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After the screening of Saint Omer (Alice Diop,
2022) at the New York Film Festival, Alice Diop
described its protagonist as “a woman who is not
just confined to her Négritude, who is more than a
Black woman, who is a complex woman” (Film at
Lincoln Center, 2022). For the filmmaker, this as-
sertion constitutes a “political statement” (Film at
Lincoln Center, 2022) precisely because of the use
of the term Négritude—defined by Aimé Césaire
as the “consciousness of difference” but also as an
instrument of the revolution “against European
reductionism” (Césaire, 2006: 86)—and because it
is this complexity that breaks with the stereotype
of the Black woman historically constructed from
the perspective of the Global North. This imagi-
nary, which can also be traced back to Oriental-
ist discourses (Said, 2002), persists today in media
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images and narratives of migration flows from
the Global South. The tropes of transgression or
savagery associated with male corporealities and
of motherhood and care attributed to their female
counterparts, along with the image of the white
saviour, thus feed a colonialist iconography that is
exposed and challenged in the work of filmmak-
ersof African descent such as Mati Diop and Alice
Diop, both born in France to Senegalese parents.
In their respective oeuvres, both these filmmakers
(who share a surname but are not related) have
explored the contradictions arising from a colo-
nialist heritage that has left them split between
two identities: African and European. As Alice
Diop explained in an interview: “Essentially, [ am
French. All my culture is French, but I discovered
Ousmane Sembene too late. I come to films in
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Wolof as an outsider” (Latif, 2023, n.p.). This is an
issue that both directors raise again in their most
recent films, each one of which has been awarded
at a major European festival: Dahomey (Mati Diop,
2024) receiving the Golden Bear at the Berlinale;
and Saint Omer winning the Grand Jury Prize and
the Lion of the Future Award at the Venice Film
Festival.

Along the same lines as the two films men-
tioned above, the Congolese documentary Stop
Filming Us, but Listen (Bernadette Vivuya, Kagoma
Ya Twahirwa, 2022), which has been screened at
various specialised festivals (Berlin Human Rights
Film Festival; the Human Rights Watch Film Fes-
tival), serves as a response to the documentary
Stop Filming Us (2020) by the Dutch filmmaker
Joris Postema, who initiates a debate in his film
about whether “talking about someone” is in real-
ity “talking for someone’, questioning the neo-co-
lonial practices reproduced in films and photo-
graphs of Africa. The two Congolese filmmakers
use footage from Postema’s film to add two essen-
tial questions to this debate, related to the degree
of agency they have over their own representa-
tion, and to how colonialist stereotypes can be ef-
fectively destroyed.

In light of these questions, this article analy-
ses the three films mentioned above to examine
how they challenge this inherited iconography
and uncover new forms of post-colonial rep-
resentation. These constructive exercises are

THESE CONSTRUCTIVE EXERCISES ARE
PURSUED EITHER BY ACTIVE QUESTIONING

OF COLONIALIST DISCOURSE AND
REPRESENTATION (STOP FILMING US, BUT
LISTEN; DAHOMEY), OR BY EXPLORING
AMBIGUITIES AND COMPLEXITIES THAT

POINT BEYOND THE BOUNDARIES OF THE
CATEGORIES OF TRUTH IN THE GLOBAL NORTH
(SAINT OMER)
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pursued either by active questioning of coloni-
alist discourse and representation (Stop Filming
Us, but Listen; Dahomey), or by exploring am-
biguities and complexities that point beyond
the boundaries of the categories of truth in
the Global North (Saint Omer). And in all three
films, the racialised body focuses the debate as
it bears the historical scars of European coloni-
alism (Ahmed, 2002).

CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON POST-
COLONIAL ICONOGRAPHY

Post-colonial perspectives on cinema expose the
Eurocentrism of media representations (Sho-
hat and Stam, 2014) and the persistence of an
“iImperial gaze” capable of creating images and
modes of viewing predicated on the absence of
the colonised subject or on the portrayal of that
subject as a figure outside modernity: wild, prim-
itive, pre-rational, exotic and eroticised. “[Cline-
ma invented a geographically incoherent Orient,
where a simulacrum of coherence was produced
through the repetition of visual leitmotifs” (Sho-
hat, 2006: 47).

For Sandra Ponzanesi, post-colonial cinema
is defined by its concern with hegemony and
patterns of oppression and resistance, and with
problematising filmmaking as a language, a tech-
nology and an industry. In this sense, Ponzane-
si explains, post-colonial cinema “opens occluded
frames and proposes a new engagement with the
visual that is decolonized and de-orientalized, [...]
breaking down the grands récits and opening the
space for specificities that refract larger, often re-
pressed, omitted or deleted, unofficial histories
of nations, communities, genders and subaltern
groups” (2017: 30).

At this point, it is important to acknowledge
certain controversies surrounding the concept
of the post-colonial identified by Ella Shohat
(2008), who observes that the “post-colonial”
lends itself to “ahistorical and universalizing de-
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ployments [with] potentially depoliticizing im-
plications”, used as a substitute for the dubious
qualifier “third world” and aligned, thanks to the
prefix “post-’, with another set of concepts that
“underline a passage into a new period and a clo-
sure of a certain historical event or age” (1992:
101). The connotations of universalism (which
implies an erasure of the specific sociohistorical
dynamics of colonisation characteristic of each
colonised territory) and periodisation (which
suggests a clear chronology of “before” and “af-
ter”) seem to betray the very objectives of this
theoretical approach. Shohat, however, argues
for a “flexible yet critical” use of the term that
can “‘address the politics of location”, which is
important “not only for pointing out historical
and geographical contradictions and differences,
but also for reaffirming historical and geograph-
ical links, structural analogies, and openings
for agency and resistance” (Shohat, 1992: 112).
The notion of rupture contained in in the prefix
“post-’, the possibility of a “beyond” (in contrast
to the neo-colonial, which merely emphasises
‘the new modes and forms of the old colonialist
practices” [Shohat, 1992: 106]), allows for discon-
tinuity, for the destructuring of discourses and
imaginaries as a foundation for the emergence
of new registers.

The films analysed in this study call into ques-
tion the different forms of epistemological vio-
lence derived from the European colonial nar-
rative and attempt to deconstruct them in the
interests of constructing subjectivities, discourses
and representations of their own. In the analysis
of these procedures of representation that “speak
for” subjects instead of allowing them to speak
for/about themselves (as called out by Spivak,
2009), epistemological violence is exposed as a
form of violence

perpetrated against or through knowledge, [...] one

of the key elements in any process of domination.

This is achieved not only through the construction

of economic ties of exploitation or through the con-
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trol of the political-military apparatus, but also [...]

through the construction of epistemic frameworks

that legitimise and exalt these practices of domina-

tion (Galvan-Alvarez, 2010: 12).

The analysis presented in this article focus-
es on how these films mobilise discourse and
the gaze as acts of resistance, and on how they
speak to the scars of colonisation and the notion
of historical restitution or reparation. In their
configuration of their own language and imag-
es, each of these films becomes a vehicle for the
mutation of visual motifs (Ballo, 2000; Ballé and
Bergala, 2016), a process of resignification that
connects with the general idea of deconstruct-
ing and challenging the discourses and visual re-
gimes constructed by the “colonial gaze” on the
colonised subjects. The motifs identified in these
films move beyond the imaginary of migration
flows and former colonies promoted by the Glob-
al North to embrace others related to the place
of the spectator, the artwork, court proceedings
and motherhood, which, although they may not
appear to be, are equally encoded by the dynam-
ics of racialisation.

As forms of an “iconographic model of cultur-
al representation that is transmitted and reinter-
preted through the history of images to foster
narrative and emotional recognition” (Ballo, Sal-
vadod and Cairol, 2020: 60), visual motifs reflect
cinema’s ability to revive “images that seemed to
have been established in the motionlessness of
pictorial representation” (Ballo, 2000: 11). How-
ever, in this case, the model of representation is
articulated mainly by means of media images.
As visual motifs are established through repeti-
tion, narrative economy and the persistence of
iconographic imaginaries, the analysis of their
mutation, deconstruction or resignification will
reveal their status as the product of hegemonic
discourses that themselves are capable of repro-
ducing power dynamics and forms of epistemo-
logical violence.
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RECONSIDERING THE INHERITED
GAZE: STOP FILMING US, BUT LISTEN
(BERNADETTE VIVUYA, KAGOMA YA
TWAHIRWA, 2022)

In the opening sequence of Stop Filming Us, but
Listen, the camera enters YolelAfrica, a cultural
and educational centre that was also behind the
production of the film. A close-up shows the beam
of light from a projector, followed by a reverse
shot of the screen, being viewed by a Congolese
audience. On the screen, a documentary about
the history of Lake Kivu, the natural border sep-
arating Rwanda from the Democratic Republic of
Congo, is being shown. The sound of the projector
continues in the background while the camera fo-
cuses on different faces in the audience. Rather
than identifying the spectator with the screen—
“the spectator’s gaze takes the position of the di-
vine, omniscient and omnipresent eye, while be-
ing immersed in the acts and/or feelings of the
characters” (Gomez Tarin, 2002: 22)—or depicting
a supposedly passive audience (Morin, 1972), the
camera clearly shows their annoyed reactions to
what they are watching (Image 1).

The visual motif of the spectator viewing the
spectacle or sitting in a cinema (Ballo, 2000) ac-
quires a different dimension here, as later we

Image 2. Stop filming us, but listen (Bernadette Vivuya, Kagoma Ya Twahirwa, 2022)
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Image |. Stop filming us, but listen (Bernadette Vivuya, Kagoma Ya
Twahirwa, 2022)

hear the audience members’ criticisms of what
they have seen: “When the colonisers arrived,
they tried to show that their point of view was
better” This will be repeated several times in the
film, both with the screening of other titles pro-
duced by the colonialist states, in which the gaze
reflects the power imbalance between colonisers
and natives, and with the analy-
sis of images of inhabitants of ru-
ral areas taken by the photogra-
pher Ley Uwera for an NGO in
accordance with the instructions
given to him by the organisation
(Image 2). This debate about the
need for reflection on the Afri-
can imaginary was already pres-
ent in Stop Filming Us, which also
criticises the humanitarian aes-
thetic underpinning motifs such
as the “white saviour” (Fernan-
dez-Moreno, Tedesco-Barlocco,
2024), reinforced by the testi-
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monies of Congolese artists who claim the right
to produce their own images, although they ac-
knowledge the possibility that those images may
also be infected by the colonising gaze.

What is interesting about Vivuya and Twa-
hirgwa'’s film is the destabilisation of the point
of view imposed by the assimilation of the spec-
tator’'s omniscient eye with a colonial (and Eu-
ropean white supremacist) perspective, which is
displaced here by a post-colonial gaze. This new
gaze is introduced firstly through the Congolese
viewers and their constant expressions of incre-
dulity, and secondly through the didactic role of
Chérie Ndaliko, Director of Research and Edu-
cation at YolelAfrica, who explains in detail how
audiovisual language—the high-angle shot, for
example, as a way of placing the viewer above
the filmed subject—is used to support the con-
struction of a persuasive colonial narrative. As
Gomez Tarin argues, the spectator’s power lies in
the hermeneutic exercise, but the spectator will
only be able to engage in that exercise through
critical attention, “which is prevented by the very
structure of the films and the acceptance of their
codes after so many years of repetition” (2002: 31).
Jacques Ranciere alludes to this critical attention
in his description of the emancipated spectator, a
key idea for understanding the power dynamics
in the image and how active interpretation can be
achieved (Ranciere, 2021: 12): “Emancipation be-
gins when we challenge the opposition between
viewing and acting; [...] when we understand that
viewing is also an action that confirms or trans-
forms this distribution of positions.

Vivuya and Twahirwa constantly seek to re-
construct a critical gaze through the editing: the
classical shot-reverse shot between the audi-
ence and the screen is disrupted here by placing
the camera in the middle of the cinema, creating
a mise en abyme in combination with Ndaliko's
voice-over, which acts as the voice of the specta-
tor. In this way, the film constructs the “opposi-
tional gaze” described by bell hooks, recognising
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the interrogation of the outsider’'s gaze as a site
of agency for the racialised audience: “the pow-
er of the dominated to assert agency by claiming
and cultivating ‘awareness’ politicizes ‘looking’
relations: one learns to look a certain way in or-
der to resist” (hooks, 1992: 116). The gaze as a site
of opposition and confrontation emerges in the
context of a breakdown or rupture, “when the
spectator ‘resists’ complete identification with the
film'’s discourse” (Hooks, 1992: 117). While hooks
focuses mostly on Black women spectators, she
recognises both the absence of images and the
stereotypical, dehumanising representations as
triggers for a distance that facilitates “the pleas-
ure of interrogation” rather than the pleasure of
identification.

In the “outside-inside” dynamics described by
Trinh T. Minh-Ha, Stop Filming Us can be under-
stood as “giving voice” to the colonised Other, whose
testimonies function as “devices of legitimation” to
compensate for a “filmic Lack” (Minh-Ha, 1991: 67).
Stop Filming Us, but Listen, on the other hand, does
not just give voice to the Other; it makes the Other
the voice that defines the discourse, that speaks in
first person, creating sites of resistance. This is why
Vivuya includes the same images of Goma filmed
by Postema, replacing the Dutch filmmaker’s voice
with her own and displacing the Other with a Self
who questions the colonising gaze: “Goma, the city
that has seen me grow. Like a spider in a web I have
woven my memories near the Nyiragongo volcano.”

In this sense, the dialogue between the two
films is constant. Thus, the question raised in Stop
Filming Us, but Listen about whether the two white
filmmakers who want to make a film about Africa
should stay and keep filming or go home comes
up again in the middle of the film. This time, the
answer comes in the form of an assembly, a visual
motif associated mainly with civic power as it is a
symbol of community dialogue and collective par-
ticipation. The camera moves around the group,
stopping on the one speaking, and shaking in the
hands of the camera operator. In the circle of dia-
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logue, the camera functions as a podium or micro-
phone. In this way, the mise-en-scene is shaped
by a circular approach constructed around a mon-
tage of close-ups that allow us to see and hear
each speaker, who acts as a kind of public spokes-
person. All the speakers are framed on the same
level and filmed from the same location. In fact,
in the end the camera operator even hands over
the camera to someone else so that he can give his
own opinion as well.

Another strategy that deconstructs the “impe-
rial gaze” isrelated to the visual motif of the white
saviour, constructed as a “heroic and virtuous”
colonising force responsible for civilising “a non-
white, indigenous, and exotic savage” (Hughey,
2014: 8-10). Although the white saviour complex
is mentioned in the first film when Postema gives
some biscuits to children who have not asked for
anything and is reprimanded by the Congolese
members of his crew, Stop Filming Us, but Listen
takes up the association of this motif with the
classroom, one of the settings that appears most
in the photographs of the Jesuit missions, which
show the white teacher standing, sometimes be-
side a blackboard, surrounded by sitting African
children and adults who are watching him at-
tentively. This image is a reflection of the white
saviour syndrome, based on the notion that ra-
cialised people “supposedly lack the capacity to
seek change and thus become perceived as dispos-
sessed of historical agency. Any progress or suc-
cess tends to result from the succor of the white
individual, which suggests that escaping poverty
or ignorance happens only through the savior’s
intelligence” (Cammarota, 2011: 244).

The composition in the classroom scene in
Stop Filming Us, but Listen is similar, except that the
teacher is not white and the scene is filmed quite
differently. The camera moves around among the
students, including Postema, and the teacher, the
filmmaker Petna Ndaliko Katondolo. While in the
photographs of the missions the only active figure
is the white teacher, in this scene everyone takes
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part in the class dynamic, and the teacher is a Black
man who, as shown throughout the documentary,
is reflecting on who holds the power and privileges
of foreign Caucasians in the production of images
of Africa. Here, the blackboard plays a key role and
the horizontal filming evokes another motif: that
of the teacher or student at the blackboard who,
as Valérie Vignaux suggests, “materialises educa-
tional projects” a strategy “that interrogates the
role that figurative representation can play in the
transmission of knowledge” (Vignaux, 2016: 392).

The deconstruction of the colonial gaze in Stop
Filming Us, but Listen not only requires the spec-
tator to listen to what the Congolese have to say
about it, but also (and especially) involves the film-
ing of everyday scenes that do not appear in the
traditional imaginary of Africa, or the visual tropes
or motifs that so many organisations and ethno-
graphic documentaries deploy to depict the Afri-
can reality. Young people playing sports, crowds at
concerts, photography classes, art exhibitions, the
celebration of the Congo International Film Festi-
val and film screenings and conferences show dif-
ferent actions and reflect their agency over their
own representation, proposing alternative tropes
to those of traditional ethnographic documentaries
and the humanitarian discourse of NGOs.

THE ARTWORK AS CURRENCY OF
HISTORICAL RESTITUTION: DAHOMEY
(MATI DIOP, 2024)

The form and register of Dahomey (Mati Diop,
2024) transcend binaries and stale categories of
enunciation, while at the same time identifying
an artwork as a visual motif that can function
in terms of aesthetic appreciation or as an object
of economic exchange (Berger, 1972). On the one
hand, the film follows a linear trajectory, tracing
the journey of 26 statues from the Kingdom of
Dahomey (1600-1904) that the French had looted
in the colonial period and that were subsequently
exhibited at the Musée du Quai Branly - Jacques
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Image 3. Dahomey (Mati Diop, 2024)

Chirac, in 1989, as African artworks. Thanks to a
repatriation campaign, these 26 statues—which
formed part of a collection of 7,000 looted ob-
jects—were returned to Benin. The film docu-
ments the different stages of their journey: the
dismantling of the works and their packing for
shipping, the preparations for their exhibition in
Benin, their reception by the Beninese people, the
critical debate over their repatriation, and finally
their exhibition.

The second half of the film, mainly covering
the debate over the repatriation at the University
of Abomey-Calavi, integrates different critical per-
spectives on the restitution of the artworks and ex-
plores the capacity to construct discourse, the pow-
er of “speaking” (Image 3). According to the director,
“[tThe only purpose of the film is for this debate to
happen. It's not one amongst many ideas, it's the
film itself, the gesture and meaning of this film. It’s
a counter point of view, a radical shift of paradigm,
to switch the point of view to the space from where
this story of dispossession should be told; from the
view of the dispossessed” (Choudhury, 2024).

The young men and women who speak ex-
press points of view that not only cover a wide
range of topics but sometimes involve opposing
or conflicting positions. In this way, the film con-
veys the difficulty of achieving a united vision and
the resistance against the homogenisation of a
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single discourse that could be identified as
the consistent voice of the former colony,
depicting the Other as a monolithic figure:
these discordant voices reveal the conflict-
ing emotions triggered by the complex pro-
cesses of cultural, psychological, political
and religious obliteration experienced in
the former colonies, and the persistence of
these processes in the post-colonial period,
when the quest for healing and restitution
has not followed a simple pattern. These
discursive clashes also expose the fragility
of understanding the concept of historical
“‘reparations” as an effective erasure of both
the tangible and intangible scars of colonisation.

The diversity of the testimoniesis also evident
in the conception of the artwork as a multifarious
entity that can be understood as an artistic, ritu-
alistic object, a political expression, a symbol or an
element of cultural and social identity. Originally
created for the performance of sacred rituals, the
statues were extracted from their natural context
and resignified in the French museum. This act
(com-)modifies the object, turning it into an item
of exchange, while at the same time transform-
ing it from an artefact for use in spiritual rituals
into a work valued for its aesthetic and economic
value, and for its interpretation as a “primitive”
or “exotic” object. It is in this ontological question-
ing—is it a work of art or not?—that one of the
great ruptures with the visual motif of the art-
work occurs: its status as an artwork is not inher-
ent in the object, which was created for a differ-
ent purpose, but constructed through a series of
processes of resignification and exhibition initiat-
ed by the white colonist, the white gaze, and the
exoticisation of the Other.

The idea of diversity and disagreement is not
only reflected in the different opinions expressed,
but also in the form of the film itself. Despite
the apparently linear journey of the statues and
the distanced, anthropological perspective with
which their return is portrayed, Diop goes beyond
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Image 4. Dahomey (Mati Diop, 2024)

the limits of the documentary form by includ-
ing the voice of one of the statues as a recourse
to magic that disrupts the film narrative and the
object itself. Through this imaginary voice, with
its own emotions and memory, Diop bestows a
discourse upon an inanimate object that had until
then been a mere image. The statue’s name, “Num-
ber 26" reinforces this idea, as the statue, a por-
trait of King Ghezo, continues to bear the name
given to it by the European colonists, a name that
categorises and erases its historical origins and its
meaning.
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This strategy of vesting an object with a voice
should be examined first and foremost for the
change of register it involves. While the film can
still be categorised as a documentary, the “anima-
tion” of the statue as an imaginative and genera-
tive act that only the audience is able to witness
shifts it in generic terms towards the realm of the
fantastic. According to Tzvetan Todorov's defini-
tion of this genre (1975), the statue’s voice consti-
tutes a supernatural event that appears to violate
the laws of our natural world, and that elicits an
affective response of doubt and hesitation from
us, although in this case it is presented not as a
narrative event (i.e. experienced by other subjects
in the world of the film) but as a purely cinematic
event, aimed at challenging our understanding of
what we are viewing.

The animation entails a sound effect, a posi-
tioning of the camera and an editing construction.
In these last two aspects, moreover, Diop’s film re-
inforces the idea of a liberation through the dis-
course itself. At the beginning, still in the Musée
du Quai Branly, the statue’s voice is heard over a
black image representing its physical confinement
and its limitation to the parameters of the colo-
nial gaze. Once transported to Benin, a POV shot
shows the inside of a box that is opened by Beni-
nese anthropologists who initiate a new stage of
‘awakening” in the life of the object (Image 4). Fi-
nally, at nightfall, the voice re-emerges and seems
to be liberated by an open door, and the camera
then wanders around the Benin museum, show-
ing—and distorting—the natural setting around it,
and endowing the static object with a suggested
mobility.

Theideaof giving the object a voice tiesin with
Jane Bennett’s concept of “thing-power”, which
is aimed at transcending the anthropocentrism
of Western thought centred on the supremacy of
the human subject by means of a gaze oriented
towards the material agency of objects. For Ben-
nett, one of the objectives of taking the object’s
perspective is to “dissipate the onto-theological
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binaries of life/matter, human/animal, will/de-
termination, and organic/inorganic” (2010: X), a
goal that can be aligned with the deconstruction
of discourse and form carried out in Dahomey on
other levels. Bennett suggests that thing-power
“‘gestures toward the strange ability of ordinary,
man-made items to exceed their status as objects
and to manifest traces of independence or alive-
ness, constituting the outside of our own experi-
ence” (2010: xvi); the voice of the statue, with its
own memories and experiences, functions as an
animation of an inanimate object, as a historical
discourse and as the restitution of a mystical po-
tency that transcends the binaries and rational-
ism of the Western culture that had assimilated
it as an exotic object stripped of power.

The fact that the statue’s voice is able to expe-
rience history is also important; the statue of King
Ghezo, an artefact that has travelled through
space and has witnessed the passage of time, is
portrayed as a kind of ghost? from the past that
observes its surroundings but cannot interact di-
rectly with them. The eradication of clear bound-
aries between the binaries of subject-object and
past-present is part of the procedure of giving a
voice to the statue, which is sometimes positioned
in a sort of imaginary physical or verbal interac-
tion with human subjects.

Bliss Cua Lim (2009) suggests that fantastic
narratives can constitute sites of resistance by
introducing spectral and supernatural elements
that contradict the perception of time imposed
by modernity. As Lim points out, “imperialist dis-
course depended on a temporal strategy in which
the radical cultural differences brought to light
by colonial contact were framed as primitive or
anachronistic” (2009: 13). The notion of teleologi-
cal progress, she argues, “served as a temporal jus-
tification for imperialist expansion” (2009: 12) that
proposed a “disenchanted” time bound to tempo-
ral exclusions “of the primitive, of anachronistic,
‘superstitious’ folk” (2009: 12).
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The replacement of a heterogeneous temporal-
ity with a homogeneous one meant that “[w]orlds
that contained spirits and other enchanted beings
remained untranslatable to colonial discourse and
modern time consciousness” (2009: 16). Any kind
of supernatural agency is depicted as a threat to
the epistemic order and must be reduced or con-
tained within the discourse of primitivism and
superstition. For Lin, by allowing the emergence
and persistence of the supernatural, and of ghosts
whose appearance breaks with the order of cal-
endar time, the fantastic can facilitate a critique
of colonial temporalities and reductions, a resist-
ance against the domestication and homogeni-
sation of the Other. In relation to this idea of the
Other as a colonialist construct, it is interesting to
consider Oyerénké Oyewumi's gendered reading
of the Other as a “residual and unspecified cate-
gory” used by the colonialist apparatus to refer to
African women, who are the bottom rung on the
human ladder, below European men and women
and African men (2017: 209).

THE BLACK WOMAN'’S BODY: SAINT OMER
(ALICE DIOP, 2022)

Language is also a key element in Saint Omer (Al-
ice Diop, 2022). This film requires the spectator to
listen carefully to the defendant, Laurence Coly, a
woman of African descent who provides the op-
portunity for Diop to trace the neo-colonial forms
existing in French society. Indeed, the filmmaker’s
identification with her two protagonists reflects
her own dual identity, which is why it is inevitable
for her to focus on the “Black body” (Diop, 2022).
In the body of a Black woman put on trial for the
crime she committed but also for her appearance,
Diop proposes a reading of her film from a perspec-
tive that evokes the work of Marguerite Duras. At
the beginning of the film, Rama, the director’s al-
ter ego, reads a line from Duras’s Hiroshima mon
amour that asserts that the author “uses the power
of her narrative to sublimate reality”
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Saint Omer fictionalises a true story and con-
structs a courtroom drama that breaks with the
codes of a genre whose structure is based on a
country’s democratic values and principles: “A tri-
al is a closed narrative unit with a set-up (expo-
sition), a confrontation (investigation) and a res-
olution (verdict), in which the character arcs are
simply drawn and the moral or political parable
is almost inevitable” (Vallin, 2023: 328). Howev-
er, Saint Omer eschews all these conventions and
their recurring visual motifs: we learn nothing
about the prosecution, defence counsel or judges
participating in the case; neither the verdict nor
the reaction to it will not be presented; and the
mise-en-scene eschews all the usual depictions of
the courtroom drama too.

The film is based on the case of Fabienne Ka-
bou, a woman of Senegalese origin who in 2013
abandoned her baby on a beach in a French town
before the tide came in. Diop, fascinated by this
woman, attended the trial as a public observer.
Unable to turn it into a documentary (her usual
language), Diop fictionalised the whole experi-
ence, turning Fabienne into Laurence Coly and
herself into Rama, an academic and writer ex-
pecting her first child. The crime provided an op-
portunity to explore colonialist issues inherent in
the case that had gone un-
noticed due to their abject
nature. Zina Giannopoulou
(2024: n.p.) asks the ques-
tion: “Can fictional narra-
tion turn such crimes into
emblems of larger social
problems at the cost of at-
tenuating, if not eclipsing,
their singularity?” For Gi-
annopoulou, Saint Omer
forges a ‘relational Black
subjectivity” that creates a
“multidirectional narrative
out of an array of ‘third
spaces, which are hybrid
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areas of ambiguity (e.g. the objectivity/performa-
tivity of the law, the courtroom/symbolic father,
and the roaring sea/mother) which evoke and re-
nounce the legacies of imperial violence connect-
ing Europe and Africa” (Giannopoulou, 2024: n.p.).
What tropes emerge, then, from this encounter
between reality and fiction inscribed with the
codes of the courtroom drama?

One of the focal points of this genre that
constantly appears in Saint Omer is the symbi-
otic relationship between Rama and Laurence.
The storyline in films of this kind is often struc-
tured around the development of the trial until
the verdict is handed down, with the different
agents involved in the proceedings serving as
characters, while the presentation of the evi-
dence advances the plot. In this film, the evi-
dence is placed in the middle of the courtroom
but is not central to the process: a wide shot
shows the architecture of the chamber, with
three white women presiding as judges, and in
front of them, the material evidence of the case
displayed under glass, suitably wrapped and la-
belled. However, what is inside these packages is
never shown, nor is their content ever discussed
(Image 5), conveying a sense of theatricality, or
suggesting a fait accompli.

Image 5. Saint Omer (Alice Diop, 2022)
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As noted above, orality is one of the pillars
of the film. In this regard, Diop also breaks with
the narrative action of the courtroom drama by
locating the attention on the testimonies, mainly
Laurence’s, aimed at shedding light on the events.
While in the first scenes the defendant’s testimo-
ny is filmed with long static shots, as the film pro-
gressesitisincreasingly interspersed with shots of
Rama sitting in the gallery. This shot-reverse shot
strategy serves to establish connections between
the two characters in terms of identity (both are
of Senegalese origin) and on an emotional level
(in relation to motherhood) (Image 6). A key mo-
ment in these connections occurs in the middle of
the film, when Laurence is questioned about her
severe state of depression after conceiving her
daughter, which she alleges was caused by witch-
craft, “the only logical explanation”; this has been
her main defence since the beginning of the trial,
as she claims to be the victim of an evil eye direct-
ed at her by her family back in Senegal. In the re-
verse shot of Rama, her worried and distressed re-
action to Laurence’s claims becomes increasingly
clear, mainly in the deliberate concealment of her
pregnancy (the spectator will not be aware of it
until the next sequence, and Rama will not share
the news of her pregnancy with her partner or

Image 6. Saint Omer (Alice Diop, 2022)
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family until later). Diop herself has confessed to
the magnetic pull she felt in response to the “psy-
choanalytic and mythical dimension underlying
the way she explained her actions” (2023). A bond
is established between these two women with su-
pernatural beliefs that form part of their African
cultural identity, but those beliefs are dismissed
outright in the trial because, as Lim argues, the
colonialist discourse has confined the supernatu-
ral to the horror and tabloid genres, deriding it as
“a state of cultural provincialism” (Lim, 2009: 25).
Thus, towards the end of the film, Rama watch-
es Laurence attentively in a POV shot, and Lau-
rence, in the reverse shot, returns her gaze with a
complicit smile. “One of Diop’s narrative strategies
for distancing or ‘decolonising’ Coly is the use of
Rama as Coly’s inverted image” (Giannopoulou,
2024:n.p.).

This symbiotic relationship reaches its ex-
pressive and symbolic culmination when Rama
re-watches the ending to Pier Paolo Pasolini’'s Me-
dea (Image 6). In the dimly lit room, her face is il-
luminated by the light from her laptop screen,
where we see Maria Callas at the moment when
her Medea commits infanticide (Image 6). For Ballo,
this visual motif of the female spectator in front of
the screen synthesises an epiphany, “an emotion-
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al transfer and a revelation” that enters “the ter-
rain of intimate emotion and the confrontation of
faces” (2000: 172). A pregnant writer interested in
the myth of Medea attends the trial of a woman
accused of murdering her baby. Identity and iden-
tification blur together in the bond between the
two women. As this Medea is of African descent,
the original meaning of the myth is displaced by
a post-colonial perspective: “In order to highlight
the ideological clash between two irreducible cul-
tures, modern ‘Medeas’ come from sociocultural
locations far from the Western context: Africa,
Asia and Latin America” (Mimoso-Ruiz in Bournot,
2019: 58). Magdalena Bournot argues that

“the infanticide, the distinctive feature of the myth,

[...] acquires a different meaning through the re-

newed problematisation of the concept of foreigner

or the ‘other’ An ‘other’ who will take on a different
origin, colour and social status depending on the
country and the moment in which each playwright
approaches the myth. An ‘other’ who speaks, as in
the Greek myth, of the clash of two cultures repre-

sented in a romantic relationship” (2019: 58).

In this way, the racialised character bears “the
sociohistorical condemnation of mixed colours,
cultures and blood” (Bournot, 2019: 67).

There is no revenge in the crime in Saint Omer,
but the colonial and racial question seeps from
every pore of this story. “A woman who has killed
her baby cannot expect to inspire compassion. I
share their horror,” Laurence says during the trial.
How can the horror of such an act be understood?
The serenity of her behaviour and the neutrality
of her gestures shape the portrayal of a woman
who has accepted her fate, who exhibits none of
the wild body language expected of a racialised
woman, and who in this way, as Diop herself
points out, evades Négritude. “The press says she
speaks like a sophisticated Frenchwoman,” Rama’s
partner (a white man) remarks to her with a kind
of morbid fascination when he asks her what the
defendant is like, evoking a discourse that also un-
derscores the European colonialist notion of the
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African woman as an Other constructed through a
twofold process of “racial inferiorization and gen-
der subordination” (Oyéwumi, 2017: 210). Because
Laurence does not seem to fit the stereotypes of
African women in France, their way of dressing
or speaking or their level of education, she is con-
stantly judged for it, despite having achieved what
her family wanted for her. This incongruity re-
flects the liminal condition of a racialised woman
who was raised in a European neo-colonial order
and has to survive in it; Laurence, caught between
two orders of existence, is a displaced subject liv-
ing in an environment that was designed for her
subjugation and construction as an Other, yet she
comes from a place that does not claim her entire-
ly as its own either. This conflict is expressed in
her (unfinished) search for a job, focused on a mas-
culinised white European philosophy, and on her
assertion “I am Cartesian’, which clashes radically
with her insistence on witchcraft and the act of
maternal brutality she has committed.

This clash reflects what Chela Sandoval calls
a “semiotic technology of the oppressed” drawing
on Frantz Fanon's idea that “the black soul is a
white man’s artifact”: “in order to determine how,
where, and when to construct and insert an iden-
tity that will facilitate continued existence of self
and/or community” (Sandoval, 2000: 86). Lau-
rence performs an identity that destabilises the
colonial categories established to read the Black
body, but in doing so she also exposes herself
to new forms of judgement. This technology, as
Sandoval explains, “permitted Fanon to recognize
the values, morals, and ideologies of dominant
Euro-American cultures—from the ‘soul’ through
language, love, sex, work, violence, or knowl-
edge—as ‘artifacts’” (Sandoval, 2000: 86). In this
sense, Saint Omer posits a form of decolonisation
in the body of the Black woman that matches
certain imposed ideological artefacts while at the
same time deconstructing them by embodying a
contemporary Medea who claims witchcraft to
avoid punishment for her crime.
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CONCLUSIONS

The three films analysed in this article—Stop Film-
ing Us, but Listen; Dahomey and Saint Omer—ex-
pose the persistence of a Eurocentric imaginary
of African identity responsible for a neo-colonial
narrative in both Europe and Africa, in order to
point to new sites and forms of resistance. Their
visual approach effectively questions these inher-
ited truths and interprets them as a form of epis-
temological violence perpetrated by the colonists,
which needs to be destroyed through the creation
of a genuinely post-colonial iconography.

Through formal strategies that range from the
use of a documentary register to the evocation of
the supernatural and the recreation/dramatisation
of real events, these films present mises en abyme or
hybrid forms that reject the binaries characteristic
of colonial representation (civilised/savage, specta-
tor/object, reason/emotion). Despite their differenc-
es, all these films recognise the need to deconstruct
discourses actively and reflectively, pointing to the
power of speaking in different contexts and circum-
stances. In all cases, either because of the multiplic-
ity of voices or because of the complexity of what
they say, the discourse is not presented as something
that can be contained, and often the possibility of an
explanation is challenged by the ambiguity of reality.

The deconstruction of these narratives results
in the mutation of certain visual motifs associat-
ed with the colonial narrative—the classroom, the
white saviour, debate, the artwork and the trial—
and this mutation enacts a reconciliation with their
true identity. Thus, the teacher as white saviour
is transformed into the embodiment of an educa-
tional project between equals with a critical gaze
intrinsic to such a process; the artwork is stripped
of its primitivism and its economic value to become
a speaking object that reconnects with its history;
and the trial is dispossessed of its democratic value
in order to explore the systemic racism of society
through the depiction of a defendant who is also
being tried for her status as a Black woman.
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The transformative power of these films lies in
thedisplacement of the Other and the enunciation
of the Self, inscribed in the identification between
filmmaker and protagonists, the corporealisation
of the work of art, or a critical reflection on colo-
nial or contemporary cinematic representations,
constructing a post-colonial iconography that re-
inforces their capacity for agency.

NOTES

* This study forms part of the PID2021-1269300B-100
research project funded by the Spanish Ministry of
Science and Innovation and the FEDER, EU.

T All translations of quotes not in English are ours.

20ne of Mati Diop's previous films, Atlantics (Atlantique,
2019), similarly departs from traditional forms by in-
troducing fantastic elements (phantasmagoria and
possessions) in a romantic drama whose turning point
is the sinking of a boat full of young migrants on its

way from Dakar to Spain.
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IN THE PRESENCE OF THE RACIALISED BODY:
(POST-)COLONIAL ICONOGRAPHIES IN
DAHOMEY, SAINT OMER AND STOP FILMING US,
BUT LISTEN

ANTE EL CUERPO RACIALIZADO:
ICONOGRAFIAS (POST)COLONIALES EN
DAHOMEY, SAINT OMER Y STOP FILMING US,
BUT LISTEN

Abstract

This article analyses the aesthetic, discursive and formal strategies
employed in Stop Filming Us, but Listen (Vivuya and Twahirwa, 2022),
Dahomey (Mati Diop, 2024) and Saint Omer (Alice Diop, 2022) to ex-
pose the persistence of colonial imaginaries in the representation of
racialised bodies and propose an iconographic renewal as a way of
reclaiming their identity and agency. Using a theoretical approach
that articulates key concepts such as post-colonialism, epistemolog-
ical violence and visual motifs, it examines how these films displace
the colonial gaze and mobilise a critical iconography that destabilises
inherited binaries (civilised/savage, reason/emotion, object/subject).
The analysis is organised around the mutation of key visual motifs
(the classroom, the work of art, the trial, the spectator, the white sav-
iour) and focuses on the political dimension of these formal shifts.
Through abstractions, generic ruptures and hybridisations between
documentary, fiction and the fantastic, these films construct sites of
enunciation where the racialised self produces meaning, reclaims
memory and transforms the material and imaginary conditions of

its representation.
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Documentary Cinema; Hybridisation; Post-colonial Iconography.
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Resumen

Este articulo analiza las estrategias estéticas, discursivas y formales
a través de las cuales Stop filming us, but listen (Vivuya y Twahirwa,
2022), Dahomey (Mati Diop, 2024) y Saint Omer (Alice Diop, 2022)
confrontan la persistencia de imaginarios coloniales en la represen-
tacién del cuerpo racializado y proponen una renovacion de la ico-
nografia como via de recuperacion de su identidad y agencia. Desde
un enfoque tedrico que articula conceptos clave como lo postcolonial,
la violencia epistemoldgica o los motivos visuales, se examina cémo
estos films desplazan la mirada colonial y movilizan una iconografia
critica que desestabiliza los binarismos heredados -civilizado/salva-
je, razén/emocion, objeto/sujeto-. El analisis se organiza en tornoala
mutacion de motivos visuales clave (el aula, la obra de arte, el juicio,
el espectador, el salvador blanco), y se detiene en la inscripcion politi-
ca de esos desplazamientos formales. A través de puestas en abismo,
rupturas genéricas e hibridaciones entre lo documental, lo ficcional
y lo fantastico, estas peliculas construyen espacios de enunciacion
donde el Yo racializado produce sentido, reclama memoria y trans-

forma las condiciones materiales e imaginarias de su representacion.
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