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Introduction 


Cinema as a visual mode of representation is not a mere reductive means of entertainment and consumption but “a cultural space which engages both image and voice, as concrete expressive tools, in order to shape a world vision, translate a human case, record historical moments or depict class struggles"1. It is also an interface and an intersecting site where cultural, aesthetic, political and historical ideologies are disseminated and precariously negotiated. Hence, the aesthetic value of a film emanates from committed critical approaches and reading strategies which articulate the hidden transcripts that govern the structure of a cinematic work; that is to say to contextualize and problematize the “unseen” and the “unsaid” in the film.


The purpose of this study is to investigate the dynamics of silence as a powerful and violent ‘rhetoric gesture’ which manipulates the film narrative in Chergui or the Violent Sience by Moumen Smihi. Besides being aesthetically dense and symbolically loaded, I have considered this film because it is one of the main full-lengths which contributed to the definition of a Moroccan aesthetics during the 1970s. On the Other hand, little attention has been given to silence as a decisive agent that structures and fractures the events of the film. Silence, in this respect, operates in both directions; as a powerful language and a discursive formation that enables the protagonist to acquire agency, to protest and revolt; but at the same time it works as a passive aesthetic device that hampers the ideologically oriented tendencies of the film and befogs the overall architecture.


I am mainly interested in demonstrating how silence could turn into a force of affirmation and self-assertion against acts of negation, codes of invisibility and politics of oppression and suppression. My reading in this sense is a humble contribution to film analysis and an attempt to textualize silence in order to recover its dynamics, free it from the constraints of passive connotations and project it as a liberating and enabling strategy for the interpretation of the film.


Reading silence as a mere aesthetic device deployed eventually, if not exclusively, to fill artistic gaps, this at least was my immediate reaction when I first saw the film, is both simplistic and erroneous. The focus should ultimately be directed towards silence as a cinematic language, or as a code endowed with a specific function within the whole system of images. Silence, therefore, becomes a significant language, ‘a verbal device’, to use Roland Barthes words,  that articulate what is manifestly muted and unsaid with the film. So, I believe that the unsaid, the repressed or even the camouflaged are visually projected by silence in a complex and more delightful ways.


The section entitled “Cinematic modernity: rethinking the Moroccan aesthetics” is an attempt to contextualize Chergui or the violent silence within the spirit of what Sandra Carter calls “looking to define a Moroccan aesthetics” 
, where auteur cinema “became the style chosen by several filmmakers to critique social and political developments in Morocco without being censored”
. In fact, the 1970s witnessed a new wave of filmmakers who were in a perpetual quest for the creation of a distinctive cinematic style that would potentially “contribute to national consciousness and national awareness”
 and whereby the individual is emphatically brought to the foreground within society. My argument in this respect is to consider the ‘narrative of silence’ as a subversive aesthetic expression and an adequate means of denunciation which is symbolically loaded to free the protagonist from a repressive authority.


In “Muffled voices and the cries of silence”, I will try to articulate silence as a liberating space and as a decisive force of self-assertion against the politics of domination and codes of invisibility. This section reads the events of the film in connection with the rhetorics of silence as a central component of the overall narrative. My argument allows the interpretation of silence as a discursive practice that enables the main character to acquire agency and split off “the edifice of [patriarchal] authority”.
Cinematic Modernity: 
Rethinking the Moroccan Aesthetics


The move from moroccanized versions of Egyptian melodramas, which prevailed during the 1960s, into a more socially committed and aesthetically dense full lengths of the 1970s and onwards, is certainly a turning point and a genuine outburst in Moroccan post-colonial cinema. This transition from films modeled after Egyptian, Indian and American genres, and which were “defined as extraneous to Moroccan cinema”
, into a highly intellectual approach and self-conscious play with the narrative form was highly oriented towards the creation of ‘a distinctive cinema style’. 


The initial stimulus behind the creation and development of a new Moroccan aesthetics finds its ample expression in the filmmakers’ need to produce films that are essentially and authentically Moroccan. The quest for a creative impulse “inspired by all the different aspects of a [national] culture”
, as Susan Othman argues, led to innovative works which delved into the Moroccan society and questioned its premises. Wechma by Hamid Bennani (1970), Souheil Ben Berka’s A Thousand and One Hands (1972) and Moumen Smihi’s Chergui, or the Violent Silence (1975) are much more matured tendencies which revolted against, and broke away from, the conventional tradition that had previously controlled Moroccan post-independence cinema, and started what Hamadi Gueroum calls ‘cinematic modernity movement’
. The primary focus of filmmaking, in this respect, is to recreate life as it is and as objectively, honestly and accurately as possible; and at the same time “to disorient the masses’ interest in Egyptian, and American melodramas and shift their attention towards films where their everyday practices are treated”
. So, the vision adopted by these filmmakers is highly intellectualist and purely auteurist.


The elitist conception towards filmmaking is mainly interested in the definition of a distinctive style and a cinematic language able to initiate critical approaches to the social and political structures without being censored. Auteur cinema in Morocco have become an artistic medium through which filmmakers disseminated their ideologies and vehiculed their messages by adopting symbolism and aesthetic expressions that are difficult to unpack. So, aesthetic practices and strategies of auteurist tendency aspired for an artistic style that can contribute to ‘national awareness’ and “express the cultural cohesion of a diversified Morocco”
. Hence, the main task of the intellectual and the artist is to make visible all the coercive workings of “structures, authenticities and links”
 that govern Moroccan society. Sandra Carter argues that auteur cinema has been adopted by Moroccan filmmakers in order to question politics and society because the government “allowed much less experimentation and innovation in films; and any tendency towards third cinema was squashed immediately”
.


Certainly, the most intriguing question of Moroccan auteur-based film was what kind of films should be produced and for what public. This opened possible new ways of representing the country and the people objectively and authentically in a quest of a certain Moroccaness, which was most often, according to Susan Othman, associated with “the rural and the popular”
. Wechma, for example,was highly appreciated by the public for its aesthetic value and its ability to “protest against the sacredness of the traditional which aims, through a repressive education, to fabricate non-adapted creatures who are doomed to live in various hardships throughout the whole life”
.


I have deliberately referred to Wechma, not only because it strategically deploys silence to trace the inner rebellion of a subject in crisis and tackle the Moroccan social reality; but, it has allowed the emergence of a cinema that brings into play “the fusion of the filmmaker’s socio-cultural practices with more aesthetically advanced research in terms of

form”
. Moumen Smihi’s Chergui or the violent silence, produced in 1975, falls within this category.


Chergui, to start off with, is open to many interpretations and to a variety of reading strategies. The first response in dealing with the film as a conglomeration of events about the position of a Moroccan woman caught within the clutches of a repressive patriarchal society, which is in the process, problematized by the colonial experience, would seem too simplistic. But, the power of these two structures-patriarchy and colonialism- around which the film is articulated is ultimately of particular interest. In any case, what is mostly important is the film allows for the development of multiple discourses. It is fragmented and, as Moumen Smihi argues, perhaps in the same way our modern consciousness is fissured
. 


Thus, the film can be read in terms of several approaches. It is a kind of a collective autobiography or history; that is the history of Morocco on the eve of independence. Viewed from a social perspective, it illustrates the crisis of a Moroccan family living under a patriarchal system. When approached with a politically inflected concern, it examines the colonial presence and social struggle in Morocco. The psychological dimension can’t be overlooked or dismissed; it uncovers the inner trauma of a Moroccan woman who is desperately fighting to prevent her husband from getting married and silently undergoing shattered moments and ambiguous desires towards her own tragic ending. Even the structure of the narrative is arranged in a way that allows for the articulation of these various discourses. Here, the Proppian model of narrative
 is thwarted and challenged when we notice that the linear narrative form is disarticulated. The film, therefore, becomes a narrative within other narratives where various discourses are intertwinned. Moumen Smihi confirms that” it’s not a question, precisely speaking, of a narrative or a plot but of a texture in which the discourses overlap”
. So, the intertwined narratives and overlapped discourses are what really give the film its aesthetic value.


Accordingly, Chergui or the violent silence can absolutely be described as a variation of themes around an ‘identical point of awareness’, through a reaction against and a regeneration of the conventional structure of the narrative. It is mainly based on the tangling together, or constructing small and independent narratives; the main one revolves around the condition of a woman who has been dropped by her husband, but endeavors to get him back through recourse to superstitious practices. Other small narratives, “The narrative of the patriarchal husband and his peers, the narrative of the unemployed man and his impotent rage, the narrative of the prostitute, of the mystical slave, of the political awareness of women”
, which are all derived from the main one, attempt to translate and decode the image of the Moroccan society. The other narrative which is unintentionally overlooked by Moumen Smihi, but which can certainly be recovered in this paper, is what I would call the ‘narrative of silence’. 


The narrative of silence can be considered in this respect as a subversively disruptive aesthetic expression adopted by the film in an attempt to decode social practices and trace the inner rebellion of Aicha, the protagonist. Generally A woman’s silence can express submission to masculine norms; but the disruptive and disfiguring force of the narrative of silence in the film lies in its ability to project silence as a defiant refusal of the norms of oppression and a denunciation of repressive forms of authority. To my own understanding, silence as an invisible cover protects Aicha in her enclosed space and nourishes an awakening of consciousness when she ventures outside her house. The encounter with the mad outcast is relevant here. It will definitely engage another interpretation in this paper; but for the time being, silence at this particular moment allows for the emergence of a fluent gaze that the film deploys in so many occasions. The verbal manifestations of the silent woman within Aicha are uttered through a sharp gazing. Aicha unveils herself for the first time and in so doing, she engages the rhetorics of the gaze in order to create a space of defiance and refusal. 


So, the point is that silence is not merely an embodiment of Aicha’s psychological anxieties; rather, it’s a subtle confirmation of her challenge to the boundaries of authority and a motivated act of opposition whereby the gaze becomes self-defensive against masculine norms. Malek Alloul’a theory of the gaze is relevant in this respect.In his insightful book The Colonial Harem, the Algerian critic Malek Alloula tries to read and decipher the gaze of Algerian women in French colonial postcards. His approach attempts to “demystify and disfigure the gaze of the colonizer by disengaging and articulating the gaze of the colonized”
. 


What interests me most is that Aicha’s gaze turns out to be threatening and frustrating and her opaque silence is revealed to be not a deficiency of expression, but an extreme act of resistance triggered off by a menacing gaze. I am referring to one of those ‘wonderful moments’ when Aicha’s journey through the city is interrupted by a deep and silent gaze while the camera stops at foreign presence in Tangiers (Church, flags, consulates and embassies, people..). the protagonist’s silence conspicuously emerges as a defiant refusal of colonial authority and a rejection of all the suppressive and oppressive acts of negation and invisibility that stifle the voice of the natives.


The appropriation of silence, filtered through a provocative gaze, can be best viewed towards the end of the film in a scene where Aicha’s husband meets for the first time his would be second wife. The young girl appears to be living under the sway of patriarchy; she is unveiled and silent, submissive and unable to act or react. She is seen in her white dress. The white color is significantly important. It symbolizes life and celebrates the individual’s need to survive and enjoy life; but, on the other hand, it epitomizes death which is clearly illustrated during Aich’a rituals in the Hercules cave. This interconnectedness of life and death is what the girl, and by implication the Moroccan woman, endures within a patriarchal system. Nevertheless, what attracts me most is the fact that the viewer is incited to believe that the only dominating eye that exists is the future husband’s; yet, quite unexpectedly the camera turns to the girl’s returning gaze and focuses on the eye contact for a few seconds. The gaze in this particular instance is crucial as it destabilizes the observer’s position as a master within an ideological system of patriarchy, whereby the husband, quoting Malek Alloula, “undergoes an intial experience of disappointment and rejection”
. Here again, silence turns to be decisively enabling and liberating through gaze displacement, and allows the characters of the film, especially women, to challenge the patriarchal domination.


I strongly believe that once the gaze is appropriated, silence is broken down, shifts into a self-assertive force and the whole system of authority crumbles down. I also believe that when the camera moves, it effects an important transfer of power. It transforms silence into a powerful discourse that enables the characters of the film to acquire agency and question the validity of speech. I will attempt in what follows to read silence as a discursive practice endowed with significant meanings and which, symbolically, frees the protagonist from her passivity and her submissiveness.

Muffled voices and the Cries of Silence


It is important to note that silence inflects brutality upon the main character of Chergui. As the title indicates, silence and violence are mutually interconnected; each of them reflects the image of the other. Silence, therefore, stands as a powerful confirmation and a strong expression of violence. ‘Violent Silence’ is a term that Moumen Smihi has borrowed from Georges Bataille, but “turned upon itself”
 just to take a dynamic and dialectic configuration in the film. Aicha’s inner soul is brutally tortured, but her violent silence transforms her from a passive object under patriarchal and colonial rule to an active subject.


Aicha’s stifled voice manifests itself outside the house during a deconstructive process of her own reality. She circulates freely in public spaces; hence, her movement and her vision are no more restricted. She sees and she is seen at the same time. Her silence, accordingly, becomes a fluent discourse that struggles to define her role as a complex subject in a post colonial Morocco.


The importance attributed to silence in the film liberates the protagonist from her passivity and makes her journey towards self-assertion possible. Her endless silence, except for few nonsensical words exchanged with her neighbor during a ‘roof’ conversation
, could be interpreted as a fluent discourse against a society that has confined its women to harems, that has traditionally cloaked in veils and banned them from public spaces. I would like to evoke Aicha’s successful encounter with the outcast again.


The independent narrative of the outcast can be read as a slightly delightful turning point  in the film. This particular moment is distinctively crucial in Aicha’s process of awareness. An outcast is naturally by definition a marginal who rejects and revolts against orderly disordered systems. Soon, Aicha finds herself confronted with the image of her own marginality. Communication takes place: the outcast bursts into laughter and Aicha deploys a fluent gaze. Unveiling takes place, which literally means a journey towards nakedness as will be shown later; but symbolically as a cry against a disordered system of patriarchy and all the codes of domination and suppression. Aicha, subsequently, articulates silence as a powerful discourse to lay bare inadequate social practices of discrimination that need to be reformed. Thus, it will be strictly accurate to argue that silence is an organic constituent and a powerful discourse which is conceived of as the main protagonist of the film
, and which is ideologically meant by Chergui to involve the spectator in the complexity and rigidity of the social, cultural and political systems that manipulate the characters. 


Moumen Smihi has apparently managed to give the narrative of the mystical slave, which is manipulated by silence as well, a political configuration. The only sounds heard in this particular scene are the sea’s crashing waves and the slave’s regular rhythms of heavy metal castanets (kraqab). According to Smihi, what the slave sings and “which is explicitly meant not to be heard is: I am singing to my big master to free me from the small one”
. This is obviously another instance where silence is profoundly deployed to stand ideologically against a categorically disordered political system based on power relations. Silence, hereby, operates as a counter-hegemonic discourse and a cry against the colonial domination. So Smihi’s determination to turn the narrative of silence into a counter-discourse can be considered as an ideological tool which the film implements to condemn the counterfeited political system of post independent Morocco. 


Viewed from a technical perspective, Chergui is mostly concerned with the development of a new language and film aesthetics, not simply out of formalistic motivations; but out of an urgent need for development of “narrative codes capable of expressing a constantly shifting reality”
 that emerged after independence. This is not surprising at all to conceive of silence as a ‘technical leap’ and a filmic language, adopted by the director as a vitally prior element to the whole texture of the film. For Christian Metz, “Filmic texts form a structured network produced by the interweaving of specific cinematic codes”
. So, Silence, in my opinion, becomes a code; a level of signification that has got a specific function to fulfill within the whole system. 


What I have attempted to do so far is to decode the narrative of silence which can be negatively viewed as freezing both the characters and the image in the film. So, the simple equation of voice with authority and silence with submission and victimization needs to be reassessed and reconsidered; and Chergui , indeed, affords a new perspective whereby silence is deplored as a sign of active resistance to authority and a discursive practice which recovers the voice of the marginalized and the oppressed.


I am coming back to one of the scenes in the film where silence represents a heroic act of defiance, rather than an experience of feeling unable or unwilling to speak. The husband, and by extention, the whole patriarchal code of oppression is challenged when  Aicha goes out all alone to buy a black cock for a ritual purpose without having  permission from her husband (Permission here is invested with a negative connotation which denies freedom and agency). Her transgression of the patriarchal order is clearly visible in her ability to venture outside without being permitted and accompanied (or controlled) either by the husband or an older woman. What I find of extreme significance is that the presence of the husband, who is home going through a pile of books, is completely denied and rejected. What he gets from the protagonist, instead, is a deadly silent sharp gaze which reduces him into a passive creature and shakes his authority . Aicha, therefore, attempts to reconstruct herself as an independent individual with her own vision and voice. Hence, the protagonist’s ability to use silence in order to break up the process of domination, through destabilizing control (company) and permission as two essential codes of a patriarchal setting, can be seen as a logical move towards emancipation. Silence, therefore, turns into a liberating force and a space that allows the discourse of the marginal to thrive.


Her reaction against her son Brahim is another equally significant scene where silence turns aggressively into an uncontrollable rage against masculine domination in general and the patriarchal dynamics of oppression in particular. The scene in question shows brahim pitilessly beaten by his mother for trivial misbehaviors (being at the sea side with his friends and going to the cinema the day before). This is the first time Aicha breaks up her silence, just to turn into aggressive verbal manifestation; beating, swearing and menacing. This implicitly stands as a cry against a cohesive, homogeneous and unjust system of oppression and annihilation fashioned and consolidated by patriarchy.


Thus, I believe that Moumen Smihi’s film has implicitly been bus
y dismantling and questioning what I would randomly call ‘The patriarchal narrative’. The irony comes full circle when the husband is suddenly caught leaving the prostitute’s house. This very scene obviously reads as an ironical blow to and a trial of patriarchal values whereby the previously consolidated and rehabilitated image of the father is obliterated and fractured and his authority thwarted. It is in fact an invitation to the audience to witness the discourse of power crumbling down; but at the same time, it is an assertion of the perspective of the excluded and the silent other. So, the film strategically transforms silence, within which Aicha is made subordinate, into a space of liberation that basically acknowledges the presence of the dominated. What I find worth stressing is that the protagonist mobilizes silence to resist and defy the patriarchal discourse. It is through silence that Aicha enters upon the hierarchal codes of negation, best illustrated in the film by patriarchy and colonialism, debunks them by challenging and destabilizing their authority.


Before closing this section, I would like to point out that the presence of a prostitute in the narrative of silence is ultimately significant. She is shown in a social space where she is objectified and commoditized by the prevailing male dominant ideology; yet, immediately, the narrative takes her back in time and she deliberately revisits her patriotic adventure, together with her mother, during the Spanish colonial period. Quite unexpectedly, the spectator becomes fully aware that the prostitute in the film has her own history; a fact which helps her not only redefine her identity and subjectivity within a neocolonial and patriarchal society, but also  re-inscribe herself as an agent of history during the years of resistance.

Another equally powerful dimension of the cultural environment the film endeavors to depict accurately is mythology. In fact, the film is replete with mythological signs and ethno-cultural elements. All the rituals and objects that articulate the mythological aspect in Chergui are definitely meant to constitute “a ceratin number of signs and references capable of forming a myth”
. In fact, Aicha seems to be a decisive agent in triggering off this mythological aspect. She resorts to magical rites and superstition to prevent her husband from marrying a second wife
Bibliography
Primary Sources:

Smihi Moumen, Chergui or the Violent Silence, 1975 (full-length feature)
Secondary Sources:

Alloula Malek, The Colonial Harem, trans. Myrna Godzich and Wlad Godzich, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986, 

Bekkaoui, Khalid Signs of a spectacular resistance: the Spanish Moor and British Orientalism, Casablanca: Najah El Jadida, 1998

Carter Sandra, Moroccan cinema: What Moroccan Cinema ? in The Maghreb Review, Vol 25, 1-2,2000

Chow Rey, “Film and cultural identity” in The Oxford Guide to Film Studies , ed. John Hill  and Pamela Gibson, Oxford University Press, 1998. 

Creed  Barbara, “film and psychoanalysis”,  in The Oxford Guide to Film Studies , ed. John Hill  and Pamela Gibson, Oxford University Press, 1998. 
Gabriel H. Teshome, “Towards a critical theory of third world films” , in Questions of Third Cinema , Jim Pines and Paul Willemen (eds), Lofi publishing1989, 

Hafez  Sabry, “Shifting Identities in Maghrebian Cinema”, in Journal of Comparative Poetics, N0 15, 

Hennebell Guy e, Moroccan Society as Mythology, in  “Film and Politics in the Third World”, John D.H Downing (ed), New York : Praeger Publishers, 1986, 
Othman Susan, le Cinema Marocain et l’authenticité : Discours et Image, p.179 in “Cahiers de l’Orient”, N0 18, 1990 (this article is originally written in French. The translations are mine unless found eleswhere)
Smih Moumen i, Hadith a cinema, Vol 1, Siliki Brothers publications, 2005, p.28 . (All the translations from this book, originally written in Arabic, are mine unless found elsewhere).

Stam Robert, ed.  New Vocabularies in Film Semiotics: Structuralism, Poststructuralism and Beyond, Taylor and Francis Ltd., 1992

Willemen Paul, “The Third Cinema Question : Notes and reflections”  in Questions of Third Cinema, , Jim Pines and Paul Willemen (eds), Lofi publishing1989, 
Dirrassat Sinimaiya, N0 12, Septembre/Octobre 1990, 

www.3continents.com/cinema/infos_diverses/histoire_du_cine_marocain.html
� Sandra Carter, Moroccan cinema: What Moroccan Cinema ? in The Maghreb Review, Vol 25, 1-2,2000, p 69


� Ibid, p. 69


� Ibid, p.65


� Sandra Carter, “Moroccan cinema: What Moroccan Cinema ?” in The Maghreb Review, Vol 25, 1-2,2000, p.68


� Susan Othman, le Cinema Marocain et l’authenticité : Discours et Image, p.179 in “Cahiers de l’Orient”, N0 18, 1990 (this article is originally written in French. The translations are mine unless found eleswhere)


� see � HYPERLINK "http://www.3continents.com/cinema/infos_diverses/histoire_du_cine_marocain.html" ��www.3continents.com/cinema/infos_diverses/histoire_du_cine_marocain.html�


� Susan Othman,  le Cinema Marocain et l’authenticité : Discours et Image, in Cahiers de l’Orient, N0 18, 1990, p.181


� Ibid, p.185


� Ibid


� Sandra Carter, Moroccan cinema: What Moroccan Cinema ?  in The Maghreb Review, Vol 25, 1-2,2000,p.68


� Susan Othman,  le Cinema Marocain et l’authenticité : Discours et Image, in Cahiers de l’Orient”, N0 18, 1990, p.181


� Dirrassat Sinimaiya, N0 12, Septembre/Octobre 1990, p.18


� Ibid, p.19


� Guy Hennebelle, Moroccan Society as Mythology, in  “Film and Politics in the Third World”, John D.H Downing (ed), New York : Praeger Publishers, 1986, p.80


� For Vladimir Propp, the deep structure of a narrative form consists of the causal logic of events unfolding in time , see Robert Stam, ed.  New Vocabularies in Film Semiotics: Structuralism, Poststructuralism and Beyond, Taylor and Francis Ltd., 1992, p.80)


� Guy Hennebelle, Moroccan Society as Mythology, in  “Film and Politics in the Third World”, John D.H Downing (ed), New York : Praeger Publishers, 1986, p.80





� Ibid, p.83


� Khalid Bekkaoui, Signs of a spectacular resistance: the Spanish Moor and British Orientalism, Casablanca: Najah El Jadida, 1998, p.72


� Malek Alloula, The Colonial Harem, trans. Myrna Godzich and Wlad Godzich, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986, p.7


� Guy Hennebelle, Moroccan Society as Mythology, in  “Film and Politics in the Third World”, John D.H Downing (ed), New York : Praeger Publishers, 1986, p.81


� in a patriarchal setting,  the roof of the house and the windows are often used for quick conversations between women.


� Dirrassat Sinimayia, NO 12, Sept/Oct 1990, p.112


� Moumen Smihi, Hadith a cinema, Vol 1, Siliki Brothers publications, 2005, p.12


� Sabry Hafez, “Shifting Identities in Maghrebian Cinema”, in Journal of Comparative Poetics, N0 15, p..39


� Robert Stam, ed.  New Vocabularies in Film Semiotics: Structuralism, Poststructuralism and Beyond, Taylor and Francis Ltd., 1992, p.48


� Guy Hennebelle, Moroccan Society as Mythology, in  “Film and Politics in the Third World”, John D.H Downing (ed), New York : Praeger Publishers, 1986, p. 83





PAGE  

