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How Algeria became a breeding ground for instability, violence, and Islamic terrorismAfter
liberating itself from French colonial rule in one of the twentieth century’s most brutal wars of
independence, Algeria became a standard-bearer for the non-aligned movement. By the 1990s,
however, its revolutionary political model had collapsed, degenerating into a savage conflict
between the military and Islamist guerillas that killed some 200,000 citizens. In this lucid and
gripping account, Martin Evans and John Phillips explore Algeria’s recent and very bloody
history, demonstrating how the high hopes of independence turned into anger as young
Algerians grew increasingly alienated. Unemployed, frustrated by the corrupt military regime,
and excluded by the West, the post-independence generation needed new heroes, and some
found them in Osama bin Laden and the rising Islamist movement. Evans and Phillips trace the
complex roots of this alienation, arguing that Algeria’s predicament—political instability, pressing
economic and social problems, bad governance, a disenfranchised youth—is emblematic of an
arc of insecurity stretching from Morocco to Indonesia. Looking back at the pre-colonial and
colonial periods, they place Algeria’s complex present into historical context, demonstrating how
successive governments have manipulated the past for their own ends. The result is a fractured
society with a complicated and bitter relationship with the Western powers—and an increasing
tendency to export terrorism to France, America, and beyond.

From Publishers WeeklyFifty years after winning a bloody independence struggle, Algeria
remains disturbingly unstable and impoverished. British historian Evans and journalist Phillips
draw a complex, engrossing portrait of a nation afflicted with many contemporary problems:
terrorism, economic inequality, a stalled transition to democracy and the rise of Islamic
fundamentalism. After gaining independence from France in 1962, leaders spoke of democracy
but ruled with a one-party state. The first generation of free Algerians grew up under an
increasingly corrupt military dictatorship. As decades passed, a swelling population and massive
unemployment among young people increasingly attracted to the Islamic movement exploded
into widespread violence during 1988's Black October. Although the army brutally suppressed
the uprising, thereby radicalizing many victims and observers, the government determined that
democratization was essential. After reforms, the radical Islamic party won a landslide victory in
the 1991 preliminary electoral ballot despite laws aimed at the party's suppression. Military
leaders canceled further elections and imprisoned thousands of Islamists. Other Islamists took
to the hills. A vicious guerrilla terror campaign ensued for a decade. Evans and Phillips's clear-
eyed tome reveals a fractured society seething under an insecure and oppressive government.
(Jan.)Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights
reserved.Review"An excellent primer that provides readers a quick orientation into Algeria's



history from 1820 to the present."―Cmdr. Youssef Aboul-Enein, Waterline -- Cmdr. Youssef
Aboul-Enein ― Waterline Published On: 2008-08-14"As this chilling and important book makes
clear, [Algeria] remains a country controlled by unelected men who have left most of the
population disinherited and at continuing risk of political violence."—Michael Mewshaw,
Washington Post -- Michael Mewshaw ― Washington Post Published On: 2008-03-30About the
AuthorMartin Evans is professor of contemporary history at the University of Portsmouth and
author of The Memory of Resistance: French Opposition to the Algerian War 1954–62 (1997).
John Phillips has reported from Algeria for The Times as a special correspondent from 1991 to
1997, and is author of Macedonia: Warlords & Rebels in the Balkans (2004).From The
Washington PostReviewed by Michael MewshawAs the occupation of Iraq began to unravel in
2003, the State Department and the Pentagon reportedly screened "The Battle of Algiers" for
their employees. While this fictionalized, 40-year-old docudrama about Algeria's struggle for
independence might offer some insights into Islamic insurgencies, true understanding of the
currents that have convulsed the Islamic world requires the kind of analysis that distinguishes
Algeria: Anger of the Dispossessed. The product of extensive research and courageous
reporting, this book combines the best efforts of an academic, Martin Evans, and a journalist,
John Phillips, both of whom have many years of experience in North Africa.Like Iraq, Algeria was
largely the creation of colonizing Europeans. On the flimsiest pretext, France invaded in 1830
and imposed its language, laws and tax system. Any resistance to this "civilizing mission" was
viewed as an excuse for merciless punishment and military expansion deeper into the mineral-
rich Sahara. By the end of the 19th century, the indigenous people were utterly disenfranchised,
Algeria had become a département of France, and the largest cities and best land were flooded
with European settlers. With all the obligations and none of the privileges of citizenship,
Algerians served loyally in both world wars. But after 1945, when the French refused to grant
them greater autonomy, insurrection spread and turned into open warfare in 1954.Viewing
Algeria's National Liberation Front (NLF) as a terrorist organization, France resorted to
systematic torture -- waterboarding was a frequent method -- as the most effective way of
dealing with people it considered fanatics. Even Nobel laureate Albert Camus couldn't
countenance handing the country over to the Algerians. More than matching France's cruelty,
the NLF inflicted unspeakable atrocities on the French as well as on Algerians who sided with
the colonizers. To the NLF, violence was not so much a military tactic as a cathartic assertion of
identity.After France capitulated in 1962, newly independent Algeria became the darling of the
non-aligned world, theoretically egalitarian and socialist. In fact, as Evans and Phillips show in
meticulous detail, it was riven by coups, counter-coups, assassinations and bloody reprisals
against collaborators. Algerians who had remained loyal to the French were slaughtered by the
thousands. The NLF claimed an inherent, ongoing right to rule, but the authoritarian and anti-
democratic regime was also spectacularly inefficient and kleptocratic. Soon dependent on
France for financial aid, Algeria became another economic basket-case bailed out by the
International Monetary Fund. This didn't, however, prevent an entrenched oligarchy from



amassing fortunes through kickbacks from oil and gas deals.By the 1980s, former NLF
combatants questioned whether the war had been a ruse to allow a few generals to seize power.
With unemployment rising and essential services in short supply, people took to the streets. As
Evans and Phillips describe it, the situation replicated the conditions that preceded the rebellion
against France -- only now the Algerian government was in the role of oppressor, while a
miscellany of disaffected women, disenfranchised Berbers and Islamic fundamentalists
demanded recognition. In desperation, the government called elections. When it became clear
that the fundamentalists would win, there was a military putsch. The nation spiraled into chaos
as terrorists, state provocateurs and government death squads reduced the countryside to a
killing zone. An estimated 200,000 people were killed from 1992 to 2002, and, as recent
bombings in Algiers demonstrate, the savagery continues.In chronicling this violence and the
racial, religious and tribal frictions that still plague Algeria, the authors provide an implicit
warning about what may happen in Iraq. Indeed, the question that hovers over much of this book
is: What kind of audacity or arrogance leads another state to try to impose its will, much less its
political system, on such chaos?The darkest irony, Evans and Phillips conclude, is that only 9/11
prevented Algeria from falling into a worse cataclysm. Spotting an opportunity, President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika flew to Washington and convinced the Bush administration that he stood
shoulder-to-shoulder in the war on terror. That his regime had sponsored terrorism and tortured
its own citizens -- using the French technique of waterboarding and adding blowtorches for good
measure -- slipped down the memory hole. Money, military advisers and political support floated
in from Washington on bilious clouds of self-delusion, and U.S. officials blessed Algeria as "the
most democratic" Arab nation.In its 50-year quest for a national identity, Algeria, like Iraq and
Afghanistan, has passed from colonialism to revolution to socialism to Islamic insurgency. Now it
is said to be our partner in combating terrorism. But, as this chilling and important book makes
clear, it remains a country controlled by unelected men who have left most of the population
disinherited and at continuing risk of political violence.Copyright 2008, The Washington Post. All
Rights Reserved.Read more
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MeccaharkiMuslim auxiliary who fought in the French army during the war of liberation. For all
post-independence regimes the word has been synonymous with ‘traitor’hizbpolitical partyhizb
fransa‘the party of France’: a pejorative term referring to Algerians supposedly defending the
interests of the former colonial powerjahiliyathe state of ignorance that existed before the arrival
of Islamjihadeffort, struggle, a legitimate warMajlis al-ShuraConsultative Councilmaraboutholy
manraïliterally means ‘opinion’; musical genre that emerged from OranSalafistmember of the
Muslim revivalist movement salafiya, based on the idea of a return to the ideas and practices of
early IslamshariaIslamic lawsheikhelder, religious leadersherifmember of family descended from
the ProphetshuraconsultationSufismmystic tradition within IslamTamazightthe Berber
languageulama (pl. ulema)group of religious scholarsummathe community of Muslim
believerswilayaan administrative region: during the war of liberation the FLN divided Algeria into
six such regionsPREFACEWhy Algeria?LYING ON THE southern shores of the Mediterranean,
Algeria is a vast country, the second largest in Africa and indeed the eleventh largest in the
world.* Bordered by Morocco to the west, Tunisia and Libya to the east and Mauritania, Mali and
Niger to the south, Algeria is a land of dramatic physical extremes where vertiginous gorges and
snow-capped mountains compete with tangerine groves, marshy plains and vast tracts of the
Sahara desert. It is by any stretch of the imagination a singular landscape, beautiful, beguiling,
bewildering, which down the centuries has formed a historical crossroads between Islam and
Christianity, Africa and Europe, the First World and the Third.At the beginning of the twenty-first
century, the notion that Algeria represents an adjacent ‘other’ is just as prevalent as it has ever
been. Most obviously, this impression is derived from the train of events since 11 September
2001 and all the attendant speculation about the ‘clash of civilizations’. Equally, however, it
stems from the pressure of economic migration from the poor South, and here one fact is vital:
for Algeria's 33.3 million Muslim inhabitants, one of the fastest-growing populations in the world,
Europe is just two hours away by plane, and large numbers covet a better life in the rich
North.Algeria occupied the world headlines between 1954 and 1962 with the national liberation
struggle against French rule. Immortalized in Gillo Pontecorvo's 1966 film The Battle of Algiers,
this was one of the bloodiest and most protracted wars of decolonization, with no quarter given
by either side. When independence was finally won this was rightly seen across the globe as a
momentous event. Yet almost at once Algeria was forgotten, as the world's gaze shifted to the
Vietnam War, the events of May 1968 in France, and the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia.
Beyond France, reports on Algeria tended to be sporadic, largely because from a news
perspective, with independence attained, the story was over.Algeria only returned to the world
media spotlight in the late 1980s, with the rise of the political Islamist party the Islamic Salvation
Front (FIS). In January 1992 the army cancelled elections which the FIS was poised to win and
the country soon descended into violence as young Islamist guerrillas took to the hills to fight the
military regime. A cycle of terrorism and counter-terrorism ensued, creating a spiral of
uncontrollable events that grew ever more savage. The ferocity and frequency of bombings,
shootings and ambushes turned whole swathes of the country into a maze of military



checkpoints, concrete blast walls and razor wire. The second Algerian war had begun.During
late 1997 and early 1998 Algeria turned bloody beyond belief. Suddenly to the outside world the
place became not so much a country but an event, a maelstrom of violence where whole
villages were wiped out in the hinterland of the capital. Three hundred ordinary civilians were
massacred in Raïs on 28 August 1997, followed by five hundred in Béni-Messous on 5
September, four hundred in Bentalha on 22 September, then five hundred more in the three
villages of Meknessa, Souk El-Had and Had Chekala on 4 January 1998. By this point the area
south of Algiers, dubbed ‘the triangle of death’ by locals, amounted to one huge killing field as
groups of hooded men returned night after night to carry out murder, mutilation,
disembowelment and systematic rape. In 1999 even the government was forced to admit that
the conflict had led to a hundred thousand dead, that is, on average, five hundred people every
week, with many more maimed, injured and traumatized. Independent experts suggest the figure
is more like two hundred thousand.By autumn 1997 the sheer scale of the violence in Algeria
had become impossible for the international community to ignore. On 30 September Mary
Robinson, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, made a public plea calling for an end
to bloodshed. Two weeks later four human rights organizations – Amnesty International, Human
Rights Watch, the Fédération Internationale des Ligues des Droits de l'Homme and Reporters
sans Frontières – called for a special UN session on Algeria and the establishment of an
independent international inquiry into the massacres, a demand that was backed up by the
United States on 5 January 1998. On 19 January a European Union delegation made a visit to
see the situation on the ground.In the midst of all this international attention there was much that
was puzzling. Why, for example, was the army incapable of intervening to protect its citizens
even though some units were stationed in barracks just a few hundred yards away from the
massacres? Why had kidnappers been able to abduct a group of mostly elderly Roman Catholic
monks from their monastery at Tibhirine under the noses of soldiers deployed at a nearby post?
Some began to ask if insiders within the military regime were manipulating the bloodshed in
order to sabotage any attempts at dialogue with the Islamist guerrillas.The aim of this book is to
scrape away at the layers of confusion and obfuscation in order to reveal the causes of this
violence. We want to go beyond stereotypes which interpret the conflict as the consequence of a
pathological Oriental mindset, the simple battle between secularists and Islamists or the
inevitable failure of the post-independence regime. There is nothing inevitable or predetermined
about Algeria. Instead, the country's tragedy has to be understood as the product of a specific
and complex historical context filled at every point with alternative possibilities and counter-
factual scenarios.This book is an exploration of the connections between past and present,
where the injustices and horrors of yesteryear are engraved upon people's minds and have
powerful influences on what happens next. The introduction and first four chapters will chart the
country's long historical roots, examining the complicated relationship between the pre-colonial,
colonial and post-colonial periods, whilst chapters four to eight will focus on post-1988 Algeria,
analysing in detail the twists and turns of the unfolding conflict.The book is also a dialogue



between a historian and a journalist, both of whom have extensive first-hand experience of North
Africa and Algeria. Both authors see Algeria as a microcosm of the contemporary world: a
country which is grappling not just with religious terrorism and the legacy of colonialism but also
with huge economic inequalities and a difficult transition to democracy.Finally, the book sets out
to put Algeria into a wider perspective. In January 2003 Algerian Islamists were arrested in north
London, accused of plotting a ricin attack on the London Underground, an event that was
exploited to the hilt by Tony Blair in his justification for the invasion of Iraq. The clampdown on
Islamist activists that followed was met with ironic applause from governments in Algiers and
Paris who had long accused Britain of turning a blind eye to religious extremists, from which
London had gained the soubriquet ‘Londonistan’. Algeria is not elsewhere, a distant French
enclave of no real interest. What happens in Algeria has deep ramifications. The history of
Algeria reminds us of a basic but fundamental truth, namely that in the contemporary world no
country is an island.Martin Evans, PortsmouthJohn Phillips, RomeMarch 2007* Algeria covers
some 900,000 square miles. Sudan is the only African country to be bigger.INTRODUCTIONThe
Role of the Past in Algerian HistoryON 14 JUNE 1830 a small French force waded ashore at first
light at Sidi-Ferruch, a beach some twenty miles to the west of Algeria's capital, Algiers. This
spot had been chosen as the bridgehead for invasion because it was sheltered and the water
was so shallow, and during the next few days the French landed an impressive force of 37,000
men and 91 artillery pieces, its largest expedition since the Napoleonic campaign. Meticulous
planning, combined with strength of numbers, led the military leaders to predict a walk-over and
such was the weight of expectation that members of French high society hired pleasure boats to
observe the naval bombardment of the Algerian coastline.It was a hubris that was well placed.
En route to the capital the French met little resistance, quickly routing a ramshackle force of
35,000 Ottoman troops at Staouéli on 19 June, the only serious military engagement of the
whole campaign. By 5 July Algiers had capitulated, at which point the invading troops were
given a free hand to pillage the casbah for jewels, art and treasure. Flushed with a triumph which
he knew would earn him a marshal's baton, the expedition's leader, the ultraconservative
General Bourmont, congratulated his men on a campaign that had lasted just twenty days and
cost a mere four hundred casualties. As intended, it had brought about the destruction of the
Ottoman regency that, in Bourmont's words, had been a ‘thorn in the side of Europe for three
centuries’ through its sponsorship of the Barbary pirates operating from Algeria's ports.In
retrospect the invasion of Algeria was an event of enormous international significance. This was
the first Arab country to be annexed by the West, and June 1830 set the pattern for the way in
which the Arab world was to be carved up by Britain and France over the next hundred years.
But at the time it was not part of a grand design for systematic imperial expansion. French policy
itself was muddled and confused. Even though the military had forecast an easy victory there
were no plans in place about what to do next and over the following few years military men and
politicians would argue end-lessly over the best course of action: withdrawal, limited control of
the major coastal towns or full-blown occupation.The immediate pretext for the invasion was



revenge for an incident in 1827 when the Dey of Algiers, Khodja Hussein, angry at the French
refusal to repay loans from the Napoleonic wars, attacked the French consul with a fly whisk,
shouting: ‘You are a wicked, faithless, idol-worshipping rascal.’ The French newspapers were
enraged. National honour, the Gazette de France told its readers, had to be avenged; Algiers,
routinely described as a ‘nest of pirates’, had to be taught a lesson. Egged on by the press, the
French began a naval blockade of the Algerian coast, but for all the talk of prestige their real
motivations were political, economic, religious and cultural. Politically, the Algerian adventure
was a cynical attempt to divert attention away from King Charles X's weak and unpopular
regime. Economically, French traders wanted to expand outwards from the trading posts they
had already established on the Algerian coast at La Calle and Bône. For them Algeria was an
alluring prize. As well as being a country of enormous untapped economic potential it was
viewed as a place of fabulous wealth, an image that was fuelled by the legend of the casbah
treasure, the gold that had been plundered over the previous three centuries by the pirates
operating out of Algiers.In religious terms, the Mediterranean was still seen as a zone of
confrontation between Christians and Muslims, a mental image that was reinforced under the
restored Bourbon monarchy by a wave of nostalgia for the Crusades. In the writings of Joseph-
François Michaud, whose Histoire des Croisades was published in the last years of the
Napoleonic Empire and became immensely popular, the Crusades were held up not only as a
model of true religious devotion, but also as the first expression of France's national grandeur,
and hence the invasion of Algeria was trumpeted as a victory over Islam.1 In fact when Charles
X formally announced the invasion to the National Assembly on 2 March 1830, he justified the
enterprise explicitly on religious grounds.2 For him, he solemnly told the seated deputies,
French intervention was about the spread of Christianity:In the midst of the grave events that
have preoccupied Europe, I was obliged to suspend the effect of my just resentment against a
Barbary power; but I can no longer allow to go unpunished the grave insult to my flag; the
resounding redress that I hope to obtain in satisfying the honour of France will with the
Almighty's help turn to the profit of Christendom.3Finally, there was the cultural dimension.
Dynamic, modern and vibrant, France conceived of itself as a coherent nation state with a
superior culture. In contrast the Ottoman regime was looked down upon as a failed state.
Although it had been a threat during the sixteenth century, when Algiers sponsored the corsairs
that regularly attacked European shipping in the Mediterranean, by the beginning of the
nineteenth century the country had become, in French eyes, terminally unstable. The Ottoman
sultan in Istanbul was clearly too weak and too distant to offer protection, the regime was no
longer able to contain the regular uprisings of autonomous tribal groups, the economy was
increasingly falling under the domination of European financiers and the regency itself was riven
with infighting. Little wonder that Algeria was seen as an inviting target for colonization.For all
Charles X's talk of religious and military glory the Algerian adventure failed to prevent the
demise of the Bourbon monarchy, which was overthrown only a month later in the July
Revolution, and still less did it lead to an easy victory. Just because the native population



welcomed the overthrow of the Ottomans it did not mean that they wanted to be ruled by the
French, and by 1832 France was bogged down in a bloody war of occupation. Not until 1847 did
Algerian resistance begin to be overcome, whereupon the country set its feet on the road that
eventually led to its assimilation as an integral part of France, in theory no different from
Normandy or Brittany. It was a fateful step because, as subsequent settlers never tired of telling
their mainland compatriots, this meant that Algeria was an older part of France than Savoy,
which was only received from Italy in 1859. Henceforth generations of French schoolchildren
would be told that France was divided by the Mediterranean like Paris divided by the Seine. The
end result was the most extreme form of colonization: by having the land and culture of its native
population taken away Algeria was to be made French. It was a brutal process which ultimately
led to the counter-violence of the war of liberation between 1954 and 1962 and which has
continued to frame Algerian politics ever since.These are the basic historical facts about the
1830 invasion. However, what is significant here is not the finer detail of the French landing but
its mythic potential; the way in which over time, and by accretion, this event has been
transformed into the starting point for multiple, differing, and often utterly opposed
interpretations of Algerian history. It has become a totem for an array of national and religious
narratives, each of which tells a very different story about the significance of 1830 in terms of the
origins and meaning of Algerian history. What animates these narratives is disagreement not
only about what happened in the past, but also about what is happening in the present and what
will happen in the future. Past, present and future are seen as one and have played a key role in
justifying all kinds of violence. Thus, the past in Algerian history has been invoked to legitimize
not just the appropriation of land by colonialism, but also the war of national liberation as well as
Islamist and anti-Islamist violence.In the case of the French colonial narrative, 1830 was the
starting point of history. Before colonization Algeria had been an empty space devoid of
civilization. Through an industrious and pioneering spirit the French settlers transformed this arid
landscape: by draining plains, establishing vineyards and introducing new agricultural
techniques, they made the desert bloom. It was a potent mythology, one akin to that of the
settlers in nineteenth-century Australia or early Zionists in post-1948 Israel, and a continuous
contrast was made between the lazy, unproductive natives on the one side and the resourceful
settlers on the other. The fact that the settlers had tamed such a harsh environment showed why
they, and not the local population, had a right to own the land.4There is no better vantage point
for understanding the assumptions that underpinned colonialism than Eugène Delacroix's 1834
painting Women of Algiers, which now hangs in the Louvre. The painting resulted from an
expedition which Delacroix made to Algeria and Morocco in 1832 at the behest of the Comte de
Mornay, who wanted him to act as the artist accompanying his diplomatic mission to the Sultan
of Morocco, with whom France was seeking an alliance.5 Delacroix was overwhelmed by the
aesthetics of the landscape, above all how the light differed from that of the North, and during
the course of the whole trip he filled seven notebooks with hundreds of drawings and
sketches.6The painting itself was of three French models dressed in North African costumes,



based upon poses of Muslim women that Delacroix had sketched in Algiers, and it would be no
exaggeration to say that this image has assumed an iconic status in terms of France's vision not
just of Algeria, but of the whole of North Africa. Delacroix's aesthetic preoccupations are obvious
– this is a seductive image dominated by the effect of colour and light – and so too are his
cultural assumptions. In portraying the Algerian women as submissive, sensual and inviting, he
is implicitly saying that the country is a place of fertile riches and therefore ripe for
colonization.7At the end of the nineteenth century this mythology was reformulated and the
settlers came to see themselves as the inheritors of the Roman Empire, taking up the Latin
achievement which had fallen under abeyance with the Arabs.8 Writers such as Emile Gautier
conjured up the image of the Roman Empire as a stable and prosperous civilization, pax
romana, which was violently overturned by the Arab invasion of the seventh century.9 This
narrative simplified the complexities of North African history; the Vandal invasion was ignored,
as was the re-conquest by the Byzantine Empire, in order to leave an overriding image of the
Arab invasion as the North African equivalent of the ravages of Genghis Khan. For Gautier the
Arab conquest was a disaster of apocalyptic proportions because it led to the triumph of a lower
form of civilization in which nomads predominated over settled peoples, pastoral over
agricultural, the tent over the house, the tribe over the family. From then on North Africa was
shrouded in darkness, awaiting the return of Latin civilization in the guise of French colonialism.
Seen through this lens, 1830 was an act of liberation, through which France was bestowing the
benefits of good rule, medicine and science on the southern shores of the Mediterranean.In
contrast, the National Liberation Front (FLN), which led the war against the French between
1954 and 1962, saw 1830 as the starting point of the national liberation struggle.10 From the
beginning, FLN doctrine claimed, the native population opposed the colonial occupation,
inaugurating a long fight for independence which finally ended 132 years later. Through victory
the FLN allowed Algerians to recover an uncomplicated Arab-Islamic identity. By fusing the FLN
and the people into one, this narrative reduced complex history to a narrative of heroes and
villains. It was an extremely simple story of heroic resistance led by the FLN; those who
collaborated with the French were traitors to their religion and nationality, while the contribution
of rival political organizations was ignored. Algerian resistance was conjured up as a single
political force, at once historically continuous, socially cohesive and ideologically consistent,
which began in 1830 and continued until the decisive leadership of the FLN brought victory in
July 1962. Significantly too, this official memory became highly militarized after the coup of 19
June 1965 which overthrew Ahmed Ben Bella and brought Colonel Houari Boumediène to
power. As Boumediène never tired of telling his officers, the army had not just cast off
colonialism, it had humiliated a NATO power, the fourth most important military force in the
world, and become an example to the rest of the Arab world. The army was now seen to
incarnate the war of liberation: embodying the nation's most sacred values and rooted in the
struggle of the people, it was the spine of the revolution, and the key dates in the war became
the basis of an official calendar, a cycle of military commemorations that regularly reminded the



population who held power and why.This official memory was highly anonymous. Indeed, it
became a standard joke that the only veterans who were publicly mentioned were those who
had been killed during the war, as individuals were airbrushed out in the name of a faceless
populism. According to the official FLN slogan, inscribed on every government building, the war
had been fought ‘by the people and for the people’ and the end result was a paradox in the
sense that the past was everywhere, while history as a critical discipline was absent. Reverence
replaced understanding as this single narrative – militarized, anonymous, populist and divorced
from any precise context – was religiously transmitted to the new post-colonial
generation.Despite its selective memory and calculated deceits, the official view had an
enormous hold until the 1980s, largely because it dovetailed with the experience of the ordinary
populace. Algerians were only too aware of how colonialism had been based on racism and
exclusion and for this reason the FLN enjoyed an enormous amount of popular legitimacy. Even
so the official monopoly of history was challenged from two significant directions.The first of
these was the Islamist challenge, which can be traced through the extraordinary career of
Sheikh Abdelatif Soltani. Born in 1902, Soltani was formed by the Association of Algerian
Ulema, a movement of religious clerics that was established in 1931 in Constantine in the
eastern part of the country. Quietly spoken and plainly dressed, Soltani was instrumental in
developing close links with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, which had been founded by
Hassan al-Banna in 1928 and was dedicated to the reconstruction of Islamic society on the
basis of the texts and traditions dated back to the time of the Prophet Mohammed.11Although
suspicious of the political leadership, Soltani felt that the FLN had to be supported in order to
Islamicize society from within. However, given the tactical nature of this alliance, it is not
surprising that once independence had been achieved in July 1962 he quickly fell out with the
FLN regime which he saw as too socialist, too secularist and too Western.Soltani was angered
by the notion that Algeria might have won the war militarily but lost it culturally and this led him to
found, along with Abassi Madani and Ahmed Sahnoun, the association al-Qiyam (‘Values’) in
1963.12 He was especially incensed by what he saw as the lax morality of the post-
independence regime. The continued sale of cigarettes and alcohol, as well as the prominent
presence of women on the military parades of 1 November 1965, dressed, in Soltani's opinion,
in a scandalous fashion, were symbolic of the continued dominance of Western values and
showed just how far Algeria was under attack from the inside. In calling for a reassertion of true
Islamic values Soltani reminded Muslims that a true jihad had an internal as well as an external
dimension. Soltani emphasized that the war of liberation was not just about the physical
expulsion of the French but also the cleansing from Western practices, notably alcohol, smoking
and co-education. This interpretation of the true meaning of the war of liberation would be at the
core of the Islamist movement throughout the 1980s and early 1990s.The second challenge to
the official interpretation of history came from the Berber movement, whose emergence
encapsulates the most controversial issue in Algerian politics and history: what is the ethnic
composition of the Algerian population and where do they come from? The original inhabitants



in North Africa emerged from two independent Stone Age cultures, the Neolithic Caspian and
the Caucasoid Proto-Hamites, which arrived from Egypt and western Asia respectively between
10,000 and 5000 BC. Thus, it was their descendants whom the Phoenicians encountered when
they established a series of trading settlements along the coast in 1100 BC. Collectively, Greek
sources referred to them as barbaroi, a name used for any people who did not speak Greek,
which in turn was taken up by the Romans and the Arabs. This is the origin of the term Berber,
although Berber activists prefer to talk about Imazighen, meaning ‘free men’, a term derived
from their own language, Tamazight. Today the legacy of Berber culture is self-evident
throughout Algeria with the Kabyles in Kabylia, the Shawiya in the Aurès region, the Mozabites
around Ghardaïa and the Tuaregs in the Saharan Hoggar region, in total about 20 per cent of the
population, all speaking a variant of the Berber language. Significantly, their existence
challenges the official post-independence conception of Algeria whereby the government,
determined to counteract the years of colonialism, asserted that the native population was
culturally, linguistically and ethnically Arab; a monolithic understanding of the nation that, by
ignoring the Berber issue, placed Algeria at the centre of the Arab world.Demands for the
recognition of Berber rights provoked the train of events which led to the ‘Berber spring’, one of
the most significant events in post-independence Algeria. The spark was the banning of a public
meeting on 19 March 1980 with Mouloud Mammeri, professor of anthropology and champion of
Berber culture, in Tizi-Ouzou, the capital of Kabylia. Such censorship provoked protests which
erupted into a general strike across the region, during which the protestors drew an explicit
parallel with the ‘Prague spring’ to underline their struggle for self-expression and human
rights.13As such the ‘Berber spring’ challenged the fundamental tenets of all the post-1962
regimes. By denouncing the FLN definition of the Algerian people as far too narrow, it was
characterizing the notion of an Arab-Islamic identity as an imposition. This authoritarian
approach to history, Berber activists continued, reflected the state's anti-democratic and anti-
pluralist character. The Berber spring also looked at the war of liberation from a new angle. By
underlining the manner in which the resistance fighters in Kabylia had borne the brunt of the
French violence between 1954 and 1962, Berber activists were claiming that the internal
resistance had been betrayed by the army of the frontiers which had just sat tight in Morocco
and Tunisia until independence.14Although the Berber spring was essentially a Kabyle affair, the
Berber issue raised the question of where Algerians came from and this issue, perhaps more
than anything else, reveals why the Algerian past is a battleground. In the nineteenth century
French ethnographers tried to argue that the Berbers were descended from Indo-Europeans in
order to differentiate them from the Arabs.15 The likes of Gautier took the view that the Berbers
of the mountains were much closer in mentality to, say, the French peasantry in the Auvergne. It
was a classic divide-and-rule policy that, like the one followed by the Belgians in Rwanda which
distinguished the Hutus from the Tutsis, has left a poisonous legacy. For the Algerian regime
such distinctions were anathema. Anybody who subscribed to them was an agent of French neo-
colonialism who was trying to weaken the Algerian nation from the inside. Such vitriol became a



reflex action for the regime and was encapsulated in the infamous Arabic slogan hizb fransa
(‘the party of France’). On these grounds the Berber movement was stigmatized as inauthentic
and foreign, and derided as a conduit for French ideas of secularism, feminism, liberalism and
socialism which were corroding the country's Islamic identity, an accusation also taken up by the
Islamists.Although Islamists and Berberists come from opposite ends of the political spectrum
their understanding of history is united by the common theme of confiscation at independence.
Both agree that in 1962 Algerians were duped by a corrupt minority only interested in power and
personal aggrandizement. Both agree that the FLN was a fissiparous phenomenon, containing
competing tendencies and groups. Both agree too that the FLN was profoundly changed by the
war, the noble intentions of November 1954 sullied by the grubby reality of post-independence
politics. This attitude took hold at a popular level during the 1980s, when ordinary Algerians
lamented that ‘the FLN of the war was not the FLN of independence’.The colonial narrative, the
official narrative, the Soltani narrative and the Berber narrative: these four examples
demonstrate just how far interpretations of Algerian history are hopelessly entangled with
politics and ideology.16 History is inextricably bound up with contemporary politics and for this
reason it has been open to abuse, misuse and fabrication. In each narrative, historical truth has
been skewed by the ideological concerns of the present where, to put it crudely, good history is
that history which is good for ‘our country’, ‘our political party’, or ‘our religious movement’. Yet it
is too simplistic to dismiss these narratives as a tissue of lies. They are a compound of truth and
fiction where each narrative takes the basic facts before pulling them in different directions.
Moreover, these narratives have been able to mobilize people because they do connect with
their experience. They play on key aspects of the culture, above all the Islamic references which
are the cornerstone of Algerian life, as a way of legitimizing themselves, giving the impression
that they are the natural outcome of long historical narratives stretching back hundreds or even
thousands of years.The French philosopher Ernest Renan, in a lecture given in 1882, famously
argued: ‘forgetting, even getting history wrong, is an essential factor in the formation of the
nation, which is why the progress of historical studies is often a danger to nationality’. Nowhere
has this adage been more true than in post-independence Algeria.17 The function of history for
the regime was neither truth nor scholarship. The population was discouraged from a critical
historical consciousness because history had just one usage: to construct a heroic narrative that
legitimized the post-independence regime and built a clear national identity.This meant that
historical scholarship was tightly controlled. Mohammed Harbi, an FLN veteran who was
imprisoned by Boumediène after the June 1965 coup, had his historical research explicitly
censored.18 As an academic working in exile at a Paris university he set out to give Algerians
back their history through the publication of a series of books and key documents. In doing so he
argued that all the talk of liberation was a mirage; in reality the war against the French had
allowed the army to take power. In reply, the Algerian government vilified him as a lackey of
colonialism: after all, by publishing in France, was he not just handing over ammunition to the
enemy?Abdelmalek Sayad collaborated with the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to produce



an ethnographical study of the Kabyle region in the early 1960s.19 He has also done extensive
work on Algerian immigration in France. In a series of interviews he has talked about the tension
between history, origins and national myths. Moments of dramatic crisis, such as the one Algeria
is undergoing at the moment, reveal, he argues, the greatest need for rigorous historical
research. He explicitly equates the miserable state of the historical profession in Algeria with the
social deprivation of the population. What, he asks, does it say about a country that it is not
mature enough to face up to the complexities of the past and break free of mythologies, not just
of the colonial but also of the pre-colonial period? Sayad underlines the narrow constraints of the
FLN narrative, which was fundamentally a response to the colonial narrative, a counter-narrative
that fed off the myths of colonialism and was nurtured by it. Characterized by a strong sense of
hagiography, this counter-narrative became disorientated when it lost the colonial enemy in
1962. Consequently the post-colonial state had to continually conjure up the spectre of neo-
colonialism in the guise of the hizb fransa (‘the party of France’). Paradoxically, too, this counter-
narrative was a mirror image of French nationalism. Like French nationalism it set out to fashion
a strong attachment to the idea of the Algerian republic through a series of rituals and
commemorations which put the nation beyond any historical analysis.For all these reasons
Sayad makes an impassioned plea for a re-examination of this nationalism in a critical light. It
has to be understood as the product of a particular context; otherwise Algerians will have no real
idea of their historical origins. Moreover, research must break out of the colonial and FLN
chronologies whereby 1830 is the starting point for history. The complexities of the pre-1830
period are vital to understanding of contemporary Algeria and in this respect, Sayad continues,
discussion of the period before Islam must not mean that one is immediately accused of being a
neo-colonialist reverting to colonial ideas of Latin Algeria. Like Tunisia with Carthage and Egypt
with the pharaohs, Algeria must integrate this past into the national history.Taking Sayad's
comments as a starting point, the first chapter of this book will provide an overview of the pre-
colonial period. By highlighting grand sweeps we want to stress a particular set of connections
between the past and present. On one level this might seem obvious, but since so much of
Algeria's history has been shrouded in taboo it is critically important. Although broad in
comparison with the detail of the subsequent chapters, this is not an exotic backdrop before we
get to the main section of the book. By showing how history, even history going back ten
thousand years, is still determining events in contemporary Algeria, this next chapter frames the
rest of our study in a fundamental way.CHAPTER ONEDissident LandscapeBEFORE THE
SIXTEENTH century Algeria did not exist. Successive invasions – Phoenician, Roman, Vandal
and Arab – had each left their cultural and genetic imprint, but what brought the country into
being as a separate state was three centuries of Ottoman rule. Beginning in 1529, the Ottoman
Regency knitted the North Africa region into a unified territorial identity, laying the foundation for
an enduring entity which the French and the post-1962 Algerian state took over.The event which
led to the establishment of Ottoman power was the fallout from the overthrow of the last outpost
of Islamic Spain in Granada in 1492. Exhilarated with victory, symbolized by the expulsion of



Jews and Muslims, the newly united Spanish kingdom now took the Reconquest across the
Mediterranean and launched naval attacks on North Africa. Fearful of further defeats, Muslims
petitioned the Ottoman Turks for support, specifically calling on the Barbarossa brothers, Aruj
and Khair ed-Din based on the island of Jerba off the coast of Tunisia, to come to their aid. This
made North Africa the front line between Catholic Spain and the Ottoman Empire and the
Barbarossa brothers established a chain of strong points along the coast to halt Spanish
expansion. However, once the Spanish onslaught had been repelled the way was open for
Ottoman domination and the Barbarossa brothers used these bases to take Algiers in 1529
before expelling the local rulers, the Hafsids, from Tunis and Kairouan.Thus began Ottoman rule
which, although initially confined to the citystate of Algiers, progressively established its own
administrative, tax-collecting and judicial authority throughout Algeria. The regime's legitimacy
was derived from its struggle against Christendom, its warrior origins and the prestige of the
Ottoman power as the great theocratic empire of Islam. In administrative terms Algiers was at
the apex of the system, whilst the rest of the country was divided into three regions: Constantine,
Mascara and Titteri. Crucially, although the Ottomans made alliances with local elites, their very
foreignness, as an elite perpetually recruited from abroad, enabled them to cement the
Regency's unity by keeping power for themselves as a group rather than as individuals. As a
result the three administrative regions were never allowed to break off and establish their own
provincial states.Under the Regency Algiers rose to become the most important centre of
Ottoman power in the western Mediterranean, its power radiating over the whole of the North
African coast. Tlemcen was taken in 1551, Bougie in 1555, whilst the 1580 treaty between the
Ottoman sultan and Philip II of Spain transformed Morocco into a buffer state. In this way the
geographical dimensions of Algeria took on a precise shape which the local population gradually
began to identify with, even if they continued to define themselves in religious rather than
national terms.Prior to this point ‘Algeria’ must be talked about in inverted commas. It was simply
central North Africa, traversed by the east–west route along the high plains and by coastal traffic
along the sea. As a result, the Phoenician-Carthaginian occupation spread by sea along the
coast from east to west, and the Roman occupation by land, again from east to west. The Arab
invasion in the seventh century did likewise, whilst the two great mediaeval Muslim Berber
dynasties – the Almoravids and Almohads – advanced from west to east. By the end of the
Middle Ages ‘Algeria’ was in consequence a large and unstable area where the small family, the
village and the tribe were the basic units of society. Sandwiched between Tunisia and Morocco,
where the impetus to state formation had begun in the eighth and eleventh centuries
respectively, ‘Algeria’ did not have any major centres of power to rival Kairouan in the east or Fez
or Marrakesh in the west. Algiers was a minor port, and only accidentally the bridgehead for the
Ottoman conquest.For this reason, before the sixteenth century ‘Algeria’ was bound up with the
broader patterns of North African history, interacting with the Mediterranean, Europe and the
Middle East as part of a wider region. Yet, in the colonial and post-colonial periods opposing
groups have looked back to this long pre-Ottoman past in the search for pure and authentic



Algerian origins. They have seized upon specific episodes and figures to create a collective
national identity. They have distilled history in order to manufacture unbroken chains of meaning
that link past, present and future. What values, therefore, have been inscribed on the past and
how has it been exploited for ideological and political purposes?1In the first instance there is the
landscape, which in Algeria is made up of the sea, the intermittent coastal plains, the Tell Atlas
and Saharan Atlas mountain ranges, the high plains to the south and the inhospitable desert
where summer temperatures can soar to 55°C. Given that there has never been a large-scale
fishing industry along the North African coast, Algiers did not emerge as a major port until the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when it became a base for the Muslim corsairs to prey
upon European shipping and shorelines. Similarly, the intermittent coastal plain was historically a
zone of marshland, flooding and deadly malaria, with the result that the population was
traditionally concentrated in the healthy uplands.In contrast, the huge Tell Atlas Mountains, with
some peaks rising to over 2,000 feet, have always been self-sufficient for the essentials in life.
The climate of the northern Tell Atlas is Mediterranean, with high rainfall meaning that the land
can be used to sustain not just sheep and goats, but also olives, wheat and dates. Grass and
trees grow thickly and the mountains have been likened to island republics flanked by the sea
and the plains on one side and the desert on the other.2 There are few rivers that can be used
for irrigation, so it is the volume and timing of rainfall that determine settlement patterns. Nearer
to the sea the mountains soften with a string of smaller summits.Statements about ‘national
character’ are little use to the historian. It is nonetheless true that the landscape moulds life,
fashioning social practices and traditions which become deeply embedded within society. In
Algeria's case the physical separation of the plain and the mountains has been transformed into
a cultural and political one. The plain was marked out by the flow of armies and trading as it
interacted with the broader Mediterranean world. Looking out to the sea, the people of the coast
developed a whole set of ingrained prejudices about the mountains. They were seen as sinister
and foreboding, to be avoided at all costs. In contrast, the people of the mountains conceived of
their landscape as a refuge from authority. The mountains functioned as natural obstacles where
the power of the plain stopped abruptly and the end result was a Berber society that was fiercely
independent. The Arabs made a fundamental divide between Bled el Makhzen, ‘the lands of the
government’, and Bled es Siba, ‘the lands of dissidence’, and each colonizing power in turn
found it difficult to subdue the mountain populations.Greek accounts distinguished these
mountain inhabitants as a turbulent, fair-skinned people who spoke a remote Libyc language.
Under Masinissa, the Numidian king whose Berber realm covered what is essentially modern
Algeria, tribes and villages were linked to his central power through the payment of a regular
tribute. Modelling himself on Alexander the Great during a sixty-year reign that lasted until his
death in 148 BC, Masinissa aimed to establish an Hellenic-style state, thereby demonstrating
that Berber culture was not a static entity, but one transformed through its interaction with the
wider Mediterranean world. Below the level of the monarchical elite the Berbers continued to be
a disparate people. Defined by clans, lineages, tribes and families, they placed great emphasis



on self-reliance as a response to insecurity and weak government and in the long term this
impeded the establishment of a state with a sophisticated administrative structure. Faced with
outside authority these tribes jealously guarded their own territory, living by their own customary
law whereby the village came together to decide important matters through the village councils.3
Naturally egalitarian, in so far as they recognized the equality of the male heads of the various
families, these councils covered all aspects of life, but in particular the resolution of feuds.Of
course there is nothing specifically Berber about this. It is a pattern of autonomy that is deeply
embedded within the mountains that encircle the Mediterranean, as Noel Malcolm has shown
with regard to Kosovo.4 Together, however, these traditions instilled a strong sense of place.
This was a mountain culture where the knowledge of the landscape – its hiding places and
natural fortresses – was passed down from generation to generation and used against the
Romans, the Arabs, the Ottomans, the French and the post-independence state. It is the world
of the outlaw and the rebel. It is the world of defiant tribes who embraced dissident forms of both
Christianity and Islam. It is the world of the maquis, the armed resistance known as the ‘lions of
the mountains’, fighting in the face of overwhelming odds against the French army. It is very
much a man's world, where by tradition great stress has been placed upon honour and respect
for arms.This defiance explains the long and determined resistance to the Phoenician-
Carthaginian occupation between 1100 and 146 BC. It also explains the opposition to Roman
rule symbolized by the legend of Jugurtha, Numidian king and grandson of Masinissa, whose
battle with Rome was immortalized by the Roman historian Sallust.5 In his account, written
some sixty years after the events he described, Sallust painted Jugurtha as a Herculean figure
famed for his prowess on the battlefield, the idol of his soldiers and the terror of the enemy.
Jugurtha had no desire to be dominated by Rome and in 112 BC he executed some Romans,
possibly traders, living at Cirta (modern Constantine). Furious, the Senate orded revenge, but
Jugurtha fiercely resisted the ensuing invasion. Confronted with a lightly equipped and elusive
foe, the Roman legionaries, weighed down with heavy equipment and suffering from the heat,
found it hard to land a decisive victory and the campaign dragged on for some seven years until
Jugurtha was taken captive and brought in chains to Rome.Jugurtha died a prisoner in 104 BC
but his memory endured down the ages and underwent a revival during the 1940s and 1950s as
the nationalist movement appropriated him as an inspirational figure for the anti-colonial
struggle. Mohammed Sahli's 1947 study, Le Message de Yougourtha, was crucial in establishing
a modern cult, whereby Jugurtha became a reference point for a new generation of militant anti-
colonialists like the writer Kateb Yacine. In his 1956 novel Nedjma Kateb invoked Jugurtha as
one of the ancestors of the Algerian nation, incarnating the spirit of resistance at the heart of
Algerian history;6 likewise, the National Charter of 1976 traced the origins of the modern nation
back to the Numidian king. However, the truth is that Jugurtha's afterlife as national icon
challenges any singular narrative of Algerian history. After all, as a pagan Berber, his identity is
at odds with the official Arab-Islamic definition of the nation that prevailed in post-independence
Algeria.Roman colonization really took off in 46 BC after Julius Caesar won the battle of



Thapsus (in modern Tunisia) against his rival Pompeius. For the next two centuries North Africa
became one of the most stable provinces in the Empire – Rome's breadbasket, supplying two-
thirds of the grain requirement. Roman rule led to the creation of two separate societies:
Romanized Africans, who were wealthy and limited to the towns and coasts, and the native
population who were poor and rural. No attempt was made to bring the mountains under Roman
control and the alienation of the Berber population was a key factor in the eventual disintegration
of imperial power.By the time of the Emperor Constantine's conversion in AD 312, Christianity
already had deep roots in North Africa, and a generation later it produced one of the major
figures of late antiquity: St Augustine. Born in Thagaste, modern-day Souk Ahras on the border
between Algeria and Tunisia, in AD 354, into a down-at-heel but nevertheless well-respected
Roman family, St Augustine's early life was notoriously dissolute – he was a regular frequenter of
brothels during his student days at Carthage – before his midlife conversion to Christianity. From
then on he became a tireless champion of the Church, as he set out to reconcile the
philosophies of Ancient Greece and Rome with the precepts of the Christian faith, a spiritual
journey that produced two literary and religious masterpieces – Confessions, the world's first
auto-biography, and City of God, in which he outlined the argument that humanity lives in one of
two cities: the city of God, symbolized by Jerusalem, or the earthly city, symbolized by
Babylon.Son of a Berber mother, the deeply committed Monica who was pivotal in bringing her
son round to the Christian faith, St Augustine encapsulates the controversy over the place of
Christianity in Algerian history. Under French rule Cardinal Lavigerie, the archbishop of Algiers
from 1867 until 1892, tried to use the memory of St Augustine to reclaim Algeria as a Christian
land and made attempts to convert the Berber population. Conversely, André Mandouze, a
member of the French Resistance during the Nazi occupation, who supported the Algerian war
of liberation and was briefly the rector of Algiers University, has invoked St Augustine in a very
different way.7 As a leading expert on St Augustine, he has argued, like Sayad, that Algerian
history must not be trapped by either the nationalist or colonial narratives.8 The figure of St
Augustine, Mandouze feels, points to the deep roots of Christianity in Algeria and lays the basis
for a multi-cultural and multi-faith society. Elsewhere, Kateb Yacine and the contemporary
Algerian writer Assia Djebar have also looked to St Augustine as one of the founders of the
Algerian nation, whilst in 2001 a major international conference in Algiers set out to officially
recognize the saint as a key figure in Algerian history.9 President Bouteflika himself chose to
address the conference, making a symbolic statement about the place of Christianity as part of
the fabric of Algerian culture. Whilst studiously ignoring St Augustine's Berber origins, he sought
to lay claim to the saint as an Algerian who belongs as much to Islam as he does to
Christianity.Of course, to present St Augustine as one of the fathers of the modern nation is an
anachronism, since in his time the country did not even exist. Nonetheless he referred to himself
as an African and, more importantly, he had a close affinity with the mountains that have marked
so much of Algerian culture. The nearby Medjerba range separated him off from the sea, whilst
the Aurès chain to the south sealed him off from the Sahara desert. These mountains formed the



backdrop to his mental landscape; they were symbolic of God's constant presence in the world
or of the skyward reach in Saint John's Gospel.St Augustine died at the age of seventy-six in AD
430, his life spanning the decline and fall of the Empire as Roman rule in North Africa was
overwhelmed by the Vandal invasion. The Vandals in turn were pushed out by the resurgent
eastern half of the Roman Empire – its capital Byzantium – which successfully invaded in AD
533. Yet, despite the Byzantines' attempt to construct a massive chain of fortresses, the Berbers
were just too strong to be quelled. Soon North Africa was too remote from Byzantium to be of
prime concern and in 646 the prefect Gregory declared the province independent.One year
later, however, Gregory was defeated and killed as the first wave of Arab invaders arrived from
the east. This began the most far-reaching episode of the pre-Ottoman period: the arrival of
Islam, which in 647 was less than fifty years old.This expedition, part of the astonishing
expansion of Islam in the century after the Prophet Mohammed's death in 632, probably did not
have any real religious influence on the local population. The Arab leader Oqba Ibn Nafi left no
garrison forces and was himself killed near Biskra in modern Algeria. Some Berbers did enlist in
the Arab armies, but there was also enormous resistance during the rest of the seventh century,
led by the Jewish queen Dihya Kahina who united Christians, pagans and Jews. Symbolizing the
valour of the peoples of the Aurès Mountains, she was a dramatic figure, much like Boudicca in
British history, whose flowing hair, warrior instincts and magical powers – she supposedly had
the gift of second sight – made her a natural leader. After her eventual defeat and killing, her
Berber tribes were obliged to become Muslim and hand over twelve thousand horsemen, led by
Kahina's two sons, who allied themselves with the Arabs in the ongoing holy war.For this reason
the Kahina story, as told down the centuries, assumed a prophetic status. By concluding with her
sons' conversion, it came to symbolize the inevitable triumph of Islam, thereby demonstrating
the key to the Arabs' final success: the universal doctrine of Islam as a religion. Whereas during
the classical period the Berbers had, for the most part, been seen as permanently beyond the
pale of civilization, now, in theory at least, they were able to become part of God's community as
equals. This, as Michael Brett and Elizabeth Fentress have rightly emphasized, was nothing
short of a revolution.10 Seen as Muslims, the Berbers were identified as a people for the first
time and elevated into a branch of the human race descended from Noah and his sons.The
Kahina legend encapsulates the historical controversy surrounding the arrival of the Arabs: was
it a conquest or a new religious dawn based on an egalitarian credo that all Muslims are brothers
and sisters who form one single religious entity? Although it took a century for the Arabs to quell
the Berbers, once they had succeeded the subsequent process of Islamicization was more
thorough than anything the Romans achieved.The post-independence state saw the arrival of
Islam as the crucial event in the formation of an Arab-Islamic identity which is the spine of
modern Algeria. Anything that predated Islam was dismissed as pagan ignorance, while the
Roman period was a form of colonial oppression which merely anticipated the savagery of
French rule. In contrast, the Berber historian Samy Hadad argues that the numbers of Arabs in
the seventh century were relatively small, and that Algerians have been deliberately alienated



from their true ethnic roots for political reasons.11 In his eyes Algerians are for the most part not
Arabs but Arabized Berbers, and it is vital to recognize the Berber component of the Algerian
nation.Crucially too, official history has skated over the fact that Islamicization and Arabization
were not immediate. It was a process, and for all the talk of Islamic equality tensions between
Berber converts and the Arabs were present right from the start. Some Berbers were resentful at
Arab domination, and felt that the Arabs looked down upon them as unable to rule. For this
reason many Berbers embraced Kharijism, the first dissenting sect in Islam, which sprung up in
the Arabian peninsula in the seventh century. Supporters of Kharijism were hostile to central
government. They also believed that sincere faith, not race, should be the only criterion for
religious leadership and this egalitarianism appealed to the Berber mindset; a way of accepting
Islam but rejecting Arab rule.12If dissent was one way in which Islam and Arab culture were
becoming rooted within North African society, the other was to be the invasion by the Banu Hillal,
a nomadic tribe of Syrian origin, in 1051. Theirs was the classic pattern of Arab politics and
warfare: nomadic tribes united around a specific military objective and the local population were
no match for this concerted onslaught. As the Banu Hillal swept westwards, they destroyed all in
their path; devastating the agricultural lands with their goats and their flocks until they eventually
ran out of steam when they reached the southern oases. In the meantime each chieftain
registered lordship over the passing villages by leaving a headdress as a sign of possession.As
for so many interpretations of the Algerian past it is impossible to separate politics and history.
Within Arab oral accounts the Banu Hillal story became the stuff of legend. Their journey to the
west and conquest of North Africa assumed the status of an epic narrative which was recited
down the ages in a mixture of poetry and rhyming prose.13 In contrast the mediaeval Arab
historian Ibn Khaldoun compared them to a plague of locusts and considered their impact on
North African society to be a disaster.14 Similarly, nineteenth-century French historians
deliberately conflated the Banu Hillal with the arrival of Islam and the end of civilization. Yet,
despite these different points of view there is no doubt about the long-term significance of the
Banu Hillal for North Africa. In their aftermath there was a dramatic shrinkage in power of the
cities, which were reduced to a few isolated centres dotted along the coast. The countryside
meanwhile fell under the control of nomads, as the infrastructure of roads and cities which had
helped to keep the region unified since Roman times fell apart. Finally, in linguistic terms Hillalian
Arabic now became the predominant language on the plains.The turmoil caused by the arrival of
the Banu Hillal, combined with shifting power struggles in Muslim Spain, created a power
vacuum that led to the emergence of the two great Berber dynasties of the Middle Ages – the
Almoravids and the Almohads – which together lasted from 1054 to 1212. Both came from the
south and both were motivated by religion, aiming to purify Islam of the decadent ways that
were, in their eyes, being promoted by the wealthy Andalusian Muslims of Spain. The impetus
for the movement came from local leaders who, having made the pilgrimage to Mecca, returned
with a desire to end the widespread abuse of orthodox practices. In particular, they denounced
the drinking of palm wine, playing licentious music and the taking of more than four wives. It was



a simple, rigorous and puritanical form of Sunni orthodoxy that soon gained a considerable
following. Together the two dynasties lasted a century and a half, creating an empire that at one
point stretched right across the Maghreb to Libya, south to Senegal and Ghana and north into
Spain.15 The memory of these mediaeval empires is very significant in contemporary North
Africa, and since the late 1950s Moroccan nationalists have used them to lay claim to areas in
Mauritania and Algeria.Three further factors should be stressed. First, the religious zeal of the
Almoravids and the Almohads intensified the spirit of confrontation between Islam and
Christendom. The awareness that Christendom was under attack in Spain was one of the
reasons behind the launch of the Crusades in 1095 by Pope Urban II at a great council meeting
of clergy and nobles at Clermont in France. Consequently, although the Crusades in the Middle
East ultimately ended in ignominious failure, in Spain the part played by Christian knights, most
importantly the Knights Templar and the Order of Santiago, was crucial in changing the balance
of power, and by the end of the thirteenth century only the kingdom of Granada remained in
Muslim hands. Secondly, the Almoravids and the Almohads completed the Islamicization of
North Africa. The fact that these nomadic movements were Berber-led took the Muslim religion
far beyond the pale of early Islamic civilization in North Africa. By now, Islamic rule extended far
to the south of the line of Roman rule. Thirdly, the Almoravids and Almohads left a significant
mark on a pattern of Islamic politics, by rousing ordinary Muslims to challenge their masters who
were denounced as having turned away from the purity of the Islamic faith. In this approach there
must be no compromise, and for the contemporary Moroccan political writer Fatima Mernissi the
tradition of revolt against unbelief and despotism has been an enduring model of Islamic
politics.16The cumulative impact of the Almoravids and the Almohads underlines how, in
religious and cultural terms, the arrival of the Arabs was a revolution. Although it is probably right
to talk about an Arab invasion, it is striking how quickly Islam put down such deep roots. Indeed,
the more or less total Islamicization of the populace took just over two hundred years. In part,
this was because Byzantium was discredited, but more than anything it was because the local
population's tribal and family structures were similar to those of the Arabian peninsula, which
made for a natural affinity between the Arab and Berber way of life. Furthermore, the simplicity of
Islam – there being no church acting as an intermediary – along with the promise of booty and
the desire to avoid taxation, explains why conversions took place on such a large scale. The
surviving Punic language of the Carthaginians was also closely related to Arabic and its
continued usage eased the Arabization process.But Arabization and Islamicization were not
identical. The Berbers might have embraced Islam but they were still resentful towards Arab rule.
The Arabs became associated with the plains and the Berbers with the mountains, although the
Islamic customs and practices that now became the bedrock of the local identity did much to
blur these distinctions. Islam, with its division between the ‘land of Islam’ and the ‘land of war’,
marked out a strong sense of place and became the way in which the local populations defined
themselves of Arab culture against the roumi, the Arabic for ‘outsiders’ derived from the word
Roman which became synonymous with Christian.17North Africa, therefore, would be forever



linked to the culture and politics of the Arab world. Yet those Arabs who were the spearhead of
the advancing armies were small in number and inevitably intermarriage with non-Arabs led to a
dilution of Arab culture. From this point on, personal names became very important as a guide to
an identifiable genealogy and those descended from the Arab lineage carried enormous
prestige. Those whose ancestors were religious leaders (sheikhs), saints (marabouts), or had
made the pilgrimage to Mecca (hadji) could always explicitly identify them as such; those who
claimed the name ‘Sharif’ purported to be able to trace their lineage right back to the prophet
Mohammed. By the tenth century Latin was replaced by Arabic in all the romanized areas of
North Africa as the Latin and Greek population of the cities withdrew to Spain and Sicily.
Meanwhile, the Berber languages were transformed through intermingling with Arabic and some
Berber scholars began writing in Arabic script. Jewish presence, implanted in North Africa since
the arrival of the Phoenicians, continued as the Jews were accorded protected status as ‘people
of the book’. In return for a tax they were allowed to continue practising Judaism.Ever since,
North Africa has been characterized by religious homogeneity. With the suppression of Shi'ism
in the eleventh century North Africa, unlike the Middle East, would not be plagued by the Shia–
Sunni split. And unlike in the Middle East, there would be very few Christian Arabs in the
Maghreb. The Malikite school of theological thought became rooted throughout North Africa and
was the mainstay of legal administration, education and state legitimization until the nineteenth
century. Arab and Muslim culture now saturated all aspects of North African life and rituals, from
the daily call to prayer, to the Qur'an, Islamic architecture and the lunar calendar. Instinctively the
local population looked to the east, as well-established pilgrimage routes led the way to Mecca.
Equally, the life of Mohammed was held up as a model and thereafter his example, in particular
the desire to create a new virtuous society along the lines of the early Caliphate, would fuel
politics and religion right up to the present day.As the language of Qur'an, Arabic now carried
huge prestige within North African society. However, Arabic was not only the language of
religion, but also of administration, trade and commerce. Islam was the basis of a huge common
market which stretched from the Atlantic to India and the economic revolution brought about by
the Arabs – the largest worldwide economic bloc until the sixteenth century – did as much as
religion to spread their language. The Berbers welcomed the establishment of market towns
along trade routes because they too wanted to benefit from this wider economic
community.Collectively Arabic and Islam cultures became a cement that transcended tribes and
fostered a sense of belonging to a wider Muslim community: the umma. Even so, within North
Africa different strands of Islamic practices developed. On the one hand was orthodox Islam,
which was essentially urban-based and placed great stress on scripture and learning. On the
other was rural Islam, which fused Muslim beliefs with local practices such as the evil eye and
the belief in the divinity of nature. The clearest expression of this rural Islam was Sufism, which
emerged during the twelfth century. Operating outside the official structures of the mosque,
Sufism was a mystical theology that fostered the cult of local saints, known as marabouts, and
their tombs.18 Fusing philosophical contemplation with rituals which involved ecstatic



experiences, Sufi mystics enjoyed the baraka – a blessing that marked them out as friends of
God – and became associated with miraculous power and the gift of second sight. Sufism swiftly
became the predominant form of Islam within the countryside and Sufi orders were centred on
zawiyas (refuges). As such they began to rival the mosque and tensions have existed between
these two strands of Islam ever since. In the 1830s the Sufi orders would lead the resistance to
the French invasion, but during the 1930s they would be attacked by the Association of Algerian
Ulema on the grounds they perpetuated pagan practices and acted as servile agents of the
colonial regime. Similarly, in the early 1990s Islamists would desecrate saints' tombs on the
grounds that these saints were being associated with God; whilst at the opposite end of the
spectrum the present Algerian state, which had traditionally looked down upon Sufism, began to
promote it as a rival to political Islam.Yet, if the Muslim religion now defined the daily rhythm of
life in North Africa, after the Almoravids and the Almohads Muslim dynasties in the region rose
and fell at a bewildering rate. There was a momentary revival in the latter part of the fourteenth
century but after that Muslim dominance went into terminal decline, climaxing in the capitulation
of Islamic Spain in 1492. This explains why the local population looked to the Ottomans for
protection in the early sixteenth century.OTTOMAN RULEWhen the war against Spain ended in
1580 direct Ottoman rule was allowed to lapse. So, although a tribute was sent to Istanbul in
exchange for the sultan's political support, real power quickly resided with the Agha, the chief
officer of the Turkish military elite (the janissary), who in 1689 became the head of state (Dey)
elected by a council (diwan). It was this system that ruled Algeria until the French invasion in
1830. There was a dual Muslim judicial system with Hanafite law for the Turkish elite and the
Malikite school of law for the local population.19 It was during the Ottoman period that the
various Sufi orders really took root. The most important of these were the Rahmaniya in Kabylia,
the Tijaniya in the Sahara, the Darqawa in the Oran and the Qadiriya, a local offshoot of the
more widespread Shadhiliya, each of which played a key role in giving the rural population its
Islamic identity during the seventeenth century.The purpose of the regime was the extraction of
profit through military force. In this respect the Turkish military corps had the right to collect
taxes, whilst the sons of soldiers and local women, known as kulughlis, worked for the
administration as civil servants. The Dey administered Algiers, exerting power through the
command of the janissary garrison, the kulughlis, auxiliaries and loyal tribes. Outside of Algiers
the rest of the country was divided into three regions, Constantine, Mascara and Titteri, which
were each governed by an individual known as a bey who, aided by lieutenants (calipha), was
expected to bring in taxes on a fixed day to Algiers. Below the three beys the cadis (judges) and
caids (tax collectors) functioned as a bridgehead between rulers and ruled, controlling the local
tribal leaders, levying taxes, settling judicial disputes. The towns meanwhile administered
themselves with many of the inhabitants being refugees from Andalusia, including part of the
Jewish population, which ran small businesses. In general there was much mutual suspicion
between the towns and the countryside. The urban populace looked down upon the countryside
as uncouth and uncivilized, and in turn were hated by the tribes.Beyond zones of direct



administration the Ottoman regime singled out tribal leaders, known as bachagas, who in
exchange for status and privileges acted as administrators and supplied fighting men. The
Ottoman system was based on clientelism and relied upon creating privileged tribes that were
formed by the consolidation of smaller groups. This then allowed the Ottoman regime to play a
classic divide-and-rule strategy by playing off one tribe against another. On top of this the
Ottomans actively encouraged the Sufi orders by giving them judicial positions and tax
revenues, as well as money to endow mosques and tombs. Thus, an essentially egalitarian
lineage society was transformed into a hierarchical one linked to Ottoman authority in
Algiers.The Ottomans controlled the roads, passes, towns and the plains and anyone wishing to
trade or work in a marketplace required a permit issued by the authorities. This was particularly
effective in the Kabyle region, where the local economy relied upon the sale of olives, figs and
handmade products for survival. However, beyond the plains Ottoman power stopped abruptly.
Whole regions escaped control and in the face of Ottoman attempts to extract yet more taxes
there were frequent rebellions.Privateering was the most lucrative enterprise for the Ottoman
state. Not only did corsairs operating out of Algeria seize ships at sea, they also kidnapped
Europeans and held them to ransom.20 During the seventeenth century some one million
Europeans were enslaved, with the result that the image of the brutal Barbary coast became
deeply embedded within the Western psyche. The depiction of sadistic Muslim corsairs became
the staple of popular prints, literature and music, as in the case of Rossini's 1813 comic opera
The Italian Girl in Algiers which recounted the captivity of a group of Italians by a lecherous
sultan.Ottoman rule was beset with factional struggles amongst the janissaries. The resultant
power struggles meant that between 1671 and 1830 fourteen out of the twenty-eight Deys were
assassinated. But despite this instability the Ottoman regime did have all the hallmarks of a
functioning state. During the seventeenth century the Dey concluded treaties with the European
powers by which they paid a tribute to the Dey to restrain piracy. Similarly, the regime lent money
to the European powers – as we have already seen, the failure of the French to repay loans from
the Napoleonic wars was the origin of the then Dey's angry exchange with the French consul in
1827 that provoked the invasion three years later. All the same, the Ottoman state entered into a
terminal crisis during the eighteenth century when a steep decline in privateering and trade
produced ever-increasing instability. So, whilst there were 35,000 Christian captives in Algiers at
one point in the seventeenth century, there were only 1,200 when the British admiral Lord
Exmouth bombarded the city on 27 August 1816 in an attempt to end the Dey's slavery
practices. To compensate for falling revenue the Dey increased taxation of the countryside. In
the short term this policy might have shored up Ottoman finances but in the long term it was a
disaster. The regime came to be bitterly resented by the local population and there were large-
scale rebellions by the Sufi orders. This in turn explains why Ottoman rule collapsed so quickly in
1830.Nonetheless, the significance of the Ottoman period for subsequent Algerian history must
be underlined. The period defined the territorial identity of the country and therefore created the
basis for the Algerian nation state as a geopolitical entity. Furthermore, even if swathes of the



country were beyond direct Ottoman control, it did function as a state. For this reason the
Ottoman period was invoked by the national liberation movement between 1954 and 1962 to
refute the settlers' assertion that Algeria was a blank space waiting to be colonized. The
Ottoman achievement was that they fashioned a unified entity which prevented the country from
falling under Christian domination.21 In this sense much of the nationalist discourse saw the
liberation struggle not as a revolution but as a return to independence. Importantly too, during
the 1980s and early 1990s the Ottoman regime was also invoked by Islamists, who called for a
return to a pre-1830 ideal that saw Algeria as a religiously unified entity which, post-1830, had
become contaminated by French ideas.The Ottoman experience has left a lasting legacy in
terms of the pattern of rule. It bequeathed a model of court politics that still marks Algerian
politics because, as Luis Martinez has underlined, the period produced a mercenary attitude
towards the state.22 For both caïd and corsair, the state was conceived as a route to personal
enrichment and prestige, where the goal was not to create national wealth but to extract a levy
from the population. As the French state adapted Ottoman structures, using the system of
bachagas, cadis and caïds in order to rule the Algerian countryside, this mindset carried on over
into the war of liberation, post-independence and the violence of the 1990s, where a range of
actors continued to see the state as a structure to be colonized for their own interest. Martinez
argues that much of what drives political divisions has to be understood not in terms of genuine
ideological differences, but by the desire for power and to be a modern-day sultan.Martinez's
remarks remind us that Algerian history, like all history, is a palimpsest. Time is layered upon
time so that one buried layer of history seeps through to the one above. A landscape which
encouraged resistance to central authority, religion, Ottoman structures: the cumulative impact
of these different layers is a past that is permanently present. In this way the complex pre-
colonial period produced a web of deeply embedded cultural traditions which form the long-term
context for the contemporary period.CHAPTER TWOForced Marriage: French Algeria 1830–
1962With his long dark hair, trademark dark sunglasses and hard-drinking lifestyle, the Algerian
singer Rachid Taha is every inch the modern rock star. Yet behind the swagger and the
showmanship there is a unique and thoughtful talent, whether it be covering the Clash's ‘Rock
the Casbah’ in Arabic or carefully reworking traditional North African songs in an effort to explore
the trials and tribulations of being Algerian. Speaking on British television in 2005 the singer tried
to convey the complexities of his personal identity by explaining that although he will be Algerian
until the end of his days, on a day-to-day level he is French.1The child of Algerian immigrants to
France – his father crossed the Mediterranean from Oran in the 1970s – Rachid Taha's subtle
and nuanced response spoke to many of his generation. This was the man who first shot to fame
during the 1980s as the lead singer in an immigrant band, whose name Carte de Séjour
(Residency Permit) was a provocative riposte to the rise of Jean-Marie Le Pen's far-right
National Front. Carte de Séjour's video to their cover of Charles Trenet's 1941 hit ‘Douce
France’, an iconic song in the French popular canon, is one of the most subversive of all time; a
statement about post-colonial society, it showed the band strumming in a late-night Parisian



café, surrounded by old French couples serenely waltzing to the tune. Its message was that
there was no going back. Whatever Le Pen might do or say, Algerian immigrants and their
descendants are an inescapable part of France. Taha's music makes a profound statement
about the complex interaction between the two countries, underlining not just the impact of
Algerian culture in France but that of French culture on Algerians.This intertwining of France and
Algeria is a central aspect of the historian and activist Mohammed Harbi's personal memoir Une
Vie Debout.2 In one passage he recounts with striking honesty the feelings of his fellow FLN
member Messaoud Guedroudj after the two of them had been smuggled across the frontier into
northern France by Belgian anti-colonialists in the summer of 1956. Much to the astonishment of
the Belgians, who believed that they were driving their charges into enemy territory, when the
group stopped at a restaurant in Reims Guedroudj immediately became happy and relaxed. He
explained that it was good to be on home soil, a reaction that made them all burst into laughter.
Reflecting on the irony of this episode, Harbi argued that Guedroudj's attitude had to be
understood as the result of a long marriage which, even if it was forced, could not fail to leave a
lasting mark, producing myriad confused sentiments and allegiances in which love intermingled
with hatred.French rule in Algeria lasted for 132 years, as opposed to 75 years in Tunisia and 44
in Morocco, a depth and duration of colonial experience unique within the Arab world. Until the
French invasion of 1830 the local population had been locked into the history and culture of the
Middle East. Now, this East–West axis would be matched by the pull of a North–South
equivalent.The fact that Algeria was officially an integral part of France produced a whole series
of paradoxes and contradictions for the native population. Multiple messages were given out to
Algerians by the French wherein the image of ‘France the colonizer’ coexisted uneasily with
‘France of the Rights of Man’. Was the French policy one of assimilation, transforming Algerians
into equal citizens, or subjugation, keeping them down as disempowered subjects? This tension
was present from the 1850s, when the French government first decided that the principle of
representative government applied to the native population as inhabitants of France, even if this
principle was scandalously manipulated by the French settlers to deny that population an
effective voice. Indeed, it became the basis of a 1920s nationalist politics that was determined to
show that Algerians were not to be excluded from the universal values of representative
government.After independence in 1962 the Algerian regime underlined the horrors of
colonialism, insisting that the promise of equal rights was a lie; Algerians were never going to be
treated as citizens. The Franco-Algerian relationship was seen as a straightforward story of
injustice leading to revolutionary anger that had climaxed with victory in the war of liberation.
Anger at colonialism became a cornerstone of official discourse and it has permeated all parts
of Algerian politics, most obviously the Islamist movement. Yet, as the examples of Rachid Taha
and Mohammed Harbi show, the relationship between the two countries is much more complex
and ambiguous. The 1789 ideals of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’ and the principle of
representative government, for example, had a genuine impact upon modern intellectuals and
activists. By the 1920s Algerian political leaders had internalized these values. They applied



them to their own situation and it was ultimately the belief that Algerians could not be denied
these rights, above all the right to national self-determination, that brought an end to French
Algeria in 1962.Even if ‘Colonial France’ is rejected, the ‘France of the Rights of Man’ has
continued to be a crucial reference point. Ironically, it has come to stand as the model by which
many of today's younger Algerians, with no memory of colonialism but who watch French
television on satellite, measure the Algerian system's claim to be democratic, popular and
republican. Modern France is also seen to encapsulate the dream of a better economic life. It is
the country to which the majority of young Algerians still want to emigrate; when President
Chirac visited Algeria in 2003, he was greeted by thousands waving their passports at him and
shouting ‘Chirac, visa!’ Many joke that if there was a referendum today they would vote for
Algeria to return to French rule; a provocative comment that speaks volumes about their sense
of post-colonial dispossession.France, therefore, remains an omnipresent feature of Algeria.
‘Colonial oppressor’, ‘country of human rights’, ‘consumer paradise’: the contested historical
relationship saturates political discourse from all points of view, making Algeria the most
francophone of France's former territories, even though the government has always refused to
join the International Francophone Organization, formed in 1970 to bring together French-
speaking countries on the international stage.3 Given this continuing impact upon the Algerian
political imagination, the situation today cannot be understood without considering the context of
French colonialism and its aftermath.In the wake of the 1830 French invasion and the swift
overthrow of Ottoman rule in Algeria, the main resistance came from the eastern part of the
country in the form of a charismatic twenty-five-year-old holy man (marabout), Abd el-Kader. As
part of the Qadiriya religious order and drawing upon the prestige of his Sharifian descent, Abd
el-Kader proclaimed himself commander of the faithful and called for a jihad against
unbelievers.4 Dubbed the Algerian Cromwell by the writer Alexis de Tocqueville, Abd el-Kader
explicitly fused religion and resistance and the extent of his success can be measured by the
treaty of Tafna in 1837, whereby he was recognized as the sovereign over two-thirds of
Algeria.Theoretically this treaty laid the basis for the peaceful coexistence between an Arab
state and the French territory, but the frontiers were ill-defined and this made the return to open
warfare only a matter of time. So it was no surprise when just two years later the French
launched an all-out war of conquest led by Marshal Thomas-Robert Bugeaud. The engravings
from the period convey a man in his mid-fifties with a stern, ruddy face and greying temples.
Proud of his peasant origins, Bugeaud was utterly relentless in the pursuit of victory. Gone were
the ponderous columns that could be easily ambushed; in their place were light units that could
pursue the enemy over rough terrain, hitting them again and again until they were defeated.
Speaking before the National Assembly in 1840, Bugeaud was blunt about his aims: ‘Wherever
there is fresh water and fertile land, there one must locate colons [colonizers], without
concerning oneself to whom these lands belong.’5 Crops, mosques, zawiyas (Sufi refuges): in
Bugeaud's eyes all were targets for reprisal as the army adopted a scorched-earth policy. Egged
on by their commanders the ordinary soldiers gave no quarter, undergoing a brutalization



process whereby atrocities, including the asphyxiation of five hundred men, women and children
from the Ouled Riah tribe who had taken refuge in caves, became a routine fact of battle.
Hounded on all sides, Abd el-Kader eventually surrendered on 23 December 1847 on a dark
and rainy night in the hills just above Oujda on the frontier with Morocco. After imprisonment in
France he was allowed to go into honourable exile in Damascus in December 1855.French
history books would extol Bugeaud as the founding father of French Algeria, the genius who
opened the way for colonization.6 For Algerians, though, his name lives on as a byword for
brutality. Growing up in the village of El-Arrouch in the 1930s, Mohammed Harbi vividly
remembers how his mother frightened him with stories about the ogre Bugeaud, who would
come and eat him up if he did not go to sleep.7 Conversely, although the French went some way
to romanticizing Abd el-Kader as an honourable enemy, even building statues to him in the late
1940s, for Algerians he was always held up as the embodiment of anti-French resistance.8 He
was an inspirational figure for anti-colonial nationalists such as the writer Kateb Yacine and when
his ashes were brought back to Algeria from Syria in 1967 this was a state occasion of huge
symbolic importance.9 It showed that Algeria was a fully fledged nation state with its own
pantheon of heroes who, beginning with Abd el-Kader, formed a chain of authenticity which led
ultimately to the FLN.10Resistance flickered on until 1870. In the meantime the Second
Republic in 1848 declared that it wanted to assimilate Algeria and give it political representatives
in France. However, instability – Louis-Napoleon overthrew the Second Republic in a coup d'état
on 2 December 1851 – meant that in practice Algeria became a fiefdom of the army, a fact that
was symbolized by the formation of the Foreign Legion in 1831, with its headquarters at Sidi-bel-
Abbès in eastern Algeria, some forty miles to the south of Oran. Confronted by a complex and
heterogeneous society the army had to be pragmatic. On the ground it adapted the Ottoman
system, looking for compliant local leaders amongst the caïds (tax collectors), cadis (judges)
and bachagas (tribal leaders), who would raise taxes in return for special concessions such as
the conservation of harvests and a cut of any tax yield. At the same time the army was not afraid
to introduce major innovations and in February 1844 it created the specially designated Bureaux
des Affaires Arabes to reach out to Muslims. The officers selected spoke Arabic and were
familiar with the local culture, fashioning a strategy which, although highly paternalistic and
based upon the principles of protection and domination, displayed a certain sympathy for the
local population.Such measures provoked the hostility of the first French settlers, who numbered
35,000 by 1849. They wanted to keep the native population in a state of subjugation and this
was a running sore during the 1850s. Initially the settlers looked to Napoleon III's Second
Empire, established on 2 December 1852, as an ally and welcomed his reassurances that
Algeria was an extension of France which would be assimilated into the mother country.
However, in September 1860 Napoleon performed a spectacular U-turn. He blocked
colonization and three years later proclaimed the idea of an Arab Kingdom, stressing his affinity
with Arab culture and talking about the notion of reconciliation between the two communities.
Such pro-Arab talk transformed the settlers into staunch republicans and was emblematic of



what became a deeply embedded psychology whereby Paris was a dirty word synonymous with
pro-native sentiment.For all the talk of reconciliation, the barriers within French Algeria were
becoming rigidly defined during the Second Empire. A major step along this road was the
sénatus-consulte of 1865 whereupon Algerians were treated as subjects rather than citizens.
Under this definition Muslims were governed by Islamic law, and justice was left in the hands of
Muslim judges (the cadis) rather than the French civil code. Ostensibly this arrangement was
meant to protect local religion and culture, but in practice it acted as a barrier to assimilation
because Muslims could only acquire French nationality by signing away the right to be
governed, in non-criminal jurisdiction, by Islamic law, an act of apostasy few were willing to take.
By 1936 only 2,500 had taken this step, enshrining a fundamental divide between the voterless
subject and the full citizen which would be one of the basic causes of the war of national
liberation.With the dismantling of native society Muslims began to lose their traditional forms of
support, such as the setting aside of stores of food for times of hardship, which made them very
vulnerable to famine. But when in 1867 some three hundred thousand Muslims died of
starvation, a catastrophe on a par with the Irish famine of 1847–51 in terms of the percentage of
the total population that died, the settlers were quick to blame the army regime for being too
indulgent towards traditional patterns of land holding, which were perceived as archaic and
inefficient.Like the rest of France, the settlers experienced defeat in the Franco-Prussian war of
1870–71 as a dreadful humiliation. Their only consolation was that the demise of the Second
Empire opened the door to the extension of civil power since, with the proclamation of a republic
in Paris on 4 September 1870, Algeria now sent deputies to the national assembly. In contrast
such a prospect stirred up a rebellious mood in the Muslim population, a mood that was
magnified still further by economic discontent, the widespread belief that French defeat by the
Prussians had been a punishment from God, and the desire to recover independence. It was a
highly charged atmosphere and what brought it to breaking point were the Crémieux decrees
giving citizenship to the Jews on 24 October 1870. One local leader by the name of El-Mokhrani,
a hitherto loyal Muslim, angrily declared, ‘I will take orders from a French officer but from a Jew
never,’ and on 16 March 1871 he proclaimed a jihad against French rule.11 Eight hundred
thousand Muslims answered his call but there was no coordinated action and by the end of the
year the rebellion had ended in ignominious failure.What followed was an unmitigated disaster
for the local population. Pro-rebellion tribes had their lands confiscated and their leaders were
deported. Islam itself was subjected to a concerted attack: Arabic was officially categorized as a
foreign language, Qur'anic schools put under surveillance, and pilgrimages to Mecca were
tightly controlled, in an effort to insulate Algeria from the rest of the Muslim world.If the Muslims
were the losers, the winners were the settlers. From now on their interests were paramount, as
ruthless colonization and republicanism went hand in hand.12 The last quarter of the nineteenth
century can be seen as the high point of settler power; the moment when they probably felt most
secure about their long-term presence. This was because the Third Republic, established in
1870 and lasting until 1940, was held up as a superior civilization based upon science, progress,



education and a strong sense of national identity. Marked by a strong affinity with the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, the values of the Third Republic were portrayed in
France as universal truths that marked a new dawn not just for France but the whole world. The
doctor and the teacher were the twin heroes of this civilizing mission, their task to battle against
a Muslim society deemed to be ‘other’ by the settlers to this brave new world based upon
science and technology.The northern regions of Algeria were formally divided into three French
departments in 1881 whilst the Sahara and the southern territories remained under the control of
the French army, a Gallic-style Wild West portrayed so evocatively in the Louis Gardel novel Fort
Saganne.13 Within the French imagination the domain of the Foreign Legion was the Sahara, a
place whose extreme temperatures and unforgiving landscape marked it out as the very edge of
civilization.14 As one old Foreign Legion song put it:Goodbye, Old Europe, may the devil take
you.Goodbye, old country, for the burning sun of Algeria.We are the wounded from every
war,The world's damned ones. We need sunlight and space, to rebuild our bodies.15The role
of the Foreign Legion was to protect this boundary between civilization and its opposite. As such
the Legion was symptomatic of the frontier mentality, the sense of a way of life under siege,
which became fundamental to the settlers' mindset.It was in 1881 that Algeria was administered
for the first time as an integral part of France. Now the territory came under the jurisdiction of the
Ministry of the Interior rather than the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In principle such an
arrangement meant that Algeria was subject to the same laws of government as the rest of the
Third Republic but in practice the territory was always a case apart. At the apex of French
Algeria was the governor general who reported directly back to the Ministry of the Interior, and
the singularity of these structures was underlined even further when on 29 December 1900
budgetary powers were devolved to a special assembly. This gave Algeria a measure of financial
independence which would have been unthinkable in the regions of mainland France.With the
extension of civilian rule the second-class status of the Muslim population became the
foundation stone of French Algeria and Muslims' exclusion was reflected at all levels of political
representation. Each of Algeria's three departments sent two deputies to the National Assembly
in Paris but only full French citizens, that is adult male settlers, had the right to vote. These
deputies became the electoral base of the colonial lobby, a broad coalition of pro-colonial
interest groups both within and without the National Assembly. Established in 1892, this quickly
became a well-oiled political machine led by Eugène Etienne, parliamentary member for the
Algerian department of Oran from 1881 to 1919, who achieved high office in the French
government. Variously Minister of the Interior, Minister of War and Vice-President of the
Chamber of Deputies, Etienne had razor-sharp political instincts and ensured that any measures
that smacked of pro-Arab reforms were immediately quashed.Back in Algeria, anti-Muslim
discrimination was built into the electoral system. Elected settlers made up four-fifths of the
membership of the three departmental councils established in 1875, whilst the Muslim
contingent was composed of landowners hand-picked by the French authorities. At the level of
the local councils the 196 communes de plein exercice, based upon the metropolitan model of a



ruling mayor and elected municipal council, only allowed 5 per cent of the adult male Muslim
population to vote until 1919 and even then the percentage of Muslim representatives could not
exceed one-quarter. Similarly within the seven communes mixtes, which held sway in those
areas that were predominantly Muslim, all Muslim representatives were appointed by the French
administration.16 The inferior status of Muslims was inscribed into the law with the introduction
of the Code de l'Indigénat in 1881. This was a uniquely repressive set of rules that closely
controlled the Muslim population and imposed harsh penalties for a multitude of infractions,
including vague crimes such as being rude to a colonial official or making disrespectful remarks
about the Third Republic. Abolition of the loathed Indigénat was to be a basic demand of all the
various strands of the Algerian nationalist movement in the 1930s.The last quarter of the
nineteenth century witnessed a huge influx of settlers. Only a small percentage were rich. The
vast majority were from poor backgrounds and for them Algeria represented a kind of El Dorado;
a promised land where, by virtue of being French or given French citizenship, they enjoyed a
rank, by virtue of their status compared to that of the native population, that they had previously
lacked. Some came from the Midi where phylloxera had ravaged the wine crop; others were
refugees from Alsace-Lorraine after the Prussian victory of 1871. The French were not always in
the majority; over half of the 430,000 settlers living in Algeria in 1886 came from Spain, Italy or
Malta. Three years later, on the hundredth anniversary of the French Revolution, they received
French citizenship as a gift from the generous Third Republic.The world which these settlers
inhabited was a rugged, macho life dominated by physical pleasures of sport, the beach, the
bordello and the drinking of pastis. Their self-image as heroic pioneers permeated all aspects of
settler culture.17 They had made the desert bloom through relentless endeavour and on this
basis they felt they had a right to be in Algeria. They took great pride in the roads, the railways
and the hospitals they had built and, to underline this point, made continual contrasts between
pre-1830 and post-1830.The settlers were determined that there must be no concessions to the
native population and consistently sabotaged any political reform. In their eyes the local
population only really understood force and had to be kept in a perpetual state of humiliation. In
large part this intransigent psychology was derived from unease about their own lowly origins;
the settlers' living standards were always significantly lower than those of mainland France and
they held a widespread belief that other French people looked down on them as poor and
uncultured. Such an inferiority complex explains why defence of their status over the Muslims
became a cornerstone of their identity.To make way for the settlers the local population was
pushed to one side. The Warnier law of 1873 split up communally held land into individual lots
so that it could be sold off more easily. The French authorities claimed that in the long term this
would benefit Algeria because it opened the way for a free-market system; but in practice it was
little more than a thinly veiled cloak for an all-out land grab and between 1871 and 1898 French
settlers acquired one million hectares. It was a brutal process which by 1900 had broken the
traditional indigenous leadership. Those who kept some power did so by carving out a position
for themselves in the French administration. But the price of this survival was the loss of



prestige, as much of the population dismissed such leaders as the ‘old turbans’, a pejorative
term that marked them out as pro-French collaborators. The marginalization of the pre-colonial
elites also levelled Algerian society, further strengthening a deeply rooted cultural egalitarianism
and greatly reducing the importance of class-based politics. Such egalitarianism shaped the
populism of the FLN and has continued to mark Algerian society ever since. Specifically it
explains the mass resentment at the sharpening of class divisions at the end of the 1980s and
the surge in support for Islamism which, in many respects, took over much of the traditional
populism of Algerian nationalism.Within Algeria the French authorities operated a divide-and-
rule policy, making judgements, based upon ethnography and anthropology, as to which parts of
the population were more open to French culture. The Jews were seen as the group that would
be most easily assimilated, and they were given full citizenship in October 1870, one of the first
acts of the Third Republic: Jewish emancipation had been a cornerstone of the French
Revolution, going hand in hand with the values of republicanism. It was a decision that inevitably
provoked resentment amongst Muslims.18 The move also produced strong reactions within the
settler community. Many saw it as the first step to Arab emancipation and there were anti-Jewish
riots in Oran in May 1897, tinged by the belief that these newly freed Jews were engaged in a
capitalist plot to exploit the poorest settlers. One year later Edouard Drumont, a vicious anti-
semite, was elected as a parliamentary member for Algiers, to tumultuous acclaim.19 Thereafter
settler culture was marked by a strong strain of anti-semitism, and the legislation of the Second
World War collaborationist Vichy regime, revoking the Crémieux decrees and turning Jews into
second-class citizens, was warmly welcomed.If the Jews were seen as the ethnic group closest
in culture to the Third Republic, the ones seen as furthest away were the Arabs, whose way of
life was categorized as mediaeval. Still dominated by religion, still dominated by tribal vendettas,
still dominated by a nomadic lifestyle, they were viewed as an inferior, pre-political society. The
French sought to make a distinction between the Arabs who arrived after the seventh century
AD and the Berbers, the original population.20 For many natives, such a distinction, given the
fusion of Arabic and Berber culture over the subsequent centuries, made no sense. Nonetheless
the French set out to court the largest Berber group, the Kabyles. The essence of what became
known as the Kabyle myth was that the Berbers were Indo-European in origin and their mountain
culture, based as it was on independence and hard work, made them much more akin to the
peasants of the Auvergne than were the Arabs. Crucially. too, the authorities claimed that the
Kabyle people's attachment to Islam was much more superficial, evidenced from the fact that
Kabyle women were not veiled, polygamy was not practised and the cult worship of the
marabouts, retaining as it did strong elements of pre-Islamic beliefs, was widespread. Much
more deep rooted in Kabyle society was the tradition of democracy through the djemma (village
councils) which, when added to the Kabyle people's linguistic and cultural cohesion, meant that
that they were much further down the road to modernity. In short, the Berbers were seen as
possessing the basic components for nationhood whilst the nomadic Arabs, still dominated by
the stranglehold of Islam, were not.This policy was reflected in the large number of schools that



were established in Kabylia, the extensive studies carried out by historians and ethnologists to
prove that the Berber people shared a common origin with Europeans, and the strenuous efforts
at encouraging the Berbers to rediscover their Latin-Christian heritage. Cardinal de Lavigerie,
appointed as the archbishop of Algiers in 1867 at the age of thirty-eight, was the most
outspoken advocate of the need to convert Berbers to Christianity. A larger-than-life character
fired up by a militant energy, he set up Christian orphanages for Berber children and established
the Society of African Missionaries, known as the White Fathers because of their Arab dress.
Through such action he wanted to restore the lost age of St Augustine and to wrest North Africa
from the shackles of Arab-Islamic culture.21If divide and rule was one aspect of colonial policy,
so too was an adaptation of the Ottoman system, especially in the remote mountains of the
Aurès and Kabylia, where even as late as the 1950s some Algerians had never seen a French
official. The mountains and plains represent a fundamental divide in Algerian history and this
was no less true under colonialism. French authority and settler culture was based on the coast
and under-government in the mountains, and the interior was a perennial weakness of the
colonial regime. In these remote areas the French sought out intermediaries to act as the
bridgehead between rulers and ruled. Some were ex-servicemen whose war record marked
them out as loyal servants; some were local leaders who wished to ingratiate themselves with
the colonial authorities; whilst others, as the titles bachaga (tribal leader), cadi (judge) and caïd
(tax collector) suggested, were remnants of the Ottoman period. In 1919 the cadis were formally
organized into an administrative body as a way of strengthening surveillance over the Muslim
population. Yet if many cadis felt that they were working on behalf of the local population, many
too were appalling cheats and swindlers. Given the scale of illiteracy the scope for corruption
was vast, with the result that the cheating cadi, exploiting his position in the colonial system to
live off the fate of the peasantry, became a familiar hate figure within popular culture.The French
adapted Ottoman practices in other ways. Just one month after the landings in 1830 the
Zouaous Berber tribe, which had always raised troops for the Dey, supplied 500 troops, known
as zouaves, for the invasion force.22 In 1856 the decision was made to channel this pro-French
sentiment with the creation of three Algerian infantry regiments, and thereafter Muslim troops
were to distinguish themselves on battlefields as far afield as the Crimea, Mexico and
Madagascar. In the First World War 170,000 Algerians ignored the call of the Ottoman caliphate
to rise up against their colonial masters and fought in the French army. In the Second World War
Algerians formed the backbone of the French Army of Africa, supplying 250,000 troops for the
Italian campaign between 1943 and 1945. They played a key role at the Battle of Monte Cassino
and a moving plaque paying tribute to the fallen of the Algerian regiments can be seen on the
walls of the beautiful church of St Louis des Français in Rome. In some cases part of the appeal
was the promise of regular food and income. But if initially many saw the army as a way out of
grinding poverty, many too came to see it as their home, equating loyalty to a particular regiment
with loyalty to the French nation. The authorities soon came to look upon ex-servicemen as a
pillar of support, to be trundled out at every available opportunity, as the photograph of loyal



Muslim veterans saluting the tricolour became a familiar trope of colonial propaganda.The
expropriation of land forced huge numbers of Algerians to endure abject living conditions as the
country became a tale of two economies sitting side by side. On the one side were the rich
settlers whose huge enterprises, comprising some 2,350,000 hectares of the best land and
using the latest agricultural techniques, produced wine and food for export; on the other the
Algerian peasantry who were forced to maintain a subsistence economy based on archaic
methods.23 This way of life was unable to cope with the dramatic rise in population, which
tripled in Algeria between 1856 and 1940 to 6.5 million, ironically due to the impact of French
medicine in reducing infant mortality. By 1930 only 1 per cent of Algerians had a farm of more
than 100 hectares, meaning that hunger became part of everyday life for the native population.
When the country was hit very hard by the Great Depression in the 1930s the French ruthlessly
protected settlers' interests, further intensifying the pauperization process which triggered a
huge exodus of landless peasants from the interior to the major coastal cities. This great
displacement of the population climaxed tragically with the 1937 famine, widely remembered
amongst North Africans as the terrible year of hunger, when people literally dropped dead of
starvation on the roadside. Some of the local authorities did introduce some relief measures, but
most sent victims back to their place of origin, believing that Muslim Algerians followed a
primitive way of life based upon tribes and religion which, because it could not compete, was
predestined for extinction.How to escape poverty became a fundamental question for Algerian
society, a quest that was reflected in the large-scale drift to the towns; in the huge numbers of
Muslims employed as cheap workers in agriculture; and in the beginning of Algerian immigration
to France, which had totalled 92,000 by 1923.24 All of this underlined just how far the Muslim
way of life had become invisible within French Algeria. The fact that the cultivation of wine was
offensive to most Muslim sensibilities did not enter into the equation because their culture did
not matter. The end result was a fragile peace riven with tension, anger and resentment.By 1926
the number of settlers had reached some 833,000, 15 per cent of the population, reaching just
under one million by 1954. The richest settlers occupied the best agricultural land, whilst their
poor counterparts were concentrated for the most part in the major towns and cities. In 1931 the
settler population accounted for 69 per cent of the total population in Algiers, 79 per cent in
Oran, 48 per cent in Constantine and 57 per cent in Bône. Of the settler population, 79 per cent
had been born on Algerian soil. Their identity was bound up not only with the sense of being
French, but also with a strong attachment to Roman Catholicism. Religious holidays, weddings,
baptisms, the weekly mass: these rites separated the settlers from the Jewish and Muslim
populations on a day-to-day basis. Their sense of superiority was reinforced in language. As a
matter of course they addressed Muslims by the familiar tu rather than the polite vous,
underlining their second-class status. Aline Charby, who grew up in a rich Catholic settler family
in the 1940s, recalls how Arab servants were treated in a derogatory way.25 She remembers too
that racist expressions were normal in everyday parlance: Muslims were regularly referred to by
pejorative terms such as melon, raton and bougnoule. The writer Marie Cardinal remembers,



‘Our cleaning ladies were called Fatmas. We addressed them with the tu and they us as vous.’26
The settlers themselves came to be known as ‘pieds noirs’, ‘black feet’, a term they eventually
used to identify themselves as well.Culturally, religiously and linguistically, French Algeria was
rigidly segregated, though not in the way that South Africa was during the apartheid regime.
There were no special places reserved for Muslim or French on public transport. Instead, French
Algeria was crisscrossed by a series of invisible barriers which could not be transgressed.
Talking about his childhood in the 1940s, the Algerian writer Nabil Farès recalls that the level of
demarcation was absolute. On the beach just outside Algiers everybody knew which was the
French part and which the native part and there was no interaction between the two.27 The main
streets of the European quarter of Algiers, with their wide tree-lined boulevards, were particularly
elegant. Yet not a stone's throw from the grand façades was a totally different world, the world of
the casbah with its overcrowded housing and tiny trap-like streets. These were the two faces of
every city: the one of French power and high society, and the other of poverty and squalor. There
was virtually no intermarriage between the two communities. Nor did settler and Muslim mix
much at school. Attempts to expand education for Muslims was blocked by the settlers, who
feared that they might get ideas above their station. In 1890 only ten thousand Muslim children
attended primary school, out of a population of 3.5 million. Admittedly this had risen to 1.2
million out of a population of nearly 7 million at the end of the Second World War but even by
1954 only one Muslim boy in five was attending school, a figure plummeting to one in sixteen of
the girls.The settlers were confident in the permanency of French Algeria and this self-
confidence was reflected in the commemorations organized to mark the hundredth anniversary
of the 1830 invasion. In Algiers the centenary was a glittering occasion. The main streets were
adorned with tricolours, the statues and war memorials dressed in garlands and ribbons, whilst
at Sidi-Ferruch there was a re-enactment of the original landing. To accompany the celebrations
numerous books and pamphlets waxed lyrical about the forward march of colonization, claiming
that the native population, immensely grateful for the way in which invasion had destroyed
Ottoman domination, was now being won over to the French cause.28 Yet this optimism was
underpinned by a palpable sense of fear about the unstable pillars of French rule. In government
circles many officials were only too aware of just how far they were outnumbered by the
natives.29 From their point of view statistics on population increase made alarming reading
during the 1930s. Between 1926 and 1936 the Muslim population increased from 6 million to 7.2
million thanks to falling infant mortality and a rising birth rate. In comparison the increase in the
settler population was much slower. By 1954 the ratio of Muslims to settlers had reached nine to
one.The imbalance between the two populations was striking, and reflected in a network of fears
about Muslims. The perception of the natives as a seething mass, reproducing at will and
motivated by a fanatical religion hell-bent on the destruction of Christianity, became deeply
ingrained within the settler psyche.30 The Algiers casbah in particular, whose sinewy alleys
were so memorably portrayed in the opening scene of Julien Duvivier's 1937 gangster film Pépé
le Moko, was viewed with trepidation because its teeming population was so chaotic and so



uncontrollable. If not kept constantly under check it could erupt into violence and overrun the
French quarter at any moment.Of course, there were many currents of opinion within the settler
community. Not all of them were out-and-out racists. There were people of goodwill who knew
that something had to be done about the plight of the Muslim population. A small minority of
settlers even sided with the FLN during the war of liberation and became Algerian at
independence. However, the liberal strand of thought was best represented by the settler
intellectual Albert Camus. Unquestionably the most famous writer to come out of French Algeria,
Camus was born in 1913 into a poor family in Bab el-Oued in Algiers.31 A member of the French
Resistance, where he wrote for the clandestine paper Combat, after 1945 he became an icon of
the intellectual existential left with his swept-back hair and brooding good looks, before his death
in a car accident in 1960. A tireless supporter of reform, he tried to alert his compatriots to the
famine conditions in Kabylia in 1938 through a series of articles in the communist-supporting
daily Alger Républicain.32 Even so, there were limits to Camus's liberalism. In his fiction, most
famously in his 1942 novel The Outsider, the natives tended to be treated in generic terms and
were always prone to violence and irrationality. Equally, Camus never rejected the French right to
rule. When receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature in December 1957 in Stockholm, he was
called upon by a member of the audience to give his views on the political situation in Algeria.
He replied:It is with a certain repugnance that I give my views in public. I have always
condemned terror. I must also condemn terrorism which operates blindly, in the streets of
Algiers, and which one day could strike my mother or my family. I believe in justice, but I will
defend my mother before justice.33ALGERIAN NATIONALISM 1871–1954After the failure of the
1871 rebellion it is possible to talk of a collective trauma. In the face of humiliation Muslims
became sullen and resentful as Algerian society turned in on itself. A sense of paralysis was
endemic as the vast majority became preoccupied with the minutiae of everyday life. But just
because it was impossible to envisage how French rule could be defeated did not mean that the
vast majority of Algerians accepted it. Instead Algerians found solace in religion as Islam came
to be regarded as a bulwark, a safe haven that could not be overcome by colonialism. It is
significant that very few Muslims took up French citizenship and that Lavigerie's attempts at
conversion made very little impact. In 1908 some four thousand Algerians from Tlemcen, fearful
of being called to fight fellow Muslims in Morocco, chose to follow the example of the Prophet
and go into exile. In 1911 there was a massive wave of Muslim sympathy for the Ottoman
resistance to the Italian invasion of Libya, while many middle-class Muslim parents, reticent
about sending their children into the secular French education system, chose to send them to
religious universities in Fez, Tunis or Cairo. For men who felt powerless in the face of French rule
it became even more important to assert themselves over women, and in the domestic sphere
they underlined the need for a strict adherence to Muslim values as a way of setting their families
apart from the French.In this sense Algeria can be seen as a microcosm of the Muslim and
wider non-European world. During the nineteenth century Western Europe became the
powerhouse of the world, the combination of technical innovation and economic power



producing a dynamism that far exceeded anything previously known to humanity. The French
Third Republic, marked by its belief in science and progress, saw itself as the standard bearer of
this new civilization. This raised the question of how Algerians should respond; was the civilizing
mission about the imposition of an alien way of life or did it contain ideas and knowledge which
could be adapted and appropriated by the Islamic world?Copyright © 2007, 2011 John Phillips
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Algeria into six such regionsan administrative region: during the war of liberation the FLN divided
Algeria into six such regionsPREFACEWhy Algeria?LYING ON THE southern shores of the
Mediterranean, Algeria is a vast country, the second largest in Africa and indeed the eleventh
largest in the world.* Bordered by Morocco to the west, Tunisia and Libya to the east and
Mauritania, Mali and Niger to the south, Algeria is a land of dramatic physical extremes where
vertiginous gorges and snow-capped mountains compete with tangerine groves, marshy plains
and vast tracts of the Sahara desert. It is by any stretch of the imagination a singular landscape,
beautiful, beguiling, bewildering, which down the centuries has formed a historical crossroads



between Islam and Christianity, Africa and Europe, the First World and the Third.At the
beginning of the twenty-first century, the notion that Algeria represents an adjacent ‘other’ is just
as prevalent as it has ever been. Most obviously, this impression is derived from the train of
events since 11 September 2001 and all the attendant speculation about the ‘clash of
civilizations’. Equally, however, it stems from the pressure of economic migration from the poor
South, and here one fact is vital: for Algeria's 33.3 million Muslim inhabitants, one of the fastest-
growing populations in the world, Europe is just two hours away by plane, and large numbers
covet a better life in the rich North.Algeria occupied the world headlines between 1954 and 1962
with the national liberation struggle against French rule. Immortalized in Gillo Pontecorvo's 1966
film The Battle of Algiers, this was one of the bloodiest and most protracted wars of
decolonization, with no quarter given by either side. When independence was finally won this
was rightly seen across the globe as a momentous event. Yet almost at once Algeria was
forgotten, as the world's gaze shifted to the Vietnam War, the events of May 1968 in France, and
the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. Beyond France, reports on Algeria tended to be sporadic,
largely because from a news perspective, with independence attained, the story was
over.Algeria only returned to the world media spotlight in the late 1980s, with the rise of the
political Islamist party the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). In January 1992 the army cancelled
elections which the FIS was poised to win and the country soon descended into violence as
young Islamist guerrillas took to the hills to fight the military regime. A cycle of terrorism and
counter-terrorism ensued, creating a spiral of uncontrollable events that grew ever more savage.
The ferocity and frequency of bombings, shootings and ambushes turned whole swathes of the
country into a maze of military checkpoints, concrete blast walls and razor wire. The second
Algerian war had begun.During late 1997 and early 1998 Algeria turned bloody beyond belief.
Suddenly to the outside world the place became not so much a country but an event, a
maelstrom of violence where whole villages were wiped out in the hinterland of the capital. Three
hundred ordinary civilians were massacred in Raïs on 28 August 1997, followed by five hundred
in Béni-Messous on 5 September, four hundred in Bentalha on 22 September, then five hundred
more in the three villages of Meknessa, Souk El-Had and Had Chekala on 4 January 1998. By
this point the area south of Algiers, dubbed ‘the triangle of death’ by locals, amounted to one
huge killing field as groups of hooded men returned night after night to carry out murder,
mutilation, disembowelment and systematic rape. In 1999 even the government was forced to
admit that the conflict had led to a hundred thousand dead, that is, on average, five hundred
people every week, with many more maimed, injured and traumatized. Independent experts
suggest the figure is more like two hundred thousand.By autumn 1997 the sheer scale of the
violence in Algeria had become impossible for the international community to ignore. On 30
September Mary Robinson, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, made a public plea
calling for an end to bloodshed. Two weeks later four human rights organizations – Amnesty
International, Human Rights Watch, the Fédération Internationale des Ligues des Droits de
l'Homme and Reporters sans Frontières – called for a special UN session on Algeria and the



establishment of an independent international inquiry into the massacres, a demand that was
backed up by the United States on 5 January 1998. On 19 January a European Union
delegation made a visit to see the situation on the ground.In the midst of all this international
attention there was much that was puzzling. Why, for example, was the army incapable of
intervening to protect its citizens even though some units were stationed in barracks just a few
hundred yards away from the massacres? Why had kidnappers been able to abduct a group of
mostly elderly Roman Catholic monks from their monastery at Tibhirine under the noses of
soldiers deployed at a nearby post? Some began to ask if insiders within the military regime
were manipulating the bloodshed in order to sabotage any attempts at dialogue with the Islamist
guerrillas.The aim of this book is to scrape away at the layers of confusion and obfuscation in
order to reveal the causes of this violence. We want to go beyond stereotypes which interpret the
conflict as the consequence of a pathological Oriental mindset, the simple battle between
secularists and Islamists or the inevitable failure of the post-independence regime. There is
nothing inevitable or predetermined about Algeria. Instead, the country's tragedy has to be
understood as the product of a specific and complex historical context filled at every point with
alternative possibilities and counter-factual scenarios.This book is an exploration of the
connections between past and present, where the injustices and horrors of yesteryear are
engraved upon people's minds and have powerful influences on what happens next. The
introduction and first four chapters will chart the country's long historical roots, examining the
complicated relationship between the pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial periods, whilst
chapters four to eight will focus on post-1988 Algeria, analysing in detail the twists and turns of
the unfolding conflict.The book is also a dialogue between a historian and a journalist, both of
whom have extensive first-hand experience of North Africa and Algeria. Both authors see
Algeria as a microcosm of the contemporary world: a country which is grappling not just with
religious terrorism and the legacy of colonialism but also with huge economic inequalities and a
difficult transition to democracy.Finally, the book sets out to put Algeria into a wider perspective.
In January 2003 Algerian Islamists were arrested in north London, accused of plotting a ricin
attack on the London Underground, an event that was exploited to the hilt by Tony Blair in his
justification for the invasion of Iraq. The clampdown on Islamist activists that followed was met
with ironic applause from governments in Algiers and Paris who had long accused Britain of
turning a blind eye to religious extremists, from which London had gained the soubriquet
‘Londonistan’. Algeria is not elsewhere, a distant French enclave of no real interest. What
happens in Algeria has deep ramifications. The history of Algeria reminds us of a basic but
fundamental truth, namely that in the contemporary world no country is an island.Martin Evans,
PortsmouthJohn Phillips, RomeMarch 2007* Algeria covers some 900,000 square miles. Sudan
is the only African country to be bigger.PREFACEWhy Algeria?LYING ON THE southern shores
of the Mediterranean, Algeria is a vast country, the second largest in Africa and indeed the
eleventh largest in the world.* Bordered by Morocco to the west, Tunisia and Libya to the east
and Mauritania, Mali and Niger to the south, Algeria is a land of dramatic physical extremes
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largely because from a news perspective, with independence attained, the story was
over.Algeria only returned to the world media spotlight in the late 1980s, with the rise of the
political Islamist party the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). In January 1992 the army cancelled
elections which the FIS was poised to win and the country soon descended into violence as
young Islamist guerrillas took to the hills to fight the military regime. A cycle of terrorism and
counter-terrorism ensued, creating a spiral of uncontrollable events that grew ever more savage.
The ferocity and frequency of bombings, shootings and ambushes turned whole swathes of the
country into a maze of military checkpoints, concrete blast walls and razor wire. The second
Algerian war had begun.During late 1997 and early 1998 Algeria turned bloody beyond belief.
Suddenly to the outside world the place became not so much a country but an event, a
maelstrom of violence where whole villages were wiped out in the hinterland of the capital. Three
hundred ordinary civilians were massacred in Raïs on 28 August 1997, followed by five hundred
in Béni-Messous on 5 September, four hundred in Bentalha on 22 September, then five hundred
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difficult transition to democracy.Finally, the book sets out to put Algeria into a wider perspective.
In January 2003 Algerian Islamists were arrested in north London, accused of plotting a ricin
attack on the London Underground, an event that was exploited to the hilt by Tony Blair in his
justification for the invasion of Iraq. The clampdown on Islamist activists that followed was met
with ironic applause from governments in Algiers and Paris who had long accused Britain of
turning a blind eye to religious extremists, from which London had gained the soubriquet
‘Londonistan’. Algeria is not elsewhere, a distant French enclave of no real interest. What
happens in Algeria has deep ramifications. The history of Algeria reminds us of a basic but
fundamental truth, namely that in the contemporary world no country is an island.Martin Evans,
PortsmouthJohn Phillips, RomeMarch 2007* Algeria covers some 900,000 square miles. Sudan
is the only African country to be bigger.INTRODUCTIONThe Role of the Past in Algerian



HistoryON 14 JUNE 1830 a small French force waded ashore at first light at Sidi-Ferruch, a
beach some twenty miles to the west of Algeria's capital, Algiers. This spot had been chosen as
the bridgehead for invasion because it was sheltered and the water was so shallow, and during
the next few days the French landed an impressive force of 37,000 men and 91 artillery pieces,
its largest expedition since the Napoleonic campaign. Meticulous planning, combined with
strength of numbers, led the military leaders to predict a walk-over and such was the weight of
expectation that members of French high society hired pleasure boats to observe the naval
bombardment of the Algerian coastline.It was a hubris that was well placed. En route to the
capital the French met little resistance, quickly routing a ramshackle force of 35,000 Ottoman
troops at Staouéli on 19 June, the only serious military engagement of the whole campaign. By 5
July Algiers had capitulated, at which point the invading troops were given a free hand to pillage
the casbah for jewels, art and treasure. Flushed with a triumph which he knew would earn him a
marshal's baton, the expedition's leader, the ultraconservative General Bourmont, congratulated
his men on a campaign that had lasted just twenty days and cost a mere four hundred
casualties. As intended, it had brought about the destruction of the Ottoman regency that, in
Bourmont's words, had been a ‘thorn in the side of Europe for three centuries’ through its
sponsorship of the Barbary pirates operating from Algeria's ports.In retrospect the invasion of
Algeria was an event of enormous international significance. This was the first Arab country to
be annexed by the West, and June 1830 set the pattern for the way in which the Arab world was
to be carved up by Britain and France over the next hundred years. But at the time it was not part
of a grand design for systematic imperial expansion. French policy itself was muddled and
confused. Even though the military had forecast an easy victory there were no plans in place
about what to do next and over the following few years military men and politicians would argue
end-lessly over the best course of action: withdrawal, limited control of the major coastal towns
or full-blown occupation.The immediate pretext for the invasion was revenge for an incident in
1827 when the Dey of Algiers, Khodja Hussein, angry at the French refusal to repay loans from
the Napoleonic wars, attacked the French consul with a fly whisk, shouting: ‘You are a wicked,
faithless, idol-worshipping rascal.’ The French newspapers were enraged. National honour, the
Gazette de France told its readers, had to be avenged; Algiers, routinely described as a ‘nest of
pirates’, had to be taught a lesson. Egged on by the press, the French began a naval blockade of
the Algerian coast, but for all the talk of prestige their real motivations were political, economic,
religious and cultural. Politically, the Algerian adventure was a cynical attempt to divert attention
away from King Charles X's weak and unpopular regime. Economically, French traders wanted
to expand outwards from the trading posts they had already established on the Algerian coast at
La Calle and Bône. For them Algeria was an alluring prize. As well as being a country of
enormous untapped economic potential it was viewed as a place of fabulous wealth, an image
that was fuelled by the legend of the casbah treasure, the gold that had been plundered over the
previous three centuries by the pirates operating out of Algiers.In religious terms, the
Mediterranean was still seen as a zone of confrontation between Christians and Muslims, a



mental image that was reinforced under the restored Bourbon monarchy by a wave of nostalgia
for the Crusades. In the writings of Joseph-François Michaud, whose Histoire des Croisades
was published in the last years of the Napoleonic Empire and became immensely popular, the
Crusades were held up not only as a model of true religious devotion, but also as the first
expression of France's national grandeur, and hence the invasion of Algeria was trumpeted as a
victory over Islam.1 In fact when Charles X formally announced the invasion to the National
Assembly on 2 March 1830, he justified the enterprise explicitly on religious grounds.2 For him,
he solemnly told the seated deputies, French intervention was about the spread of Christianity:In
the midst of the grave events that have preoccupied Europe, I was obliged to suspend the effect
of my just resentment against a Barbary power; but I can no longer allow to go unpunished the
grave insult to my flag; the resounding redress that I hope to obtain in satisfying the honour of
France will with the Almighty's help turn to the profit of Christendom.3Finally, there was the
cultural dimension. Dynamic, modern and vibrant, France conceived of itself as a coherent
nation state with a superior culture. In contrast the Ottoman regime was looked down upon as a
failed state. Although it had been a threat during the sixteenth century, when Algiers sponsored
the corsairs that regularly attacked European shipping in the Mediterranean, by the beginning of
the nineteenth century the country had become, in French eyes, terminally unstable. The
Ottoman sultan in Istanbul was clearly too weak and too distant to offer protection, the regime
was no longer able to contain the regular uprisings of autonomous tribal groups, the economy
was increasingly falling under the domination of European financiers and the regency itself was
riven with infighting. Little wonder that Algeria was seen as an inviting target for colonization.For
all Charles X's talk of religious and military glory the Algerian adventure failed to prevent the
demise of the Bourbon monarchy, which was overthrown only a month later in the July
Revolution, and still less did it lead to an easy victory. Just because the native population
welcomed the overthrow of the Ottomans it did not mean that they wanted to be ruled by the
French, and by 1832 France was bogged down in a bloody war of occupation. Not until 1847 did
Algerian resistance begin to be overcome, whereupon the country set its feet on the road that
eventually led to its assimilation as an integral part of France, in theory no different from
Normandy or Brittany. It was a fateful step because, as subsequent settlers never tired of telling
their mainland compatriots, this meant that Algeria was an older part of France than Savoy,
which was only received from Italy in 1859. Henceforth generations of French schoolchildren
would be told that France was divided by the Mediterranean like Paris divided by the Seine. The
end result was the most extreme form of colonization: by having the land and culture of its native
population taken away Algeria was to be made French. It was a brutal process which ultimately
led to the counter-violence of the war of liberation between 1954 and 1962 and which has
continued to frame Algerian politics ever since.These are the basic historical facts about the
1830 invasion. However, what is significant here is not the finer detail of the French landing but
its mythic potential; the way in which over time, and by accretion, this event has been
transformed into the starting point for multiple, differing, and often utterly opposed



interpretations of Algerian history. It has become a totem for an array of national and religious
narratives, each of which tells a very different story about the significance of 1830 in terms of the
origins and meaning of Algerian history. What animates these narratives is disagreement not
only about what happened in the past, but also about what is happening in the present and what
will happen in the future. Past, present and future are seen as one and have played a key role in
justifying all kinds of violence. Thus, the past in Algerian history has been invoked to legitimize
not just the appropriation of land by colonialism, but also the war of national liberation as well as
Islamist and anti-Islamist violence.In the case of the French colonial narrative, 1830 was the
starting point of history. Before colonization Algeria had been an empty space devoid of
civilization. Through an industrious and pioneering spirit the French settlers transformed this arid
landscape: by draining plains, establishing vineyards and introducing new agricultural
techniques, they made the desert bloom. It was a potent mythology, one akin to that of the
settlers in nineteenth-century Australia or early Zionists in post-1948 Israel, and a continuous
contrast was made between the lazy, unproductive natives on the one side and the resourceful
settlers on the other. The fact that the settlers had tamed such a harsh environment showed why
they, and not the local population, had a right to own the land.4There is no better vantage point
for understanding the assumptions that underpinned colonialism than Eugène Delacroix's 1834
painting Women of Algiers, which now hangs in the Louvre. The painting resulted from an
expedition which Delacroix made to Algeria and Morocco in 1832 at the behest of the Comte de
Mornay, who wanted him to act as the artist accompanying his diplomatic mission to the Sultan
of Morocco, with whom France was seeking an alliance.5 Delacroix was overwhelmed by the
aesthetics of the landscape, above all how the light differed from that of the North, and during
the course of the whole trip he filled seven notebooks with hundreds of drawings and
sketches.6The painting itself was of three French models dressed in North African costumes,
based upon poses of Muslim women that Delacroix had sketched in Algiers, and it would be no
exaggeration to say that this image has assumed an iconic status in terms of France's vision not
just of Algeria, but of the whole of North Africa. Delacroix's aesthetic preoccupations are obvious
– this is a seductive image dominated by the effect of colour and light – and so too are his
cultural assumptions. In portraying the Algerian women as submissive, sensual and inviting, he
is implicitly saying that the country is a place of fertile riches and therefore ripe for
colonization.7At the end of the nineteenth century this mythology was reformulated and the
settlers came to see themselves as the inheritors of the Roman Empire, taking up the Latin
achievement which had fallen under abeyance with the Arabs.8 Writers such as Emile Gautier
conjured up the image of the Roman Empire as a stable and prosperous civilization, pax
romana, which was violently overturned by the Arab invasion of the seventh century.9 This
narrative simplified the complexities of North African history; the Vandal invasion was ignored,
as was the re-conquest by the Byzantine Empire, in order to leave an overriding image of the
Arab invasion as the North African equivalent of the ravages of Genghis Khan. For Gautier the
Arab conquest was a disaster of apocalyptic proportions because it led to the triumph of a lower



form of civilization in which nomads predominated over settled peoples, pastoral over
agricultural, the tent over the house, the tribe over the family. From then on North Africa was
shrouded in darkness, awaiting the return of Latin civilization in the guise of French colonialism.
Seen through this lens, 1830 was an act of liberation, through which France was bestowing the
benefits of good rule, medicine and science on the southern shores of the Mediterranean.In
contrast, the National Liberation Front (FLN), which led the war against the French between
1954 and 1962, saw 1830 as the starting point of the national liberation struggle.10 From the
beginning, FLN doctrine claimed, the native population opposed the colonial occupation,
inaugurating a long fight for independence which finally ended 132 years later. Through victory
the FLN allowed Algerians to recover an uncomplicated Arab-Islamic identity. By fusing the FLN
and the people into one, this narrative reduced complex history to a narrative of heroes and
villains. It was an extremely simple story of heroic resistance led by the FLN; those who
collaborated with the French were traitors to their religion and nationality, while the contribution
of rival political organizations was ignored. Algerian resistance was conjured up as a single
political force, at once historically continuous, socially cohesive and ideologically consistent,
which began in 1830 and continued until the decisive leadership of the FLN brought victory in
July 1962. Significantly too, this official memory became highly militarized after the coup of 19
June 1965 which overthrew Ahmed Ben Bella and brought Colonel Houari Boumediène to
power. As Boumediène never tired of telling his officers, the army had not just cast off
colonialism, it had humiliated a NATO power, the fourth most important military force in the
world, and become an example to the rest of the Arab world. The army was now seen to
incarnate the war of liberation: embodying the nation's most sacred values and rooted in the
struggle of the people, it was the spine of the revolution, and the key dates in the war became
the basis of an official calendar, a cycle of military commemorations that regularly reminded the
population who held power and why.This official memory was highly anonymous. Indeed, it
became a standard joke that the only veterans who were publicly mentioned were those who
had been killed during the war, as individuals were airbrushed out in the name of a faceless
populism. According to the official FLN slogan, inscribed on every government building, the war
had been fought ‘by the people and for the people’ and the end result was a paradox in the
sense that the past was everywhere, while history as a critical discipline was absent. Reverence
replaced understanding as this single narrative – militarized, anonymous, populist and divorced
from any precise context – was religiously transmitted to the new post-colonial
generation.Despite its selective memory and calculated deceits, the official view had an
enormous hold until the 1980s, largely because it dovetailed with the experience of the ordinary
populace. Algerians were only too aware of how colonialism had been based on racism and
exclusion and for this reason the FLN enjoyed an enormous amount of popular legitimacy. Even
so the official monopoly of history was challenged from two significant directions.The first of
these was the Islamist challenge, which can be traced through the extraordinary career of
Sheikh Abdelatif Soltani. Born in 1902, Soltani was formed by the Association of Algerian



Ulema, a movement of religious clerics that was established in 1931 in Constantine in the
eastern part of the country. Quietly spoken and plainly dressed, Soltani was instrumental in
developing close links with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, which had been founded by
Hassan al-Banna in 1928 and was dedicated to the reconstruction of Islamic society on the
basis of the texts and traditions dated back to the time of the Prophet Mohammed.11Although
suspicious of the political leadership, Soltani felt that the FLN had to be supported in order to
Islamicize society from within. However, given the tactical nature of this alliance, it is not
surprising that once independence had been achieved in July 1962 he quickly fell out with the
FLN regime which he saw as too socialist, too secularist and too Western.Soltani was angered
by the notion that Algeria might have won the war militarily but lost it culturally and this led him to
found, along with Abassi Madani and Ahmed Sahnoun, the association al-Qiyam (‘Values’) in
1963.12 He was especially incensed by what he saw as the lax morality of the post-
independence regime. The continued sale of cigarettes and alcohol, as well as the prominent
presence of women on the military parades of 1 November 1965, dressed, in Soltani's opinion,
in a scandalous fashion, were symbolic of the continued dominance of Western values and
showed just how far Algeria was under attack from the inside. In calling for a reassertion of true
Islamic values Soltani reminded Muslims that a true jihad had an internal as well as an external
dimension. Soltani emphasized that the war of liberation was not just about the physical
expulsion of the French but also the cleansing from Western practices, notably alcohol, smoking
and co-education. This interpretation of the true meaning of the war of liberation would be at the
core of the Islamist movement throughout the 1980s and early 1990s.The second challenge to
the official interpretation of history came from the Berber movement, whose emergence
encapsulates the most controversial issue in Algerian politics and history: what is the ethnic
composition of the Algerian population and where do they come from? The original inhabitants
in North Africa emerged from two independent Stone Age cultures, the Neolithic Caspian and
the Caucasoid Proto-Hamites, which arrived from Egypt and western Asia respectively between
10,000 and 5000 BC. Thus, it was their descendants whom the Phoenicians encountered when
they established a series of trading settlements along the coast in 1100 BC. Collectively, Greek
sources referred to them as barbaroi, a name used for any people who did not speak Greek,
which in turn was taken up by the Romans and the Arabs. This is the origin of the term Berber,
although Berber activists prefer to talk about Imazighen, meaning ‘free men’, a term derived
from their own language, Tamazight. Today the legacy of Berber culture is self-evident
throughout Algeria with the Kabyles in Kabylia, the Shawiya in the Aurès region, the Mozabites
around Ghardaïa and the Tuaregs in the Saharan Hoggar region, in total about 20 per cent of the
population, all speaking a variant of the Berber language. Significantly, their existence
challenges the official post-independence conception of Algeria whereby the government,
determined to counteract the years of colonialism, asserted that the native population was
culturally, linguistically and ethnically Arab; a monolithic understanding of the nation that, by
ignoring the Berber issue, placed Algeria at the centre of the Arab world.Demands for the



recognition of Berber rights provoked the train of events which led to the ‘Berber spring’, one of
the most significant events in post-independence Algeria. The spark was the banning of a public
meeting on 19 March 1980 with Mouloud Mammeri, professor of anthropology and champion of
Berber culture, in Tizi-Ouzou, the capital of Kabylia. Such censorship provoked protests which
erupted into a general strike across the region, during which the protestors drew an explicit
parallel with the ‘Prague spring’ to underline their struggle for self-expression and human
rights.13As such the ‘Berber spring’ challenged the fundamental tenets of all the post-1962
regimes. By denouncing the FLN definition of the Algerian people as far too narrow, it was
characterizing the notion of an Arab-Islamic identity as an imposition. This authoritarian
approach to history, Berber activists continued, reflected the state's anti-democratic and anti-
pluralist character. The Berber spring also looked at the war of liberation from a new angle. By
underlining the manner in which the resistance fighters in Kabylia had borne the brunt of the
French violence between 1954 and 1962, Berber activists were claiming that the internal
resistance had been betrayed by the army of the frontiers which had just sat tight in Morocco
and Tunisia until independence.14Although the Berber spring was essentially a Kabyle affair, the
Berber issue raised the question of where Algerians came from and this issue, perhaps more
than anything else, reveals why the Algerian past is a battleground. In the nineteenth century
French ethnographers tried to argue that the Berbers were descended from Indo-Europeans in
order to differentiate them from the Arabs.15 The likes of Gautier took the view that the Berbers
of the mountains were much closer in mentality to, say, the French peasantry in the Auvergne. It
was a classic divide-and-rule policy that, like the one followed by the Belgians in Rwanda which
distinguished the Hutus from the Tutsis, has left a poisonous legacy. For the Algerian regime
such distinctions were anathema. Anybody who subscribed to them was an agent of French neo-
colonialism who was trying to weaken the Algerian nation from the inside. Such vitriol became a
reflex action for the regime and was encapsulated in the infamous Arabic slogan hizb fransa
(‘the party of France’). On these grounds the Berber movement was stigmatized as inauthentic
and foreign, and derided as a conduit for French ideas of secularism, feminism, liberalism and
socialism which were corroding the country's Islamic identity, an accusation also taken up by the
Islamists.Although Islamists and Berberists come from opposite ends of the political spectrum
their understanding of history is united by the common theme of confiscation at independence.
Both agree that in 1962 Algerians were duped by a corrupt minority only interested in power and
personal aggrandizement. Both agree that the FLN was a fissiparous phenomenon, containing
competing tendencies and groups. Both agree too that the FLN was profoundly changed by the
war, the noble intentions of November 1954 sullied by the grubby reality of post-independence
politics. This attitude took hold at a popular level during the 1980s, when ordinary Algerians
lamented that ‘the FLN of the war was not the FLN of independence’.The colonial narrative, the
official narrative, the Soltani narrative and the Berber narrative: these four examples
demonstrate just how far interpretations of Algerian history are hopelessly entangled with
politics and ideology.16 History is inextricably bound up with contemporary politics and for this



reason it has been open to abuse, misuse and fabrication. In each narrative, historical truth has
been skewed by the ideological concerns of the present where, to put it crudely, good history is
that history which is good for ‘our country’, ‘our political party’, or ‘our religious movement’. Yet it
is too simplistic to dismiss these narratives as a tissue of lies. They are a compound of truth and
fiction where each narrative takes the basic facts before pulling them in different directions.
Moreover, these narratives have been able to mobilize people because they do connect with
their experience. They play on key aspects of the culture, above all the Islamic references which
are the cornerstone of Algerian life, as a way of legitimizing themselves, giving the impression
that they are the natural outcome of long historical narratives stretching back hundreds or even
thousands of years.The French philosopher Ernest Renan, in a lecture given in 1882, famously
argued: ‘forgetting, even getting history wrong, is an essential factor in the formation of the
nation, which is why the progress of historical studies is often a danger to nationality’. Nowhere
has this adage been more true than in post-independence Algeria.17 The function of history for
the regime was neither truth nor scholarship. The population was discouraged from a critical
historical consciousness because history had just one usage: to construct a heroic narrative that
legitimized the post-independence regime and built a clear national identity.This meant that
historical scholarship was tightly controlled. Mohammed Harbi, an FLN veteran who was
imprisoned by Boumediène after the June 1965 coup, had his historical research explicitly
censored.18 As an academic working in exile at a Paris university he set out to give Algerians
back their history through the publication of a series of books and key documents. In doing so he
argued that all the talk of liberation was a mirage; in reality the war against the French had
allowed the army to take power. In reply, the Algerian government vilified him as a lackey of
colonialism: after all, by publishing in France, was he not just handing over ammunition to the
enemy?Abdelmalek Sayad collaborated with the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to produce
an ethnographical study of the Kabyle region in the early 1960s.19 He has also done extensive
work on Algerian immigration in France. In a series of interviews he has talked about the tension
between history, origins and national myths. Moments of dramatic crisis, such as the one Algeria
is undergoing at the moment, reveal, he argues, the greatest need for rigorous historical
research. He explicitly equates the miserable state of the historical profession in Algeria with the
social deprivation of the population. What, he asks, does it say about a country that it is not
mature enough to face up to the complexities of the past and break free of mythologies, not just
of the colonial but also of the pre-colonial period? Sayad underlines the narrow constraints of the
FLN narrative, which was fundamentally a response to the colonial narrative, a counter-narrative
that fed off the myths of colonialism and was nurtured by it. Characterized by a strong sense of
hagiography, this counter-narrative became disorientated when it lost the colonial enemy in
1962. Consequently the post-colonial state had to continually conjure up the spectre of neo-
colonialism in the guise of the hizb fransa (‘the party of France’). Paradoxically, too, this counter-
narrative was a mirror image of French nationalism. Like French nationalism it set out to fashion
a strong attachment to the idea of the Algerian republic through a series of rituals and



commemorations which put the nation beyond any historical analysis.For all these reasons
Sayad makes an impassioned plea for a re-examination of this nationalism in a critical light. It
has to be understood as the product of a particular context; otherwise Algerians will have no real
idea of their historical origins. Moreover, research must break out of the colonial and FLN
chronologies whereby 1830 is the starting point for history. The complexities of the pre-1830
period are vital to understanding of contemporary Algeria and in this respect, Sayad continues,
discussion of the period before Islam must not mean that one is immediately accused of being a
neo-colonialist reverting to colonial ideas of Latin Algeria. Like Tunisia with Carthage and Egypt
with the pharaohs, Algeria must integrate this past into the national history.Taking Sayad's
comments as a starting point, the first chapter of this book will provide an overview of the pre-
colonial period. By highlighting grand sweeps we want to stress a particular set of connections
between the past and present. On one level this might seem obvious, but since so much of
Algeria's history has been shrouded in taboo it is critically important. Although broad in
comparison with the detail of the subsequent chapters, this is not an exotic backdrop before we
get to the main section of the book. By showing how history, even history going back ten
thousand years, is still determining events in contemporary Algeria, this next chapter frames the
rest of our study in a fundamental way.INTRODUCTIONThe Role of the Past in Algerian
HistoryON 14 JUNE 1830 a small French force waded ashore at first light at Sidi-Ferruch, a
beach some twenty miles to the west of Algeria's capital, Algiers. This spot had been chosen as
the bridgehead for invasion because it was sheltered and the water was so shallow, and during
the next few days the French landed an impressive force of 37,000 men and 91 artillery pieces,
its largest expedition since the Napoleonic campaign. Meticulous planning, combined with
strength of numbers, led the military leaders to predict a walk-over and such was the weight of
expectation that members of French high society hired pleasure boats to observe the naval
bombardment of the Algerian coastline.It was a hubris that was well placed. En route to the
capital the French met little resistance, quickly routing a ramshackle force of 35,000 Ottoman
troops at Staouéli on 19 June, the only serious military engagement of the whole campaign. By 5
July Algiers had capitulated, at which point the invading troops were given a free hand to pillage
the casbah for jewels, art and treasure. Flushed with a triumph which he knew would earn him a
marshal's baton, the expedition's leader, the ultraconservative General Bourmont, congratulated
his men on a campaign that had lasted just twenty days and cost a mere four hundred
casualties. As intended, it had brought about the destruction of the Ottoman regency that, in
Bourmont's words, had been a ‘thorn in the side of Europe for three centuries’ through its
sponsorship of the Barbary pirates operating from Algeria's ports.In retrospect the invasion of
Algeria was an event of enormous international significance. This was the first Arab country to
be annexed by the West, and June 1830 set the pattern for the way in which the Arab world was
to be carved up by Britain and France over the next hundred years. But at the time it was not part
of a grand design for systematic imperial expansion. French policy itself was muddled and
confused. Even though the military had forecast an easy victory there were no plans in place



about what to do next and over the following few years military men and politicians would argue
end-lessly over the best course of action: withdrawal, limited control of the major coastal towns
or full-blown occupation.The immediate pretext for the invasion was revenge for an incident in
1827 when the Dey of Algiers, Khodja Hussein, angry at the French refusal to repay loans from
the Napoleonic wars, attacked the French consul with a fly whisk, shouting: ‘You are a wicked,
faithless, idol-worshipping rascal.’ The French newspapers were enraged. National honour, the
Gazette de France told its readers, had to be avenged; Algiers, routinely described as a ‘nest of
pirates’, had to be taught a lesson. Egged on by the press, the French began a naval blockade of
the Algerian coast, but for all the talk of prestige their real motivations were political, economic,
religious and cultural. Politically, the Algerian adventure was a cynical attempt to divert attention
away from King Charles X's weak and unpopular regime. Economically, French traders wanted
to expand outwards from the trading posts they had already established on the Algerian coast at
La Calle and Bône. For them Algeria was an alluring prize. As well as being a country of
enormous untapped economic potential it was viewed as a place of fabulous wealth, an image
that was fuelled by the legend of the casbah treasure, the gold that had been plundered over the
previous three centuries by the pirates operating out of Algiers.In religious terms, the
Mediterranean was still seen as a zone of confrontation between Christians and Muslims, a
mental image that was reinforced under the restored Bourbon monarchy by a wave of nostalgia
for the Crusades. In the writings of Joseph-François Michaud, whose Histoire des Croisades
was published in the last years of the Napoleonic Empire and became immensely popular, the
Crusades were held up not only as a model of true religious devotion, but also as the first
expression of France's national grandeur, and hence the invasion of Algeria was trumpeted as a
victory over Islam.1 In fact when Charles X formally announced the invasion to the National
Assembly on 2 March 1830, he justified the enterprise explicitly on religious grounds.2 For him,
he solemnly told the seated deputies, French intervention was about the spread of Christianity:In
the midst of the grave events that have preoccupied Europe, I was obliged to suspend the effect
of my just resentment against a Barbary power; but I can no longer allow to go unpunished the
grave insult to my flag; the resounding redress that I hope to obtain in satisfying the honour of
France will with the Almighty's help turn to the profit of Christendom.3Finally, there was the
cultural dimension. Dynamic, modern and vibrant, France conceived of itself as a coherent
nation state with a superior culture. In contrast the Ottoman regime was looked down upon as a
failed state. Although it had been a threat during the sixteenth century, when Algiers sponsored
the corsairs that regularly attacked European shipping in the Mediterranean, by the beginning of
the nineteenth century the country had become, in French eyes, terminally unstable. The
Ottoman sultan in Istanbul was clearly too weak and too distant to offer protection, the regime
was no longer able to contain the regular uprisings of autonomous tribal groups, the economy
was increasingly falling under the domination of European financiers and the regency itself was
riven with infighting. Little wonder that Algeria was seen as an inviting target for colonization.For
all Charles X's talk of religious and military glory the Algerian adventure failed to prevent the



demise of the Bourbon monarchy, which was overthrown only a month later in the July
Revolution, and still less did it lead to an easy victory. Just because the native population
welcomed the overthrow of the Ottomans it did not mean that they wanted to be ruled by the
French, and by 1832 France was bogged down in a bloody war of occupation. Not until 1847 did
Algerian resistance begin to be overcome, whereupon the country set its feet on the road that
eventually led to its assimilation as an integral part of France, in theory no different from
Normandy or Brittany. It was a fateful step because, as subsequent settlers never tired of telling
their mainland compatriots, this meant that Algeria was an older part of France than Savoy,
which was only received from Italy in 1859. Henceforth generations of French schoolchildren
would be told that France was divided by the Mediterranean like Paris divided by the Seine. The
end result was the most extreme form of colonization: by having the land and culture of its native
population taken away Algeria was to be made French. It was a brutal process which ultimately
led to the counter-violence of the war of liberation between 1954 and 1962 and which has
continued to frame Algerian politics ever since.These are the basic historical facts about the
1830 invasion. However, what is significant here is not the finer detail of the French landing but
its mythic potential; the way in which over time, and by accretion, this event has been
transformed into the starting point for multiple, differing, and often utterly opposed
interpretations of Algerian history. It has become a totem for an array of national and religious
narratives, each of which tells a very different story about the significance of 1830 in terms of the
origins and meaning of Algerian history. What animates these narratives is disagreement not
only about what happened in the past, but also about what is happening in the present and what
will happen in the future. Past, present and future are seen as one and have played a key role in
justifying all kinds of violence. Thus, the past in Algerian history has been invoked to legitimize
not just the appropriation of land by colonialism, but also the war of national liberation as well as
Islamist and anti-Islamist violence.In the case of the French colonial narrative, 1830 was the
starting point of history. Before colonization Algeria had been an empty space devoid of
civilization. Through an industrious and pioneering spirit the French settlers transformed this arid
landscape: by draining plains, establishing vineyards and introducing new agricultural
techniques, they made the desert bloom. It was a potent mythology, one akin to that of the
settlers in nineteenth-century Australia or early Zionists in post-1948 Israel, and a continuous
contrast was made between the lazy, unproductive natives on the one side and the resourceful
settlers on the other. The fact that the settlers had tamed such a harsh environment showed why
they, and not the local population, had a right to own the land.4There is no better vantage point
for understanding the assumptions that underpinned colonialism than Eugène Delacroix's 1834
painting Women of Algiers, which now hangs in the Louvre. The painting resulted from an
expedition which Delacroix made to Algeria and Morocco in 1832 at the behest of the Comte de
Mornay, who wanted him to act as the artist accompanying his diplomatic mission to the Sultan
of Morocco, with whom France was seeking an alliance.5 Delacroix was overwhelmed by the
aesthetics of the landscape, above all how the light differed from that of the North, and during



the course of the whole trip he filled seven notebooks with hundreds of drawings and
sketches.6The painting itself was of three French models dressed in North African costumes,
based upon poses of Muslim women that Delacroix had sketched in Algiers, and it would be no
exaggeration to say that this image has assumed an iconic status in terms of France's vision not
just of Algeria, but of the whole of North Africa. Delacroix's aesthetic preoccupations are obvious
– this is a seductive image dominated by the effect of colour and light – and so too are his
cultural assumptions. In portraying the Algerian women as submissive, sensual and inviting, he
is implicitly saying that the country is a place of fertile riches and therefore ripe for
colonization.7At the end of the nineteenth century this mythology was reformulated and the
settlers came to see themselves as the inheritors of the Roman Empire, taking up the Latin
achievement which had fallen under abeyance with the Arabs.8 Writers such as Emile Gautier
conjured up the image of the Roman Empire as a stable and prosperous civilization, pax
romana, which was violently overturned by the Arab invasion of the seventh century.9 This
narrative simplified the complexities of North African history; the Vandal invasion was ignored,
as was the re-conquest by the Byzantine Empire, in order to leave an overriding image of the
Arab invasion as the North African equivalent of the ravages of Genghis Khan. For Gautier the
Arab conquest was a disaster of apocalyptic proportions because it led to the triumph of a lower
form of civilization in which nomads predominated over settled peoples, pastoral over
agricultural, the tent over the house, the tribe over the family. From then on North Africa was
shrouded in darkness, awaiting the return of Latin civilization in the guise of French colonialism.
Seen through this lens, 1830 was an act of liberation, through which France was bestowing the
benefits of good rule, medicine and science on the southern shores of the Mediterranean.In
contrast, the National Liberation Front (FLN), which led the war against the French between
1954 and 1962, saw 1830 as the starting point of the national liberation struggle.10 From the
beginning, FLN doctrine claimed, the native population opposed the colonial occupation,
inaugurating a long fight for independence which finally ended 132 years later. Through victory
the FLN allowed Algerians to recover an uncomplicated Arab-Islamic identity. By fusing the FLN
and the people into one, this narrative reduced complex history to a narrative of heroes and
villains. It was an extremely simple story of heroic resistance led by the FLN; those who
collaborated with the French were traitors to their religion and nationality, while the contribution
of rival political organizations was ignored. Algerian resistance was conjured up as a single
political force, at once historically continuous, socially cohesive and ideologically consistent,
which began in 1830 and continued until the decisive leadership of the FLN brought victory in
July 1962. Significantly too, this official memory became highly militarized after the coup of 19
June 1965 which overthrew Ahmed Ben Bella and brought Colonel Houari Boumediène to
power. As Boumediène never tired of telling his officers, the army had not just cast off
colonialism, it had humiliated a NATO power, the fourth most important military force in the
world, and become an example to the rest of the Arab world. The army was now seen to
incarnate the war of liberation: embodying the nation's most sacred values and rooted in the



struggle of the people, it was the spine of the revolution, and the key dates in the war became
the basis of an official calendar, a cycle of military commemorations that regularly reminded the
population who held power and why.This official memory was highly anonymous. Indeed, it
became a standard joke that the only veterans who were publicly mentioned were those who
had been killed during the war, as individuals were airbrushed out in the name of a faceless
populism. According to the official FLN slogan, inscribed on every government building, the war
had been fought ‘by the people and for the people’ and the end result was a paradox in the
sense that the past was everywhere, while history as a critical discipline was absent. Reverence
replaced understanding as this single narrative – militarized, anonymous, populist and divorced
from any precise context – was religiously transmitted to the new post-colonial
generation.Despite its selective memory and calculated deceits, the official view had an
enormous hold until the 1980s, largely because it dovetailed with the experience of the ordinary
populace. Algerians were only too aware of how colonialism had been based on racism and
exclusion and for this reason the FLN enjoyed an enormous amount of popular legitimacy. Even
so the official monopoly of history was challenged from two significant directions.The first of
these was the Islamist challenge, which can be traced through the extraordinary career of
Sheikh Abdelatif Soltani. Born in 1902, Soltani was formed by the Association of Algerian
Ulema, a movement of religious clerics that was established in 1931 in Constantine in the
eastern part of the country. Quietly spoken and plainly dressed, Soltani was instrumental in
developing close links with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, which had been founded by
Hassan al-Banna in 1928 and was dedicated to the reconstruction of Islamic society on the
basis of the texts and traditions dated back to the time of the Prophet Mohammed.11Although
suspicious of the political leadership, Soltani felt that the FLN had to be supported in order to
Islamicize society from within. However, given the tactical nature of this alliance, it is not
surprising that once independence had been achieved in July 1962 he quickly fell out with the
FLN regime which he saw as too socialist, too secularist and too Western.Soltani was angered
by the notion that Algeria might have won the war militarily but lost it culturally and this led him to
found, along with Abassi Madani and Ahmed Sahnoun, the association al-Qiyam (‘Values’) in
1963.12 He was especially incensed by what he saw as the lax morality of the post-
independence regime. The continued sale of cigarettes and alcohol, as well as the prominent
presence of women on the military parades of 1 November 1965, dressed, in Soltani's opinion,
in a scandalous fashion, were symbolic of the continued dominance of Western values and
showed just how far Algeria was under attack from the inside. In calling for a reassertion of true
Islamic values Soltani reminded Muslims that a true jihad had an internal as well as an external
dimension. Soltani emphasized that the war of liberation was not just about the physical
expulsion of the French but also the cleansing from Western practices, notably alcohol, smoking
and co-education. This interpretation of the true meaning of the war of liberation would be at the
core of the Islamist movement throughout the 1980s and early 1990s.The second challenge to
the official interpretation of history came from the Berber movement, whose emergence



encapsulates the most controversial issue in Algerian politics and history: what is the ethnic
composition of the Algerian population and where do they come from? The original inhabitants
in North Africa emerged from two independent Stone Age cultures, the Neolithic Caspian and
the Caucasoid Proto-Hamites, which arrived from Egypt and western Asia respectively between
10,000 and 5000 BC. Thus, it was their descendants whom the Phoenicians encountered when
they established a series of trading settlements along the coast in 1100 BC. Collectively, Greek
sources referred to them as barbaroi, a name used for any people who did not speak Greek,
which in turn was taken up by the Romans and the Arabs. This is the origin of the term Berber,
although Berber activists prefer to talk about Imazighen, meaning ‘free men’, a term derived
from their own language, Tamazight. Today the legacy of Berber culture is self-evident
throughout Algeria with the Kabyles in Kabylia, the Shawiya in the Aurès region, the Mozabites
around Ghardaïa and the Tuaregs in the Saharan Hoggar region, in total about 20 per cent of the
population, all speaking a variant of the Berber language. Significantly, their existence
challenges the official post-independence conception of Algeria whereby the government,
determined to counteract the years of colonialism, asserted that the native population was
culturally, linguistically and ethnically Arab; a monolithic understanding of the nation that, by
ignoring the Berber issue, placed Algeria at the centre of the Arab world.Demands for the
recognition of Berber rights provoked the train of events which led to the ‘Berber spring’, one of
the most significant events in post-independence Algeria. The spark was the banning of a public
meeting on 19 March 1980 with Mouloud Mammeri, professor of anthropology and champion of
Berber culture, in Tizi-Ouzou, the capital of Kabylia. Such censorship provoked protests which
erupted into a general strike across the region, during which the protestors drew an explicit
parallel with the ‘Prague spring’ to underline their struggle for self-expression and human
rights.13As such the ‘Berber spring’ challenged the fundamental tenets of all the post-1962
regimes. By denouncing the FLN definition of the Algerian people as far too narrow, it was
characterizing the notion of an Arab-Islamic identity as an imposition. This authoritarian
approach to history, Berber activists continued, reflected the state's anti-democratic and anti-
pluralist character. The Berber spring also looked at the war of liberation from a new angle. By
underlining the manner in which the resistance fighters in Kabylia had borne the brunt of the
French violence between 1954 and 1962, Berber activists were claiming that the internal
resistance had been betrayed by the army of the frontiers which had just sat tight in Morocco
and Tunisia until independence.14Although the Berber spring was essentially a Kabyle affair, the
Berber issue raised the question of where Algerians came from and this issue, perhaps more
than anything else, reveals why the Algerian past is a battleground. In the nineteenth century
French ethnographers tried to argue that the Berbers were descended from Indo-Europeans in
order to differentiate them from the Arabs.15 The likes of Gautier took the view that the Berbers
of the mountains were much closer in mentality to, say, the French peasantry in the Auvergne. It
was a classic divide-and-rule policy that, like the one followed by the Belgians in Rwanda which
distinguished the Hutus from the Tutsis, has left a poisonous legacy. For the Algerian regime



such distinctions were anathema. Anybody who subscribed to them was an agent of French neo-
colonialism who was trying to weaken the Algerian nation from the inside. Such vitriol became a
reflex action for the regime and was encapsulated in the infamous Arabic slogan hizb fransa
(‘the party of France’). On these grounds the Berber movement was stigmatized as inauthentic
and foreign, and derided as a conduit for French ideas of secularism, feminism, liberalism and
socialism which were corroding the country's Islamic identity, an accusation also taken up by the
Islamists.Although Islamists and Berberists come from opposite ends of the political spectrum
their understanding of history is united by the common theme of confiscation at independence.
Both agree that in 1962 Algerians were duped by a corrupt minority only interested in power and
personal aggrandizement. Both agree that the FLN was a fissiparous phenomenon, containing
competing tendencies and groups. Both agree too that the FLN was profoundly changed by the
war, the noble intentions of November 1954 sullied by the grubby reality of post-independence
politics. This attitude took hold at a popular level during the 1980s, when ordinary Algerians
lamented that ‘the FLN of the war was not the FLN of independence’.The colonial narrative, the
official narrative, the Soltani narrative and the Berber narrative: these four examples
demonstrate just how far interpretations of Algerian history are hopelessly entangled with
politics and ideology.16 History is inextricably bound up with contemporary politics and for this
reason it has been open to abuse, misuse and fabrication. In each narrative, historical truth has
been skewed by the ideological concerns of the present where, to put it crudely, good history is
that history which is good for ‘our country’, ‘our political party’, or ‘our religious movement’. Yet it
is too simplistic to dismiss these narratives as a tissue of lies. They are a compound of truth and
fiction where each narrative takes the basic facts before pulling them in different directions.
Moreover, these narratives have been able to mobilize people because they do connect with
their experience. They play on key aspects of the culture, above all the Islamic references which
are the cornerstone of Algerian life, as a way of legitimizing themselves, giving the impression
that they are the natural outcome of long historical narratives stretching back hundreds or even
thousands of years.The French philosopher Ernest Renan, in a lecture given in 1882, famously
argued: ‘forgetting, even getting history wrong, is an essential factor in the formation of the
nation, which is why the progress of historical studies is often a danger to nationality’. Nowhere
has this adage been more true than in post-independence Algeria.17 The function of history for
the regime was neither truth nor scholarship. The population was discouraged from a critical
historical consciousness because history had just one usage: to construct a heroic narrative that
legitimized the post-independence regime and built a clear national identity.This meant that
historical scholarship was tightly controlled. Mohammed Harbi, an FLN veteran who was
imprisoned by Boumediène after the June 1965 coup, had his historical research explicitly
censored.18 As an academic working in exile at a Paris university he set out to give Algerians
back their history through the publication of a series of books and key documents. In doing so he
argued that all the talk of liberation was a mirage; in reality the war against the French had
allowed the army to take power. In reply, the Algerian government vilified him as a lackey of



colonialism: after all, by publishing in France, was he not just handing over ammunition to the
enemy?Abdelmalek Sayad collaborated with the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to produce
an ethnographical study of the Kabyle region in the early 1960s.19 He has also done extensive
work on Algerian immigration in France. In a series of interviews he has talked about the tension
between history, origins and national myths. Moments of dramatic crisis, such as the one Algeria
is undergoing at the moment, reveal, he argues, the greatest need for rigorous historical
research. He explicitly equates the miserable state of the historical profession in Algeria with the
social deprivation of the population. What, he asks, does it say about a country that it is not
mature enough to face up to the complexities of the past and break free of mythologies, not just
of the colonial but also of the pre-colonial period? Sayad underlines the narrow constraints of the
FLN narrative, which was fundamentally a response to the colonial narrative, a counter-narrative
that fed off the myths of colonialism and was nurtured by it. Characterized by a strong sense of
hagiography, this counter-narrative became disorientated when it lost the colonial enemy in
1962. Consequently the post-colonial state had to continually conjure up the spectre of neo-
colonialism in the guise of the hizb fransa (‘the party of France’). Paradoxically, too, this counter-
narrative was a mirror image of French nationalism. Like French nationalism it set out to fashion
a strong attachment to the idea of the Algerian republic through a series of rituals and
commemorations which put the nation beyond any historical analysis.For all these reasons
Sayad makes an impassioned plea for a re-examination of this nationalism in a critical light. It
has to be understood as the product of a particular context; otherwise Algerians will have no real
idea of their historical origins. Moreover, research must break out of the colonial and FLN
chronologies whereby 1830 is the starting point for history. The complexities of the pre-1830
period are vital to understanding of contemporary Algeria and in this respect, Sayad continues,
discussion of the period before Islam must not mean that one is immediately accused of being a
neo-colonialist reverting to colonial ideas of Latin Algeria. Like Tunisia with Carthage and Egypt
with the pharaohs, Algeria must integrate this past into the national history.Taking Sayad's
comments as a starting point, the first chapter of this book will provide an overview of the pre-
colonial period. By highlighting grand sweeps we want to stress a particular set of connections
between the past and present. On one level this might seem obvious, but since so much of
Algeria's history has been shrouded in taboo it is critically important. Although broad in
comparison with the detail of the subsequent chapters, this is not an exotic backdrop before we
get to the main section of the book. By showing how history, even history going back ten
thousand years, is still determining events in contemporary Algeria, this next chapter frames the
rest of our study in a fundamental way.CHAPTER ONEDissident LandscapeBEFORE THE
SIXTEENTH century Algeria did not exist. Successive invasions – Phoenician, Roman, Vandal
and Arab – had each left their cultural and genetic imprint, but what brought the country into
being as a separate state was three centuries of Ottoman rule. Beginning in 1529, the Ottoman
Regency knitted the North Africa region into a unified territorial identity, laying the foundation for
an enduring entity which the French and the post-1962 Algerian state took over.The event which



led to the establishment of Ottoman power was the fallout from the overthrow of the last outpost
of Islamic Spain in Granada in 1492. Exhilarated with victory, symbolized by the expulsion of
Jews and Muslims, the newly united Spanish kingdom now took the Reconquest across the
Mediterranean and launched naval attacks on North Africa. Fearful of further defeats, Muslims
petitioned the Ottoman Turks for support, specifically calling on the Barbarossa brothers, Aruj
and Khair ed-Din based on the island of Jerba off the coast of Tunisia, to come to their aid. This
made North Africa the front line between Catholic Spain and the Ottoman Empire and the
Barbarossa brothers established a chain of strong points along the coast to halt Spanish
expansion. However, once the Spanish onslaught had been repelled the way was open for
Ottoman domination and the Barbarossa brothers used these bases to take Algiers in 1529
before expelling the local rulers, the Hafsids, from Tunis and Kairouan.Thus began Ottoman rule
which, although initially confined to the citystate of Algiers, progressively established its own
administrative, tax-collecting and judicial authority throughout Algeria. The regime's legitimacy
was derived from its struggle against Christendom, its warrior origins and the prestige of the
Ottoman power as the great theocratic empire of Islam. In administrative terms Algiers was at
the apex of the system, whilst the rest of the country was divided into three regions: Constantine,
Mascara and Titteri. Crucially, although the Ottomans made alliances with local elites, their very
foreignness, as an elite perpetually recruited from abroad, enabled them to cement the
Regency's unity by keeping power for themselves as a group rather than as individuals. As a
result the three administrative regions were never allowed to break off and establish their own
provincial states.Under the Regency Algiers rose to become the most important centre of
Ottoman power in the western Mediterranean, its power radiating over the whole of the North
African coast. Tlemcen was taken in 1551, Bougie in 1555, whilst the 1580 treaty between the
Ottoman sultan and Philip II of Spain transformed Morocco into a buffer state. In this way the
geographical dimensions of Algeria took on a precise shape which the local population gradually
began to identify with, even if they continued to define themselves in religious rather than
national terms.Prior to this point ‘Algeria’ must be talked about in inverted commas. It was simply
central North Africa, traversed by the east–west route along the high plains and by coastal traffic
along the sea. As a result, the Phoenician-Carthaginian occupation spread by sea along the
coast from east to west, and the Roman occupation by land, again from east to west. The Arab
invasion in the seventh century did likewise, whilst the two great mediaeval Muslim Berber
dynasties – the Almoravids and Almohads – advanced from west to east. By the end of the
Middle Ages ‘Algeria’ was in consequence a large and unstable area where the small family, the
village and the tribe were the basic units of society. Sandwiched between Tunisia and Morocco,
where the impetus to state formation had begun in the eighth and eleventh centuries
respectively, ‘Algeria’ did not have any major centres of power to rival Kairouan in the east or Fez
or Marrakesh in the west. Algiers was a minor port, and only accidentally the bridgehead for the
Ottoman conquest.For this reason, before the sixteenth century ‘Algeria’ was bound up with the
broader patterns of North African history, interacting with the Mediterranean, Europe and the



Middle East as part of a wider region. Yet, in the colonial and post-colonial periods opposing
groups have looked back to this long pre-Ottoman past in the search for pure and authentic
Algerian origins. They have seized upon specific episodes and figures to create a collective
national identity. They have distilled history in order to manufacture unbroken chains of meaning
that link past, present and future. What values, therefore, have been inscribed on the past and
how has it been exploited for ideological and political purposes?1In the first instance there is the
landscape, which in Algeria is made up of the sea, the intermittent coastal plains, the Tell Atlas
and Saharan Atlas mountain ranges, the high plains to the south and the inhospitable desert
where summer temperatures can soar to 55°C. Given that there has never been a large-scale
fishing industry along the North African coast, Algiers did not emerge as a major port until the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when it became a base for the Muslim corsairs to prey
upon European shipping and shorelines. Similarly, the intermittent coastal plain was historically a
zone of marshland, flooding and deadly malaria, with the result that the population was
traditionally concentrated in the healthy uplands.In contrast, the huge Tell Atlas Mountains, with
some peaks rising to over 2,000 feet, have always been self-sufficient for the essentials in life.
The climate of the northern Tell Atlas is Mediterranean, with high rainfall meaning that the land
can be used to sustain not just sheep and goats, but also olives, wheat and dates. Grass and
trees grow thickly and the mountains have been likened to island republics flanked by the sea
and the plains on one side and the desert on the other.2 There are few rivers that can be used
for irrigation, so it is the volume and timing of rainfall that determine settlement patterns. Nearer
to the sea the mountains soften with a string of smaller summits.Statements about ‘national
character’ are little use to the historian. It is nonetheless true that the landscape moulds life,
fashioning social practices and traditions which become deeply embedded within society. In
Algeria's case the physical separation of the plain and the mountains has been transformed into
a cultural and political one. The plain was marked out by the flow of armies and trading as it
interacted with the broader Mediterranean world. Looking out to the sea, the people of the coast
developed a whole set of ingrained prejudices about the mountains. They were seen as sinister
and foreboding, to be avoided at all costs. In contrast, the people of the mountains conceived of
their landscape as a refuge from authority. The mountains functioned as natural obstacles where
the power of the plain stopped abruptly and the end result was a Berber society that was fiercely
independent. The Arabs made a fundamental divide between Bled el Makhzen, ‘the lands of the
government’, and Bled es Siba, ‘the lands of dissidence’, and each colonizing power in turn
found it difficult to subdue the mountain populations.Greek accounts distinguished these
mountain inhabitants as a turbulent, fair-skinned people who spoke a remote Libyc language.
Under Masinissa, the Numidian king whose Berber realm covered what is essentially modern
Algeria, tribes and villages were linked to his central power through the payment of a regular
tribute. Modelling himself on Alexander the Great during a sixty-year reign that lasted until his
death in 148 BC, Masinissa aimed to establish an Hellenic-style state, thereby demonstrating
that Berber culture was not a static entity, but one transformed through its interaction with the



wider Mediterranean world. Below the level of the monarchical elite the Berbers continued to be
a disparate people. Defined by clans, lineages, tribes and families, they placed great emphasis
on self-reliance as a response to insecurity and weak government and in the long term this
impeded the establishment of a state with a sophisticated administrative structure. Faced with
outside authority these tribes jealously guarded their own territory, living by their own customary
law whereby the village came together to decide important matters through the village councils.3
Naturally egalitarian, in so far as they recognized the equality of the male heads of the various
families, these councils covered all aspects of life, but in particular the resolution of feuds.Of
course there is nothing specifically Berber about this. It is a pattern of autonomy that is deeply
embedded within the mountains that encircle the Mediterranean, as Noel Malcolm has shown
with regard to Kosovo.4 Together, however, these traditions instilled a strong sense of place.
This was a mountain culture where the knowledge of the landscape – its hiding places and
natural fortresses – was passed down from generation to generation and used against the
Romans, the Arabs, the Ottomans, the French and the post-independence state. It is the world
of the outlaw and the rebel. It is the world of defiant tribes who embraced dissident forms of both
Christianity and Islam. It is the world of the maquis, the armed resistance known as the ‘lions of
the mountains’, fighting in the face of overwhelming odds against the French army. It is very
much a man's world, where by tradition great stress has been placed upon honour and respect
for arms.This defiance explains the long and determined resistance to the Phoenician-
Carthaginian occupation between 1100 and 146 BC. It also explains the opposition to Roman
rule symbolized by the legend of Jugurtha, Numidian king and grandson of Masinissa, whose
battle with Rome was immortalized by the Roman historian Sallust.5 In his account, written
some sixty years after the events he described, Sallust painted Jugurtha as a Herculean figure
famed for his prowess on the battlefield, the idol of his soldiers and the terror of the enemy.
Jugurtha had no desire to be dominated by Rome and in 112 BC he executed some Romans,
possibly traders, living at Cirta (modern Constantine). Furious, the Senate orded revenge, but
Jugurtha fiercely resisted the ensuing invasion. Confronted with a lightly equipped and elusive
foe, the Roman legionaries, weighed down with heavy equipment and suffering from the heat,
found it hard to land a decisive victory and the campaign dragged on for some seven years until
Jugurtha was taken captive and brought in chains to Rome.Jugurtha died a prisoner in 104 BC
but his memory endured down the ages and underwent a revival during the 1940s and 1950s as
the nationalist movement appropriated him as an inspirational figure for the anti-colonial
struggle. Mohammed Sahli's 1947 study, Le Message de Yougourtha, was crucial in establishing
a modern cult, whereby Jugurtha became a reference point for a new generation of militant anti-
colonialists like the writer Kateb Yacine. In his 1956 novel Nedjma Kateb invoked Jugurtha as
one of the ancestors of the Algerian nation, incarnating the spirit of resistance at the heart of
Algerian history;6 likewise, the National Charter of 1976 traced the origins of the modern nation
back to the Numidian king. However, the truth is that Jugurtha's afterlife as national icon
challenges any singular narrative of Algerian history. After all, as a pagan Berber, his identity is



at odds with the official Arab-Islamic definition of the nation that prevailed in post-independence
Algeria.Roman colonization really took off in 46 BC after Julius Caesar won the battle of
Thapsus (in modern Tunisia) against his rival Pompeius. For the next two centuries North Africa
became one of the most stable provinces in the Empire – Rome's breadbasket, supplying two-
thirds of the grain requirement. Roman rule led to the creation of two separate societies:
Romanized Africans, who were wealthy and limited to the towns and coasts, and the native
population who were poor and rural. No attempt was made to bring the mountains under Roman
control and the alienation of the Berber population was a key factor in the eventual disintegration
of imperial power.By the time of the Emperor Constantine's conversion in AD 312, Christianity
already had deep roots in North Africa, and a generation later it produced one of the major
figures of late antiquity: St Augustine. Born in Thagaste, modern-day Souk Ahras on the border
between Algeria and Tunisia, in AD 354, into a down-at-heel but nevertheless well-respected
Roman family, St Augustine's early life was notoriously dissolute – he was a regular frequenter of
brothels during his student days at Carthage – before his midlife conversion to Christianity. From
then on he became a tireless champion of the Church, as he set out to reconcile the
philosophies of Ancient Greece and Rome with the precepts of the Christian faith, a spiritual
journey that produced two literary and religious masterpieces – Confessions, the world's first
auto-biography, and City of God, in which he outlined the argument that humanity lives in one of
two cities: the city of God, symbolized by Jerusalem, or the earthly city, symbolized by
Babylon.Son of a Berber mother, the deeply committed Monica who was pivotal in bringing her
son round to the Christian faith, St Augustine encapsulates the controversy over the place of
Christianity in Algerian history. Under French rule Cardinal Lavigerie, the archbishop of Algiers
from 1867 until 1892, tried to use the memory of St Augustine to reclaim Algeria as a Christian
land and made attempts to convert the Berber population. Conversely, André Mandouze, a
member of the French Resistance during the Nazi occupation, who supported the Algerian war
of liberation and was briefly the rector of Algiers University, has invoked St Augustine in a very
different way.7 As a leading expert on St Augustine, he has argued, like Sayad, that Algerian
history must not be trapped by either the nationalist or colonial narratives.8 The figure of St
Augustine, Mandouze feels, points to the deep roots of Christianity in Algeria and lays the basis
for a multi-cultural and multi-faith society. Elsewhere, Kateb Yacine and the contemporary
Algerian writer Assia Djebar have also looked to St Augustine as one of the founders of the
Algerian nation, whilst in 2001 a major international conference in Algiers set out to officially
recognize the saint as a key figure in Algerian history.9 President Bouteflika himself chose to
address the conference, making a symbolic statement about the place of Christianity as part of
the fabric of Algerian culture. Whilst studiously ignoring St Augustine's Berber origins, he sought
to lay claim to the saint as an Algerian who belongs as much to Islam as he does to
Christianity.Of course, to present St Augustine as one of the fathers of the modern nation is an
anachronism, since in his time the country did not even exist. Nonetheless he referred to himself
as an African and, more importantly, he had a close affinity with the mountains that have marked



so much of Algerian culture. The nearby Medjerba range separated him off from the sea, whilst
the Aurès chain to the south sealed him off from the Sahara desert. These mountains formed the
backdrop to his mental landscape; they were symbolic of God's constant presence in the world
or of the skyward reach in Saint John's Gospel.St Augustine died at the age of seventy-six in AD
430, his life spanning the decline and fall of the Empire as Roman rule in North Africa was
overwhelmed by the Vandal invasion. The Vandals in turn were pushed out by the resurgent
eastern half of the Roman Empire – its capital Byzantium – which successfully invaded in AD
533. Yet, despite the Byzantines' attempt to construct a massive chain of fortresses, the Berbers
were just too strong to be quelled. Soon North Africa was too remote from Byzantium to be of
prime concern and in 646 the prefect Gregory declared the province independent.One year
later, however, Gregory was defeated and killed as the first wave of Arab invaders arrived from
the east. This began the most far-reaching episode of the pre-Ottoman period: the arrival of
Islam, which in 647 was less than fifty years old.This expedition, part of the astonishing
expansion of Islam in the century after the Prophet Mohammed's death in 632, probably did not
have any real religious influence on the local population. The Arab leader Oqba Ibn Nafi left no
garrison forces and was himself killed near Biskra in modern Algeria. Some Berbers did enlist in
the Arab armies, but there was also enormous resistance during the rest of the seventh century,
led by the Jewish queen Dihya Kahina who united Christians, pagans and Jews. Symbolizing the
valour of the peoples of the Aurès Mountains, she was a dramatic figure, much like Boudicca in
British history, whose flowing hair, warrior instincts and magical powers – she supposedly had
the gift of second sight – made her a natural leader. After her eventual defeat and killing, her
Berber tribes were obliged to become Muslim and hand over twelve thousand horsemen, led by
Kahina's two sons, who allied themselves with the Arabs in the ongoing holy war.For this reason
the Kahina story, as told down the centuries, assumed a prophetic status. By concluding with her
sons' conversion, it came to symbolize the inevitable triumph of Islam, thereby demonstrating
the key to the Arabs' final success: the universal doctrine of Islam as a religion. Whereas during
the classical period the Berbers had, for the most part, been seen as permanently beyond the
pale of civilization, now, in theory at least, they were able to become part of God's community as
equals. This, as Michael Brett and Elizabeth Fentress have rightly emphasized, was nothing
short of a revolution.10 Seen as Muslims, the Berbers were identified as a people for the first
time and elevated into a branch of the human race descended from Noah and his sons.The
Kahina legend encapsulates the historical controversy surrounding the arrival of the Arabs: was
it a conquest or a new religious dawn based on an egalitarian credo that all Muslims are brothers
and sisters who form one single religious entity? Although it took a century for the Arabs to quell
the Berbers, once they had succeeded the subsequent process of Islamicization was more
thorough than anything the Romans achieved.The post-independence state saw the arrival of
Islam as the crucial event in the formation of an Arab-Islamic identity which is the spine of
modern Algeria. Anything that predated Islam was dismissed as pagan ignorance, while the
Roman period was a form of colonial oppression which merely anticipated the savagery of



French rule. In contrast, the Berber historian Samy Hadad argues that the numbers of Arabs in
the seventh century were relatively small, and that Algerians have been deliberately alienated
from their true ethnic roots for political reasons.11 In his eyes Algerians are for the most part not
Arabs but Arabized Berbers, and it is vital to recognize the Berber component of the Algerian
nation.Crucially too, official history has skated over the fact that Islamicization and Arabization
were not immediate. It was a process, and for all the talk of Islamic equality tensions between
Berber converts and the Arabs were present right from the start. Some Berbers were resentful at
Arab domination, and felt that the Arabs looked down upon them as unable to rule. For this
reason many Berbers embraced Kharijism, the first dissenting sect in Islam, which sprung up in
the Arabian peninsula in the seventh century. Supporters of Kharijism were hostile to central
government. They also believed that sincere faith, not race, should be the only criterion for
religious leadership and this egalitarianism appealed to the Berber mindset; a way of accepting
Islam but rejecting Arab rule.12If dissent was one way in which Islam and Arab culture were
becoming rooted within North African society, the other was to be the invasion by the Banu Hillal,
a nomadic tribe of Syrian origin, in 1051. Theirs was the classic pattern of Arab politics and
warfare: nomadic tribes united around a specific military objective and the local population were
no match for this concerted onslaught. As the Banu Hillal swept westwards, they destroyed all in
their path; devastating the agricultural lands with their goats and their flocks until they eventually
ran out of steam when they reached the southern oases. In the meantime each chieftain
registered lordship over the passing villages by leaving a headdress as a sign of possession.As
for so many interpretations of the Algerian past it is impossible to separate politics and history.
Within Arab oral accounts the Banu Hillal story became the stuff of legend. Their journey to the
west and conquest of North Africa assumed the status of an epic narrative which was recited
down the ages in a mixture of poetry and rhyming prose.13 In contrast the mediaeval Arab
historian Ibn Khaldoun compared them to a plague of locusts and considered their impact on
North African society to be a disaster.14 Similarly, nineteenth-century French historians
deliberately conflated the Banu Hillal with the arrival of Islam and the end of civilization. Yet,
despite these different points of view there is no doubt about the long-term significance of the
Banu Hillal for North Africa. In their aftermath there was a dramatic shrinkage in power of the
cities, which were reduced to a few isolated centres dotted along the coast. The countryside
meanwhile fell under the control of nomads, as the infrastructure of roads and cities which had
helped to keep the region unified since Roman times fell apart. Finally, in linguistic terms Hillalian
Arabic now became the predominant language on the plains.The turmoil caused by the arrival of
the Banu Hillal, combined with shifting power struggles in Muslim Spain, created a power
vacuum that led to the emergence of the two great Berber dynasties of the Middle Ages – the
Almoravids and the Almohads – which together lasted from 1054 to 1212. Both came from the
south and both were motivated by religion, aiming to purify Islam of the decadent ways that
were, in their eyes, being promoted by the wealthy Andalusian Muslims of Spain. The impetus
for the movement came from local leaders who, having made the pilgrimage to Mecca, returned



with a desire to end the widespread abuse of orthodox practices. In particular, they denounced
the drinking of palm wine, playing licentious music and the taking of more than four wives. It was
a simple, rigorous and puritanical form of Sunni orthodoxy that soon gained a considerable
following. Together the two dynasties lasted a century and a half, creating an empire that at one
point stretched right across the Maghreb to Libya, south to Senegal and Ghana and north into
Spain.15 The memory of these mediaeval empires is very significant in contemporary North
Africa, and since the late 1950s Moroccan nationalists have used them to lay claim to areas in
Mauritania and Algeria.Three further factors should be stressed. First, the religious zeal of the
Almoravids and the Almohads intensified the spirit of confrontation between Islam and
Christendom. The awareness that Christendom was under attack in Spain was one of the
reasons behind the launch of the Crusades in 1095 by Pope Urban II at a great council meeting
of clergy and nobles at Clermont in France. Consequently, although the Crusades in the Middle
East ultimately ended in ignominious failure, in Spain the part played by Christian knights, most
importantly the Knights Templar and the Order of Santiago, was crucial in changing the balance
of power, and by the end of the thirteenth century only the kingdom of Granada remained in
Muslim hands. Secondly, the Almoravids and the Almohads completed the Islamicization of
North Africa. The fact that these nomadic movements were Berber-led took the Muslim religion
far beyond the pale of early Islamic civilization in North Africa. By now, Islamic rule extended far
to the south of the line of Roman rule. Thirdly, the Almoravids and Almohads left a significant
mark on a pattern of Islamic politics, by rousing ordinary Muslims to challenge their masters who
were denounced as having turned away from the purity of the Islamic faith. In this approach there
must be no compromise, and for the contemporary Moroccan political writer Fatima Mernissi the
tradition of revolt against unbelief and despotism has been an enduring model of Islamic
politics.16The cumulative impact of the Almoravids and the Almohads underlines how, in
religious and cultural terms, the arrival of the Arabs was a revolution. Although it is probably right
to talk about an Arab invasion, it is striking how quickly Islam put down such deep roots. Indeed,
the more or less total Islamicization of the populace took just over two hundred years. In part,
this was because Byzantium was discredited, but more than anything it was because the local
population's tribal and family structures were similar to those of the Arabian peninsula, which
made for a natural affinity between the Arab and Berber way of life. Furthermore, the simplicity of
Islam – there being no church acting as an intermediary – along with the promise of booty and
the desire to avoid taxation, explains why conversions took place on such a large scale. The
surviving Punic language of the Carthaginians was also closely related to Arabic and its
continued usage eased the Arabization process.But Arabization and Islamicization were not
identical. The Berbers might have embraced Islam but they were still resentful towards Arab rule.
The Arabs became associated with the plains and the Berbers with the mountains, although the
Islamic customs and practices that now became the bedrock of the local identity did much to
blur these distinctions. Islam, with its division between the ‘land of Islam’ and the ‘land of war’,
marked out a strong sense of place and became the way in which the local populations defined



themselves of Arab culture against the roumi, the Arabic for ‘outsiders’ derived from the word
Roman which became synonymous with Christian.17North Africa, therefore, would be forever
linked to the culture and politics of the Arab world. Yet those Arabs who were the spearhead of
the advancing armies were small in number and inevitably intermarriage with non-Arabs led to a
dilution of Arab culture. From this point on, personal names became very important as a guide to
an identifiable genealogy and those descended from the Arab lineage carried enormous
prestige. Those whose ancestors were religious leaders (sheikhs), saints (marabouts), or had
made the pilgrimage to Mecca (hadji) could always explicitly identify them as such; those who
claimed the name ‘Sharif’ purported to be able to trace their lineage right back to the prophet
Mohammed. By the tenth century Latin was replaced by Arabic in all the romanized areas of
North Africa as the Latin and Greek population of the cities withdrew to Spain and Sicily.
Meanwhile, the Berber languages were transformed through intermingling with Arabic and some
Berber scholars began writing in Arabic script. Jewish presence, implanted in North Africa since
the arrival of the Phoenicians, continued as the Jews were accorded protected status as ‘people
of the book’. In return for a tax they were allowed to continue practising Judaism.Ever since,
North Africa has been characterized by religious homogeneity. With the suppression of Shi'ism
in the eleventh century North Africa, unlike the Middle East, would not be plagued by the Shia–
Sunni split. And unlike in the Middle East, there would be very few Christian Arabs in the
Maghreb. The Malikite school of theological thought became rooted throughout North Africa and
was the mainstay of legal administration, education and state legitimization until the nineteenth
century. Arab and Muslim culture now saturated all aspects of North African life and rituals, from
the daily call to prayer, to the Qur'an, Islamic architecture and the lunar calendar. Instinctively the
local population looked to the east, as well-established pilgrimage routes led the way to Mecca.
Equally, the life of Mohammed was held up as a model and thereafter his example, in particular
the desire to create a new virtuous society along the lines of the early Caliphate, would fuel
politics and religion right up to the present day.As the language of Qur'an, Arabic now carried
huge prestige within North African society. However, Arabic was not only the language of
religion, but also of administration, trade and commerce. Islam was the basis of a huge common
market which stretched from the Atlantic to India and the economic revolution brought about by
the Arabs – the largest worldwide economic bloc until the sixteenth century – did as much as
religion to spread their language. The Berbers welcomed the establishment of market towns
along trade routes because they too wanted to benefit from this wider economic
community.Collectively Arabic and Islam cultures became a cement that transcended tribes and
fostered a sense of belonging to a wider Muslim community: the umma. Even so, within North
Africa different strands of Islamic practices developed. On the one hand was orthodox Islam,
which was essentially urban-based and placed great stress on scripture and learning. On the
other was rural Islam, which fused Muslim beliefs with local practices such as the evil eye and
the belief in the divinity of nature. The clearest expression of this rural Islam was Sufism, which
emerged during the twelfth century. Operating outside the official structures of the mosque,



Sufism was a mystical theology that fostered the cult of local saints, known as marabouts, and
their tombs.18 Fusing philosophical contemplation with rituals which involved ecstatic
experiences, Sufi mystics enjoyed the baraka – a blessing that marked them out as friends of
God – and became associated with miraculous power and the gift of second sight. Sufism swiftly
became the predominant form of Islam within the countryside and Sufi orders were centred on
zawiyas (refuges). As such they began to rival the mosque and tensions have existed between
these two strands of Islam ever since. In the 1830s the Sufi orders would lead the resistance to
the French invasion, but during the 1930s they would be attacked by the Association of Algerian
Ulema on the grounds they perpetuated pagan practices and acted as servile agents of the
colonial regime. Similarly, in the early 1990s Islamists would desecrate saints' tombs on the
grounds that these saints were being associated with God; whilst at the opposite end of the
spectrum the present Algerian state, which had traditionally looked down upon Sufism, began to
promote it as a rival to political Islam.Yet, if the Muslim religion now defined the daily rhythm of
life in North Africa, after the Almoravids and the Almohads Muslim dynasties in the region rose
and fell at a bewildering rate. There was a momentary revival in the latter part of the fourteenth
century but after that Muslim dominance went into terminal decline, climaxing in the capitulation
of Islamic Spain in 1492. This explains why the local population looked to the Ottomans for
protection in the early sixteenth century.OTTOMAN RULEWhen the war against Spain ended in
1580 direct Ottoman rule was allowed to lapse. So, although a tribute was sent to Istanbul in
exchange for the sultan's political support, real power quickly resided with the Agha, the chief
officer of the Turkish military elite (the janissary), who in 1689 became the head of state (Dey)
elected by a council (diwan). It was this system that ruled Algeria until the French invasion in
1830. There was a dual Muslim judicial system with Hanafite law for the Turkish elite and the
Malikite school of law for the local population.19 It was during the Ottoman period that the
various Sufi orders really took root. The most important of these were the Rahmaniya in Kabylia,
the Tijaniya in the Sahara, the Darqawa in the Oran and the Qadiriya, a local offshoot of the
more widespread Shadhiliya, each of which played a key role in giving the rural population its
Islamic identity during the seventeenth century.The purpose of the regime was the extraction of
profit through military force. In this respect the Turkish military corps had the right to collect
taxes, whilst the sons of soldiers and local women, known as kulughlis, worked for the
administration as civil servants. The Dey administered Algiers, exerting power through the
command of the janissary garrison, the kulughlis, auxiliaries and loyal tribes. Outside of Algiers
the rest of the country was divided into three regions, Constantine, Mascara and Titteri, which
were each governed by an individual known as a bey who, aided by lieutenants (calipha), was
expected to bring in taxes on a fixed day to Algiers. Below the three beys the cadis (judges) and
caids (tax collectors) functioned as a bridgehead between rulers and ruled, controlling the local
tribal leaders, levying taxes, settling judicial disputes. The towns meanwhile administered
themselves with many of the inhabitants being refugees from Andalusia, including part of the
Jewish population, which ran small businesses. In general there was much mutual suspicion



between the towns and the countryside. The urban populace looked down upon the countryside
as uncouth and uncivilized, and in turn were hated by the tribes.Beyond zones of direct
administration the Ottoman regime singled out tribal leaders, known as bachagas, who in
exchange for status and privileges acted as administrators and supplied fighting men. The
Ottoman system was based on clientelism and relied upon creating privileged tribes that were
formed by the consolidation of smaller groups. This then allowed the Ottoman regime to play a
classic divide-and-rule strategy by playing off one tribe against another. On top of this the
Ottomans actively encouraged the Sufi orders by giving them judicial positions and tax
revenues, as well as money to endow mosques and tombs. Thus, an essentially egalitarian
lineage society was transformed into a hierarchical one linked to Ottoman authority in
Algiers.The Ottomans controlled the roads, passes, towns and the plains and anyone wishing to
trade or work in a marketplace required a permit issued by the authorities. This was particularly
effective in the Kabyle region, where the local economy relied upon the sale of olives, figs and
handmade products for survival. However, beyond the plains Ottoman power stopped abruptly.
Whole regions escaped control and in the face of Ottoman attempts to extract yet more taxes
there were frequent rebellions.Privateering was the most lucrative enterprise for the Ottoman
state. Not only did corsairs operating out of Algeria seize ships at sea, they also kidnapped
Europeans and held them to ransom.20 During the seventeenth century some one million
Europeans were enslaved, with the result that the image of the brutal Barbary coast became
deeply embedded within the Western psyche. The depiction of sadistic Muslim corsairs became
the staple of popular prints, literature and music, as in the case of Rossini's 1813 comic opera
The Italian Girl in Algiers which recounted the captivity of a group of Italians by a lecherous
sultan.Ottoman rule was beset with factional struggles amongst the janissaries. The resultant
power struggles meant that between 1671 and 1830 fourteen out of the twenty-eight Deys were
assassinated. But despite this instability the Ottoman regime did have all the hallmarks of a
functioning state. During the seventeenth century the Dey concluded treaties with the European
powers by which they paid a tribute to the Dey to restrain piracy. Similarly, the regime lent money
to the European powers – as we have already seen, the failure of the French to repay loans from
the Napoleonic wars was the origin of the then Dey's angry exchange with the French consul in
1827 that provoked the invasion three years later. All the same, the Ottoman state entered into a
terminal crisis during the eighteenth century when a steep decline in privateering and trade
produced ever-increasing instability. So, whilst there were 35,000 Christian captives in Algiers at
one point in the seventeenth century, there were only 1,200 when the British admiral Lord
Exmouth bombarded the city on 27 August 1816 in an attempt to end the Dey's slavery
practices. To compensate for falling revenue the Dey increased taxation of the countryside. In
the short term this policy might have shored up Ottoman finances but in the long term it was a
disaster. The regime came to be bitterly resented by the local population and there were large-
scale rebellions by the Sufi orders. This in turn explains why Ottoman rule collapsed so quickly in
1830.Nonetheless, the significance of the Ottoman period for subsequent Algerian history must



be underlined. The period defined the territorial identity of the country and therefore created the
basis for the Algerian nation state as a geopolitical entity. Furthermore, even if swathes of the
country were beyond direct Ottoman control, it did function as a state. For this reason the
Ottoman period was invoked by the national liberation movement between 1954 and 1962 to
refute the settlers' assertion that Algeria was a blank space waiting to be colonized. The
Ottoman achievement was that they fashioned a unified entity which prevented the country from
falling under Christian domination.21 In this sense much of the nationalist discourse saw the
liberation struggle not as a revolution but as a return to independence. Importantly too, during
the 1980s and early 1990s the Ottoman regime was also invoked by Islamists, who called for a
return to a pre-1830 ideal that saw Algeria as a religiously unified entity which, post-1830, had
become contaminated by French ideas.The Ottoman experience has left a lasting legacy in
terms of the pattern of rule. It bequeathed a model of court politics that still marks Algerian
politics because, as Luis Martinez has underlined, the period produced a mercenary attitude
towards the state.22 For both caïd and corsair, the state was conceived as a route to personal
enrichment and prestige, where the goal was not to create national wealth but to extract a levy
from the population. As the French state adapted Ottoman structures, using the system of
bachagas, cadis and caïds in order to rule the Algerian countryside, this mindset carried on over
into the war of liberation, post-independence and the violence of the 1990s, where a range of
actors continued to see the state as a structure to be colonized for their own interest. Martinez
argues that much of what drives political divisions has to be understood not in terms of genuine
ideological differences, but by the desire for power and to be a modern-day sultan.Martinez's
remarks remind us that Algerian history, like all history, is a palimpsest. Time is layered upon
time so that one buried layer of history seeps through to the one above. A landscape which
encouraged resistance to central authority, religion, Ottoman structures: the cumulative impact
of these different layers is a past that is permanently present. In this way the complex pre-
colonial period produced a web of deeply embedded cultural traditions which form the long-term
context for the contemporary period.CHAPTER ONEDissident LandscapeBEFORE THE
SIXTEENTH century Algeria did not exist. Successive invasions – Phoenician, Roman, Vandal
and Arab – had each left their cultural and genetic imprint, but what brought the country into
being as a separate state was three centuries of Ottoman rule. Beginning in 1529, the Ottoman
Regency knitted the North Africa region into a unified territorial identity, laying the foundation for
an enduring entity which the French and the post-1962 Algerian state took over.The event which
led to the establishment of Ottoman power was the fallout from the overthrow of the last outpost
of Islamic Spain in Granada in 1492. Exhilarated with victory, symbolized by the expulsion of
Jews and Muslims, the newly united Spanish kingdom now took the Reconquest across the
Mediterranean and launched naval attacks on North Africa. Fearful of further defeats, Muslims
petitioned the Ottoman Turks for support, specifically calling on the Barbarossa brothers, Aruj
and Khair ed-Din based on the island of Jerba off the coast of Tunisia, to come to their aid. This
made North Africa the front line between Catholic Spain and the Ottoman Empire and the



Barbarossa brothers established a chain of strong points along the coast to halt Spanish
expansion. However, once the Spanish onslaught had been repelled the way was open for
Ottoman domination and the Barbarossa brothers used these bases to take Algiers in 1529
before expelling the local rulers, the Hafsids, from Tunis and Kairouan.Thus began Ottoman rule
which, although initially confined to the citystate of Algiers, progressively established its own
administrative, tax-collecting and judicial authority throughout Algeria. The regime's legitimacy
was derived from its struggle against Christendom, its warrior origins and the prestige of the
Ottoman power as the great theocratic empire of Islam. In administrative terms Algiers was at
the apex of the system, whilst the rest of the country was divided into three regions: Constantine,
Mascara and Titteri. Crucially, although the Ottomans made alliances with local elites, their very
foreignness, as an elite perpetually recruited from abroad, enabled them to cement the
Regency's unity by keeping power for themselves as a group rather than as individuals. As a
result the three administrative regions were never allowed to break off and establish their own
provincial states.Under the Regency Algiers rose to become the most important centre of
Ottoman power in the western Mediterranean, its power radiating over the whole of the North
African coast. Tlemcen was taken in 1551, Bougie in 1555, whilst the 1580 treaty between the
Ottoman sultan and Philip II of Spain transformed Morocco into a buffer state. In this way the
geographical dimensions of Algeria took on a precise shape which the local population gradually
began to identify with, even if they continued to define themselves in religious rather than
national terms.Prior to this point ‘Algeria’ must be talked about in inverted commas. It was simply
central North Africa, traversed by the east–west route along the high plains and by coastal traffic
along the sea. As a result, the Phoenician-Carthaginian occupation spread by sea along the
coast from east to west, and the Roman occupation by land, again from east to west. The Arab
invasion in the seventh century did likewise, whilst the two great mediaeval Muslim Berber
dynasties – the Almoravids and Almohads – advanced from west to east. By the end of the
Middle Ages ‘Algeria’ was in consequence a large and unstable area where the small family, the
village and the tribe were the basic units of society. Sandwiched between Tunisia and Morocco,
where the impetus to state formation had begun in the eighth and eleventh centuries
respectively, ‘Algeria’ did not have any major centres of power to rival Kairouan in the east or Fez
or Marrakesh in the west. Algiers was a minor port, and only accidentally the bridgehead for the
Ottoman conquest.For this reason, before the sixteenth century ‘Algeria’ was bound up with the
broader patterns of North African history, interacting with the Mediterranean, Europe and the
Middle East as part of a wider region. Yet, in the colonial and post-colonial periods opposing
groups have looked back to this long pre-Ottoman past in the search for pure and authentic
Algerian origins. They have seized upon specific episodes and figures to create a collective
national identity. They have distilled history in order to manufacture unbroken chains of meaning
that link past, present and future. What values, therefore, have been inscribed on the past and
how has it been exploited for ideological and political purposes?1In the first instance there is the
landscape, which in Algeria is made up of the sea, the intermittent coastal plains, the Tell Atlas



and Saharan Atlas mountain ranges, the high plains to the south and the inhospitable desert
where summer temperatures can soar to 55°C. Given that there has never been a large-scale
fishing industry along the North African coast, Algiers did not emerge as a major port until the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when it became a base for the Muslim corsairs to prey
upon European shipping and shorelines. Similarly, the intermittent coastal plain was historically a
zone of marshland, flooding and deadly malaria, with the result that the population was
traditionally concentrated in the healthy uplands.In contrast, the huge Tell Atlas Mountains, with
some peaks rising to over 2,000 feet, have always been self-sufficient for the essentials in life.
The climate of the northern Tell Atlas is Mediterranean, with high rainfall meaning that the land
can be used to sustain not just sheep and goats, but also olives, wheat and dates. Grass and
trees grow thickly and the mountains have been likened to island republics flanked by the sea
and the plains on one side and the desert on the other.2 There are few rivers that can be used
for irrigation, so it is the volume and timing of rainfall that determine settlement patterns. Nearer
to the sea the mountains soften with a string of smaller summits.Statements about ‘national
character’ are little use to the historian. It is nonetheless true that the landscape moulds life,
fashioning social practices and traditions which become deeply embedded within society. In
Algeria's case the physical separation of the plain and the mountains has been transformed into
a cultural and political one. The plain was marked out by the flow of armies and trading as it
interacted with the broader Mediterranean world. Looking out to the sea, the people of the coast
developed a whole set of ingrained prejudices about the mountains. They were seen as sinister
and foreboding, to be avoided at all costs. In contrast, the people of the mountains conceived of
their landscape as a refuge from authority. The mountains functioned as natural obstacles where
the power of the plain stopped abruptly and the end result was a Berber society that was fiercely
independent. The Arabs made a fundamental divide between Bled el Makhzen, ‘the lands of the
government’, and Bled es Siba, ‘the lands of dissidence’, and each colonizing power in turn
found it difficult to subdue the mountain populations.Greek accounts distinguished these
mountain inhabitants as a turbulent, fair-skinned people who spoke a remote Libyc language.
Under Masinissa, the Numidian king whose Berber realm covered what is essentially modern
Algeria, tribes and villages were linked to his central power through the payment of a regular
tribute. Modelling himself on Alexander the Great during a sixty-year reign that lasted until his
death in 148 BC, Masinissa aimed to establish an Hellenic-style state, thereby demonstrating
that Berber culture was not a static entity, but one transformed through its interaction with the
wider Mediterranean world. Below the level of the monarchical elite the Berbers continued to be
a disparate people. Defined by clans, lineages, tribes and families, they placed great emphasis
on self-reliance as a response to insecurity and weak government and in the long term this
impeded the establishment of a state with a sophisticated administrative structure. Faced with
outside authority these tribes jealously guarded their own territory, living by their own customary
law whereby the village came together to decide important matters through the village councils.3
Naturally egalitarian, in so far as they recognized the equality of the male heads of the various



families, these councils covered all aspects of life, but in particular the resolution of feuds.Of
course there is nothing specifically Berber about this. It is a pattern of autonomy that is deeply
embedded within the mountains that encircle the Mediterranean, as Noel Malcolm has shown
with regard to Kosovo.4 Together, however, these traditions instilled a strong sense of place.
This was a mountain culture where the knowledge of the landscape – its hiding places and
natural fortresses – was passed down from generation to generation and used against the
Romans, the Arabs, the Ottomans, the French and the post-independence state. It is the world
of the outlaw and the rebel. It is the world of defiant tribes who embraced dissident forms of both
Christianity and Islam. It is the world of the maquis, the armed resistance known as the ‘lions of
the mountains’, fighting in the face of overwhelming odds against the French army. It is very
much a man's world, where by tradition great stress has been placed upon honour and respect
for arms.This defiance explains the long and determined resistance to the Phoenician-
Carthaginian occupation between 1100 and 146 BC. It also explains the opposition to Roman
rule symbolized by the legend of Jugurtha, Numidian king and grandson of Masinissa, whose
battle with Rome was immortalized by the Roman historian Sallust.5 In his account, written
some sixty years after the events he described, Sallust painted Jugurtha as a Herculean figure
famed for his prowess on the battlefield, the idol of his soldiers and the terror of the enemy.
Jugurtha had no desire to be dominated by Rome and in 112 BC he executed some Romans,
possibly traders, living at Cirta (modern Constantine). Furious, the Senate orded revenge, but
Jugurtha fiercely resisted the ensuing invasion. Confronted with a lightly equipped and elusive
foe, the Roman legionaries, weighed down with heavy equipment and suffering from the heat,
found it hard to land a decisive victory and the campaign dragged on for some seven years until
Jugurtha was taken captive and brought in chains to Rome.Jugurtha died a prisoner in 104 BC
but his memory endured down the ages and underwent a revival during the 1940s and 1950s as
the nationalist movement appropriated him as an inspirational figure for the anti-colonial
struggle. Mohammed Sahli's 1947 study, Le Message de Yougourtha, was crucial in establishing
a modern cult, whereby Jugurtha became a reference point for a new generation of militant anti-
colonialists like the writer Kateb Yacine. In his 1956 novel Nedjma Kateb invoked Jugurtha as
one of the ancestors of the Algerian nation, incarnating the spirit of resistance at the heart of
Algerian history;6 likewise, the National Charter of 1976 traced the origins of the modern nation
back to the Numidian king. However, the truth is that Jugurtha's afterlife as national icon
challenges any singular narrative of Algerian history. After all, as a pagan Berber, his identity is
at odds with the official Arab-Islamic definition of the nation that prevailed in post-independence
Algeria.Roman colonization really took off in 46 BC after Julius Caesar won the battle of
Thapsus (in modern Tunisia) against his rival Pompeius. For the next two centuries North Africa
became one of the most stable provinces in the Empire – Rome's breadbasket, supplying two-
thirds of the grain requirement. Roman rule led to the creation of two separate societies:
Romanized Africans, who were wealthy and limited to the towns and coasts, and the native
population who were poor and rural. No attempt was made to bring the mountains under Roman



control and the alienation of the Berber population was a key factor in the eventual disintegration
of imperial power.By the time of the Emperor Constantine's conversion in AD 312, Christianity
already had deep roots in North Africa, and a generation later it produced one of the major
figures of late antiquity: St Augustine. Born in Thagaste, modern-day Souk Ahras on the border
between Algeria and Tunisia, in AD 354, into a down-at-heel but nevertheless well-respected
Roman family, St Augustine's early life was notoriously dissolute – he was a regular frequenter of
brothels during his student days at Carthage – before his midlife conversion to Christianity. From
then on he became a tireless champion of the Church, as he set out to reconcile the
philosophies of Ancient Greece and Rome with the precepts of the Christian faith, a spiritual
journey that produced two literary and religious masterpieces – Confessions, the world's first
auto-biography, and City of God, in which he outlined the argument that humanity lives in one of
two cities: the city of God, symbolized by Jerusalem, or the earthly city, symbolized by
Babylon.Son of a Berber mother, the deeply committed Monica who was pivotal in bringing her
son round to the Christian faith, St Augustine encapsulates the controversy over the place of
Christianity in Algerian history. Under French rule Cardinal Lavigerie, the archbishop of Algiers
from 1867 until 1892, tried to use the memory of St Augustine to reclaim Algeria as a Christian
land and made attempts to convert the Berber population. Conversely, André Mandouze, a
member of the French Resistance during the Nazi occupation, who supported the Algerian war
of liberation and was briefly the rector of Algiers University, has invoked St Augustine in a very
different way.7 As a leading expert on St Augustine, he has argued, like Sayad, that Algerian
history must not be trapped by either the nationalist or colonial narratives.8 The figure of St
Augustine, Mandouze feels, points to the deep roots of Christianity in Algeria and lays the basis
for a multi-cultural and multi-faith society. Elsewhere, Kateb Yacine and the contemporary
Algerian writer Assia Djebar have also looked to St Augustine as one of the founders of the
Algerian nation, whilst in 2001 a major international conference in Algiers set out to officially
recognize the saint as a key figure in Algerian history.9 President Bouteflika himself chose to
address the conference, making a symbolic statement about the place of Christianity as part of
the fabric of Algerian culture. Whilst studiously ignoring St Augustine's Berber origins, he sought
to lay claim to the saint as an Algerian who belongs as much to Islam as he does to
Christianity.Of course, to present St Augustine as one of the fathers of the modern nation is an
anachronism, since in his time the country did not even exist. Nonetheless he referred to himself
as an African and, more importantly, he had a close affinity with the mountains that have marked
so much of Algerian culture. The nearby Medjerba range separated him off from the sea, whilst
the Aurès chain to the south sealed him off from the Sahara desert. These mountains formed the
backdrop to his mental landscape; they were symbolic of God's constant presence in the world
or of the skyward reach in Saint John's Gospel.St Augustine died at the age of seventy-six in AD
430, his life spanning the decline and fall of the Empire as Roman rule in North Africa was
overwhelmed by the Vandal invasion. The Vandals in turn were pushed out by the resurgent
eastern half of the Roman Empire – its capital Byzantium – which successfully invaded in AD



533. Yet, despite the Byzantines' attempt to construct a massive chain of fortresses, the Berbers
were just too strong to be quelled. Soon North Africa was too remote from Byzantium to be of
prime concern and in 646 the prefect Gregory declared the province independent.One year
later, however, Gregory was defeated and killed as the first wave of Arab invaders arrived from
the east. This began the most far-reaching episode of the pre-Ottoman period: the arrival of
Islam, which in 647 was less than fifty years old.This expedition, part of the astonishing
expansion of Islam in the century after the Prophet Mohammed's death in 632, probably did not
have any real religious influence on the local population. The Arab leader Oqba Ibn Nafi left no
garrison forces and was himself killed near Biskra in modern Algeria. Some Berbers did enlist in
the Arab armies, but there was also enormous resistance during the rest of the seventh century,
led by the Jewish queen Dihya Kahina who united Christians, pagans and Jews. Symbolizing the
valour of the peoples of the Aurès Mountains, she was a dramatic figure, much like Boudicca in
British history, whose flowing hair, warrior instincts and magical powers – she supposedly had
the gift of second sight – made her a natural leader. After her eventual defeat and killing, her
Berber tribes were obliged to become Muslim and hand over twelve thousand horsemen, led by
Kahina's two sons, who allied themselves with the Arabs in the ongoing holy war.For this reason
the Kahina story, as told down the centuries, assumed a prophetic status. By concluding with her
sons' conversion, it came to symbolize the inevitable triumph of Islam, thereby demonstrating
the key to the Arabs' final success: the universal doctrine of Islam as a religion. Whereas during
the classical period the Berbers had, for the most part, been seen as permanently beyond the
pale of civilization, now, in theory at least, they were able to become part of God's community as
equals. This, as Michael Brett and Elizabeth Fentress have rightly emphasized, was nothing
short of a revolution.10 Seen as Muslims, the Berbers were identified as a people for the first
time and elevated into a branch of the human race descended from Noah and his sons.The
Kahina legend encapsulates the historical controversy surrounding the arrival of the Arabs: was
it a conquest or a new religious dawn based on an egalitarian credo that all Muslims are brothers
and sisters who form one single religious entity? Although it took a century for the Arabs to quell
the Berbers, once they had succeeded the subsequent process of Islamicization was more
thorough than anything the Romans achieved.The post-independence state saw the arrival of
Islam as the crucial event in the formation of an Arab-Islamic identity which is the spine of
modern Algeria. Anything that predated Islam was dismissed as pagan ignorance, while the
Roman period was a form of colonial oppression which merely anticipated the savagery of
French rule. In contrast, the Berber historian Samy Hadad argues that the numbers of Arabs in
the seventh century were relatively small, and that Algerians have been deliberately alienated
from their true ethnic roots for political reasons.11 In his eyes Algerians are for the most part not
Arabs but Arabized Berbers, and it is vital to recognize the Berber component of the Algerian
nation.Crucially too, official history has skated over the fact that Islamicization and Arabization
were not immediate. It was a process, and for all the talk of Islamic equality tensions between
Berber converts and the Arabs were present right from the start. Some Berbers were resentful at



Arab domination, and felt that the Arabs looked down upon them as unable to rule. For this
reason many Berbers embraced Kharijism, the first dissenting sect in Islam, which sprung up in
the Arabian peninsula in the seventh century. Supporters of Kharijism were hostile to central
government. They also believed that sincere faith, not race, should be the only criterion for
religious leadership and this egalitarianism appealed to the Berber mindset; a way of accepting
Islam but rejecting Arab rule.12If dissent was one way in which Islam and Arab culture were
becoming rooted within North African society, the other was to be the invasion by the Banu Hillal,
a nomadic tribe of Syrian origin, in 1051. Theirs was the classic pattern of Arab politics and
warfare: nomadic tribes united around a specific military objective and the local population were
no match for this concerted onslaught. As the Banu Hillal swept westwards, they destroyed all in
their path; devastating the agricultural lands with their goats and their flocks until they eventually
ran out of steam when they reached the southern oases. In the meantime each chieftain
registered lordship over the passing villages by leaving a headdress as a sign of possession.As
for so many interpretations of the Algerian past it is impossible to separate politics and history.
Within Arab oral accounts the Banu Hillal story became the stuff of legend. Their journey to the
west and conquest of North Africa assumed the status of an epic narrative which was recited
down the ages in a mixture of poetry and rhyming prose.13 In contrast the mediaeval Arab
historian Ibn Khaldoun compared them to a plague of locusts and considered their impact on
North African society to be a disaster.14 Similarly, nineteenth-century French historians
deliberately conflated the Banu Hillal with the arrival of Islam and the end of civilization. Yet,
despite these different points of view there is no doubt about the long-term significance of the
Banu Hillal for North Africa. In their aftermath there was a dramatic shrinkage in power of the
cities, which were reduced to a few isolated centres dotted along the coast. The countryside
meanwhile fell under the control of nomads, as the infrastructure of roads and cities which had
helped to keep the region unified since Roman times fell apart. Finally, in linguistic terms Hillalian
Arabic now became the predominant language on the plains.The turmoil caused by the arrival of
the Banu Hillal, combined with shifting power struggles in Muslim Spain, created a power
vacuum that led to the emergence of the two great Berber dynasties of the Middle Ages – the
Almoravids and the Almohads – which together lasted from 1054 to 1212. Both came from the
south and both were motivated by religion, aiming to purify Islam of the decadent ways that
were, in their eyes, being promoted by the wealthy Andalusian Muslims of Spain. The impetus
for the movement came from local leaders who, having made the pilgrimage to Mecca, returned
with a desire to end the widespread abuse of orthodox practices. In particular, they denounced
the drinking of palm wine, playing licentious music and the taking of more than four wives. It was
a simple, rigorous and puritanical form of Sunni orthodoxy that soon gained a considerable
following. Together the two dynasties lasted a century and a half, creating an empire that at one
point stretched right across the Maghreb to Libya, south to Senegal and Ghana and north into
Spain.15 The memory of these mediaeval empires is very significant in contemporary North
Africa, and since the late 1950s Moroccan nationalists have used them to lay claim to areas in



Mauritania and Algeria.Three further factors should be stressed. First, the religious zeal of the
Almoravids and the Almohads intensified the spirit of confrontation between Islam and
Christendom. The awareness that Christendom was under attack in Spain was one of the
reasons behind the launch of the Crusades in 1095 by Pope Urban II at a great council meeting
of clergy and nobles at Clermont in France. Consequently, although the Crusades in the Middle
East ultimately ended in ignominious failure, in Spain the part played by Christian knights, most
importantly the Knights Templar and the Order of Santiago, was crucial in changing the balance
of power, and by the end of the thirteenth century only the kingdom of Granada remained in
Muslim hands. Secondly, the Almoravids and the Almohads completed the Islamicization of
North Africa. The fact that these nomadic movements were Berber-led took the Muslim religion
far beyond the pale of early Islamic civilization in North Africa. By now, Islamic rule extended far
to the south of the line of Roman rule. Thirdly, the Almoravids and Almohads left a significant
mark on a pattern of Islamic politics, by rousing ordinary Muslims to challenge their masters who
were denounced as having turned away from the purity of the Islamic faith. In this approach there
must be no compromise, and for the contemporary Moroccan political writer Fatima Mernissi the
tradition of revolt against unbelief and despotism has been an enduring model of Islamic
politics.16The cumulative impact of the Almoravids and the Almohads underlines how, in
religious and cultural terms, the arrival of the Arabs was a revolution. Although it is probably right
to talk about an Arab invasion, it is striking how quickly Islam put down such deep roots. Indeed,
the more or less total Islamicization of the populace took just over two hundred years. In part,
this was because Byzantium was discredited, but more than anything it was because the local
population's tribal and family structures were similar to those of the Arabian peninsula, which
made for a natural affinity between the Arab and Berber way of life. Furthermore, the simplicity of
Islam – there being no church acting as an intermediary – along with the promise of booty and
the desire to avoid taxation, explains why conversions took place on such a large scale. The
surviving Punic language of the Carthaginians was also closely related to Arabic and its
continued usage eased the Arabization process.But Arabization and Islamicization were not
identical. The Berbers might have embraced Islam but they were still resentful towards Arab rule.
The Arabs became associated with the plains and the Berbers with the mountains, although the
Islamic customs and practices that now became the bedrock of the local identity did much to
blur these distinctions. Islam, with its division between the ‘land of Islam’ and the ‘land of war’,
marked out a strong sense of place and became the way in which the local populations defined
themselves of Arab culture against the roumi, the Arabic for ‘outsiders’ derived from the word
Roman which became synonymous with Christian.17North Africa, therefore, would be forever
linked to the culture and politics of the Arab world. Yet those Arabs who were the spearhead of
the advancing armies were small in number and inevitably intermarriage with non-Arabs led to a
dilution of Arab culture. From this point on, personal names became very important as a guide to
an identifiable genealogy and those descended from the Arab lineage carried enormous
prestige. Those whose ancestors were religious leaders (sheikhs), saints (marabouts), or had



made the pilgrimage to Mecca (hadji) could always explicitly identify them as such; those who
claimed the name ‘Sharif’ purported to be able to trace their lineage right back to the prophet
Mohammed. By the tenth century Latin was replaced by Arabic in all the romanized areas of
North Africa as the Latin and Greek population of the cities withdrew to Spain and Sicily.
Meanwhile, the Berber languages were transformed through intermingling with Arabic and some
Berber scholars began writing in Arabic script. Jewish presence, implanted in North Africa since
the arrival of the Phoenicians, continued as the Jews were accorded protected status as ‘people
of the book’. In return for a tax they were allowed to continue practising Judaism.Ever since,
North Africa has been characterized by religious homogeneity. With the suppression of Shi'ism
in the eleventh century North Africa, unlike the Middle East, would not be plagued by the Shia–
Sunni split. And unlike in the Middle East, there would be very few Christian Arabs in the
Maghreb. The Malikite school of theological thought became rooted throughout North Africa and
was the mainstay of legal administration, education and state legitimization until the nineteenth
century. Arab and Muslim culture now saturated all aspects of North African life and rituals, from
the daily call to prayer, to the Qur'an, Islamic architecture and the lunar calendar. Instinctively the
local population looked to the east, as well-established pilgrimage routes led the way to Mecca.
Equally, the life of Mohammed was held up as a model and thereafter his example, in particular
the desire to create a new virtuous society along the lines of the early Caliphate, would fuel
politics and religion right up to the present day.As the language of Qur'an, Arabic now carried
huge prestige within North African society. However, Arabic was not only the language of
religion, but also of administration, trade and commerce. Islam was the basis of a huge common
market which stretched from the Atlantic to India and the economic revolution brought about by
the Arabs – the largest worldwide economic bloc until the sixteenth century – did as much as
religion to spread their language. The Berbers welcomed the establishment of market towns
along trade routes because they too wanted to benefit from this wider economic
community.Collectively Arabic and Islam cultures became a cement that transcended tribes and
fostered a sense of belonging to a wider Muslim community: the umma. Even so, within North
Africa different strands of Islamic practices developed. On the one hand was orthodox Islam,
which was essentially urban-based and placed great stress on scripture and learning. On the
other was rural Islam, which fused Muslim beliefs with local practices such as the evil eye and
the belief in the divinity of nature. The clearest expression of this rural Islam was Sufism, which
emerged during the twelfth century. Operating outside the official structures of the mosque,
Sufism was a mystical theology that fostered the cult of local saints, known as marabouts, and
their tombs.18 Fusing philosophical contemplation with rituals which involved ecstatic
experiences, Sufi mystics enjoyed the baraka – a blessing that marked them out as friends of
God – and became associated with miraculous power and the gift of second sight. Sufism swiftly
became the predominant form of Islam within the countryside and Sufi orders were centred on
zawiyas (refuges). As such they began to rival the mosque and tensions have existed between
these two strands of Islam ever since. In the 1830s the Sufi orders would lead the resistance to



the French invasion, but during the 1930s they would be attacked by the Association of Algerian
Ulema on the grounds they perpetuated pagan practices and acted as servile agents of the
colonial regime. Similarly, in the early 1990s Islamists would desecrate saints' tombs on the
grounds that these saints were being associated with God; whilst at the opposite end of the
spectrum the present Algerian state, which had traditionally looked down upon Sufism, began to
promote it as a rival to political Islam.Yet, if the Muslim religion now defined the daily rhythm of
life in North Africa, after the Almoravids and the Almohads Muslim dynasties in the region rose
and fell at a bewildering rate. There was a momentary revival in the latter part of the fourteenth
century but after that Muslim dominance went into terminal decline, climaxing in the capitulation
of Islamic Spain in 1492. This explains why the local population looked to the Ottomans for
protection in the early sixteenth century.OTTOMAN RULEWhen the war against Spain ended in
1580 direct Ottoman rule was allowed to lapse. So, although a tribute was sent to Istanbul in
exchange for the sultan's political support, real power quickly resided with the Agha, the chief
officer of the Turkish military elite (the janissary), who in 1689 became the head of state (Dey)
elected by a council (diwan). It was this system that ruled Algeria until the French invasion in
1830. There was a dual Muslim judicial system with Hanafite law for the Turkish elite and the
Malikite school of law for the local population.19 It was during the Ottoman period that the
various Sufi orders really took root. The most important of these were the Rahmaniya in Kabylia,
the Tijaniya in the Sahara, the Darqawa in the Oran and the Qadiriya, a local offshoot of the
more widespread Shadhiliya, each of which played a key role in giving the rural population its
Islamic identity during the seventeenth century.The purpose of the regime was the extraction of
profit through military force. In this respect the Turkish military corps had the right to collect
taxes, whilst the sons of soldiers and local women, known as kulughlis, worked for the
administration as civil servants. The Dey administered Algiers, exerting power through the
command of the janissary garrison, the kulughlis, auxiliaries and loyal tribes. Outside of Algiers
the rest of the country was divided into three regions, Constantine, Mascara and Titteri, which
were each governed by an individual known as a bey who, aided by lieutenants (calipha), was
expected to bring in taxes on a fixed day to Algiers. Below the three beys the cadis (judges) and
caids (tax collectors) functioned as a bridgehead between rulers and ruled, controlling the local
tribal leaders, levying taxes, settling judicial disputes. The towns meanwhile administered
themselves with many of the inhabitants being refugees from Andalusia, including part of the
Jewish population, which ran small businesses. In general there was much mutual suspicion
between the towns and the countryside. The urban populace looked down upon the countryside
as uncouth and uncivilized, and in turn were hated by the tribes.Beyond zones of direct
administration the Ottoman regime singled out tribal leaders, known as bachagas, who in
exchange for status and privileges acted as administrators and supplied fighting men. The
Ottoman system was based on clientelism and relied upon creating privileged tribes that were
formed by the consolidation of smaller groups. This then allowed the Ottoman regime to play a
classic divide-and-rule strategy by playing off one tribe against another. On top of this the



Ottomans actively encouraged the Sufi orders by giving them judicial positions and tax
revenues, as well as money to endow mosques and tombs. Thus, an essentially egalitarian
lineage society was transformed into a hierarchical one linked to Ottoman authority in
Algiers.The Ottomans controlled the roads, passes, towns and the plains and anyone wishing to
trade or work in a marketplace required a permit issued by the authorities. This was particularly
effective in the Kabyle region, where the local economy relied upon the sale of olives, figs and
handmade products for survival. However, beyond the plains Ottoman power stopped abruptly.
Whole regions escaped control and in the face of Ottoman attempts to extract yet more taxes
there were frequent rebellions.Privateering was the most lucrative enterprise for the Ottoman
state. Not only did corsairs operating out of Algeria seize ships at sea, they also kidnapped
Europeans and held them to ransom.20 During the seventeenth century some one million
Europeans were enslaved, with the result that the image of the brutal Barbary coast became
deeply embedded within the Western psyche. The depiction of sadistic Muslim corsairs became
the staple of popular prints, literature and music, as in the case of Rossini's 1813 comic opera
The Italian Girl in Algiers which recounted the captivity of a group of Italians by a lecherous
sultan.Ottoman rule was beset with factional struggles amongst the janissaries. The resultant
power struggles meant that between 1671 and 1830 fourteen out of the twenty-eight Deys were
assassinated. But despite this instability the Ottoman regime did have all the hallmarks of a
functioning state. During the seventeenth century the Dey concluded treaties with the European
powers by which they paid a tribute to the Dey to restrain piracy. Similarly, the regime lent money
to the European powers – as we have already seen, the failure of the French to repay loans from
the Napoleonic wars was the origin of the then Dey's angry exchange with the French consul in
1827 that provoked the invasion three years later. All the same, the Ottoman state entered into a
terminal crisis during the eighteenth century when a steep decline in privateering and trade
produced ever-increasing instability. So, whilst there were 35,000 Christian captives in Algiers at
one point in the seventeenth century, there were only 1,200 when the British admiral Lord
Exmouth bombarded the city on 27 August 1816 in an attempt to end the Dey's slavery
practices. To compensate for falling revenue the Dey increased taxation of the countryside. In
the short term this policy might have shored up Ottoman finances but in the long term it was a
disaster. The regime came to be bitterly resented by the local population and there were large-
scale rebellions by the Sufi orders. This in turn explains why Ottoman rule collapsed so quickly in
1830.Nonetheless, the significance of the Ottoman period for subsequent Algerian history must
be underlined. The period defined the territorial identity of the country and therefore created the
basis for the Algerian nation state as a geopolitical entity. Furthermore, even if swathes of the
country were beyond direct Ottoman control, it did function as a state. For this reason the
Ottoman period was invoked by the national liberation movement between 1954 and 1962 to
refute the settlers' assertion that Algeria was a blank space waiting to be colonized. The
Ottoman achievement was that they fashioned a unified entity which prevented the country from
falling under Christian domination.21 In this sense much of the nationalist discourse saw the



liberation struggle not as a revolution but as a return to independence. Importantly too, during
the 1980s and early 1990s the Ottoman regime was also invoked by Islamists, who called for a
return to a pre-1830 ideal that saw Algeria as a religiously unified entity which, post-1830, had
become contaminated by French ideas.The Ottoman experience has left a lasting legacy in
terms of the pattern of rule. It bequeathed a model of court politics that still marks Algerian
politics because, as Luis Martinez has underlined, the period produced a mercenary attitude
towards the state.22 For both caïd and corsair, the state was conceived as a route to personal
enrichment and prestige, where the goal was not to create national wealth but to extract a levy
from the population. As the French state adapted Ottoman structures, using the system of
bachagas, cadis and caïds in order to rule the Algerian countryside, this mindset carried on over
into the war of liberation, post-independence and the violence of the 1990s, where a range of
actors continued to see the state as a structure to be colonized for their own interest. Martinez
argues that much of what drives political divisions has to be understood not in terms of genuine
ideological differences, but by the desire for power and to be a modern-day sultan.Martinez's
remarks remind us that Algerian history, like all history, is a palimpsest. Time is layered upon
time so that one buried layer of history seeps through to the one above. A landscape which
encouraged resistance to central authority, religion, Ottoman structures: the cumulative impact
of these different layers is a past that is permanently present. In this way the complex pre-
colonial period produced a web of deeply embedded cultural traditions which form the long-term
context for the contemporary period.CHAPTER TWOForced Marriage: French Algeria 1830–
1962With his long dark hair, trademark dark sunglasses and hard-drinking lifestyle, the Algerian
singer Rachid Taha is every inch the modern rock star. Yet behind the swagger and the
showmanship there is a unique and thoughtful talent, whether it be covering the Clash's ‘Rock
the Casbah’ in Arabic or carefully reworking traditional North African songs in an effort to explore
the trials and tribulations of being Algerian. Speaking on British television in 2005 the singer tried
to convey the complexities of his personal identity by explaining that although he will be Algerian
until the end of his days, on a day-to-day level he is French.1The child of Algerian immigrants to
France – his father crossed the Mediterranean from Oran in the 1970s – Rachid Taha's subtle
and nuanced response spoke to many of his generation. This was the man who first shot to fame
during the 1980s as the lead singer in an immigrant band, whose name Carte de Séjour
(Residency Permit) was a provocative riposte to the rise of Jean-Marie Le Pen's far-right
National Front. Carte de Séjour's video to their cover of Charles Trenet's 1941 hit ‘Douce
France’, an iconic song in the French popular canon, is one of the most subversive of all time; a
statement about post-colonial society, it showed the band strumming in a late-night Parisian
café, surrounded by old French couples serenely waltzing to the tune. Its message was that
there was no going back. Whatever Le Pen might do or say, Algerian immigrants and their
descendants are an inescapable part of France. Taha's music makes a profound statement
about the complex interaction between the two countries, underlining not just the impact of
Algerian culture in France but that of French culture on Algerians.This intertwining of France and



Algeria is a central aspect of the historian and activist Mohammed Harbi's personal memoir Une
Vie Debout.2 In one passage he recounts with striking honesty the feelings of his fellow FLN
member Messaoud Guedroudj after the two of them had been smuggled across the frontier into
northern France by Belgian anti-colonialists in the summer of 1956. Much to the astonishment of
the Belgians, who believed that they were driving their charges into enemy territory, when the
group stopped at a restaurant in Reims Guedroudj immediately became happy and relaxed. He
explained that it was good to be on home soil, a reaction that made them all burst into laughter.
Reflecting on the irony of this episode, Harbi argued that Guedroudj's attitude had to be
understood as the result of a long marriage which, even if it was forced, could not fail to leave a
lasting mark, producing myriad confused sentiments and allegiances in which love intermingled
with hatred.French rule in Algeria lasted for 132 years, as opposed to 75 years in Tunisia and 44
in Morocco, a depth and duration of colonial experience unique within the Arab world. Until the
French invasion of 1830 the local population had been locked into the history and culture of the
Middle East. Now, this East–West axis would be matched by the pull of a North–South
equivalent.The fact that Algeria was officially an integral part of France produced a whole series
of paradoxes and contradictions for the native population. Multiple messages were given out to
Algerians by the French wherein the image of ‘France the colonizer’ coexisted uneasily with
‘France of the Rights of Man’. Was the French policy one of assimilation, transforming Algerians
into equal citizens, or subjugation, keeping them down as disempowered subjects? This tension
was present from the 1850s, when the French government first decided that the principle of
representative government applied to the native population as inhabitants of France, even if this
principle was scandalously manipulated by the French settlers to deny that population an
effective voice. Indeed, it became the basis of a 1920s nationalist politics that was determined to
show that Algerians were not to be excluded from the universal values of representative
government.After independence in 1962 the Algerian regime underlined the horrors of
colonialism, insisting that the promise of equal rights was a lie; Algerians were never going to be
treated as citizens. The Franco-Algerian relationship was seen as a straightforward story of
injustice leading to revolutionary anger that had climaxed with victory in the war of liberation.
Anger at colonialism became a cornerstone of official discourse and it has permeated all parts
of Algerian politics, most obviously the Islamist movement. Yet, as the examples of Rachid Taha
and Mohammed Harbi show, the relationship between the two countries is much more complex
and ambiguous. The 1789 ideals of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’ and the principle of
representative government, for example, had a genuine impact upon modern intellectuals and
activists. By the 1920s Algerian political leaders had internalized these values. They applied
them to their own situation and it was ultimately the belief that Algerians could not be denied
these rights, above all the right to national self-determination, that brought an end to French
Algeria in 1962.Even if ‘Colonial France’ is rejected, the ‘France of the Rights of Man’ has
continued to be a crucial reference point. Ironically, it has come to stand as the model by which
many of today's younger Algerians, with no memory of colonialism but who watch French



television on satellite, measure the Algerian system's claim to be democratic, popular and
republican. Modern France is also seen to encapsulate the dream of a better economic life. It is
the country to which the majority of young Algerians still want to emigrate; when President
Chirac visited Algeria in 2003, he was greeted by thousands waving their passports at him and
shouting ‘Chirac, visa!’ Many joke that if there was a referendum today they would vote for
Algeria to return to French rule; a provocative comment that speaks volumes about their sense
of post-colonial dispossession.France, therefore, remains an omnipresent feature of Algeria.
‘Colonial oppressor’, ‘country of human rights’, ‘consumer paradise’: the contested historical
relationship saturates political discourse from all points of view, making Algeria the most
francophone of France's former territories, even though the government has always refused to
join the International Francophone Organization, formed in 1970 to bring together French-
speaking countries on the international stage.3 Given this continuing impact upon the Algerian
political imagination, the situation today cannot be understood without considering the context of
French colonialism and its aftermath.In the wake of the 1830 French invasion and the swift
overthrow of Ottoman rule in Algeria, the main resistance came from the eastern part of the
country in the form of a charismatic twenty-five-year-old holy man (marabout), Abd el-Kader. As
part of the Qadiriya religious order and drawing upon the prestige of his Sharifian descent, Abd
el-Kader proclaimed himself commander of the faithful and called for a jihad against
unbelievers.4 Dubbed the Algerian Cromwell by the writer Alexis de Tocqueville, Abd el-Kader
explicitly fused religion and resistance and the extent of his success can be measured by the
treaty of Tafna in 1837, whereby he was recognized as the sovereign over two-thirds of
Algeria.Theoretically this treaty laid the basis for the peaceful coexistence between an Arab
state and the French territory, but the frontiers were ill-defined and this made the return to open
warfare only a matter of time. So it was no surprise when just two years later the French
launched an all-out war of conquest led by Marshal Thomas-Robert Bugeaud. The engravings
from the period convey a man in his mid-fifties with a stern, ruddy face and greying temples.
Proud of his peasant origins, Bugeaud was utterly relentless in the pursuit of victory. Gone were
the ponderous columns that could be easily ambushed; in their place were light units that could
pursue the enemy over rough terrain, hitting them again and again until they were defeated.
Speaking before the National Assembly in 1840, Bugeaud was blunt about his aims: ‘Wherever
there is fresh water and fertile land, there one must locate colons [colonizers], without
concerning oneself to whom these lands belong.’5 Crops, mosques, zawiyas (Sufi refuges): in
Bugeaud's eyes all were targets for reprisal as the army adopted a scorched-earth policy. Egged
on by their commanders the ordinary soldiers gave no quarter, undergoing a brutalization
process whereby atrocities, including the asphyxiation of five hundred men, women and children
from the Ouled Riah tribe who had taken refuge in caves, became a routine fact of battle.
Hounded on all sides, Abd el-Kader eventually surrendered on 23 December 1847 on a dark
and rainy night in the hills just above Oujda on the frontier with Morocco. After imprisonment in
France he was allowed to go into honourable exile in Damascus in December 1855.French



history books would extol Bugeaud as the founding father of French Algeria, the genius who
opened the way for colonization.6 For Algerians, though, his name lives on as a byword for
brutality. Growing up in the village of El-Arrouch in the 1930s, Mohammed Harbi vividly
remembers how his mother frightened him with stories about the ogre Bugeaud, who would
come and eat him up if he did not go to sleep.7 Conversely, although the French went some way
to romanticizing Abd el-Kader as an honourable enemy, even building statues to him in the late
1940s, for Algerians he was always held up as the embodiment of anti-French resistance.8 He
was an inspirational figure for anti-colonial nationalists such as the writer Kateb Yacine and when
his ashes were brought back to Algeria from Syria in 1967 this was a state occasion of huge
symbolic importance.9 It showed that Algeria was a fully fledged nation state with its own
pantheon of heroes who, beginning with Abd el-Kader, formed a chain of authenticity which led
ultimately to the FLN.10Resistance flickered on until 1870. In the meantime the Second
Republic in 1848 declared that it wanted to assimilate Algeria and give it political representatives
in France. However, instability – Louis-Napoleon overthrew the Second Republic in a coup d'état
on 2 December 1851 – meant that in practice Algeria became a fiefdom of the army, a fact that
was symbolized by the formation of the Foreign Legion in 1831, with its headquarters at Sidi-bel-
Abbès in eastern Algeria, some forty miles to the south of Oran. Confronted by a complex and
heterogeneous society the army had to be pragmatic. On the ground it adapted the Ottoman
system, looking for compliant local leaders amongst the caïds (tax collectors), cadis (judges)
and bachagas (tribal leaders), who would raise taxes in return for special concessions such as
the conservation of harvests and a cut of any tax yield. At the same time the army was not afraid
to introduce major innovations and in February 1844 it created the specially designated Bureaux
des Affaires Arabes to reach out to Muslims. The officers selected spoke Arabic and were
familiar with the local culture, fashioning a strategy which, although highly paternalistic and
based upon the principles of protection and domination, displayed a certain sympathy for the
local population.Such measures provoked the hostility of the first French settlers, who numbered
35,000 by 1849. They wanted to keep the native population in a state of subjugation and this
was a running sore during the 1850s. Initially the settlers looked to Napoleon III's Second
Empire, established on 2 December 1852, as an ally and welcomed his reassurances that
Algeria was an extension of France which would be assimilated into the mother country.
However, in September 1860 Napoleon performed a spectacular U-turn. He blocked
colonization and three years later proclaimed the idea of an Arab Kingdom, stressing his affinity
with Arab culture and talking about the notion of reconciliation between the two communities.
Such pro-Arab talk transformed the settlers into staunch republicans and was emblematic of
what became a deeply embedded psychology whereby Paris was a dirty word synonymous with
pro-native sentiment.For all the talk of reconciliation, the barriers within French Algeria were
becoming rigidly defined during the Second Empire. A major step along this road was the
sénatus-consulte of 1865 whereupon Algerians were treated as subjects rather than citizens.
Under this definition Muslims were governed by Islamic law, and justice was left in the hands of



Muslim judges (the cadis) rather than the French civil code. Ostensibly this arrangement was
meant to protect local religion and culture, but in practice it acted as a barrier to assimilation
because Muslims could only acquire French nationality by signing away the right to be
governed, in non-criminal jurisdiction, by Islamic law, an act of apostasy few were willing to take.
By 1936 only 2,500 had taken this step, enshrining a fundamental divide between the voterless
subject and the full citizen which would be one of the basic causes of the war of national
liberation.With the dismantling of native society Muslims began to lose their traditional forms of
support, such as the setting aside of stores of food for times of hardship, which made them very
vulnerable to famine. But when in 1867 some three hundred thousand Muslims died of
starvation, a catastrophe on a par with the Irish famine of 1847–51 in terms of the percentage of
the total population that died, the settlers were quick to blame the army regime for being too
indulgent towards traditional patterns of land holding, which were perceived as archaic and
inefficient.Like the rest of France, the settlers experienced defeat in the Franco-Prussian war of
1870–71 as a dreadful humiliation. Their only consolation was that the demise of the Second
Empire opened the door to the extension of civil power since, with the proclamation of a republic
in Paris on 4 September 1870, Algeria now sent deputies to the national assembly. In contrast
such a prospect stirred up a rebellious mood in the Muslim population, a mood that was
magnified still further by economic discontent, the widespread belief that French defeat by the
Prussians had been a punishment from God, and the desire to recover independence. It was a
highly charged atmosphere and what brought it to breaking point were the Crémieux decrees
giving citizenship to the Jews on 24 October 1870. One local leader by the name of El-Mokhrani,
a hitherto loyal Muslim, angrily declared, ‘I will take orders from a French officer but from a Jew
never,’ and on 16 March 1871 he proclaimed a jihad against French rule.11 Eight hundred
thousand Muslims answered his call but there was no coordinated action and by the end of the
year the rebellion had ended in ignominious failure.What followed was an unmitigated disaster
for the local population. Pro-rebellion tribes had their lands confiscated and their leaders were
deported. Islam itself was subjected to a concerted attack: Arabic was officially categorized as a
foreign language, Qur'anic schools put under surveillance, and pilgrimages to Mecca were
tightly controlled, in an effort to insulate Algeria from the rest of the Muslim world.If the Muslims
were the losers, the winners were the settlers. From now on their interests were paramount, as
ruthless colonization and republicanism went hand in hand.12 The last quarter of the nineteenth
century can be seen as the high point of settler power; the moment when they probably felt most
secure about their long-term presence. This was because the Third Republic, established in
1870 and lasting until 1940, was held up as a superior civilization based upon science, progress,
education and a strong sense of national identity. Marked by a strong affinity with the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, the values of the Third Republic were portrayed in
France as universal truths that marked a new dawn not just for France but the whole world. The
doctor and the teacher were the twin heroes of this civilizing mission, their task to battle against
a Muslim society deemed to be ‘other’ by the settlers to this brave new world based upon



science and technology.The northern regions of Algeria were formally divided into three French
departments in 1881 whilst the Sahara and the southern territories remained under the control of
the French army, a Gallic-style Wild West portrayed so evocatively in the Louis Gardel novel Fort
Saganne.13 Within the French imagination the domain of the Foreign Legion was the Sahara, a
place whose extreme temperatures and unforgiving landscape marked it out as the very edge of
civilization.14 As one old Foreign Legion song put it:Goodbye, Old Europe, may the devil take
you.Goodbye, old country, for the burning sun of Algeria.We are the wounded from every
war,The world's damned ones. We need sunlight and space, to rebuild our bodies.15The role
of the Foreign Legion was to protect this boundary between civilization and its opposite. As such
the Legion was symptomatic of the frontier mentality, the sense of a way of life under siege,
which became fundamental to the settlers' mindset.It was in 1881 that Algeria was administered
for the first time as an integral part of France. Now the territory came under the jurisdiction of the
Ministry of the Interior rather than the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In principle such an
arrangement meant that Algeria was subject to the same laws of government as the rest of the
Third Republic but in practice the territory was always a case apart. At the apex of French
Algeria was the governor general who reported directly back to the Ministry of the Interior, and
the singularity of these structures was underlined even further when on 29 December 1900
budgetary powers were devolved to a special assembly. This gave Algeria a measure of financial
independence which would have been unthinkable in the regions of mainland France.With the
extension of civilian rule the second-class status of the Muslim population became the
foundation stone of French Algeria and Muslims' exclusion was reflected at all levels of political
representation. Each of Algeria's three departments sent two deputies to the National Assembly
in Paris but only full French citizens, that is adult male settlers, had the right to vote. These
deputies became the electoral base of the colonial lobby, a broad coalition of pro-colonial
interest groups both within and without the National Assembly. Established in 1892, this quickly
became a well-oiled political machine led by Eugène Etienne, parliamentary member for the
Algerian department of Oran from 1881 to 1919, who achieved high office in the French
government. Variously Minister of the Interior, Minister of War and Vice-President of the
Chamber of Deputies, Etienne had razor-sharp political instincts and ensured that any measures
that smacked of pro-Arab reforms were immediately quashed.Back in Algeria, anti-Muslim
discrimination was built into the electoral system. Elected settlers made up four-fifths of the
membership of the three departmental councils established in 1875, whilst the Muslim
contingent was composed of landowners hand-picked by the French authorities. At the level of
the local councils the 196 communes de plein exercice, based upon the metropolitan model of a
ruling mayor and elected municipal council, only allowed 5 per cent of the adult male Muslim
population to vote until 1919 and even then the percentage of Muslim representatives could not
exceed one-quarter. Similarly within the seven communes mixtes, which held sway in those
areas that were predominantly Muslim, all Muslim representatives were appointed by the French
administration.16 The inferior status of Muslims was inscribed into the law with the introduction



of the Code de l'Indigénat in 1881. This was a uniquely repressive set of rules that closely
controlled the Muslim population and imposed harsh penalties for a multitude of infractions,
including vague crimes such as being rude to a colonial official or making disrespectful remarks
about the Third Republic. Abolition of the loathed Indigénat was to be a basic demand of all the
various strands of the Algerian nationalist movement in the 1930s.The last quarter of the
nineteenth century witnessed a huge influx of settlers. Only a small percentage were rich. The
vast majority were from poor backgrounds and for them Algeria represented a kind of El Dorado;
a promised land where, by virtue of being French or given French citizenship, they enjoyed a
rank, by virtue of their status compared to that of the native population, that they had previously
lacked. Some came from the Midi where phylloxera had ravaged the wine crop; others were
refugees from Alsace-Lorraine after the Prussian victory of 1871. The French were not always in
the majority; over half of the 430,000 settlers living in Algeria in 1886 came from Spain, Italy or
Malta. Three years later, on the hundredth anniversary of the French Revolution, they received
French citizenship as a gift from the generous Third Republic.The world which these settlers
inhabited was a rugged, macho life dominated by physical pleasures of sport, the beach, the
bordello and the drinking of pastis. Their self-image as heroic pioneers permeated all aspects of
settler culture.17 They had made the desert bloom through relentless endeavour and on this
basis they felt they had a right to be in Algeria. They took great pride in the roads, the railways
and the hospitals they had built and, to underline this point, made continual contrasts between
pre-1830 and post-1830.The settlers were determined that there must be no concessions to the
native population and consistently sabotaged any political reform. In their eyes the local
population only really understood force and had to be kept in a perpetual state of humiliation. In
large part this intransigent psychology was derived from unease about their own lowly origins;
the settlers' living standards were always significantly lower than those of mainland France and
they held a widespread belief that other French people looked down on them as poor and
uncultured. Such an inferiority complex explains why defence of their status over the Muslims
became a cornerstone of their identity.To make way for the settlers the local population was
pushed to one side. The Warnier law of 1873 split up communally held land into individual lots
so that it could be sold off more easily. The French authorities claimed that in the long term this
would benefit Algeria because it opened the way for a free-market system; but in practice it was
little more than a thinly veiled cloak for an all-out land grab and between 1871 and 1898 French
settlers acquired one million hectares. It was a brutal process which by 1900 had broken the
traditional indigenous leadership. Those who kept some power did so by carving out a position
for themselves in the French administration. But the price of this survival was the loss of
prestige, as much of the population dismissed such leaders as the ‘old turbans’, a pejorative
term that marked them out as pro-French collaborators. The marginalization of the pre-colonial
elites also levelled Algerian society, further strengthening a deeply rooted cultural egalitarianism
and greatly reducing the importance of class-based politics. Such egalitarianism shaped the
populism of the FLN and has continued to mark Algerian society ever since. Specifically it



explains the mass resentment at the sharpening of class divisions at the end of the 1980s and
the surge in support for Islamism which, in many respects, took over much of the traditional
populism of Algerian nationalism.Within Algeria the French authorities operated a divide-and-
rule policy, making judgements, based upon ethnography and anthropology, as to which parts of
the population were more open to French culture. The Jews were seen as the group that would
be most easily assimilated, and they were given full citizenship in October 1870, one of the first
acts of the Third Republic: Jewish emancipation had been a cornerstone of the French
Revolution, going hand in hand with the values of republicanism. It was a decision that inevitably
provoked resentment amongst Muslims.18 The move also produced strong reactions within the
settler community. Many saw it as the first step to Arab emancipation and there were anti-Jewish
riots in Oran in May 1897, tinged by the belief that these newly freed Jews were engaged in a
capitalist plot to exploit the poorest settlers. One year later Edouard Drumont, a vicious anti-
semite, was elected as a parliamentary member for Algiers, to tumultuous acclaim.19 Thereafter
settler culture was marked by a strong strain of anti-semitism, and the legislation of the Second
World War collaborationist Vichy regime, revoking the Crémieux decrees and turning Jews into
second-class citizens, was warmly welcomed.If the Jews were seen as the ethnic group closest
in culture to the Third Republic, the ones seen as furthest away were the Arabs, whose way of
life was categorized as mediaeval. Still dominated by religion, still dominated by tribal vendettas,
still dominated by a nomadic lifestyle, they were viewed as an inferior, pre-political society. The
French sought to make a distinction between the Arabs who arrived after the seventh century
AD and the Berbers, the original population.20 For many natives, such a distinction, given the
fusion of Arabic and Berber culture over the subsequent centuries, made no sense. Nonetheless
the French set out to court the largest Berber group, the Kabyles. The essence of what became
known as the Kabyle myth was that the Berbers were Indo-European in origin and their mountain
culture, based as it was on independence and hard work, made them much more akin to the
peasants of the Auvergne than were the Arabs. Crucially. too, the authorities claimed that the
Kabyle people's attachment to Islam was much more superficial, evidenced from the fact that
Kabyle women were not veiled, polygamy was not practised and the cult worship of the
marabouts, retaining as it did strong elements of pre-Islamic beliefs, was widespread. Much
more deep rooted in Kabyle society was the tradition of democracy through the djemma (village
councils) which, when added to the Kabyle people's linguistic and cultural cohesion, meant that
that they were much further down the road to modernity. In short, the Berbers were seen as
possessing the basic components for nationhood whilst the nomadic Arabs, still dominated by
the stranglehold of Islam, were not.This policy was reflected in the large number of schools that
were established in Kabylia, the extensive studies carried out by historians and ethnologists to
prove that the Berber people shared a common origin with Europeans, and the strenuous efforts
at encouraging the Berbers to rediscover their Latin-Christian heritage. Cardinal de Lavigerie,
appointed as the archbishop of Algiers in 1867 at the age of thirty-eight, was the most
outspoken advocate of the need to convert Berbers to Christianity. A larger-than-life character



fired up by a militant energy, he set up Christian orphanages for Berber children and established
the Society of African Missionaries, known as the White Fathers because of their Arab dress.
Through such action he wanted to restore the lost age of St Augustine and to wrest North Africa
from the shackles of Arab-Islamic culture.21If divide and rule was one aspect of colonial policy,
so too was an adaptation of the Ottoman system, especially in the remote mountains of the
Aurès and Kabylia, where even as late as the 1950s some Algerians had never seen a French
official. The mountains and plains represent a fundamental divide in Algerian history and this
was no less true under colonialism. French authority and settler culture was based on the coast
and under-government in the mountains, and the interior was a perennial weakness of the
colonial regime. In these remote areas the French sought out intermediaries to act as the
bridgehead between rulers and ruled. Some were ex-servicemen whose war record marked
them out as loyal servants; some were local leaders who wished to ingratiate themselves with
the colonial authorities; whilst others, as the titles bachaga (tribal leader), cadi (judge) and caïd
(tax collector) suggested, were remnants of the Ottoman period. In 1919 the cadis were formally
organized into an administrative body as a way of strengthening surveillance over the Muslim
population. Yet if many cadis felt that they were working on behalf of the local population, many
too were appalling cheats and swindlers. Given the scale of illiteracy the scope for corruption
was vast, with the result that the cheating cadi, exploiting his position in the colonial system to
live off the fate of the peasantry, became a familiar hate figure within popular culture.The French
adapted Ottoman practices in other ways. Just one month after the landings in 1830 the
Zouaous Berber tribe, which had always raised troops for the Dey, supplied 500 troops, known
as zouaves, for the invasion force.22 In 1856 the decision was made to channel this pro-French
sentiment with the creation of three Algerian infantry regiments, and thereafter Muslim troops
were to distinguish themselves on battlefields as far afield as the Crimea, Mexico and
Madagascar. In the First World War 170,000 Algerians ignored the call of the Ottoman caliphate
to rise up against their colonial masters and fought in the French army. In the Second World War
Algerians formed the backbone of the French Army of Africa, supplying 250,000 troops for the
Italian campaign between 1943 and 1945. They played a key role at the Battle of Monte Cassino
and a moving plaque paying tribute to the fallen of the Algerian regiments can be seen on the
walls of the beautiful church of St Louis des Français in Rome. In some cases part of the appeal
was the promise of regular food and income. But if initially many saw the army as a way out of
grinding poverty, many too came to see it as their home, equating loyalty to a particular regiment
with loyalty to the French nation. The authorities soon came to look upon ex-servicemen as a
pillar of support, to be trundled out at every available opportunity, as the photograph of loyal
Muslim veterans saluting the tricolour became a familiar trope of colonial propaganda.The
expropriation of land forced huge numbers of Algerians to endure abject living conditions as the
country became a tale of two economies sitting side by side. On the one side were the rich
settlers whose huge enterprises, comprising some 2,350,000 hectares of the best land and
using the latest agricultural techniques, produced wine and food for export; on the other the



Algerian peasantry who were forced to maintain a subsistence economy based on archaic
methods.23 This way of life was unable to cope with the dramatic rise in population, which
tripled in Algeria between 1856 and 1940 to 6.5 million, ironically due to the impact of French
medicine in reducing infant mortality. By 1930 only 1 per cent of Algerians had a farm of more
than 100 hectares, meaning that hunger became part of everyday life for the native population.
When the country was hit very hard by the Great Depression in the 1930s the French ruthlessly
protected settlers' interests, further intensifying the pauperization process which triggered a
huge exodus of landless peasants from the interior to the major coastal cities. This great
displacement of the population climaxed tragically with the 1937 famine, widely remembered
amongst North Africans as the terrible year of hunger, when people literally dropped dead of
starvation on the roadside. Some of the local authorities did introduce some relief measures, but
most sent victims back to their place of origin, believing that Muslim Algerians followed a
primitive way of life based upon tribes and religion which, because it could not compete, was
predestined for extinction.How to escape poverty became a fundamental question for Algerian
society, a quest that was reflected in the large-scale drift to the towns; in the huge numbers of
Muslims employed as cheap workers in agriculture; and in the beginning of Algerian immigration
to France, which had totalled 92,000 by 1923.24 All of this underlined just how far the Muslim
way of life had become invisible within French Algeria. The fact that the cultivation of wine was
offensive to most Muslim sensibilities did not enter into the equation because their culture did
not matter. The end result was a fragile peace riven with tension, anger and resentment.By 1926
the number of settlers had reached some 833,000, 15 per cent of the population, reaching just
under one million by 1954. The richest settlers occupied the best agricultural land, whilst their
poor counterparts were concentrated for the most part in the major towns and cities. In 1931 the
settler population accounted for 69 per cent of the total population in Algiers, 79 per cent in
Oran, 48 per cent in Constantine and 57 per cent in Bône. Of the settler population, 79 per cent
had been born on Algerian soil. Their identity was bound up not only with the sense of being
French, but also with a strong attachment to Roman Catholicism. Religious holidays, weddings,
baptisms, the weekly mass: these rites separated the settlers from the Jewish and Muslim
populations on a day-to-day basis. Their sense of superiority was reinforced in language. As a
matter of course they addressed Muslims by the familiar tu rather than the polite vous,
underlining their second-class status. Aline Charby, who grew up in a rich Catholic settler family
in the 1940s, recalls how Arab servants were treated in a derogatory way.25 She remembers too
that racist expressions were normal in everyday parlance: Muslims were regularly referred to by
pejorative terms such as melon, raton and bougnoule. The writer Marie Cardinal remembers,
‘Our cleaning ladies were called Fatmas. We addressed them with the tu and they us as vous.’26
The settlers themselves came to be known as ‘pieds noirs’, ‘black feet’, a term they eventually
used to identify themselves as well.Culturally, religiously and linguistically, French Algeria was
rigidly segregated, though not in the way that South Africa was during the apartheid regime.
There were no special places reserved for Muslim or French on public transport. Instead, French



Algeria was crisscrossed by a series of invisible barriers which could not be transgressed.
Talking about his childhood in the 1940s, the Algerian writer Nabil Farès recalls that the level of
demarcation was absolute. On the beach just outside Algiers everybody knew which was the
French part and which the native part and there was no interaction between the two.27 The main
streets of the European quarter of Algiers, with their wide tree-lined boulevards, were particularly
elegant. Yet not a stone's throw from the grand façades was a totally different world, the world of
the casbah with its overcrowded housing and tiny trap-like streets. These were the two faces of
every city: the one of French power and high society, and the other of poverty and squalor. There
was virtually no intermarriage between the two communities. Nor did settler and Muslim mix
much at school. Attempts to expand education for Muslims was blocked by the settlers, who
feared that they might get ideas above their station. In 1890 only ten thousand Muslim children
attended primary school, out of a population of 3.5 million. Admittedly this had risen to 1.2
million out of a population of nearly 7 million at the end of the Second World War but even by
1954 only one Muslim boy in five was attending school, a figure plummeting to one in sixteen of
the girls.The settlers were confident in the permanency of French Algeria and this self-
confidence was reflected in the commemorations organized to mark the hundredth anniversary
of the 1830 invasion. In Algiers the centenary was a glittering occasion. The main streets were
adorned with tricolours, the statues and war memorials dressed in garlands and ribbons, whilst
at Sidi-Ferruch there was a re-enactment of the original landing. To accompany the celebrations
numerous books and pamphlets waxed lyrical about the forward march of colonization, claiming
that the native population, immensely grateful for the way in which invasion had destroyed
Ottoman domination, was now being won over to the French cause.28 Yet this optimism was
underpinned by a palpable sense of fear about the unstable pillars of French rule. In government
circles many officials were only too aware of just how far they were outnumbered by the
natives.29 From their point of view statistics on population increase made alarming reading
during the 1930s. Between 1926 and 1936 the Muslim population increased from 6 million to 7.2
million thanks to falling infant mortality and a rising birth rate. In comparison the increase in the
settler population was much slower. By 1954 the ratio of Muslims to settlers had reached nine to
one.The imbalance between the two populations was striking, and reflected in a network of fears
about Muslims. The perception of the natives as a seething mass, reproducing at will and
motivated by a fanatical religion hell-bent on the destruction of Christianity, became deeply
ingrained within the settler psyche.30 The Algiers casbah in particular, whose sinewy alleys
were so memorably portrayed in the opening scene of Julien Duvivier's 1937 gangster film Pépé
le Moko, was viewed with trepidation because its teeming population was so chaotic and so
uncontrollable. If not kept constantly under check it could erupt into violence and overrun the
French quarter at any moment.Of course, there were many currents of opinion within the settler
community. Not all of them were out-and-out racists. There were people of goodwill who knew
that something had to be done about the plight of the Muslim population. A small minority of
settlers even sided with the FLN during the war of liberation and became Algerian at



independence. However, the liberal strand of thought was best represented by the settler
intellectual Albert Camus. Unquestionably the most famous writer to come out of French Algeria,
Camus was born in 1913 into a poor family in Bab el-Oued in Algiers.31 A member of the French
Resistance, where he wrote for the clandestine paper Combat, after 1945 he became an icon of
the intellectual existential left with his swept-back hair and brooding good looks, before his death
in a car accident in 1960. A tireless supporter of reform, he tried to alert his compatriots to the
famine conditions in Kabylia in 1938 through a series of articles in the communist-supporting
daily Alger Républicain.32 Even so, there were limits to Camus's liberalism. In his fiction, most
famously in his 1942 novel The Outsider, the natives tended to be treated in generic terms and
were always prone to violence and irrationality. Equally, Camus never rejected the French right to
rule. When receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature in December 1957 in Stockholm, he was
called upon by a member of the audience to give his views on the political situation in Algeria.
He replied:It is with a certain repugnance that I give my views in public. I have always
condemned terror. I must also condemn terrorism which operates blindly, in the streets of
Algiers, and which one day could strike my mother or my family. I believe in justice, but I will
defend my mother before justice.33ALGERIAN NATIONALISM 1871–1954After the failure of the
1871 rebellion it is possible to talk of a collective trauma. In the face of humiliation Muslims
became sullen and resentful as Algerian society turned in on itself. A sense of paralysis was
endemic as the vast majority became preoccupied with the minutiae of everyday life. But just
because it was impossible to envisage how French rule could be defeated did not mean that the
vast majority of Algerians accepted it. Instead Algerians found solace in religion as Islam came
to be regarded as a bulwark, a safe haven that could not be overcome by colonialism. It is
significant that very few Muslims took up French citizenship and that Lavigerie's attempts at
conversion made very little impact. In 1908 some four thousand Algerians from Tlemcen, fearful
of being called to fight fellow Muslims in Morocco, chose to follow the example of the Prophet
and go into exile. In 1911 there was a massive wave of Muslim sympathy for the Ottoman
resistance to the Italian invasion of Libya, while many middle-class Muslim parents, reticent
about sending their children into the secular French education system, chose to send them to
religious universities in Fez, Tunis or Cairo. For men who felt powerless in the face of French rule
it became even more important to assert themselves over women, and in the domestic sphere
they underlined the need for a strict adherence to Muslim values as a way of setting their families
apart from the French.In this sense Algeria can be seen as a microcosm of the Muslim and
wider non-European world. During the nineteenth century Western Europe became the
powerhouse of the world, the combination of technical innovation and economic power
producing a dynamism that far exceeded anything previously known to humanity. The French
Third Republic, marked by its belief in science and progress, saw itself as the standard bearer of
this new civilization. This raised the question of how Algerians should respond; was the civilizing
mission about the imposition of an alien way of life or did it contain ideas and knowledge which
could be adapted and appropriated by the Islamic world?CHAPTER TWOForced Marriage:



French Algeria 1830–1962With his long dark hair, trademark dark sunglasses and hard-drinking
lifestyle, the Algerian singer Rachid Taha is every inch the modern rock star. Yet behind the
swagger and the showmanship there is a unique and thoughtful talent, whether it be covering
the Clash's ‘Rock the Casbah’ in Arabic or carefully reworking traditional North African songs in
an effort to explore the trials and tribulations of being Algerian. Speaking on British television in
2005 the singer tried to convey the complexities of his personal identity by explaining that
although he will be Algerian until the end of his days, on a day-to-day level he is French.1The
child of Algerian immigrants to France – his father crossed the Mediterranean from Oran in the
1970s – Rachid Taha's subtle and nuanced response spoke to many of his generation. This was
the man who first shot to fame during the 1980s as the lead singer in an immigrant band, whose
name Carte de Séjour (Residency Permit) was a provocative riposte to the rise of Jean-Marie Le
Pen's far-right National Front. Carte de Séjour's video to their cover of Charles Trenet's 1941 hit
‘Douce France’, an iconic song in the French popular canon, is one of the most subversive of all
time; a statement about post-colonial society, it showed the band strumming in a late-night
Parisian café, surrounded by old French couples serenely waltzing to the tune. Its message was
that there was no going back. Whatever Le Pen might do or say, Algerian immigrants and their
descendants are an inescapable part of France. Taha's music makes a profound statement
about the complex interaction between the two countries, underlining not just the impact of
Algerian culture in France but that of French culture on Algerians.This intertwining of France and
Algeria is a central aspect of the historian and activist Mohammed Harbi's personal memoir Une
Vie Debout.2 In one passage he recounts with striking honesty the feelings of his fellow FLN
member Messaoud Guedroudj after the two of them had been smuggled across the frontier into
northern France by Belgian anti-colonialists in the summer of 1956. Much to the astonishment of
the Belgians, who believed that they were driving their charges into enemy territory, when the
group stopped at a restaurant in Reims Guedroudj immediately became happy and relaxed. He
explained that it was good to be on home soil, a reaction that made them all burst into laughter.
Reflecting on the irony of this episode, Harbi argued that Guedroudj's attitude had to be
understood as the result of a long marriage which, even if it was forced, could not fail to leave a
lasting mark, producing myriad confused sentiments and allegiances in which love intermingled
with hatred.French rule in Algeria lasted for 132 years, as opposed to 75 years in Tunisia and 44
in Morocco, a depth and duration of colonial experience unique within the Arab world. Until the
French invasion of 1830 the local population had been locked into the history and culture of the
Middle East. Now, this East–West axis would be matched by the pull of a North–South
equivalent.The fact that Algeria was officially an integral part of France produced a whole series
of paradoxes and contradictions for the native population. Multiple messages were given out to
Algerians by the French wherein the image of ‘France the colonizer’ coexisted uneasily with
‘France of the Rights of Man’. Was the French policy one of assimilation, transforming Algerians
into equal citizens, or subjugation, keeping them down as disempowered subjects? This tension
was present from the 1850s, when the French government first decided that the principle of



representative government applied to the native population as inhabitants of France, even if this
principle was scandalously manipulated by the French settlers to deny that population an
effective voice. Indeed, it became the basis of a 1920s nationalist politics that was determined to
show that Algerians were not to be excluded from the universal values of representative
government.After independence in 1962 the Algerian regime underlined the horrors of
colonialism, insisting that the promise of equal rights was a lie; Algerians were never going to be
treated as citizens. The Franco-Algerian relationship was seen as a straightforward story of
injustice leading to revolutionary anger that had climaxed with victory in the war of liberation.
Anger at colonialism became a cornerstone of official discourse and it has permeated all parts
of Algerian politics, most obviously the Islamist movement. Yet, as the examples of Rachid Taha
and Mohammed Harbi show, the relationship between the two countries is much more complex
and ambiguous. The 1789 ideals of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’ and the principle of
representative government, for example, had a genuine impact upon modern intellectuals and
activists. By the 1920s Algerian political leaders had internalized these values. They applied
them to their own situation and it was ultimately the belief that Algerians could not be denied
these rights, above all the right to national self-determination, that brought an end to French
Algeria in 1962.Even if ‘Colonial France’ is rejected, the ‘France of the Rights of Man’ has
continued to be a crucial reference point. Ironically, it has come to stand as the model by which
many of today's younger Algerians, with no memory of colonialism but who watch French
television on satellite, measure the Algerian system's claim to be democratic, popular and
republican. Modern France is also seen to encapsulate the dream of a better economic life. It is
the country to which the majority of young Algerians still want to emigrate; when President
Chirac visited Algeria in 2003, he was greeted by thousands waving their passports at him and
shouting ‘Chirac, visa!’ Many joke that if there was a referendum today they would vote for
Algeria to return to French rule; a provocative comment that speaks volumes about their sense
of post-colonial dispossession.France, therefore, remains an omnipresent feature of Algeria.
‘Colonial oppressor’, ‘country of human rights’, ‘consumer paradise’: the contested historical
relationship saturates political discourse from all points of view, making Algeria the most
francophone of France's former territories, even though the government has always refused to
join the International Francophone Organization, formed in 1970 to bring together French-
speaking countries on the international stage.3 Given this continuing impact upon the Algerian
political imagination, the situation today cannot be understood without considering the context of
French colonialism and its aftermath.In the wake of the 1830 French invasion and the swift
overthrow of Ottoman rule in Algeria, the main resistance came from the eastern part of the
country in the form of a charismatic twenty-five-year-old holy man (marabout), Abd el-Kader. As
part of the Qadiriya religious order and drawing upon the prestige of his Sharifian descent, Abd
el-Kader proclaimed himself commander of the faithful and called for a jihad against
unbelievers.4 Dubbed the Algerian Cromwell by the writer Alexis de Tocqueville, Abd el-Kader
explicitly fused religion and resistance and the extent of his success can be measured by the



treaty of Tafna in 1837, whereby he was recognized as the sovereign over two-thirds of
Algeria.Theoretically this treaty laid the basis for the peaceful coexistence between an Arab
state and the French territory, but the frontiers were ill-defined and this made the return to open
warfare only a matter of time. So it was no surprise when just two years later the French
launched an all-out war of conquest led by Marshal Thomas-Robert Bugeaud. The engravings
from the period convey a man in his mid-fifties with a stern, ruddy face and greying temples.
Proud of his peasant origins, Bugeaud was utterly relentless in the pursuit of victory. Gone were
the ponderous columns that could be easily ambushed; in their place were light units that could
pursue the enemy over rough terrain, hitting them again and again until they were defeated.
Speaking before the National Assembly in 1840, Bugeaud was blunt about his aims: ‘Wherever
there is fresh water and fertile land, there one must locate colons [colonizers], without
concerning oneself to whom these lands belong.’5 Crops, mosques, zawiyas (Sufi refuges): in
Bugeaud's eyes all were targets for reprisal as the army adopted a scorched-earth policy. Egged
on by their commanders the ordinary soldiers gave no quarter, undergoing a brutalization
process whereby atrocities, including the asphyxiation of five hundred men, women and children
from the Ouled Riah tribe who had taken refuge in caves, became a routine fact of battle.
Hounded on all sides, Abd el-Kader eventually surrendered on 23 December 1847 on a dark
and rainy night in the hills just above Oujda on the frontier with Morocco. After imprisonment in
France he was allowed to go into honourable exile in Damascus in December 1855.French
history books would extol Bugeaud as the founding father of French Algeria, the genius who
opened the way for colonization.6 For Algerians, though, his name lives on as a byword for
brutality. Growing up in the village of El-Arrouch in the 1930s, Mohammed Harbi vividly
remembers how his mother frightened him with stories about the ogre Bugeaud, who would
come and eat him up if he did not go to sleep.7 Conversely, although the French went some way
to romanticizing Abd el-Kader as an honourable enemy, even building statues to him in the late
1940s, for Algerians he was always held up as the embodiment of anti-French resistance.8 He
was an inspirational figure for anti-colonial nationalists such as the writer Kateb Yacine and when
his ashes were brought back to Algeria from Syria in 1967 this was a state occasion of huge
symbolic importance.9 It showed that Algeria was a fully fledged nation state with its own
pantheon of heroes who, beginning with Abd el-Kader, formed a chain of authenticity which led
ultimately to the FLN.10Resistance flickered on until 1870. In the meantime the Second
Republic in 1848 declared that it wanted to assimilate Algeria and give it political representatives
in France. However, instability – Louis-Napoleon overthrew the Second Republic in a coup d'état
on 2 December 1851 – meant that in practice Algeria became a fiefdom of the army, a fact that
was symbolized by the formation of the Foreign Legion in 1831, with its headquarters at Sidi-bel-
Abbès in eastern Algeria, some forty miles to the south of Oran. Confronted by a complex and
heterogeneous society the army had to be pragmatic. On the ground it adapted the Ottoman
system, looking for compliant local leaders amongst the caïds (tax collectors), cadis (judges)
and bachagas (tribal leaders), who would raise taxes in return for special concessions such as



the conservation of harvests and a cut of any tax yield. At the same time the army was not afraid
to introduce major innovations and in February 1844 it created the specially designated Bureaux
des Affaires Arabes to reach out to Muslims. The officers selected spoke Arabic and were
familiar with the local culture, fashioning a strategy which, although highly paternalistic and
based upon the principles of protection and domination, displayed a certain sympathy for the
local population.Such measures provoked the hostility of the first French settlers, who numbered
35,000 by 1849. They wanted to keep the native population in a state of subjugation and this
was a running sore during the 1850s. Initially the settlers looked to Napoleon III's Second
Empire, established on 2 December 1852, as an ally and welcomed his reassurances that
Algeria was an extension of France which would be assimilated into the mother country.
However, in September 1860 Napoleon performed a spectacular U-turn. He blocked
colonization and three years later proclaimed the idea of an Arab Kingdom, stressing his affinity
with Arab culture and talking about the notion of reconciliation between the two communities.
Such pro-Arab talk transformed the settlers into staunch republicans and was emblematic of
what became a deeply embedded psychology whereby Paris was a dirty word synonymous with
pro-native sentiment.For all the talk of reconciliation, the barriers within French Algeria were
becoming rigidly defined during the Second Empire. A major step along this road was the
sénatus-consulte of 1865 whereupon Algerians were treated as subjects rather than citizens.
Under this definition Muslims were governed by Islamic law, and justice was left in the hands of
Muslim judges (the cadis) rather than the French civil code. Ostensibly this arrangement was
meant to protect local religion and culture, but in practice it acted as a barrier to assimilation
because Muslims could only acquire French nationality by signing away the right to be
governed, in non-criminal jurisdiction, by Islamic law, an act of apostasy few were willing to take.
By 1936 only 2,500 had taken this step, enshrining a fundamental divide between the voterless
subject and the full citizen which would be one of the basic causes of the war of national
liberation.With the dismantling of native society Muslims began to lose their traditional forms of
support, such as the setting aside of stores of food for times of hardship, which made them very
vulnerable to famine. But when in 1867 some three hundred thousand Muslims died of
starvation, a catastrophe on a par with the Irish famine of 1847–51 in terms of the percentage of
the total population that died, the settlers were quick to blame the army regime for being too
indulgent towards traditional patterns of land holding, which were perceived as archaic and
inefficient.Like the rest of France, the settlers experienced defeat in the Franco-Prussian war of
1870–71 as a dreadful humiliation. Their only consolation was that the demise of the Second
Empire opened the door to the extension of civil power since, with the proclamation of a republic
in Paris on 4 September 1870, Algeria now sent deputies to the national assembly. In contrast
such a prospect stirred up a rebellious mood in the Muslim population, a mood that was
magnified still further by economic discontent, the widespread belief that French defeat by the
Prussians had been a punishment from God, and the desire to recover independence. It was a
highly charged atmosphere and what brought it to breaking point were the Crémieux decrees



giving citizenship to the Jews on 24 October 1870. One local leader by the name of El-Mokhrani,
a hitherto loyal Muslim, angrily declared, ‘I will take orders from a French officer but from a Jew
never,’ and on 16 March 1871 he proclaimed a jihad against French rule.11 Eight hundred
thousand Muslims answered his call but there was no coordinated action and by the end of the
year the rebellion had ended in ignominious failure.What followed was an unmitigated disaster
for the local population. Pro-rebellion tribes had their lands confiscated and their leaders were
deported. Islam itself was subjected to a concerted attack: Arabic was officially categorized as a
foreign language, Qur'anic schools put under surveillance, and pilgrimages to Mecca were
tightly controlled, in an effort to insulate Algeria from the rest of the Muslim world.If the Muslims
were the losers, the winners were the settlers. From now on their interests were paramount, as
ruthless colonization and republicanism went hand in hand.12 The last quarter of the nineteenth
century can be seen as the high point of settler power; the moment when they probably felt most
secure about their long-term presence. This was because the Third Republic, established in
1870 and lasting until 1940, was held up as a superior civilization based upon science, progress,
education and a strong sense of national identity. Marked by a strong affinity with the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, the values of the Third Republic were portrayed in
France as universal truths that marked a new dawn not just for France but the whole world. The
doctor and the teacher were the twin heroes of this civilizing mission, their task to battle against
a Muslim society deemed to be ‘other’ by the settlers to this brave new world based upon
science and technology.The northern regions of Algeria were formally divided into three French
departments in 1881 whilst the Sahara and the southern territories remained under the control of
the French army, a Gallic-style Wild West portrayed so evocatively in the Louis Gardel novel Fort
Saganne.13 Within the French imagination the domain of the Foreign Legion was the Sahara, a
place whose extreme temperatures and unforgiving landscape marked it out as the very edge of
civilization.14 As one old Foreign Legion song put it:Goodbye, Old Europe, may the devil take
you.Goodbye, old country, for the burning sun of Algeria.We are the wounded from every
war,The world's damned ones. We need sunlight and space, to rebuild our bodies.15The role
of the Foreign Legion was to protect this boundary between civilization and its opposite. As such
the Legion was symptomatic of the frontier mentality, the sense of a way of life under siege,
which became fundamental to the settlers' mindset.It was in 1881 that Algeria was administered
for the first time as an integral part of France. Now the territory came under the jurisdiction of the
Ministry of the Interior rather than the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In principle such an
arrangement meant that Algeria was subject to the same laws of government as the rest of the
Third Republic but in practice the territory was always a case apart. At the apex of French
Algeria was the governor general who reported directly back to the Ministry of the Interior, and
the singularity of these structures was underlined even further when on 29 December 1900
budgetary powers were devolved to a special assembly. This gave Algeria a measure of financial
independence which would have been unthinkable in the regions of mainland France.With the
extension of civilian rule the second-class status of the Muslim population became the



foundation stone of French Algeria and Muslims' exclusion was reflected at all levels of political
representation. Each of Algeria's three departments sent two deputies to the National Assembly
in Paris but only full French citizens, that is adult male settlers, had the right to vote. These
deputies became the electoral base of the colonial lobby, a broad coalition of pro-colonial
interest groups both within and without the National Assembly. Established in 1892, this quickly
became a well-oiled political machine led by Eugène Etienne, parliamentary member for the
Algerian department of Oran from 1881 to 1919, who achieved high office in the French
government. Variously Minister of the Interior, Minister of War and Vice-President of the
Chamber of Deputies, Etienne had razor-sharp political instincts and ensured that any measures
that smacked of pro-Arab reforms were immediately quashed.Back in Algeria, anti-Muslim
discrimination was built into the electoral system. Elected settlers made up four-fifths of the
membership of the three departmental councils established in 1875, whilst the Muslim
contingent was composed of landowners hand-picked by the French authorities. At the level of
the local councils the 196 communes de plein exercice, based upon the metropolitan model of a
ruling mayor and elected municipal council, only allowed 5 per cent of the adult male Muslim
population to vote until 1919 and even then the percentage of Muslim representatives could not
exceed one-quarter. Similarly within the seven communes mixtes, which held sway in those
areas that were predominantly Muslim, all Muslim representatives were appointed by the French
administration.16 The inferior status of Muslims was inscribed into the law with the introduction
of the Code de l'Indigénat in 1881. This was a uniquely repressive set of rules that closely
controlled the Muslim population and imposed harsh penalties for a multitude of infractions,
including vague crimes such as being rude to a colonial official or making disrespectful remarks
about the Third Republic. Abolition of the loathed Indigénat was to be a basic demand of all the
various strands of the Algerian nationalist movement in the 1930s.The last quarter of the
nineteenth century witnessed a huge influx of settlers. Only a small percentage were rich. The
vast majority were from poor backgrounds and for them Algeria represented a kind of El Dorado;
a promised land where, by virtue of being French or given French citizenship, they enjoyed a
rank, by virtue of their status compared to that of the native population, that they had previously
lacked. Some came from the Midi where phylloxera had ravaged the wine crop; others were
refugees from Alsace-Lorraine after the Prussian victory of 1871. The French were not always in
the majority; over half of the 430,000 settlers living in Algeria in 1886 came from Spain, Italy or
Malta. Three years later, on the hundredth anniversary of the French Revolution, they received
French citizenship as a gift from the generous Third Republic.The world which these settlers
inhabited was a rugged, macho life dominated by physical pleasures of sport, the beach, the
bordello and the drinking of pastis. Their self-image as heroic pioneers permeated all aspects of
settler culture.17 They had made the desert bloom through relentless endeavour and on this
basis they felt they had a right to be in Algeria. They took great pride in the roads, the railways
and the hospitals they had built and, to underline this point, made continual contrasts between
pre-1830 and post-1830.The settlers were determined that there must be no concessions to the



native population and consistently sabotaged any political reform. In their eyes the local
population only really understood force and had to be kept in a perpetual state of humiliation. In
large part this intransigent psychology was derived from unease about their own lowly origins;
the settlers' living standards were always significantly lower than those of mainland France and
they held a widespread belief that other French people looked down on them as poor and
uncultured. Such an inferiority complex explains why defence of their status over the Muslims
became a cornerstone of their identity.To make way for the settlers the local population was
pushed to one side. The Warnier law of 1873 split up communally held land into individual lots
so that it could be sold off more easily. The French authorities claimed that in the long term this
would benefit Algeria because it opened the way for a free-market system; but in practice it was
little more than a thinly veiled cloak for an all-out land grab and between 1871 and 1898 French
settlers acquired one million hectares. It was a brutal process which by 1900 had broken the
traditional indigenous leadership. Those who kept some power did so by carving out a position
for themselves in the French administration. But the price of this survival was the loss of
prestige, as much of the population dismissed such leaders as the ‘old turbans’, a pejorative
term that marked them out as pro-French collaborators. The marginalization of the pre-colonial
elites also levelled Algerian society, further strengthening a deeply rooted cultural egalitarianism
and greatly reducing the importance of class-based politics. Such egalitarianism shaped the
populism of the FLN and has continued to mark Algerian society ever since. Specifically it
explains the mass resentment at the sharpening of class divisions at the end of the 1980s and
the surge in support for Islamism which, in many respects, took over much of the traditional
populism of Algerian nationalism.Within Algeria the French authorities operated a divide-and-
rule policy, making judgements, based upon ethnography and anthropology, as to which parts of
the population were more open to French culture. The Jews were seen as the group that would
be most easily assimilated, and they were given full citizenship in October 1870, one of the first
acts of the Third Republic: Jewish emancipation had been a cornerstone of the French
Revolution, going hand in hand with the values of republicanism. It was a decision that inevitably
provoked resentment amongst Muslims.18 The move also produced strong reactions within the
settler community. Many saw it as the first step to Arab emancipation and there were anti-Jewish
riots in Oran in May 1897, tinged by the belief that these newly freed Jews were engaged in a
capitalist plot to exploit the poorest settlers. One year later Edouard Drumont, a vicious anti-
semite, was elected as a parliamentary member for Algiers, to tumultuous acclaim.19 Thereafter
settler culture was marked by a strong strain of anti-semitism, and the legislation of the Second
World War collaborationist Vichy regime, revoking the Crémieux decrees and turning Jews into
second-class citizens, was warmly welcomed.If the Jews were seen as the ethnic group closest
in culture to the Third Republic, the ones seen as furthest away were the Arabs, whose way of
life was categorized as mediaeval. Still dominated by religion, still dominated by tribal vendettas,
still dominated by a nomadic lifestyle, they were viewed as an inferior, pre-political society. The
French sought to make a distinction between the Arabs who arrived after the seventh century



AD and the Berbers, the original population.20 For many natives, such a distinction, given the
fusion of Arabic and Berber culture over the subsequent centuries, made no sense. Nonetheless
the French set out to court the largest Berber group, the Kabyles. The essence of what became
known as the Kabyle myth was that the Berbers were Indo-European in origin and their mountain
culture, based as it was on independence and hard work, made them much more akin to the
peasants of the Auvergne than were the Arabs. Crucially. too, the authorities claimed that the
Kabyle people's attachment to Islam was much more superficial, evidenced from the fact that
Kabyle women were not veiled, polygamy was not practised and the cult worship of the
marabouts, retaining as it did strong elements of pre-Islamic beliefs, was widespread. Much
more deep rooted in Kabyle society was the tradition of democracy through the djemma (village
councils) which, when added to the Kabyle people's linguistic and cultural cohesion, meant that
that they were much further down the road to modernity. In short, the Berbers were seen as
possessing the basic components for nationhood whilst the nomadic Arabs, still dominated by
the stranglehold of Islam, were not.This policy was reflected in the large number of schools that
were established in Kabylia, the extensive studies carried out by historians and ethnologists to
prove that the Berber people shared a common origin with Europeans, and the strenuous efforts
at encouraging the Berbers to rediscover their Latin-Christian heritage. Cardinal de Lavigerie,
appointed as the archbishop of Algiers in 1867 at the age of thirty-eight, was the most
outspoken advocate of the need to convert Berbers to Christianity. A larger-than-life character
fired up by a militant energy, he set up Christian orphanages for Berber children and established
the Society of African Missionaries, known as the White Fathers because of their Arab dress.
Through such action he wanted to restore the lost age of St Augustine and to wrest North Africa
from the shackles of Arab-Islamic culture.21If divide and rule was one aspect of colonial policy,
so too was an adaptation of the Ottoman system, especially in the remote mountains of the
Aurès and Kabylia, where even as late as the 1950s some Algerians had never seen a French
official. The mountains and plains represent a fundamental divide in Algerian history and this
was no less true under colonialism. French authority and settler culture was based on the coast
and under-government in the mountains, and the interior was a perennial weakness of the
colonial regime. In these remote areas the French sought out intermediaries to act as the
bridgehead between rulers and ruled. Some were ex-servicemen whose war record marked
them out as loyal servants; some were local leaders who wished to ingratiate themselves with
the colonial authorities; whilst others, as the titles bachaga (tribal leader), cadi (judge) and caïd
(tax collector) suggested, were remnants of the Ottoman period. In 1919 the cadis were formally
organized into an administrative body as a way of strengthening surveillance over the Muslim
population. Yet if many cadis felt that they were working on behalf of the local population, many
too were appalling cheats and swindlers. Given the scale of illiteracy the scope for corruption
was vast, with the result that the cheating cadi, exploiting his position in the colonial system to
live off the fate of the peasantry, became a familiar hate figure within popular culture.The French
adapted Ottoman practices in other ways. Just one month after the landings in 1830 the



Zouaous Berber tribe, which had always raised troops for the Dey, supplied 500 troops, known
as zouaves, for the invasion force.22 In 1856 the decision was made to channel this pro-French
sentiment with the creation of three Algerian infantry regiments, and thereafter Muslim troops
were to distinguish themselves on battlefields as far afield as the Crimea, Mexico and
Madagascar. In the First World War 170,000 Algerians ignored the call of the Ottoman caliphate
to rise up against their colonial masters and fought in the French army. In the Second World War
Algerians formed the backbone of the French Army of Africa, supplying 250,000 troops for the
Italian campaign between 1943 and 1945. They played a key role at the Battle of Monte Cassino
and a moving plaque paying tribute to the fallen of the Algerian regiments can be seen on the
walls of the beautiful church of St Louis des Français in Rome. In some cases part of the appeal
was the promise of regular food and income. But if initially many saw the army as a way out of
grinding poverty, many too came to see it as their home, equating loyalty to a particular regiment
with loyalty to the French nation. The authorities soon came to look upon ex-servicemen as a
pillar of support, to be trundled out at every available opportunity, as the photograph of loyal
Muslim veterans saluting the tricolour became a familiar trope of colonial propaganda.The
expropriation of land forced huge numbers of Algerians to endure abject living conditions as the
country became a tale of two economies sitting side by side. On the one side were the rich
settlers whose huge enterprises, comprising some 2,350,000 hectares of the best land and
using the latest agricultural techniques, produced wine and food for export; on the other the
Algerian peasantry who were forced to maintain a subsistence economy based on archaic
methods.23 This way of life was unable to cope with the dramatic rise in population, which
tripled in Algeria between 1856 and 1940 to 6.5 million, ironically due to the impact of French
medicine in reducing infant mortality. By 1930 only 1 per cent of Algerians had a farm of more
than 100 hectares, meaning that hunger became part of everyday life for the native population.
When the country was hit very hard by the Great Depression in the 1930s the French ruthlessly
protected settlers' interests, further intensifying the pauperization process which triggered a
huge exodus of landless peasants from the interior to the major coastal cities. This great
displacement of the population climaxed tragically with the 1937 famine, widely remembered
amongst North Africans as the terrible year of hunger, when people literally dropped dead of
starvation on the roadside. Some of the local authorities did introduce some relief measures, but
most sent victims back to their place of origin, believing that Muslim Algerians followed a
primitive way of life based upon tribes and religion which, because it could not compete, was
predestined for extinction.How to escape poverty became a fundamental question for Algerian
society, a quest that was reflected in the large-scale drift to the towns; in the huge numbers of
Muslims employed as cheap workers in agriculture; and in the beginning of Algerian immigration
to France, which had totalled 92,000 by 1923.24 All of this underlined just how far the Muslim
way of life had become invisible within French Algeria. The fact that the cultivation of wine was
offensive to most Muslim sensibilities did not enter into the equation because their culture did
not matter. The end result was a fragile peace riven with tension, anger and resentment.By 1926



the number of settlers had reached some 833,000, 15 per cent of the population, reaching just
under one million by 1954. The richest settlers occupied the best agricultural land, whilst their
poor counterparts were concentrated for the most part in the major towns and cities. In 1931 the
settler population accounted for 69 per cent of the total population in Algiers, 79 per cent in
Oran, 48 per cent in Constantine and 57 per cent in Bône. Of the settler population, 79 per cent
had been born on Algerian soil. Their identity was bound up not only with the sense of being
French, but also with a strong attachment to Roman Catholicism. Religious holidays, weddings,
baptisms, the weekly mass: these rites separated the settlers from the Jewish and Muslim
populations on a day-to-day basis. Their sense of superiority was reinforced in language. As a
matter of course they addressed Muslims by the familiar tu rather than the polite vous,
underlining their second-class status. Aline Charby, who grew up in a rich Catholic settler family
in the 1940s, recalls how Arab servants were treated in a derogatory way.25 She remembers too
that racist expressions were normal in everyday parlance: Muslims were regularly referred to by
pejorative terms such as melon, raton and bougnoule. The writer Marie Cardinal remembers,
‘Our cleaning ladies were called Fatmas. We addressed them with the tu and they us as vous.’26
The settlers themselves came to be known as ‘pieds noirs’, ‘black feet’, a term they eventually
used to identify themselves as well.Culturally, religiously and linguistically, French Algeria was
rigidly segregated, though not in the way that South Africa was during the apartheid regime.
There were no special places reserved for Muslim or French on public transport. Instead, French
Algeria was crisscrossed by a series of invisible barriers which could not be transgressed.
Talking about his childhood in the 1940s, the Algerian writer Nabil Farès recalls that the level of
demarcation was absolute. On the beach just outside Algiers everybody knew which was the
French part and which the native part and there was no interaction between the two.27 The main
streets of the European quarter of Algiers, with their wide tree-lined boulevards, were particularly
elegant. Yet not a stone's throw from the grand façades was a totally different world, the world of
the casbah with its overcrowded housing and tiny trap-like streets. These were the two faces of
every city: the one of French power and high society, and the other of poverty and squalor. There
was virtually no intermarriage between the two communities. Nor did settler and Muslim mix
much at school. Attempts to expand education for Muslims was blocked by the settlers, who
feared that they might get ideas above their station. In 1890 only ten thousand Muslim children
attended primary school, out of a population of 3.5 million. Admittedly this had risen to 1.2
million out of a population of nearly 7 million at the end of the Second World War but even by
1954 only one Muslim boy in five was attending school, a figure plummeting to one in sixteen of
the girls.The settlers were confident in the permanency of French Algeria and this self-
confidence was reflected in the commemorations organized to mark the hundredth anniversary
of the 1830 invasion. In Algiers the centenary was a glittering occasion. The main streets were
adorned with tricolours, the statues and war memorials dressed in garlands and ribbons, whilst
at Sidi-Ferruch there was a re-enactment of the original landing. To accompany the celebrations
numerous books and pamphlets waxed lyrical about the forward march of colonization, claiming



that the native population, immensely grateful for the way in which invasion had destroyed
Ottoman domination, was now being won over to the French cause.28 Yet this optimism was
underpinned by a palpable sense of fear about the unstable pillars of French rule. In government
circles many officials were only too aware of just how far they were outnumbered by the
natives.29 From their point of view statistics on population increase made alarming reading
during the 1930s. Between 1926 and 1936 the Muslim population increased from 6 million to 7.2
million thanks to falling infant mortality and a rising birth rate. In comparison the increase in the
settler population was much slower. By 1954 the ratio of Muslims to settlers had reached nine to
one.The imbalance between the two populations was striking, and reflected in a network of fears
about Muslims. The perception of the natives as a seething mass, reproducing at will and
motivated by a fanatical religion hell-bent on the destruction of Christianity, became deeply
ingrained within the settler psyche.30 The Algiers casbah in particular, whose sinewy alleys
were so memorably portrayed in the opening scene of Julien Duvivier's 1937 gangster film Pépé
le Moko, was viewed with trepidation because its teeming population was so chaotic and so
uncontrollable. If not kept constantly under check it could erupt into violence and overrun the
French quarter at any moment.Of course, there were many currents of opinion within the settler
community. Not all of them were out-and-out racists. There were people of goodwill who knew
that something had to be done about the plight of the Muslim population. A small minority of
settlers even sided with the FLN during the war of liberation and became Algerian at
independence. However, the liberal strand of thought was best represented by the settler
intellectual Albert Camus. Unquestionably the most famous writer to come out of French Algeria,
Camus was born in 1913 into a poor family in Bab el-Oued in Algiers.31 A member of the French
Resistance, where he wrote for the clandestine paper Combat, after 1945 he became an icon of
the intellectual existential left with his swept-back hair and brooding good looks, before his death
in a car accident in 1960. A tireless supporter of reform, he tried to alert his compatriots to the
famine conditions in Kabylia in 1938 through a series of articles in the communist-supporting
daily Alger Républicain.32 Even so, there were limits to Camus's liberalism. In his fiction, most
famously in his 1942 novel The Outsider, the natives tended to be treated in generic terms and
were always prone to violence and irrationality. Equally, Camus never rejected the French right to
rule. When receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature in December 1957 in Stockholm, he was
called upon by a member of the audience to give his views on the political situation in Algeria.
He replied:It is with a certain repugnance that I give my views in public. I have always
condemned terror. I must also condemn terrorism which operates blindly, in the streets of
Algiers, and which one day could strike my mother or my family. I believe in justice, but I will
defend my mother before justice.33ALGERIAN NATIONALISM 1871–1954After the failure of the
1871 rebellion it is possible to talk of a collective trauma. In the face of humiliation Muslims
became sullen and resentful as Algerian society turned in on itself. A sense of paralysis was
endemic as the vast majority became preoccupied with the minutiae of everyday life. But just
because it was impossible to envisage how French rule could be defeated did not mean that the



vast majority of Algerians accepted it. Instead Algerians found solace in religion as Islam came
to be regarded as a bulwark, a safe haven that could not be overcome by colonialism. It is
significant that very few Muslims took up French citizenship and that Lavigerie's attempts at
conversion made very little impact. In 1908 some four thousand Algerians from Tlemcen, fearful
of being called to fight fellow Muslims in Morocco, chose to follow the example of the Prophet
and go into exile. In 1911 there was a massive wave of Muslim sympathy for the Ottoman
resistance to the Italian invasion of Libya, while many middle-class Muslim parents, reticent
about sending their children into the secular French education system, chose to send them to
religious universities in Fez, Tunis or Cairo. For men who felt powerless in the face of French rule
it became even more important to assert themselves over women, and in the domestic sphere
they underlined the need for a strict adherence to Muslim values as a way of setting their families
apart from the French.In this sense Algeria can be seen as a microcosm of the Muslim and
wider non-European world. During the nineteenth century Western Europe became the
powerhouse of the world, the combination of technical innovation and economic power
producing a dynamism that far exceeded anything previously known to humanity. The French
Third Republic, marked by its belief in science and progress, saw itself as the standard bearer of
this new civilization. This raised the question of how Algerians should respond; was the civilizing
mission about the imposition of an alien way of life or did it contain ideas and knowledge which
could be adapted and appropriated by the Islamic world?
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Ebook Library Reader, “Great service, delivery and book. Very pleased”

The Giant Skunk, “Outstanding one-volume history of Algeria and its problems. The book is
worthy to stand next to Alistair Horne's classic "A Savage War of Peace" in the bibiliography of
books about this fascinating country with a tragic history. Not only does it clearly describe the
war for independence in the 50's and 60's, but it also provides a very readalbe acount of the
extreme violence the country witnessed in the 1990's. It also provides some interesting lessons
that we could apply to our involvelement in Iraq.Very readable and highly recommended for
anyone with an interest in the region or Algeria specifically.”

dharmatech, “Good place to begin your study of Algeria. * Three maps* Seventeen plates*
Helpful Arabic glossary* Twenty two pages of footnotes* Seven page bibliographyChapters four
to eight focus on post-1988 Algeria.Bite-sized chapters; longest is 41 pages.”

Lotfi, “One of the best analyses of the Algerian ninety civil war. Great Thanks to John Philips and
Martin Evans for the quality of this study. They succeeded to give a global vision of a
complicated conflict which has deep roots in the regional history. Furthermore,they kept an
ability to go into the more important details. We find a lot of anecdote along the study that helps
a non native to understand the subtilities of the local caracter and visions. I didn't find such a
synthesis, even in the french literature.Grand merci aux auteurs pour leur analyse perspicasse et
leur honnêteté intellectuelle. Ils ont su donner une vision globale du conflit actuel et mettre en
évidence des causes qui plongent leurs racines dans l'histoire de la région, tout en gardant un
soucis du détail remarquable; le récit est jalonné d'anecdotes instructives et parlantes. Il n'y a
pas, à ma connaissance, d'équivalent à cet ouvrage dans la bibliographie francophone.”

godzilla78, “A forgotten nation. An excellent book which puts the spotlight on a country long
forgotten and ignored by the western media. Coming in at around 300 pages, its an engrossing
read. The first 100 pages or so look at Algeria's history up until the 20th century, with the rest of
the book dealing with the internal struggles from that point onwards. In many ways Algeria has
been ahead of the curve when it comes to dealing with Islamic fundamentalism and terrorism.
The 1980's was an extremely dark period as the country was at war with itself due to the reign of
terror from both extremists and the Algerian military. Its an eye opening account of brutality from
within a nation that has basically been ignored by the west (considering how the west just loves
to get involved in just about everyone else's problems) for the best part of 30 years. Due to the
internal civil war that raged with Algeria a staggering amount of life was lost.”

Missmutzz, “Interesting. It's a good account of the history after the independance. I can't seem to
find a lot of books in English about this time so I was very pleased to have found this one”



Libby W, “Great book. This book is very informative and well-written. I was happy to find it at a
lower price as I needed it for a university course and couldn't spend too much.”
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