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Regarding France and Lebanon: transnational encounters, cinéma-monde, and 

Hadjithomas and Joreige’s autofictional trauma cinema

Claire Boyle

Abstract 

This article takes the autofictional trauma cinema created by Lebanese artists and film-

makers Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige in their Je veux voir (2008) as a case study that

demonstrates the potential value of a film-analytical methodology grounded in the concept of 

cinéma-monde. A Franco-Lebanese co-production starring Catherine Deneuve, Je veux voir 

occupies a hybrid generic position between documentary and fiction, and may be considered 

as a rare example of cinematic autofiction. Deneuve’s participation, along with the 

associations conjured up by her cinematic star-image, allows Je veux voir to interrogate the 

nature of the ongoing relationship between France and Lebanon (Lebanon being France’s 

former protectorate). It also allows for an ethical approach to bearing witness to the war 

trauma that Lebanese people have suffered in recent decades, whilst avoiding the ethical traps

of falsely totalising and distorting narratives embedded in existing audiovisual discourses that

might, conversely, generate greater transnational audience appeal.
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A man’s voice speaks, slowly, deliberately. We hear him, but do not see him: instead, our eye

is met with the sight of a mostly black screen, punctuated with a moving radial pattern made 

by chains of yellow lights that march from different points near the bottom of the screen 

away from each other, towards the edges of the frame. Switching from Arabic to French, he 

says: ‘Dis-moi Catherine, est-ce que tu reviendras?’ [‘Tell me Catherine, will you come 

back?’]

The man has taken the woman he names on a trip to see his country – she is a 

foreigner on a short visit. His time with her, and her visit to the country, is drawing to a close.

We hear him ask this question. We do not hear how she replies – or if she replies at all. The 

question is left hanging.

The voice I have described belongs to Rabih Mroué, the Lebanese actor, theatre-

director, playwright and visual artist, whose work is well-known in his home country, as well 

as increasingly in Europe, and the woman he addresses is the iconic French cinema actress 

Catherine Deneuve. The two actors star as themselves in a generically hybrid film, the 

autofictional Je veux voir [I Want to See] (2008), a French-Lebanese co-production directed 

by the Lebanese artists and film-makers Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige. The question 

Rabih asks Catherine goes to the very heart of their film.1 As this article will explain, this is a 

question about the quality of an encounter, and the quality of the engagement that follows 

from it. Yet this is not simply a question that concerns two characters, or even two real-life 

individuals: it is a question that concerns the two countries whose national cinemas Mroué 

and Deneuve respectively connote: it concerns Lebanon and France. By using the tools of 

cinema to ask questions of the diverse encounters that the film brings into being, whilst 

breaking free from the habitual cinematic genres and discourses used to depict them, 

Hadjithomas and Joreige challenge us as their audience to break away too from established 
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habits of thinking – habits of thinking about Lebanon, and about relations between Lebanon 

and France. By pressing us to find new ways of thinking about geopolitical and cultural 

relations between French-speaking countries, they impel us to look beyond the existing 

paradigms of screen studies, particularly those focusing on the French-speaking world. They 

challenge us to imagine an alternative – a challenge that a cinéma-monde approach to 

studying film might just help us to meet.

The promise of cinéma-monde

What is a cinéma-monde approach? For Michael Gott and Thibaut Schilt, editors of 

the first book-length investigation of the concept, it is:

a critical framework or optic through which to approach a flexible corpus of

films […] linked to the francophone world by some combination of linguistic

or  cultural  affinities,  geographic  contacts,  production  connections,  or

reception networks. (Gott and Schilt 2018: 2)

The term cinéma-monde was initially conceived as a response to a growing recognition 

within French and Francophone screen studies that the cinema of much of the French-

speaking world has been, at best, overlooked, and, at worst, ignored by the academy 

(including the discipline of French and Francophone studies) (Marshall 2012: 41). 

Accordingly, the term cinéma-monde designates an approach that, above all, means to 

overcome the binary opposition instituted between French and Francophone cinema – too 

often to the latter’s detriment – by seeking to revalorize the film production of French-

speaking countries and territories beyond metropolitan France, in ways that avoid reinstating 

the distorting or even (neo-)colonial optic that has come to be associated with the category 
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‘francophone’. A cinéma-monde approach to analysing the cinemas of France and the 

French-speaking world (in its broadest sense) proceeds unencumbered by the category 

impositions that apply when the nation (and its corollary, the national) are taken as reference 

points by which all else is defined and measured. Whilst ‘[t]he nation is not going away’, as 

Marshall (2018: 326) notes in his later intervention on cinéma-monde, this approach has the 

advantage of facing up to the realities of the twenty-first century and a globalized world, in 

which there is a co-implication of many nations and territories in the destiny of each one. 

This calls for, as Marshall (2018: 324) puts it (referring to the relationship between the 

French and the Francophone), ‘an erasure of the self/other binary in favour of a recognition of

mutual entanglements’. In this sense, the concept of cinéma-monde recalls the idea of a 

‘cinema of transvergence’ once proposed by Will Higbee (2007: 79-91). Thus, whilst cinéma-

monde is a nascent concept with many contours still to be delineated, the aspirations behind it

are not entirely new. Indeed, Higbee (2018: 343) has subsequently suggested that the 

ambition behind the cinéma-monde approach could be accommodated within transnational 

cinema studies, particularly under the umbrella of ‘critical transnationalism’ that he, jointly 

with Song Hwee Lim, has previously championed (Higbee and Lim 2010: 7-21). 

Whilst a full account of the ever-growing expanse of transnational cinema studies is 

evidently outwith the scope of this article, it will assist our understanding of the cinéma-

monde concept’s potential advantages if we explore some salient differences between it and a

transnational approach to the study of cinema. One of the difficulties with the ironically 

territorial suggestion that cinéma-monde be subsumed within transnational cinema studies 

points to a crucial difference between them: if cinéma-monde occupies a relatively small 

niche within screen studies, transnational cinema studies occupies an expansive terrain, 

covering films driven by highly divergent economic and artistic priorities, as acknowledged 

in an influential contribution to transnational film theory by Mette Hjort (2010: 12-33). This 
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is confirmed by a more recent overview of the field by Lim, who observes that the purview of

transnational cinema studies covers everything from the ‘competitive and concessional 

transnationalisms’ that he associates with the Chinese film industry, driven by the political 

imperative to ‘make China a global cinematic powerhouse’ (Lim 2019: 2), to the ‘poor 

cinema that eschews big production budgets’ and spotlights lives lived in poverty (Lim 2019: 

7). If Hjort (2010: 13) is right to fear that the term ‘“transnational” ends up playing a 

strangely homogenizing role […] in which conceptual distinctions are effaced rather than 

properly developed’, then the concern must be that cinéma-monde might find itself too easily 

dissolved within transnational cinema studies for its distinctive approach to remain visible. 

Intriguingly, what could superficially appear to be insignificant quibbles over the borderlines 

delineating different disciplinary tribes and territories replays a deeper anxiety expressed by 

various scholars: that academic screen studies will reiterate the operation that 

transnationalism itself is sometimes criticised for performing: erasing difference (Rawle 

2018: 16-18; Hjort 2010: 12-33). 

Among the key differences that are vulnerable to effacement in this way are, 

importantly, cultural and linguistic differences. Rawle remarks that scholarship on 

transnational cinema has recognised that, through processes of transculturation and 

localisation, films – and those who combine to make, distribute and watch them – may cross 

borders, but too often only at the cost of a ‘lack of culturally specific odour or sensibility’, for

this gets left at home as a pre-condition for the possibility of travel (Rawle 2018: 13).

Yet Rawle’s own survey of transnational cinema studies testifies (apparently 

unconsciously) to another effacement that occurs more widely within the discipline itself: the 

effacement of linguistic difference and, consequently, cultural diversity. Encapsulating this 

blindspot is the difference between two tables that Rawle (2018: 4-5) reproduces in his 
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monograph: the first is from the inaugural issue of Transnational Cinemas, and lists topics 

treated by transnational cinema studies; the second is an update to this table, published in 

2013 by one of the original article’s co-authors. Strikingly, the subject of ‘film and language’,

present in the original table, has disappeared from the later version. Moreover, little room is 

found for considerations of film and language in Rawle’s otherwise rich presentation of 

transnational cinema, and whilst the films analysed by scholars of transnational cinema are 

(unsurprisingly) frequently made in languages other than English, there is surprisingly little 

scholarly attention within the field to issues connected with the linguistic specificities (and 

the cultural specificities intertwined with them) of the individual films studied. This is 

distinct from the question of how films reference in general terms the operation of language 

as a system that – amongst other things – marks difference, via (for example) eruptions of a 

‘foreign’ language, or bilingualism/multilingualism manifesting in a film’s dialogue (as 

explored, for instance, by Bennett and Marciniak (2019: 89-102)). These blindspots alone 

justify a cinéma-monde approach that is sensitive to the implications of choices made 

regarding the usage of particular languages within a given film, and the concomitant cultural 

signals such choices transmit.

Another, related, problem arising with the focus of transnational cinema studies is that

its interest tends to be directed to the ‘trans-’: what crosses, or becomes deterritorialized. 

Such methodological tendencies raise serious ethical issues. The focus on border-crossing in 

transnational cinema studies already implies that there are secure, internationally-recognised, 

and yet permeable borders delineating the geographical areas in question. Yet this is not 

always the case (as the war in Ukraine, international sanctions and trade disputes, populist 

immigration policies, and a global pandemic have done much recently to remind us). So what

of that which does not cross? What of that which is prevented from crossing, maybe because 

it is culturally unintelligible or unpalatable in countries remote from its origin point? What 
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engagement is there with – to continue the metaphor used by Rawle – that which cries out to 

be exported, but possesses an odour too strong to travel?

Here, the concept of cinéma-monde is especially useful. Firstly, rather than ‘aris[ing] 

at the interstices between the local and the global’ as transnational cinema does, it hovers at 

an intermediate level between the transnational and the national, thus promoting a deeper 

engagement with regional or other elective pan-national alliances (Ezra and Rowden 2006: 

4). Its more restricted geography allows more scope to explore cinematic work that is 

strongly culturally marked in ways that are intelligible enough to be readable within what 

Gott and Schilt call ‘“franco-zones”’ (2018: 9), but not to travel worldwide. This has the 

advantage too that cinéma-monde can explore relations which do not neatly fit within 

internationally recognised (neo-)colonial dynamics, nor within the paradigms of advanced 

globalization that have come to define the first decades of the twenty-first century. We shall 

see that this allows cinéma-monde to approach the complex geopolitical situations found in a 

country like Lebanon in ways that, as Higbee and Lim (2010: 11-12) have recognised, a 

transnational approach focused on those aspects of cinema and cinematic storytelling that are 

more soluble in the ocean currents of a globalized film industry may struggle to emulate.

One especially conspicuous way in which the idea of cinéma-monde attempts to break

new ground, and to mark its distance from transnational cinema studies, is in relation to the 

distinctive ethical focus that its advocates associate with the concept. As Marshall (2012: 45, 

original emphasis) explains, the ethical force of this new approach, rooted in the thought of 

Édouard Glissant, implies recognising and attending to the full richness of the diversity to be 

found in ‘the Francophone cultural and linguistic world […] when all its accents, contexts, 

and mixings are made audible’. Accordingly, in the words of Gott and Schilt (2018: 10), 

‘cinéma-monde is fundamentally about “encounters” between different cultures and 
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perspectives’. The aspiration is that each encounter between the diverse individuals and 

populations who are brought together as actors, performers, producers, directors, distributors 

and audiences of the films concerned ‘sparks solidarity’ between those involved – or at least 

‘some sort of connection via a common marginal or alternative position or a shared ethic’ 

(Gott and Schilt 2018: 8).2 Lucy Mazdon (2018: 339) expands on this point by emphasising 

that a cinéma-monde approach, being ‘attuned to [the] accommodation or at least 

acknowledgement of differences’, is ‘resistant to homogenizing forces’ (a claim which 

cannot, as we have seen, so easily be made for transnational cinema). For Mazdon (2018: 

338, 337), referring to the contemporary rise of populism in politics and political movements 

across the western world, the project of cinéma-monde ‘takes on a vital political urgency’, in 

the context of ‘a growing rejection of otherness and difference’.

In what follows, my intention is to demonstrate the utility of the cinéma-monde 

concept by drawing from the approach outlined above to analyse Hadjithomas and Joreige’s 

Je veux voir. This richly thought-provoking, beautifully photographed film encapsulates the 

need for scholarship to adopt the wider horizons of cinéma-monde, combined with culturally 

sensitive analysis: it has received scarcely any sustained scholarly attention. This is despite it 

offering a strikingly eloquent testimony to the capacities of cinema to illuminate something 

of a human experience often considered (due to what Janet Walker (2005: 4) has termed the 

‘traumatic paradox’3) as singularly resistant to communication: the trauma of war.

Je veux voir: A Fabulatory Autofiction

If the notion of the encounter is central to the concept of cinéma-monde, it is equally 

crucial to Hadjithomas and Joreige’s film. The exchange that I described at the outset of this 
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article between Rabih and Catherine comes at the end of their time together, and follows their

shared experience of confronting the trauma of war, following a renewal in 2006 of 

Lebanon’s long experience of conflict. The question Rabih asks Catherine tests the quality of 

the encounter they have had together, indicating its importance to him: has she seen enough, 

has she understood enough, has she been affected enough to want to come back to Lebanon 

and engage once more with Lebanese people? In order to understand why such questions may

come to mind, we need to place the filmed encounter between Rabih and Catherine in its 

wider context.

Je veux voir explores the damage and destruction caused by warfare in Lebanon on 

multiple levels, attending carefully to the obstacles and complexities that surround such a 

project. Ostensibly, it focuses on the legacies of a single, brief war that was waged between 

the Lebanon-based Hezbollah organisation and the state of Israel during the summer of 2006. 

Yet these legacies cannot be disentangled from those of the much lengthier civil war that 

preceded it. The course of both wars reflects the extent to which Lebanon’s destiny has been 

(and still is) influenced by the acts of other powers, including both state and non-state actors, 

within and beyond the region (Haugbolle 2010: 13-20). The 2006 war ended with a United 

Nations-brokered truce between Hezbollah and Israel, and with the fragile frontier at 

Lebanon’s southern border with Israel being guarded – as Je veux voir memorably shows – 

by a reinforced United Nations military force (UNIFIL). Originally posted at the disputed 

Lebanese-Israeli border in 1978, UNIFIL’s presence continues at the time of writing, its 

mandate being renewed annually (UNIFIL, n. d.). This United Nations presence in the 

country acts as a visible echo of Lebanon’s historical dependance on international forces to 

secure its position: it was the League of Nations, forerunner to the United Nations, which 

opted to address the crisis precipitated by the Ottoman empire’s collapse at the end of World 

War I by placing Lebanon (formerly a part of this empire) under French mandate. With the 
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advent of World War II, Lebanon’s fortunes changed, as, amidst the turmoil of war, Lebanon 

achieved independence from French rule in 1943. Notwithstanding the influences and 

interventions of numerous other powers in Lebanon since then, French linguistic and cultural 

influence remains strong in the country to this day. Lebanon thus stands in a highly complex 

relationship to France, one which cannot straightforwardly be reduced to the (neo-)colonial or

postcolonial paradigms that have illuminated much of the current scholarly analysis of 

Francophone cinema. Something of this complexity crystallizes in the many-layered 

encounter between Catherine and Rabih in Je veux voir.

Hovering between documentary and fiction, Je veux voir adopts an autofictional 

approach to treat the themes of war, trauma, and memory, and to explore the subjectivities of 

its two main protagonists as they discover each other through this film project. The narrative 

trajectory of Je veux voir is relatively simple, and serves largely as a springboard to stage 

spontaneous encounters, which the film then documents. This includes the encounter between

Mroué and Deneuve: they had not met prior to making Je veux voir, first making each other’s

acquaintance in the initial meeting between them that we see in the film (Frodon 2008: 31).

The film presents the pretext for Catherine’s and Rabih’s meeting (and the film itself) 

as being Catherine’s expressed desire to see Lebanon (‘je veux voir’) whilst she is in the 

country to attend a fundraising gala dinner held in Beirut by the French ambassador. Against 

some resistance, she succeeds in getting her wish, and a team of film-makers take her on a 

day-long road-trip in Lebanon. Her driver on the trip is Rabih, who takes her to his home 

village in the south of the country, before bringing her back to Beirut in time for her evening 

engagement. 

The film’s focus is on the experiences of the two main protagonists that result from 

their mutual encounter, and the various other encounters that they share whilst they make the 

10



film together. The directors acknowledge conscious allusions in Je veux voir to earlier films 

that each of these actors had made (Silverman 2014b: 530-31), particularly – as Silverman 

(2014a: 525) notes – to Luis Buñuel’s film, Belle de jour (1967). Deneuve’s role as Séverine 

in this film serves an important function in Je veux voir that has yet to be fully elucidated, 

and I shall return to it presently.

I have described Je veux voir as autofictional, and this positioning in relation to film 

genre is highly significant. Firstly, autofiction has attracted little attention to date as a film 

genre, perhaps because of the difficulties of transplanting this originally literary concept into 

the cinema.4 As I have previously argued (Boyle 2012: 60-71), in light of these difficulties, it 

is Vincent Colonna’s definition of autofiction as ‘la fabulation de soi’ which is most useful in

film scholarship (Colonna 2004: 13). Thus, in describing Je veux voir as an autofictional film,

I mean that it overtly provides a fabulated account that is clearly drawn from the life of the 

creators who made the film. As with its literary counterpart, in cinematic autofiction, the 

basis for the self-representations offered is ontologically unstable. Uncertainties result from a 

deliberate troubling of the division between fiction and non-fiction (or, cinematically 

speaking, between fiction and documentary). Further referential uncertainty stems from the 

film having multiple creators. Not only does Je veux voir have two directors, but the two 

starring actors also contribute significantly to determining the final shape of the film. 

Mroué’s and Deneuve’s work was unscripted, and the film is, in part, a testimony to their 

own real-life experiences as they worked together. Additionally, some scenes were inspired 

by the directors’ prior experiences of life in Lebanon, reinforcing the film’s credentials as an 

autofictional enterprise. Consequently, the film results from an unusually collective process 

of creation (by comparison with the more conventionally auteurist modes of filmmaking with

which Deneuve is associated). The autofictional status of Je veux voir – its refusal to be 

reduced either to the category of fiction, or of documentary, instead inhabiting both these 
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realms – is an important element in the cinematic intervention that Hadjithomas and Joreige 

make with this film, as we shall see. 

The fabulatory quality of Je veux voir owes much to the dream-like film sequences 

documenting the protagonists’ journey from Beirut to south Lebanon and back again. As 

Rabih drives Catherine through a Beirut suburb, lengthy steadicam tracking shots of their car,

which we view from the front, show the actors’ gazes as they look around them, but we do 

not see a representation of their optical point of view. Rather, we see distorted reflections of 

Beirut’s buildings on the angled windows of the car, creating an impression of a diagonal 

incursion of the ravaged architecture into the car’s interior (usually figured in the cinema as a 

protected, secure space). As Catherine and Rabih traverse the Lebanese countryside on their 

return to Beirut, the imaging tends to abstraction and even illusion. We see this in the radial 

image of lights against a black background in the sequence that I described at the start of this 

article (after some seconds, more light enters the image, and we realise that we have been 

seeing the overhead lights of a tunnel through which Mroué and Deneuve are passing); we 

see this also in a lengthy lateral steadicam tracking shot after Catherine closes her eyes during

the journey and starts to doze. The moving camera creates the illusion that the brightly 

coloured green and yellow vegetation growing along the roadside (impossibly seen from the 

optical point of view of the sleeping Catherine as the passenger in the car) passes from left to 

right before us. During the full minute that this shot lasts, our view of this vegetation 

becomes increasingly defocused. The sight of the individual seedheads on the bullrushes 

swaying in the wind is lost; the screen becomes a blur of yellow-green. The photographic 

devices of deliberate underexposure and defocus inject a subjective note into these sequences:

an aesthetic response on the film-makers’ part to the beauty of the patterns and colours 

visible in their surroundings.
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The film style of Je veux voir thus underscores its generic hybridity. Stylistically, it 

departs from the normative mimetic approaches to imaging associated both with conventional

documentary filmmaking, and the realist idiom dominant in mainstream fictional narrative 

cinema.

This decentring of the dominant visual registers used in feature films and 

documentaries in Je veux voir is part of the directors’ broader approach to filmmaking, which

also extends to the film’s narrative structure. The constructed nature of the film is 

periodically highlighted through shots of the directors and film crew as they work on 

shooting the film. The film’s self-reflexiveness regarding its own medium is most apparent 

when Catherine and Rabih experience a moment of bonding during their journey. Rabih 

reveals his admiration for Deneuve’s performance in Belle de jour, reciting back to her the 

first-person monologue that Deneuve’s character Séverine delivers in voice-over in that film, 

in which she speaks of being at a loss to be able to communicate her desires to her husband 

(significantly, communication difficulties will also surface in Je veux voir: Rabih 

occasionally struggles with his French – his first language is Arabic, which Catherine does 

not speak). Rabih speaks Séverine’s lines first in French, then in Arabic, quoting the subtitles 

through which he first accessed the film. Here, the order of fictionality strikingly re-enters 

Hadjithomas and Joreige’s film, since this exchange invokes Deneuve’s star-image, a concept

which belongs to the realm of fiction and which, as we shall see, has a particular importance 

in Je veux voir.

Hadjithomas and Joreige have stated that they could not have made this film without 

Deneuve’s participation: if she had declined, they would have cancelled the film project 

(Silverman 2014b: 532). Deneuve, described as ‘one of Europe’s most enduring and 

exportable star commodities’ (Downing and Harris 2007: 1), has a vital importance to Je veux
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voir due to the performative power she has as an internationally iconic film star. One 

indication of this power comes from the film-makers’ statement that Deneuve’s star status 

was crucial to the success of negotiations when Hadjithomas and Joreige sought to film at the

Lebanese-Israeli border (Frodon 2008: 31). To film in this usually completely inaccessible 

frontier zone, they needed permission from both UNIFIL and the state of Israel, and the film 

contains a prolonged scene documenting the directors’ discussions with UN military 

personnel at the border. This scene counters the tendency in European cultural production 

whereby ‘borderline “nowheres” form a place of discursive invisibility’ (Launchbury 2014: 

104). It provides a stark reminder of the contingency of any right to cross borders, and that – 

globalization notwithstanding – in many parts of the world, no such entitlement exists. 

Yet Deneuve’s greatest significance for Je veux voir arguably emanates from the 

particularities of her distinctive cinematic star-image.5 Deneuve’s star-image is associated 

with elegance, civility, and an unflappable sophistication ‘sp[eaking] of bourgeois propriety 

and control’ (Vincendeau 2000: 201): qualities projected repeatedly in her film performances 

over decades. However, the most crucial aspect of Deneuve’s star-image for her role in Je 

veux voir is its strong associations with the quality of Frenchness. Amongst the factors 

generating this connection are Deneuve’s film roles (her starring role as a colonial plantation 

owner in Indochine (dir. Régis Wargnier, 1992), is highly pertinent in the context of Je veux 

voir), and her service in famously modelling at one time for the official sculptures of the 

mythic Marianne, the allegory of the French nation (Downing and Harris 2007: 1-4). 

Deneuve’s connotations of Frenchness are highly significant in a Lebanese cinematic 

context in which the former ruling power has been described as, ‘France, que l’on pourrait 

presque surnommer la “marraine du cinéma libanais”’ [‘France, which one could almost dub 

the godmother of Lebanese cinema’] (Jarjoura 2007: 127).6 Lacking a rich cinematic heritage 
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and film industry of its own (not least due to their suppression under French rule), Lebanon 

has long been dominated by the cinemas of other countries (Khatib 2008: xiii-xvi; Mouawad 

2020: 71-72). Moreover, Lebanese filmmakers still depend on the assistance of Lebanon’s 

former ruler, for ‘France remains the dominant funder of Lebanese films’ (Mouawad 2020: 

76), and, as Mouawad (2020: 71-86) goes on to explain, this financial fire-power influences 

and even distorts the nature of the resulting representations of Lebanese society. The presence

of Deneuve in Je veux voir can thus be read as a signifier of the enduring, yet not 

unproblematic, cinematic relationship between France and Lebanon.7

In any case, Je veux voir confirms how successfully Deneuve’s star-image travelled – 

long before she ever did – to Lebanon. Faced with the gazes of passers-by in the street staring

into their vehicle as he drives Catherine through Beirut, Rabih remarks to her, ‘Je crois que 

les gens vous reconnaissent’ [‘I think that people recognise you’]. Later, when he 

momentarily leaves Catherine alone in the car on arrival at his home village of Bint-el-Jbeil, 

Rabih’s intuition on this point is confirmed, as we see groups of children and young men 

lined up outside the car, staring, these shots matched with reverse-shots of Catherine looking 

with visible unease back at them. At this point, the implications of Deneuve’s star-image and 

what it means for Catherine as she comes face to face with her audience are unclear, and the 

attention directed by local people towards her is plainly uncomfortable.

Downing and Harris assert that the perceived star persona of an individual star 

‘reflect[s] those fantasies of identity that are particularly pertinent to the culture and epoch 

that create and consume the star image in question’ (Downing and Harris 2007: 6). 

Consequently, the persona of the star emerges as a fundamentally ‘unstable and polysemous’ 

virtual being, whose substance is spun from a cluster of associations remade anew by every 

new audience in every new place (Downing and Harris 2007: 6). Accordingly, assumptions 
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cannot be made in advance about how the star-image will be received when it travels to a 

new location, nor the human being behind the star-image. The labile nature of the star-image 

contains a potentiality that could become a vulnerability. The realisation of this takes on a 

material form in Je veux voir, being etched on the cinema icon’s face as she sits in the car in 

Bint-el-Jbeil, looking uncomfortably on at the young men stood outside the car who are 

looking intently at her. At this point, Hadjithomas and Joreige’s film shifts to a more 

documentary mode, recording the realities of life in Lebanon at the time of its making, and 

this vulnerable potentiality implicit in Deneuve’s stardom becomes crucial to the ethical force

of Je veux voir.

Je veux voir: A Trauma Document

The title of Hadjithomas and Joreige’s film quotes the first line that Catherine speaks in it: ‘Je

veux voir’. Catherine’s desire to see Lebanon is immediately problematized: she is told that 

Lebanon’s current situation makes this too dangerous an enterprise, and, paradoxically, that 

there is nothing for her to see. This last statement ostensibly refers to the rebuilding that had 

already taken place in Beirut after the 2006 war at the time of filming, but it relates too to the 

intense reconstruction efforts aimed at spurring on an economic recovery from the earlier 

civil war, thus touching on profound problems and controversies concerning the politics of 

memory in Lebanon. Sune Haugbolle (2010: 5-95) has charted these, describing a drive in 

Lebanon in the two decades following the end of the civil war to prioritize reconstruction 

alongside a purposeful discourse of amnesia in relation to this war: a strategy designed to 

avoid re-igniting the sectarian tensions that contributed to fanning its flames. He also traces 

the growing opposition to this strategy emerging in the early 2000s, with multiple initiatives 

being launched to create new memory cultures aiming to cure the ‘disease’ of an amnesiac 
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society, whose erasures of memory foreclosed the possibility of reconciliation and learning 

from the truth of the past (Haugbolle 2010: 201). Artists – including Hadjithomas and Joreige

– have taken a prominent role in such efforts (Launchbury 2014: 99-113). If Je veux voir 

centres upon the vital importance of the true encounter, it is not only encounters with others 

beyond linguistic or cultural divides that are needed, but also the encounter with the traumatic

past. For Mroué and for the film’s directors, it is only via the first type of encounter (which 

materializes upon the arrival of the iconic French film star) that the second type is possible.8

One reason why Mroué – and Hadjithomas and Joreige – need Deneuve’s presence is 

that, contrary to the impression given at the start of Je veux voir, it is not only Catherine who 

desires to see Lebanon: so does Rabih, and also the filmmakers. It is, however, a fraught 

enterprise for them to undertake, made all the harder by the war trauma collectively affecting 

them and the population at large, combined with the rapid post-war reconstruction and 

dominance of amnesiac discourses that I have mentioned above. 

Particularly preoccupying for Catherine’s hosts is an ethical problem: they wish to 

escape the dominant paradigms of seeing – or mis-seeing – Lebanon that have been imposed 

from outside their country. In order to represent Lebanon visually, they must find a way to 

see it differently.9 Rabih, we learn, has yet to return to the village in south Lebanon where he 

grew up. He tells Catherine that he did not appreciate seeing the images of the war-ravaged 

region broadcast by the media, and did not want to go there and feel ‘comme si j’étais un 

touriste dans mon propre pays’ [‘as if I were a tourist in my own country’]. He agrees to 

travel there with Catherine because ‘avec vous, ce sera différent’ [‘with you, it will be 

different’] – accompanying Catherine, he can avoid reiterating a trajectory that others have 

taken to satisfy what he plainly considers to be unethical voyeuristic impulses.
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Hadjithomas and Joreige have given interviews in which they echo Rabih’s comments

as they discuss their approach to making Je veux voir. Their decision to opt for the distinctive

hybrid mode of film-making that we see in this film signals their rejection of the 

documentary clichés found in the reportage of foreign media organisations and political 

propaganda videos alike (Frodon 2008: 29-30). There is one representational trope amongst 

these discourses on Lebanon that they especially wish not to reproduce: the asymmetrical 

encounter involving, on the one hand, an epistemologically privileged visiting commentator 

(often a foreigner), whose individuality and singularity are foregrounded; on the other, 

undifferentiated Lebanese people, figured as objects, anonymous ‘passants lambda, réduits à 

des généralités, matériau pour les médias’ [‘token passers-by, reduced to generalities, 

material for the media’] (Frodon 2008: 29-30).

The directors’ desire, despite these various challenges, to bear filmic witness to the 

Lebanese situation in the aftermath of a new war leads to distinctive creative choices being 

made in Je veux voir, as we have seen. These should be read in the light of the ethical 

imperatives dictated, in particular, by Hadjithomas and Joreige’s rejection of the problematic 

transnational audiovisual discourse of documentary reportage. Structuring their film around 

two protagonists – one Lebanese, one French – and their mutual encounter counters the 

pattern of asymmetrical power relations that elevate the foreign observer above the Lebanese 

subject. Additionally, the reference to fictional manifestations of first-person cinema (via the 

evocation of Catherine’s monologue in Belle de jour) reclaims the first-person narrative 

perspective from its frequent association with documentary filmmaking. 

However, the most significant strategy that the film employs to convey the 

traumatizing experience of war that Mroué, the directors, and the Lebanese people 

collectively have known is found elsewhere. It occurs as Je veux voir foregrounds acts of 
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embodied witnessing that the film documents during Catherine and Rabih’s journey to south 

Lebanon. Here, Catherine Deneuve’s presence alongside Rabih Mroué is essential.

Catherine starts to witness the trauma caused by war from the beginning of her road 

trip with Rabih, as she sees first-hand from the passenger seat the devastations that war has 

brought to the fabric of Beirut’s buildings. The film includes several subjective shots 

apparently replicating her point of view from inside the car to highlight this witnessing. 

However, the most vital of her acts of witnessing comes later. 

Importantly, witnessing is not purely a matter of seeing. Jacques Derrida described 

witnessing as an embodied experience to which the whole body and all its senses contribute:

Qu’est-ce que je veux dire quand je dis « je témoigne » […] ? Je veux dire

non pas « je prouve » mais « je jure que j’ai vu, j’ai entendu, j’ai touché, j’ai

senti, j’ai été présent ». (Derrida 2005: 31, original emphasis) 

[What do I mean when I say “I bear witness” (…)? I mean not “I prove,” but

“I swear that I have seen, I have heard, I have touched, I have felt, I have

been present.” (Derrida 2000: 188-89, original emphasis)] 

This explains why it is that Catherine’s most effective witnessing comes, not when she sees, 

but when she hears, when she feels, and when she is present close at hand to act as a 

secondary witness to Rabih’s witnessing. 
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There are two occasions when the film emphasises Catherine’s embodied sensations 

in response to incidents during which she evidently fears that she is in danger. The first of 

these arises when Rabih takes a wrong turn and starts to drive steeply uphill onto a road not 

yet cleared of landmines. Suddenly, we hear alarmed shouting, whilst we see the film crew 

hurriedly rush towards Rabih’s car to attract his attention. Catherine, whilst not privy to the 

rapid explanations that the crew and directors first give Rabih in Arabic about why they have 

stopped him, evidently intuits the danger. Eyes wide, and looking flustered, she walks away 

from the car. Once at a safe distance, and after hearing Joreige’s reassuring explanations in 

French about what has happened, she sits down and exclaims ‘je mérite une cigarette!’ [‘I 

deserve a cigarette!’], as the crew carefully retrieve the car from which they had rapidly 

escorted the two actors. 

The second incident occurs near Lebanon’s frontier with Israel, when Catherine is 

frightened by the explosive sound of a supersonic bang that is created by an Israeli military 

jet plane performing a phantom air raid overhead. As the jet noise grows louder, reaching a 

crescendo with a booming sound as the plane breaks the sound barrier, we observe Catherine 

spontaneously search the skies wide-eyed, before bracing herself, her hands moving 

protectively up over her ears. Meanwhile, Rabih tries to find the words in French to explain 

that, despite Catherine’s expressed fear that the plane is crashing, the noise actually presents 

no danger. 

Adding to its emphasis on visual sensation, which I have described above, Je veux 

voir at these points creates a cinema of traumatized sensation. In a film which deliberately 

eschews a conventional documentary approach, this move is significant, because Catherine’s 

spontaneous reactions to incidents she does not properly understand give us the ‘effect of the 

real’, or ‘thereness’, which John Ellis (2009: 67-76) maintains is imperative for stimulating 
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audience engagement and trust in what they see. This engagement is especially difficult to 

mobilize in the context of what Frances Guerin and Roger Hallas (2007: 3) have identified as 

a ‘popular scepticism towards the visual representation of historical trauma’ in the digital age,

given the technological advances that facilitate image manipulation or falsification. 

Acknowledging this distrust of images, Ellis (2009: 70) refers to the need for a metanarrative 

‘chain of guarantee’ in documentary filmmaking: this serves, from a position outside of the 

film, to authenticate the images that the viewer sees. Without this, Ellis suggests that viewers 

will reserve judgment on whether the moving images before them veritably constitute 

credible evidence of happenings in the outside world. In Je veux voir, Deneuve’s presence as 

an iconic film star means that the embodied responses of Catherine to her feelings of fear 

transcend the profilmic situation and provide that guarantee.

In the face of sustained doubt about the effectiveness of imaging trauma, Guerin and 

Hallas have called for a recuperation of the trauma image. In order to restore agency to 

images, they urge us to look beyond their mimetic function and consider their performative 

powers instead, which include ‘the image’s phenomenological capacity to bring the event 

into iconic presence and to mediate the intersubjective relations that ground the act of bearing

witness’ (Guerin and Hallas 2007: 12). This approach has received wider endorsement as 

contemporary trauma studies increasingly challenge ‘the methodological limits of the 

dominant [psychoanalytically-derived] theory of trauma’ (Traverso and Broderick 2010: 4). It

is in this light that we better understand the force of Catherine’s witnessing presence in Je 

veux voir.

Resulting from her own documented (if brief) witnessing of some of the dangers of 

life in contemporary Lebanon in the aftermath of the 2006 war, Catherine’s feelings of fear in

Je veux voir can be understood to have a productive, performative effect: they generate 
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empathy on the part of the film’s viewers. For Ellis (2009: 71-76), developing empathy 

towards those that we see on screen is part of the outcome when the viewer of audiovisual 

material is interpellated as a witness (rather than a disinterested spectator or voyeur). 

The performative effect of Catherine’s witnessing does not stop there, however. 

Catherine also acts as the witness to Rabih’s witnessing, for the first time, of the war’s effects

on the place where he grew up, and where his grandmother still lived at the outbreak of the 

war. On their arrival at his home village, Catherine struggles to keep up with him as he scales

mounds of rubble and goes inside ruined dwellings, attempting to find his grandmother’s 

house, which he has said he will show her. Yet finally, Rabih is forced to give up. Owing to 

the destruction, familiar waymarkers and sights have disappeared. To his disbelief, he is lost, 

and he certainly cannot find his grandmother’s house: ‘j’ai passé mon enfance ici, et je n’y 

reconnais rien’ [‘I spent my childhood here, and I don’t recognise anything of the place’], he 

says.

Rabih and Catherine’s car journey together continues after this incident, but we see no

discussion between them of this experience. Rabih never explicitly articulates to Catherine – 

nor to us – what it has meant to him to see and experience the devastation of his home 

village. The closest we get to such an articulation comes in another first-person voice-over 

that follows later in the film. This time, it is delivered by Rabih, and in Arabic. His 

monologue articulates his thoughts on the barriers preventing him from even being able to 

confront his own trauma: 

‘You wanted to see. / I also want to see but I can’t seem to. / Do you see

that?  /  I  told  you  they  are  moving  the  rubble  from the  suburbs.  /  They
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dismantle all the bombed-out buildings and destroy them completely. / They

stack the rubble in trucks and empty it here, on the seashore. / They extract

the iron scrap, then grind the stones and throw them into the sea. / Do you

see? / We can’t recognise anything. / We can’t distinguish the hall from the

dining  room,  /  the  kitchen  from  the  entrance,  the  bedrooms  from  the

bathroom.  /  Just  stones,  all  mixed  up.  /  It’s  like  a  town that  had  to  be

discarded, hidden, buried under the sea.’10

His words accompany slow tracking shots of the demolition site on the Lebanese shoreline 

where the rubble from bomb-damaged settlements is consigned to oblivion in the sea. This 

time, and unlike the case with his rendition of Séverine’s monologue, there is no following 

translation into French – so we have to assume that his words are not meant for Catherine to 

understand. 

The use of what is, to Catherine, an unintelligible language marks a chasm beyond the

linguistic that separates her from Rabih. This chasm is the incommunicable, untranslatable 

marker of trauma. If such a chasm may never entirely be overcome, the film nonetheless 

suggests – partly through the unspoken warmth that develops between Rabih and Catherine 

after this incident and especially at the end of the film – that an encounter that includes 

mutual acknowledgement of the chasm’s presence can itself be a force for good. Indeed, this 

is where what I have called the fabulatory quality of the film makes its most significant 

contribution to Je veux voir. By exiting from the conventional discourses of documentary and

fictional realism that each implicitly uphold a belief in the secure power of rational 

understanding; by privileging the encounter (even when it is suffused with necessary 

incomprehension); and by introducing a fabulatory dimension into their autofictional film, 
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Hadjithomas and Joreige affirm the importance of taking notice of, and leaving a space for, 

that which resists straightforward translation and communicability in cinema.

Je veux voir proves that the profoundly ethical act of acknowledging that which 

cannot be directly communicated through the visual or verbal statements of cinema does not, 

in any way, impede cinema’s power to make a positive contribution to improving the human 

understanding of Lebanon’s situation beyond its borders. Even without directly discussing 

Rabih’s experience and feelings with him, Catherine is able, simply through her co-presence 

with him in the moment of his confrontation with the devastation wrought by acts of war on 

Bint-el-Jbeil, to assist him in his process of witnessing. Without assuming any 

epistemological privilege over her Lebanese counterpart, Catherine is witness to Rabih’s 

witnessing – and not only in the sense that she accompanies him to the place of his 

upbringing and watches as he takes in the destruction that it has endured. She is also witness 

to his witnessing in the sense that it is her presence and interaction with him during this visit 

that seem to precipitate his utterances, even if they are not spoken to her in a language she 

can understand. Rabih’s remarks in his monologue are addressed to a second-person 

interlocutor, and the allusion he makes in it to Catherine’s first words in the film by using the 

phrase ‘You wanted to see’ (in Arabic), implies that she is in fact his addressee, language 

barriers notwithstanding. 

This feature in Rabih’s monologue, whereby a first-person account of the narrating 

self’s traumatized experience of war is expressed via an address to another in the second 

person, corresponds to Derrida’s understanding of witnessing as a process that comes about 

as a result of triangular relations, a notion that has proved influential in studies of trauma 

cinema (Kaplan and Wang 2004: 10). For Derrida (2005: 64), witnessing involves not one, 

but two witnesses (at least). The first witness is the one present when the witnessed event 
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occurred; the second witness is the one present as the first witness produces their testimony, 

and whose witnessing presence in fact enables that testimony to be produced. Catherine 

functions as this second witness in Je veux voir.

By placing the triangular structure of witnessing at the heart of their exploration of the

trauma visited on Lebanon during the war of 2006, Hadjithomas and Joreige create a chain of

witnessing that extends out from the profilmic space as far as the terrain where real-life 

audiences view the film. It is the star-image of Deneuve, which can simultaneously occupy 

both these domains, that creates an ‘effect of the real’, thus mobilizing the affect of the 

audience in an ethical way. Hadjithomas and Joreige eschew any mimetic documentary 

approach to the representation of Lebanon, and its war trauma. Instead, they offer an affective

translation of some of the sensations of trauma, interpellating their viewers as witnesses to 

the witnessing that takes place within the film. In this way, Je veux voir constructs a relation 

of empathy between viewer and viewed which restores individuality and dignity to the 

traumatized – something that often lacks when war zones are filmed by outsiders aiming to 

satisfy viewers who ‘want to see’. All of this is made possible only by the ethical encounter 

between two actors who may belong to two very different worlds, but whose connection 

through the French language and culture is, without reinscribing patterns of (neo-)colonial 

domination, strong enough – despite its imperfections and gaps – to generate, at least 

momentarily, a shared understanding. 

Such encounters are, to my mind, those which cinéma-monde is especially well-

placed to investigate and promote. With its capacity to attend to the subtleties of the different 

kinds of international and extraterritorial connections that exist in the Francosphere, and with 

its ethical commitment to filmmaking that does not reduce the other to an object of 

knowledge, but ‘sparks solidarity, or at least a recognition of a shared experience’ (Gott and 
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Schilt 2018: 8), cinéma-monde seems to offer a space for that recognition of 

incommunicability that is so important in Je veux voir, yet also more broadly. Compared to 

mainstream discourses of cinematic transnationalism, the advantage of cinéma-monde is its 

aptitude to explore fully the subtleties of intercultural relations between a networked group of

countries and territories. Conversely, with its focus on ‘experiences of transnational 

consciousness and mobility’ (Ezra and Rowden 2006: 7), transnational screen studies is 

always liable to concentrate its attention on what travels easily, leaving behind what cannot 

travel, as well as that which requires careful handling to avoid getting lost in transit. 
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1 I use the actors’ first names here (and throughout) to indicate that I am referring to them as the 
protagonists of Je veux voir; I shall use their surnames when referring to them as the real-life actors 
who play these protagonists.
2 However, it is important to note that, as Mouawad’s account (2020: 71-86) of the present situation of 
Lebanese cinema confirms, many problems still need to be overcome before this vision can be realised.
3 Recent trauma theory has sought to move beyond the trope of ineffability evoked by Walker, as I shall
presently explain.
4 I am not aware of any scholarly studies of the genre of autofiction as a cinematic phenomenon (as 
opposed to isolated studies of particular films having an autofictional quality).
5 Theorisations of the film star tell us that when we see a star playing a role in a film, we always see 
both the on-screen character and the real-world star, plus all that she connotes. The term ‘star-image’ 
denotes this complex layering constitutive of the image of the iconic film actor. See John Ellis (1992: 
91-108). 
6 All translations are my own, unless otherwise stated.
7 It would be possible to expand this reading by interpreting Deneuve and Mroué as ciphers 
respectively for the nations of France and Lebanon, although this is a reading that the film’s directors 
have firmly rejected (Silverman (2014b: 539-40).
8 See also Silverman (2017: 29-46) for a similar argument on Rabih’s and Catherine’s encounter; my 
own reading differs from Silverman’s in conceptualising the encounters created in and by Je veux voir 
as being part of a potentially infinite structure that I refer to here as a ‘chain of witnessing’, rather than 
as dyadic ones that begin and end with the structure of the couple (Silverman’s repeated comparisions 
of Je veux voir to Hiroshima mon amour implicitly focalise Catherine’s and Rabih’s interactions 
through the prism of the heterosexual eroticism underpinning the dynamics of the relationship between 
‘Elle’ and ‘Lui’ in Resnais’s film).
9 In relation to Hadjithomas and Joreige’s earlier (and very different) film, A Perfect Day, Silverman 
(2021: 1-15) explores their conceptualisation of the notion of latency as a means to escape from 
reiterating the dominant and damaging idioms found in moving image representations of Lebanon, thus
indicating their enduring preoccupation with this challenge. 
10 I quote here from the film’s English subtitles.


