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The Silence oozes noise in its subtext. It is a very quiet movie: there’s no music and most
of the noise comes from the environment. But underneath the silence are layers of
emotional tension, intrigue, and dread.
Directed by Ali Asgari and Farnoosh Samadi, The Silence is a 2016 short film that follows
mother Cahide and daughter Fatma, Kurdish refugees in an Italian hospital. The pair
are at the hospital to get a diagnosis for the mother’s unknown illness but, as we
quickly learn, Cahide is unable to speak to any of the hospital staff, complicating the
duo’s ability to get a clear diagnosis.
Translation is an important part of the film. The surface level tension and conflict in the
film is the difficulty of translation between the doctor, the daughter, and the mother.
While the viewer is aware of each individual’s situation, the characters face
communication issues because of language barriers. This disconnect in translation is
what leads to the titular silence that encompasses the greater majority of the film. The
difficulty of translation for the refugee characters deeply emphasizes the extensive
struggle they face when trying to simply visit the doctor’s office. The Kurdish refugees
speak their own language while the doctor herself is Italian, making the common
understanding of the English language a flawed, non-native, secondary form of
communication between the two parties.
Directors Asgari and Samadi create a powerful sense of dramatic irony through the use
of subtitles and the expressions and body language of Fatma. All Italian and Kurdish is
translated into English for the audience: the audience knows everything while each
individual character does not. The audience knows the words that Fatma refuses to say
along with the weight of those words. Further, the audience knows exactly how
unaware Cahide is of her situation. The directors choose to translate all languages into
English, and, because of the translated subtitles, the audience can realize that some
words are harder to translate than others.
The film becomes all the more powerful through its purposeful use of silence. The lack
of music in the doctor’s office pairs just as well with the intention of the story. The
doctor’s office has a very specific feel to it and that feeling can be noted worldwide. At
any doctor’s office or hospital there are going to be stark white walls and the smell of
antiseptics. There is also a general lack of chaos and noise despite taking place in a
setting one might think would be the craziest of places. The familiarity of the doctor’s
office environment paired with the harsh lighting and seemingly misplaced silence
creates tension in the scene, leaving the viewer with a sense of unease. That unease
helps the audience sympathize with the characters who have been placed in the
uncomfortable position of being in a foreign country where any form of communication
they encounter will be strained.

Fatma’s silence is addressed explicitly throughout the film, but her mother also carries
a sort of silence that falls in line with being a refugee in a foreign country. Cahide
doesn’t have the same knowledge of English as her daughter, which not only introduces
the main conflict of the film but also presents Cahide as already being silenced. She has
to speak and hear through her daughter. When Fatma is not around her, Cahide is
essentially forced into an unwitting silence herself. She has no meaning to pair with
what is being said around her, placing her in a situation where she might as well be
hearing nothing because of her lack of understanding.
When given the news of the severity of her mother’s illness, Fatma requests to translate
the news in her own time. The scene has no music and minimal ambient sound, all of
which emphasizes Fatma’s own silence, her inability to give a voice to the unfurling
conflict before her. It settles. Nothing she says can stop it. In fact, voicing it gives the
blow finality and solidifies its inevitability. Fatma’s ability to translate, to speak in her
mother’s place, is contrasted by her inability to voice trauma. A typical child of Fatma’s
age might respond to conflict with a very vocal complaint or tears. Comparatively,
tasked with translating the diagnosis and speaking on something she would rather not
face at all, Fatma’s only way of coping with the news is keeping quiet. That is all the
power such a situation grants her. The silence itself is her only way of dealing with the
situation. She knows how bad her mother’s medical condition is, but if she keeps quiet
and hides the information from her mother, then maybe it would be as if the reality did
not exist in the first place.
Silence is sometimes a response to trauma. Fatma is already living in a difficult situation
with moving to a different country and leaving their home behind. It is likely that even
before this doctor’s visit that she has been doing the translation of most everything for
her mother. She is young and with her role as translator she is likely being put through
many stressful situations that a young girl may not be used to. It is a common
occurrence that first-generation children from all around the world are translating for
their parents who are still learning the new language given that these children have an
easier time learning a new language because of their age.
Ultimately, the reality Fatma withheld from her mother, unable to face herself, unfolds
despite her attempts to avoid it. As a response, Fatma covers her ears, blocking out the
sounds. Ali Asgari has mentioned his intention to emphasize the helplessness of
refugees, but also specifically refugee children, who are silent witnesses to the trauma
around them, watching without a say as the world around them falls apart. Asgari
combines the elements of observation and experience within the film. So Fatma
observes all that occurs around her without the ability to drown out the reality of her
mother being terminally ill.

Farnoosh Samadi also realizes the impact that film has on society and uses it to raise
awareness on social issues. Growing up in Iran and studying in Italy later in life, Samadi
and Asgari encountered difficulty with Italian, and wanted to depict the challenges of
translation. Specifically, Samadi drew inspiration for The Silence when she had to
translate her friend’s disease to her. She also wanted to portray the helplessness of a
child and the difference of what it means to be a child facing all the problems people
can usually face more easily as adults. Both directors are acutely aware of the impact
media have on society so, through their work, they aim to raise awareness of various
unfortunate events around the world. They argue that people cannot be silent and
unresponsive to the events around us. Consequently, this film represents their way of
expressing the issues they have witnessed.
The two main characters occupy a space as refugees in a larger discourse on migrants:
by using a woman and a child as the main character, the filmmakers are, deliberately or
not, participating in media frames that focus on the victimhood of migrants. Beyond
the kind of representation afforded to the migrant characters of this film, the overall
helplessness and despair of the film frames Fatma and Cahide as victims of
extraordinary circumstances.
Often caught in crossfire of multiple wars in the Middle East throughout decades, the
Kurds’ push for autonomy is constantly ignored. While the Kurds refer to their
homeland as Kurdistan, official institutions, including the media, classify it as a region
stretching across Iraq, Turkey, Syria, and Iran, all of which play a part in silencing the
Kurdish voice. Iraqi and Turkish forces have exercised ethnic cleansing of the Kurdish
people. Nationalistic attempts to stifle the Kurdish languages have also been made, and
their land has often faced conquest for its resources. Meanwhile, their allies, the U.S.
and Russia, have gone silent, leaving them to their own devices. Through the political
pull of each country and the ongoing violence, Kurdistan’s fight for autonomy
continually goes unheard, and the war forces civilians like Cahide and Fatma out as
refugees.
So, they face a new silence: the unfamiliarity of a different language and new land, both
of which pose another situation that leaves them helpless. It is no coincidence that two
refugees find themselves in a medical facility, in which someone else still has the power
to determine their status. Just as before, Fatma and Cahide have no words that can
liberate them from their struggle.

