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Same old song

Last year, the moral minority was busy clamouring against
the theatrical release of such films as Natural Born Killers and
the video release of Reservoir Dogs; this autumn they seem to
be shifting their attention to television. It looks as if the
attack will take two forms: one directed towards taste and
decency; the other towards political bias. The assaults on
Michael Grade, chief executive of Channel 4, as
“pornographer in chief”, are a sign of the first; the revival
of the Tory unit to monitor ‘political balance’ an example
of the second.

The usual suspects on the ‘decency’ divide - the
politicians and popular press on one side, the broadcasters
and academics on the other - are already honing their
rhetorical knives. Their next clash is likely to follow the
publication, just after we go to press, of Sheffield University’s
research report on levels of violence on television.

(The research has been funded jointly by the BBC and the
Independent Television Commission.) According to early
leaks in the press, its findings are that levels of violence have
decreased slightly on the terrestrial channels - while on
satellite television, especially the movie channels, the

levels are somewhat higher.

Those who argue that viewing violence leads directly to
acts of violence have the Daily Mail for their mouthpiece, as it
decries the report’s failure to consider the “drip, drip, drip of
brutal and brutalising images” on satellite and terrestrial
television, and how these might affect the “suggestible
children” and “inadequate adults” who watch them. They
may also have support from Virginia Bottomley, who has
taken over at the Department of National Heritage and who
has followed her decision not to pursue a new privacy law
against press intrusion by forcing the BBC to stick to more
explicit guidelines, to be drafted into the charter, on
“good taste and decency”. Bottomley is also planning to
meet with the BBC and the Independent Television
Commission to discuss the findings of the Sheffield report.
The BBC’s chairman, Sir Marmaduke Hussey, has pledged
to hold a ene-day conference in November on standards
of taste and decency.

The thinking behind these policy shifts seems to be that
the BBC should somehow act as a standard - or moral
touchstone - for the more wayward broadcasters (such as
some of the satellite stations, and Channel 4). Coupled with

_other proposed guidelines to enforce “impartiality and

accuracy” in the BBC's current affairs — an example of an
attack on the political front - this new envisioning of

1

“Auntie’s” role (or perhaps that should be “Aunt Sally’s” role

from now on) only confirms that the government is ea
discipline the BBC even further than it has already done

Meanwhile, those who dissent from the view that viclenc
on the box breeds violence in the home have been arguing
their case with renewed vigour, citing David Gauntlett's
recent report, Moving Experiences: Understanding Televi 3
Influences and Effects, which persuasively argues against the
simplistic model of television’s corrupting influence. Thougl
acknowledging that television undoubtedly influences its
audience, Gauntlett systematically demolishes the research
which purports to prove that it directly ‘effects’ viewers.
While numerous broadcasters, notably Melvyn Bragg, have
expressed their support for this view, Gauntlett's report rest
its case on dry and rational research. Unfortunately such
research has rarely been successful in persuading the popul
press out of its prejudices (and who, with the privacy
legislation squelched, are in little danger of having their
freedom of expression curbed).

Quite where the New Labour party stands on both the
decency and the impartiality issues is far from clear. Of
course they oppose Tory attacks on the BBC, but that doesn't
mean when (if) they gain power they won’t become equally
censorious. And if Tony Blair’s views of video are anything to
g0 by, he is unlikely to be a staunch defender of television’s
right to offend (particularly the BBC’s).

Whatever Labour’s position, it seems highly ironic that
this row over broadcasting should be stirring at the moment
when old-style terrestrial television (and particularly the BBC
seems poised finally to relinquish its central position in the
nation’s culture. As the new technologies come ‘on-line’ for
more and more people, and patterns of leisure consumption
change and evolve, traditional British television is destined
to experience the same displacement that radio and film
underwent in the 50s — when television supplanted them.
Soon, with large numbers of channels provided by digital
broadcasting, traditional terrestrial television (or rather
the three or four channels most of us have grown up with)
will just be a tiny few among a range of entertainments
available in the home, including videos, video games,
the ‘information superhighway’, and digital-terrestrial,
cable and satellite channels.

In the context of this changeable climate, it remains to
be seen whether the government’s new curbs on public
broadcasting, even if they come into being - and they should
be resisted with as much energy as possible - will be quite as
important as would once have been the case when a nation
sat down to share the experience of watching the box.
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While Bab El-Oued City, Merzak Allouache’s

latest film, was being filmed in the neigh-
bourhoods of Algiers, in the spring of 1993, a
State of Emergency was declared and a curfew
imposed. In the film, Bab El-Oued, the quartier of
Allouache’s childhood. is presented as a neigh-
bourhood gripped by fear and confusion after
the riots and turmoil of October 1988. His pro-
tagonist lives there. a version of the urban
Algerian anti-heroes of his earlier films, facing
the problems they did in Omar Gatlato (1976) and
Moughamarat Batel (Aventures d’'un Heros) (1978): a
low standard of living, the monotony of daily
routine, but now overpopulation also, and
increasing violence.

When the fundamentalists plant loudspeak-
ers on the rooftops of the quartier to broadcast
the imam’'s sermons throughout the day,
Boualem, a young baker who works at night,
rips one out in a fit of anger and throws it in the
sea. Said, the leader of the local fundamentalist
gang, vows to make an example of him. The sit-
uation worsens when Yamina, Said’s liberal sis-
ter who has been forced to take the veil, is
caught trysting with Boualem, with whom she
is in love. Soon, the whole community is caught
up in the accelerating cycle of aggression.

Bab Fl-ued City - which went on to win the
International Critics’ Award at Cannes as well
as second prize at the Carthage Film Festival -
was filmed, often clandestinely and in haste, in
an atmosphere of extreme tension, where
arrests. kidnappings and killings were com-
monplace; when artists and intellectuals were
being shot daily by anonymous assassins. There
was little time for retakes or in-depth analysis of
dialogue. Everything was spur-of-the-moment;
with many of the large cast first-time actors,
much was improvised. Allouaclhe does not hesi-
tate to reveal the hidden Mediterranean charms
of a tough neighbourhood that has become the
heart of Islamic extremism, but the nostalgia
with which he films his old haunts *is com-
pounded by a kind of fatalism, a sense of the
“beginning of the end”.

He sees himself as a teller of tales, a modern
hakawati (a traditional Arabic story-teller). Like
characters in a hakawali tale, his Algerian
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“urban everymen” must triumph over adversity
to succeed. But no two endings are alike. The
story changes every time it's told. And with this
film. there is a sobering sense of finality to the
story’s end, as the hero of Bab El-Qued City opts
out of the narrative and takes a boat to France.
Is he gone for good? Will he return in a differ-
ent guise? Or will Allouache’s next film, to be
shot in a popular Parisian neighbourhood. be
Bab El-Oued IT in spirit?

Hadani Ditmars: What was it like for you to return
to Bab El-Oued at a time of crisis?

Merzak Mllouache: It's a popular, working-class
neighbourhood in the centre of Algiers — it’s not
a suburb, it has a real history. But it's a neigh-
bourhood where all the problems of the capital
are evident. It's my neighbourhood, I know it
well. Even in my first film, Omar Gatlato, which I
shot in Bab El-Oued, [ wanted to show the prob-
lems of the Algerian youth, their standard of liv-
ing, how they fit in to a newly independent
nation in the middle of building itself up. How
they negotiated the practical realities of every-
day life — overcrowded accommodation, lack of
work. [ was particularly interested in their rela-
tionship to women - how there were two dis-
tinct societies, one male, one female, being
created through various forms of segregation.
15 years later, [ wanted to return to Bab El-Oued
and make a film there,

I wanted to further explore the theme of the
quartier, because in Algeria it has always been a
place of refuge, where you can find yourself and
feel at home, despite the problems, where you
can find comfort. [ don’t know if it’s like that in
other places, but in Algeria, the quartier is a
place where young people can find a certain sol-
idarity — a place to go and hang out, be with
friends - just exist. But what [ noticed was that
since October of 1988, and with the rise of fun-
damentalist Islam, the idea of the gquartier and
what it represented was shattered. There was a
lot of division, even within families. [ found this
to be a rather dramatic development and I
wanted to document this change - to produce a
chronicle of the quartier. As a point of departure
for this chronicle, I chose the problem of the
loudspeaker, which infiltrates the neighbour-

hood with propaganda, functioning as a kind of
all-powerful voice. [ wanted to show how the
young people dealt with this situation.

HD: Did this sense of the quartier as a place of
warmth, of comfort, come [rom your own mem-
ories and personal experience?

MA: Yes, completely. I remember it as a true sanc-
tuary. For young Algerians, especially for young
men, it was more of a sanctuary than the family
home. It was a place where young people could
create their own sense of family. Because of the
problem of the rural exodus and overpopula-
tion, when there are 15 or 16 people living in
one flat, naturally the young people spend
more time outside on the street than inside. So
in this way, the quartier and what it represented
played a very important role in the lives of
young people in Algiers. But now everything
has changed. There is a great sense of mistrust
between people. There is an endless cycle of vio-
lence which has become a daily reality.

So the quartier is no longer a cocoon which
protects people, because there is now a great
sense of fear and danger, as if anything could
happen. This is a truly dramatic change,
because the sense of belonging to a quartier was
really the only thing left for young people.
There is no longer a sense of security. The
quartier was always a place where young people
could recount their stories, their dreams, their
lies - where they could find someone to listen to
them. But now, in this situation of civil war,
this is no longer possible.

HD: To what extent does the narrative, story-
telling aspect of the quartier play a role in your
films? Do you see it as a place where the oral tra-
dition can naturally develop? And if so, has its
voice now been silenced?

MA: The quartier was really a place where young
people could express themselves. The impor-
tance of its role cannot be overstated. ['ve been
dealing with this theme in my films since Omar
Gatlato. It was a place where values were formed.
The young people even invented their own lan-
guage, their own catchphrases. They speak a
popular dialect which borrows words from
French and Spanish, and changes existing
words in Arabic. One of the important narrative
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traditions from the quartier populaire is the chabi.
This is a song that celebrates the popular idea of
the woman - the inaccessible woman, always
behind a window, always “untouchable” - an
expression of a certain kind of “courtly love”.
The scene in Bab El-Oued City where the young
protaganist sits on a rock by the beach and
dreams of his inaccessible love expresses the
essence of the chabi. But now even the songs and
stories of the quartier have been shattered.

HD: At the end of Bab El-Oued City there is an
image of the young woman - the Islamist
leader’s sister, played by Nadia Kaci - on the bal-
cony, watching the boat depart for France. She
is literally “closed in” on both sides by two dif-
ferent men. With this image of the cloistered
woman - almost imprisoned or suffocated —
were you trying to represent the imprisonment
of the Algerian spirit, held hostage, as it were,
by the present crisis?

MA: Yes, in a way, that was the image. What I
really wanted to show was that Algeria today is
a ‘blocked’ society. But in psychological terms,
this ‘blockage’ already existed before the pre-
sent crisis. What happened after the war of ‘Lib-
eration’ for example. was disturbing. Women
played an active role in the war, but when it was
over, they were expected to return to their tra-
ditional roles. There is a tradition in Algeria of
men gathering together in exclusively male
groups. Their conversation often concerns
women but if a woman approaches the group,
they feel a bit destabilised. They don't really
know how to communicate with her.

HD: In terms of the relationship between the two
young “lovers” in the film, do you see Bab El-Oued
City as following in a certain tradition of Romeo
and Juliet, or even West Side Story?

MA: Yes there is that element of Romeo and Juliet
in the film. But essentially what 1 wanted to
show in the film was that there are already psy-
chological problems between Algerian young
men and women - that the rise in Islamism has
augmented them. Certainly there are already
problems that exist on a basic human level - as
when a guy in the neighbourhood loves a girl
whose brother objects - but Islamism compli-
cates these basic problems.

HD: How did you approach the casting?
MA: In two ways. First of all, I approached estab-
lished actors from the Théitre National, to see if
they were interested in participating in the
film. But actually [ prefer to work with actors
who've had no training - young unknowns who
are easier to mould. With more established
actors, there's always the question of discussing
the scenario, analysing the script and so on. |
prefer the spontaneity of young unknown
actors. They have a certain freshness and nat-
ural quality. I've always preferred this way of
casting for my films. We actually advertised in
the local press for young people who wanted to
be in the film. I was astounded by the response.
Over 1000 people turned up. The scene on the
roof, with all the young women gossiping and
hanging out the laundry - most of them were
local girls from the neighbourhood who had
never acted before. At the time their participa-
tion in the film was a courageous act. It was a
period during which there were many assassi-
nations and violent attacks in the street. And we
were being “watched” throughout the filming.
In practical terms, this method of casting
was preferable because of the way in which we
had to shoot - that is very quickly, without
attracting too much attention, changing sets
frequently. It didn’t allow for any discussion or
analysis of the script.
HD: Besides the practical necessity, do you think
that, aesthetically, this method of casting and
shooting gave Bab El-Oued City a kind of docu-
mentary feel?
MA: Certainly. And [ like to play with the docu-
mentary idea. Especially in an atmosphere as
chaotic as Algiers, I like to arrive and see what
presents itself - things that one cannot neces-
sarily plan for. I like to film these unexpected
situations - I don't let them get away. It's usu-
ally advantageous for the film. These scenes
give a new dimension of spontaneity.
HD: What kinds of practical problems did you
face while filming in Algiers?
MA: Well, first of all, we had to deal with the con-
stant factor of danger. But what was most trou-
bling was the random, unknown face of this
danger. We were always afraid. We never knew
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from one moment to the next what was going
to happen. The period during which we were
filming was an officially declared State of Emer-
gency, and a curfew was imposed. Often we'd be
filming and a few streets away there'd be sirens
wailing - because of some violent incident.
Sometimes, | asked myself, why am [ filming?
What's the point? It was very discouraging.
Certain technical things were impossible,
like “travelling” shots. Everything had to be
filmed quickly and discreetly. The conditions
were not ideal, to say the least. But we did it in
seven weeks. If it had been three months I don't
think I would have made it.
HD: How did this experience compare with past
productions in Algiers?
MA: Well, to put things in context I think it’s nec-
essary to explain a bit about film production in
Algeria. It's different from production in
Morocco or Tunisia because for 30 years cinema
was state controlled. Film-makers functioned as
civil servants. I worked in this way, and my first
film was produced under this system. On one
level, this system of state film production pro-
tected film-makers from harsh market realities.
But on the other hand it posed the problem of
state censorship and self-censure. It also meant
that even if a film-maker were unable to pro-
duce a film, or could only make one every five
years because of lack of funds, he would still
receive a salary. There was inevitably a lot of
corruption and a lot of bureaucratic waste.
Finally, after the riots of 1988 which led to gov-
ernment concessions and a certain multipartisme
|legalisation of different political parties], a system
was devised where the Ministry of Culture
would help specific film projects, but the film-
maker would be able to keep the profits, and
form his own production company. People were
now talking about the beginning of a market
economy, and the state monopoly on film pro-
duction and distribution was easing up. This
new system opened up opportunities for many
film-makers. The Ministry established an inde-
pendent committee composed of artists and
writers who would judge the merit of a screen-
play and distribute funds accordingly. For
example, the Ministry would fund, say, 30 »
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<4 per cent of a project, and then after that the
film-maker could choose his partners in co-pro-
duction. Ironically, this new system began to
develop at the same time as the rise in Islamic
extremism. Writer Rachid Mimouni was the
president of the commission; Tahar Djaout,
who was assassinated last year |by Islamic mili-
tants] was also on the committee, as was the
writer Merzak Baktache, who was wounded in
an assassination attempt. There were several
women also on the committee. It was an inter-
esting venture - quite progressive actually.
Technically, this system is still in place. [ per-
sonally made Bab El-Oued City as a co-production
with Channel 4 and ZDF, a German relevision
station. So, one could say that the new system is
better, more efficient than the old bureaucratic
way. But on one level, it puts us more at risk. At
the same time the question that we are now ask-
ing, as Algerian film-makers is: are we losing a
sense of our own reality, are we compromising
cinematic content for “northern” funding?

HD: Speaking of the evolution of Algerian film
production, and of Algerian political evolution
as a whole, to what extent do you see things as a
generational conflict? Is the polarity of the cur-
rent situation largely due to the tension
between the “old guard” perceived as complicit
with state corruption, and the new generation?
MA: Yes. [ do see things in generational terms.
There was a rapid rate of population growth in
the 60s and 70s, but the children of this genera-
tion were not properly cared for, neither by the
state education system, nor by their families,
and left to fend for themselves. After Algerian
Independence, there was a trend of “arabisa-
tion”. As a result, many teachers were brought
in from Egypt, to instruct children in classical
Arabic. But the majority of these teachers were
Muslim “brothers”. This was how the new gen-
eration was formed.

HD: Did the “Muslim brother” then replace the
father as a paternal figure, as a role model?

MA: Certainly. And the whole question is really
about an identity crisis. When young adoles-
cents have nothing to hold on to - nothing sta-
ble - it's easy for the “brother” to usurp the
paternal role. And since the quartier is no longer
the refuge it once was, the mosque has in a way
become the new kind of sanctuary, the cocoon -
a new place to hang out together in a group. In
this way, Islam has replaced the role of the fam-
ily and of the quartier.

HB: What about the influence of American film
and media in the Algerian youth culture?

MA: Well, we live in the audio-visual age, and
there is no escaping this influence. I deliber-
ately had the young characters - the guys in the
“Islamist gang” - dress in leather jackets and
jeans. I didn’t want to folklorise them. I mean,
these are characters born from an urban milieu.
They are both Islamicised and “Ramboised”.

HD: How does the new generation view the old?
MA: Well, I think that young Algerians see the
old generation as one that for 30 years replaced
French colonialism and exploited the country,
as a corrupt, absolute power. They are viewed as
being responsible for bringing Algeria to the
brink of catastrophe. So the young people don’t
identify with this “power”. They don’t even
identify with the values of the War of Liberation

36 |9 SIGHT AND SOUND

(or Independence). The way the old generation
legitimised themselves was by constantly say-
ing, “We're the ones that brought about Inde-
pendence from France.” But for the new
generation this is already depassé. Essentially,
the old generation has lost touch with the real-
ity of Algeria today - the reality that the young
people experience daily.

HD: I'm interested to know how you, as a middle-
aged film-maker, are perceived by the new gen-
eration. Recently I spoke to a young Algerian
journalist in Paris about the “intellectual and
artistic diaspora”. | mentioned a certain well-
known Algerian writer in his 50s, at which
point the journalist let loose a ten-minute
trade on the writer's “complicity” with the
ag

1 the young guys in the
Isiamist gang’ dress

to folklorise

state, and the old regime. But when I men-
tioned your name, his attitude was quite differ-
ent. He seemed to think you were OK.

MA: You know, in Algeria I live in a pretty down-
to-earth neighbourhood - nothing special. And
since I've always made films full of social criti-
cism - and very often from a young person's
perspective - I'd like to think that young people
in Algeria see me as being “on their side”. I
think that when Bab El-Qued City is released in
Algeria, it will be quite popular.

HD: Are you actually under threar from militant
Islamic groups?

MA: I'm not entirely certain. I know thatI'm ina
category “at risk”.

HD: Are you targeted for “political” reasons?

MA: Political reasons? [thoughtfully] T don't know. I
think it's more chaotic than that. It could be
anything, really. They're killing people who are
explaining things, talking about what’s really
going on. But who knows? [ mean it might be a
simple question of someone not liking a scene
in my film.

HD: In Bab El-Oued City, the portrayal of the imam
as a man of peace and tolerance who leaves the
quartier in protest was an interesting contrast to
the violence of the young extremists.

MA: Well, [ wasn’t trying to make a kind of reli-
gious commentary. [ was just interested in pro-
ducing a chronicle of the quartier — by showing
the different people that live there. There hap-
pened to be a peaceful, tolerant imam in the
neighbourhood - like one that you could find
anywhere. There was nothing abnormal in this.
HO: What opportunity is there today for a young
Algerian who wants to become a film-maker?
MA: Hardly any. It's an extremely difficult situa-
tion. I don’t know if I could advise anyone to
take that path. Especially now. Satellite televi-
sion has become increasingly important as a

medium. People now watch a lot of Europea
and American channels - often as a way to ge
an alternative commentary on the events i
Algeria. But sometimes it’s pure escapist ente’
tainment. The last time [ was in Algiers, I foun
myself alone one night in a friend’s flat. Ther
was a curfew and I started to feel a bit afraid. S
I turned on CNN and watched their live cove:
age of the events in Moscow, when the parliz
ment was surrounded. [t was strangel
reassuring to watch events happening thou
sands of miles away.

HD: There seemed to be a real sense of nostalgi
in the way you filmed Bab El-Oued City, partict
larly in the panoramas of the sea, and of th
cityscape seen from the beach. And of, course
in the final scene, where the boat departs fo
France. Was this partly because of your owi
feelings toward your homeland?

MA: Well, the nostalgia was operating on diffe:
ent levels. On one level, I suppose, | was exprest
ing my own reaction to an Algiers which ha
changed tremendously since my own youth
Mainly through modernisation. A lot of the olc
parts of the city have just disappeared. And ths
shots of the sea — well, in Algiers the sense of tht
Mediterranean is omnipresent. It’s something
that I really miss in Paris, waking up anc
smelling the sea air, squinting from the bright
ness of the sun.

Certainly, the events that were unfolding a
the time we were shooting also influenced thi:
sense of nostalgia. Perhaps there was a feeling
that this might be “the last time”. Some peoplc
have mentioned that in my films, there is ever
a sense of nostalgia for colonial times. I don’
know if I'd completely agree, but [ admit to :
certain nostalgia for the past. There is a chab
which speaks of the Algiers of the past, ir
almost mythical terms - describing all the beau
tiful old hotels, etcetera. But in real terms.
Well, it’s easy to sentimentalise things.

On another level, the reality is that a lot o:
young people, like the hero of Bab El-Oued City
are leaving - for France, for Canada, for Aus
tralia. [ don’t know if you noticed, but there was
a subtle kind of homage to Elia Kazan's Americc
America in the last scene between the two young
*lovers”. The young man had suddenly grown ¢
moustache - just like the scene in America Amer
ica, where the young guy is about to leave
Greece for America and he comes to say good
bye. I wanted to show that he had reached a cer
tain marturity. He had arrived at a turning point
- a certain loss of innocence.

HD: What are your future plans, now that worlk:
ing in Algiers is no longer a viable option?

MA: Well you know, since 1982, I've been going
back and forth [between Algiers and Paris| a lot
Nothing is definitive, but for the moment I'm
based in France. I'm not interested in martyr
dom. My next film will be set in Belleville [a
Parisian neighbourhood with a high concentration of
immigrants|. It's going to be about a romance
between a young Algerian drug dealer and a
Senegalese girl.

The setting is different, but many of the
issues explored will be the same. But this time,
the “Romeo and Juliet” kind of opposition will
come from the relationship between a black
woman and an Algerian man.



