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Abstract

The documentary Four Daughters by Tunisian director Kousou Ben Hania is not
merely a visual exploration of family trauma but also a methodological experiment
with profound theoretical awareness. Drawing on Spivak’s question, “Can the Sub-
altern speak?”, Foucault’s concept of “bodily discipline,” and Butler’s theory of
“performativity,” the study argues that the film’s use of “reenactment” constitutes
not just a narrative technique but a systematic postcolonial feminist cinematic ap-
proach. It further identifies three core mechanisms: resolving the paradox of repre-
sentation through “intermediary expression,” contesting bodily sovereignty via
“anti-disciplinary techniques,” and achieving “generative subject construction”
through “performative practices.” Through an in-depth analysis of the film’s audi-
ovisual language, the study demonstrates this methodology’s coherence across op-
erational, ethical, and epistemological dimensions, while exploring its applicability
to narratives involving marginalized groups and potential limitations—thus offer-
ing a responsible paradigm for knowledge production in global Southern cinema.
It further reflects on how localized critical frameworks can challenge dominant
Western-centric discourse in film studies, providing theoretical references for de-
constructing the existing hegemony of film criticism and promoting more inclusive,
pluralistic academic dialogues around transnational cinema practice.
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1. Introduction: “Reenactment” as a Methodological Conscience of Postcolonial Feminism

In contemporary documentary practice, how to narrate trauma, portray marginalized groups, and avoid exploitation
remains an unresolved ethical dilemma. Particularly when addressing women’s experiences in non-Western societies,
creators often fall into two traps: the first is succumbing to the “salvation narrative” of Western liberal feminism,
reducing Muslim women to symbols of silence and oppression (Li & Huang, 2019); the second is yielding to pressures
from local cultural conservatism, thereby avoiding criticism of structural violence (Yan & Li, 2019). Both approaches
share a fatal flaw—they treat subjects as passive entities lacking agency, depriving them of space and rights for self-
expression.

The documentary Four Daughters, created by Tunisian director Kaouther Ben Hania, emerged as a groundbreaking
attempt amidst these challenges. It won the Golden Eye Award for Best Documentary at the 76th Cannes Film Fes-
tival and was nominated for Best Documentary Feature at the 96th Academy Awards. The film portrays a true story:
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A mother named Olfa Hamrouni, accompanied by her two daughters, witnesses them leave home during adolescence
and join terrorist organizations. Confronting this sensitive and morally charged subject, the director eschewed tradi-
tional documentary approaches like archival collages, expert interviews, or victim confessions. Instead, she devised
an innovative methodology: inviting professional actors to portray the missing daughters, while another actress
played the mother herself during brutal scenes. This allowed Olfa Hamrouni and her two younger daughters to direct,
intervene, and even “replay” certain sequences on set. On the surface, this approach appears as an aesthetic gamble,
but in reality, it reflects a profound methodological awareness.

The term “method” here does not refer to a mere compilation of technical means but rather to a systematic approach
that integrates ethical positions, epistemological presuppositions, and practical logic. It focuses not on “what has
happened,” but on “how we can approach the truth without repeating harm”; this is a question central to contemporary
reenactment scholarship (Fales, 2026). Anthropologist Paul Rabinow points out that contemporary anthropological
Iresearch must confront dual challenges in epistemology and ethics: not only questioning “how knowledge is possi-
ble,” but also reflecting on “whether the production of such knowledge is justified” (Rabinow, 2008). The “repetition”
in Four Daughters represents an effort to strike a balance between these two dimensions.

First, it addresses the classic question posed by Spivak: “Can the Subaltern speak?” (Yin & Wu, 2025) In the post-
colonial context, Arab women are often perceived as “the Other,” lacking an autonomous voice, with their experi-
ences needing external representation to enter public discourse. However, any act of representation inherently risks
power imbalances. Kaouther Ben Hania’s “reenactment” method skillfully circumvents this pitfall. Rather than di-
rectly “speaking for” Olfa Hamrouni, it creates an intermediary expression mechanism: through the actor’s body as
an “intermediary vessel,” Olfa Hamrouni re-engages with traumatic memories from a safe distance. Through contin-
uous guidance, correction, and reflection, she gradually regains control over interpreting her own life narrative.

Secondly, this approach challenges the traditional documentary’s obsession with “objective truth.” Since Flaherty,
Western mainstream documentary traditions have often assumed that the camera can transparently “reflect reality,”
positioning the director in an omniscient perspective. However, Four Daughters openly exposes its constructed na-
ture: directives, interruptions, role-playing, reenactments, directorial interventions, and actorial interventions—all
revealing artificial traces in the imagery. This self-referential stance does not diminish authenticity but rather en-
hances its ethical credibility. It acknowledges that no narrative can escape the influence of positions, emotions, and
power dynamics, thereby rejecting the hegemonic gaze masquerading as neutrality.

More importantly, “reenactment” as a method embodies the core tenet of post-colonial feminism (Jin, 2024).
Knowledge production should not be top-down imposition but rather the result of horizontal collaboration; truth is
not a singular endpoint but a provisional consensus through multi-party negotiation. In this sense, Four Daughters
transcends being merely a film—it represents a social practice of collaborative knowledge creation. The production
site transforms into a temporary community where directors, cinematographers, actors, and the real family collec-
tively participate in a ritual of collective healing.

The study reveals that the concept of “reenactment” in The Four Daughters transcends conventional narrative
techniques, evolving into a post-colonial feminist visual methodology with universal significance. In subsequent
research, we will integrate theoretical frameworks from Spivak, Foucault, and Butler to explore the operational logic
of this approach, demonstrating how it achieves narrative empowerment through concrete implementation.

2. Theoretical Framework: The Threefold Composition of “Replay” as a Method

To understand why “reenactment” can be regarded as a systematic imaging method, it must be examined within the
intellectual framework where postcolonial theory and feminist criticism intersect. The study begins with Spivak’s
“silence” proposition, combines Foucault’s “body politics” analysis, and ultimately grounds itself in Butler’s “per-
formative” theory. This approach constructs a multi-layered interpretive framework to explain the three pillars of the
“reenactment” method: mediating expression, anti-disciplinary techniques, and the construction of generative sub-
jectivity.

2.1 Spivak and “Intermediary Expression”: Breaking the Paradox of Representation

In her seminal work “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, Spivak delivers a scathing critique of how discursive power struc-
tures systematically silence marginalized groups caught in intersecting forms of oppression. She exposes the cogni-
tive violence inherent in Western Marxism and liberal feminism when attempting to “represent” India’s Subaltern
women. These theoretical frameworks, which presuppose a universal model of human experience, overlook the
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unique predicaments of women subjected to colonial oppression intersecting with class, gender, and ethnic identities
(Wang, 2025). When intellectuals assume the role of “saviors” to intervene, they essentially replicate the logic of
imperialist knowledge production.

The documentary Four Daughters confronts a similar ethical dilemma: How to narrate the story of an Arab mother
losing her two daughters without falling into the traps of the “Orientalist gaze” and “cultural relativism”? The direc-
tor’s answer lies in refusing to become a spokesperson, instead establishing an “intermediary expression” mechanism.
By introducing actors for “reenactments,” the film creates a buffer zone. Here, when confronted with too brutal scenes,
Olfa Hamrouni need not directly address the camera to vent her pain or fear having her words misinterpreted. Instead,
she can guide actors to indirectly express emotions, revise memories, and even question her past self.

This “indirect discourse” precisely avoids the “paradox of representation”—warned by Spivak—where claiming
to speak for the 3marginalized only obscures their authentic voice (Sun, 2015). Throughout the “reenactment,” Olfa
maintains control over narrative direction. Each interruption, correction, and supplementation she makes constitutes
a microcosm of contesting discourse sovereignty. This demonstrates that “reenactment” is not merely an aesthetic
form, but also an ethical technique designed to safeguard the narrator’s subjective integrity.

2.2 Foucault and the “Techno of the Anti-Regulation”: The Reappropriation of the Body

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault argues that modern power constructs individuals into “tamed bodies” through
techniques like surveillance, training, and categorization (Liang, 2023). Within patriarchal systems intertwined with
religious fundamentalism, women’s bodies become the primary target of disciplinary control. From childhood dress
codes and behavioral taboos to marital and reproductive arrangements, women’s bodies remain under constant sur-
veillance.

In the film, the daughters’ “flight” can be seen as an extreme rebellion against physical discipline. Ironically,
however, they don’t achieve freedom but instead plunge into an even harsher system of conditioning. The concept of
“reenactment” offers an alternative path. When Olfa guided the actors through their postures, speech patterns, and
details about their daughters, she was essentially reprocessing those erased bodily memories. The actors’ bodies
became malleable symbols, and through continuous adjustments to these symbols, family members gradually re-
gained control over defining what constitutes “reality”.

This constitutes an “anti-disciplinary technique” that dismantles the illusion of discipline’s naturalness through
repetitive performative acts, exposing its inherently constructed nature. As Foucault emphasized in his later works,
resistance is inherently embedded within power—“where there is power, there is resistance” (Xia & Zhang, 2020).
The act of reenactment serves as a self-reinforcing tool of resistance, leveraging the discipline’s own logic (repetition,
demonstration, correction) to ultimately achieve liberation.

2.3 Butler and the “Constructive Subjectivity of Generation”: Self-reinvention in Performance

Judith Butler’s theory of “performance” provides the key to understanding the empowering potential of “repetition.”
She argues that gender is not an inherent 5essence but is constructed through repeated ritualized behaviors (Zhou,
2025). The concept of “woman” is not a fixed identity, but rather the cumulative effect of socially recognized ways
of “being a woman.”

This perspective extends to the broader realm of identity politics: subjectivity is always generated through perfor-
mance, reinforced through repetition, and gradually transformed through variation. The “repetition” in Four Daugh-
ters exemplifies such generative practice. Each rehearsal isn’t a literal execution of the script but rather a dynamic
process filled with friction, controversy, and revisions. When Olfa says “No, I didn’t ask him,” she isn’t just correct-
ing the actors’ performances—she’s fundamentally reconstructing her own understanding of the event.

This process itself constitutes a form of “self-dramatization,” allowing her to detach from the immersive traumatic
experience and gain critical reflection. As psychoanalyst Dominique Rakapra noted, trauma survivors must undergo
an “action-oriented healing” process to transform repressed memories into narratable experiences (Zhang, 2021). The
act of “reenactment” provides precisely such a safe vessel for this transformation.

In conclusion, “reenactment” forms a comprehensive visual methodology in Four Daughters. It resolves ethical
dilemmas through Spivak’s concept of the silencing proposition, addresses power dynamics via Foucault’s bodily
theory, and achieves subject regeneration through Butler’s performative framework. These three elements collec-
tively support the core argument of this study: authentic empowerment lies not in providing answers, but in mastering
the art of questioning and storytelling.
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3. Textual Analysis: The Three Operational Mechanisms of the “Replay” Method
3.1 Intermediary Expression: Safe Speech through the Agency of the Body

One of the film’s most emotionally charged moments occurs when Olfa guides the actors in reenacting their wedding
night scene. The actress portraying the young Olfa says, “Don’t be nervous, Abdullah Rahman. I won’t fly away.
Please be gentle.” The real Olfa suddenly interjects: “No, I didn’t beg him. I was firm—I ordered him.” She then
recalls her sister’s entrance and seamlessly transitions into the role of the sister, acting as the witness present at the
scene.

This symbolic scene reveals that “reenactment” is not about historical accuracy, but rather a profound exploration
of psychological and emotional authenticity. Olfa’s personal involvement essentially represents a struggle for narra-
tive control. She refuses to accept simplistic characterizations. Through meticulous adjustments to the actors’ tone,
posture, and pacing, she even conducted an open self-examination before the camera.

The existence of this “agency body” forms the primary operational mechanism of the “reenactment” method: me-
diating expression. It allows narrators to regain control over memories without directly exposing trauma. As Lacan
noted, the identification process in the mirror stage relies on the image of the “other” to construct the self (Jiang &
Ding, 2024). Here, the actor’s body becomes a mirror, enabling Olfa to re-examine that “past self” which once made
her feel ashamed or angry from a safe distance.

3.2 Collaborative Knowledge Production: Breaking the Narrative Co-governance of Director-centered
System

The entire filming site of the movie is a meticulously crafted “liminal space”—what anthropologist Turner calls the
“intermediate state,” where 8rules pause, identities shift, and new meanings emerge (Jia, 2017). In this space, the
director, cinematographer, actors, and the real family form a temporary community, jointly participating in a collec-
tive healing ritual.

The most crucial aspect lies in director Ben Hania’s refusal to monopolize narrative control. Instead, she willingly
relinquishes narrative authority, allowing Olfa to interrupt, modify, or even veto performative content at any time.
This approach breaks the traditional documentary hierarchy of “director-interviewee” and establishes a collaborative
knowledge production model. It embodies a post-colonial feminist epistemology: knowledge isn’t top-down trans-
mission but rather the natural outcome of horizontal collaboration.

The documentary’s recurring details—Olfa and her two daughters Ida and Thessil’s recollections, along with the
family’s persistent corrections and explanations about events—may seem trivial at first glance, yet they embody the
sovereignty of memory. By continually correcting the actors’ actions, family members gradually reconstructed their
understanding of their loved ones’ identities. This “co-governance” not only democratizes the narrative but also
achieves ethical decolonization.

3.3 Generative Subject Construction: Remodeling the Self in Repetition

The film repeatedly focuses on details of the body: walking posture, hair color, clothing habits, facial expressions.
These seemingly trivial instructions are deeply political. They show that the body is not only a carrier of private
experience, but also a frontline of ideological struggle.

What “reenactment” offers is precisely a generative mechanism for constructing subjectivity. Each rehearsal is not
mere replication but variation. When Olfa said, “I taught them to aim, but the muzzle pointed at me,” and “I taught
them to be strong, yet they conquered me,” she was not only recounting the past but also reinterpreting the present.
This continuous repetition and refinement transforms traumatic memories from “repressed objects” into “narratable
narratives.”

Psychoanalysis refers to this process as the “cultivation process,” with “reenactment” serving as its concrete visu-
alized operational pathway. Rather than seeking rational explanations or demanding forced reconciliations, it creates
a space where suffering can be re-experienced, re-named, and re-located under controlled conditions. It is precisely
through this generative process that the subject achieves rebirth.
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4. The Method of “Reenactment” in a Cross-cultural Perspective: Theoretical Extension and
Boundary Reflection in a Comparative Context

The establishment of “repetition” as a post-colonial feminist imaging methodology is not intended to sanctify or
universalize it, but rather to examine its applicability boundaries, theoretical potential, and inherent limitations within
a broader cross-cultural critical framework. Only through dialogue and comparison with other relevant imaging prac-
tices can we truly determine whether the methodology proposed in Four Daughters possesses transferability, sys-
tematic coherence, and critical depth. This study will employ three representative documentary films as reference
points to explore variations, functions, and ethical challenges of “repetition” as a method across different social con-
texts, thereby providing stronger theoretical foundations for its positioning.

4.1 Dialogue with “Participatory Documentary” from the Ideal of Empowerment to the Reality of Power

Since the 1970s, “participatory documentary” has served as a vital pathway for empowering marginalized communi-
ties 9through visual representation, emphasizing authorial presence in cinematic storytelling (Li, 2024). Pioneering
movements like the British “Cinematheque Society Movement”, Latin America’s “Third Cinema”, and contemporary
“Community Film Projects” all advocate for camera ownership, enabling subjects to “tell their own stories”. This
tradition shares ethical objectives with Four Daughters, breaking the elitist monopoly of narrative control and ad-
vancing the democratization of knowledge production.

However, “participatory documentaries” often face a tension between “formal empowerment” and “substantive
control” in practice. Even when cameras are given to ordinary people, the editing rights, distribution channels, and
discourse interpretation remain predominantly controlled by external institutions. More crucially, directly exposing
trauma survivors to camera lenses to recount their pain often leads to secondary trauma, particularly when dealing
with highly sensitive issues like domestic violence or religious extremism. Narrators are particularly prone to emo-
tional breakdowns or self-censorship in such situations.

In contrast, the “reenactment” approach in Four Daughters offers a psychologically safer alternative. Rather than
relying on “self-shooting,” it empowers through representational expression. The actors’ bodies act as a buffer zone,
allowing Olfa to engage with the narrative without confronting immediate trauma. This “mediated participation”
preserves the democratic ideals of participatory documentaries while avoiding emotional risks, demonstrating height-
ened ethical sensitivity. Essentially, “reenactment” represents a structural upgrade from traditional participatory mod-
els—shifting from “you speak™ to “we act together,” and transitioning from direct exposure to reflective reconstruc-
tion.

4.2 The Analysis of “Fictionalized Reality”: The Redefinition of Authenticity

In recent years, an increasing number of documentaries have begun to blur the line between reality and fiction. Films
like Only the Fragrance Remains and The Thin Blue Line employ directors’ intervention to reconstruct narrative
logic, while Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 uses political satire to deconstruct neutral perspectives. These works
challenge documentary ethics by breaking the fourth wall (Wang & Guo, 2025). Such “fictionalized documentaries”
are often criticized for “manipulating reality” and “entertaining suffering.”

The “reenactment” in Four Daughters fundamentally differs from the aforementioned practices. While the former
is predominantly director-led, serving investigative or dramatic purposes where “truth” remains understood as a re-
ducible objective reality, the latter is participant-driven, aiming to heal and reconstruct identity. Here, “truth” is in-
terpreted as contextualized, fluid subjective experience. In the film, each reenactment involves active intervention
from real family members. For instance, when discussing the mother’s misleading narrative about the photo, Yia
corrects her mother with “the truth isn’t entirely like that.” These revisions aren’t about correcting factual errors, but
rather approximating emotional authenticity.

Therefore, “reenactment” here does not conceal reality but reveals its inherent complexity. It acknowledges the
constructive nature of memory, the contradictory emotions, and the fluidity of the subject, thereby developing a post-
reality documentary ethics: truth is no longer an endpoint but a process continuously generated through negotiation.
This redefinition of authenticity elevates “reenactment” beyond the instrumental use of “fictionalized documentation,”
transforming it into an innovative methodological approach at the epistemological level.

4.3 Intertextuality with “Theater of Trauma”: The Body as a Healing Medium

The practice of “reenactment” shares profound resonance with trauma theater or psychodrama in psychotherapy.
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Developed by Jacob Moreno, this therapeutic technique employs role-playing, staged environments10, and collective
witness to help individuals reconstruct and process traumatic memories (Xu, 2023). Such methods have been widely
implemented in post-war contexts including Rwanda, the Balkans, and refugee camps for collective healing.

The filming of Four Daughters essentially served as an open psychological drama: the camera acted as a witness,
the director as both director and therapist, actors as stand-ins, while family members became the “protagonists”. By
guiding actors to reenact pivotal scenes like arguments, farewells, and silences, Olfa managed to revisit those suffo-
cating situations from a safe distance. Through continuous rehearsals and refinements, she achieved a profound cog-
nitive reassessment.

However, the fundamental distinction between cinema and therapy lies in their respective pursuits: while therapy
seeks to achieve psychological stability and reconciliation for individuals, cinema aims to reveal social significance
and initiate public dialogue. The “reenactment” in Four Daughters transcends private healing by making this process
public and cinematic, transforming it into a public ethical performance. It invites audiences not only to witness trauma
but also to observe how trauma is narrated, questioned, and reconstructed. This leap from “internal healing” to “ex-
ternal resistance” endows the reenactment method with both the compassion of psychotherapy and the sharp edge of
social critique.

4.4 Boundary and Reflection of the Method: Who Has the Right to “Replay”? Who Defines “Truth”?

While “reenactment” demonstrates remarkable theoretical potential, its implementation must be approached with
caution due to inherent risks. First, not all traumatic experiences warrant reenactment. For survivors from specific
cultural contexts, recreating violent scenarios might be perceived as sacrilege and constituting secondary victimiza-
tion. Second, the involvement of “actors” could create new power imbalances. When professional performers dram-
atize experiences beyond their own, does this risk emotional exploitation? Finally, as architects of the “method,”
directors retain ultimate editing authority. Could these structural power dynamics undermine the commitment to
collaborative storytelling?

These issues remind us that “reenactment” as a method is not a universal solution, but rather a tangible practice
requiring highly contextualized judgment. It demands that creators possess profound cultural sensitivity, ethical
awareness, and collaborative capabilities. Only by respecting the subjects’ will, ensuring psychological safety, and
clarifying power distribution can “reenactment” truly fulfill its promise of empowerment.

5. Conclusion: Towards a Transferable Postcolonial Feminist Approach to Visual Representa-
tion

The documentary Four Daughters holds significance not in how many questions it answers, but in the comprehensive
methodology it proposes. It demonstrates that when confronting trauma, speechlessness, and oppression, visual media
can not only document reality but also serve as an interventionist knowledge tool to actively participate in the recon-
struction of human agency.

Research demonstrates that “reenactment” in this documentary has evolved into a sophisticated post-colonial fem-
inist visual methodology, characterized by three core attributes: mediating agency, collaborative participation, and
generative creation. These elements collectively form an ethical, politically effective, and aesthetically innovative
paradigm. Mediating agency addresses the challenge of “safe trauma articulation”: By employing proxy bodies,
staged distance, and directorial presence, it mitigates secondary trauma risks while enabling narrators to regain con-
trol over memories within controlled contexts. Collaborative knowledge production dismantles traditional documen-
tary power structures, transforming filming sites into spaces of equal dialogue. Directors transition from omniscient
authors to facilitators, while interviewees evolve from mere information sources to co-creators. This model estab-
lishes institutional safeguards for marginalized groups’ self-presentation. Generative subject construction reveals that
“reenactment” transcends mere reproduction—it activates Butlerian performative mechanisms that drive continuous
transformation and regeneration through repetition. True empowerment resides in this capacity for self-reinvention.

This methodology extends beyond Arab women’s narratives to encompass other groups subjected to structural
violence—including refugees and people with disabilities. It reveals that formal innovation in global South visual
practices inherently constitutes political action. Thus, Four Daughters not only redefines documentary language but
also introduces new practical dimensions to post-colonial feminist theory. Ultimately, it demonstrates that when the-
oretical frameworks confront real-world challenges, methodological awareness and innovation become the pathway
to genuine empowerment.
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