Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology 12(1)/2015: 129-143

Ideal Isolation for the Greater Good: The Hazards of
Postcolonial Freedom

Mary Theis

Department of Modern Language Studies,
Kutztown University of Pennsylvania,
Kutztown, Pennsylvania 19530, USA
theis@kutztown.edu

Abstract. Given the increasing complexity of living in a global village, countries and
regions that are parts of larger political entities frequently have considered the op-
tion of separating or seceding an ideal solution to their problems with a larger center
of power. Isolation, a form of “freedom from,” has the potential of offering them
free rein or “freedom to” manage their affairs for their own sake. Francophone
playwrights and filmmakers have found the dialectical interplay between “freedom
from” and “freedom to” fertile dramatic soil for plays and films. Some of them
work in both of these and other genres. These works seem to ask the same question:
Is it desirable or possible to achieve both, even in ideal isolation, without suffering
cultural stagnation or repeating the abuse of power on the part of the political center
that led to the separation? This article explores the answers to this question given in
the plays of Aimée Césaire, Anne Hébert, and Wajdi Mouawad within the greater
context for this issue found in J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians and Azouz
Begag’s Un Mouton dans la baignoire and in francophone films by Raoul Peck, Ber-
trand Tavernier, Claire Denis, Rachid Bouchareb, Ousmane Sembéne, Michael
Haneke, and Mathieu Kasovitz.
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INTRODUCTION

Divide and imperal This strategy of divide and rule recently has taken on a
different meaning for co-cultural groups. Seceding to carve out a niche
and greater freedom for one’s people seems to be an increasingly more
appealing alternative to assimilation into larger nations that may well be
absorbed in turn by the power grid of multinational corporations. Con-
temporary referenda that have tweaked the meaning of this battle cry for
the sake of forming, not larger, but smaller homogeneous political units
echo the dialectical struggles that have occurred for centuries between
imperial centers of power and their peripheries.
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Separating for self-determination, however, entails its own challenges
in the characters of the very leaders needed for such audacious initiatives
and the network of opposing forces that influence their failure or suc-
cess. For instance, the Referendum in Quebec for separation from Can-
ada in 1995 failed by a margin of just under one percent, because the
tederal government financed sending outside demonstrators to Quebec
to influence the voters there. Neither challenge, nevertheless, invalidates
the need to understand the voiced reasons for the alienation that gives
birth to efforts to separate or isolate one’s people and the causes of their
trequent demise. Why, francophone playwrights and directors ask, does
the natural desire to control the factors affecting one’s fate or to contest
the authority of the center so often replicate its very repressive
measures?

Aimé Césaire’s two plays, The Tragedy of King Christophe (1963) and A
Season in the Congo (1966) with Lumumba, Raoul Peck’s film on the latter
subject, illustrate the difficulty of these two challenges and provide two
responses on the part of colonial freedom fighters to colonial or neoco-
lonial oppression: 1) self-affirming idealism and 2) total self-mastery or
self-sacrifice. Anne Hébert’s play, The Savage Season and Wajdi
Mouawad’s play, Forests, show the hazards inherent in other well-
intentioned attempts by individual leaders to seek complete cultural iso-
lation while a number of other significant francophone films, voice the
motivations for separation: Coup de Torchon (Clean Slate) by Bertrand
Tavernier, Ia Victoire en chantant (Black, White and in Color) and Chocolat
(Chocolate) by Claire Denis, Indigene (Days of Glory) by Rachid Bouchareb,
Le Camp de Thiaroye by Ousmane Sembene, Caché (Hidden) by Michael
Haneke, and Iz Haine (Hate) by Mathieu Kasovitz. The novels, Waiting
for the Barbarians by ]J. M. Coetzee and Un Mouton dans la baignoire by
Azouz Begag also illustrate the consequences for centers of power of
their efforts to expand their empires.

The Tragedy of King Christophe, set in Haiti, dramatically portrays how the
idealism that empowers freedom fighters can become destructive. Haiti’s
geopolitically unprecedented achievement of liberation from France at
the dawn of Napoleonic imperial aspirations tragically also led to an
abuse of that freedom: the victory necessitated a centralization of mili-
tary power first under Toussaint Louverture (who was later abducted by
the French and died freezing in a French dungeon), and then under his
successor, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who upon victory proclaimed him-
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self Emperor for life and reinstated slavery. Subsequent to his assassina-
tion, one of the two Haitian leaders opposing him, Alexandre Sabes Pé-
tion offered the figurehead position of Presidency to the other, General
Henry Christophe. Out of mistrust in his once French-supported mulat-
to co-leader and in the new powerful General Assembly led by him,
Christophe refused this “honor,” retreated to the north of his country,
and likewise proclaimed himself an absolute ruler. Like Dessalines, once
freed from immanent external threat, he exerted his “freedom to” by as-
suming the throne because he not only had won that power militarily but
also felt that he alone knew what was best for the people. General Chris-
tophe justified his claim to absolutism as necessary for Haiti’s future se-
curity and prosperity on the basis of his noble mission to make Haiti not
an island, but a symbolic beacon on the mountain for all Blacks, and his
belief that Haitians did not have the self-discipline necessary for the req-
uisite internal changes.

In Césaire’s play, which illustrates Isaiah Berlin’s reprise of Immanuel
Kant’s negative liberty, “freedom from,” King Henry ironically ends up
making life even more miserable for his subjects. He dispenses titles for
the court he creates around him. On the one hand this compensates in
some measure for the lost names, dignity, and roots of the former slaves;
on the other it replicates the slave owners’ power to name their subjects.
Also like their former masters, the King rationalizes making even the
children work. He keeps everyone on a constant war footing, first build-
ing his Citadel, an impregnable fortress to secure freedom for the whole
people, and second constructing his castle. Totally exhausted after com-
pleting the first project, his people only want to work on their own piece
of land. His wife warns him that he is stifling not inspiring his people,
but he tragically pursues his arbitrary plans for their glorious future. Dis-
gusted by the unseemly debauchery among the more sexually promiscu-
ous, he forces entire groups of them to marry, giving the women in ques-
tion, moreover, no choice in the matter. He both prohibits the voodoo
meetings of their traditional religion and opposes the authority of the
Catholic Church by starving to death Archbishop Brelle when the latter
asked to be finally allowed to retire and return to his family in France af-
ter a long career of service in the Caribbean.

Such tragic overreach literally comes back to haunt him: his legs be-
come paralyzed by a vision of this dead clergyman. Aware that he has
ruled only by the grace of his two fists, King Henry Christophe shoots

131



Mary Theis/ Ideal Isolation for the Greater Good

himself when his troops refuse to stand up to defend him. His wife and a
few of his former followers plant him standing up on the top of a moun-
tain (“The Land of the Mountains” is the indigenous Arawak name for
Haiti; see Rogozinski, 1999: 175) because his Thirst-of-the-Mountain
(Césaire, 1963: 95) has led him to this fateful end. Intended by Chris-
tophe to be a model for African nations, his divided island ironically has
demonstrated the fratricidal divisions that have plagued the development
of so many emerging nations, divisions that derive in part domestically
from a similar taste for being in control and in part from the meddling
by European powers and then by that other beacon on the hill, the Unit-
ed States, which also benefitted considerably from Haiti’s liberation.

Seemingly in total denial about the loss of this “fleuron” (jewel) of
France’s colonial empire, this chapter in French history, nevertheless, has
been practically erased from French history books according to Pascal
Blanchard, Nicola Bancel and Sandrine Lemaire, who describe the amaz-
ing degree of French amnesia on this subject in La fracture coloniale (2005:
46 and 55). Remembering this episode both rusts its former imperial im-
age and undermines the validity and universality of France’s republican
raison d’étre - Jiberté, égalité et fraternité. These were to be the rights of eve-
ry citizen if they agreed to assimilate into the French way of life. The ac-
tual lot of most Haitians, however, was slavery, and despite its abolition
during the French Revolution, Napoleon planned to reinstate the prac-
tice in Haiti. No less oppressive, however, has been the debt extorted by
France from the newly liberated island, a sore that still festers in Franco-
Haitian foreign relations.

In A Season in the Congo, Césaire is more explicit about the culpability
of the external players in the struggle for “freedom from.” Patrice Lu-
mumba, the democratically elected nationalist leader of the Congolese
independence movement, suffered martyrdom rather than further risk
the lives of his family and others who had fought for their newly won
independence from Belgium. Because it also did not welcome the loss of
the human and mineral resources of its former colony, Belgium sought
and found a willing coconspirator in Colonel Joseph Mobutu (named
Mokutu in the play), who led the military coup against him. The idealistic
Lumumba warned Mobutu that in so doing he would be sabotaging their
anti-colonial movement and depriving the African continent of the light
outside their prison cells that would be “an attestation of life and the
heavens” (Césaire, 2010: 105):
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The day when anyone dragging a sword, anyone managing a stick thinks he has the
right to buy up all the power, on that day, he will set the style of the land. A state?
Nol a free-for-alll Are you ready to assume that responsibility? (Césaire, 2010: 102)

Like Christophe, Lumumba linked the fate of his people to that of the
entire continent because he knew it could set a hopeful example, but un-
like him, he sacrificed himself rather than his people so that they could
continue the struggle. Mobutu’s vision only extended as far as the Con-
go, where he intended “to make order reign” (2010: 106). He did so for
thirty-two years in part “thanks to tips from the Americans” (2010: 116)
and the dismemberment and incineration of even the physical remains of
Lumumba’s body.

Raoul Peck’s postcolonial “biopic” Lumumba (2000) testifies to the
tragedy of this military coup. Using a close-up shot of a car identified as
belonging to an American diplomat and repeating assurances that the
new U.S. President would not interfere, this Haitian director emphasized
that in the negotiations prior to the coup Mobutu collaborated not only
directly with the Belgians but also indirectly with the United States at a
time when it was undergoing a change in its administration. Despite the
charismatic leadership of Lumumba, who appeared fifty years before his
time, the Congo was betrayed from within and sabotaged from without
and thus prevented from achieving self-determination. It remained crip-
pled for decades afterward, achieving neither freedom nor happiness for
its people.

Peck’s assertion that Belgium’s reluctance to lose this resource-rich
nation was the immediate but not the only cause has been amply sub-
stantiated. ““The documents his argument relies on were shrouded in se-
crecy for nearly forty years” until “the publication of a Belgian army
memoire and Dutch sociologist Ludo De Witte’s 1999 study.” This study
on the assassination of Lumumba, “forced the Belgian government to
convene a parliamentary commission investigating its role in the murder”
according to “Raoul Peck’s Lumumba, A Film,” an article by Julia Watson
in Research in African Literatures (Watson, 2002: 230). Their revelations
have been corroborated by the most extensive declassified CIA opera-
tional documents ever published.

Lumumba’s movement was defeated during the Cold War with the
consent and “extensive” and “malignant” involvement of the United
States: it had “direct influence over the events that led to Lumumba’s
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death” despite the fact that the threat of communism in Congo was quite
weak at the time of Congo’s independence. The CIA’s legacy of clients
and techniques contributed to a long-running spiral of decline, which
was characterized by corruption, political turmoil, and dependence on
Western military intervention. So dysfunctional was the state that in 1997
it outright collapsed - leaving behind instability that continues to this
day.” Foreign Affairs 93: 4 (July/August 2014) 15-16. “Freedom to” on the
part of the United States in the name of “freedom from” potential Soviet
meddling sabotaged Congo’s right to self-determination, supposedly one
of the prime directives of United States foreign policy, namely to spread
democracy around the world. Half a century later, it broke its silence but
did not apologize for its actions.

CASTLING

The voices of Césaire and Peck, however, are only two of the many
voices of francophone playwrights and filmmakers that have juxtaposed
the proclaimed merit of hegemonic thinking with their costs, both for
those who control and for those subject to them. The dialectical conse-
quences of this dichotomous relationship in Anne Hébert’s The Savage
Season (1966), Wajdi Mouawad’s The Forests (2009) and other franco-
phone plays and films are other efforts “to castle,” that is, voluntary seg-
regation to detach one’s group from outside cultural views of one’s iden-
tity or what one perceives as the alienating effects of so-called civiliza-
tion. Castling is rationalized on the grounds of anticipated threats from
“barbarians at the gate.” With this type of withdrawal from the world,
however, all too often neither freedom nor happiness is assured, because
the castle becomes a prison that breeds stagnation and eventually internal
revolts.

The retreat to the interior and castle building in Césaire’s first play is
only a literal example of the term, which is introduced here metaphori-
cally as well as literally to describe why empowered “freedom from” of-
ten devolves into an abusive “freedom to.” In chess, in order to castle,
the king and a rook are moved so that the rook protects it, a strategy said
to enrich the game. But in several francophone films and plays dealing
with manifest forms of colonial imperialism and their aftermath, “rooks”
are not only made more vulnerable by this move, they are literally sacri-
ticed for the presumed greater good that starts with the vision of the
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hegemonic grand master. Control for self-protection becomes a greater
good than the welfare of humanity as a whole. Motivated by a profound
distrust of others, the extreme measures that appear essential to ensure
castle security at all costs in a crisis, as shown above, undermine the
foundation of the castle. This chink in the armor, moreover, erodes be-
lief in the asserted identity of those 7nside the gates, putting them into ex-
istential conflict with themselves as it victimizes those outside them.
Strenuous measures may be taken to delay and deny awareness of this
dissonance or failing that, to blame others for the contradiction.

Unless one counts those who win these “games” by cynically making a
profit out of them, “the protected” eventually begin to question whose
defenders are the “barbarians,” as in the case of the frontline magistrate
in J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians. His case most admirably
shows that the excessive force needed to colonize or expand the empire
ultimately vitiates its so-called legitimacy and too often fails to take into
consideration the organic relationship the victims of colonization have
with their natural environment. This holds as true for French victims of
yellow fever during their campaign to reinstate slavery in Haiti as it does
in Coetzee’s novel for the great losses Colonel Joll endured during the
empire’s pacification campaign. The sunglasses worn by the Colonel to
preserve both his vision and his self-image do not protect him from the
effects of his arrogant cultural over-enthusiasm, which rationalizes the
torture, maiming, and killing of innocent colonized indigenous people
for the sake of an ever-expanding Empire. The local magistrate, his foil,
who bridges the two cultures, tries at first merely to mitigate the damage
done by the evil face of the Empire, its Third Bureau; then he recognizes
and admits his own culpability, the same one enjoyed by all proponents
of empire who too often prefer “to fall asleep” during peacetime. Even-
tually he confronts both by adopting the frame of reference of the vul-
nerable colonized people that he has grown to respect and to cherish.
The imperial forces abandon his outpost, defeated by the guerrilla war-
tare tactics of those who have long ago learned to adapt to the seasonal
changes in their deserts and mountains. Having identified with the op-
pressed, the narrating magistrate elects to stay behind with them “outside
the castle.” His resistance to hegemonic thinking and greater intercultural
awareness preserve both his humanity and life. Unlike in the case of Lu-
mumba, hegemonic expansion does not necessitate the martyrdom of
one so low in the chain of command.
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In The Savage Season, which was first produced in 1966, the catalyst on
a familial level for castling to achieve freedom from outside influences is
a former betrayal from within the family, but the matriarch’s loss of faith
and choice to retreat to a more remote area up in the mountains once
again has community-wide ramifications. Situated in a rural area of Qué-
bec, where winter could easily make remote locations virtually inaccessi-
ble, Agnes Joncas, “walls off” her homestead to preserve and prolong
the feral innocence of her ten- to twenty-two year-old children. She es-
pecially shuns the outside influence of the Catholic Church whose cul-
tural dominance in that province until the 1960s was practically unques-
tioned. To the cult of the priest at that time, she opposes that of the
mother, then “the only prestige available” to a woman (Hébert, 2000:
25), first by caring for her beautiful younger sister, Nathalie, and then
when the latter has an affair with Agnes’s fiancé, by settling for and with
Francois and withdrawing a great distance from everyone. She uses the
money from her inheritance to keep them and their five children both
culturally estranged and geographically distant from the people in town.

This attempt at castling to protect the family ultimately fails. Upon
Nathalie’s death, Agnes takes in Isabelle, Nathalie’s daughter. Like her
mother, Isabelle has a disruptive effect on Agnes’s dreams. Not used to
submitting to her aunt’s will, she undermines the increasingly fragile con-
trol her aunt has over her family. She fascinates Sébastien, Agnés’s only
son, who leaves to realize his dream of becoming a successful artist. Af-
ter a time, he returns to live nearby and carry on a secret affair with Isa-
belle. Lucie, Agnes’s middle child, is not afraid to voice her objection to
their oppression and aspires to getting the real education that her virtual-
ly bookless household has thwarted. She even seeks advice and books
from the new village priest whom she meets when he makes his first
rounds of his parishioners. Even Francois, Agnes’s husband, eventually
finds his own voice. Agnes’s edifice finally crumbles when the town ex-
periences a severe drought and the townspeople are forced to come to
her for water from the family’s well, which is higher up the mountain
than the ones in town. In short, Agnes’s efforts to castle fail because
their raison d’étre, her stifling “freedom from,” does not prove to be
worth her children’s “freedom to” realize their own dreams. Her efforts
to preserve in this prison their feral purity untainted by other cultural in-
fluences stifle their potential and exasperate their natural need to grow
away from her.
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Resonating, however, with her revolt was that of other French Cana-
dians vis-a-vis the Catholic Church and their perceived second-class situ-
ation in their French-speaking province. Due to overreach on the part of
the conservative alliance between the church and the state in Québec,
many churches virtually emptied out during the Quiet Revolution.

The betrayal and violence on a familial level in these plays acquire uni-
versal geopolitical significance in the postmodern tetralogy of plays by
Wadji Mouawad that begins with Lzttoral (Tideline) and Incendies (Scorched)
and ends with Ciels (The Heavens). Specifically in Forests, the third in the
series, castling results from the psychological need naturally to distance
oneself in general from the horrors of a world war and specifically from
implementing the repugnant paternal ambition of Alexandre Keller. Kel-
ler is an Alsatian who has agreed to continue operating his mines in or-
der to keep providing the railway system that takes prisoners to German
camps. These mines operate with more than 5,000 underpaid children
averaging ten years of age. Albert, Alexandre’s son and the company’s
veterinarian, does not share his fathet’s vision because of the cost meas-
ured in both human and animal lives. When challenged by Albert, he re-
torts:

If every last animal were to die, I would not bat an eyelash. If a generation of chil-
dren need be sacrificed, it hardly matters when measured against the universe, the
century, against our civilization. (Mouawad, 2009: 78)

Not knowing that his father has had an affair with Odette but has re-
tused to get a divorce from Albert’s mother, Albert married his father’s
pregnant mistress, whom he made the heart of a pristine world in the
depths of the Ardennes. Built with the money his mother said would be
his upon marriage, this secret paradise is replete with a zoo and a variety
of wild animals.

Years later, to ensure the numbers needed for the future of their
Eden, he in turn has an extramarital affair with his adopted daughter,
Hélene, who by blood is in fact his half-sister. This apparent incest
drives her twin brother, Jérémie, insane. When challenged by Jérémie,
Albert ironically counters with this rationalization:

Reasonable people do not produce happiness; dreamers do, because dreamers act
on their dreams, and not out of self-interest. Throughout his whole life, my father

137



Mary Theis/ Ideal Isolation for the Greater Good

smothered my life in the name of his own interests. I have freed us from that fate
through the capacity to dream, to risk, to dare... (Mouawad, 2009: 113)

Jérémie’s response to all such autocrats is: “Why do fathers always, abso-
lutely always, want to sacrifice their sons?” (Mouawad, 2009: 114) Frus-
trated that none of the children can ever dream of having partners and
lives of their own, when Odette can no longer bear witnessing this ab-
normal pairing, Jérémie, murders his father/half-brother, rapes his twin
sister, and commits suicide. Having witnessed these atrocities, Odette
likewise takes her life. Eventually Gérard, Albert’s son, leaves to find a
way to rescue the rest of the family, but unable to cope with the world
outside the forest, he is institutionalized and fails to keep his promise.

Nevertheless, Gérard holds the key that not only would unlock their
forest prison but also the answer to the identity quest of Loup (Wolf),
which intersects throughout the play with this convoluted family saga:
her mother may be a relative of the Keller family. Ironically, it is the self-
sacrifice of the childless Ludovine, the last of their descendents, who
saves the life of Sarah Cohen, Loup’s Jewish mother, by taking her iden-
tity and place on one of the Keller trains to the camps. In this play, fi-
nancial resources permit the attempt to isolate one’s family from the
world, but the well-intentioned castling sacrifices the rooks who are de-
nied equal opportunities to realize their own dreams.

BREACHING CASTLE WALLS

Fifty years later, President Jacques Chirac apologized in July 1995 on be-
half of France for its complicity in sending a third of its Jews to Nazi
concentration camps. It took its dominant religion another two years to
do the same. According to La France divisée, a documentary on the Holo-
caust, Bishop Berranger apologized in 1997 for the Catholic Church’s si-
lence and delayed opposition to the deportations of France’s Jews. To-
day, more than fifty years after the independence of France’s colonies,
those French who are still nostalgic about their colonial past are remind-
ed by francophone playwrights and filmmakers of the extent of the injus-
tices suffered by the colonized for the sake of the meére patrie, who like
superpowers, other hegemonic countries, and the parental figures in the
preceding plays may believe that exceptional civilizations deserve such
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sacrifice. Some films obliquely touch upon this subject; others develop it
as their central theme.

Those who preserved law and order and French rule in the colonies
and had to face the consequences of France’s claim on cultural superiori-
ty are portrayed to be among some of the first to recognize and admit
these injustices. In Bertrand Tavernier’s 1981 film Cowup de torchon (Clean
Slate), for instance, Lucien, the seemingly hapless police chief of Bour-
kassa, has gone rogue, fed up with doing the dirty work for the rich and
powerful. After eliminating the physically abusive husband of his mis-
tress and two crude French pimps, who for fun shoot the corpses of
blacks buried in the river because it turns out only whites can be buried in
the cemetery, he kills Friday, a helpful black man because he knew too
much. Lucien felt sorry for him, for his having had to please so many
white men. Pity triggers his desire to kill.

More to the point is the criticism leveled by Marc Dalens, the colonial
administrator in Claire Denis’s film, Chocolat (Chocolate). In French “to be
chocolate” étre chocolat means to be thwarted, foiled, or cheated. The cen-
tral focus is the interracial sexual tension between Aimée, the wife of this
administrator, and Protée, their capable seminary-educated house serv-
ant. Dalens actually wonders out loud when, not if, the people of Came-
roon will simply throw the French out of there. Narrated from the per-
spective of France, the Dalens’ significantly named daughter, the film
consists primarily of flashbacks to her childhood memories with Protée,
who taught her about African foods and ways. One memory remains
seared into her palm as well as her mind: the time when she entered a
small building that housed their generator. Protée was working on it be-
cause he had been unjustly demoted to being a mechanic. When France
asked if the generator was hot, Protée burned his own hand on it so that
France would try it too. Angry, he quit mentoring her, thus taking re-
venge for the daily humiliations endured by his people in Cameroon un-
der the French. The film ends with France’s postcolonial visit to her
childhood home, where she discovers she is no longer welcome.

In Denis’s eartlier film, Victoire en Chantant (Black and White in Color),
the bourgeois colonial lifestyle and chauvinism of the French would
make for unqualified great comedy if they did not entail the slaughter of
pitifully trained African recruits in a totally unnecessary mini-war with
the German colony on the other side of a little creek, dubbed the Rhine
for the occasion. The loss of life by African troops, however, is treated
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much more somberly in Rachid Bouchareb’s Indigenes (Days of Glory) and
Ousmane Sembene’s Le Camp de Thiaroye (Campo Thiaroye). Both of these
tilms belie the universality of the égalité and fraternité upon which
French republican society is supposed to be based.

In the first, the director takes pains to point out the unequal treatment
by the French command of the North African recruits in World War II,
who in their first campaign serve as cannon fodder to help identify tar-
gets for the French artillery but secure a great victory for France, one
that regains for her the confidence among its allies lost during the Occu-
pation. After a brief respite in France, the Algerians are reassigned to
fight in Italy and then in the Rhineland, but they are not granted the
leave to return home given to the French. Of those that signed up from
one North African village, only one indigenous soldier survives, the one
who initially believed that if they fought with honor for the liberation of
France, they would be thanked for their service like the French despite
the negative racial labels hurled by French soldiers and the denial of op-
portunities to become literate and to be promoted. The most outrageous
injustice, however, awaited them at the end of the war. The few that sur-
vived were denied their pensions.

Even darker 1s Ousmane Sembene’s historically accurate Le Camp de
Thiaroye, a tilm about a group of Senegalese infantrymen, who were
shipped back home after the war but not given their full severance pay
before their release from service. To get the attention of the French
command, they temporarily hold hostage one white commanding officer.
The French respond by surrounding their concentration camp-like bar-
racks at night with tanks and slaughter them. Whether on battlefields or
in their homes, Africans serving the French in Sembéne’s films never re-
ceive the respect owed to human beings.

Michael Haneke’s Caché (Hidden) mixes his social commentary with a
thriller about a couple, Anne and Georges Laurent, who receive vide-
otapes made to show them that someone is watching their home. When
Georges goes to confront the stalker, he discovers that he is Majid, the
son of a North African couple who farmed for his parents. Majid invites
him to make a second visit to his apartment, but right after Georges gets
inside, Majid commits suicide by slashing his own throat, realizing in
death the subject of the drawings that accompanied the videotapes.
Georges breaks down and for the first time tells his wife about the event
that caused this suicide.
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When Georges was six years old, in October 1961, before Algeria won
her independence from France, Majid’s parents participated in a FLN
demonstration in Paris. While putting down the demonstration, the Pa-
risian police force killed and drowned them and nearly 200 other Arabs
in the Seine. Georges’ parents were planning to adopt Majid, but
Georges claimed he was afraid of him, so his parents sent the boy to an
orphanage, where according to Majid’s son, one usually learns to hate.
Majid declared that this fate deprived him of the excellent education and
opportunities that Georges had. In denial, Georges angrily tells Anne
that he is not to blame for Majid’s suicide and threatens Majid’s son
when the latter confronts him at the office. Before leaving, the son re-
sponds that he knows that Georges is good at threatening others, but
that he has come only to see how a person would look who has a man’s
life on his conscience.

CONCLUSION

Reading between the lines is not necessary: assessing present options for
a course of action requires confronting and assuming responsibility for
one’s past. The question remains whether some in France, for instance,
still think it is not responsible for the unfulfilled and lost lives of her col-
onized people both at home and abroad, especially those who have
served with honor in the military of the French Republic. French history
books may pass over in silence the harsh realities of the colonial era, but
trancophone playwrights and filmmakers keep challenging the collective
imagination to incorporate all strands of its colonial history so that it can
effectively approach its current domestic challenges and preserve its re-
publican values for the world.

Given the many immigrants from France’s former colonies who have
become citizens or are their descendents, castling in a rep/i sur soi 1s no
longer considered a viable long-term strategy for many French, who have
become more sensitive to their needs but are uncertain how both sides
can coexist peacefully. As seen in the film .z Haine (Hate) by Mathieu
Kassovitz the problems of unemployment and lack of opportunities per-
sist today, especially for the sons of immigrants. Those outside who des-
perately want to find their way into the fortified castles often reserved
for those with French last names also have dreams that successive
French administrations have ignored: Azouz Begag, France’s first Minis-
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ter for Equal Opportunity, confronted President Nicola Sarkozy about
his lack of sensitivity, evidenced by the latter’s use of the word rabble to
refer to France’s Maghrebin immigrants. Having started life in a French
shantytown not unlike the one depicted in his film e Gone du Chadiba, he
has recorded the discord between them in Un monton dans la baignoire (A
Sheep in the Bathtub). Rewriting history and singing to the choir of
those French living in denial about the causes of current discord, Sar-
kozy praised in the press the positive role of French colonization in Al-
geria and elsewhere overseas (Begag, 2007: 155), (President Jacques Chi-
rac reversed this policy). Begag was astounded, moreover, at the degree
of cultural disorientation among the French who can no longer avoid the
consequences at home of their colonial policies (the translation is by the
author of this article):

A crisis of meaning and direction in both a literal and figurative sense. People no
longer know where they are, nor where they are going, nor how and why they act or
do not act... Anxiety has infiltrated into all the pores of society. Full reverse! With-
draw into oneself! Keep to people like you.

Crise de sens, au sens propre et au figure. Les gens ne savent plus ou ils en sont, ni
ou ils vont, ni ce qu’ils font, ni pourquoi ils le font, ni ce qu’ils ils ne font pas et
pourquoi ils ne le font pas... L’angoise s’est infiltrée dans tous les pores de la socié-
té. En arricre toute, repli sur soi! Entre semblables. (Begag, 2007: 104-105)

Lumumba correctly predicted that history would eventually have its day
and that the future development of countries in Africa (and other former
European colonies) would concern all of us because we all have benefit-
ed from their human and natural resources: “what is at play here is not
our lot, it is not Africa’s lot, it is the lot of man” (Césaire, 2010: 113). Yet
some in former imperial powers, nostalgically unable to accept their new
situation, still want to suppress or avenge their past while circling the
wagons in order to pursue repressive policies today at home. Supposedly
aloof from these castling attitudes, superpowers like former imperial
powers assume that they may operate with impunity inside and outside
their borders. For their part, uprooted victims of colonization and efforts
to castle often have adopted the tactics of their oppressors. On a geopo-
litical level, such exploitation and castling often occur in countries and in
leaders who profit from their subjects’ profound distrust or ignorance of
outsiders’ values and cultures. Heads of states govern simply because
they are in control, that is, until they are not. There is no turning back:
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ideal isolation that perfectly secures both “freedom from” and “freedom
to” for one separate people or part of this global village is not feasible
today without embracing the false promises of extremists or disorienta-
tion found in wished for arrested cultural evolution.
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