, usually period pieces that are adaptations 

of classic French novels) in the late 1990s and early 2000s marked a significant turning point in 

this regard and gave a new element of prestige to the téléfilm genre and new weight to the 

argument that téléfilms are works of art.109 Other celebrated actors and actresses (Fanny Ardent 

and Catherine Deneuve, among others) have followed Depardieu‟s lead, attracted no doubt by 

the advantages associated with acting in a téléfilm de prestige, including: “des salaires 

confortables pour une durée réduite de tournage, des rôles forts dans des films historiques ou des 

adaptations littéraires et une bonne médiatisation” (Fraissard et Séry). None of the téléfilms that 

make up my corpus in this chapter could be classified as téléfilms de prestige in the sense 

described above, but two of the téléfilms did set records for viewership: with over 6.2 million 

viewers, Alain Tasma‟s Harkis (2006) attracted more viewers for France 2 during primetime 

hours than the widely successful American series Grey’s Anatomy did for TF1 (“„Harkis‟ 

devance „Grey’s Anatomy‟”); and over 5.3 million television viewers tuned in to watch Yamina 

Benguigui‟s Aïcha (2009), which constituted “la meilleure audience pour un téléfilm français 

depuis un an sur France 2” (“Record d‟audience”).110 The success of these films can no doubt be 

attributed, at least to a significant extent, to the fact that leading roles in both films were held by 

people who were already relatively well-known to television viewers: Smaïn (comedian, actor, 

director), in the first film, and Sofia Essaïdi (of Star Academy 3 and, more recently, Danse avec 

les stars fame), in the second. 

The films that make up the corpus examined in this chapter could be considered téléfilms 

“à petit budget” or “à moyen budget” (Jost and Leblanc 88), as opposed to large-budget téléfilms 

de prestige. According to Jost and Leblanc, the smaller budget French téléfilms tend to share two 

common characteristics: first, they are meant to provoke an emotional response from the viewer; 

and second, by nature of their form or content, they are meant to be familiar to the viewer, and 

                                                 
109 Depardieu‟s téléfilms include: Le comte de Monte Cristo (a four-part téléfilm broadcast on the private network 
TF1 in 1998); Balzac (two-part téléfilm, TF1, 1999); Les Misérables (four-part téléfilm, TF1, 2000); and Napoléon 
(four-part téléfilm, France 2, 2002). 
 
110 The sequel to this film, Aïcha: Job à tout prix, had 3.9 million spectators when it was broadcast on March 2, 2011 
(France 2). 
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are thus often inspired by current events (86-88). As Brigitte Rollet highlights in her work on 

representations of homosexuality on French television, the themes usually evoked in téléfilms 

can be grouped under the umbrella term of questions de société and are particularly recurrent in 

téléfilms broadcast on public television networks (170). Examples of these broad themes might 

include “marriage,” “education,” “discrimination,” or “family.” As we will see in the following 

section of this chapter, the characteristics highlighted by Jost and Leblanc and Rollet are 

common to many of the téléfilms featuring first-generation women from the Maghreb. These 

characteristics would likely peak viewer interest and appeal to broad television audiences, and 

thus it is not surprising that they are recurrent in French téléfilms, in the making of which 

audience ratings are key considerations. 

 

An Overview of Téléfilms Featuring Maghrebi Women in France 

In this section, I will provide an overview of each of the téléfilms in my corpus. As 

highlighted above, there is one particular theme that is shared by nearly all the films: conflicts 

that arise between first-generation Maghrebis (still steeped essentially in their culture of origin) 

and their children (largely culturally French) because they do not see eye to eye on how the 

children should lead their lives in France, particularly with regard to questions of dating, 

marriage, career paths, and other life choices. Given the fact that very few of these téléfilms have 

been the object of scholarly study and are not readily available to the general public, in this 

section I lay out the main plot points and characters of each téléfilm while at the same time 

keeping each summary reasonably brief. 

To my knowledge, the first French téléfilm that featured a first-generation woman in a 

significant role is Leïla née en France (Miguel Courtois 1993, France 2), a film loosely based on 

the autobiographical narrative of a young woman of Algerian origin, Aïcha Benaïssa, entited Née 

en France: Histoire d’une jeune beur (1990).111 The téléfilm depicts the dramatic experiences of 

Leïla, a young woman of Algerian origin whose parents discover that she is in a relationship with 

a majority-ethnic Frenchman, Manu. The conflict that develops between Leïla and her parents is 

set firmly within an Arabo-Berber-Muslim framework, as evidenced by the film‟s opening 

sequence. Leïla returns home from school because she does not feel well, and her mother, 

realizing that her daughter has crossed the threshold into womanhood, tells her that she must now 
                                                 
111 The French journalist Sophie Ponchelet is listed as the book‟s co-author. 
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stay away from boys because “la virginité, Leïla, est notre seule richesse. Il faut la garder.” 

When Leïla meets Manu a few years later, she hides their relationship from her parents, knowing 

full well that they would not accept it, and she eventually leaves her parents‟ house to be with 

him. Leïla is persuaded by her family to attend a marriage with them in Algeria, but when she 

arrives it becomes apparent that this was only a ruse to get her away from Manu: she is 

sequestered, drugged, veiled, told that she will not return to France, and her every move is 

watched by her paternal grandmother. She does not accept the situation but gradually loses the 

will to fight and eventually threatens suicide. Back in France, French authorities are unable (or 

unwilling) to intervene on Leïla‟s behalf, so Manu takes things into his own hands, travelling to 

Algeria and arranging for Leïla‟s escape with the help of an ambulance driver.  

This téléfilm has a clear political and social agenda, highlighting the plight of girls of 

Maghrebi descent who are taken from France and kept in their parents‟ country of origin against 

their will – Leïla states at the end of the film: “j‟ai croisé depuis plein d‟histoires comme la 

mienne.” Moreover, it implicitly criticizes the lack of protection and help available to these 

young women from the authorities in France. The téléfilm‟s narrative and the plight of its 

protagonist were undoubtedly inspired by a number of events covered by the mainstream media 

in France in the late 1980s and early 1990s relating to matters such as sequestration, forced 

marriage, and violence against young women of Maghrebi origin in France.112 This media 

coverage very likely contributed to the creation of the téléfilm, since the storyline was sure to 

provoke strong emotions from viewers and generate viewer interest in the first place. The short 

production time of most téléfilms would also serve as an advantage in attracting viewer interest, 

in the sense that media headlines that inspired the téléfilm would still be fresh in viewers‟ minds 

when the téléfilm was broadcast. 

The second film in my corpus, Rachid Bouchareb‟s L’honneur de ma famille, was aired 

in January of 1998 on the Franco-German network ARTE.113 The film is centered around the 

                                                 
112 An excerpt from an article published in Le Monde on March 17, 1989 is particularly revealing in this regard: 
“Plutôt sages et discrètes, les adolescentes d‟origine maghrébine défrayent rarement la chronique. Mais, de temps en 
temps, un drame dont elles sont les héroïnes involontaires vient rappeler leur existence et leur fragilité: un mariage 
forcé, une fugue, une séquestration... et même le crime de sang avec l‟assassinat à Suresnes, par ses frères, d‟une 
lycéenne marocaine qui fréquentait un Français non musulman” (Sole). In August of 1988, Le Monde had also 
reported the story of Mansouria Harrat, a twenty year old student who was drugged by her family and taken to 
Algeria against her will to marry a cousin that she had never met (“Le retour de Mansouria”). A similar story was 
reported by Agence France Presse in October of 1994, this one entitled: “Un contrôle routier épargne un mariage 
forcé à une jeune Française d‟origine algérienne.” These are just a few representative examples. 
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point of view of Nora (Seloua Hamse), a young woman of Maghrebi origin who lives with her 

parents in the industrial city of Roubaix in Northeast France.114 Nora dreams of travelling to 

India with her friend, Karole, but their plans are derailed when Nora discovers that she is 

pregnant (her white French boyfriend does not want to be involved). Nora reveals her situation to 

her mother, while also informing her that she has been working in a nightclub across the border 

in Belgium, not in the local emergency room, as she had told her parents. Nora‟s mother is 

convinced that the family‟s honor (and her daughter‟s life) is ruined, and she is convinced by her 

neighbor that the only real solution to the problem is to find a husband for Nora – and thus a 

father for the child – before anyone discovers the truth. Nora‟s mother chooses the son (Roschdy 

Zem) of a local textile merchant (Chafia Boudraa). The young man, Hamid, is happy with the 

arrangement and expresses his affection for Nora, but his mother suspects that something 

underhanded is going on when she learns that Nora‟s mother wants to set a date for the marriage 

as soon as possible. Hamid‟s mother learns the truth about Nora‟s pregnancy when she puts two 

and two together after hearing a woman (who is in fact Nora‟s mother) call into a radio show for 

advice about her pregnant unwed daughter. She vows to call off the wedding and to create a 

scandal for Nora‟s family, and proceeds to make several calls to spread the word before Hamid 

finally locks her in her office to prevent her from causing any more trouble. The film ends as 

Nora and Karole cross paths in the local hospital (Nora is there because she has decided to end 

her pregnancy; Karole has been admitted after a suicide attempt) and decide to get out of town 

together. They steal the car belonging to Hamid and his mother, head to the textile store to steal 

money, accidentally set the place on fire, and then set out together on the road. The film ends as 

Hamid pokes his head out of the trunk of the car – he is a stowaway.   

The opening sequence of Pas si simple (Rachida Krim 2010, France 2) depicts a love 

scene between a young twenty-something woman of Moroccan origin, Nadia, and her Franco-

French boyfriend, which is followed by a disagreement between the two because Nadia refuses 

to tell her parents, Soraya and Mostepha, about their relationship, knowing that they will 

                                                                                                                                                             
113 Bouchareb would later make headlines for his feature films Indigènes (2006) and Hors la loi (2010). 
 
114 Carrie Tarr discusses this film along with others that share a common characteristic with it: they all take place in 
the North of France – thus outside of the Paris region (the most common setting for films that feature protagonists of 
Maghrebi origin in France). See Reframing difference: Beur and banlieue filmmaking in France (2005), p. 136-52. 
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disapprove.115 Shortly after, Nadia leaves with her family to spend the summer in her parents‟ 

home country of Morocco. Upon arrival, Nadia is surprised to discover that her parents had been 

planning to use the trip to find a suitable husband for her. They begin presenting Nadia to the 

local bachelors and their families, hoping that she will choose one of them and then settle in the 

house that the parents had been building over the years (which she believed to be their retirement 

house). They anticipate that she will easily find employment in Morocco, given her French 

university degree, and will permanently settle in “her country.” Although Nadia‟s parents do not 

physically force their daughter to marry anyone, Nadia eventually goes along with the wedding 

plans to make her parents happy, choosing a local farmer, Samir, as her husband, and moving in 

with his family. Nadia is unhappy with her in-laws, however, as she is unable to speak Arabic, is 

prohibited from using the telephone by her domineering mother-in-law, and feels like a 

foreigner. It takes living in Morocco for her to fully realize that she is French. Samir, who loves 

his bride, agrees to move to France with her – a move that Nadia‟s parents do not understand. 

They feel that by returning to France, Nadia has rejected her country and betrayed them in the 

process, and therefore she and Samir must fend for themselves in France. Nadia responds by 

leaving a heartbroken Samir and moving in with a friend. When Mostepha later suggests that 

Nadia divorce Samir if she is not happy, it becomes apparent that the united front that Mostepha 

and Soraya have always projected to their family and friends was actually united only in 

appearances. Soraya reveals that she knows about Mostepha‟s mistress – and thus the reason 

why he is no longer opposed to divorce – and explains that she is tired of the lies and secrets that 

she has kept over the years in order to keep up appearances. Soraya then informs him that she 

wants a divorce and will earn a living by working as a hairdresser out of their home. In the final 

sequence of the film, Nadia divorces Samir (who eventually found a job in France and is still in 

love with her), only to take him back outside of the courthouse. She tells him that she can now 

love him as he deserves to be loved. 

The themes of marriage and tradition are also evoked in the opening sequence of Yamina 

Benguigui‟s first téléfilm, Aïcha (2009, France 2), during which the eponymous heroine, a 

woman of Algerian descent, states in a voiceover commentary that she does not want to end up 

like her married friend, who chose not to diverge from tradition and her family‟s wishes and now 

                                                 
115 Soraya and Mostepha are played by Fejria Deliba and Zinedine Soualem, who play an (Algerian) immigrant 
couple with a very different dynamic in Yamina Benguigui‟s Inch’Allah dimanche (2001), a film set in the mid-
1970s. I discuss this film in chapter 5. 



141 
 

appears to be unhappy. Aïcha feels that she must choose between her family (the Bouamazzas) 

and achieving her goals in life – notably having a successful career and moving, in her words, to 

“l‟autre côté du périph.”116 Aïcha‟s plans to leave her family and move in with a friend (thus 

running the risk of being disowned by her family) are derailed, however, when her young and 

unwed cousin attempts suicide after learning that she is pregnant – and is then thrown out of the 

house by Aïcha‟s father, the self-proclaimed chef de famille. In the meantime, Aïcha meets a 

young majority-ethnic architect, Patrick, and like many of the other protagonists of Maghrebi 

origin in the téléfilms discussed in this chapter, she hides her relationship from her parents. 

When Aïcha‟s father sees them together, he threatens to move the family “back” to Algeria (even 

though his children have never lived there), a decision that his wife (Rabia Mokeddem) 

vehemently opposes.117 In order to try to set things straight, Aïcha tells her parents something 

that she knows will please them: she has decided to marry an Algerian (what she does not tell 

them is that she plans to divorce him immediately after the marriage).118 Things are looking up 

for Aïcha toward the end of the film, however, when she is hired by a Parisian company and 

believes that she will finally be able to cross the “périph.” She is dismayed to learn, however, 

that she will not be working out of the main office in Paris but instead in a satellite office in 

Bobigny – the suburb of Paris where her family lives.119 This téléfilm suggests that while 

Maghrebi immigrants (and particularly the men) are often focused on preserving family honor, 

keeping up appearances, and following tradition (particularly when it comes to dating and 

marriage), members of the younger generation do not place these priorities above all others, and 

in some cases do not agree with them at all. Instead, they are more preoccupied with finding 

                                                 
116 The boulevard périphérique is a circular highway that marks the division between the older, central core of the 
city and more recently constructed outlying areas. In Aïcha, “l‟autre côté du périph” (Paris proper for the 
protagonist) represents career opportunities, economic success, and social inclusion, whereas the surrounding 
banlieues are represented in the film as areas of discrimination and social exclusion that bar the road to success, and 
where the weight of family traditions hold young people (and especially young women) back in life. 
 
117 She feels at home in France, has a group of friends, and is in pursuit of a goal that she is determined to achieve: 
obtaining her driver‟s license.  
 
118 She does not end up marrying him, however, because Aïcha‟s father rejects her “choice” when he finds out that 
Ahmed is the son of a harki.  
 
119 Aïcha‟s cousin, Nedjma, is also unable to cross the “périph” in the film. She does not find an internship because 
of discrimination, despite being at the top of her class. Because of her frustration, anger, and subsequent search for 
acceptance, Nedjma is drawn into the discourses of an apparent Islamic fundamentalist who heads a new 
“employment agency” in their town.  
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employment and fostering meaningful relationships – without worrying about one‟s ethnic 

origins or religion. 

The theme of employment is emphasized to an even greater extent in the sequel to Aïcha, 

as the title of Benguigui‟s second téléfilm, Aïcha: Job à tout prix, suggests.120 First, Aïcha‟s 

plans for job advancement are threatened when a young female colleague tries to sabotage her 

work and play it off as her own.121 Second, Nedjma starts working as a waitress in a local 

restaurant, despite her qualifications and education, and decides to lead a protest march by young 

veiled French converts to Islam in order to convince city leaders to make the municipal pool 

single-sex only one day per week – a decision that shocks her mother and the other women in the 

neighborhood.122 Finally, Aïcha‟s father, who had celebrated his retirement in the first téléfilm, 

opens a gym, and her mother takes driving lessons with the hopes of passing her driver‟s exam. 

The film ends during another celebration, this time the circumcision of her cousin‟s baby. Once 

the source of conflict and anger, in the end this baby becomes a source of joy and reconciliation. 

Rachida Krim‟s Permis d’aimer (2005, France 2) focuses on mother-daughter conflicts 

and reconciliations between three generations of the same family. In the words of Krim, Permis 

d’aimer focuses on three very selective themes – themes that are also prominent in nearly all of 

the téléfilms in my corpus: “amour, mensonge, et tradition” (“Des femmes d‟aujourd‟hui”). The 

protagonist of this téléfilm is Malika (Fejria Deliba), a Maghrebi French woman who works at a 

school cafeteria and is involved in preparing the upcoming wedding of her daughter, Lila, with 

the help of her mother, Houria. Malika is happy that her daughter will marry someone that she 

chose for herself, since her own marriage to Lila‟s father (now deceased) was arranged by the 

family. Malika‟s life takes a complicated turn when she begins a relationship with Jean (Charles 

Berling), her majority-ethnic colleague. She does so irrespective of the fact that she was raised to 

believe that cross-cultural and cross-religious dating or marriage was unacceptable and even 

                                                 
120 As mentioned above, this téléfilm is the most recent of the téléfilms in my corpus. It was aired on the network 
France 2 on March 2, 2011.  
 
121 It is revealed at the end of the film that this woman is not Spanish, as she led everyone to believe, but is actually 
of Maghrebi origin. She rejected her name and her identity (something that Nedjma refused to do to obtain an 
internship in the first téléfilm), convinced that by so doing she would have a better chance to succeed. 
 
122 Nedjma uses the publicity generated by this march to attract the attention of city leaders and to organize a 
meeting with them. Once at the meeting, it becomes apparent that Nedjma did not organize the march to change the 
pool rules; in fact, she has another agenda entirely. She asks city leaders to fix broken elevators in their buildings, 
add additional bus lines, and create internships for young people (like her) in their neighborhood. 
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raised her own daughter to share in this belief. Despite her feelings of guilt, Malika hides their 

relationship from both her parents and her daughter, knowing that both parties would disapprove 

of her and possibly disown her if they knew the truth, just as her parents had done years before 

when her older sister, Djamila, married a Frenchman.  

A chance meeting between Djamila and Malika brings the two sisters together again, and 

Malika learns that their parents had actually been more strict in word than in practice over the 

years with regard to Djamila: their mother had been visiting Djamila in secret for years, and their 

father had been going to the supermarket the same day every week to see Djamila from a 

distance. Nonetheless, when Malika‟s parents learn about her relationship with Jean, they react 

similarly to her as they had done to Djamila many years before: Houria tells Malika that she has 

no sense of honor and has set a bad example for her own daughter; and their father rejects her 

and tells her that she betrayed him, just as Djamila had done. Surprisingly, Lila reacts even more 

violently to the news of her mother‟s relationship with Jean than her grandparents had and moves 

out, refusing to speak to her mother. The familial conflict does not last this time, however, and 

the film ends with reconciliation: Malika informs her mother of their father‟s weekly trip to the 

supermarket, and as a result, she initiates reconciliation between her husband and Djamila. The 

film ends during Jean and Malika‟s wedding reception, which is attended by the entire family. 

A film in which a young Maghrebi French protagonist is revealed to be more 

conservative than his/her parents or grandparents with regard to questions of religion and 

tradition (rather than the other way around, as is usually the case) is Ismaël Ferroukhi‟s Un été 

aux hirondelles (1999, France 2).123 Akim is a young man living in a socially disadvantaged area 

who is frustrated at not finding meaningful employment. Like many of his friends, he becomes 

involved in petty crime.124 As the film progresses, Akim is increasingly influenced by men who 

practice a fundamentalist form of Islam – and who try to impose their views in the neighborhood 

through violent means. Akim comes to fully recognize the dangerous nature of his behavior and 

the path on which he is embarking only when his mother confronts him about it. Akim arrives in 

the family apartment and condemns the way in which his very young sisters are dressed (they are 

wearing skirts that he deems to be too short), criticizing his mother for allowing her daughters to 

                                                 
123 This problematic is also raised in Dans la vie (2007), a feature film directed by Philppe Faucon, discussed in 
chapter 5.   
 
124 The film‟s protagonist lives with his family in la cité des Hirondelles, a low-income housing estate located in a 
suburb of Toulouse. 



144 
 

dress, in his view, “comme des putes.” His mother is surprised by her son‟s remarks and yells at 

him to get out of the house, convinced that her son has been brainwashed by the fundamentalist 

man with whom he has been spending time. She tells him: “Ton copain il t‟a mangé le cerveau.” 

Akim is visibly shaken up after this confrontation, and at the end of the film, it is apparent that 

he has changed his behavior. He practices a moderate form of Islam under the tutelage of the 

local Imam and attends services at the mosque with his father. 

Dominique Baron‟s L’Un contre l’autre (2002, France 3) depicts an ongoing conflict 

between a woman of Moroccan origin, Mouna, and her parents, which relates to some of 

Mouna‟s lifestyle choices. The main point of contention is that Mouna, a single mother to 

daughter Yasmine, lives alone rather than with her parents and grandmother, who believe that 

Mouna, as an unmarried woman, should live with her family. Early in the film, Mouna meets 

(and later takes in) Jeanne, a forty-something majority-ethnic French woman who left her home 

after the death of her adult son. Mouna brings Jeanne to her parents‟ house, where her mother, 

Aïcha (Fatiha Cheriguene) and grandmother (Chafia Boudraa) serve her tea and offer her kind 

words of support. Jeanne returns to visit the grandmother a number of times and is able to 

express herself to Khadija in a way that she cannot to her own husband (who still cannot 

understand his wife‟s decision to leave). She avoids Mouna‟s parents, however, who believe that 

she is spending too much time with their granddaughter – when Yasmine should, in their view, 

be spending time with them – and are convinced that Jeanne has a negative influence on 

Yasmine and Mouna. Mouna‟s grandmother, Khadija, recognizes that Mouna is culturally 

French and thus will not go with them when they return to Morocco one day, but Mouna‟s 

parents do not share this point of view and are unable to comprehend why their daughter has 

chosen a lifestyle that does not respect the values and traditions that they have tried to instill in 

her. As the end of the film reveals, Mouna will no longer have to hide her relationships from her 

parents or defend her lifestyle choices to them because they have finally decided to return to 

Morocco. As for Jeanne, she is able to move past her grief and patch things up with her husband, 

who has developed a newfound appreciation for his wife in her absence. 

Des intégrations ordinaires (Julien Sicard 2010, France 2) tells of the conflicts that arise 

between an Algerian woman and her adult children (born and raised in France) when, as in the 
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films highlighted above, the children‟s actions do not line up with their mother‟s expectations.125 

The woman‟s son is in prison for a petty crime, yet she refuses to visit him because, in her view, 

he shamed his family when he broke the law and was punished with a prison sentence. Her 

daughter, Hakima, prepares a song to sing on the television talent show Star de demain, 

unbeknownst to her mother, but her audition and subsequent failure to be chosen for the show 

are televised and her mother sees them. She angrily confronts her daughter about it, yelling at her 

and telling her that she disgraced her mother, who raised her to be discreet and taught her never 

to bring attention to herself. As the film goes on, it becomes apparent that the mother‟s 

unforgiving attitude and mean words directed towards her children are also a consequence of her 

own feelings of pain and guilt. She is still mourning the death of her beloved husband and feels 

remorse and guilt for not having respected his last wishes: to be buried in Algeria. At the end of 

the film, the mother has a change of heart: she visits her son in prison and decides to return to 

Algeria to confront her husband‟s family (with whom there have been longstanding tensions) and 

bury him there. Hakima decides to go back to school. 

Two of the four remaining téléfilms in my corpus, Harkis (Alain Tasma 2006, France 

2)126 and Le Choix de Myriam (Malik Chibane 2009, France 3) also touch on the themes 

mentioned above, highlighting differences in opinion between Maghrebi parents and their 

children with regard to the younger generation‟s lifestyle choices. These films differ from those 

previously discussed in two significant ways, however: first, unlike the téléfilms that I have 

discussed up to this point, the narratives of Harkis and Le Choix de Myriam, respectively, are not 

set in a contemporary timeframe; rather, they are set in the past. Harkis begins in 1972 in France, 

ten years after the end of the Algerian War of Independence, while Le Choix de Myriam begins 

in 1961 and spans a time period of nearly twenty years. The second notable difference is that the 

theme of intergenerational differences – central in the films discussed above – is only one of 

several themes set within a wider context in these films. Harkis addresses the experiences of the 

Benamar family in a harki camp in France in the years after the Algerian War of Independence, 

while Le Choix de Myriam follows the immigration and integration of Algerian immigrants 

                                                 
125 Faïza Guène, author of Kiffe kiffe demain (2004) and director of short films such as RTT (2002) and Rien que des 
mots (2004) (discussed in chapter 3) contributed to this téléfilm as a scriptwriter. 
 
126 Dalila Kerchouche, author of Mon père, ce harki (published by Les éditions du Seuil in 2003), is listed as one of 
the téléfilm‟s two scriptwriters. 
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Myriam and Kader Baccouche and their children in France, highlighting the challenges they face 

in France as well as the friendships they make and successes they achieve along the way.127 

In the first sequence of Harkis, the Benamar family, carrying suitcases, is led through a 

forest at night and is shown to the small building – one of many in a larger camp – that will be 

their home. We learn that this is not the first camp in which the Benamars and other harki 

families have lived since their arrival in France; in the ten years since Algerian independence, 

they have lived in one camp after another. This téléfilm brings to the fore the constant fear and 

silence in which the harkis and their families live, and the dependence they feel with regard to 

the camp and the camp leader (a majority-ethnic French soldier who served in the Algerian War 

of Independence). They are afraid to speak out about the poor conditions in which they live, the 

low wages that they earn, and the injustices committed against them by the camp leader because 

they are afraid of the potential consequences: the men might lose their jobs, the families might 

lose their homes and be forced to leave the camp, or worse – they might be sent back to Algeria 

and into the hands of the FLN. This téléfilm sheds light on the multiple forms of exile in which 

harkis and their families lived (and in many cases still live) in France: they are outcasts, 

unrecognized and/or mistreated by French authorities, discriminated against by some members of 

the majority-ethnic French population128, and treated as “traitors” by Algerian immigrants in 

France. Harkis suggests that there were diverse reasons that motivated Algerian men to serve in 

the French army (including economic considerations, notably trying to support one‟s family in 

tough times), dispelling the notion that as a group all harkis were simply “traitors” who chose 

France over Algeria or decided to side with France because of feelings of patriotism with regard 

to the mère patrie.129 

In the end, it is the eldest Benamar daughter, Leïla (Leïla Bekhti), who first ventures to 

the exterior of the camp – first for supplies and then to go to school – and dares to think about 

                                                 
127 It is worth noting that actress Leïla Bekhti is involved in both films. In Harkis, she plays a young woman of 
Algerian origin (the daughter of a harki and his wife). In Le Choix de Myriam, she plays an Algerian woman who 
immigrates to France and raises her family there.  
 
128 There are also positive relationships that form between majority-ethnic French characters and harkis and their 
children in the film. 
 
129 For further reading and a historical contextualization of the subject of the harki population, see Jordi and 
Hamoumou (1999). See Hamoumou (1993) for a collection of personal testimonies by harkis (but not their wives). 
Fatima Besnaci-Lancou‟s Nos mères, paroles blessées, une autre histoire de harkis (2006) is a collection of personal 
testimonies by women who were wives of harkis.  
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eventually leaving it. Thus as in many of the other téléfilms, the “integration” of Maghrebis in 

France is depicted as pivoting on the decisions of female characters. Leïla does not understand 

her father Saïd‟s loyalty to France and to the memory of General De Gaulle, nor does she 

comprehend his reluctance to speak out against the camp leader, to assert his rights, or to leave 

the camp. When Leïla‟s rebellious and insubordinate attitude and actions in the camp result in 

negative consequences for her family, her parents decide to arrange her marriage to a cousin (a 

violent and controlling young man whom she detests) – a marriage that she refuses by running 

away in the night. Although her father discovers her at a neighbor‟s house the next day and 

angrily brings her back to the camp, Leïla realizes that he had an important change of heart in the 

meantime. He finally stands up to the camp leader and decides to leave the camp with his family 

so that his children can have a better future than life in a camp (but only after his wife, Aïcha, 

convinces him that they cannot force Leïla into marriage). The film ends at the Benamar‟s new 

home in the countryside as Saïd drives Leïla to her first day of school to become a nurse‟s aide.  

With a running time of nearly three hours and twenty minutes, Malik Chibane‟s two-part 

téléfilm Le Choix de Myriam is by far the longest of any of the téléfilms in my corpus, and it is 

also the only film in which a first-generation woman from the Maghreb is the main character (as 

opposed to holding a secondary or supporting role).130 Early in the film, Myriam (Leïla Bekhti), 

a young Algerian woman, arrives in France to join her husband, Kader (Mehdi Nebbou), a 

migrant worker, who lives in a shantytown on the outskirts of Paris. As mentioned above, the 

film‟s diegesis spans nearly twenty years, and thus the spectator witnesses the experiences of the 

Baccouche family over a significant period time. Chibane refers to his film as “la saga d‟une 

famille algérienne” (Baba-Ahmed), and in many ways the story of the Baccouche family 

represents a “classic” immigration story, in the sense that many of the events and challenges 

represented in the film through the experiences of the Baccouche family were common to many 

North African (and particularly Algerian) immigrants who came to France in the 1960s. These 

include the difficult living conditions in the bidonvilles (shantytowns); the protest march of 

October 17, 1961 that started peacefully but ended in violence; the transition from the 

shantytown to the new high-rise HLM (low-income housing) towers; experiences of friendship 

and/or discrimination during meetings with majority-ethnic French people; the challenges 

                                                 
130 The two parts of the téléfilm (Le Choix de Myriam: 1ère partie and Le Choix de Myriam: 2ème partie) were aired 
consecutively. 
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associated with raising children in France and the realization by parents that by virtue of their 

children‟s education in France they will have opportunities that their parents never had as well as 

values and beliefs that do not necessarily align with those of their parents; and finally, the 

continual postponement of the first-generation Maghrebis‟ plans to return to their home country. 

It is within this broad framework that the subjective experiences and unique personalities of 

Myriam, Kader, and their children emerge. As mentioned above, the film focuses in particular on 

Myriam‟s experiences, highlighting the challenges that she encounters and the means by which 

she overcomes them – often doing so by keeping secrets from her husband (a point that I will 

discuss in more detail below). The second half of the film focuses on the conflicts that arise 

between the Baccouche‟s eldest daughter, Yasmina, and her parents – particularly her father – 

especially with regard to questions of inter-cultural dating and arranged marriage. The film ends 

after the death of Kader during a workplace accident as Myriam explains to her children why 

their parents came to France in the first place: to give their children a better life. 

The next to last film in my corpus, Grégoire peut mieux faire (Philippe Faucon 2002, 

ARTE)131 does not address themes relating to intergenerational differences or conflicts, as in the 

téléfilms discussed above, but it does bring to the fore another theme that is evoked in several of 

them, including Harkis and Le Choix de Myriam: the determination of Maghrebi parents in 

France to give their children opportunities that they did not have. Grégoire peut mieux faire 

juxtaposes the lives of two adolescent boys, Grégoire and Ishem, who attend the same high 

school. Grégoire, a majority-ethnic French youth, is disruptive and disrespectful in class, earns 

very low grades, and wants to drop out of school, but his parents refuse to let him. Ishem, on the 

other hand (the grandson of Maghrebi migrants), is a model student but is kicked out of their 

school when the administrators learn that his mother lied about the family‟s address in order to 

enable him to attend a better school than the one located in the family‟s socially disadvantaged 

neighborhood. Ishem‟s mother and grandmother (a first-generation Maghrebi) raise Ishem alone 

and are determined to defend his best interests and keep him in his current school in order give 

him the best opportunity to succeed. Despite their best efforts, however, they are unable to 

convince the school principal not to expel Isham. The principal informs them that many other 

families living outside of the school district have also requested that their children be allowed to 

                                                 
131 One of the film‟s scriptwriters was Soraya Nini, author of Ils disent que je suis une beurette (1993). This book 
served as the inspiration for another of Faucon‟s films, the feature film Samia (2001) (discussed in chapter 5 of this 
study). 
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attend the school, and thus the school cannot make exceptions. Ishem is repeatedly refused entry 

into his classes until he transfers to the school in his neighborhood – a school that is short on 

professors and behind on the course program. As for Grégoire, his schoolwork does not improve, 

but he does try to help Ishem in a small way by presenting him with a (stolen) calculator to use in 

his new school. 

The thirteenth and final téléfilm in my corpus, Tenir tête (Julia Cordonnier 2010, France 

2) is set in the Parisian banlieue of Aubervilliers and focuses on a difficult relationship between 

two family members – not parents and children this time, but siblings (both in their twenties): 

Karim and Samra.132 The root of the conflict is revealed near the beginning of the film: Samra 

has not forgiven her brother for abruptly moving out of the family‟s apartment and then failing to 

call their mother for six months. When Karim loses his job because his boss can no longer afford 

to pay him, he moves back home and is greeted warmly by his mother but with hostility by his 

sister, whose harsh words convince him to leave once again, much to their mother‟s dismay. In 

addition to shedding light on the problematic relationship between Samra and Karim, this 

téléfilm also addresses the challenges in the respective siblings‟ lives due to discrimination and 

difficulties related to their employment, or lack of it. Samir searches for a job that will measure 

up to his qualifications while Samra, a nurse‟s aide, suffers because of internal politics in the 

workplace. Samra and Karim are united by a common cause, however, when they learn that the 

dishonest owner of the apartment building in which their mother lives is attempting to evict her 

unjustly without compensation. Their mother seems to accept the situation, convinced that there 

is nothing she can do about it, but her children want to find a way to prevent it. When Samra and 

Karim realize that their mother signed a contract agreeing to move out of her apartment, they 

track down the crooked property owner, steal his briefcase, and destroy the documents inside. 

Hence, the two protagonists succeed in helping their mother but have yet to resolve their own 

problems. This film stands out from the other films in this corpus notably because of the absence 

of conflict between the generations and because the problems that do arise within the family 

sphere (notably between siblings) are not placed within an Arabo-Muslim framework.  

As I have highlighted in this section, the guiding narrative threads of nearly all of the 

thirteen téléfilms that make up my corpus are related to differences and conflicts that arise when 

                                                 
132 This film differs from most other téléfilms discussed above with regard to its length (57 minutes) and the fact that 
it was broadcast after primetime viewing hours (starting at 11:55 p.m.). One other téléfilm that also shares a shorter 
format (67 minutes) and was broadcast after primetime hours (starting at 11:43 p.m.) is Des intégrations ordinaires.   
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first-generation Maghrebis and their children do not see eye to eye about dating, marriage, or 

other lifestyle choices relating to questions of “honor,” religion, and tradition. In the final section 

of this chapter, I will take a closer look at the representations of the voices of first-generation 

women in a selection of the téléfilms discussed above and will focus in particular on the theme 

of agency. 

 

Representing Female Agency in Téléfilms 

In the introduction to this chapter, it was noted that as téléfilms have the potential to be 

viewed by large audiences, they may significantly impact viewers‟ understandings and 

perceptions of first-generation women from the Maghreb in France. In this final section, I will 

focus on the theme of agency, interrogating the extent to which Maghrebi migrant women assert 

agency in the téléfilms in my corpus. This is a particularly interesting area of investigation, 

bearing in mind widespread stereotypes of first-generation Maghrebi women as passive victims 

of the actions of others. I will highlight the means by which women in these téléfilms assert 

agency as well as the barriers that they overcome – or that stand in their way. Finally, I will pay 

particular attention to the consequences of the women‟s words and actions when they do speak 

out or (re)act in order to ascertain the extent to which the women‟s displays of agency are 

represented as a positive thing. 

In his seminal study entitled Filmer les immigrés: Les représentations audiovisuelles de 

l’immigration à la télévision française 1960-1986, Édouard Mills-Affif brings to the fore the 

representations of Maghrebi women – and specifically, “the Maghrebi mother” – on French 

television between 1960 and 1986, and calls them into question, arguing that these images 

portray Maghrebi women as having no voice or agency when in fact this was not an accurate 

reflection of reality. It is important to point out that the television documents on which Mills-

Affif based his analyses of first-generation women from the Maghreb did not include téléfilms 

(to my knowledge, there were no téléfilms featuring first-generation Maghrebi women broadcast 

on French television during this time). His primary sources belonged exclusively to two 

categories: “le documentaire et le reportage magazine” (8).133 According to Mills-Affif, during 

                                                 
133 Mills-Affif explains the parameters of his corpus as follows: “Le choix de ces deux genres [le documentaire et le 
reportage magazine] a été essentiellement dicté par un souci d‟homogénéité du corpus et par un principe de réalité: 
ce sont dans ces deux types de programmes que les représentations de l‟immigration sont les plus nombreuses et les 
plus porteuses de sens. Quasiment inexistante au sein des émissions de variétés, des jeux, des séries, la présence des 
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this time period, “the Maghrebi mother” “apparaît le plus souvent à l‟écran telle que les Français 

se l‟imaginent: silencieuse, docile et recluse,” whereas contemporary sociological studies 

showed that over the same time period, Maghrebi women increasingly took on more 

responsibilities in the home and were also more likely to work outside of it – something not 

reflected on French television (267). Mills-Affif goes on to consider the reasons for this 

disparity, writing: 

Il convient par conséquent de s‟interroger sur ce décalage entre des 

représentations presque statiques et une réalité mouvante. Pourquoi, alors que le 

modèle de la famille maghrébine traditionnelle implose sous les coups de boutoir 

de la crise et sous la pression des enfants, bon nombre de reportages de télévision 

continuent-ils de faire jouer aux mères le rôle de la servante soumise et docile, 

tout juste bonne à se laisser filmer en train de préparer un couscous ou de servir le 

thé à la menthe? Cette vision a certes le charme de l‟exotisme mais elle ne reflète 

plus une réalité de plus en plus complexe et contradictoire. 

 Ce fossé entre les représentations télévisuelles et les réalités de 

l‟immigration n‟est pas fortuit. Car le stéréotype de la „fatma‟ est en tout point 

une image de confort qui garantit la conformité des visions présentes avec celles 

héritées du passé. Le „sens commun‟ est caressé dans le sens du poil. Chacun 

occupe finalement le rôle qu‟on attend de lui: la femme dans celui de la potiche, 

l‟homme dans celui du despote, l‟islam dans celui d‟une religion obscurantiste et 

fanatique. (268) 

The early 1990s marked an important shift with regard to the images of Maghrebi women 

on French television, most especially because of the increased presence of migrant women from 

the Maghreb (and Maghrebis and their children in general) in television works of fiction, first in 

television series, and then in téléfilms. Three television series that depicted Maghrebi families 

were broadcast on French television networks in the early 1990s, beginning in the summer of 

1990 with a feuilleton entitled Sixième gauche, followed by the sitcoms La Famille Ramdam 

(1990-91) and Fruits et légumes (1994). The analyses of Hargreaves (“La Famille Ramdam,” 

1991; 1992) and Hargreaves & Helcké (1994) on the subject of these television series underscore 

                                                                                                                                                             
immigrés à l‟écran se cantonne le plus souvent au secteur de l‟information (journaux, magazines) et du 
documentaire” (8).  
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the extent to which the representations of Maghrebi women differ between these three series and 

the documentaries and reportages magazines broadcast on French television between 1960 and 

1986 (as analyzed by Mills-Affif). First-generation women in these television series are by no 

means “silencieuse[s], docile[s] et recluse[s],” nor are their families socio-economically 

disadvantaged; instead, the women belong to middle-class families that are models of integration 

and acculturation. As Alec G. Hargreaves points out, this was not actually the original intention 

of the creators of La Famille Ramdam. During discussions with the channel that was to broadcast 

the series, significant changes were made: “M6 veut éviter à tout prix le misérabilisme et insiste 

pour que les Ramdam montent dans l‟échelle sociale. La promotion sociale de la famille sera 

étroitement liée à un niveau d‟acculturation qui dépasse largement celui de la masse des 

immigrés maghrébins” (“La Famille Ramdam ” 65).134 This acculturation is evident in the 

depiction of first-generation women in the three respective series: for example, in Sixième 

gauche, the first-generation mother of the Ben Amar family “est interprétée par Nadia Samir, la 

speakerine de TF1. Dans le feuilleton, elle parle toujours un français impeccable et s‟habille 

comme un mannequin,” even wearing clothing from Dior (Hargreaves, “La fiction télévisée” 

104). In La Famille Ramdam, the Maghrebi mother, Nedjma, participates in bodybuilding classes 

and speaks openly about sexuality in front of her husband and friends (Hargreaves, “La Famille 

Ramdam” 64). Finally, in Sixième gauche, Farida “s‟entretient avec les épouses de l‟Africain 

venu séjourner chez les Badaoui [et] elle leur fait un petit discours expliquant qu‟elle trouve 

inacceptable la polygamie et les méfaits qui en découlent” (Hargreaves and Helcké 54).  

The téléfilms in my corpus attest to a much broader range of representations of Maghrebi 

women and their experiences than those depicted not only in documentaries and reportages 

magazines from 1960 to 1986 but also in the three fictional television series featuring Maghrebi 

families. Maghrebi migrant women are no longer uniformly portrayed as silent, submissive, and 

lacking in agency; nor are they portrayed as perfectly “acculturated” and able to express 

themselves with perfect ease in French on any number of subjects (without regard for cultural 

taboos). As we will see, the Maghrebi women represented in the téléfilms analyzed below 

demonstrate varying degrees of agency, from very little to a great deal, and the voices of these 

women that reach television viewers through the medium of the téléfilm are varied, complex, and 

often contradictory.  

                                                 
134 See Derderian (2004) for further discussion of La Famille Ramdam.  
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First-Generation Women as Voiceless Victims 

The first-generation Maghrebi women in the first two films that I will consider, Tenir tête 

(Cordonnier 2010) and Grégoire peut mieux faire (Faucon 2002) are portrayed as powerless, 

victims of forces greater than they are. The first-generation woman depicted in Tenir tête (the 

mother of Karim and Samra) demonstrates very little agency: when she learns that she will be 

evicted from her apartment, she is resigned to the fact that she will lose it and thus chooses not to 

speak out or defend her rights. This is highlighted with particular clarity when Samra and her 

mother cross paths with the men responsible for the situation. During this sequence, Samra 

speaks out against the men and defends her mother‟s interests, while her mother is polite to them 

and apologizes for her daughter‟s aggressive and outspoken behavior toward them, saying: 

“C‟est une sportive, elle est nerveuse.” Once the men have gone, she tells her daughter that she is 

not stupid but knows that she will not be the one making decisions anyway; she feels that her 

words and actions carry no weight. Samra and Karim are motivated to work together to find a 

way for their mother to keep her apartment after witnessing her lack of agency and unwillingness 

to act or speak – and they succeed. Ishem‟s mother and grandmother speak out against what they 

view as an injustice in Grégoire peut mieux faire and in doing so demonstrate a greater degree of 

agency than Samra and Karim‟s mother in Tenir tête, but their words fall on deaf ears and they 

are unable to change the situation. They try to convince school administrators to let Ishem 

remain in his school, despite the fact that he does not live within the boundaries of the school 

district, but their request is refused. Like Samra and Karim‟s mother, these women have no 

connections, social status, or wealth that could potentially give additional weight to their words 

and help make their voices heard. The Maghrebi migrant women are unable to overcome 

obstacles in both of these films, and even if their difficult situations garner the sympathy of the 

viewer in the process, they nonetheless come across as victims. The obstacles that the respective 

Maghrebi women come up against in these films are largely due to their disadvantaged socio-

economic status and are not, it should be noted, related to their ethnic origins, religion, or gender, 

as is the case in the téléfilms examined below. 
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Limited Agency and the False Appearances of Agency: Negative Portrayals of First-

Generation Maghrebi Women in Leïla née en France and L’Honneur de ma famille 

The first-generation Maghrebi women depicted Leïla née en France (Courtois 1993) and 

L’Honneur de ma famille (Bouchareb 1998) are by no means silent, nor are they passive and 

docile, yet almost without exception their words and actions do not constitute agency. On the 

contrary, when the women take action and voice opinions, they are blindly acting out of a respect 

for traditions – traditions, the films suggest, that reinforce patriarchy and the oppression of 

women. The women‟s voices and behavior are guided above all else by the expectations of other 

Maghrebis (notably family members and neighbors), and the women avoid overstepping these 

bounds and challenging unwritten cultural codes so as to avoid being judged by others. As we 

shall see, the women‟s inability and/or unwillingness to step outside of or challenge the 

traditions instilled in them – and to imagine or accept other ways of living – result in negative 

consequences for other people, especially their children or other Maghrebi French youths. In the 

first part of Leïla née en France, for example, we see that Leïla‟s mother is a controlling and 

malevolent figure who keeps a very close watch over her daughter in order to ensure that she 

keeps her “honor” intact and thus does not dishonor her family. She reacts angrily and violently 

when she suspects that Leïla has disobeyed her, yelling at her, insulting her, and even slapping 

her across the face when she believes that Leïla spent time in the company of young men or did 

not fast during Ramadan. The severity of the words and actions of Leïla‟s mother are trumped by 

those of Leïla‟s father and paternal grandmother, however, when they arrange for Leïla to be 

imprisoned in her grandmother‟s home in Algeria after they discover her relationship with her 

boyfriend, Manu. Leïla‟s mother was not in on this plan, but once in Algeria she does steal 

Leïla‟s writing supplies to prohibit her from contacting Manu in France.  

The viewer later sees a more compassionate side of Leïla‟s mother, however, and this 

more positive view of her stems from her first real demonstration of agency in the film. She 

attempts to speak out in her daughter‟s defense when she becomes aware of the means used to 

control Leïla in Algeria – including drugs to sedate her – and sees firsthand the consequences of 

this treatment and imprisonment on Leïla‟s physical and mental health, including a near suicide 

attempt. Her attempts to speak out for the benefit of her daughter are not successful, however; 

paradoxically, she falls victim to the same traditions and patriarchal system that she imposed on 

her own daughter in France. Her request to return to France with Leïla is denied first by her 

husband, who threatens to leave her in Algeria with Leïla if she does not drop the issue; and then 
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by her mother-in-law, who rules her home with an iron fist and disregards her daughter-in-law‟s 

point of view (she has no respect for her daughter-in-law because she never gave birth to a 

son).135 Her words and actions show her to be a complex, unstable, and contradictory character. 

She sympathizes with Leïla‟s situation and promises her that they will return to France, yet she 

becomes angry with her daughter when she does not share her parents‟ attachment to Algeria. 

Furthermore, she follows her husband‟s orders, leaving Leïla in Algeria in the hands of her 

grandmother and returning to France alone, despite her promises. Finally, she returns Algeria and 

happily announces to Leïla that she is pregnant – with a boy this time. Almost without exception, 

the words and actions of Leïla‟s mother reveal an absence of agency, on the one hand, and affect 

her daughter negatively, on the other. In the end, it is Manu‟s determination, actions, and agency 

that bring an end to Leïla‟s oppression: he refuses to give up on Leïla and organizes her escape, 

thus freeing her from the control of her parents and grandmother. 

The words and actions of Maghrebi women in L’Honneur de ma famille highlight a 

similar absence of agency and also prove to be detrimental to their children (and other young 

people of Maghrebi descent). Hamid‟s mother (Chafia Boudraa), a businesswoman who owns 

the largest textile store in the town of Roubaix, is smart, cunning, and speaks her mind in the 

film, but this has negative consequences for her son, Hamid, and his potential bride, Nora. 

Hamid‟s mother is (rightly) suspicious of the hurried manner in which Nora‟s mother tries to 

arrange the marriage of her daughter, and is convinced that Nora is hiding something. She tells 

her son (in Arabic, subtitled in French): “Cette fille a quelque chose de louche. Une mère sent 

ces choses-là. On annule le mariage, et on oublie cette famille.” Hamid refuses, but his mother 

still does not give up and instead sets out to discover what the secret is before she allows Nora to 

marry her son. She takes action: she first calls Nora‟s supposed workplace only to find out that 

Nora never worked there; then, she invites Nora to their home to observe her behavior; and 

finally, she arranges a meeting with Nora‟s mother to discuss the marriage, the dowry, and to 

request a certificat de virginité.  

When she finally discovers Nora‟s secret, she actively makes her voice heard by calling 

one woman in the neighborhood after another to spread the scandalous news and to express her 

                                                 
135 In Des mères contre les femmes: Maternité et patriarcat au Maghreb (1985) ethnologist Camille Lacoste-
Dujardin brings to light the role of Maghrebi women – and particularly mothers – in reinforcing the patriarchal 
culture and traditions that are oppressive to women. They do so, Lacoste-Dujardin argues, by raising their daughters 
to respect the patriarchal family structure that is ultimately oppressive to them and to be discreet and silent. 
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anger with regard to Nora and her family. She also confronts her son, telling him: “Je te le dis 

depuis le début mais tu ne m‟écoutes pas. Cette fille est une prostituée! Je vais leur faire un 

scandale et demander réparation.” She is determined to speak out and slander Nora and her 

family – despite her son‟s affection for Nora – and her phone calls set off a chain reaction of 

gossip and telephone calls between other Maghrebi women in town, some of whom then call 

Nora‟s house to insult her.136 These first-generation women from the Maghreb are obviously not 

afraid to express themselves on the subject of “honor” or make their opinions known, yet their 

words are judgmental, mean-spirited, and serve only to tear other women down. In the end, 

Hamid (who still wants to marry Nora) is able to silence his mother and stop her tirade only by 

using drastic measures: he locks her in the store office and takes away her phone, before leaving 

in search of Nora.  

Whereas Hamid‟s mother is determined throughout the film to discover Nora‟s secret and 

then broadcast it to everyone in town, Nora‟s mother desperately wants to keep it under wraps in 

order to keep her family‟s reputation untarnished. Her words and actions are subsequently guided 

by her desire to maintain appearances, and as such, whenever she speaks to someone other than 

Nora and her next-door neighbor (who advised her to find Nora a husband in the first place), her 

words are nothing but lies. She tells her husband that Nora has finally decided to be married, for 

example, exaggerates Nora‟s helpfulness around the house when Hamid and his mother come to 

visit, and later bristles and acts offended when Hamid‟s mother asks her for written proof of 

Nora‟s virginity. She speaks out truthfully for the first time about the situation when she calls a 

radio program to ask for advice about a “friend‟s daughter,” and her words – and the aftermath of 

them – are extremely significant. She tells the host of the radio show: “Cette jeune fille est 

tourmentée. On veut la marier sans son consentement […] Elle est coincée. Sa mère est inquiète. 

Elle veut savoir si elle sera heureuse avec cet homme.” Her words reveal that her worries are not 

limited solely to her family‟s honor but extend also to her daughter‟s happiness, and as a result, 

she appears in a more sympathetic light than she had earlier in the film, when it appeared that she 

cared about little more than her family‟s reputation. Although she speaks out with the best of 

intentions in this scene, her words still lead to negative consequences for her daughter: little did 

she know that Hamid‟s mother would be listening and would realize the truth about Nora.   

                                                 
136 One woman says “T‟es qu‟une putain qui se fait sauter par les Français!” and then promptly hangs up. Another 
yells through the phone line: “Tu as un bâtard dans le ventre.” 
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Nora‟s mother is presented in a more favorable light at the end of the film when she steps 

outside of the bounds of tradition and confronts the neighbors, who had all gathered outside to 

watch the drama unfold. She finally voices her support of her daughter in the public space and 

criticizes the judgmental and condemnatory attitudes of the neighbors as well as their lack of 

compassion for the suffering of others. She tells them: “Rentrez chez vous! On n‟est pas au 

cinéma. Occupez-vous de vos enfants et de votre foyer. Vous devriez avoir honte. Vous voulez 

me voir agoniser, mourir. Non! Non! Je suis là et je serai toujours là. Je me battrai pour ma fille 

jusqu‟à la mort. Vous n‟avez aucune pudeur!” Her words may not have an effect on the 

neighbors – as their laughter at her expense demonstrates when she trips on the way into her 

house – but the act of speaking out in this manner is significant: she no longer tries to mask her 

voice, as she had done on the radio, or lie about the situation, as she had been doing all along. Up 

until this point in the narrative, her words and actions had been guided by tradition and the fear 

of being judged by others, and this scene thus represents her first real demonstration of agency in 

the film. For the first time, she speaks out and expresses her opinions, irrespective of traditions, 

expectations, questions of honor, and fear of public humiliation. Yet the viewer is not left with 

this positive image of Nora‟s mother because near the end of the film she reacts violently 

towards her friend: she slaps her neighbor when she suggests that perhaps Hamid was the father 

of Nora‟s child after all.  

As highlighted above, women from the Maghreb in France (and in Algeria) are portrayed 

very negatively in Leïla née en France and L’Honneur de ma famille. Both films are constructed 

in such a way as to encourage viewers to identify with the young Maghrebi French protagonists 

and to reject the first-generation Maghrebis, who are portrayed as controlling, abusive, 

manipulative, and unreasonable – in a word, very different, not only from their Maghrebi French 

children but also from the majority-French television viewers. By their words and actions, the 

mothers of Leïla, Hamid, and Nora all blindly reinforce traditions relating to marriage and family 

“honor” – traditions of which the women themselves are all shown to be victims, paradoxically – 

and in each case young Maghrebi French characters (especially young women) suffer as a result. 

The first-generation women‟s words and actions are indicative of an absence of agency because 

they arise from an unthinking acceptance of norms once transmitted to the women by their own 

families. It is this acceptance of a set of norms and expectations devised by others – manifested 

in tyrannical behavior towards young Maghrebi French women – that robs them of true agency. 
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The Maghrebi women‟s words and actions ultimately result in the breakdown of their 

families in both films, as their children need to escape from them in order to live as they choose 

and be free from oppression and judgment. In the words of Carrie Tarr, “Nora represents the 

younger generation who are potentially well integrated and desire to live their own lives, even if 

it means rebelling against the values of their culture of origin” (Reframing difference 140). The 

same is true for Leïla in Leïla née en France, who must escape from the iron grip of her parents 

and grandmother in order return home – to France – and live her life as she chooses and with 

whom she chooses.  

 

Representing Turning Points in the Lives of Maghrebi Migrant Women: Changing 

Perspectives and Acquiring Agency 

The next three téléfilms that I will examine offer a more nuanced and positive vision of 

first-generation women from the Maghreb than those just described. The women in these 

téléfilms negotiate between tradition and change and in the end undergo a significant 

modification in perspective on subjects such as mixed marriage, arranged marriage, divorce, 

family honor, forgiveness, and the importance of keeping up appearances. More importantly, 

they speak out about their change of heart, and as a result, not only do their own lives change for 

the better, but so also do those of their children. The three films in question are Harkis (Tasma 

2006), Permis d’aimer (Krim 2005), and Pas si simple (Krim 2010).  

In each of these films, women of Maghrebi descent are involved in hiding their 

relationships with majority-ethnic Frenchman from their families because they know that their 

parents would disapprove and would consider their daughters to have lost their “honor” and 

tarnished the reputation of the family. The films also bring to the fore the extent to which the 

first-generation Maghrebi women see things differently from their respective daughters with 

regard to relationships. Initially, therefore, the Maghrebi migrant women depicted in Harkis, 

Permis d’aimer, and Pas si simple share a lack of agency that is similar to that of the Maghrebi 

women characters in Leïla née en France and L’Honneur de ma famille. They are all involved at 

one time or another in arranging a marriage for their respective daughters, for example, in order 

to fulfill traditions and, perhaps more importantly for them, to satisfy the expectations of others. 

In each case, the women‟s actions are guided not by their belief in the importance or significance 

of the traditions themselves, but rather by how other people might react if their daughters fail to 
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follow them. In Harkis, Leïla‟s parents decide to arrange her marriage with a cousin after (false) 

rumors spread among the harki families about Leïla‟s supposed intimate relationship with a 

young Frenchman, Jérôme. The marriage thus represents a quick way to quiet the rumors, and 

Leïla‟s mother, Aïcha, goes along with the plan knowing full well that her daughter will miss 

important exams and likely not finish school because of it. She tells her daughter: “Tant pis pour 

les examens. C‟est mieux comme ça.” In Permis d’aimer, we learn that in her youth Malika was 

forced to marry a man intended for her older sister, Djamila, after Djamila refused the marriage 

and chose to marry a majority-ethnic Frenchman instead. Djamila was cast out of her family, and 

Malika‟s loveless marriage was hastily arranged as a way for the family to save face in the eyes 

of the community – hence her secrecy, even years later (after her husband‟s death), with regard 

to her relationship with Jean, a majority-ethnic Frenchman. In Pas si simple, Nadia marries a 

Moroccan man that she does not love after giving into the pressure placed upon her by her 

parents. Nadia‟s mother, Soraya, is particularly obsessed with keeping up appearances and had 

put pressure on her daughter out of concern for what people would say about the family if their 

daughter did not marry soon.   

The key differences between the three Maghrebi women portrayed in these films and 

those depicted in Leïla née en France and L’Honneur de ma famille are twofold. Not only do 

Aïcha, Houria, and Soraya each undergo an important change of heart with regard to their 

behavior towards their daughters and their beliefs about subjects such as marriage, dating, family 

honor, and forgiveness, but they also speak out about it, transgressing significant boundaries and 

challenging expectations in the process – thus achieving agency. The moment when the women 

assert themselves – each time near the end of the film – constitutes a key moment in the 

narrative, and one that has significant consequences for the women themselves as well as other 

members of their families. In Harkis, for example, it is Aïcha who first recognizes that she and 

her husband cannot try to force Leïla into marriage without losing her forever. She knows that 

Leïla not only has the opportunity to succeed in France in ways that her parents have not, but she 

also has the necessary education and knowledge to be able to help her family finally transition 

into life outside of the harki camp. Aïcha states her case to her husband in the following way 

(after her husband finally stands up to the camp leader):  

AÏCHA: Saïd, viens te coucher. On part tôt demain matin.  

SAÏD: Qu‟est-ce que j‟ai fait? On ne connaît rien de la France. 
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AÏCHA: Saïd, tu as fait le bon choix. Oui. Leïla va nous aider. Elle connaît la 

France mieux que nous. Tu sais, elle est grande maintenant. 

SAÏD: Elle va se marier, c‟est mieux pour elle. 

AÏCHA: Tu ne peux pas l‟obliger, Saïd. On est en France maintenant. Le bled, 

c‟est fini. On ne peut pas l‟élever comme là-bas. On a besoin d‟elle. Il faut qu‟elle 

reste avec nous. 

SAÏD: Tu crois cette histoire d‟infirmière? 

AÏCHA: Tu te rends compte? C‟est formidable! Elle va soigner les gens. Tout le 

monde va la respecter. Elle aura un bon salaire. 

SAÏD: Tu fais comme tu veux.  

In Permis d’aimer, it is once again a Maghrebi migrant woman, Houria, who is ultimately 

responsible for bringing about reconciliation in her family, this time between her eldest daughter, 

Djamila, and the rest of the family (Malika also has a hand in this). As mentioned above, 

Malika‟s sister, Djamila, had been cast out of the family many years before because she married 

outside of the Muslim religion, and although each of her parents kept contact with her in his or 

her own way throughout the years (unbeknownst to the other), they both refuse Malika‟s request 

that they formally – and publicly – forgive Djamila and welcome her back to the family. 

Houria‟s response brings to the fore the extent to which the fear of public embarrassment and the 

judgment of others have guided her own actions up to this point. She tells Malika: “Les voisins, 

la famille, on va être montrés de doigt! Les gens, ils sont jaloux, ils ne vont pas louper une 

occasion pour dire du mal.” When Malika takes Houria to witness her husband‟s weekly trip to 

the supermarket to observe Djamila from afar, however, Houria decides to take matters into her 

own hands and bring Mohamed and daughter together again, stating: “Ça ne peut pas continuer 

comme ça.” She approaches Djamila and then guides her daughter‟s shopping cart toward her 

husband, telling him: “Ta fille vient te dire bonjour. Ça suffit ce machin de faire la gueule. […] 

Tu es vieux. Demain tu peux mourir. Il est temps de pardonner ta fille.” Mohamed responds that 

he forgave her long ago – otherwise he never would have gone to see her at the supermarket – 

but it took Houria‟s intervention and wise words to bring the family back together again. This 

meeting in the supermarket represents a watershed moment for the family, and particularly for 

Houria and Mohamed: not only do they finally welcome Djamila back with open arms, but they 
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also attend Malika and Jean‟s wedding celebration. Hence, after this marriage they welcome a 

son into the family instead of excluding a daughter. 

The words and actions of Nadia‟s mother, Soraya, in Pas si simple are significantly 

influenced by her desire to keep up appearances and the pressure that she feels to do so. This is 

highlighted with particular clarity in one of the film‟s final sequences when Mostepha tells his 

daughter that she should just divorce her husband if she is so unhappy, a suggestion that 

profoundly surprises – and angers – his wife, who believes that the family would be publicly 

embarrassed in Morocco if such an event ever occurred. He argues that his daughter‟s happiness 

is more important than the family‟s reputation and tells Soraya that they must finally recognize 

that their children are French – a notion that Soraya rejects. He takes his argument even further, 

stating that he and Soraya are French too, after having spent so many years in France. Soraya 

strongly reacts to Mostepha‟s words, revealing that she knows the real reason behind his sudden 

change of opinion and is tired of keeping quiet about it: he has a French mistress. She tells him: 

“C‟est pour elle que tu veux devenir Français, et c‟est à cause d‟elle que tu es pour le divorce. Tu 

croyais que je ne savais pas? Bah je le savais. Et j‟ai rien dit pour sauver les apparences. 

Toujours les apparences. J‟en ai marre de tous ces mensonges. Je suis fatiguée, fatiguée.” This 

scene represents a turning point in Soraya‟s life: she decides that she will no longer allow the 

pressure to maintain appearances rule her life, nor to influence the lives of her children (through 

her). She surprises Mostepha and Nadia (and perhaps the viewer as well), by agreeing to get a 

divorce – which Mostepha does not actually want in the end. Soraya no longer remains silent 

about what she knows, nor does she act as if everything is perfect; instead, she asserts her 

agency, takes control of her own life, and refuses to give in to Mostepha‟s pleas to stay together. 

The key moments that I have outlined in the three films in this section constitute positive 

turning points both in the lives of the first-generation Maghrebi women and in the lives of their 

children. In abandoning blind subordination to cultural norms and refusing to allow their actions 

to be guided by the expectations of others, these first-generation women achieve agency. In 

Permis d’aimer and Harkis, the women‟s voices and actions are integral to bringing their 

respective families back together and allowing their daughters to live their own lives without 

losing their families – unlike in Leïla née en France and L’Honneur de ma famille, where the 

words and actions of Maghrebi women, guided by tradition and the expectations of others, 

provoke the breakdown of their respective families. Soraya‟s display of agency in the form of a 
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confrontation with her husband in Pas si simple results in their breakup and imminent divorce, 

but in the end her decision has a positive effect on everyone in the family: Soraya becomes 

financially independent by opening a hair salon in her home; a newly single Mostepha prepares 

to fulfill a longtime dream of going on a road trip around France with his brother; and their 

children move forward with their own lives. In choosing her own happiness and self-respect over 

maintaining a façade for the benefit of others, Soraya set a powerful example for her children: to 

make the best choices for their own happiness without worrying about what other people 

(including their parents) will say – something that it took Soraya a long time to do.  

I have argued in this section that Aïcha, Houria, and Soraya each undergo an important 

change in perspective and then display a significant degree of agency through their words and/or 

actions. They bring about positive changes not only for themselves, but also for their children. 

Consequently, they do not come across as victims, as do the Maghrebi migrant women in Tenir 

tête and Grégoire peut mieux faire, nor are they likely to provoke negative reactions from 

viewers or alienate them, as do the mothers in Leïla née en France and L’Honneur de ma famille. 

Viewers are likely to identify with Aïcha, Houria, and Soraya (at least by the end of the 

téléfilms) and appreciate the decisions they make and the challenges they overcome to do so. 

 

New and Innovative Portrayals of Maghrebi Migrant Women: Aïcha, Aïcha: Job à tout 
prix, and Le Choix de Myriam  

I will now consider téléfilms that offer new and innovative perspectives on the 

experiences of first-generation women from the Maghreb and in which the women demonstrate 

the greatest degree of agency of any of the téléfilms in my corpus. These films are Aïcha 

(Benguigui 2009), Aïcha: Job à tout prix (Benguigui 2011), and the two-part téléfilm Le Choix 

de Myriam (Chibane 2009). The Maghrebi migrant women in these films are likeable characters 

who find ways of overcoming adversity, and they are represented in such a way as to create a 

connection with the viewer on an affective level and to encourage the viewer to identify with the 

women‟s points of view and experiences. In the Aïcha series, the woman in question is Madame 

Bouamazza (Rabia Mokeddem), the eponymous protagonist‟s mother.137 The portrayal of 

Madame Bouamazza is especially noteworthy for two main reasons: first, she overcomes 

                                                 
137 Rabia Mokeddem was also involved in Benguigui‟s first feature-length fiction film, Inch’Allah dimanche (2001). 
She played the role of Zouina‟s controlling and menacing mother-in-law. 
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challenges to achieve a goal – obtaining her driver‟s license – which she set for herself; and 

second, her experiences are related through the use of humor, a strategy that is innovative with 

regard to representations of Maghrebi women in French téléfilms.138 Early in the first film, for 

example, when a friend comes to help Madame Bouamazza study for the driver‟s exam, she 

raises up her eyes and hands in a prayer to Allah, saying: “Cette fois-ci, tu me donnes le code. Je 

te ferai deux mois de Ramadan” (instead of the customary one month). She then explains her 

main motivations for wanting to have her license: it will allow her to go where she wants, when 

she wants, and with whom she wants. The license represents a ticket to mobility and a greater 

sense of freedom for Madame Bouamazza, an idea underscored when she says: “Avec ma 

voiture, je peux aller où je veux, je prends mes copines quand je veux, je vais au hammam quand 

je veux, je mets ma famille dedans, je vais au pays avec mes bagages jusque-là. Et après si je 

meurs, je meurs tranquille.” Not only does she decide to pursue this project, but she also does not 

give up when she fails the test (several times) or when someone tries to stand in her way. She 

stands up to her husband, literally and figuratively, for example, when he is in a rage after their 

unmarried niece becomes pregnant (and in his view brings shame upon the family) and threatens 

to prevent his wife from pursuing her dream.139 But she is determined not to let this happen, 

standing up and yelling at him in front of the entire family: “Ah non – mon code, je l‟ai 

commencé, je le termine! Tu veux ou tu veux pas!”  

Perhaps an even greater sign of Madame Bouamazza‟s agency in Benguigui‟s films is not 

that she sets this ambitious goal, defends it, and eventually achieves it, but that it is something 

that she does for herself – it is unrelated to her children and her husband. Madame Bouamazza is 

presented as an endearing character with a unique personality in both films, and particularly in 

the second one, where the majority of her time on screen is devoted to her experiences behind the 

wheel in the driver‟s education car and her attempts to channel positive energy in order to pass 

the driving exam. These scenes are especially noteworthy because they provide comic relief in 

the film and offset some of the more serious scenes.140 One example that is particularly 

                                                 
138 In fact, the use of humor is rarely used in representations of first-generation women from the Maghreb, whether 
in feature films, téléfilms, documentaries, or short films. Notable exceptions are the short films Le petit chat est mort 
(Deliba 1991) and Zohra à la plage (Bernstein 1995), which I analyze in chapter 3, and Mes voisines mes copines 
(Kherfi 2002), discussed in chapter 2.  
 
139 As the sequel to Aïcha reveals, however, Mr. Bouamazza is very proud of his wife when she finally obtains her 
license, and he celebrates her achievement with her.   
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illustrative of this is when Madame Bouamazza follows the advice given to her by her Tibetan 

driving instructor, who recognizes that she becomes flustered and nervous while in the driver‟s 

seat and tries to help. He encourages Madame Bouamazza to try calm her mind and body, 

suggesting that repeating the words “petit lotus” in a kind of meditation might help her do so.141 

She thus starts murmuring the words at night before she goes to bed, to the point that her 

husband wonders what is going on with his wife and tries to discover the meaning behind her 

words. By using humor to portray some of the experiences of Madame Bouamazza, Benguigui‟s 

téléfilms stand apart from the other téléfilms in my corpus and bring to the fore an innovative 

approach to representing the voices of first-generation women from the Maghreb in téléfilms.  

Malik Chibane‟s two-part téléfilm Le Choix de Myriam is also innovative with regard to 

its portrayal of a first-generation woman from the Maghreb, Myriam Baccouche (Leïla Bekhti), 

but for different reasons. First, and most significantly, this téléfilm is the only film in my corpus 

in which a Maghrebi migrant woman in France is the main protagonist. The narrative is told 

largely from her point of view, and as a result, the viewer is privy to the secrets that she keeps, 

the challenges that she faces, and the decisions that she makes. Second, this téléfilm has the 

longest running time of any of the téléfilms in my corpus. Third, it depicts the experiences of 

Myriam and her family over a significant period of time, from the early 1960s to the late 1970s. 

When I met with director Malik Chibane in October of 2008 (before the téléfilm was broadcast 

on France 3), he explained to me that he chose to set the film‟s narrative within this particular 

time frame because it was a period that brought significant changes for women in France in 

general, including the feminist movement and the legalization of birth control (in 1967) 

(Chibane). 

Myriam joins her husband in France in the early 1960s, and the film‟s opening sequences 

bring to the fore the significant challenges and difficulties that she faces upon arrival in France. 

In many ways, the deck seems to be stacked against her, with regard to the potential for agency: 

she is young (sixteen), inexperienced, illiterate, unprepared for the poor living conditions that 

await her in France, and subject to the rules and decisions of her husband, Kader, who directs her 

                                                                                                                                                             
140 When I first viewed this film at Le 3 Luxembourg cinema in Paris in November 2010, the scenes featuring 
Madame Bouamazza were those that provoked the most laughter from the audience. 
 
141 In The Handbook of Tibetan Buddhist Symbols, Robert Beer explains that the lotus plant, “which grows from the 
dark watery mire but remains completely unrestrained by it, is a major Buddhist symbol of renunciation, purity, and 
freedom from the faults of cyclic existence” (169). 
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not to leave their home when he is not there and even threatens to send her back to Algeria. In 

spite of these challenges and potential disadvantages, Myriam demonstrates a great deal of 

agency in this téléfilm, through her words, actions, and even her silences.142  

Myriam consistently pushes limits and challenges expectations in this téléfilm, especially 

with regard to the “traditional” role of a Maghrebi wife and mother in the family sphere that her 

husband believes she should fulfill. The first important decision that Myriam makes for herself – 

and without the knowledge or consent of her husband – is reflective of this: she asks her doctor 

to prescribe her birth control. Myriam had given birth to four children in quick succession – a 

fact highlighted in the film by back-to-back sequences featuring Myriam in labor in the local 

maternity ward – and then decided that four was enough. The act of taking a contraceptive is a 

significant display of agency, as Myriam takes control of her body and decides that she will have 

no more children. She does not leave the decision to her husband.143 The second important 

decision that Myriam makes without the knowledge of her husband is to work outside of the 

home as a cleaning lady while her husband is at work. She does not find employment in order to 

have pocket money, but rather because she suddenly has an unexpected bill to pay, and one that 

she does not want her husband to know about. Myriam is the victim of a dishonest insurance 

agent who comes to her home and convinces her that her family is entitled to an increase in their 

allocations familiales, saying that all she has to do is sign a paper acknowledging this. Myriam 

believes the man and signs the paper, but her illiteracy prevents her from seeing that what she 

signed is actually a life insurance policy for her husband, Kader.144 When Myriam is unable to 

get out of the contract, she decides to find work and thus creates a solution to the problem rather 

                                                 
142 A significant challenge that many first-generation Maghrebi women face(d) in France but that is not addressed in 
Chibane‟s film is the language barrier. Despite their being uneducated, Myriam and Kader speak French fluently 
upon their arrival in France, with no hint of a non-standard accent. I find this to be a problematic aspect of Chibane‟s 
film, given that the large majority of Maghrebis who came to France in the 1960s – and especially women – would 
not have spoken perfect French or have been able to converse so easily with members of the majority-ethnic 
population upon their arrival, nor would they likely have spoken to one another solely in French, as do Kader and 
Myriam. It is likely that this choice was made with the mainly majority ethnic audience in mind, since it would 
negate the need for subtitles and would thus make for a more relaxed and less demanding viewing experience.  
 
143 Kader eventually suspects that birth control is the reason why Myriam no longer becomes pregnant, and he 
informs her that he is in agreement with her choice.  
 
144 Yamina Benguigui‟s feature film Inch’Allah dimanche depicts a similar situation: a dishonest door-to-door 
salesman convinces the first-generation protagonist, Zouina, to sign a document confirming that she “won” a new 
vacuum cleaner. The document is actually a contract to purchase one. 
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than tell her husband. She also learns from her (in)experience; she not only pays on time but also 

asks for a receipt. 

The third and most empowering decision that Myriam makes in Le Choix de Myriam is to 

enroll in literacy courses taught by one of her majority-ethnic friends. Once Myriam learns to 

read, she is able to make informed decisions on a number of issues, protect her interests and 

those of her family, and avoid falling prey to people who think they can take advantage of her 

because they believe her to be illiterate. She confronts her boss at the cleaning company, for 

example, when she notices that he has been paying her and her fellow workers less than they 

earned because he thought they were all illiterate and would never know the difference. 

Myriam‟s position in her family sphere also changes as the result of her literacy. First, Kader 

comes to rely on his wife because of her ability to read, asking her to look over his new job 

contract before he signs it. Second, Myriam is able to be more involved in her children‟s 

education and future success because she can follow what they are learning and help them with 

their homework.  

It is Myriam‟s ability to read and write that also allows her to protect herself and her 

children from being forced to return to Algeria by Kader, who has never given up his dream of 

returning to Algeria with his family (though for his children it would actually be their first visit, 

not a return trip). Myriam is pragmatic and realistic, looking to the future – and what is best for 

her children, in her opinion – rather than to the past. She is convinced that her children belong in 

France, where they were born and raised, rather than in Algeria, where they will not speak the 

language or know the country. She takes concrete steps to guarantee that they will never be 

forced to go there. To start, she refuses her husband‟s request to fill out the application for an 

aide au retour.145 When Kader decides to take her passport and those of her children in an 

attempt to force them to return to Algeria, Myriam goes to the town hall (on the advice of a 

friend) to report the loss of her passport and have replacement passports sent to her. Then, she 

accompanies her daughter, Yasmina – whom her father wants to marry off and send to Algeria 

after finding out about her relationship with her boyfriend – to see a judge in order to declare her 
                                                 
145 The government introduced a policy called aide au retour in April of 1977, under the Minister for Immigrant 
Workers, Lionel Stoléru (it was also referred to as the million de Stoléru). It was a financial incentive offered to 
immigrants who would agree to voluntarily return to settle in their country of origin. According to Alec G. 
Hargreaves, this program “met with little success. Most of those who took up the offer were Spanish or Portuguese 
immigrants who had probably decided to return home in any case, partly because the political climate there had 
recently improved with the end of the Franco and Salazar dictatorships; very few Maghrebis, at whom the program 
was primarily aimed, took advantage of it” (Multi-Ethnic France 26).   
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as a mineur émancipé and thus protect her from her father‟s plans for her. Myriam is determined 

to see her children succeed in France and tells Kader directly that Yasmina will finish high 

school and then attend university: “Je veux la meilleure (vie) pour elle, et elle l‟aura.” Finally, 

Myriam even threatens to leave Kader, promising that she will stay in France without him rather 

than go back to Algeria. In the end, Myriam does not have to follow through with her plans 

because Kader decides to remain in France with his family and let his daughter make her own 

decisions about her future. 

As I have highlighted, Myriam Baccouche is a first-generation woman from the Maghreb 

who demonstrates a great deal of agency in Le Choix de Myriam, a point underscored by the title 

of the téléfilm. The most consistent marker of Myriam‟s agency is her ability and determination 

to overcome problems, setbacks, challenges, and disadvantages in her life, and to continually 

look toward the future. When Myriam is the victim of dishonesty, she finds ways of overcoming 

her problems on her own, and then learns from them, so as to avoid making the same mistake 

again.  She finds ways of convincing her husband to see her point of view (persuading him to 

allow the children to celebrate Christmas, for example, because Jesus‟ name is mentioned in the 

Koran) and stands up to him when she does not agree with him. Finally, Myriam proves that she 

is prepared take action to defend herself or her family‟s interests and is not afraid to make her 

voice heard – but she also knows when to keep a secret. 

 

Conclusion 

The goal of this chapter has been to elucidate how the voices of Maghrebi migrant 

women emerge through the medium of téléfilms, cinematic works that have the potential to reach 

a large mainstream audience and thus to shape popular perceptions about first-generation 

Maghrebi women in France. I have examined the extent to which Maghrebi migrant women 

demonstrate agency in these films, and by what means, and have highlighted various factors that 

constitute barriers to agency for first-generation women, such as the fear of public ridicule and 

the conviction that speaking out cannot bring about change. The téléfilms discussed in this 

chapter suggest that the act of speaking out or acting (agir) is not in and of itself proof of agency, 

especially if one‟s words or actions are guided first and foremost by the expectations of others 

and/or involve an unquestioning submission to traditions. By the same token, keeping silent does 
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not necessarily imply submissiveness or a lack of agency, as Myriam Baccouche‟s actions 

demonstrate in Le Choix de Myriam. 

When taken together, the téléfilms analyzed in this chapter present a vision of agency 

which is to a very large extent equated with behaving in a “Westernized” fashion, conforming to 

norms of individualism dominant in France, whereas an absence of agency is associated with the 

perpetuation of traditions associated with the country of origin which are shown to be patriarchal 

and oppressive to women in many respects. Conforming to the dominant norms in France and 

achieving agency lead to a positive outcome both for first-generation from the Maghreb women 

and other characters in these téléfilms: families stay together or are reunited, and first-generation 

women reap the benefits of being more “liberated” and self-sufficient. When Maghrebi women 

do not achieve agency, notably because of a blind submission to tradition and/or unwillingness to 

step outside of expectations for fear of being judged by others, this leads to negative 

consequences, such as the breakdown of families and the oppression of young Maghrebi French 

women. In these instances, the first-generation Maghrebi women are cast in a very negative light, 

as the representations of Nora and Hamid‟s respective mothers in L’Honneur de ma famille and 

Leïla‟s mother in Leïla née en France demonstrate. 

It is equally striking to note the extent to which the guiding narrative threads of French 

téléfilms featuring first-generation Maghrebi women are limited in scope. They focus largely on 

familial conflicts that are placed within a framework of a cultural conflict, and they examine to a 

much lesser degree other factors that could pose challenges to first-generation Maghrebi women 

in France, such as discrimination, socio-economic disparity, or illiteracy. The family‟s culture of 

origin, as well as the traditions and cultural practices associated with it, are cast almost without 

exception in a negative light in these téléfilms. They are portrayed as the root cause of the 

conflicts that arise within the family sphere as well as a hindrance to the “emancipation” of first-

generation Maghrebi women and their daughters in France. The fact that this characteristic is 

common to nearly all of the téléfilms in my corpus is no doubt indicative of its success in 

consistently mobilizing a significant viewing audience – or at least contributing to this in an 

important way – a top priority for broadcasting networks that are always conscious of ratings and 

viewer numbers. It is therefore not surprising that téléfilms are less likely to go against the grain 

– casting traditions or the culture of origin of Maghrebis and their children in France in a positive 

light, for example – than are short films, documentaries, or feature films, a trend confirmed by 
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the broader set of themes raised in the short films, documentaries, and feature films in my 

cinematic corpus. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE VOICES OF MAGHREBI WOMEN MIGRANTS IN 

FEATURE FILMS: FROM VERBAL TO NON-VERBAL FORMS 

OF COMMUNICATION 

“L‟image est un outil pédagogique capitale  

pour faire bouger les mentalités. Je ne 

connais pas quelque chose de plus fort et de 

plus immédiat pour communiquer, pour dire, 

même si vous ne parlez pas la langue.” 

-Yamina Benguigui146 

This chapter aims to shed light on the ways in which the voices of first-generation 

women from the Maghreb are expressed through feature films, i.e. feature-length fiction films 

made for release in cinemas. Out of the four film genres discussed in this study, the feature film 

genre is the one with which moviegoers tend to be most familiar, as well as the one that is most 

readily available to them, whether in cinemas, on television, online, or on DVD. As I have 

highlighted in previous chapters, the medium of film can be especially effective in bringing 

viewers into sympathy with characters unlike themselves (in age or ethnic origin, for example) 

and in enabling audiences to move beyond barriers – cultural, linguistic, or other – that could 

potentially distance them from the films‟ characters.   

In this chapter, I will examine a selection of feature films that depict first-generation 

women from the Maghreb and will focus specifically on the techniques used in the films to 

convey the voices of first-generation Maghrebi characters to the audience. The techniques that I 

will analyze range from those that could be considered the most “verbal” in the traditional sense 

of the word, such as the use of interior monologue voiceover; to those that are least verbal, like 

body language. I will consider the extent to which these techniques encourage spectators to come 

to a better understanding of the experiences of Maghrebi women in France and to share in and/or 

appreciate their respective points of view. As was noted in the introduction of this dissertation, in 

the present context discussions of audience are to be read mainly with reference to the intended 

                                                 
146 “Yamina Benguigui.” Femmes d’exception. Direct 8. 17 Sept. 2008. Television. 
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audience, which for most films tends to be a broad audience that includes people of different 

ages and ethnic backgrounds. Like téléfilms, feature films may cater to a majority-ethnic 

audience to a greater extent than most short films or documentaries, since a determining factor in 

their production in the first place is their potential to attract relatively large audiences.  

There are a significant number of feature films that depict first-generation women from 

the Maghreb in France, and thus in order to construct a manageable corpus for this chapter, I 

have chosen to focus my detailed analysis on films in which first-generation women are the main 

protagonists or have significant secondary roles. While I am familiar with the films in which 

Maghrebi migrant women have limited secondary roles, I will not discuss them in detail here 

since they fall outside of the scope of the present study.147 In addition, unlike previous chapters 

in this study, which began with an exhaustive list and thematic overview of each film in the 

genre in question, this chapter will begin directly with an analysis of the feature films that make 

up my corpus. Whereas a significant number of the documentaries, short films, and téléfilms 

discussed in previous chapters have yet to receive any scholarly or media attention – hence the 

value of providing an exhaustive list and overview of each of them – most feature films depicting 

first-generation women from the Maghreb in important roles are relatively well-known, readily 

available, and/or have been the subject of scholarly critique. While each film that I will examine 

has received some degree of media and scholarly attention (some more than others), they have 

not previously been examined from the angle that I have chosen, nor have they been analyzed in 

the context of the specific corpus that I have selected for this chapter. 

The remainder of this chapter will be divided into three sections. The first part of my 

analysis will be devoted to feature films that rely heavily on verbal expression – the spoken word 

– to relate the experiences and subjective points of view of first-generation women from the 

Maghreb in France. The films that make up this section are Rachida Krim‟s Sous les pieds des 

femmes (1997) and two films by Philippe Faucon: Dans la vie (2007) and Samia (2001). In the 

second part of my analysis, I will examine Le thé au harem d’Archimède (Mehdi Charef 1985) 

Vivre au paradis (Bourlem Guerdjou 1999) and 17 rue bleue (Chad Chenouga 2001), films that 

                                                 
147 Feature films in which Maghrebi migrant women in France have limited or marginal roles include (but are not 
limited to): Bye-Bye (Karim Dridi 1995), Douce France (Malik Chibane 1995), Raï (Thomas Gilou 1995), Le Gone 
du Chaâba (Christophe Ruggia 1998), Wesh wesh qu’est-ce qui se passe? (Rabah Ameur-Zaïmeche 2002), Beur 
blanc rouge (Mahmoud Zemmouri 2006), and La Graine et le mulet (Abdellatif Kechiche 2007). A first-generation 
Maghrebi woman also has a limited role in Zaïda Ghorab-Volta‟s medium-length film Souviens-toi de moi (1996). 
For an analysis of this film, see Tarr (2005). 
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rely on both verbal and non-verbal means to give expression to the experiences of the first-

generation women depicted in them. By non-verbal forms of communication, I mean elements or 

incidents at the diegetic level that communicate meaning to the spectator about the Maghrebi 

women protagonists – without recourse to the spoken word. Meaning could be communicated, 

for example, through the body language or facial expressions of the women, as well as through 

non-verbal oral sounds (cries, screams) or subjective camera shots. We shall see that objects can 

also play a key role in communicating the experiences and challenges faced by the Maghrebi 

migrant women in the films. The third and final part of my analysis will be devoted to Yamina 

Benguigui‟s Inch’Allah dimanche (2001), a film that relies most extensively on non-verbal 

techniques to bring to the fore the challenges that the film‟s protagonist, Zouina, faces as a first-

generation Algerian woman in France.  

 

Relating First-Generation Women’s Experiences through the Spoken Word 

In the first part of my analysis, I will consider three feature films that rely heavily on the 

spoken word to communicate the experiences of Maghrebi women in France: Sous les pieds des 

femmes (Krim 1997), Dans la vie (Faucon 2007) and Samia (Faucon 2001). My analysis of these 

films will take into consideration not only what the respective characters say, but also to whom 

their words are directed (if anyone), and in what context their words are spoken. It will focus in 

particular on elucidating the following question: to what extent do films that rely heavily on 

“verbal” means of communication invite the viewer to have better understanding of the 

subjective experiences of the Maghrebi women depicted in the films?  

 

The Significance of Interior Monologue Voiceover in Sous les pieds des femmes 

The release of Rachida Krim‟s Sous les pieds des femmes in 1997 marked two significant 

milestones: first, the film‟s director, Rachida Krim, was the first woman of Maghrebi descent in 

France to direct a feature film (Tarr 2000); and second, Krim was also the first director (of any 

background) to make a feature film in which a first-generation Maghrebi woman is the main 

protagonist. The narrative of Sous les pieds des femmes privileges the point of view of Aya, a 

first-generation woman from Algeria living in the South of France with her husband, Moncef, 

and it is composed of two interconnected storylines. The film begins as Amin, Aya‟s former 
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lover and FLN148 cell leader in France during the Algerian War of Independence (and who 

returned to Algeria after independence in 1962), visits Aya and Moncef for the first time in 

thirty-five years. Amin‟s visit – and the film‟s linear narrative – is then interrupted by a series of 

flashbacks that reveals the extent of Aya‟s participation in the independence movement as well 

as her complicated and conflictual relationship with Amin.  

Aya‟s voice and words play an extremely significant role in the film. Aya‟s voice – 

expressed extra-diegetically in the form of an interior monologue voiceover – guides the 

spectator through the discovery of a specific set of her past experiences and brings to the fore the 

consequences of these memories on her life in the present. The tool of voiceover is not often 

used in feature films (it is much more common in documentaries) and rarely dominates a film to 

the extent that it does in Sous les pieds des femmes.149 In my June 2010 interview with her, 

Rachida Krim spoke of the preeminence of the spoken word in her film and the motivation that 

guided this choice. She stated: “Il est très bavard, ce film. […] Je voulais que les choses soient 

dites – des mots – parce qu‟on est dans ce monde de silence” (Krim). Krim explained to me that 

she had firsthand knowledge about the silence that reigned in many Algerian immigrant families 

after the War of Independence, as her own parents were militants in the FLN and transmitted 

very little about their past experiences to their children. In making Sous les pieds des femmes, 

Krim wanted to break this silence, reconstruct memories through her film, and give a voice to 

Algerian women – like her mother – who contributed to the independence of Algeria but were in 

many respects forgotten by history and then disappointed by an Algerian state that did not 

uphold equal rights for women.150  

Not only does Sous les pieds des femmes highlight the participation of a first-generation 

Maghrebi woman in the Algerian the War of Independence, but it does so through the creation of 

a character who tells her own story, in her own words. The use of interior monologue voiceover 

is a necessary tool in this regard. Spectators listen to Aya‟s inner monologue during her reunion 

                                                 
148 Front de Libération Nationale. 
 
149 Voiceover is used in one other film discussed in this chapter, Yamina Benguigu‟s Inch’Allah dimanche, but only 
in two very brief moments. 
 
150 Gillo Pontecorvo‟s celebrated film La Bataille d’Alger (1966) portrays the involvement of Algerian women in the 
fight for independence in Algeria, and notably those who became known as the porteuses de feu in reference to their 
activities involving transporting and placing bombs in French neighborhoods. Krim‟s film depicts the involvement 
of an Algerian woman in the Algerian independence movement on French soil, as well as the consequences of this 
participation in later years for her and her family.  
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with Amin and see her subjective memories – the past as she remembers it – which are conveyed 

through flashback sequences. The use of interior monologue and flashbacks in the film thus 

places the spectators in a privileged position, with access to thoughts and memories belonging to 

Aya to which no one at the diegetic level (notably Aya‟s family) is privy because Aya chooses to 

remain silent about them. Aya imposes a distance between herself and others, by keeping both 

her present thoughts and past memories to herself and maintaining an impenetrable and 

enigmatic exterior. This self-imposed separation is symbolized on the one hand by the heavy 

makeup that Aya applies to her face in the film‟s first sequence – a mask that hides her 

“fractured identity” (Tarr, Reframing difference 128) – and on the other hand by the numerous 

scenes in the film in which Aya‟s face is seen indirectly, in a mirror.151  In her work on the 

question of “voice” in cinema, Mary Ann Doane characterizes interior monologue voiceover as a 

tool that enables the spectator to go beyond a character‟s exterior – his or her body – and it 

serves precisely this function in Sous les pieds des femmes. Doane writes: 

In interior monologue […] the voice and the body are represented simultaneously, 

but the voice, far from being an extension of that body, manifests its inner lining. 

The voice displays what is inaccessible to the image, what exceeds the visible: the 

“inner life” of the character. The voice here is the privileged mark of interiority, 

turning the body “inside-out.” (“The Voice in the Cinema” 41) 

In Sous les pieds des femmes, the interior monologue enables the spectator to go beyond the 

harsh and somewhat cold image of Aya that she projects to others and to access her innermost 

thoughts and feelings. The words and emotions that Aya expresses in the interior monologue 

stand in stark contrast to the silences that she (and her husband) have maintained over the years 

regarding their participation in the FLN, and in particular Aya‟s choice to say little to her 

daughter about why she went to prison and was subsequently tortured (for the murder of a high-

ranking French police officer). When I asked Krim about her choice to accord such importance 

to the interior monologue voiceover in the film, she responded by saying that in her view, Aya‟s 

inner monologue constitutes a space of freedom of expression and truth for Aya, and thus a 

contrast to her life on the exterior, which is full of silences:  

                                                 
151 Carrie Tarr points out that the scenes in which Aya looks in the mirror often lead into the subjective flashbacks 
(Reframing difference 127). 
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Je voulais qu‟elle raconte comme si elle se racontait l‟histoire. C‟est la voix 

intérieure. Et la voix intérieure est un peu particulière quand même, par rapport à 

quand c‟est projeté, exprimé. C‟est deux écritures différentes, celle qui se raconte, 

et celle de la vie, ponctuée de silences. La voix intérieure, elle a une espèce de 

liberté. Elle est beaucoup plus libre. On peut dire ce qu‟on veut à l‟intérieur, c‟est 

ça qui est bien. […] La parole intérieure est présente en permanence, et c‟est 

jamais silencieux. (Krim) 

The interior monologue and subjective flashbacks that structure Sous les pieds des femmes also 

invite spectators to see how specific events, challenges, and disappointments in Aya‟s past have 

played a formative role in her life and have contributed to the cold and critical exterior that Aya 

projects to others. Aya‟s strong voice and the opinions that she expresses in the interior 

monologue stand in contrast not only to the short answers and silences that her family witnesses 

in the present, but also to the soft-spoken and submissive diegetic voice of Aya in 1958, at the 

beginning of her participation in the independence movement. Aya‟s grown daughter, Fouzia, is 

unaware of these contrasts, however – her mother‟s multiple voices – since she knows little of 

her mother‟s past, and Aya does not reveal her innermost thoughts to her in the present. Fouzia‟s 

ignorance of the details of her mother‟s past life and subsequent transformation is highlighted 

with particular clarity in a scene where the family sits down to dinner with Amin during his visit. 

Aya sits in silence while Fouzia, Amin, and Moncef talk about Algeria: Fouzia criticizes the 

current state of affairs in Algeria, notably corruption and the one-party government; Amin admits 

to errors made after independence, such as the policy of forced “Arabization,” and the 

consequences of this; and Moncef defends his country of origin, speaking of the positive changes 

made since independence with regard to healthcare and education – an immigrant‟s “Algérie de 

rêve,” according to Amin. Aya finally intervenes with an enigmatic remark about two people 

named Farid and Anaïssa. This is an allusion to the means used by the FLN to gain 

independence, but Fouzia does not understand the reference since she knows very little about her 

parents‟ past. Aya‟s comment is directed toward Moncef and Amin and underscores her criticism 

of the conservative Islamic ideology and moments of unnecessary violence used by the FLN to 

achieve independence. A flashback sequence gives the spectator the information necessary to 

understand Aya‟s words, depicting the decision made by male members of the FLN – including 

Moncef and Amin – to execute two other FLN militants, Farid and Anaïssa, for committing 
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adultery. When Aya asks Moncef and Amin if they remember the young couple, Fouzia 

responds: 

FOUZIA: C‟est qui? 

AYA: Demande-leur. [She stands up from the table and walks toward the door] 

FOUZIA: [To Amin] Ne vous inquiétez pas, elle a toujours été comme ça. 

AYA: Non, ma fille. Je n‟ai pas toujours été comme ça. 

The spectator gains a better understanding of Aya‟s point of view and the factors that 

contributed to the personal transformation to which she alludes (“Je n‟ai pas toujours été comme 

ça”) through a series of subjective flashbacks. In particular, these flashbacks bring to the fore 

Aya‟s participation in the independence effort, transporting money and even killing a man on 

Amin‟s orders while disguised as a French woman, Rose Benoît. They also reveal the 

disappointment that she came to feel in Algerian men like Amin, who solicited the participation 

of Algerian women in their efforts to achieve independence but did not envision their equal 

participation and liberation in a newly independent nation. One flashback in particular illustrates 

a key moment in Aya‟s personal transformation. It is a moment of intense disappointment for 

Aya, but also one of revolt. In this scene, Aya tries to comfort Amin after he angrily says that 

French colonization stripped Algerians not only of their land but also of their culture. She puts 

on a traditional Algerian dress in order to prove to him that some elements of their culture still 

remain, but he does not react favorably to this gesture. Carrie Tarr describes Amin‟s violent 

reaction the following terms: 

Amin reacts by ordering her to remove the dress, violently rejecting the image she 

projects of herself as an independent woman who can still claim to be Algerian, 

and demonstrating the narrowness and limitations of his vision. The moment 

crystallizes Aya‟s revolt as she vows that she will never lower her eyes to a man 

again. But she loses both the love of her life (Amin as a young man disappears 

from the diegesis) and her dream of an Algeria in which women would be 

emancipated. (Reframing Difference 129) 

Aya speaks out against Amin‟s narrow vision of an independent Algeria and later chooses to 

remain in France rather than return to Algeria – a life that she had not anticipated. She also 
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remains largely silent about her past.152 During Amin‟s visit to France, Aya explains to her 

husband, Moncef, that she followed Amin during the war because he had made her believe that 

they were fighting for liberty and freedom for everyone, including women, but then came to 

realize that Amin did not share her vision: “C‟était un mensonge.”  

Aya‟s transformation and the marked difference between her past and present voices are 

reinforced in a concrete way in the film by Krim‟s decision to cast two different actresses to play 

the role of Aya. Claudia Cardinale plays Aya in the present (the mid 1990s), while Fejria Deliba 

plays Aya in scenes which take place in the past, during the Algerian War of Independence. 

Krim‟s choice to have two different actresses play the same character – and two actresses who 

neither resemble nor sound like one another – has been criticized.153 Krim explained to me that 

this choice was intended to clearly mark the extent to which Aya‟s participation in the 

independence movement, the consequences of this (torture and prison), and her subsequent 

choice to remain in France after the war (rather than pursue a life with Amin in Algeria) changed 

her as a person. In the words of Krim: “Je voulais qu‟il y ait une métamorphose, une rupture 

entre l‟avant et l‟après […] Je voulais qu‟elle devienne quelqu‟un d‟autre […] je voulais marquer 

ça” (Krim).  

The use of interior monologue voiceover allows the spectator to piece together the factors 

that contributed to the “rupture” in Aya‟s voice and person and to witness these events from her 

point of view, as she remembers them. This is a particularly intimate way of portraying the life 

of Aya and allows the spectator access into her thoughts and emotions in the present – a realm 

from which her own family is excluded. Amin‟s visit forces Aya to think about the past and to 

confront her own memories, fears, past acts, and disappointments, and it convinces her that she 

must finally speak out about them to her daughter and granddaughter. She comes to the 

conclusion that if she does not allow her own voice to be heard and does not speak about her past 

actions, both good and bad, then her daughter and granddaughter‟s lives will be built on lies and 

silences – just as the foundations of the Algerian state were built on the myth of a unified 

independence movement and the heroic actions of all people involved. She speaks to Moncef 

about the destructive consequences of silences, lies, and the construction of such myths in the 

                                                 
152 The only words that she speaks about her FLN activities are those extracted from her by French forces through 
torture. 
 
153 See for example: Audé (2002) and Tarr (2005). 
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Algerian context, telling him: “Vous me fatiguez, quand vous racontez des histoires. On n‟a pas 

été que des héros. On l‟a trop fait croire. Comment veux-tu que la jeunesse soit dans le vrai 

quand elle s‟est bâtie dans le mensonge? Regarde ce qui se passe en Algérie.” Thus, in her view, 

it is the responsibility of the older generations to set the record straight. As she confirms to 

Moncef, she will start by breaking her own silence, since she is no longer afraid to tell the truth. 

In other words, she intends to express her innermost thoughts and memories – those already 

made available to spectators through her interior monologue – to others, in the public sphere.  

 

A Maghrebi Migrant Woman as the “Voice of Reason” Against Intolerance in Philippe 
Faucon’s Dans la vie 

The second film in my corpus that relies heavily on the spoken word to give spectators an 

intimate look at the life and unique personality of a first-generation Maghrebi woman is Philippe 

Faucon‟s Dans le vie (2007). The film‟s spectators discover the personality and beliefs of Halima 

(Zohra Mouffok), a first-generation Maghrebi, notably through her verbal interactions with other 

people, including: her daughter, Sélima; her other children; her husband, Ali; her employer, 

Esther; and Esther‟s son, Élie (played by the director, Philippe Faucon). As we shall see, these 

verbal interactions range from lighthearted exchanges to disagreements and all-out arguments, 

and each is revealing in its own way. The cultural and religious differences between Halima and 

Esther play an important role in the film‟s narrative. Halima is a practicing Muslim who 

immigrated to France from Algeria with her husband and raised her children in France. Esther 

also came to France from Algeria, but she is of a different religious and ethnic background than 

Halima. She is a Sephardic Jew,154 born and raised in Algeria, who left Algeria at the time of 

independence (at the same time as most pied-noirs, a term referring to European settlers and their 

descendants in North Africa).  

The film‟s main storyline begins when Sélima, a nurse who makes home visits, discovers 

that one of her patients, Esther, a paraplegic widow, no longer has in-home care because her 

caregiver, fed up with Esther‟s harsh treatment of her, walked out on the job. Esther‟s only son, 

Élie, is at his wit‟s end and does not have a replacement for her, so Sélima suggests her mother, 

Halima, as a possible caregiver and companion for Esther. Halima agrees to the arrangement and 

                                                 
154 Sephardic Jews trace their ancestry back to the Iberian Peninsula prior to their expulsion at the end of the 
fifteenth century, after which they largely settled throughout the Mediterranean basin.  
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plans to use her paycheck to fulfill her dream of going on the sacred Muslim pilgrimage to 

Mecca with her husband. The remainder of the film depicts the friendship that develops between 

Esther and Halima – one that is not without its difficulties. It brings to the fore Halima‟s 

determination to both maintain her friendship with Esther and achieve her goal of going to 

Mecca, despite criticism from some of her children and neighbors, who object to her decision to 

work for a Jewish woman and to use “Jewish money” to fund her pilgrimage. We shall see that 

Halima‟s words point to her as a voice of reason and tolerance in Dans la vie, as she moves 

beyond her own misconceptions – and those of other people – to develop a meaningful 

relationship with someone of a different faith and culture. 

Halima is aware of the potential obstacles that may stand in her way once she decides to 

become Esther‟s caregiver, but she is determined to fulfill her dream of going to Mecca and is an 

active agent in making this happen. The first potential obstacle to her goal is her husband, Ali, 

whom she knows may not agree with her choice to work for people of the Jewish faith. Sélima is 

convinced that her mother will be able to persuade him, however, as she will know how to 

choose the right words to get through to him. She tells her mother: “Tu sais comment lui parler.” 

Halima also feels confident about her ability to persuade her husband, stating (in Arabic, 

subtitled in French): “Laisse-moi faire. Je vais le travailler. Je lui parlerai à un moment où il 

pourra pas dire non.” 155 In the following scene, the spectator observes a conversation between 

Halima and Ali regarding this employment opportunity, and the argument that Halima lays out to 

her husband brings to the fore Halima‟s intelligence and her level-headedness. She diffuses 

possible tensions with regard to Esther‟s Jewish faith by telling her husband that Esther and her 

son, Élie, stood up for their daughter against a racist colleague (actually a small white lie). The 

conversation plays out in the following manner (in Arabic, subtitled in French):  

HALIMA: Tu as vu que ta fille n‟est pas bien?  

ALI: Laquelle?  

HALIMA : Sélima. […] 

ALI: Elle a un problème?  

                                                 
155 This scene calls to mind similar mother-daughter discussion that takes place between a first-generation Greek 
woman, Maria, and her American-born daughter, Toula, in My Big Fat Greek Wedding (Zwick 2002). In this 
particular scene, Maria reveals to her daughter her view of gender dynamics in a Greek couple: “Let me tell you 
something, Toula. The man is the head, but the woman is the neck. And she can turn the head any way she wants.” 



180 
 

HALIMA: Elle n‟est pas bien. Elle a maigri. Elle a un problème au travail. Tu sais 

pas d‟où le venin arrive! Celle qui travaille chez Mme Esther, c‟est une raciste! 

Elle cherche à faire renvoyer Sélima.  

ALI: Quelle pourriture! 

HALIMA: Laisse-moi faire! Je vais aller la voir et lui fermer sa bouche. 

ALI: Non, non! Pas la peine de t‟énerver. D‟abord, dis-moi la suite.  

HALIMA: Elle leur a dit: “C‟est elle ou moi!” Le fils de Mme Esther a dit: “On 

garde Sélima.” La raciste est partie. Elle les a laissés. Sélima m‟a dit: “Mme 

Esther est seule.” Elle veut que je lui fasse la cuisine, que je l‟aide, jusqu‟à ce 

qu‟ils trouvent quelqu‟un. Ce sont des Juifs, nous des Arabes, et ils défendent 

notre fille. 

ALI : J‟en parlerai avec Sélima demain. Tout est réglé. Qu‟elle invite ces gens à 

boire le café à la maison. 

As mentioned above, the relationship that develops between Halima and Esther is not 

without its conflicts, as each woman comes into it with certain preconceived notions about the 

other, but they are able to overcome their differences. They find common ground, enjoy 

spending time together, and their friendship gives new meaning to their lives. The film‟s 

director, Philippe Faucon, speaks of the women‟s relationship in the following terms: 

Elles vont se rencontrer, se communiquer l‟une à l‟autre de l‟énergie, du désir de 

continuer, d‟où le titre. Dans la vie est à prendre dans le sens de rester vivant, de 

développer une capacité à vivre. C‟est le cas de ces deux femmes dont la place 

dans le monde s‟est restreinte et qui vont vouloir prendre pleinement part au 

monde et jouir des petites miettes qui leur restent en se parlant, en partageant, en 

se faisant rire. (Roy) 

Halima defends her choice to work for Esther, despite the fact that other people – notably 

some of her children and Maghrebi neighbors – disapprove of her for doing so on the basis of the 

women‟s religious and cultural differences. Halima‟s verbal responses to this kind of criticism 

point to her as someone who disregards the criticisms of other people in order to do what she 

believes is right. When a nosy neighbor confronts Halima in the streets of Toulon about 

financing her pilgrimage to Mecca by working for a Jewish woman – sinful behavior, in her view 

– Halima stands her ground and demonstrates that she is not afraid to voice her opinions and to 
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defend her choices in public. Halima‟s response to the woman‟s accusations again point to her as 

a reasonable and compassionate person who refuses to let her actions and decisions be dictated 

by the discriminatory and in her view unjustified attitudes of others. 

Halima‟s compassion and regard for Esther – as well as her disregard for the opinions of 

others – are highlighted yet again when Esther‟s son, Élie, is called away on business. Halima 

invites Esther to spend a month in the home of Halima and Ali, thus sparing her friend the stress 

and unhappiness of leaving her home to stay in an assisted-living facility. Halima convinces her 

husband to accept her proposal, appealing to his own goodness and compassion, and she justifies 

her decision by stating that not only does Esther come from Algeria, like them, but she is also 

like a sister to her. She tells Ali: “La pauvre. Qui va s‟occuper d‟elle? Elle n‟a plus de jambes, 

son mari est mort. Elle n‟a que son fils. Il a donné du travail à Sélima. […] Elle va rester avec 

nous. Comme ça, elle oublie son malheur. Elle et moi, on est comme des sœurs.” The extent to 

which the women‟s friendship transcends differences of religion and culture is underscored later 

in the film by the words of Ali, when he interrupts the two women as they laugh and chat late 

into the night. He tells them: “Vous n‟allez pas rester à parler toute la nuit? Vous êtes pareilles! 

C‟est trop!”  

The strongest opponent to Halima‟s working and personal relationship with Esther and 

Élie is Halima‟s son, who views his mother‟s behavior as shameful and in discordance with 

Islam. He confronts his mother and expresses his point of view, intending to convince her that 

she is in the wrong and should stop working for Esther. Halima‟s responses to her son‟s criticism 

bring to the fore on the one hand her unwillingness to follow her son‟s orders and on the other 

hand her determination, strong sense of right and wrong, and respect of difference:  

SON: Tout le monde rigole et parle de toi. Tu n‟as pas honte, Yéma? Tu n‟as pas 

de pudeur.  

HALIMA: Quelle honte? Quelle pudeur? Je me comporte pas bien? Je suis pas 

comme les gens! Je fais le bien. Je m‟en fiche, des autres. Ils vont pas me guider! 

SON: Et les Juifs? Ils font quoi, au Liban?  

HALIMA: C‟est pas Esther qui envoie les bombes! Qu‟est-ce que j‟ai fait de mal? 

Dis-moi! J‟ai volé personne. J‟ai pas volé l‟argent. J‟ai travaillé. Et tu me dis que 

j‟ai pas le droit? Je l‟ai pas volé, cet argent! Je n‟ai rien demandé à personne. Ni à 
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votre père ni à vous. Je vous ai élevés, j‟ai fait de vous des hommes. Occupez-

vous de vous-mêmes. 

SON: T‟as honte de rien! Tu devrais pas faire ça! Celui qui n‟a pas honte et qui 

n‟a pas peur de Dieu, il va faire les pires choses. Ça c‟est vrai, Yéma. 

HALIMA: J‟en ai marre! Vous me rendez malade! Si c‟est comme ça, je ne pars 

pas. Voilà les billets. Je ne pars pas. [She places her tickets on the table and walks 

out of the café] 

Halima‟s words reflect her anger and frustration and are undoubtedly meant to provoke 

similar emotions from spectators, who in previous scenes would have observed the positive 

effects of the women‟s friendship for each of them. Halima is not ready to give up her dream just 

yet, however, despite her son‟s condemnation, nor is she prepared to renounce her friendship 

with Esther. She seeks advice on the matter from the Imam at the local mosque, asking him if it 

is wrong to put the money that she earns working for Esther toward her pilgrimage. The Imam 

tells her: “Celui qui t‟a dit ça se trompe […] Les Chrétiens et les Juifs sont des gens du Livre. 

[…] Nous respectons ceux qui nous respectent.” He then tells her that she can leave for her 

pilgrimage in peace. His response gives support to Halima‟s own words and point of view and 

counters those of her son and neighbors. 

The numerous verbal exchanges between Halima and other characters in Dans la vie 

highlight her compassion and tolerance towards others. She reaches out to people who are 

different from her, and her words and actions point to her as a model for others – family 

members and neighbors as well as spectators of all ages, religions, and ethnic backgrounds.  By 

privileging Halima‟s words and perspective, the film encourages spectators to share in Halima‟s 

point of view and to refuse to allow differences in religion and culture deter them from being 

open to new acquaintances and friendships in their own lives.  

 

Verbal expression in Philippe Faucon’s Samia156
 

The representation of the eponymous heroine‟s mother (a first-generation Maghrebi 

woman) in Philippe Faucon‟s Samia (2001) stands in stark contrast to the depiction of Halima in 

Faucon‟s Dans la vie (released six years after Samia). As highlighted above, the relationship 
                                                 
156 As noted above, Faucon‟s film was loosely based on Soraya Nini‟s autobiographical text Ils disent que je suis une 
beurette (1993). Nini is interviewed about her life and work in Yamina Benguigui‟s documentary Femmes d’Islam 
(1994). I discuss the film and Nini‟s interview in chapter 2. 
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between Halima and her daughter, Sélima, is one based on complicity and understanding. Sélima 

encourages Halima to work outside of the home, for Esther – a decision that Halima‟s son does 

not agree with – and Halima defends her decision to do so. By contrast, the relationship between 

the teenage protagonist, Samia (Lynda Benahouda), and her mother (Kheïra Oualhaci) in Samia 

is one wrought with tension and undermined by the differing opinions of mother and daughter, 

notably with regard to how a young woman of Algerian origin in France should behave. The 

words of Samia‟s mother reflect her insistence on upholding tradition and her lack of agency, 

whereas Samia‟s words reflect her revolt and unwillingness to accept the silent and submissive 

role that her parents and brother expect of her.  

The conflicts that arise between mother and daughter (and brother and sister) are placed 

firmly within an Arabo-Muslim framework, and the traditions associated with the family‟s 

Algerian origin are cast in a very negative light. As Carrie Tarr points out, Samia was the subject 

of controversy upon its release “because of its negative construction of the traditional immigrant 

Algerian family” (Reframing Difference 111). Samia and her sisters are forced to hide many 

aspects of their lives (notably their social activities and relationships with young men) from their 

traditional parents and especially from their tyrannical and violent older brother, Yacine157, who 

is determined to survey his sisters and keep them in line so as to preserve the family‟s reputation 

and “honor.”158 The family sphere is one in which traditional gender roles and a patriarchal 

structure prevail: Samia‟s mother prepares the meals with the help of Samia‟s aunt, serves her 

husband and son, cleans the house, and instructs her daughters – but not her sons – to assist her 

in these tasks. It is against this set of gender-based expectations that Samia rebels in the film, and 

this becomes the source of repeated conflict between Samia, her mother, and Yacine. As 

highlighted in previous chapters, this particular theme – the challenges faced by a young 

Maghrebi French woman, caught between the norms and expectations instilled in her by her 

family and those with which she comes in contact outside of the family sphere – is not an 

uncommon one in films that depict Maghrebi families in France, and particularly those, like 

Samia, that are told from the point of view of the young Maghrebi French woman.159  

                                                 
157 Mohamed Chaouch, who plays the role of Yacine, also plays the role of Halima‟s son in Dans la vie. 
 
158 The official head of the family, the father, is ailing. He is absent from a significant part of the film‟s narrative, 
first when he is admitted into the hospital, and then when he goes to Algeria to recuperate. Yacine is determined to 
take his place and to assert his own authority over his sisters in the family home. 
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If Samia‟s mother is cast in a negative light in the film, it is due most notably to her 

verbal interactions with her children. These verbal exchanges reflect her unquestioning 

submission to patriarchal tradition and her inability to envision a life for her daughters in France 

that is different from her own (fulfilling the “traditional” role of a Maghrebi wife and mother). 

Unlike in Sous les pieds des femmes and Dans la vie, where the words of first-generation 

Maghrebi women in France encourage a greater understanding of the particular experiences of 

first-generation women and invite spectators to share in the women‟s points of view, the 

numerous – and often heated – verbal exchanges between Samia‟s mother and Samia are framed 

in such a way as to encourage the audience to identify with Samia, rather than with her mother. 

This is achieved in the film notably by foregrounding the consequences of the mother‟s unequal 

treatment of her sons and daughters on both parties. On the one hand, the daughters become 

victims of Yacine‟s violence when they step outside the bounds of “tradition,” and on the other 

hand, Yacine is ill equipped to deal with his disadvantaged position in France (due to his status 

as part of a socially-disadvantaged ethnic minority) because he was always treated like a king at 

home. The consequences of the Maghrebi mother‟s preferential treatment of her sons are echoed 

in another feature film released in 2001 (in which the Maghrebi mother plays a minor role): 

Rabah Ameur-Zaïmeche‟s Wesh wesh, qu’est-ce qui se passe?. In an interview, Ameur-

Zaïmeche speaks of the difficulties faced by young men of Maghrebi descent in France who are 

raised “comme des petits princes” by their mothers, a point that he also addresses in his film, as 

he explains: “Le fait que la mère beurre les tartines du frère [in Wesh Wesh] lorsqu‟il prend son 

petit déjeuner révèle la manière dont la plupart des garçons sont élevés dans les familles 

maghrébines. Une fois sortis du cercle familial, ils perdent ce statut privilégié, ce qui crée une 

sorte de décalage assez étrange qui peut expliquer pourquoi ils sont désemparés.” (Fréjacques).  

One of the early sequences in Samia brings to the fore the conflicting relationship 

between Samia and her mother, depicting an argument that is provoked by the fact that the 

daughters do all of the housework in the family home, while the brothers are exempt from it. In 

this sequence, Samia, her mother, and sisters are busy cleaning while their brothers sleep late. 

Samia‟s mother tells her daughters to go make their brothers‟ beds as soon as they get up, at 

which point Samia rebels, telling her mother that her brothers each have two arms and two hands 

and can do it themselves. Her mother‟s response to this outburst – “Discute pas et suis-moi!” – is 

                                                                                                                                                             
159 This theme is especially recurrent in French téléfilms (a point discussed in detail in chapter 4 of this study). 
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in many ways reflective of her approach to raising her daughters.160 She tries to inculcate in her 

daughters the traditions handed down to her by her own family in Algeria, which include an 

acceptance and promulgation of unequal gender roles, most notably in the form of female 

submission and silence. The words that she speaks to Samia are thus particularly telling when 

considered in this context. In her view, young women must not to challenge the way things are 

(“discute pas”) and should follow the example that she, their mother, sets for them (“suis-moi”). 

She later responds in a similar fashion when Samia questions why the family suddenly is divided 

into separate rooms by gender during mealtime. She criticizes Samia for challenging the way 

things are done and for causing problems: “C‟est comme ça chez nous! Tu as compris? […] Tu 

veux toujours comprendre, tout compliquer. C‟est la tradition, on la respecte!” The mother‟s 

words in these scenes reveal her unquestioning submission to tradition – traditions that are 

shown to be oppressive to women – as well as her lack of agency, and these words often have 

negative consequences for her daughters. As noted above, they become victims of Yacine‟s 

violence when they do not act in accordance with “tradition.” 

The words of Samia‟s mother carry little weight when it comes to addressing her eldest 

son, Yacine, and in particular when he is physically abusive towards his sisters. Although she 

does not promote or condone these acts of violence, she does not verbally address him in such a 

way as to make him stop, either. In a scene where Yacine strikes his sister, Amel (who is dating a 

Frenchman), and even kicks her once she is on the floor, Samia‟s mother and aunt come running, 

place themselves between Yacine and his sister, and try to push him out of the room. Neither of 

the women yells at him or tries to put him in his place with strong words, however, nor do they 

cease to give him preferential treatment over his sisters after this incident. The words that 

Samia‟s mother does speak (“C‟est quoi, ça? Tu es fou?”) suggest that she does not agree with 

her son‟s actions, yet at the same time they bring to the fore the extent to which she has little or 

no authority over her son: she threatens to tell his father about what happened but never actually 

follows through. The words that Samia‟s aunt says to her niece after Yacine‟s violent outburst 

reveal her to be a sympathetic yet equally disempowered character: “C‟est ton grand frère. Tu 

n‟y peux rien.”   

The difficulties that Samia‟s mother has faced as a woman both in Algeria and in France 

– difficulties that she puts into words in the film during another vivid an argument with Samia – 

                                                 
160 Samia‟s mother speaks in Arabic almost exclusively during the film, and her words are subtitled in French. 
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are in many ways overshadowed by her unequal treatment of her male and female children and 

her seeming inability to see that her own words and actions affect her daughters in a negative 

way, notably by reinforcing a patriarchal structure in which women are disempowered. The 

dispute between Samia and her mother plays out in the following manner: 

MÈRE: Pour vous, j‟ai quitté mon pays! Pour que vous viviez bien! J‟ai pas eu de 

vie! La mienne, je l‟ai passée dans la misère! Vous, vous avez tout, et vous voulez 

sortir! Moi, je faisais tout à la maison! À 8 ans, je faisais le pain ! Vous, vous 

vous promenez toute la journée. 

SAMIA: Avant, c‟était avant ! C‟est fini!  

MÈRE: Mais les filles étaient mieux qu‟aujourd‟hui. 

SAMIA: Aujourd‟hui, elles sortent toutes et on est toujours enfermées!  

MÈRE: Vous traînez tout le temps!  

SAMIA: N‟importe quoi!  

MÈRE: Oui, vous traînez!  

SAMIA: Tu comprends rien. 

MÈRE: Y a que toi qui sais! On n‟a pas eu votre vie, vous, plus on vous donne, 

plus il vous en faut! Si vous aviez connu notre vie! […] 

SAMIA: T‟as pas été heureuse, alors nous non plus?  

MÈRE: Vous êtes trop gâtées! On dirait que la maison est une prison! Vous 

voudriez traîner dehors toute la journée!  

SAMIA: Pourquoi? Une fille qui sort, elle traîne? 

This disagreement over how one interprets the act of spending time outside of the family home 

(in the case of Samia and her sisters) – the difference between the verbs “sortir” and “traîner” – 

underscores two very different perspectives and frames of reference that exist between Samia 

and her mother. In closely following Samia‟s struggles and privileging her perspective, this film 

encourages spectators to sympathize with Samia and share in her point of view, as opposed to 

that of her mother, who is fighting a losing battle but does not seem to realize it, or will not admit 

it. In the end, it is Samia‟s aunt who articulates this fundamental difference between Maghrebi 

women and their daughters in France. She addresses Samia‟s mother in the following manner: 

“Elles sont nées ici et tu veux qu‟elles vivent comme toi? Qu‟elles aient la vie que tu as vécue? 

Qu‟elles acceptent les épreuves que tu as subies? Non! Elles ont étudié, elles ont appris des 
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choses. Elles ne voudront pas d‟une vie de travers comme la tienne.” These words echo one of 

the film‟s main messages and could be read as addressing multiple audiences, from the majority-

ethnic population to Maghrebi migrants and people of Maghrebi descent. 

Samia‟s mother is not presented in the film as a malicious character, nor is she a totally 

unsympathetic one, as the conflicts between her children and the rebelliousness of her daughters 

seem to be more than she can handle at times. Her voice is very present in the film, and her 

words, which she speaks almost exclusively within the space of the family apartment, give the 

spectator significant insight into her mentality regarding her role as a wife and mother, on the 

one hand, and her point of view regarding how her children should behave, on the other. As I 

have argued, her words – and particularly those used to defend Yacine, which only serve to 

empower him and to justify his violence – serve to provoke a sense of injustice and 

incomprehension from Samia and her sisters, and to alienate them. Similarly, the spectator is 

encouraged to share in their point of view and to become invested in their rebellion. A 

confrontation between Amel and Yacine at the dinner table underscores this dynamic. In this 

scene, Amel – whom Yacine had attacked in a previous scene for dating a Frenchman – serves 

food to her sisters but refuses to serve Yacine, despite his threatening comments. The mother 

steps in to break up the volatile situation and to protect her daughter from once again being the 

recipient of physical violence. Yet instead of condemning Yacine‟s behavior, she tells Yacine 

that she will serve him herself and then criticizes her daughter for refusing to do so, saying: 

“C‟est ton aîné, tu le respectes! Tu n‟as pas honte?”  

The final sequence of Samia leaves spectators with a more positive view of the first-

generation Maghrebi mother. She verbally asserts her maternal authority over Yacine for the first 

time in the film and finally condemns his behavior, albeit to a limited extent and in very broad 

terms. This sequence follows one in which Samia‟s mother takes Samia and her sister, Naïma, to 

the doctor‟s office to “verify” their virginity, but Samia refuses to be examined and tells her 

mother that no one will touch her. Hence, her mother must decide whether or not to tell Yacine, 

who awaits the results of the exam to know the status of his sisters‟ (and family‟s) “honor.” The 

exchange between Yacine and his mother takes place near the port of Marseille just before 

Samia, her sisters, and their mother board a ferry to Algeria, where they will spend their summer 

vacation. It plays out in the following manner: 

YACINE: Alors, qu‟est-ce qu‟il t‟a dit, le docteur? 
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MÈRE: Il a rien dit. J‟en ai marre de tes histoires. J‟ai déjà assez de soucis avec 

ton père. Je pars au bled le cœur lourd. À notre retour ici, les filles reprennent 

l‟école et je ne veux plus d‟histoires. (My emphasis) 

The mother‟s words signal an important shift in attitude on her part. Not only does she direct 

these words – a reproach – at Yacine, rather than to her daughters, but she also chooses not to 

reveal to him what happened at the doctor‟s office, thus protecting Samia from what would 

undoubtedly be a violent reaction from her brother. Yacine seems to accept his mother‟s words, 

and does not respond to them. Carrie Tarr views this ending as an optimistic one that brings to 

the fore a potential avenue for the end of the oppression of immigrant women in similar contexts. 

She writes: “Samia thus finds the solution to the oppression of women in active female solidarity 

within the immigrant family, and suggests that the older generation, too, is capable of change” 

(Reframing Difference 117). While the mother‟s assertion undoubtedly marks a significant 

moment, the film‟s open ending leaves viewers wondering if she will make good on her words 

once she and her daughters return to France. As Alison J. Murray Levine points out, “[s]he is, 

after all, heading to Algeria, where entire segments of society will reinforce her expectations for 

her daughters, and there is no indication that her refusal to answer her son‟s question reflects 

anything more than her recognition that he has an explosive temper” (51). 

My analysis of three feature films that rely heavily on “verbal” forms of communication 

highlights that while the words of first-generation women from the Maghreb in France can 

effectively encourage viewers to come into sympathy with the women – across barriers of 

culture, age, and/or language – this is not always the case. As noted above, the words spoken by 

Samia‟s mother to her children in Philippe Faucon‟s Samia bring to the fore the difficulties faced 

by women of Maghrebi descent in France, who are subject to injustice and at times violence in 

the family sphere because of their gender, on the one hand, and suffer from discrimination and 

low expectations in the public sphere because of their ethnic origins, on the other. The 

preeminence of the words of Aya in Rachida Krim‟s Sous les pieds des femmes – conveyed to 

the spectator through an interior monologue voiceover and subjective flashbacks – leads to an 

entirely different outcome, however. The communication of Aya‟s experiences in this way places 

the spectators in a privileged position with regard to Aya‟s opinions and memories, enabling 

them to see and hear things that she does not express to her own family members. In Faucon‟s 

Dans la vie, it is the voice of a first-generation Maghrebi woman, Halima, which articulates the 
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themes of tolerance and intercultural – as well as interreligious – understanding. Halima‟s words 

(as well as those of her daughter, Sélima, and friend, Esther) point to the positive things that can 

emerge when people go beyond labels and prejudices by speaking to people who are different 

from them and coming to appreciate – or at least tolerate – their differences.  

 

Verbal and Non-Verbal Forms of Communication in Le thé au harem d’Archimède, 

Vivre au paradis, and 17 rue bleue 

The means used to communicate the subjective experiences of first-generation women 

from the Maghreb in the feature films that make up the second part of this chapter are both 

verbal and non-verbal. As we will see, the women‟s words and body language play a significant 

role in conveying meaning both to other characters at the diegetic level and to the spectators, as 

do certain objects that come in contact with the women in one way or another. The first film that 

I will consider is Mehdi Charef‟s Le thé au harem d’Archimède (1985), an adaptation of Charef‟s 

novel Le thé au harem d’Archi Ahmed. When Charef‟s novel was published in 1983 by the 

prestigious publishing house Mercure de France, it met with considerable critical success and 

“became a bestseller almost overnight” (Hargreaves, Immigration and Identity 28). It attracted 

the attention notably of film directors Costa-Gavras and Michèle Ray, who later engaged Charef 

to direct a film based on the novel (with a slightly modified title).161 This film, Le thé au harem 

d’Archimède, was released two years after the novel, and is now “widely regarded as one of the 

foundational works of Beur cinema” (Levine 46).162  

Le thé au harem d’Archimède sheds light on the daily activities and struggles of Madjid 

(Kader Boukhanef), a young man of Algerian origin in France, and his best friend, Pat (Rémi 

Martin), a majority-ethnic youth, who both live in a disadvantaged banlieue outside of Paris. 

                                                 
161 According to Hargreaves, “[i]nitially, Charef was engaged simply to write the screenplay: the intention was that 
Costa-Gavras would direct and Ray would produce the film. But they found that Charef had such clear ideas about 
how the film should look (hardly surprising, perhaps, bearing in mind that the novel had originally been conceived 
as a film-script) that they offered him the position of director” (Immigration and Identity 33-34). 
 
162 As I explain in the introduction to this dissertation, the term Beur has in recent years become problematic for 
many reasons, not least because many Maghrebi French people reject it as a “ghettoizing” label. In the case of 
Charef‟s film and novel, the term must be considered in its historical context. At the time, the word Beur (back-
slang for the word Arabe) was used by people of Maghrebi descent and then was increasingly used in the media. The 
private radio station Radio Beur hit the airwaves in the Paris region in 1981 (Hargreaves, Immigration and Identity 
29), and in 1983 Maghrebi French young people led what became known as the Marche des Beurs (La Marche pour 
l’égalité et contre le racisme), a peaceful protest march against racism that started in Marseille and ended in Paris. 
For an analysis of the political and social climate leading up to the march, see Bouamama (1994). 
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According to Carrie Tarr, “[t]he film is primarily interested in exploring Madjid‟s conflicts of 

identity, torn between the (unrealistic) expectations his mother has of him as an Algerian and his 

experiences on the streets of Paris with Pat” (Reframing Difference 32). I will focus my attention 

on a secondary yet still important character: Madjid‟s mother, Malika (Saïda Bekkouche).163 My 

analysis of this film will bring to the fore the means used to communicate the experiences of 

Malika to the viewer and will consider the extent to which these forms of communication – both 

verbal and not verbal – encourage the audience to better understand her experiences and point of 

view. 

Whereas Madjid moves about the housing estate where his family lives and also spends 

time in Paris, Malika‟s whereabouts in the film are limited to her apartment, her apartment 

building, and the space between the HLM buildings in their neighborhood. The responsibility 

weighing on Malika‟s shoulders while in these spaces is significant. She is the sole breadwinner 

for her large family and takes care of not only her children but also her husband, who is severely 

mentally handicapped due to a workplace accident. Malika also lends support to other (majority-

ethnic) women and their children, including her newly unemployed friend, Josette, whose son, 

Stéphane, she babysits; and her neighbor, Madame Leveque, whose drunken husband beats his 

wife and threatens to kill her, all in front of their children. The weight of Malika‟s 

responsibilities and the extent of her frustration are made known to the spectator – and to Madjid 

– notably during Malika‟s verbal confrontations with him, in his bedroom. Malika does not 

mince words when she tells Madjid what she thinks about the fact that he sleeps late and does not 

work or help his family in other ways (she appears unaware of the discrimination that he faces in 

France). She yells and insults him in French, calling him a “fainéant” and a “voyou,” and (in 

Arabic) laments the fact that she is always tired and always working, while her son sleeps and 

spends time in cafés with his friends.164 The moments when Malika verbally expresses her 

emotions serve as an outlet for her frustrations, a point to which she alludes in speaking to her 

daughter, who interrupts Malika during the above scene in order to ask her for money for school 

supplies. Malika tells her: “Laisse-moi me soulager le cœur. Il me tue ce garçon.” This utterance 

                                                 
163 It is worth noting that Charef dedicated his novel to his mother, writing: “Pour Mebarka, ma mère, même si elle 
ne sait pas lire.” In my April 2010 interview him, Charef told me that his mother served as his inspiration in creating 
the character of Malika. In the words of Charef, “Elle est partout dans le livre” (Charef). 
 
164 For an analysis of the interplay of the French and Arabic languages in this film with reference to the characters of 
Madjid and Malika, see Hargreaves and Kealhofer (2010).   
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highlights not only Malika‟s frustration with regard to her son, but also her isolation: it becomes 

increasingly evident throughout the film that Malika has no one to turn to in order to voice her 

own concerns and find support. She takes on the burden of other women‟s problems but does not 

share her own with them in turn (it seems as if they already have more to deal with than they can 

handle). 

Malika‟s strong personality and ability to overcome challenges are highlighted not only 

by the moments in which she raises her voice, but also by the physical tasks that she undertakes. 

Malika is in almost constant movement in the film, going from one task to the other – cleaning, 

mopping, ironing – and one crisis to another, and it is evident that she has very few quiet 

moments or moments to herself.165 There is no undertone of misérabilisme with regard to 

Malika, however: she is by no means represented as a victim, nor does the film suggest that she 

should be pitied. On the contrary, her responsibilities and the tasks that she undertakes are 

presented in such a way as to garner the respect and the admiration of the viewer. One scene that 

clearly exemplifies this idea involves a moment of violence in the apartment of Malika‟s 

neighbors, the Leveque family (an incident to which I alluded above). At the beginning of this 

sequence, Malika is attending to the needs of her husband when a young neighbor boy runs into 

the apartment and screams for Malika to come help his mother, whose husband is attacking her. 

Malika springs into action, telling her children to stay put, and then runs into the neighbors‟ 

apartment, where Mr. Leveque is physically and verbally assaulting his wife. Malika does not 

hesitate to place herself in the line of fire (it seems as if this is not the first incident that she has 

interrupted) and physically restrains the very inebriated man, allowing his wife to escape from 

the room. Malika‟s fearlessness and physical strength are impressive in this scene: she drags Mr. 

Leveque into his bedroom – as he tries to struggle out of Malika‟s grip and threatens to kill his 

wife – and then throws him on the bed and shakes her head, saying: “Pas gentil M. Leveque. Pas 

boire comme ça.”  

There are also very striking scenes in the film that provide spectators with the opportunity 

to see another side of Malika and to see beyond her strong and seemingly invincible exterior. In 

these scenes, Malika is soft-spoken or silent, and her body is still (as opposed to being in 

motion). One scene that invites spectators to have a better understanding of Malika and her 

experiences is set in the bathroom of the family apartment, as Malika bathes her husband. Madjid 

                                                 
165 Malika enjoys a few minutes of silence only when she prays.  
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arrives in the apartment, opens the bathroom door, and sees his mother kneeling on the floor, 

tenderly washing the back of her silent husband, whose frail body resembles that of a boy rather 

than a man. Malika turns to look at her son, and the camera slowly zooms in toward her, bringing 

the viewers into an intimate space and bringing to the fore another painful – and unspoken – part 

of Malika‟s life. Malika says nothing, and this silence, paired with the look of sadness on her 

face, convey Malika‟s emotions in a subtle yet striking manner and promote the creation of an 

affective link not only between Malika and Madjid – to whom her gaze is directed – but also 

between Malika and the spectators. This scene underscores Malika‟s solitude, reminding viewers 

that the husband she once knew no longer exists.166 Another sequence that elicits an emotional 

response from the spectator is one in which Malika appears to have come to the end of her rope; 

one wonders how much longer Malika will be able carry on, despite the strength of her body and 

character. The beginning of the sequence offers the viewer another reminder of the particular set 

of challenges and responsibilities that Malika faces. First, we are reminded of Malika‟s status as 

a Maghrebi immigrant in France by a scene in which Malika appears to be disturbed by the 

images of the French cancan girls on television (it is New Year‟s Eve). Malika tucks a loose 

piece of hair back behind her headscarf in an almost involuntary gesture of modesty that 

contrasts with the actions of the women dancing on television. Second, spectators are reminded 

of her status as a single mother (for all intents and purposes): she does the ironing while her 

children watch television, and then with a gentle gesture wipes her husband‟s face with a towel 

to remove traces of food from his meal. Third, we witness yet another conflict between Malika 

and Madjid, who returns to the apartment intoxicated after having discovered that Pat‟s sister – 

his potential love interest – works as a prostitute in Paris. Malika finds Madjid vomiting in the 

bathroom and confronts him, but this time her voice is not loud and angry, as it was early in the 

film; instead, it is soft-spoken. Malika‟s voice is revealing in this scene, bringing to the fore her 

exhaustion with regard to her son‟s behavior while communicating a profound sadness and 

despair. She confronts Madjid, saying: “Tu as bu? Ivrogne. Il se met à boire maintenant. Il ne 

manquait plus que ça. Tu n‟as pas honte…soulard! Bon à rien…clochard. Qu‟est-ce qu‟ils vont 

penser les voisins? Il est en train de me tuer.” Malika‟s body language also transmits her physical 
                                                 
166 At no time during the film does anyone refer to what Madjid‟s father was like before his accident, but those film 
spectators who had read Charef‟s novel before seeing the film might have remembered the positive portrait of him 
that is painted in it, first by Malika, who asks Madjid why he cannot be more like his hard-working father, and then 
by the narrator, who states: “C‟est vrai que son père était chouette, qu‟il aimait les enfants. Ses enfants, il les 
choyait, les pomponnait comme une femme” (41-42). 



193 
 

and mental fatigue, as she slowly enters her son‟s room, sighs, lowers herself to the ground, and 

then wipes tears from her eyes with her apron. She tells Madjid: “Madjid, mon fils je suis 

épuisée,” and goes on to say that the only thing left for her to do is to send her son back to 

Algeria, where she believes that he will do his military service, become a man, and get to know 

“his” country.  

This emotional scene is interrupted by the arrival of young Stéphane in the apartment. 

Malika springs to action when she realizes that Stéphane arrived without his mother, and so late 

at night. She grabs her coat, worried, and tells Madjid to go with her to check on Josette. 

Malika‟s suspicions are confirmed when she and Madjid arrive in front of Josette‟s building only 

to see her climbing over the outside of the balcony, preparing to end her own life. The remainder 

of this scene is a heart-wrenching one, as the compassion, fear, and helplessness in Malika‟s 

voice come through in mixture of pleas, prayers, and screams as she tries to convince Josette not 

to jump. Malika‟s words bring to the fore her goodness and her humanity, and they stand in 

contrast to the unfeeling words uttered by Josette‟s neighbor during the scene (he mutters to 

another neighbor that Josette is behind on her rent by three months). This scene could have 

ended in disaster, but Madjid arrives just in time with Stéphane in his arms, and the sight of her 

young son convinces Josette not to jump. Malika‟s voice disappears from the diegesis at this 

point, leaving the viewer to wonder what the New Year has in store for her. 

 

The Voice of Nora in Vivre au paradis 

Bourlem Guerdjou‟s Vivre au paradis (1999) is an adaptation of Brahim Benaïcha‟s 

autobiographical narrative, Vivre au paradis: d’une oasis à un bidonville (1992).167 The film‟s 

main protagonist is Lakhdar (Roschdy Zem), an Algerian migrant worker living in a bidonville 

(shantytown) in Nanterre (just outside Paris), and the film‟s narrative is set against the backdrop 

of the Algerian War of Independence. Lakhdar decides to send for his wife, Nora (Fadila 

                                                 
167 In his article on the construction of the father figures in the film versions Vivre au paradis and Le Gone du 
Chaâba (written by Azouz Begag and adapted to the screen by Christophe Ruggia), Alec G. Hargreaves highlights a 
significant difference between the book and film versions of Vivre au paradis. He writes: “Although the director of 
Vivre au paradis, Bourlem Guerdjou is, like Benaïcha, a second-generation Algerian, his film radically shifts the 
center of consciousness away from the son to the father” (“Resuscitating the Father” 347). Guerdjou‟s film is one of 
several films directed by Maghrebi French filmmakers in the late 1990s and early 2000s that focus on the experience 
of first-generation Maghrebis – the generation of the directors‟ parents – in France. Other films include Rachida 
Krim‟s Sous les pieds des femmes (1997), Chad Chenouga‟s 17 rue bleue (2001), and Yamina Benguigui‟s 
Inch’Allah dimanche (2001) (all discussed in this chapter); and Benguigui‟s documentary Mémoires d’immigrés: 
l’héritage maghrébin (1997) (discussed in chapter 2). 
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Belkebla), and their two children, still in Algeria, to join him in France. Once they arrive, 

Lakhdar devotes nearly all of his time and energy to trying to get his family out of the bidonville 

and into an apartment with electricity and running water. In his determination, he alienates both 

his family – whom he barely sees because he works two jobs – and other Algerians living in the 

bidonville, first refusing to pay his dues to the FLN (although he eventually relents) and then 

taking advantage of other Algerians in order to make a profit. 

As Alec G. Hargreaves argues, the narrative of Vivre au paradis focuses to a significant 

extent on Lakhdar‟s point of view. He writes:  

As the action unfolds, it focuses on the privations and aspirations of Lakhdar, the 

emotional intensity of which displaces and drowns out whatever baggage the 

audience may have brought with it concerning Maghrebi immigrant workers. Far 

from being an anonymous cog in the wheels of economic production or a tool in 

some fanatical religious movement, Lakhdar is depicted first and foremost as an 

individual thirsting for the warmth of personal relationships, above all within the 

family unit (“Resuscitating the Father” 348). 

My analysis of this film will focus on the portrayal of Lakhdar‟s wife, Nora – a secondary yet 

important character in the narrative – and will consider the extent to which her voice and point of 

view come through in the film. It is my contention that Nora‟s emotions and perspective are 

communicated not only through her words – she becomes increasingly vocal as the film 

progresses – but also in much more subtle ways, such as through her body language (notably 

facial expressions and gestures) and through objects that take on special significance within the 

context of the film‟s diegesis. We shall see that these techniques are particularly conducive to 

conveying Nora‟s point of view during moments when she experiences understanding, 

disappointment, and revolt. 

The first sequence in the film that relates Nora‟s point of view involves her arrival in 

France with her children. This scene conveys the shock and disappointment that she feels when 

she realizes that the France she dreamed about does not in any way correspond to the reality that 

she encounters in the bidonville. The scene begins as Lakhdar meets Nora and the children on the 

train that brought them to Paris. As they take a taxi to their home, the newly arrived members of 

the family smile and look excitedly at the city lights out the windows. The look of excitement on 

Nora‟s face turns to one of confusion, however, when the family steps out of the taxi near the 
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bidonville. To her question – “Lakhdar, où allons-nous?”168– he responds: “Chez nous.” This 

scene confirms for the spectator – who saw the conditions of the bidonville in previous scenes – 

that Nora really has no idea what is in store for her in France, for Lakhdar did not tell her what to 

expect in his letters to her. The graffiti written on a brick wall near the entrance of the bidonville 

– “La France aux Français” – alludes to another aspect of life in France of which Nora (who 

cannot read the words) is unaware: the political climate and racism, particularly against 

Algerians. Nora‟s shock at the squalid living conditions of the bidonville and of the family‟s 

dark, one-room shack is conveyed to the viewer through a close-up shot of Nora‟s tear-filled 

eyes when she steps into her family‟s home for the first time. Later that night, when she and 

Lakhdar are in bed, it is once again her body language that gives expression to her feelings, both 

to Lakhdar and to the viewer. She refuses her husband‟s advances by giving him the cold 

shoulder and not even opening her eyes to acknowledge him. When he tries again, she puts into 

words what her body language had already conveyed: “Tu ne m‟as pas dit que c‟était comme ça 

dans tes lettres. Je croyais qu‟en France, il y avait le luxe et le bien-être partout.” Nora‟s words 

reveal the full extent of her shock upon her arrival in the bidonville, underscore the anger that she 

feels toward her husband, and foreshadow the increasingly critical and vocal position that she 

will take up with regard to his behavior later in the film.  

Nora‟s body language continues to serve as an indicator of her emotions – and notably 

her anger and/or discontentment with regard to Lakhdar – throughout the film. In one scene, 

Nora falls ill after patching a hole in the roof during a violent thunderstorm, and when Lakhdar 

returns home from his second job – which Nora did not want him to take because it would leave 

her alone at night – and tries to take her hand to comfort her, she roughly pushes it away. Near 

the end of the film, Nora again communicates the anger that she feels at her husband – for having 

skipped a wedding to avoid spending money on a gift – by sleeping on the floor rather than in 

their bed. 

It becomes evident throughout the film that Nora and Lakhdar have fundamentally 

different ideas about how they should live and how they should spend the money that Lakhdar 

earns, and this often leads to conflicts between them. As mentioned above, Lakhdar‟s top priority 

is to provide better housing for his family, regardless of the fact that he may alienate other 

Algerians – including his wife – in the process or put his own desires before the (monetary) 

                                                 
168 Nora speaks almost exclusively in Arabic in the film. Her words are subtitled in French. 
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needs of the Algerian independence movement. Nora, on the other hand, adapts to life in the 

bidonville, makes friends there, and is firmly in favor of fulfilling their duty as Algerians by 

supporting the independence movement. To Lakdhar‟s surprise, Nora does not share his fervent 

desire to leave the community in which they live and to move into a modern apartment (paradise, 

in his view) and condemns the means he uses to try to earn enough money for the rent, even 

telling him at one point: “Lakhdar… tu as changé. Tu as oublié les coutumes et les traditions de 

nos ancêtres.” 

A closer look at the role of three specific objects in the film – analyzed in context – 

brings the aforementioned differences between Lakhdar and Nora into focus. These objects give 

insight in particular into Nora‟s point of view, underscoring the extent to which her beliefs and 

values are firmly rooted in the culture of origin (with the bidonville representing an extension of 

Algeria [Roberts 387-88]), and her identity is linked to a sense of community (Tarr, Reframing 

Difference 133). The first object that illustrates this point is a bar of soap, which Lakhdar offers 

to Nora while she is washing, saying “Ici, on se lave avec du savon.” Lakhdar‟s attempt to share 

a custom from France (“ici”) with his wife is met by a nonverbal refusal from her, as she shakes 

her head in the negative and continues to do things as she had done in Algeria. Another object 

that takes on special significance when considered in the context in which it is placed is a woven 

rug that Lakhdar gives to his wife as a present. Nora smiles and tells her husband how happy she 

is to receive such a beautiful gift, but as she is about to place the rug on the floor of their lodging, 

Lakhdar stops her from doing so, clarifying that the rug is destined for the new apartment, not 

their present abode. Nora is visibly upset with this decision but does not say anything, and in the 

end the gift is wasted because it is used in a pinch to plug a leak in the roof (a scene discussed 

above). This object can be read as an indicator of Lakhdar and Nora‟s differing visions with 

regard to the future. Whereas Lakhdar‟s actions suggest that he views the bidonville as a short 

point of transition on their way to an apartment – in France – Nora‟s actions imply that she views 

the bidonville as having continuity both with the past – life in Algeria – and the future – life in an 

independent Algeria. In other words, Nora considers the bidonville to be a temporary stop on 

their way back to Algeria. This idea is reinforced by a third object that takes on special 

significance in the narrative: a suitcase. This suitcase first serves as a visual reminder of Nora‟s 

participation in the FLN – something that she hides from her husband, whom she knows would 

be opposed to her involvement. Nora is recruited to help the cause by Aïcha, an FLN militant 
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who becomes her friend, and in one scene we witness Aïcha hand Nora a suitcase and instruct 

her to enter the metro, count four stations, and leave the bag at the fourth stop (Nora does this at 

night while Lakhdar is working his second job).169 Nora‟s active participation in the FLN 

activities – symbolized by the suitcase – and conviction that every family should pay dues to the 

FLN (a point discussed in further detail below) underscore yet again the extent to which Nora‟s 

priorities differ from those of Lakhdar. As mentioned above, Lakhdar would prefer to save his 

hard-earned money to pay rent on a new apartment. He pays dues to the FLN only because of 

underlying threats from the militants (including Aïcha) who collect the money and because Nora 

sides with them and tells her husband – in front of them – that he should pay. Nora is convinced 

that paying their part is the right thing to do, as Algerians, while Lakhdar is convinced that 

people pay only because they are obligated to do so.170  

Another suitcase appears at the end of the film, this time in the hands of Lakhdar, and it 

takes on a very different meaning in this context. He places his belongings in the suitcase and 

prepares to leave his family after having bet and lost all of his remaining money, as well as their 

home, in an attempt to win enough money to pay for an apartment. He was driven to try to win 

money in this manner because one of his sources of income – a second shack that he built and 

planned to rent to another Algerian family – had been destroyed by French police officers 

because Nora hid FLN militants there without his knowledge. Lakhdar reacts violently to this 

discovery, attacking Nora and then throwing her out of the house. Nora seeks refuge with her 

children in the company of friends, within the Algerian community – an idea reinforced by the 

image of the women sitting together, sewing Algerian flags171 – as Lakhdar heads to the local 

café to gamble. After Lakhdar fails in his last-ditch effort to achieve his dream, he prepares to 

leave his family and fellow Algerians, alone, with nothing but a suitcase. Nora then sees Lakhdar 

– and the suitcase – through the chain-link fence that separates Lakhdar from their community 

(where everyone is celebrating Algerian independence) but does not say anything. Lakhdar 

                                                 
169 Although Nora‟s delivery does not appear to contain a bomb, this scene echoes scenes involving Algerian women 
militants in Gillo Pontecorvo‟s La Bataille d’Alger. See Roberts (2007) for a comparative analysis of Algerian 
women characters in La Bataille d’Alger and Vivre au paradis.  
 
170 There is no question, however, about Lakhdar‟s position with regard to Algerian independence: he is firmly in 
favor of it.  
 
171 For a discussion of the bidonville in Vivre au paradis as a kind of “imagined community,” see Tarr (2005).  
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decides to stay and to join in the celebration only after his friend, Rachid, convinces him not to 

leave.  

When considered in the specific context in which they are placed, the three objects that I 

have discussed – a bar of soap, a rug, and a suitcase – give particular insight into Nora‟s point of 

view about supporting the independence movement and the importance of solidarity and 

maintaining ties to the Algerian community in France. Nora‟s words, body language, and the 

objects discussed above shed light on the character of Nora and encourage viewers to consider 

the experiences of Algerian women – the wives of economic migrants – in the bidonvilles in 

France during the Algerian War of Independence (and after). At the same time, the portrayal of 

Nora as “other” on French soil – an FLN militant firmly rooted in her culture of origin, who 

appears to have no intention of integrating in France – may place her at a considerable distance 

from some majority-ethnic spectators, while other spectators (including, perhaps, some people of 

Algerian origin) may appreciate her strong convictions and commitment to the independence 

struggle. 

If Vivre au paradis depicts a first-generation Maghrebi woman as valuing and benefiting 

from the bonds of community and solidarity amongst Algerians in the bidonville in which her 

family lives, the next feature film that I will consider – Chad Chenouga‟s 17 rue bleue (2001) – 

presents a first-generation Algerian woman in France who has a much more ambiguous, 

complicated, and conflicting relationship to her family and home country, and whose life 

experiences in France differ in significant ways from those of other Maghrebi migrant women 

discussed in this chapter.  

 

The Opaque Character of Adda in 17 rue bleue 

Like Vivre au paradis, 17 rue bleue is a period film (set in the 1960s and 1970s) that 

accords a significant place in the diegesis to the experiences of a first-generation Maghrebi 

character. In 17 rue bleue, the woman is an Algerian immigrant named Adda (Lysiane Meis).172 

Like Sous les pieds des femmes, Le thé au harem d’Archimède, and Inch’Allah dimanche 

(discussed below), the narrative of 17 rue bleue was inspired by the experiences of the director‟s 

own mother. The character of Adda in this film differs significantly, however, from the other 
                                                 
172 Chenouga made a critically acclaimed short film entitled Rue bleue in 1999. This film shares a certain number of 
narrative and stylistic elements with 17 rue bleue (not surprisingly, since the short film inspired the feature film). I 
discuss Chenouga‟s short film in chapter 3. 



199 
 

Maghrebi women discussed in this chapter (and a significant number of Maghrebi women 

characters discussed in previous chapters), notably with regard to the circumstances surrounding 

her arrival in France and the life that she leads once she is there. Adda is educated, speaks French 

fluently without a non-standard accent, and is not the wife of a migrant worker. In fact, she is not 

married to anyone. We learn that Adda arrived in France from Algeria while two months 

pregnant with her first son, Chad, and soon after that, she began a relationship with her married 

employer, Georges, who is the father of Adda‟s youngest son, Samir. The film‟s diegesis begins 

more than five years after Adda‟s arrival in France, just before the unexpected death of Georges, 

an event from which Adda never recovers.  

The film‟s first sequence clearly reflects the extent to which the trajectory of Adda‟s life 

in France differs from those of many other first-generation women from the Maghreb, and thus 

the film expands the parameters with regard to common representations of the Algerian migrant 

experience during and after the trente glorieuses in France.173 There are no dark and muddy 

bidonvilles to be seen in this film, as in Vivre au paradis, nor are there gray and concrete-filled 

banlieues, as in Le thé au harem d’Archimède. On the contrary, the film‟s first sequence begins 

with a shot that pans the calm, green French countryside and the exterior of a large country 

estate, which Georges has taken Adda and the boys to visit with the intention of buying it for 

them to live in. Adda refuses this house, however, stating that it is too big for her tastes, and 

instead opts to remain in her current apartment (belonging to Georges), in the ninth 

arrondissement in Paris (located at 17 rue bleue). Adda appears to be a happy, easygoing, and 

modern woman in this scene. She is dressed in a brightly colored floral-print dress that reflects 

her mood, and she sports an elegant updo. The bright future that Adda envisions with Georges is 

destroyed with his death (from a heart attack), however, which occurs soon after their outing. 

This event marks the beginning of Adda‟s downward spiral: a seemingly unending legal battle to 

try to inherit Georges‟ estate (with a false will and testament that she wrote herself), depression 

(and perhaps mental illness), prescription drug addiction, a suicide attempt, and finally, death. 

Adda, who is portrayed as happy, fun loving, and worry free at the beginning of the film, 

becomes increasingly enigmatic, opaque, and unpredictable as the narrative advances. As we will 

see, spectators gain limited insight about Adda from verbal forms of communication in the film, 

                                                 
173 The trente glorieuses refer to the roughly thirty years of post-war economic boom in France, which came to the 
end in the mid-1970s with the first oil crisis.  
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and there are several factors that contribute to this. First of all, Adda‟s sons (and spectators) are 

left in the dark with regard to many aspects of their mother‟s life because she talks little about 

her past and does not confide in them (or anyone else) about her feelings regarding important 

events that impact her life, such as the death of Georges. Adda says very little about her life in 

Algeria, and the memories she does reveal or allude to are sad and/or violent – perhaps an 

indication of why she says so little about her past. These include memories of times that she was 

beaten by her mother and alcoholic father, as well the death of her beloved brother, Azziz. 

Moreover, she never discusses the circumstances surrounding her departure from Algeria, even 

refusing to tell Chad who his father is, despite his pleas.  According to the film‟s director, Chad 

Chenouga, it is what remains unspoken between Adda and her sons that most affect the boys in 

their own lives: “Il y a des non-dits qui rendent les bases pas très solides” (Giraud and Meflah). 

Another potential source of information regarding Adda‟s past is her mother (Chafia Boudraa), 

who comes to France to visit. Yet she also remains inaccessible to Chad and Samir because she 

speaks very little French, and the boys do not speak or understand Arabic. Hence, Chad and 

Samir are virtually unable to communicate with her and cannot understand the conversations that 

take place between their mother and grandmother because of a language barrier. Chad and Samir 

are excluded from the conversations that take place between Adda, her mother, and her sisters 

because no one translates for them – a position to which non-Arabic speaking spectators can 

readily relate, since the women‟s words are not subtitled into French. 

It is not only silences and a language barrier that prevent Chad and Samir from gaining a 

better understanding of their mother, however. Adda‟s increasing dependence on prescription 

drugs also renders the words that she speaks in French less and less reliable, as she slowly loses 

her grip on reality. On several occasions, Adda cannot make coherent sentences because she is 

under the influence of Valium (among other drugs), and she begins spending much of her time 

alone, in bed. She has frequent mood swings and at times enters a state of apparent delirium, 

even mistaking Chad for her younger brother, Azziz, at one point. Later, she asks Chad, with 

unwavering certainty in her voice, to destroy the base of her armoire with a hammer and knock a 

hole in the wall because she is convinced that there is a “treasure” hidden there, and he agrees to 

do so.174 Chad later accuses his mother of being untruthful to him even when she is fully 

                                                 
174 Adda is convinced that Chad will one day find a treasure because of a birthmark that he has on the palm of his 
hand; both her fortune-teller friend and her mother share Adda‟s belief in superstitions such as this. 
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conscious, telling her at one point: “Je ne te crois pas. Tu mens tout le temps. Tu nous oblige à 

mentir.” Adda‟s verbal communication – as well as her silences – make her an enigmatic 

character, as well as a maternal figure that Samir and Chad have difficulty understanding at times 

(though it is clear that they have great affection for her, and she for them).  

Given that the verbal forms of communication in 17 rue bleue often provoke more 

questions than answers with regard to Adda, I would like to consider the following question: can 

non-verbal elements in the film, such as body language and objects, give expression to Adda‟s 

experience in a way that the verbal forms of communication cannot? Do these potential non-

verbal avenues for communication provide a means by which to see beneath the surface when it 

comes to Adda? As we will see, the changes in Adda‟s physical appearance as the narrative 

advances brings to the fore significant modifications in Adda‟s overall state of being, as the life 

she knows in France begins to crumble. This does not mean, however, that the exact nature of 

these struggles is ever fully elucidated, nor does one ever seem to get into Adda‟s head or fully 

understand her point of view. It becomes apparent that the perfect exterior that Adda projects to 

others – through her clothes, makeup, hair, and overall appearance – is in fact only a shell that 

covers a much more complicated interior. It is this exterior shell that begins to crack after 

Georges‟ death and bursts open during a conflict with her mother, at which point Adda‟s 

struggles and inner turmoil become much more visible on the exterior. The violent scene 

between Adda and her mother takes place on the banks of a river where Adda, her sons, her two 

sisters, and their mother spend an afternoon together. The visit of Adda‟s mother had, until this 

point, gone more or less smoothly: Adda welcomed her mother to France at the airport, gave her 

a tour of the apartment (which she had refused to relinquish after Georges‟ death), presented her 

with a pearl necklace, and took her shopping. The two women share smiles and moments of 

laughter during these scenes and appear to get along very well. The smiles and laughter 

disappear, however, during the family‟s afternoon outing, when Adda‟s mother suddenly shows 

her daughter what she really thinks of her. She grabs Adda‟s hair –a wig, we discover – and, in a 

symbolic gesture, throws it to the ground, as if to reveal Adda‟s true identity. She then calls her 

daughter a whore (one of the few words she speaks in French), drags her, fully clothed, into the 

water, and dunks her repeatedly as if trying to drown her. Adda struggles helplessly against her 

mother and then watches as her mother takes off the pearl necklace that Adda had given to her, 

spits on it, and throws it in the water in another gesture of rejection. Adda soon learns what 
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provoked her mother‟s actions: Adda‟s sister, Leïla, became pregnant during her time with Adda 

in Paris, and their mother blames Adda for Leïla‟s dishonor. Their mother‟s body language 

clearly communicates her opinion of Adda and her life in France in this scene, to the point that 

any verbal communication on the subject is unnecessary.  

The condemnatory and often judgmental stares (and sometimes words) directed toward 

Adda in the film – such as the ones from her mother and Yasmine during the above sequence – 

reveal much about other people‟s opinions of her, but there are few indicators that clearly 

communicate Adda‟s perspective. In this scene and others, the spectator sees Adda through the 

eyes of other people. The expression on the face of Georges‟ wife reveals her distaste for and 

condemnation of Adda – her husband‟s mistress – when the two women come face to face, for 

example. Later, we later see the shock displayed by an elderly French woman in the street when 

she sees Adda rip open and devour her prescription medication as soon as she gets it. Finally, we 

see the surprise on the faces of Chad‟s female friends at the local ice rink – and the shock and 

embarrassment on Chad‟s – when a very strung-out and disheveled Adda appears, walks out on 

the ice with her shoes on, staggers toward Chad, and falls down in front of everyone.   

Despite Adda‟s prominent place in the film‟s diegesis, she remains in many ways 

inaccessible to both her sons and spectators because of her silences, addiction, and depression 

and/or mental illness. As a result, viewers are more likely to identify with Chad, who is very 

alone as he watches his mother unravel175 and is powerless to stop her decline. His emotions and 

struggles are presented in a much more straightforward manner. Nevertheless, the representation 

of Adda and her in many ways uncommon trajectory in France (compared to those of many other 

first-generation women from the Maghreb) provides an alternate vision of the Maghrebi migrant 

experience from a female perspective and invites reflection on other migrant experiences that 

have yet to be expressed through cinema or other cultural productions. 

 

Non-Verbal Communication in Inch’Allah dimanche 

In the third and final part of this chapter, I will consider Yamina Benguigui‟s only 

feature-length fiction film to date, Inch’Allah dimanche (2001).176 The film is set in the mid-

                                                 
175 Chad‟s brother is placed into foster care and thus disappears from much of the film‟s diegesis. 
 
176 Benguigui first wrote Inch’Allah dimanche as a book, which was published in 2001 by the Parisian publishing 
house Albin Michel. 
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1970s and depicts the story of Zouina (Fejria Deliba), a young woman who leaves Algeria with 

her three children and mother-in-law, Aïcha (Rabia Mokeddem) to join her husband, Ahmed 

(Zinedine Soualem), a migrant worker, in France. The film brings to the fore the difficulties 

faced by Zouina in France, first in the family sphere, where she is subject both to the whims and 

verbal abuse of her domineering mother-in-law and to the verbal and physical abuse of her 

husband, a man whom she hardly knows; and then in the public sphere, where she must learn to 

navigate an unfamiliar culture, language, and city. In her solitude and isolation, Zouina seeks out 

another Algerian family with whom to celebrate the Muslim religious holiday of Eid al-Kabir, 

sneaking out of the house with her children on three consecutive Sundays when Ahmed and his 

mother leave to make preparations for the celebration (notably to buy a sheep). Zouina‟s 

subjective experiences and emotions are powerfully conveyed in the film through non-verbal 

means, most notably through a combination of close-up camera shots, communicative actions 

and body language, and emotional (oral) reactions in the form of cries and screams. As we shall 

see, these techniques are particularly effective in eliciting affect, encouraging viewers to 

empathize with Zouina while shedding light on the particular challenges that she faces as a first-

generation Maghrebi woman in France.  

Despite its modest success in French cinemas (126,593 entries, according to Tarr 

[Reframing difference 217]), Inch’Allah dimanche can by no means be considered a marginal or 

unsuccessful film. It gained international recognition in film festivals, was reviewed in most 

major newspapers at the time of its release (although some reviews were more favorable than 

others), and garnered a large number of awards.177 It has also received significant scholarly 

attention in recent years.178 No less important, it is only one of two feature-length fiction films 

that bring to the fore the Maghrebi migrant experience in France by having a first-generation 

Maghrebi woman as the main protagonist.179 In a 2001 interview with Yves Alion, Benguigui 

speaks of the importance of bringing to light the experiences of the Maghrebi women of this 

particular generation – the “mothers”: “Pour moi, il était capital de raconteur l‟histoire des 

mères. Quand elles sont arrivées en France, c‟étaient des jeunes femmes. Le regroupement 
                                                 
177 Twenty-seven prizes to date, according to Benguigui‟s official website, including: Prix du Meilleur Scénario, 
Fondation Beaumarchais; Prix de la critique, Festival du Film de Toronto; and Grand prix, Premier Festival 
International de Marrakech. 
 
178 See for example Fauvel (2004), Rosello (2005), Tarr (2005), and Fenner (2007). 
 
179 The other film is Rachida Krim‟s Sous les pieds des femmes (1997), discussed above. 
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familial de 1974 partait peut-être d‟un bon sentiment, mais il a débouché sur une catastrophe 

humaine” (Alion 136). In the same interview, Benguigui addresses the underlying reasons behind 

both her choice to create a fictional first-generation heroine in order to achieve this goal, thus 

moving away (at least temporarily) from the documentary genre:  

Après Mémoires d’immigrés, je savais qu‟il fallait que je passe à la fiction. J‟avais 

envie d‟avoir une héroïne. On a vu un certain nombre de films mettant en scène 

les immigrés ou leurs enfants, mais les mères étaient toujours restées en retrait. 

Or, j‟avais interrogé beaucoup de femmes pour Mémoires d’immigrés. Elles 

avaient toutes des souvenirs très noirs de leur arrivée en France. Pour moi, seule 

la fiction pouvait rendre compte de cela.180 (Alion 138) 

According to Benguigui, another contributing factor to the creation of Zouina and the story of 

her exile was the experience of Benguigui‟s own mother as an Algerian migrant in France: “Le 

film relate les balbutiements de l‟émancipation des femmes maghrébines en France, et dévoile 

leur trauma d‟exilées forcées. Le personnage de Zouina ressemble à ma mère, qui a porté comme 

un fardeau la honte de l‟exil, et connu la profonde solitude et l‟enfermement” (Hakem).181  

The first sequence of Inch’Allah dimanche is set at the port of Algiers, where Zouina, her 

mother-and-law, and children pass through customs and prepare to board the ferry that will take 

them to France. To my knowledge, Inch’Allah dimanche is the only film – feature film, 

documentary, short film, or téléfilm – that depicts the moment of departure of a first-generation 

woman from the Maghreb from her home country. It plays a very important role in the narrative 

of Inch’Allah dimanche, highlighting the root cause of Zouina‟s painful exile and encouraging 

viewers to sympathize with her and to consider her point of view from the very start of the film. 

The anguish felt by Zouina, as well as her mother – who is separated from her by an iron fence in 

this sequence – is communicated by their tears, pained expressions, and especially their heart 

wrenching cries. As Zouina is walking up the gangway onto the boat, the piercing cry of her 

                                                 
180 For an analysis of representations of Maghrebi women in France in Benguigui‟s documentaries Mémoires 
d’immigrés (1997) and Femmes d’Islam (1994), see chapter 2. 
 
181 Benguigui‟s choice to set Inch’Allah dimanche in the town of Saint-Quentin in Northern France was also inspired 
by a personal connection: she grew up there. It is significant to note that Benguigui‟s father did not come to France 
as a manual laborer, however, as is the case for Zouina‟s husband, Ahmed, in the film. She explains: “Mon père 
n‟était pas ouvrier comme le héros de mon film. C‟était un réfugié politique. Il était un des dirigeants, au côté de 
Messali Hadj, le leader du MNA (le parti nationaliste arabe opposé au FLN) […] Arrivé en France en 1950, il a été 
assigné à résidence en Picardie pendant la guerre d‟Algérie” (Baudin). 



205 
 

mother catches her attention, and she runs back down to her. We see that Zouina is faced with a 

terrible decision at this point: she is forced to choose between her own mother, who begs her not 

to leave her alone, and her children, who are on the boat with Zouina‟s mother-in-law (and who 

is determined to take them to France). Zouina is ripped from the arms of her mother by a port 

official at this point and reluctantly goes back to the boat, screaming out to her mother while 

being roughly pushed forward by her mother-in-law. Zouina‟s mother collapses into the arms of 

other women as she watches her daughter embark. This deeply moving scene serves as a 

reminder of the gravity of Zouina‟s departure: not only is she leaving her home and her family to 

live in an unknown place (as a result of a decision that is clearly not her own), but she may never 

see her country – or her mother – again.  

Ahmed meets his family at the train station in Saint-Quentin and takes them to the place 

that will be their home. Spectators witness Zouina‟s arrival from her point of view as a series of 

subjective camera shots pans the kitchen and then the bedroom that will be hers with Ahmed. 

Close-up camera shots contribute to the creation of an intimate scene as Zouina unpacks her 

belongings and bring to the fore her emotional turmoil as she cries, presses a photograph 

(presumably of her mother) to her lips, and unpacks her suitcase. Zouina is nearly always silent 

in the home, unable to express her sorrow or to confide in her unsympathetic mother-in-law or 

husband, but her emotions are clearly articulated in scenes such as this. Hamid Naficy notes that 

“suitcase scenes” are quite common features of what he terms “accented” films – films by exilic, 

diasporic, and ethnic filmmakers living in the West (which includes the work of filmmakers of 

North African origin in France). According to Naficy, “[m]any accented films […] have brief or 

extended suitcase scenes, where homesick refugees and exiles – especially women – go through 

suitcases while lovingly caressing, selecting, examining, and reading their contents and 

remembering the people and places they have left behind” (266).  

Close-up camera shots also elicit an affective reaction from the spectator, portraying 

Zouina in moments where she is alone and can no longer contain her emotions. In one notable 

sequence, Zouina is outside in the rain, taking items of clothing off the clothesline, when a wave 

of sadness suddenly comes over her face. She grabs the clothesline with both hands for support, 

and sobs into her elbow, repeating the word Yéma (Arabic for “mother”). The film‟s linear 

narrative is interrupted at this point by a flashback of Zouina‟s departure from Algeria that once 

again links the root of Zouina‟s tears and anguish to the moment when she was separated from 
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her mother. Once again, we see the women‟s hands being pulled apart for the last time and hear 

the voice of Zouina‟s mother echo on the background as she cries out for her daughter. The film 

cuts back to Zouina in Saint-Quentin, who sheds tears while dancing alone in her bedroom (her 

movement is accompanied by extra-diegetic music). Zouina‟s movements in this scene appear to 

provide her with an emotional outlet – one that she is unable to find through verbal expression in 

the home.182 They also serve as a reminder of Zouina‟s solitude and exile, as dancing would have 

been something that she would have done with other women in Algeria, notably during 

celebrations. In my June 2010 interview with her, Yamina Benguigui spoke of her intention to 

convey in Inch’Allah dimanche the weight of the isolation and exile that first-generation women 

like Zouina would have faced as migrants in France. Benguigui said: “On n‟imagine pas, parce 

qu‟elles n‟ont même pas les moyens, ni pour téléphoner, ni de repartir, ni de savoir. Il n‟y a rien. 

On vous a pris comme ça, on vous a posé là, et en plus on est dans une société qui n‟est pas la 

même que la vôtre ” (Benguigui).  

Other moments in the film that are clearly meant to bring viewers into sympathy with 

Zouina are those in which she is the victim of verbal and physical abuse at the hands of her 

husband. Ahmed slaps, insults, and even kicks Zouina on three occasions in the film: first, after 

Zouina, in a moment of frustration, tackles her racist neighbor, Madame Donze (who destroyed 

the children‟s ball with pruning shears) and provokes a visit from the local police183; second, 

after Aïcha reveals to Ahmed that Zouina is in possession of items of makeup and a book – gifts 

from Nicole and Madame Manant, respectively; and finally, after Ahmed discovers that his wife 

unknowingly bought a vacuum cleaner from a crooked salesmen (he took advantage of Zouina‟s 

illiteracy, convincing her that she won the vacuum and only had to sign for it to receive it). The 

violence portrayed in these scenes is very likely intended to provoke a strong affective reaction 

from viewers, as is one of the film‟s final sequences in which Zouina finally meets another 

Algerian woman, Malika – a sequence that also ends violently.184  

                                                 
182 Zouina befriends two French women during the film but does not discuss the pain of exile with them. The first 
is her kindhearted neighbor, Nicole Briat, a young divorcée (played by Mathilde Seigner), and the second is 
Madame Manant (Marie-France Pisier), a widow whose husband died in Algeria during the Algerian War. Madame 
Manant later helps Zouina locate another Algerian family in Saint-Quentin. 
 
183 Madame Donze and her husband are obsessed with winning the local garden competition, and she sees Zouina‟s 
children – whose ball nearly harmed one of the plants in their perfectly manicured yard – as threatening their 
chances of victory.  
 
184 Malika is played by Tunisian singer and actress Amina Annabi.  
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As mentioned above, Zouina is desperate to meet another Algerian family with whom to 

celebrate a religious holiday, and thus she sneaks out with her children three Sundays in a row in 

search of the Bouria family, whose existence she learned about from one of the children‟s friends 

from school. After two failed attempts, Zouina and the children finally make it to the Bouiras‟ 

home with the help of Madame Manant. Zouina‟s face is filled with relief when she hears Arabic 

being spoken in the home when a young boy answers the door. Her face radiates happiness when 

she sees Malika, but this happiness begins to fade as she realizes that Malika is not as thrilled to 

see her – especially since she is not accompanied by her husband, as Malika believes she should 

be. Malika grabs Zouina and throws her out of the house when she learns that Zouina‟s husband 

is unaware of her whereabouts. Zouina cries and begs Malika not to abandon her, pounding on 

the door and screaming as her children look on and start to cry. Then, in her desperation, she 

looks in the window and strikes it with her hand, breaking the glass and injuring herself in the 

process. The scene then cuts to a shot of Malika on the inside of her home: she is visibly moved, 

crying, pounding her chest, with her eyes closed and a pained look on her face, but she does not 

open the door. This scene clearly underscores the difference between Malika, who has been in 

France for fifteen years but has not adapted to life in France (symbolized by the unpacked boxes 

in her living room) and Zouina, who in only a short time has ventured out her home and called 

into question the traditional role of wife and mother that Ahmed and Aïcha (and Malika) expect 

her to fulfill. In my interview with her, Benguigui told me that in her view, Zouina‟s 

transformation takes place through the process of trying to find the Bouria family: “Elle va, elle 

essaie, elle se sauve. Elle tente chaque dimanche, parce qu‟elle sait qu‟il y a une autre famille à 

l‟autre bout de la ville. […] Quand elle trouve cette famille, elle est déjà une femme émancipée. 

Le fait d‟avoir essayé de trouver, c‟est ça que je voulais traiter” (Benguigui).  

Zouina looks somewhat shell-shocked after the violent scene with Malika, and instead of 

accepting a ride home from Madame Manant, she boards a nearby bus with her children. The 

young bus driver, whom Zouina has often seen driving the bus past the family‟s home (and with 

whom she has locked eyes), asks all of the passengers to get off the bus and then proceeds to 

drive Zouina and her children directly home. Zouina smiles and looks out at the city streets 

during the drive, and then sees her family, friends, and neighbors waiting outside as they 

approach. The film leaves spectators with an uplifting image of Zouina, and one that stands in 

stark contrast to the scenes highlighted above that underscore Zouina‟s solitude, sadness, 
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desperation, and pain. In this final sequence, she states that she will be the one to take the 

children to school from now on, and the final frames of the film show a close-up shot of Zouina, 

smiling. 

As I have highlighted, Inch’Allah dimanche invites the spectator to come into sympathy 

with the character of Zouina through non-verbal means. Zouina‟s experiences and emotions are 

effectively communicated through subjective camera shots and close-up camera shots, the 

inclusion of scenes that depict the violence in Zouina‟s daily life, body language, and oral (but 

non-verbal) forms of expression such as cries, screams, and sobs. These elements are very 

conducive on the one hand to conveying Zouina‟s emotions, subjective experience, and the 

trauma of exile, and on the other to eliciting an affective reaction from the spectator. Inch’Allah 

dimanche invites spectators to come into a better understanding of the subjective experiences of 

Maghrebi “mothers” who came to France in the 1960s and 1970s. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have endeavored to bring to the fore the ways in which verbal and 

nonverbal techniques are used to represent the voices of first-generation women from the 

Maghreb in feature films. While the spoken words of first-generation women have the potential 

to give viewers significant insight into the experiences of these women (Sous les pieds des 

femmes) and to elucidate their respective points of view and outlooks on life (Dans la vie), this is 

not always the case (17 rue bleue). Nor do the women‟s words necessarily invite spectators to 

identify with her point of view (Samia).Words also have the potential to be misunderstood or not 

understood at all – for example, when there is a language barrier, as we saw in 17 rue bleue – 

and this can inhibit communication. My analysis of non-verbal means used to convey the 

women‟s experiences underscores the extent to which non-verbal tools can be effectively 

employed to elicit an affective response from the viewer while evoking the subjective 

experiences and emotions of first-generation women from the Maghreb. This is particularly 

evident, I argued, in Charef‟s Le thé au harem d’Archimède and Benguigui‟s Inch’Allah 

dimanche, where the body language of first-generation women from the Maghreb gives insight 

into the women‟s emotions and point of view with particular clarity. Non-verbal tools provide an 

effective channel through which the women‟s voices can be communicated through the medium 
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of cinema, regardless of differences in age, language, or culture between the women characters 

and the spectators. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In this dissertation, I set out to examine the ways in which the voices of Maghrebi 

migrant women are represented through the medium of cinema, in four distinct film genres: 

documentaries, short films, téléfilms, and feature films. I constructed a film corpus composed of 

over sixty films, many of which have hitherto received little or no scholarly or media attention, 

and used the multi-layered meanings inherent in the concept of “voice” as a prism through which 

to examine the cinematic representations of Maghrebi women in France. Of particular interest 

was the extent to which the representations of the voices of Maghrebi migrant women in the 

films in my corpus challenge common perceptions about these women as being part of a “silent” 

and in many ways disempowered generation of post-colonial migrants in France.   

The investigation that I conducted and the findings to which it led break new ground in a 

number of ways. Firstly, this is the first comprehensive study on cinematic representations of 

first-generation women from the Maghreb in France. Secondly, the cinematic corpus on which 

the dissertation is based includes documentaries, short films, téléfilms, and feature films, many 

of which have not, until now, been the subject of scholarly attention. Thirdly, by adopting a 

methodological approach centered on the concept of “voice,” my analysis sheds new light on 

cinematic representations of Maghrebi migrant women in cinema and at the same time 

challenges dominant perceptions about Maghrebi migrant women in France. 

My analytical approach involved first identifying the different opportunities and 

constraints of each of the four film genres in question with regard to representing the voices of 

first-generation women from the Maghreb in France, as each film genre has a set of specific tools 

and techniques that can be used to represent these voices (some of which span more than one 

genre). Then, I considered the impact of different techniques on how the women‟s voices are 

“framed” and how their experiences are communicated through the films. My chapter on 

documentaries closely analyzed the consequences of different degrees of intervention on the part 

of the filmmaker – before, during, and after filming – on the representation of the voices of the 

Maghrebi migrant women. I argued that a heavy-handed approach by the director, particularly 

during the editing phase of post-production, often proves to be problematic because the voices of 

first-generation women are framed in such a way as to support the director‟s pre-determined 

argument. We saw this heavy-handed approach, for example, in the first part of Yamina 
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Benguigui‟s documentary Femmes d’Islam, entitled “Le Voile et la République,” where the 

limited range of subjects discussed in the interviews of two Maghrebi migrant women, as well as 

the way they were edited into the film as a whole, serve to bolster the film‟s argument against the 

Islamic headscarf when worn by young people of Maghrebi descent in France. Other 

documentaries, such as Yasmina Kherfi‟s Mes voisines mes copines, involve a much lesser 

degree of intervention by the director. These films tend to represent the voices of Maghrebi 

migrant women in a seemingly more transparent – or at any rate less obviously manipulated – 

way. That said, direct intervention by the filmmaker does not always result in restricting or 

manipulating the voices of Maghrebi migrant women, as I underscored with reference to two 

films in which two filmmakers interview their respective mothers: Djamila Sfaxi‟s À ma mère 

and Rahma Benhamou El Madani‟s Du côté de chez soi. In these films, the presence of the 

camera and/or the director encourages the women to discuss subjects that they had not spoken 

about before, seemingly breaking through communication barriers that had until then restricted 

self-expression. 

In my analysis of short films featuring Maghrebi migrant women in France, I showed 

how textual and non-textual objects such as letters, food, or even a ball of yarn function as 

channels for communication and understanding between Maghrebi migrant women and other 

characters at the diegetic level. This communication often brings people together despite 

potential challenges to open dialogue posed by differences in language, culture, or age. I argued 

that objects are also effective tools on a second level, in communicating meaning to the viewer. 

They serve to invite viewers to come to a better understanding of the challenges that Maghrebi 

migrant women face in France, and to appreciate the ways in which they attempt to overcome 

these challenges and adapt to life in France. The use of objects is especially well suited to the 

genre of short films because the objects function in such a way as to communicate multi-layered 

meanings – often bringing to the fore the voices of first-generation Maghrebi women – in a short 

amount of time.  

In the fourth chapter of this study, I noted that French téléfilms are often deemed worthy 

of little critical attention because they are made for the petit écran and mainstream audiences, 

rather than for the grand écran. As a result, in many ways they are perceived as less prestigious 

and of a lesser artistic quality. Nevertheless, scholars have pointed out that these perceptions are 

slowly changing as the television and cinematic industries become increasingly intertwined. 
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More and more directors and film technicians are working in both industries, for example, and 

the television industry has become a major financer of feature films made for the grand écran. I 

argued that it is essential to include téléfilms in an analysis of the cinematic voices of Maghrebi 

migrant women in France not only because there are several téléfilms in which first-generation 

women from the Maghreb are the main characters or have important secondary roles, but also 

because téléfilms tend to be broadcast in primetime and thus have the potential to be viewed by 

large audiences. As a result, they have the potential to shape dominant perceptions of Maghrebi 

migrant women in France. Furthermore, the audiences that tune in to watch téléfilms are likely to 

be more diverse in viewer age, ethnic background, and socio-economic status than are the 

viewing audiences of short films, for example, because they are shown through a very accessible 

medium – television – rather than at a film festival.  

My discussion of French téléfilms focused on the extent to which first-generation 

Maghrebi women in France are portrayed as demonstrating agency. It highlighted the potential 

obstacles to achieving agency, including the unwillingness of some Maghrebi women to 

challenge expectations and traditions – including some, such as arranged marriage, that may 

have negative consequences for their daughters – for fear of being judged by other Maghrebis (in 

France or in their home country). My analysis showed that the act of “speaking out” is not 

necessarily a marker of agency for first-generation women in French téléfilms, as their words 

may reflect a blind submission to tradition. Nor is remaining silent always indicative of a lack of 

agency; in fact, it can be a marker of agency. We saw this to be the case in Le Choix de Myriam 

when Myriam Baccouche chooses to keep certain secrets from her husband, such as her decision 

to work outside of the home and to take an oral contraceptive.  

My analysis of feature-length fiction films examined the verbal and non-verbal 

techniques used in the films to convey the voices of Maghrebi migrant women in France. I 

considered the extent to which the films invite viewers to identify with the first-generation 

women protagonists, noting that in some cases, as in Philippe Faucon‟s Samia, the women‟s 

voices actually encourage spectators to identify with the women‟s children and not with the 

women themselves. I highlighted the particular effectiveness of non-verbal techniques, especially 

body language, in conveying the point of view and emotions of first-generation women from the 

Maghreb and in bringing to the fore the challenges that they face – both in the family sphere and 

the public sphere – as female post-colonial migrants from the Maghreb. This was most evident, 
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and most effective, I argued, in the representation of the character of Zouina in Yamina 

Benguigui‟s Inch’Allah dimanche.  

My analysis of over sixty documentaries, short films, téléfilms, and feature films brings 

to the fore a broad range of tools and techniques used to represent the cinematic voices of 

migrant women from the Maghreb in France. When taken together, the films in my corpus 

challenge the notion that first-generation Maghrebi women, as a group, constitute a uniformly 

silent generation of victims because of their status as women in a patriarchal culture. Many of 

these films do acknowledge the disempowered position of many Maghrebi women in France due 

to their position as post-colonial migrants, on the one hand, and as women in a patriarchal 

culture, on the other, but in most cases, the films do not stop there: a common narrative thread 

shared by a significant number of documentaries, short films, téléfilms, and feature films is how 

first-generation women from the Maghreb attempt to overcome these challenges. The voices of 

the Maghrebi migrant women in my corpus are remarkably diverse and highlight the unique 

personalities and the subjective experiences of the Maghrebi women characters.  

Looking beyond my findings, various research avenues that were beyond the scope of 

this dissertation could be beneficially explored in future research. One possibility would be to 

consider more fully the implications of the gender and/or ethnic origin of filmmakers for 

representations of the voices of first-generation women from the Maghreb. In some cases, this 

kind of analysis would necessitate careful consideration of the contributions of other people 

beyond the directors of films, such as scriptwriters. For example, the feature film Samia was 

directed by Philippe Faucon, a majority-ethnic Frenchman born in Morocco, but it was loosely 

inspired by a book written by Soraya Nini, a woman of Maghrebi descent, who also worked as a 

scriptwriter for the film. A second avenue for future research could involve examining the 

cinematic voices of migrant women who came to France from former French colonies other than 

those in the Maghreb, such as Senegal or Vietnam.  

A third potential avenue of further study could be a comparative study, incorporating into 

my corpus films directed by ethnic minorities in post-colonial Britain that feature migrant 

women from the former British Empire. According to Hamid Naficy, the Greater London 

Council and Channel 4 Television allocated funds to set up workshops for minority artists in the 

wake of “the black and youth „riots‟ in Notting Hill and Brixton districts of London in 1976 and 

1981, which were protests against police harassment, racism, and unemployment and for „black 
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representation‟” (87-88). As a result, Naficy argues, “the children of the first generation of the 

immigrants from the former British colonies gained a collective, creative voice” (88). There has 

been scholarly work devoted to the films of the Asian British filmmakers that have emerged 

since the 1980s, but to my knowledge, little comparative work has been done on the films of 

Asian British filmmakers and Maghrebi French filmmakers, particularly on the subject of the 

representations of first-generation migrant women. Of particular interest could be the work of 

Gurinder Chadha, who has directed films that address the challenges faced by young women of 

Indian descent in Britain who do not see eye to eye with their parents on how they should live 

their lives. Her films include, among others, Bhaji on the Beach (1993) and Bend It Like 

Beckham (2002).  

Finally, a fourth avenue for future research would involve analyzing the voices of 

Maghrebi migrant women in literary works of fiction and non-fiction. Relevant works of fiction 

include Fatima ou les Algériennes au square by Leïla Sebbar (1981), Zeida de nulle part by 

Leïla Houari (1985), Méchamment berbère by Minna Sif (1997), and Kiffe kiffe demain by Faïza 

Guène (2004). Works of non-fiction include Nos mères, paroles blessées, une autre histoire de 

harkis by Fatima Besnaci-Lancou (2006), and Le rêve de Djamila by Fatiha Benatsou (2009). In 

analyzing these writings, it would be interesting to adopt a methodological approach very similar 

to the one used in this dissertation, but with reference this time to the particular tools and 

techniques used in the medium of literature (as distinct from cinema) to convey the voices of 

first-generation women from the Maghreb. These might include direct and indirect discourse, the 

use of footnotes, or other editorial devices. I would then consider the implications of the means 

used to “frame” the women‟s voices on the ways in which the women‟s voices come through in 

the texts. 

These are only some of the directions that might be taken by future research. As my 

investigations showed during the preparation of this dissertation, the seemingly “silent” 

generation of Maghrebi women migrants in France has much to say, and many more voices have 

emerged from it than is customarily thought. In their various guises and forms of expression, 

these voices deserve to be heard and studied at much greater length.  

 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0106408/
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APPENDIX A 

FILM CORPUS AND ACCESS 

The purpose of this appendix is to provide information about how to access the films in 

my corpus. I have listed below the five places in Paris or the surrounding area where one or more 

of the films are available for consultation. I have distinguished those that have open access, 

meaning that they are open to the general public, from those that have restricted access and 

require researchers to provide appropriate justification (and sometimes documentation) in order 

to access their resources. This section is followed by a table that lists every film in my corpus 

and indicates in which institution(s) it is available. If the films can be accessed elsewhere 

(online, for example), this is indicated in the final column of the table, entitled “Other.” Further 

details on availability are specified in the list of notes below the table. The genre of each of the 

films (Documentary [D], Feature film [F], Short film [S], or Téléfilm [T]) is also indicated in the 

table. 

 

Open Access 

 

Cinémathèque française (CF) 

  

 In addition to housing a museum of cinema, the Cinémathèque française contains a media 

library and a reference library containing periodicals and other printed sources. The media and 

reference libraries are open to the general public (upon payment of an entry fee). The 

Cinémathèque‟s online database, Ciné-Ressources, provides information about the films and 

written materials that are available at the Cinémathèque, as well as other resources, such as 

reviews of films published in the press, which are available online. These digitized press articles 

may be read and/or printed only from computers located in the Cinémathèque. The 

Cinémathèque is closed to the public on Tuesdays and Sundays. For more information, see: 

http://www.cinematheque.fr/. 

 

 

http://www.cinematheque.fr/
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Cité nationale de l‟histoire de l‟immigration (CNHI) 

  

 The CNHI is a museum devoted to the history of immigration in France and is located in 

the Palais de la Porte Dorée (originally built for the Colonial Exhibition of 1931). The 

Médiathèque Abdelmalek Sayad is part of the museum and contains written and audio-visual 

materials broadly related to the subject of immigration in France. Research in the Médiathèque‟s 

online catalogue can be conducted at the following website:  http://www.histoire-

immigration.fr/education-et-recherche/la-mediatheque. Films may be viewed on site but cannot 

be checked out. Access to the Médiathèque is free and open to the public. The Médiathèque is 

closed in the morning and on Mondays.  

 

Forum des images (FI) 

  

 The Forum des images is located in the Forum des Halles shopping center in central Paris 

and is devoted to cinema. It contains a film collection and a film library. Cinema courses, film 

screenings, film festivals, and conferences are also held there on a regular basis. The films that 

available for viewing in the Salle des collections at the Forum des images have a common 

uniting factor: they all are set in Paris (or at least part of the film is set in Paris). All of the films 

are digitized and are directly accessible from personal workstations. A four-hour pass to the Salle 

des collections may be purchased for five Euros, but the entry fee is waived after 7:30pm (space 

permitting). The Forum des images is closed in the morning and on Mondays. More information 

is available at http://www.forumdesimages.fr/. 

 

Restricted Access 

 

Institut national de l‟audiovisuel (INA) 

  

 The Inathèque of the Institut national de l‟audiovisuel is located in the Bibliothèque 

nationale de France (François Mitterrand) in Paris. Researchers wishing to conduct research in 

the Inathèque must first obtain a library card to access the BNF (for a fee), at which time they 

will also apply for access to the Inathèque. Upon arrival at the Inathèque, an INA media 

http://www.histoire-immigration.fr/education-et-recherche/la-mediatheque
http://www.histoire-immigration.fr/education-et-recherche/la-mediatheque
http://www.forumdesimages.fr/
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consultant will explain how to use the media database (Hyperbase). Researchers are allowed to 

print 20 pages per day free of charge (this is particularly helpful for printing out the detailed 

information about audio-visual materials provided in the database), but there is a charge to make 

photocopies. The Inathèque is open Monday through Saturday from 9am to 7pm. In order to 

access the INA on Monday mornings (when the BNF is closed to the public), you must reserve a 

place there ahead of time so as to be placed on a special access list at the entrance to the BNF. 

For further information and to access the INA online catalogue, visit the INA website: 

http://www.ina-sup.com/collections/comment-consulter-0. 

 

Archives françaises du film du Centre national du cinéma et de l‟image animée (AFF) 

  

 The AFF is located roughly thirty minutes from Paris (by train) in Bois d‟Arcy. Requests 

for access to the AFF can be made on their website: http://www.cnc-

aff.fr/internet_cnc/Internet/Inscription.aspx?Menu=. Researchers are required to explain their 

research project and to request an appointment. There is no charge for entry to the AFF.  

 

Title Director Genre INA AFF CNHI CF FI Other 
17 rue bleue Chad Chenouga F *  * * * a 
24 heures dans la Life de ma 
mère 

Soraya Nini D 
     

b 

À ma mère Djamila Sfaxi D      c 
Aïcha Yamina Benguigui T *  *   d 
Aïcha: Job à tout prix Yamina Benguigui T *     e 

Anonymes Cheikh Djemaï & 
Naïma Lefkir D   *    

Bienvenue Anna da Palma S   *    
Chemin de Traverse Malika Tenfiche S   *    
Dans la vie Philippe Faucon F   *   f 
De l’autre côté Nassim Amaouche S * *    g 
De mères en filles Jean-Louis Comolli D *  *   h 
Des intégrations ordinaires Julien Sicard T *      
Dounia Zaïda Ghorab-Volta S *  *  *  

Du côté de chez soi 
Rahma Benhamou 
El Madani D   *    

Exil à domicile Benoît Prin & Leïla 
Habchi D   *   i 

Femmes d’Islam (“Le Voile et 
la République”) 

Yamina Benguigui D *  *   j 

Grands-mères de l’Islam Coline Serreau D *  *   k 
Grégoire peut mieux faire Philippe Faucon T *  *    
Harkis Alain Tasma T *  *   l 
Inch’Allah dimanche Yamina Benguigui F * * * *  m 

http://www.ina-sup.com/collections/comment-consulter-0
http://www.cnc-aff.fr/internet_cnc/Internet/Inscription.aspx?Menu
http://www.cnc-aff.fr/internet_cnc/Internet/Inscription.aspx?Menu
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Title Director Genre INA AFF CNHI CF FI Other 
L’honneur de ma famille Rachid Bouchareb T *  *    
La famille El Mouden Jenny Maggi D   *   n 
La Nuit du doute Cheikh Djemaï S  *     

La Pelote de laine 
Fatma Zohra 
Zamoum S *  *    

La Tribu Akbal Bernard 
Corteggiani D   *    

Larmes de sang Ali Akika & Anne-
Marie Autissier D     *  

Le choix de Myriam: 1ère 
partie 

Malik Chibane T 
*  *    

Le choix de Myriam: 2ème 
partie  

Malik Chibane T 
*  *    

Le petit chat est mort Fejria Deliba S  *   *  
Le silence Safaa Fathy S     *  
Le thé au harem d’Archimède Mehdi Charef F *  * *   
Leïla née en France Miguel Courtois T *      

L’Embellie Jean-Baptiste 
Erreca S *     o 

Les soleils de Sadia Edouard Mills-Affif D      p 
L’été de Noura Pascal Tessaud S *  *   q 
L’Exposé Ismaël Ferroukhi S * * * *  r 

Louées soient les immigrantes! 
Élie Séonnet & 
Michel Séonnet D   *   s 

L’un contre l’autre Dominique Baron T *      
Mémoires d’immigrés: 
l’héritage maghrébin 

Yamina Benguigui D * * * * * t 

Mères amères? Bania Medjbar D   *    
Mes voisines mes copines Yasmina Kherfi D   *   u 
Mother, Father, and I Zineb Sedira D      v 
Pas si simple Rachida Krim T *      
Permis d’aimer Rachida Krim T *      

Poitiers, voiture 11 Yves Angelo & 
François Dupeyron S *   * *  

Premier Noël Kamel Chérif S *      
Quand les filles mettent les 
voiles 

Leïla Djitli  D *      

Retelling Histories: My 
Mother Told Me…  

Zineb Sedira D      w 

Rien que des mots Faïza Guène S  *    x 
RTT Faïza Guène S      y 
Rue bleue Chad Chenouga S *  * *  z 
Samia Philippe Faucon F *  * *  aa 
Sous les pieds des femmes Rachida Krim F *   *   
Tenir tête Julia Cordonnier T *      
Un dimanche matin à 
Marseille: Béranger 

Mario Fanfani S * *     

Un été au pays Malek Bensmaïl D *     bb 
Un été aux hirondelles Ismaël Ferroukhi T *  *    
Vivre au paradis Bourlem Guerdjou F * * *  *  
Yéma ne viendra pas Agnès Petit D      cc 
Zohra à la plage Catherine Bernstein S *  *    
Zohra, entre Paris et Meknès Sylvia Loner D      dd 
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Notes 

*  Available at this location 

a. 17 rue bleue is available for purchase online at retailers such as Amazon.fr. 

b. This film is available on the following website: http://www.myspace.com/sorayanini 

c. Personal copy. 

d. Aïcha was released on DVD and is available for purchase online at Amazon.fr or other 

retailers. 

e. Aïcha: Job à tout prix was released on DVD and is available online at Amazon.fr or other 

retailers. 

f. Dans la vie is available on DVD for purchase online at Amazon.fr or other retailers. 

g. De l’autre côté is available for purchase online as part of a DVD collection of short films 

entitled “Séléction officielle court métrage César 2006” (2006).  

h. De mères en filles may be viewed online at the following address: 

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xdzc8d_de-meres-en-filles-1-2_school. 

i. Exil à domicile may be purchased from Les Ateliers Varan in Paris. Contact information is 

available on their website: http://www.ateliersvaran.com/. 

j. Femmes d’Islam is available for purchase online at retailers such as Amazon.fr. 

k. A clip of Grands-mères de l’Islam (3.5 minutes) is available for viewing at the online store 

of the Institut National de l‟Audiovisuel: http://boutique.ina.fr/. The film may also be 

purchased in its entirety on this website for a small fee. 

l. Harkis is available for purchase online at retailers such as Amazon.fr. 

m. Inch’Allah dimanche is readily available online in both the United States and France. It can 

also be rented in the United States through Netflix: http://movies.netflix.com/WiHome. 

n. La famille El Mouden can be purchased from Les Ateliers Varan in Paris. Contact 

information is available on their website: http://www.ateliersvaran.com/.  

o. A two-minute excerpt of L’Embellie is available on YouTube: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mw3KoubjoP4. 

p. Les Soleils de Sadia can be purchased from Les Ateliers Varan in Paris. Contact information 

is available on their website: http://www.ateliersvaran.com/. 

http://www.myspace.com/sorayanini
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xdzc8d_de-meres-en-filles-1-2_school
http://www.ateliersvaran.com/
http://boutique.ina.fr/
http://movies.netflix.com/WiHome
http://www.ateliersvaran.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mw3KoubjoP4
http://www.ateliersvaran.com/
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q. The first three minutes of the film are available for viewing in the online archive of the 

television show Histoires courtes on the website of France 2: 

http://programmes.france2.fr/histoires-courtes/?page=histcourtes-article&id_article=1420. 

r. L’Exposé is available as a “Bonus” on the DVD of Ferroukhi‟s feature film Le Grand 

Voyage, released in 2004. It is available for purchase online. It is also available in the United 

States from Netflix: http://movies.netflix.com/WiHome. 

s. Louées soient les immigrantes! may be viewed online at the following website: 

http://www.collectifbke.com/film/louees/film.php. 

t. Exerpts of Mémoires d’immigrés: l’héritage maghrébin are available for viewing on 

Dailymotion: http://www.dailymotion.com/us. 

u. Mes voisines mes copines may be purchased from Les Ateliers Varan in Paris. Contact 

information is available on their website: http://www.ateliersvaran.com/. 

v. A two-minute extract of Mother, Father, and I is available on Sedira‟s website: 

http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/mother-father-and-i-2003. 

w. Retelling Histories: My Mother Told Me may be viewed in its entirety on Sedira‟s website: 

http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/retelling-histories-2003 

x. A short clip of Rien que des mots may be viewed on Guène‟s blog: 

http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576464798-Mate-le-film-de-Faiza.html. 

y. RTT is available in its entirety on Guène‟s blog: 

http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576469749-RTT-un-autre-court-metrage-signe-

Faiza.html. 

z. Rue bleue comes as a special feature on the DVD of Chenouga‟s feature film 17 rue bleue 

(2001). It is available for purchase online from retailers such as Amazon.fr. 

aa. Samia is available for purchase online from retailers such as Amazon.fr. 

bb. A clip of Un été au pays may be viewed on Bensmaïl‟s website (under an alternate title, Des 

Vacances malgré tout): http://malek.bensmail.free.fr/Projets.htm. 

cc. Personal copy. 

dd. Personal copy. 
 
  

http://programmes.france2.fr/histoires-courtes/?page=histcourtes-article&id_article=1420
http://movies.netflix.com/WiHome
http://www.collectifbke.com/film/louees/film.php
http://www.dailymotion.com/us
http://www.ateliersvaran.com/
http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/mother-father-and-i-2003
http://www.zinebsedira.com/video/retelling-histories-2003
http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576464798-Mate-le-film-de-Faiza.html
http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576469749-RTT-un-autre-court-metrage-signe-Faiza.html
http://revepourlesoufs.skyrock.com/576469749-RTT-un-autre-court-metrage-signe-Faiza.html
http://malek.bensmail.free.fr/Projets.htm
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