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The Battle of Algiers is a film that chronicles the conflict between the French colonial military 
and the Algerian revolutionaries during the Algerian war (1954–1962). A post-independence 
work, Pontecorvo’s film is dedicated to the events of 1957, with flashbacks, amateur actors, and 
grainy neo-realist footage underpinning the director’s approach. The film is also renowned for 
its sonic elements, with sounds of armed conflict, explosions, and engines adding to the realist 
parameters of the film. In terms of soundtrack, muted guitars and rhythmic drumming are 
central to significant scenes. While these elements are certainly crucial to the construction of 
the narrative, this article focuses on the sonic element of the voice, which I claim marks a site of 
rupture within the film. Following the Lacanian understanding of the voice, I maintain in this 
article that it is the omission of an adequate analysis of the voice in The Battle of Algiers that 
leads theorists to overlook the genuine emergence of rupture within the film. 
 
 
The Theoretical Limits of The Battle of Algiers 
 
The Battle of Algiers is a film that chronicles the conflict between the French colonial 
military and the Algerian revolutionaries during the Algerian war (1954–1962).1 A 
post-independence work, Pontecorvo’s film is dedicated to the events of 1957, with 
flashbacks, amateur actors, and grainy neo-realist footage underpinning his approach. 
The film is also renowned for its sonic elements, with sounds of armed conflict, 
explosions, and engines adding to the realist parameters of the film. In terms of 
soundtrack, muted guitars and rhythmic drumming are central to significant scenes. 
As Pauline Kael has observed, the soundtrack is 
 

a form of agitation: at times, the strange percussive sound is like an 
engine that can’t start; pounding music gives the audience a sense of 
impending horror at each critical point; the shrill, rhythmic, birdlike 
cries from the Casbah tell us that all life is thrilling and screaming for 
freedom.2 

 

 
1 G. Pontecorvo, The Battle of Algiers, Rialto Pictures, 1966. It is worth noting that while this essay, as well 
as the film The Battle of Algiers, uses and represents the term ‘Algerian revolutionaries’ interchangeably 
with the FLN, historically, the Algerian rejection of colonial structures was far more stratified and 
diverse. The author has chosen to retain the term in order to give due precedence to the logic put 
forward by the film, as well as insisting on the gap between history and cinematic representation. For an 
in-depth analysis of the film’s relation to the history of the Algerian war, refer to N. Harrison, 
‘Pontecorvo’s “Documentary Aesthetics”: The Battle of Algiers and the Battle of Algiers’, interventions, 
vol. 3, no. 3, 2007, pp. 389–404. 
2 P. Kael, Reeling, Little, Brown and Company, Boston, 1977, p. 212. 
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While these elements are certainly crucial to the construction of the narrative, in this 
article the focus will be on the sonic element of the voice, which I claim marks a site of 
rupture within the film. In engaging with this, I follow McGowan and Eisenstein’s 
definition of rupture as the ‘introduction of a hitherto impossible idea whose 
emergence transforms the terrain of the possible’,’ or, more specifically, a radical event 
that breaks from the deceptive logic sustained by ideology.3 I maintain in this article 
that it is the omission of an adequate analysis of the voice in The Battle of Algiers that 
leads theorists to overlook the genuine emergence of rupture within the film. 
 Broadly, the film has been the focus of many analyses that consider the 
prospect of decolonisation cinema. In ‘The Battle of Algiers and The Nouba of The Women 
of Mont Chenoua: From Third to Fourth Cinema’, Ranjanna Khanna approaches the film 
as exemplary of the limits of Third Cinema, due to its inability to encapsulate the 
‘political representation of Algerian women’.4 Specifically, for Khanna, Pontecorvo’s 
film cannot facilitate an encounter with ‘the feminine, the excess, a profound 
enunciation or crisis in representation sometimes known as jouissance’.5 In failing to 
register such a thing, the space is opened up for a Fourth Cinema in the film The Nouba 
of the Women of Mont Chenoua: 
 

which moves beyond the guerrilla cinema where the camera is a 
weapon, is a revolutionary cinema of the cocoon, where the metaphor 
of the birth of the nation is not repressed into a denial of the feminine, 
where film could give voice, silence and image to women in the 
revolution, where this uncanny could become reified on the screen.6 

 
Khanna’s conclusions stem out of an analysis of the scene in which the Algerian 
women prepare to plant bombs within the French district of Algiers. Such a scene 
stands out for Khanna as an example of Homi Bhabha’s ‘third space of enunciation’ as 
the women unveil themselves and dress like French women in order to fool the French 
authorities. As Khanna elucidates, ‘This performance (we could call it iteration or 
mimicry) of Europeanness is misunderstood by the French in the film as a genealogical 
transformation into a European political and cultural sympathy.’7 In the ensuing 
analysis of the scene, Khanna laments the limits of such a practice, employing the early 
Lacanian concept of the mirror stage to explain the women’s interaction with reflective 
surfaces:  
 

The image of the imago in the mirror is both fearful and desirable 
because unattainable. It is desirable particularly because it represents 
the desire of/for the law of the father. It represents the coloniser as more 
than perfect, with his grandiose and stable metaphorised and idealised 
version of himself, and it also represents the stereotype of the 

 
3 P. Eisenstein and T. McGowan, Rupture: On the Emergence of the Political, Northwestern University 
Press, 2012, p. 4. 
4 R. Khanna, ‘The Battle of Algiers and the Nouba of the Women of Mont Chenoua: From third to fourth 
cinema’, Third Text, vol. 12, no. 43, 1998, p. 14. 
5 Ibid., p. 14, emphasis in original. 
6 Ibid., p. 24. 
7 Ibid., p. 20. 
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colonised…The Imaginary moment is the moment of recognition of the 
fixity of an image, but occurs still at the moment of the knowledge of 
fragmentation when the child is at its closest to the mother’s body. It is 
this sense of familiarity of an image, which is at once ‘incorrect’, and 
unfamiliar, that causes the colonised to retreat into the feeling of 
fragmentation, of metonymy and not of metaphor.8 

 
For Khanna, Third Cinema remains rooted in this moment of renegotiating colonial 
imagery, where the colonised fights back against the coloniser through re-
appropriating their imago. Seeing clear limits to such a strategy, Khanna concludes by 
asking:  
 

Whilst the mirror/screen (woman) is there to become and reflect 
testimony to, and witnessing of, the violence of revolution, and the 
guerrilla-warfare violence of representation, how does woman give 
testimony to the violence that has no witness? How can the reflective 
material of the mirror, fragmented and imploded, reflect itself?9 

 
Another essay on The Battle of Algiers, ‘Women resisting terror: imaginaries of violence 
in Algeria (1966–2002)’ by Maria Flood, shares the idea that while the film certainly 
depicts a level of female colonial agency, there are limits to its place as a truly 
emancipatory text. As Flood claims: 
 

While The Battle of Algiers certainly recognises the achievements of 
female resistance fighters in its narrative, it stages a problematic 
disconnect between women as active agents in conflict, and passive, 
silent figures, while foreshadowing the exclusion of women from the 
national narrative.10 

 
Here Flood relies on historical inquiries into the lack of agency granted to women after 
Algerian independence, pointing to how Pontecorvo’s film fails to anticipate this 
development. As Flood continues, the film 
 

points towards the possibility that images of female agency, 
particularly the female bomb carriers, can block voice and speech. Yet, 
for the most part, the film reinforces an image of Algerian female 
collectivity between the proud, emancipated, and self-emancipated 
figure of the female bomb carrier, and the silent and suffering mother 
or wife, stoically supporting her male relatives in the fight for national 
liberation. The false positioning of women between two extremes, one 
of total agency, the other of passive suffering, can limit or foreclose 

 
8 Khanna, ‘The Battle of Algiers and the Nouba of the Women of Mont Chenoua', p. 24. 
9 Ibid., p. 25. 
10 M. Flood, ‘Women Resisting Terror: Imaginaries of Violence in Algeria (1966–2002)’, The Journal of 
North African Studies, vol. 22, no. 1, 2017, p. 112. 
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political recognition of their achievements, but also forecloses the 
identification of their heightened vulnerability during the war.11 

 
While Flood’s broader point is to question the possibility of texts to break out of an 
active/passive binary, the figure she chooses to elaborate her reading is, like Khanna’s, 
the bomb carrier. While certainly taking the point that female agency is not a 
straightforward exercise in Pontecorvo’s film, I argue that Khanna’s and Flood’s 
conclusions about the limitations of the film are not intrinsic to the film itself but, 
rather, due to the fact that they omit a crucial scene from their analysis. Rather than 
relying on the appropriation of the image, in the scene ‘Day Six of the Strike’, the voice 
emerges as the object that threatens the colonial apparatus, crucially, without recourse 
to the coloniser’s self-image. 
 
Theorising the Voice: Derrida, Phonology, and Lacan 
 
The theoretical tendency towards understanding the voice has often devalued its 
potential for rupture. Prima facie, the radical potential of the voice might not seem 
obvious, given its somewhat pedestrian status as primarily a method of 
communication between subjects. In Speech and Phenomena, the voice takes a central 
place in Derrida’s critique of Husserlian phenomenology, particularly in the context 
of notions of immediacy and self-presence. Specifically, what Derrida aims at is the 
fallacy that hearing one’s own voice gives a kind of primary, unmediated access to the 
inner core of the subject: 
 

When I speak, it belongs to the phenomenological essence of this 
operation that I hear myself [je m’entende] at the same time that I speak. 
The signifier, animated by my breath and by the meaning-intention…is 
in absolute proximity to me.12 

 
Further, ‘Phonic signs (“acoustical images” in Sassure’s sense, or the 
phenomenological voice) are heard by the subject who proffers them in the absolute 
proximity of the present’; which is to say, one hears a voice and takes it to be an 
immediate marker of the subject.13 In this sense, Derrida sees phenomenology as taking 
the movement from signifier to signified for granted, in turn leading to the Western 
philosophical tradition’s ‘phonocentric’ preference of the voice over writing. Within 
the context of Derrida’s deconstructive practice, the voice is given a position similar to 
that of a toupee, a masquerading device that obfuscates the fraught nature of 
signification. While Derrida certainly raises a crucial point in questioning the unstable 
relationship between voice and subjectivity, by the same token, his critique seems to 
reach a conclusion too early. In pointing out the voice’s fragility within the signifying 
process, Derrida has managed to reduce the voice to only a fraud, limiting any potential 
it has outside of the domain of false identity. 

 
11 Flood, ‘Women Resisting Terror', p. 113. 
12 J. Derrida, Speech and Phenomena: And Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Signs, trans. D. B. Allison and 
N. Garver, Northwestern University Press, 1973, p. 77. 
13 Ibid., p. 66. 
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In contrast to Derrida’s insightful, yet ultimately pessimistic view of the voice, 
modern science’s approach to the voice has culminated in the field of phonology, a 
study of sound patterns captured within the field of language. However, as Dolar has 
observed, the advent of phonology has had a detrimental effect upon the 
understanding of voice: 

 
What counts are the differential oppositions of phonemes, their purely 
relational nature, their reduction to distinctive features. They are 
isolated by their ability to distinguish the units of signification, but in 
such a way that the specific signifying distinctions are irrelevant, their 
only importance being that they take place, not what they might be.14 

 
Lacking any place outside of simple formality, Dolar goes as far to link phonology 
with its fatal etymological roots, opining that one might appropriately hear phonos 
(murder), as in the death of the voice.15 In phonology’s attempt to establish a totalising 
understanding of the voice, it has missed the occurrence of the voice that exceeds 
linguistic signification, leaving no place for how non-linguistic sounds – for example, 
the cry of a baby or the famous Wilhelm scream – have an impact on human 
experience. 
 For Lacan, the voice is approached in terms of its capacity for rupture.16 While 
it might be correct that most encounters with the voice do not restructure our reality 
as we know it, when the voice coincides with the emergence of a previously 
unarticulated desire, its potential for symbolic rupture becomes apparent. In contrast 
to other understandings of the voice, the Lacanian approach elevates the voice beyond 
the position of mere imposture, designating its potential to enact a scission within the 
smooth functioning of reality. 
 As a methodology, the sustained encounter between the voice and practice of 
psychoanalysis is exemplified by the fact that the clinical treatment is often referred to 
as the ‘talking cure’.17 Essentially, psychoanalysis emphasises the importance of 
bringing to the fore the unconsciously functioning signifiers that a patient is unable to 
confront in conscious life. In a myriad of ways, the voice and psychoanalysis are 
irrefutably linked: 
 

Patients come to the psychoanalyst because they are suffering when 
they shouldn’t be suffering. They suffer from what they can’t speak, and 
Freud’s initial cures involved simply prompting patients to speak what 
they had repressed. It turns out, however, that the damage done by the 

 
14 M. Dolar, ‘The Object Voice’ in R. Salecl and S. Žižek (eds.), Gaze and Voice as Love Objects, Duke 
University Press, 1996, pp. 7–8. 
15 ‘Phonology, true to its apocryphal etymology, was about killing the voice – at its origin, there is the 
Greek phone, voice, but one can also quite appropriately hear phonos, murder.’ Dolar, The Object Voice, 
p. 9. 
16 ‘[A]ccording to Lacan, the voice is how the subject’s desire distorts the aural field.’ T. McGowan, 
Psychoanalytic Film Theory and The Rules of the Game, Bloomsbury, New York, 2015, p. 76. 
17 This name was coined by Bertha Pappenheim (‘Anna O.’). I owe this insight to Tony Hughes-D’Aeth, 
The University of Western Australia. 
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signifier cannot be so easily repaired. The unspoken wound of the 
subject cannot simply be spoken but remains immune to speech.18 

 
The effect of articulating the unsayable has a profound impact on one’s relation to their 
own conscious experience. Likewise, in his clinical handbook on psychoanalysis, Bruce 
Fink talks about the point of genuine engagement in analysis, when the analysand is 
‘engaged in something which goes beyond the simple demand to be relieved of one or 
more specific symptoms.’19 At this precise moment: ‘Everything becomes 
questionable…[the analysand is] now open to listening to the unconscious, to hearing 
the other voice that speaks through them, and to attempting to decipher it.’20 Fink’s 
reference to the existence of the ‘other voice’ within the subject can be understood as 
the voice of the unconscious. 
 In ‘Jacques Lacan and the Voice’, Jacques-Alain Miller outlines the more 
theoretical understanding of the voice for Lacan, inscribing it in a position outside of 
both speech and language. From within the process of signification, the voice is 
emphasised as ‘everything in the signifier that does not partake in the effect of 
signification’.21 On this view, the voice acts as a kind of stubborn remainder that 
refuses to assimilate into a fixed place. 
 
The Psychoanalytic Voice in Film 
 
The psychoanalytic conceptualisation of the voice has made its mark on the domain of 
film studies, with many theorists following Lacan’s designation of the objet a in the 
voice and gaze. However, the interpretations of Lacan’s insights on voice have been 
subject to certain misunderstandings. In reference to Hollywood sound design, 
Silverman proposes that ‘the female subject is obliged to bear a double burden of lack 
– to absorb the male subject’s castration as well as her own.’22 While Silverman is 
certainly correct in her diagnosis of the state of relations under a patriarchal system, 
her theory fails to leave space for a veritable rupture. In a similar way to the doctrine 
of phonology, Silverman fails to see the voice as anything more than the linguistic 
speech of a subject. As McGowan points out:  
 

Silverman’s analysis suffers from the same defect as the Screen theory 
from which it descends. In the guise of a psychoanalytic approach to 
cinema, she transforms the desiring subject into a subject of power and 
thereby erases the essence of psychoanalysis. In the process, she misses 
how the voice might function as a version of the objet a and not simply 
as an empirical object that one can easily isolate.23 

 
18 Eisenstein and McGowan, Rupture, p. 194. 
19 B. Fink, A Clinical Introduction to Lacanian Psychoanalysis: Theory and Technique, Harvard University 
Press, 1999, p. 25. 
20 Ibid., emphasis my own. 
21 J. A. Miller, ‘Jacques Lacan and the Voice’ in V. Voruz and B. Wolf (eds.), The Late Lacan, SUNY Press, 
2007, p. 141. 
22 K. Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema, Indiana University 
Press, p. 18. 
23 McGowan, Psychoanalytic Film Theory, p. 76. 
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Other theorists, such as Michel Chion, have made the connection between the voice in 
cinema and Lacan’s emphasis on rupture. Chion, in The Voice in Cinema, proposes the 
concept of the acousmêtre, a voice that emerges from the within the universe of the film 
but appears to lack a precise origin within representation. While Chion is not 
specifically relying on Lacan for the development of his concept, the emphasis he 
places on undecidability has a certain resonance with Lacan’s understanding of the 
voice. For Lacan, the voice is an element within the symbolic that interrupts the smooth 
functioning of conscious life due to its fundamentally inassimilable status. Indeed, 
Chion identifies the shift from silent to sound era cinema as a major rupture within the 
history of cinema, forever eradicating the ‘voice’s Age of Innocence’.24 
 

As film began to talk, the problem was not text; silent cinema had 
already integrated text through the bastard device of intertitles. It was 
the voice, as material presence, as utterance, or as muteness…the voice 
as being, double, shadow of the image, as a power – the voice as a threat 
of loss and seduction for the cinema.25 

 
This emphasis on the explicitly disruptive quality of the voice marks a significant point 
in conceptualising the voice in terms of rupture, rather than simply expression. Such 
a theoretical tendency continued in the work of Slavoj Žižek and Joan Copjec who both 
emphasise the radical break instantiated by the voice in cinema. As Žižek claims, the 
real potential for the voice lies in its ‘incomprehensible, impenetrable, traumatic 
dimension’, which ‘functions as a kind of foreign body perturbing the balance of our 
lives’.26  

In a similar vein, Copjec’s analysis of film noir proposes that the voice ‘marks 
not some ideal point where the subject would finally be absorbed into his 
narrative…rather that which can never be incorporated into the narrative.’27 In these 
ways, the Lacanian understanding of the voice as a point of rupture is foregrounded. 
With this theoretical underpinning, a turn back to The Battle of Algiers can be made. 
 
The Ululating Voice 
 
The majority of scenes in The Battle of Algiers oscillate between two perspectives; the 
French and the Algerian, which broadly constitute two orientations with regard to the 
voice. The French side demonstrates a strict imposition of authority over the people of 
Algiers, while the Algerian revolutionaries, known as the National Liberation Front 
(FLN) plan and execute acts of defiance in order to disrupt the colonial order. This 
back and forth between the two sides is, for the majority of the first part of the film, 
largely mediated through violent means. However, after the scene in which the FLN 
execute a bombing of a French nightclub, the French authority begins taking a new 
approach to the colonial situation. At this point of the film, the voice becomes a crucial 

 
24 M. Chion, The Voice in Cinema, trans. C. Gorbman, Columbia University Press, 1999, p. 13. 
25 Ibid. p. 12. 
26 S. Žižek, The Metastases of Enjoyment: On Women and Causality, Verso, London, 2005, p. 117. 
27 J. Copjec, Read My Desire: Lacan against the Historicists, October Books, Southampton, 1994, p. 190. 
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tool in the French arsenal, inflicting a kind of non-physical violence upon the colonised 
subject through the imposition of the coloniser’s language over the colonised. In 
contrast, for the colonised Algerian subject, the presence of the voice is a site of 
disruption against their colonial oppressor, embodying a traumatic and chaotic 
dimension that interrupts the assertion of colonial dominance. 
 This relation is demonstrated in the scene titled ‘Day Six of the Strike’. The 
scene begins with a shot of Algerian men walking through the Casbah (the Muslim 
District), with back and forth shots of women in white veils calling out to them in 
solidarity. During this procession, a booming French voice addresses the inhabitants 
of the Casbah, instructing them that the FLN ‘wants to stop you from working…wants 
to starve you and condemn you to poverty’ and, critically, ‘France is your motherland’. 
As shown in Figure 1, a mid-shot reveals the speaker to be a French officer whose voice 
is projected by audio speakers. The main impetus of this action is to deter civilians in 
the area from aligning with the FLN by supposing a deficiency in their organisation, 
suppressing any semblance of Algerian identity in favour of French identity. Here, a 
strict binary is enforced; to identify as French is to submit to a stable and accepted 
order, while to identify as Algerian is to adhere to an inadequate subjectivity, denied 
of human dignity. 
 As opposed to other sequences of The Battle of Algiers, the French officers in this 
scene maintain colonial identity through non-physical violence, relying on the 
imposition of language to perform a similar function. In this sense, echoes of Fanon 
become apparent:  
 

Colonial violence not only aims at keeping these enslaved men at a 
respectful distance, it also seeks to dehumanize them. No effort is 
spared to demolish their traditions, to substitute our language for 
theirs, and to destroy their culture without giving them ours.28 

 
Although this imposition of meaning occurs on a non-physical level, the broader 
impact of this is certainly as harmful as the acts of physical violence performed by the 
French at various points throughout the film. This aspect can be understood through 
Žižek’s concept of ‘symbolic violence’, a type of violence ‘embodied in language and 
its forms’ that involves the ‘imposition of a certain universe of meaning’.29 From an 
understanding of Fanon and Žižek’s positions, the French voice in this scene can be 
understood as violently enforcing the dominance of French identity, while de-
legitimating Algerian identity. For the disheartened Algerian people, the French 
officer’s voice assumes a place of legitimacy in reference to the stable subjectivity of 
the French ‘motherland’. Furthermore, it can be said that the French officer utilises the 
neutral, stable, and authoritative voice to demoralise the Algerian hopes for 
revolution. It appears that the revolutionaries have accepted their futility against the 
panopticon of French authority. 
 However, in the second half of the scene, the French colonial universe of 
meaning is fractured by the presence of the Algerian voice. This moment comes as an 
 

 
28 F. Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. R. Philcox, Grove Press, New York City, 2005, p. 1. 
29 S. Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, St Martin’s Press, New York City, 2008, pp. 1–2. 
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Figure 1. A French policeman addresses Casbah inhabitants in The Battle of Algiers.30 
 
 
Algerian boy (Omar) cunningly prises the microphone from the French officers and 
makes his address to the people of the Casbah: ‘The FLN tells you not to be afraid! 
We’re winning…The FLN is on your side.’ This address is met by the sentiment ‘Long 
live Algeria!’ which builds a commotion among the crowd. Eventually, a close-up 
shows a group of women ululating, a high-pitched vocal action produced by the rapid 
movement of the tongue and uvula, shown in Figure 2. Ululation is a cross-cultural, 
almost exclusively female method of vocalisation common to parts of Africa, Asia, and 
the Middle East, as well as some parts of southern Europe. The act of ululation within 
these different locations can be spurred by a variety of different contexts, including 
wedding and funeral ceremonies, devotional and religious ceremonies, as well as 
playing a central role in types of musical performance. In almost all accounts, ululation 
is linked with an expression of community spirit and engagement. As JaFran Jones 
elaborates: 

 
It may simply be an expression of joy, but it is also an act of power. It 
would be most unfortunate for any significant event to pass without 
[the act of ululation].31 

 
Other critical accounts of ululation emphasise the vocalisation’s overtly political 
character, signifying a ‘breaking of silence, a resistance to enforced norms of decorum, 
an often joyful noise, an always powerful intervention, a way of calling out and 
answering yes to each other’, furthermore creating ‘grounds for the addressees to call 
to their communities of belonging’.32 

 
30 Image reproduced with permission from Potential Films, Australia. 
31 L. J. Jones, ‘Women and Music around the Mediterranean’ in K. Peddle (ed.), Women and Music: A 
History, Indiana University Press, 2001, p. 430. 
32 The Weaving Kenya Women’s Collective, ‘In Conversation: Weaving Pan Africanism at the Scene of 
Gathering, The Weaving Kenya Women’s Collective’, Feminist Africa, vol. 20, 2015, p. 87. 
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Figure 2. Veiled Algerian women in The Battle of Algiers ululate together.33 

 
 

 Both understandings of the act of ululation are critical in considering the role 
that the voice plays in The Battle of Algiers, as perhaps the most significant instance of 
ululation in the film comes during a period in which the French have tried to make the 
Algerians feel the most atomised and separate from one another. This comes in part 
from the plethora of identification and search checkpoints and, as mentioned, the 
oppressive implementation of the French colonial voice to dispel any sense of Algerian 
unity. By emerging against the grain of the French authority, the ululation has the 
symbolic function of reminding the Algerians of the Casbah that they are still united 
together in their rejection of French colonial authority. Against Khanna’s point that all 
the Algerian women have against their colonist oppressor is a re-appropriated image 
of the coloniser, this segment of the scene shows that there is something within the 
Algerian identity that denies the French colonial authority, namely, the ululating 
voice. In this sense, the resistance of the women is not limited to the act of unveiling 
(or, as Khanna understands it, the adoption of a Westernised image) but finds its 
positive and radical form in the cultural custom of ululation, which functions as a sonic 
rupture in the field of colonial discourse. 

While there appears to be no explicit reason for the association of femininity 
with ululation, this characteristic is central to its revolutionary character. As Chandra 
Talpade Mohanty has argued, throughout history non-Western women have been 
analysed as a single monolithic subject, often located as ‘a homogeneous “powerless” 
group of victims’.34 In the case of The Battle of Algiers, the Algerian women run against 
this victimised representation, with the film demonstrating the central role women 
played in the struggle for independence. Additionally, in the context of the film, the 

 
33 Image reproduced with permission from Potential Films, Australia. 
34 C. T. Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses’, Boundary, vol. 2, 
1984, p. 338. 
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fact that the ululation comes from women is crucial, as the fierce checks almost always 
target men, seeing women as in no way a threat to the colonial authority. Through the 
emergence of the revolutionary act from the women of the Casbah, the enigmatic and 
sporadic nature of the voice is exemplified. Further to this point, the fact that the 
Algerian women are spread out around the location denies a centralised point of origin 
for the French officers to isolate, in effect, creating the feeling that they are quite 
literally surrounded by the overwhelming voice. 

Curiously, Pontecorvo himself lamented the unrealistic nature of the scene in 
an interview, when asked if he would alter any part of the film: 

 
I don’t think I would change anything…[except when] the little boy, 
Omar, steals the microphone, and we hear his voice, maybe it would be 
better to use an adult’s voice. It would be less moving, but perhaps more 
convincing, more realistic…35 

 
Reading Pontecorvo’s comments against him, such a scene emphasises the film’s 
inability to remain totally within the frame of realism, as it is the very moment in which 
belief is suspended that animates the film’s engagement with revolution. In a 
following scene, a noticeably disturbed French voiceover claims, ‘The Muslim quarters 
still echo with those unintelligible and frightening rhythmic cries.’ This dialogue, as 
well as Parker’s description of the ululation in the film as ‘unearthly to foreign ears’, 
supports the understanding of the Algerian voice in The Battle of Algiers as a 
punctuating force capable of disrupting French colonial authority.36 The significance 
of the Algerian voice lies in its ability to touch on something enigmatic, yet equally 
obscured by the situation up to that point. In its ability to reignite the Algerian struggle 
for liberation against all odds, the rupturing force of the voice is felt on both a political 
and ontological level, exposing a hole within the French colonial structure. 
 
Unconscious Freedom in The Battle of Algiers 
 
In Pontecorvo’s film, the emergence of the voice from the crowd has the effect of 
revealing the political dimension of the voice, marking a point of rupture around 
which the collective Algerian revolutionary force can be mobilised. Prior to the 
outbreak of ululation, the French authority appears to have total control of the 
Algerians residing within the Casbah, dictating their actions and allegiances with 
seemingly no room for an Algerian subject to resist them. In a certain sense, the French 
have succeeded in rendering the spatial area of the Casbah neutral, a space bereft of 
revolutionary fervour. While on a conscious level it appears that the Algerians have 
given up all hope of successful revolution, the emergence of the ululating voice works 
as an unconscious reminder of the potential for their freedom. Within the crucial scene 
of the film, the voice can be said to play the role of the Lacanian objet a, in that it shifts 
the previously neutral terrain of the Casbah setting to one seemingly overflowing with 

 
35 G. Pontecorvo, ‘Gillo Pontecorvo: Using the Contradictions of the System’ in D. Georgakas and 
L. Rubenstein, Art, Politics, Cinema: The Cinéaste Interviews, Pluto Press, London, 1985, p. 88. 
36 M. Parker, ‘The Battle of Algiers (la Battaglia Di Algeri)’, Film Quarterly, vol. 60, no. 4, 2007, p. 65. 
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a politicised affect.37 What is so rupturing about the voice here is its ability to thwart 
the French authority’s attempt to exterminate the Algerian desire for rebellion, 
signalling the emergence of an enigmatic force beyond the strictures of the colonial 
apparatus. 
 On the level of rupture, such an encounter allows the Algerian subjects to 
establish themselves as precisely that – a subject rather than an object – acting with 
both autonomy and collective unity. Such a notion of unity is revisited in the final 
scenes of the film, which document the later revolution attempts that eventually led to 
Algeria’s independence from French rule. These scenes involve large groups of 
revolutionaries marching through parts of Algiers while French paramilitaries 
struggle to force them back. These scenes, in particular, are marked by the presence of 
ululation, performed by the protesters as a symbol of Algerian revolution. In the very 
last scene, a French officer with a speakerphone addresses the crowd: ‘listen to 
me…return to your homes…what do you want?’ In response to his question, the 
crowd announces: ‘independence, our pride, we want our freedom!’ which is followed 
up by surging cries of support, as well as excessive and piercing ululation. Reflecting 
on these final scenes, Jones identifies the non-communicative unity that the 
revolutionaries hold, claiming, ‘the war is won by an unstructured multitude, invisible 
through the fog, with whom communication is impossible’.38 
 
Conclusion 
 
In coming to understand the radicality of the voice in Gillo Pontecorvo’s film The Battle 
of Algiers, this article has argued for a re-appraisal of how the voice in cinema might 
be theorised. As I have argued, in The Battle of Algiers, the voice is the primary element 
of the film that engages with the potential for rupture. In more concrete terms, the 
voice (in the form of ululation) is shown to be closely related to the fervour of the 
Algerian revolutionaries, designating the significance of the voice in projects of 
emancipatory politics. While the voice is not in and of itself a radical object, its capacity 
to articulate a way out of situations which appear overdetermined by an all-
encompassing power discourse signal a certain potentiality. Furthermore, the radical 
break of the voice in The Battle of Algiers has problematized the theoretical 
domestication of the voice in deconstruction, modern science, and previous readings 
of the film that draw on psychoanalysis. By returning to Jacques Lacan’s unique 
articulation of the voice as an object of rupture, the encounter with the voice in The 
Battle of Algiers brings forth the subject’s capacity to enact rupture. Through this 
reading, the presence of the voice in The Battle of Algiers can be critically approached 
as the radical reassertion of humanity in both the ontological and political sense. 

 
37 It is in this sense that Khanna’s claim that the image of the Algerian woman is objet a is based upon a 
fundamental misreading of Lacan. For Lacan, the objet a is the disruptive element that pierces the 
imaginary unity of the subject, not what brings it together. As Joan Copjec writes in Read My Desire: ‘In 
Lacan, on the other hand, the gaze is located "behind" the image, as that which fails to appear in it and 
thus as that which makes all its meanings suspect. And the subject, instead of coinciding with or 
identifying with the gaze, is rather cut off from it.’ Copjec, Read My Desire, p. 36. 
38 J. Charles, ‘Dialectic and Passion in Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers’, Millenium: Journal of International 
Studies, vol. 35, no. 2, 2007, p. 449. 


