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Selma Baccar’s Fatma 1975: at the crossroads between Third Cinema and New Arab Cinema

When Selma Baccar released Fatma 75, her first feature film and the first documentary in Tunisia by a woman, in 1975, two vital manifestoes on film in the Third World and in the Arab world had already appeared a few years earlier. The Third Cinema Manifesto by Solanas and Getino had influenced militant cinema in previously colonized areas while the New Arab Cinema collective had announced its aesthetic and thematic plans for cinema in the Arab world after 1967. The New Arab Cinema Collective, started at the Damascus Film Festival in 1968, subverts the old, submissive cinema of the Arab world, dominated by melodrama, fiction and male directors. There was a significant move towards documentary realism and women’s issues. Processing an internal self-reflexivity that reveals the nation’s dynamic, women became more outspoken about their own contemporary realities. Around the same time the Third Cinema Manifesto by Solanas and Getino found a worldwide following. Their guerrilla filmmaking practice, including a political message of rebellion against oppression of any kind, reveals a preoccupation with everyday reality. As these two revolutionary filmmaking practices found their way into former colonies and newly emancipated women, it seems important to discuss the first documentary made by a Tunisian woman in this light.

The Third Cinema manifesto based itself in Fanon’s Marxist writings on the independence of Third World countries. Third Cinema filmmaking molded postcolonial filmmaking practices in North Africa. Solanas and Getino defined Third Cinema as follows:

The anti-imperialist struggle of the peoples of the Third World and of their equivalents inside the imperialist countries constitutes today the axis of the world revolution. Third Cinema is, in our opinion, the cinema that recognizes in that struggle the most gigantic cultural, scientific, and artistic manifestation of our time, the great possibility of constructing a liberated personality with each people as the starting point -- in a word, the decolonization of culture.

Their approach to cinema was highly politicized and fundamentally Marxist. The System for them was, on the one hand, colonialism and Hollywood cinema ruling film production and distribution, and on the other, the neo-colonial situation in many newly independent nations: the established bourgeoisie emulating European morals and values and their dictatorial politics and cultural aspects. The militant guerrilla films they proposed were supposed to be revolutionary reactions against the capitalist System and the bourgeois consumer, in the vein of the violence and militancy Franz Fanon saw as necessary in order for the revolution to be complete and effective. The alternative they envisaged for cinema was a politicized content that turns passive viewers into active contributors and ignites involvement in the struggle against the System. In their view documentary lent itself best to a polemical and political outlook on the postcolonial world. Their Manifesto was therefore one that publicized an aesthetic of anger and militancy, whereby the revolution can only be successful if it is highly political and violent. Solanas and Getino strongly opposed “fantasies and phantoms” and that which makes “the image of reality more important than reality itself,” which they attributed to imperialism and capitalism. They were looking for a cinema of the revolution that was “at the same time one of destruction and construction: destruction of the image that neo-colonialism has created of itself and of us, and construction of a throbbing, living reality, which recaptures truth in any of its expressions.”
 They thus preferred documentary, stating that 

documentary, with all the vastness that the concept has today [. . .] is perhaps the main basis of revolutionary filmmaking. Every image that documents, bears witness to, refutes or deepens the truth of a situation is something more than a film image or purely artistic fact; it becomes something which the System finds indigestible.

They were more concerned with the masses, themes, information, truth and aggression than with the artistic and visual quality of the film. As Jonathan Buchsbaum indicates, they “display a bias toward documentary”
 in spite of the contemporary problematization of the ontological quality of the reality image. They were convinced that documentary is the main basis for revolutionary filmmaking as it is capable of “revealing the national reality to people, anticipating the use of the testimonial.”
 The consensus today is that Third Cinema is very time-specific and its relevance has been contested by Teshome Gabriel in the eighties and Ella Shohat in the early 2000s. Nevertheless, the context in which Selma Baccar made her first docu-fiction is framed by this movement, heavily influenced by it as well as a reaction against it, as will be shown in this article.

At the same time, in 1967, a “defeat-conscious” Arab attitude, instigated by the defeat against Israel in the war, found its filmic culmination in the 1968 Arab New Cinema Collective, and their manifesto, initiated at the Damascus film festival. This collective was as much a reaction against the stale melodrama that dominated the Arab cinemas as well as against the general malaise in the Arab culture. A new generation of young filmmakers re-energized an organized, collective new outlook on realist cinema. The emphasis was on an artistic exploration of authenticity of form and content. According to Guy Hennebelle, the search for new forms is founded “on a series of refusals [. . .] of the former direction of Egyptian cinema, a refusal of old methods, a refusal of compromises. [They] want to reawaken the public and bring it to share the fight.”
 He sees a refusal of three main tendencies: gratuitous aestheticism, mediocrity of form and prostitution of great themes. The 1967 defeat then was a wake up call: a point at which the frustrations of young filmmakers who were limited in their artistic freedoms culminated and found an outlet. The power of the collective was necessary to overcome censorship problems and state involvement. Férid Boughédir shows in his film Caméra Arabe that New Arab Cinema thrived on a multiplicity of themes and that this resulted in each director having his or her own genre. The diversity was evident in the themes and content, but automatically also found its outlet in the vision of reality. 

The 1968 Cinema Manifesto [. . .] held that the authenticity of film and its closeness to the social and political reality of a society is a measure of its value nationally and internationally. It stressed the importance of understanding and assimilating the cinematic experience of the world, and the creative utilization of this experience to suit reality. The manifesto opposed the star system and the tailoring of scripts to suit a certain star. It supported the strengthening of the public sector as representing the basic interest of the vast majority of the people. The document pointed out the importance of producing films within the reach and comprehension of the widest audience in a nation that still suffers from over 70% illiteracy. It refuted the famous equation in traditional cinematic circles that a good production equals a big budget, and it accused the traditional filmmakers of wasting the nation’s resources. The manifesto said: “what we need is a cinema that records and studies the movement of society and analyzes its new social and political relations, a cinema that would discover and reveal the meaning of life for the individual in the midst of these relations.”

Along the lines of Solanas and Getino’s Third Cinema manifesto, these filmmakers were working towards what was real and urgent for the people. Cinema was more than ever concerned with contemporary reality, which was -- since 1967 -- a different and more self-conscious reality. Reality became the dominant strength of the film industry, reflected in a content that determined the form. Emphasis was on a truthful representation of everyday life, and this came across in documentaries, which -- due to this renewed interest in reality -- were explored with more enthusiasm in the Arab world. An organized reaction against the monopolizing power of rich individuals established itself in order to explore new challenges within old genres, while female topics and female film professionals also started to infiltrate the industry. 

While Third Cinema had overlooked the role women could potentially play in this new kind of filmmaking, New Arab Cinema turned out to be the perfect opportunity for women in the Arab world to reclaim their position behind the cameras, which was lost in the fifties. Very strong and influential female figures had dominated early Arab cinema (for example Aziza Amir, Mary Queeny, Haydée Chikly) but gradually disappeared off the scene as cinema was nationalized and censored. In the 70’s then, with the advent of new realism and documentary, women took up the camera once more. Boughédir’s documentary Caméra Arabe illustrates this rather interestingly as Tunisian Néjia Ben Mabrouk assures that men cannot represent women quite as effectively as women can themselves. Moreover, as feminist documentarists Diane Waldman and Janet Walker point out, documentary is an extraordinarily women-friendly genre: 

Relatively cheap, accessible, and lightweight 16mm film and later video equipment enabled many females to enter media production for the first time and/or to turn their filmmaking skills to issues of particular concern to women.

Economically, documentaries allowed for more freedom of expression, as it was less expensive and therefore financial backers were less influential or even absent. This financial issue indicates the political side of film and documentary: the funders were largely unwilling to take risks, and therefore did not invest greatly in women as directors. Independent, self-funded projects then had the ability to express themselves in a more overtly feminist or political way. Equally, the material needed for documentary filmmaking was less expensive, smaller and lighter than what is commonly used for narrative cinema. It lent itself more easily to the physical frame of women. Both feminism and documentary expression are grounded in the need for a material platform for expression. Both are politically inspired forms of opposition to mainstream presumptions. Politically and socially engaged documentaries illustrate that what tended to be issue-oriented in feminist fiction film, has become preoccupied with the specificity of representation in documentary film as a platform for subaltern voices. I want to show that Selma Baccar’s films are, within the framework of the Tunisian politics and policies, profoundly influenced by Third Cinema as well as the New Arab Cinema, as they contextualize the time in which she started working in the sixties and seventies. In North Africa, the Tunisian film industry is recognized as one of the most liberal in the Arab world. Women have taken on a prominent role in cinema in Tunisia from the very beginning. There are now more women working in the film industry in Tunisia than in any other country in North Africa. Selma Baccar started in the sixties and is still an active director and producer in Tunis today. Fatma 75 employs the features of a documentary montage of newsreel footage and interviews to give an overview and illustrate Selma Baccar’s point. Like most films in Tunisia from that era, Fatma 75 was funded by the Ministry of Culture; it furthermore credits president Habib Bourguiba for his role in promoting women’s equality. Yet the film also showed that in Tunisia in 1975 there was still ample room for improvement. It is ironic that that same government subsequently censored and banned the film until 2006. It is therefore necessary and pertinent to question documentary censorship and to reflect on whether it is better to evade than to provoke.

<Space>
On the 20th of March 1956 Tunisia became independent with Habib Bourguiba as first president of the republic. Postcolonial cinema in Tunisia is known throughout the world for popular films like Férid Boughédir’s Halfaouine and Moufida Tlatli’s Silences of the Palace. As a consequence, it has become stereotyped as a cinema that deals with women’s sensuality and the magic and beauty of the old Tunis: palaces and labyrinthine medinas function as a setting that determines the plotlines. Tunisian filmmaking then has been identified as a cinema of the mythical feminine. Boughédir, a film scholar as well as a director, is one of the male theoreticians who have extensively commented on this. He calls Tunisian cinema “le cinema au féminin.”
 Nevertheless, there is a more problematic spatiality in Tunisian cinema than the best known films dare to illustrate. The identity politics foreground women as the bearers of the nation’s troubles, while Tunisia’s liberal and democratic status in the Arab world denies the existence of any troubles.

Women’s rights in Tunisia are still a topic of hot debate, within the country and its women’s movements as well as abroad. As Tunisia’s role in the UN and in the Arab world is taken so seriously partly because within the Arab world it was the first to adopt a written constitution in 1959 and partly because of its liberalism and democracy respecting women’s rights, one needs to question whether the theory matches reality. Fifty years ago, women received legal rights, including the right to divorce, and equality to men. The president of the newly independent republic also opposed polygamy and the wearing of the hijab, and set the legal age of marriage for a girl at 17. The pro-Western stance of Bourguiba resulted in general modernization and the rejection of militant Islam. Yet at the same time, during those first years, Tunisia was a one-party state and the president had dictatorial powers. The cult surrounding his personality is directly related to his role in the fight for independence, and his powerful image as the father of the nation, especially of the women.
 As a statesman he could not change the situation easily as it was linked to history, tradition, religion and habit. He would have to change the mentality of a whole population in order to provide women with equal rights. Bourguiba ensured equality for women with the Personal Status Law in 1957 (one year after independence) and thus defined Tunisia’s democracy as one that includes women. The modernizations have had mixed results for women: they are positive for women and their chosen professions, as they enjoy a fairly liberal education, but negative as these new mores “clashed with the deeply embedded and tenaciously maintained attitudes towards women.”
 This postcolonial tension is a very fertile basis and inspiration for many films by Tunisian women. Many of them “offer an image of Tunisia which is independent but not yet free from the after-effects of colonialism and confronted with all the problems of economic and cultural development.”
 While pioneering filmmaker Baccar acknowledges the power of Bourguiba on Tunisia, she has also realized the relative impotence of the Ministry and the Women’s League. 

The film industry in Tunisia has from the outset reflected the importance attached to women. As Bourguiba attached such importance to the status of women and his own charisma as the father and protector of the Tunisian woman, the latter has in the national cultural memory become somewhat of a symbol of strength and independence. Férid Boughédir confirms that “l’image de la famille est au cœur du cinéma tunisien: [. . .] la famille en ce sens, est souvent le microcosme représentant la nation, et les générations qui y cohabitent sont alors autant de figures de l’affrontement tradition-modernité.”
 Boughédir analyses the feminist thematics running throughout Tunisian film history and discovers several strands that all contribute to the strength displayed by the female figure in the family/nation: the absent father, the orphaned hero, dominating mothers, the insane woman from the village, unequal couples and, lastly, the Oedipus complex. He stresses the fact that these themes run through men’s post-independence films, as it took until 1975 before a woman (Selma Baccar) made a feature length film. 

The sixties were an immensely important era in Tunisian filmmaking, as both the Festival International du Film Amateur de Kélibia (1964) and the Journées Cinématographiques de Carthage (1966) were inaugurated, attracting a new audience and young filmmakers to the area once every two years. These initiatives illustrate a widespread interest in nationalism and independence in films, as they did in most freshly postcolonial states. The sixties in Tunisia were therefore the era in which infrastructure and initiative were set up, in the absence of any postcolonial support from France. This infrastructure becomes vital for the independence and confidence of the young Tunisian film industry in later decades.

Amateur cinema was specific and inherent to the development of the Tunisian film industry. Young film enthusiasts set up their own amateur clubs, as a reaction against the state and its lack of support for the film industry. The FTCA (Fédération tunisienne des cinéastes amateurs) was set up in 1962. The federation brought together amateurs in order to enable them to make films. The organization lacked any real structure, as it reflected the individualities and personalities of the amateurs themselves, but this enabled it to remain independent and to denounce political matters in their organization as well as in their films. 
The repression in the sixties and seventies in Tunisia was shaped primarily by the government’s dislike of any sort of syndicates or independent organizations and most powerfully in their dismantling of the Marxist movement. In the vein of Third Cinema then, these amateurs reacted against the system, fashioning militant films and mobilizing a cultural and intellectual environment for artists.
 They called their cinema the cinema of national disenchantment, as it was critical of the inherent contradictions of their society. Even the filmmakers who had enjoyed an academic education in France or Belgium were disenchanted upon their return, as they were confronted with censorship and their own internal blockages.
 This resulted in films that truly engaged with the reality of the present and opposed it to the hagiography of heroes of the past.
Khélil notes that in the Arab world, documentary making has large political implications and consists of an unavoidable choice of topics. According to him, it is the link between the collectivity of the criticism and the individual that is explored by the documentarist. Its long absence in the Arab world, according to him, is due to the fact that no individuals have dedicated themselves completely to documentaries. Documentary filmmaking, if it exists, is mainly seen as a prelude to a more sustainable and profitable career in fiction. He repeats that Tunisia, as a land of fictions and myths, is not comfortable with documentary presentation. Rebecca Hillauer agrees that documentaries have a bad reputation, as Tunisians are not accustomed to discussing their problems in public.
 Boughédir adds that in Tunisia there is a ruling “tendency to synthesize influences, [. . .] transforming them in a nice, happy, moderated way. It’s a culture that smoothes off the sharp edges.”
 Nevertheless, in the seventies, as political dissent and the social preoccupations of the filmmakers grew, and as filmmakers that had learned their craft in Europe returned with ideals about critical documentaries, the documentary scene grew, slowly but steadily, within the clubs of amateurs as well as among professional filmmakers. 

A central event for Tunisian documentary in the seventies was Selma Baccar’s first feature documentary Fatma 75. The film was conceived alongside the UN International Year of Women 1975 and the protagonist was named Fatma, as an ironic reference to colonial times, when all women were called Fatma by the French. The script Baccar sent in for the censor’s perusal was accepted. Nevertheless, the finished film was banned. The government had problems with the depiction of a sexual education lesson for students at university level, even though the outline of the script had clearly stated that this would be one of the central parts to the film. The film was banned for thirty years but has become very popular recently. 
Fatma 75 is openly feminist, addressing the historical context of women’s ongoing activism. In 1957, Bourguiba had contributed extensively to the rights of women in Tunisia, and his inspirational personality and speeches had changed traditional and conservative attitudes amongst the population. But with Fatma 75 Baccar wanted to show that it was Bourguiba alone that had changed history. Women’s organizations had already been established in the 30s. The outline of the story incorporates three eras: between 1930 and 1938, the Union of Tunisian Women first appeared; between 1939 and 1952, we witness national resistance and women’s roles during the struggle for independence; and after independence, the film illustrates the reality and intricacies of the personal status laws as they were introduced in 1956 and 1957. This clearly delineates Baccar’s preoccupation with reality of women in Tunisia and her internal conflict when it comes to the discourse on women in Tunisia as opposed to the reality of women’s lives. Flashbacks within the structure of the film offer opportunities for Baccar to subjectify and embody women from historically significant periods that have been written out of historiography. In Fatma 75, these historically forgotten women assert their identity straight to the camera.
<Space>
Fatma 75 starts with a quote: “We love woman as victim, but hate her as a free and conscious person, because we can enjoy her body but not her mind.” It bases the film firmly within a discourse that rebels against the dogmatic interpretations of the Koran and places women at the centre of its arguments. Important women from as long ago as 218 BC as well as 20th century women’s leagues and foundations, which were set up while the French colonizer was still present, receive attention in the introduction to the film. In re-enactments, the main actress who plays Fatma, Jalila Baccar, personifies these women. The first woman to introduce herself is Sophonisbe, daughter of a Carthaginian general. The second figure is Jalajil, a previously enslaved harem woman who, after being liberated, founded a school for girls in Kairouan. The third woman is Aziza Othmana, a princess among the Beys who died in 1669. She freed all her slaves after her father’s death and spent her remaining fortune on charity, set up a hospital and assisted young girls from the lower classes in securing their dowry for a good marriage. These historical figures get the chance to speak about their achievements in a film that delineates brave women’s activities throughout the centuries. They illustrate the history of women and form a broad contextualization for Fatma’s thesis.

Fatma, embodying all these women throughout the centuries, becomes the focus of the film, due to her agency and versatility. The historical women, as a matter of fact, speak through her. She gives them a voice. The fictional protagonist is Fatma Ben Ali, a young female third year university student researching the role of Tunisian women throughout history for a paper she is due to present. She introduces herself straight to the camera. Fatma is 23 years old, her father is retired, her mother does not work, and she is studying literature. She ends her introduction by saying that she is undecided about what she wants to do when she graduates. Her presence creates unity as well as confusion. It may have been intentional on the part of the filmmaker to blur all these women into one, as the title suggests -- to let one woman speak for all women -- but it then becomes problematic to see all these women as individuals with their own voices. They seem to serve solely as vehicles through which the filmmaker manages to bring her main message across. This illustrates the didactic nature of the project. Its educational purposes have an outspokenly feminist nature, aiming to educate the spectator about the past. The nature of the academic paper used as a vehicle through which this message is conveyed effectively perpetuates the issue. The film is multi-layered, with a multitude of meta-fictional references to the past and to the film medium as a means of education and knowledge transfer. It firmly places Fatma in her position as the storyteller and it clarifies the film as a means of instruction. 

Moreover, her voice-over throughout the film attempts to retain academic objectivity while she asserts her own subjectivity as a woman, a researcher and a Tunisian. The filmmaker examines the typically complex relationship between subject and object. Fatma continues to explore the twentieth century: three generations that encapsulate three different forms of women’s awareness. Fatma finds out more about women’s role in the national struggle for independence. The last period is the post-independence years, in which Bourguiba has asserted the equal rights for women. Fatma attempts to establish inter-subjective relationships between different women across the centuries. She also draws parallels between different situations and illustrates that women have indeed had a much more prominent role in the national struggle for independence and the post-independence era than is generally admitted. Their common experiences and the parallels between their lives draw attention to subjectivities, establishing their common empathy, fate and self-awareness.

Baccar aims to represent the Tunisian woman’s feminist struggle towards emancipation in the late fifties. She also, however, uncovers the ambiguous status of the personal status law and equality between men and women. As in film, what is written (the law) is not automatically the case in reality. At the same time, Gabous argues, everything was politicized. He writes about the year in which Baccar made Fatma 75:

En 1975 la Tunisie bouillonne, un éveil intellectuel secoue la génération de Selma Baccar, cette génération qui a vue se confondre l’aube de la jeunesse avec l’aurore de la Tunisie indépendante, mais une jeunesse qui déchante 20 ans après. L’université bout, les femmes s’organisent, s’expriment, les syndicalistes sont l’apogée de leurs revendications, les procès se multiplient, la poésie devient contestataire, les ciné-clubs se politisent, et leurs discours sont souvent idéologiques.

This gave Baccar the incentive to take up the camera and start to speak out: “enfin, une femme réalise un film pour parler des femmes.”
 In her attempt to represent her country’s women then, does Baccar succeed in speaking for the subaltern in the Spivakian sense? While, as an intellectual, she does not count as a representative of the subaltern woman, in Fatma 75 she nevertheless specifically aims to express the voices of the average women in Tunisia. As a non-characteristic woman having studied abroad, she has gained a transnational perspective on her country and has become capable of raising her voice in a way that no other Tunisian woman could. At the same time, unlike other women filmmakers who studied abroad, Baccar is one of the only ones who returned to Tunis. While she ascertains that the film is her personal point of view, she also attempts to compensate her dominance in the overall film through Fatma’s dialogues with a number of subaltern women. The fact that Fatma 75 was banned for such a long time in Tunisia arguably had a silencing effect on Baccar’s voice. However, the film’s defiant and controversial tone has made it a popular film recently. So while censors aimed to silence the film’s voice temporarily, they did not succeed in silencing Baccar’s voice. 

Fatma interviews Bchira Ben Mourad, the woman who organized the liberation movement for Tunisian women. In 1936 she inaugurated the Union of Islamic Women, which was only recognized in 1956 by Bourguiba. The interview takes place in Bchira’s home. As an interlude during this interview, Fatma’s voice-over comments on the past: men and women passively accepting the injustices done them by the colonizer and waiting for the dawn of a new era. When that day finally came, men and women stood side by side and demanded a Tunisian parliament. Bchira’s brave actions are emphasized through other women’s lack of them. She was arrested because she tried to raise awareness among other women about the necessity of independence and Bourguiba’s right to power. Bchira spent time in jail and under house arrest, and so Fatma here again represents exceptional women from that time period of independence and nationalism, silencing passive women and men from the past. 

Another historical re-enactment shows a young student in colonial times, Fatma, returning home late without her veil on, after a day of demonstrations against the colonizer. She tells her mother of the violence that took place in town. Once again, one intellectual represents the Tunisian woman who took part in these demonstrations, while her mother does not get the chance to express her opinion. The chapter closes with the question: “is the Tunisian society really ready for such big changes?” The fifteen second interval shows older ladies having coffee and discussing the fact that marriage is the better solution for young women: an education does not serve them. The question is whether this short sequence is supposed to represent the wider opinion of Tunisian women, and if it is, why is not more time spent on this in order to create more effective dialogue.

At several instances Fatma’s privileged position as a university student becomes clear. She interviews female factory workers at the factory, where they are interrupted by her presence and uncomfortable with the questions. Whether Fatma succeeds in representing the subaltern women in this film is uncertain, as she clearly presents the point of view of a privileged, educated woman. While there is an attempt at including the voices of the factory workers, they are in fact silenced by both the men they work for and the determination of the woman interviewing them. Fatma asks a woman: “how long have you worked here?” to which the young woman replies “one year.” Fatma then asks “how much do you earn?” to which the reply is “45 millimes an hour -- or 90 dinars a month.” The next person to be interviewed is a woman who has worked at the factory for almost three years and still only earns 90 dinars a month. So Fatma tells her: “you have never had a raise” -- she nods and turns away. The next interviewee is a male employee who admits that the women work quicker and are more practical. He does not know whether they need to be paid more though, and shies away from other uncomfortable questions: Fatma should ask the manager. 

While it is vital that these factory women are represented, the film only succeeds partly in doing so, as it clearly privileges the feminist viewpoints of a highly educated woman. While the purpose is to create discussions and dialogue, I would suggest that the film also discourages a certain type of woman to speak out. In certain places in the film, when Fatma interviews rural women or reflects on their position, the voice-over has the tendency to become rather patronizing. While for the most part the film is admiring of independent women holding positions as lawyers, doctors and policewomen, it treats the poorer women with pity. For example, Fatma states that “some women hide behind age-old traditions” and “there are also women that pretend” or “women who wait on street corners until someone gives them work for the day, they are like slaves waiting for a new master.” Utterances like these place Fatma in a privileged position, able to pass judgement without offering these women the chance to defend themselves. When showing elderly women working hard on the fields, Fatma’s voix off states “how can you speak with them about contraception when their men search for compassion in their bodies after their daily misery, and want children as the sole hope that they will take care of them in old age.” So while the filmmaker illustrates the resilience of a certain type of woman, she also emphasizes the reticence and passivity of others. It could be argued that she thus privileges women that are already emancipated and fails to adequately represent rural, traditional women. 

The amount of voices we hear in this docufiction by Baccar then arguably fails to effectively represent the Tunisian subaltern woman. With regard to Baccar’s films, Spivak was right in emphasising the fact that the educated, privileged artist does not necessarily embody the voice of the subaltern. Nevertheless, Baccar is aware of this duality in her film and attempts to rectify this with the visual aspects of her film. The amount of detail we are presented with in the shape of minutely researched and painstakingly recreated historical details (e.g. in make-up, dresses, speech, sets) also results in an almost archaeological in-depth understanding of women’s situations in history. But these details do not overshadow the message. The same is true of the close-up. Baccar has the tendency to focus on the faces of her actresses, as her bond with them is so intimate. This often results in faces that say much more than the verbal utterances expressed in the films. I want to show here that film as a medium offers feminist filmmakers the opportunity to express the inexpressible indirectly.

As Rachida Enneifer has said about Fatma 75: “Le documentaire a gagné, au fil des années, en authenticité et en beauté. Fatma 75 c’est autre chose que ces semblants de documentaires projetés sur le petit écran et même sur le grand, en avant-programme. Selma Baccar nous démontre que le documentaire est un film, dans la mesure où le film est une œuvre d’art.”
 As a form of art, then, Baccar’s film explores the possibilities of beauty while she attempts to embody the eras of the past for contextualization. The image can communicate extra-textual opinions: visual ambiguities can add meaning to what is said and heard in monologues, dialogues and interviews. The most pertinent example is the sexual education class, the inclusion of which was responsible for the thirty-year ban on the film. A mixed class is shown asking questions about the human form, as young male students giggle at the images and the terminology used by teachers. Arguably, the students’ sneers and giggles is what the Ministry of Information objected to the most, as nothing out of the ordinary is said -- the teaching language remains objective and distant. The Ministry did not ban it for the fact that sexual education came up during the film, as it was indicated in the script that this would be the case. Rather, it was the explicitness of the imagery used during the course and the expressions on the faces of the students. Implications and diverse interpretations of visuals are more threatening than the presence of this class itself. It is the particular power of the visual to confront people directly with reactions and interpretations that, at least on paper, seem innocent and straightforward enough. 

In Baccar’s films, whereas the verbal representation focuses mainly on the voices of privileged, extraordinary women, all women receive equal treatment visually. The close-up, on the one hand, asserts their individuality through their own acknowledgment of the camera and, on the other hand, it asserts their authoritative position as informants. The filmmaker employs the indirect power of the close-up in order to express that which seems impossible to express with words. Baccar portrays the unspeakable in the close-up while attempting to incite in the spectator more political awareness of the feminist power of women. In order to communicate the unspeakable successfully, Baccar’s camera-eye zooms in on the faces of ordinary women in Fatma 75. This close-up on women pulls in the viewer as an accomplice in order to reveal and mock governmental bureaucracy, the supremacy of male opinions and the paternalistic manner in which men treat women. When it comes to really contentious issues, the faces of women re-enacting historical moments in the thirties and the fifties often say even more than the dissenting voice of Fatma in 1975 does. 

Fatma is the vehicle through which the spectator will see the history of Tunisian women. While the essay format attempts to convince, it cannot hide its feminist subjectivity. This docufiction then does not attempt to be objective. When it is clear that Fatma is going to present a paper on women’s movements throughout history, a male colleague remarks: “so, have you joined the women’s movement now?” and she responds by smiling at him ironically. While it shows Fatma to be confident, it also illustrates the attitude of her male peers. It is this contemporary attitude in modern men that Baccar wishes to challenge the most. It also clarifies the fact that we are “reading” Fatma’s findings: an academic project is commonly expected to be written from an individual point of view.

In the interview with Bchira Ben Mourad, the camera focuses on Fatma’s positions as she is listening and asking questions, and her body language reveals her personal interest in the topic. It also offers close-ups of Bchira’s face and eyes. While she is answering Fatma’s questions she looks at the camera. This interaction with the camera reveals the situation as a filmic event: she acknowledges not only the camera but also the spectator. She assures herself of the presence of the camera and, through this act, she implicates the spectator to make sure her message reaches the intended audience. We also witness archival footage used to illustrate the past. The camera’s eye zooms in on the pictures, revealing strong women amongst the crowds. The camera reads these pictures as testimonies of the past as it moves from right to left over the image, reading it in the Arabic way, in order to demonstrate its value as a historical document and proof of subaltern women’s powerful collectivity. Archival footage and re-enactments powerfully illustrate the confidence of the collective of ordinary women when the film changes from an educational document to an observational documentary: filming farmers on their land, showing poverty and daily struggle during the colonial period adds meaning to the previous images of Bourguiba and his heroic return to Tunis. 

The looks on women’s faces often say more than actually comes across in the audible interview. A striking example is when Fatma interviews the boss of the factory. The look on Fatma’s face clarifies what her opinion is. While the man speaks at her (instead of to or with her), she refuses to absorb his arguments by defiant looks on her face. The boss argues:

Even if a woman has earned the same degrees as a man, we cannot give her the same responsibilities. First: the man has to take care of his family. The law is very clear in this. Second: the woman is too often preoccupied with her own problems. That is why we cannot give her a job with serious responsibilities. Third, public opinion claims that men are physically stronger than woman and that is not entirely incorrect. If you ever work in a factory yourself, then you will come across problems like these. Women get pregnant, feel ill easily, or a child gets ill, of she just does not show up at work. There is always something. And you cannot really blame her.

Instead of over-the-shoulder shots, which could have indicated a dialogue, Baccar clearly chose to include what looks like a shot-reverse-shot but is actually a full focus on the man with inserted, emphasized reactions of Fatma. Her response is a look that is defiantly sarcastic: she raises an eyebrow, gives a cynical smile, again raises an eyebrow, and slightly moves the corners of her mouth while she shrugs slightly. These subtle but clearly present reactions to the far-fetched arguments of the factory boss amount to a feminine conspiracy between Fatma, Baccar, the female factory worker and the spectator, perpetuated by the images immediately after this sequence of women in high positions: lawyers, police officers and academics. The implication of the spectator is of vital importance, as it establishes the inter-subjective relationship between the different parties contributing to the interpretations of the film. It is these interpretations that challenge the voices and the absurdity of the contemporary Tunisian reality as Baccar wishes to criticize it. The self-reflexive confidence of the educated women in this film stands in contrast to the uncertain but hopeful position of the lower classes, while the film enforces a renewed awareness of the necessity of female emancipation in Tunisia.

The play with different forms of communication is what makes this docufiction so interesting, as a document that explored indirectness within a repressive culture. While the film avoids the direct guerrilla practice of Third Cinema, within the constraints of its specific New Arab Cinema culture, it explores the possibilities of the visual media and attains effective communication of ideals and ambitions for the future of Tunisian women. The camera’s eye reflects the numerous eyes of the women in the film: not only the more privileged ones but also the masses of women working in factories and demonstrating for freedom in the black-and-white archival pictures. Close-ups of their faces and eyes reveal a larger knowledge and insight into their individual and collective situations, struggling with the oppositions between law and reality. Their facial expressions, moreover, reveal an understanding and criticism of these ambiguities while Baccar attempts to implicate the spectator into understanding these challenges. With her powerfully activist film, the filmmaker manages to inform spectators while she puts them in a position where any form of passivity is challenged. The spectators are urged to stretch the limits of their imagination. Women of all strata of the social ladder are included in the film in order to reach an audience that will comprehend the utterances and the facial expressions that turn them from passive voyeurs into active viewers. 
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