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Relations between France and Algeria

cannot be so simple or indifferent.

Michel Jobert

Relations between Algeria and France are always important.

When they are bad, they are important. When they are good,

they are also important.

Abdelaziz Bouteflika
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Preface

The relationship between France and Algeria did not end in 1962. Yet it
seemed that way, given the relative lack of scholarly attention devoted to
the relationship’s postcolonial history as compared with the colonial expe-
rience. I felt that there was a need to continue the inquiry, the story. As I
researched the postcolonial relationship, my mentor, David E. Gardinier,
advised that I study it comprehensively. Having already introduced me to
Frantz Fanon’s work when I was a graduate student, Professor Gardinier
insisted that the complexities of the relationship needed a survey in
breadth and depth. This has resulted in a sweeping study ranging from
beur novels to Saharan hydrocarbon condensates. Though the book
should interest a variety of specialized audiences, my chief purpose was to
write a detailed historical narrative. My hope is that it will inspire other
inquiries concerning the postcolonial histories of former metropolitan
powers and their ex-colonies.

I tried to live this history. My research has taken me from the corporate
headquarters of French and Algerian hydrocarbons enterprises to the refu-
gee tents of proud Sahrawis displaced by the war in Western Sahara. I
traveled with Algerian emigrant workers across the Mediterranean and
shared meals with pieds-noirs, harkis, and Polisario cadres. I also dis-
cussed the relationship or conducted formal interviews with a variety of
people. I thank them for their kindness and consideration. They included
Maurice Couve de Murville, Olivier Wormser, Louis Joxe, Bernard Tricot,
Georges Gorse, François Scheer, Jean Basdevant, Marcel Crozatier,
Georges Jasseron, Stéphane Hessel, Vincent Labouret, Michel Schneider-
Manoury, Marcelle Routier, Jean-Pierre Gonon, Nicole Grimaud, Jean
Déjeux, Alain Gillette, Mohamed Sahnoun, Mihoubi el-Mihoub, Abdel-
hak Belghit, Messafeur Abbas, Kamal Nefti, Ali Khamis, Madjid Abdal-
lah, Mohamed Salem Ould Salek, the Bachaga Said, and Ali Boualam. The
Association France-Algérie (Michèle Moreau) provided research facilities
and contacts. The United States embassy in Algiers provided gracious
hospitality under Ambassadors Ulric Haynes Jr. and Michael Newlin and
their respective staffs. I was also very well received by the Algerian United
Nations delegation and the Algerian embassy in Washington, D.C.

Librarians at the following institutions provided invaluable assistance:
in Aix-en-Provence, the Archives d’outre-mer and the Centre de recher-
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ches et d’études sur les sociétés méditerranéennes; in Paris, the Biblio-
thèque de la Documentation française and the Institut d’études politiques;
in Algiers, the Bibliothèque nationale, the Centre national d’études his-
toriques, and the Université d’Alger; and in the United States, Marquette
University (Dennis Higgins and Rose Trupiano), Northwestern University
(Mette Shayne and Hans Panofsky), Boston University (Gretchen Walsh),
Merrimack College (Sandy Thomas), Harvard University, and the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.

I appreciated the collegial and departmental support at Marquette
University and Merrimack College. The book also benefited from my af-
filiations at the African Studies Center at Boston University and the Center
for Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard University. Special thanks for the
contributions and encouragement of David E. Gardinier, John P. Entelis,
Robert A. Mortimer, Alf Andrew Heggoy, Lewis Livesay, Yahia Zoubir,
Susan G. Miller, Peter Ford, Edward G. Roddy, David Knepper, Muham-
mad Bakr Alwan, Abd al-Hamid Alwan, Brigitte Coste, Sylvia Pressman,
Paula Dicks, Carl Schwartz, Thomas C. Anderson, Donna Schenstrom,
and Kevin Lacey. Many others provided encouragement and support
over the years. Among them were Jim Jablonowski, John J. Steinberger,
OSA, Dan Schmidt, Pete deRosa, Don Tubman, Ivan Peterlin, Nick Top-
ping, Jerome Hardt, Gary Giesemann, Helen Bistis, Thomas E. Hachey, F.
Paul Prucha, SJ, Robert W. Reichert, Ronald and Olive Johnson, Mike
Gregory, Elsie D. Mack, Moody Prior, Constance Cryer Ecklund, Esther
Masters, and Thelma and Andy Hamilton. Chris Hofgren of the Univer-
sity Press of Florida conscientiously and constantly pursued this manu-
script; I appreciate the particular attention to the manuscript and its pro-
duction by Jacqueline Kinghorn Brown of the University Press of Florida
and by copy editor Ann Marlowe.

My parents instilled a deep interest in travel and scholarship. This book
is dedicated to them. My brother has profoundly influenced the develop-
ment of my historical consciousness and transcultural interests. My family
has been exceptionally understanding and considerate. Thank you all.

A note on transliterations: I used familiar spellings for Arabic persons
and places, for example, the transliterated French Ahmed Tewfiq for
Ahmad Tawfiq. While Ali Ben (Bin) Hajj or Ben Hadj is now common, it
was initially Belhadj in the Arabic and French press and is still often
spelled that way in English publications. Where a standard English form
exists (Algiers, Muslim, the prophet Muhammad), this is used, although
diverse persons may spell their names Mohamed, Mohammed, or M’ham-
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med. I kept Pouvoir in French and fitna in Arabic since these words appear
in popular as well as scholarly print.

During a photographic exploration of Algiers’s labyrinthine Casbah, I
came across a little girl who was playing alone. She saw me, smiled, and
began to dance. To me she symbolized Algeria, and I hope that, twenty
years later, as her country emerges from a violent decade, she dances
again.
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Prologue

On 1 July 1962, Algerians massively voted for independence not “from
France” but “in cooperation with France.” The referendum marked a
reformulation rather than a repudiation of the relationship between the
metropolitan power and the ex-colony.1 Colonialism had ended, but a
French presence persisted and in many ways still predominated. This re-
sulted in a complex, protracted transformation for both countries rather
than a simpler transfer of power and identity.

France’s transformation relied upon its enduring essentialism. With a
glorious history of grandeur (i.e., political, cultural, moral greatness) and
independence, its unique spirit or essence had been expressed for centuries
as a powerful imperial identity, a gratifying atavism. During the late 1950s
and early 1960s, Charles de Gaulle masterly reworked the imperial dis-
course by presenting the ideal of a “renovated” France “wedded to new
realities” operating independently between the monolithic superpowers.
To de Gaulle, the end of empire marked the beginning of a new enterprise
offering opportunities to influence the world again, as only “eternal
France” could, as a great contributor of culture and civilization. He
opened his Memoirs of Hope with this characteristic essentialist observa-
tion: “France has emerged from the depths of the past. She is a living
entity. She responds to the call of the centuries. Yet she remains herself
through time.”2 This “timeless” heroic perception, a powerful idealization
of France as a great and independent power, expedited the transition from
colonialism to “cooperation.” De Gaulle’s essentialist vision, which also
ascribed a strategic importance to postcolonial Algeria, appealed to his
successors in the Elysée Palace.

Algeria’s transformation, on the other hand, projected an existential-
ism. The new nation found itself dislocated by the multiple disorientations
and deprivations caused by 132 years of colonialism compounded by
its War of Independence (1954–62). Though the Front de Libération
Nationale (FLN) succeeded in producing a polity, it had deferred defining
specific economic, social, and cultural programs. Consequently, the FLN’s
primary postcolonial objective was to conceive and construct a state. Ac-
cording to one official publication: “Real independence remains incom-
plete if it does not liberate both the land and the soul of the people. Algeria
recovered by the Algerians does not suffice. The Algerians must re-become
and remain themselves.”3 This constituted existential engagement. The
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FLN posited that by freeing Algeria from its perpetuated postcolonial
dependence upon France, it would finally experience an authentic libera-
tion. The Revolution continued to serve as a unifying matrix, and Algerian
governments sustained a revolutionary discourse after independence,
though in practice this meant delicate and pragmatic compromises with
the neocolonial contradictions inherent in French cooperation.

Therefore, in many ways decolonization was not over in 1962. Instead
there was an ongoing transformation of bilateral power, perception, and
identity. The strong French economic and cultural presence in Algeria
necessitated a number of postcolonial decolonizations. To borrow from
David Prochaska’s important work on colonial history, Algeria engaged in
the postcolonial task of “making Algeria Algerian.” Concurrently, France
endeavored to redefine itself as a postimperial power while evoking its
traditional essentialist ideals of independence and occasionally grandeur.

Beginning with the October 1988 riots, the bilateral relationship en-
tered a convulsive period of discontinuity and displacement. In
Foucauldian terms, it represented an epistemic shift where the
relationship’s familiar discourse and practice, even its recurrent psycho-
dramas, dispersed. This was primarily because Algeria’s “second revolu-
tion” discredited the FLN’s legacy and legitimacy. It repudiated the power
apparatus that had dictated the country’s destiny since 1962. The subse-
quent democratization, destabilization, and, after President Chadli
Benjedid’s deposal in January 1992, the fierce fitna, or “trial” of itself as
a nation, collectively confirmed Algeria’s persistent existential predica-
ment: an inability to define and develop a consensual national identity.
France’s ambivalent response to these events indicated that it, too, had
difficulty adapting to and accepting the rapidly changing conditions in
Algeria. French governments on the right and left considered Algeria “the
door to the Third World,” a bilateral means to multilateral ends. The
objective was to establish or perpetuate positive and occasionally privi-
leged relations with Algeria to enhance France’s image among developing
nations and to extend its influence as a great and independent power.
Algeria’s fall from Third World exemplar to embarrassment had profound
ramifications for France: it marked the end of a strategic political equa-
tion. Compounded by post–Cold War geopolitics, France’s self-perceived
importance—long regarded as anachronistic by many critical specialists,
given the country’s real power and influence—now needed reformulation.
Above all, the crisis ushered in a new period that tragically recalled an old
one, the colonial past. As in 1962, France again faced refashioning its
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essentialist identity as Algeria, once more a profoundly strife-torn country,
pursued its existential project to restore self and state.

This study surveys the multiplicity of histories composing their com-
plex bilateral relationship. It invokes the French essentialist perspective
and the Algerian existentialist praxis not as thematic reductions or total-
izing metahistorical typologies but as active “ordering frameworks,” pro-
viding coherence and intelligibility to a complicated network of political,
economic, social, and cultural relations. The frameworks present disposi-
tions as well as discourses. Historically, they have subjectified and then
often objectified the reception and perception of the other. They have
created or mediated knowledge, power, and identity.4 The frameworks
serve, too, as interpretive grids that help explain how juxtaposed histori-
cal continuities and discontinuities, reconstituted legitimacies, and imag-
ined national identities produced paradoxes such as independence with
dependence and conflict yet cooperation. The French-Algerian relation-
ship, an unparalleled case study in postcolonial history, not only invites a
sweeping yet syncretic historical methodology and inquiry, but insists
upon such an approach.

There have been several specific works concerning the postcolonial re-
lationship.5 Bilateral ideological and economic differences producing a
multitude of political and social contentions and crises are considered by
Inga Brandell in Les Rapports franco-algériens depuis 1962 (1981) and
especially detailed by Salah Mouhoubi in La Politique de coopération
algéro-française (1986). In the brief Algérie: Avec ou sans la France (1973),
Jean Offredo contends that France’s inability to accept Algeria’s indepen-
dence was the primary cause of postcolonial problems. Ahmad Nazali’s
Relations between Algeria and France (in Arabic, 1978) emphasizes the
overriding political nature of the relationship during the immediate
postcolonial period. Nicole Grimaud’s numerous articles and her first
three chapters in La Politique extérieure de l’Algérie (1984) underscore
the fundamental political and psychological nature of this relationship.
Benjamin Stora in La Gangrène et l’oubli (1992) examines the War of
Independence’s influence upon the national memories of both countries
and has inspired a variety of similar works.6 Given its intricacies and inti-
macies, the study of French-Algerian relations demands pluralist ap-
proaches that take into account cultural representations alongside mate-
rial realities, qualitative and quantitative analyses, epistemological as well
as economic explanations, and, of course, both contesting and collaborat-
ing voices. For example, statistics and novels complement each other to
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disclose the dilemmas confronted by the Algerian immigrant community
in France. The strategic value of hydrocarbons equates with independence
and identity as well as with viscosity and volume.

This book begins by briefly examining the colonial period leading to
decolonization and the Evian Accords, which formalized an unavoidably
incomplete transfer of power. The subsequent historical narrative of the
postcolonial relationship, plotted along the essentialist-existentialist inter-
pretive grids, charts chronologically the continuing transformation of a
constellation of relations up to the intersection of tragic contemporary
events. The book concludes with an evaluation of the relationship through
a variety of perspectives, including recent postcolonial theory.

Since 1962, both France and Algeria have understood the special im-
portance of the other and have even mirrored broad objectives. Each na-
tion has also targeted the other in pursuit of its own strategic interests.
This has resulted in a complicated recent history characterized by unique
tangible and intangible influences. The postcolonial French-Algerian rela-
tionship, like its colonial predecessor, possesses an exceptional character
and significance.
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1

French-Algerian Colonial Relations, 1830–1958

The coming age is none other than that of turmoils.
That state of living man is no longer anything but a state;
Those who are dead are at ease.
Shaykh Si Abd al-Qadir

Colonization will not stop with the conquest: in time,
it will invade everything.
Marshal Thomas-Robert Bugeaud, De la colonisation de l’Algérie

A consideration of the colonial period is indispensable for understanding
the postcolonial relationship. French colonialism imposed itself through-
out Algerian life, transforming matter and mind while instituting a coer-
cive system that ultimately impelled violent revolution. It offered pro-
tective myths and mentalities to the colonialists while obliterating the
collective properties as well as personalities of the colonized. Above all, it
framed the modern relationship by ordering and regulating knowledge,
power, and, especially, identity. It regulated binary subjectification and
subsequently objectification, the “othering” of the French and the Alge-
rian communities.

Algeria’s Existential Predicament

Besides announcing the beginning of the revolution against French colo-
nialism, the FLN’s Proclamation of 1 November 1954 listed grievances
and goals, including the extraordinary demand for the abrogation of “all
edicts, decrees, and laws . . . denying the history, geography, language,
religion, and customs of the Algerian people.”1 By calling for the “restora-
tion of the . . . Algerian State within the framework of Islamic principles”
and the “recognition of Algerian nationality,” the FLN targeted colonial-
ism’s denial of the idea of a historical Algerian past. France would have to
acknowledge not only Algeria’s independence but also, implicitly, its ex-
tant historical and national identities. What made this existential objective
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problematic, however, was the FLN’s own inherent difficulty in defining
those identities, i.e., an authentic national consciousness, an inclusive ide-
ology, and a consensual imagination of an Algerian nation. The funda-
mental reason for this dilemma was that the FLN itself was a product of
the system that it aimed to destroy.

Precolonial Polities

An established Algerian “nation,” in the modern sense of the word, was
nonexistent when the French invaded in 1830, but there was a distinct
sense of community. Indeed, the geopolitical trilateralism of the Maghrib
today dates from the thirteenth-century disintegration of the Almohad
Empire with the emergence of the Hafsids in Tunisia, the Abd al-Wadids in
Algeria at Tlemcen, and the Marinids in Morocco. During the Ottoman
period, the demarcations were redrawn as the Tunisian Husaynid beylik,
the Algerian deylik (known as the Regency), and the Moroccan sharifian
Saadian and Alawi sultanates. The Algiers Regency acted as a sovereign
state and concluded treaties with many nations. The distinguished histo-
rian and nationalist Ahmed Tewfiq al-Madani referred to it as the “first
Algerian state” and as the “Algerian Ottoman Republic.” He lauded it as
a defender of Islam.2 After the fall of Algiers and Dey Husayn’s capitula-
tion to Marshal Louis de Bourmont on 5 July 1830, the bey of Con-
stantine, Ahmad Hajj, sought to perpetuate the Ottoman presence. From
1836 to 1837, he stoutly defended his city against the French. The tribes
in the interior also viewed the French as political and cultural threats. Alf
Andrew Heggoy believed the assistance provided to the Regency by usu-
ally non-cooperative tribes “indicated that an Algerian state or, at the very
least, an embryonic Algerian nationalism existed.”3

The emir Abd al-Qadir became an inspiration and paradigm for inde-
pendent Algeria by creating, through military prowess and astute diplo-
macy, a veritable state in western Algeria in the 1830s, seriously rivaling
French territorial ambitions. In the Treaty of Tafna (1837), the French
acknowledged his political authority.4 Conflicting ambitions between the
Algerian emirate and France eventually provoked war leading finally to
Abd al-Qadir’s surrender in 1847. The subsequent serious rebellions of the
Awlad Sidi Shaykh in 1864 and of Muqrani and the (Berber) Kabyles in
1871 had less to do with specific oppressive colonial policies than with the
French refusal to recognize tribal procedure, prestige, and dignity.5 The
establishment of the Third Republic, compounded by the exhaustion of
the indigenous population after the Revolt of 1871, entrenched the colo-
nial system by disinheriting and disorienting the colonized.
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An Existential Economic and Social Dislocation

The colonized’s military subjugation ineluctably led to the massive expro-
priation of their land and properties and to their supplantation by colonial
settlers (colons/pieds-noirs).6 Pierre Bourdieu explained that expropria-
tions “were conceived . . . as measures that would lead to the destruction
of the fundamental structure of the economy and of the traditional soci-
ety.”7 When France took over Algiers, it immediately claimed all beylik/
crown and religiously endowed lands (habous/habus). The Ordinances of
the mid-1840s, the Sénatus-Consulte of 1863, the failure of the Revolt of
1871, and the Warnier Law of 1873 offered Europeans and wealthy Mus-
lims vast opportunities for land speculation.8 From 1830–1940 the colo-
nized lost 3,445,000 hectares.9 The introduction of intensive viticulture,
particularly as a result of the European phylloxera blight of the 1870s and
1880s, reflected an economic dimension to the existential disposition of
this relationship. It was a stark repudiation of the colonized’s identity,
given the Muslim proscription of alcohol. Vineyards replaced wheat fields
to maximize profits as hunger haunted the colonized masses. The territo-
rial investment devoted to viticulture expanded from 40,000 hectares in
1880 to 400,000 in 1940.10

Dispossession reduced the colonized to destitution (Germaine Tillion’s
coined clochardisation). The land left to them was usually poor and culti-
vable only by traditional methods that hastened erosion, diminishing
returns, and, ultimately, the grim consequence of soil exhaustion, starva-
tion. Without a dynamic second sector to absorb its rising “subpro-
letarian” numbers, the desperate colonized (and colonial authorities) con-
fronted a Malthusian nightmare.11 Many Muslims, especially Kabyles,
risked social dishonor and sought subsistence in France, rather than join-
ing the hundreds of thousands unemployed or underemployed in Algeria.
The European settlers regretted this loss of labor but generally ignored the
harsh reality of a colonialism that inexorably excluded native economic
participation.

Emigration began in the late nineteenth century. During World War I,
119,000 Algerian workers arrived in France to labor in factories.12 By
1948 there were 180,000 emigrant workers in the métropole; their num-
bers rose to 280,000 four years later.13 The Algerian emigrant workers
accepted the lowliest jobs to support family in Algeria and France. They
became familiar reminders of colonial victimization. They confronted
physical abuse and cultural discrimination. Their children, known as “the
second generation,” anguished during the postcolonial period over an
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identity suspended between Algerian and French cultures—yet another
dimension of the existential quandary.

French education, given its restricted accessibility and its assimila-
tionist nature, further fragmented the colonized. Students discovered that
even their Muslim instructors believed that French values and institutions
ensured genuine progress.14 Colonial curricula taught Arabic, the sacred
language of the Qur�an, as a foreign language. Though there were some
important educational initiatives after World War II, by 1954 more than
90 percent of the colonized were illiterate and only one out of ten Muslim
children attended primary school.15

The economic and social consequences of colonialism were physical,
psychological, and profoundly personal. Mostefa Lacheraf viewed it as an
“obscurantist” system that “decultured” the indigenous society.16 Frantz
Fanon observed that the colonized’s culture “becomes closed, fixed in the
colonial status, caught in the yoke of oppression. Both present and mum-
mified, it testifies against its members. . . . The cultural mummification
leads to a mummification of individual thinking.”17 In an earlier work,
Fanon defined the trauma of French colonialism on the colonized as a
“massive psychoexistential complex.”18 This involved philosophical and
historical questions concerning identity, compounded by psychological
inferiorities derived chiefly from economic inequality, racism, and cultural
prejudice. It was more than an inferiority complex: it was “a feeling of
non-existence.”19 The imposition of foreign social values confronted and
confused traditions, thereby exacerbating the colonized’s condition.20 A
deep individual and collective alienation resulted in distorted social and
spatial structures. Dualisms appeared, sometimes described by analysts as
“Manichaean” or “binary,” such as colonialist and colonized urban quar-
ters21 and modern and traditional sectors in the agricultural economy.
These convulsive conditions generated defiant but divided elites.

Imaginings of a Nation: Literary Elites

Algerian literary elites disclosed other dimensions of the colonized’s exis-
tential predicament. At first, Algerian francophone literature illustrated
the intrusion of French cultural chauvinism. Native novels (1900–50) pro-
duced in French were often efforts to prove to the colonialists that the
colonized could compose in the settlers’ language using proper syntax,
style, and vocabulary. France was regarded as the mère patrie.22 Jean
Amrouche, a Christian Kabyle, emerged as the greatest figure during this
period. Unlike his contemporaries, however, Amrouche began a quest to
discover a pure, precolonial Algerian personality as he realized the contra-
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dictions of his own. During the War of Independence, he revealed
poignantly how colonialism had afflicted his spiritual self: “France is the
spirit of my soul, Algeria is the soul of my spirit.”23 His great essay
“L’Eternel Jugurtha” (1946), on the enduring ideal of an Algerian nation,
illuminated both the predicament and the promise of a hybrid identity.24

In the 1950s a group of remarkable young francophone writers, im-
bued with the tensions of Algerian nationalism, strove to create a national
consciousness and liberate it, too, from colonialism. They included Mou-
loud Feraoun, Mouloud Mammeri, Malek Haddad, Mohammed Dib, and
Kateb Yacine. Their common theme was the cultural alienation (to Had-
dad an “asphyxia”) caused by colonialism. Their novels collectively de-
scribed the dilemmas of francophone native elites accepted neither at
home nor in the métropole, the differences between generations, the social
dualisms such as traditionalism/modernism that characterized Algerian
society, and eventually the hostilities provoked by the War of Liberation.
Malek Haddad resented the “depersonalization” caused by colonialism as
painfully demonstrated by his inability to express himself adequately in
Arabic. He lamented that “the French language is my exile.”25 They
shared an “existential trope.” Kateb Yacine particularly layered existen-
tial themes in his internationally acclaimed Faulkneresque novel Nedjma
and his play Le Cadavre encerclé. These works examined the actions and
imaginations of a group of characters searching individual daemons while
exploring personal links with an ancient, unstained Algerian heritage.

The young writers also reacted to the portrayals of Algeria by “others,”
meaning Europeans. For example, Mouloud Feraoun, a good friend of
Nobel literary laureate Albert Camus, criticized the noted pied-noir for
ignoring Muslims in his description of Oran in The Plague.26 Kateb Yacine
criticized also Camus’s “surface” portrayals of Algeria and his “exoti-
cism” in The Stranger and other works.27

Arabophone literature, especially historiography, predated the pub-
lished national consciousness of the francophone writers. Muhammad
al-Mili in his history of Algeria (1931) especially targeted the circum-
scribed historical consciousness of Algerian intellectuals (mut�alimin, or
the “learned”). He criticized how “they severed the link with their past,”
which resulted ultimately in their “alienation from their fellow citizens”
(bani jinsihi).28 A member of the Association of Reformist Ulama founded
by Abd al-Hamid Ben Badis in 1931, al-Mili viewed history as a means for
illustrating how the past can serve the present and future. Shaykh Ben
Badis was deeply impressed with al-Mili’s work and suggested the book be
titled “Algeria’s Life.”29 In the complementary Kitab al-Jaza�ir (Book of
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Algeria) (1931), Ahmed Tewfiq al-Madani, another Ulama brother, urged
the youth of Algeria, “the spirit of this noble nation,” to discover the
reality of an Algerian state. He indicted the older generation who “are
ignorant of everything about the Algerian nation.” Al-Madani appealed
to the youth to embrace the Ulama’s “precepts, in life and deed, these
words: Islam is my religion; Arabic is my language; Algeria is my na-
tion.”30 Though few of the colonized could read Arabic, these histories
represented a call to Algerians to examine themselves in order to develop
both a historical and a national consciousness.

The Political Elite: Diversity and Division

In many ways, the revolutionary FLN was a historical recapitulation as
well as a culmination of nationalist elite development. It defined itself as a
unified front of different political persuasions though it was, as the vener-
able but disaffected nationalist Messali Hadj claimed, “a movement full of
contradictions and confusions.”31 Its young leadership that splintered
from Messali was tempered by the Sétif-Guelma atrocities of May 1945,
the “Berberist crisis” of the late 1940s, the suppression of the paramilitary
OS (Organisation Spéciale; many had been members), and the MTLD
(Mouvement du Triomphe des Libertés Démocratiques) split of 1953.
Nevertheless, they shared Messali’s populist objectives, the foremost being
the establishment of an independent Algerian state.32 The liberal évolués,
personified by Ferhat Abbas, who reluctantly joined the Front in 1956,
evolved from initially earnest assimilationists, who questioned the possi-
bility of a national polity, to nationalists who still wished to preserve a
special relationship with France.33 The Ulama, with their commitment to
cultural affirmation, representing the third major nationalist component
of the FLN, also joined well after the conflict began. In January 1956,
Ahmed Tewfiq al-Madani, their secretary-general, called for “the free ex-
istence of an Algerian nation along with its specific personality.”34

Given its educational, social, and political differences that were further
compounded by internal/external, Arab/Berber, and civilian/military ri-
valries, it was impossible for the FLN to embrace a common ideology save
for the eradication of French colonialism, the restoration of an authentic
identity, and the inauguration of an independent nation. The inability to
develop institutions as well as programs prevented compromise or politi-
cal pluralism, thus in effect repudiating Algeria’s nationalist legacy. It
meant that the dominating group’s exercise of power would have to pro-
duce truth or myth and its own legitimacy—an exclusive rather than inclu-
sive imagination of nation. Eventually, this was disclosed by the continued
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postcolonial articulation of a revolutionary discourse, a “metanarrative,”
as a means for providing a semblance of what was in reality a lost unity
rather than a genuine national identity. The consequences of the irrecon-
cilable nationalist movement contributed significantly to the tragic politi-
cal and cultural traditions in contemporary Algeria.35

The Revolution as an Existential Project

Albert Camus moralized that “one can rebel against lies as against oppres-
sion.”36 Ironically, the Algerian revolutionaries fulfilled Camusian condi-
tions for “metaphysical revolt” or “the movement by which man protests
against his condition and against the whole of creation. . . . The meta-
physical rebel protests against the condition in which he finds himself as a
man.”37 The FLN asserted: “We do not only want to liberate ourselves
from colonialism. We also want to construct a new society.”38 Fanon be-
lieved that the struggle for independence would eliminate the psychoexis-
tential affliction and transform the values and structures of Algerian soci-
ety.39 “At the level of individuals, violence is a cleansing force,” the dying
theorist wrote. “It frees the native from his inferiority complex and from
his despair and inaction; it makes him fearless and restores his self-re-
spect.”40 Slimane Chikh complemented these ideas: “The colonized in tak-
ing arms creates himself, because he creates his own history and forges his
own destiny and becomes a historical subject.”41 Simply, the violence, such
as the bloody assaults at Philippeville (1955) and the Battle of Algiers
(1956–57), finally forced the colonialist to recognize the colonized. There-
fore, liberation to the Algerian revolutionaries was also an existential
praxis. El-Moudjahid, the official organ of the FLN, underscored that
“the misery, the material privations, were not the most painful. It is on the
moral plane, in its personality, in its dignity, where the Algerian people felt
French domination’s most profound blow.”42

Nevertheless, when Messali asked: “What exactly is your political pro-
gram?” the FLN could not respond decisively.43 In 1956, Mohammed
Larbi Ben M’hidi expected “a Democratic and Social Republic”44 as de-
clared by the Proclamation of 1 November and anticipated by the Soum-
mam Conference Platform, constructed in August–September 1956. Four
years later, however, Lakhdar Ben Tobbal, eventually an Evian negotiator,
illustrated elite uncertainty when he reflected: “We are not saying that
Algeria will be socialist. . . . The political, economic, social, and diplo-
matic future can only be precisely defined by an elected assembly.”45

The FLN’s economic positions mirrored the political uncertainty. Ben
M’hidi projected a “socialist system” that would initiate “profound and



12  |  France and Algeria: A History of Transformation

revolutionary agrarian reforms.”46 The Soummam Conference (August–
September 1956) enunciated the need for agrarian reform after the “de-
struction of colonialism,” and this was often repeated in El-Moudjahid.47

The FLN seemed attracted to Maoist mobilization of the peasantry, yet the
Proclamation of 1 November stipulated respect for private property. Con-
sider another example of ambiguity: “[Economic development strategy]
must be both destructive and constructive. Destructive, in that it will have
to break the ties of dependency linking the nation to the dominant coun-
try. . . . Constructive at the same time because it must correspondingly
organize an economic system oriented towards the satisfaction of internal
needs and . . . development.”48 Could France be excluded? A more precise
economic direction was qualified, too, by the future status of the settler
establishment in an independent Algeria; a significant settler presence was
anticipated in postcolonial Algeria.49 Saad Dahlab, who would play such
an important role in negotiating with the French, stated that Algeria’s
colonial economy needed to be transformed into a national economy.
Nevertheless, he asserted that this “is not incompatible with the interests
of France.”50

The FLN certainly understood that decolonization would not be com-
pleted with political independence; a social and economic task remained
and with it an insistent, if paradoxical, postcolonial liberation struggle. As
the nationalists prepared to negotiate with Gaullist France, the identity of
the future Algerian state still remained undetermined and, most impor-
tant, undefined. What was clear especially during the negotiation of the
Evian Accords was that Algeria’s future relations would be inevitably con-
figured against and with France.

France’s Essentialist Perspective

Since the conquest of Algiers on 5 July 1830, France often identified its
power and potential, its grandeur and independence, in relation to Alge-
ria. This profoundly differentiated Algeria, even with its obvious strategic
geopolitical significance, from the métropole’s other overseas territories.
Algeria particularly appealed to France’s imagination of itself as a great
power, an acutely sensitized national identity. Therefore, the irrepressible
arguments which inspired French imperialism in Algeria remained com-
pelling during decolonization, and later, too, in the postcolonial era,
which produced recodified discourses and practices founded on familiar
essentialist dispositions. An imperative emerged and endured: a perpetua-
tion of a French presence in Algeria.
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Algeria and the Imperial Impulsion

Initially, Paris’s imperialist ambitions toward Algiers were incidental to
France’s internal affairs. Exploiting old commercial and political disputes
with the dey of Algiers, Charles X, the last Bourbon monarch, ordered an
expedient attack to shift the attention of his subjects, restless with his
ultraconservative policies at home, toward exciting foreign adventures.
Algeria became a means to serve Bourbon internal and external interests.
Not surprisingly, Charles explained his decision with an essentialist ratio-
nale: “To take Algiers, I considered only the dignity of France, to keep or
yield it, I will consider only its interest.”51 Marshal Louis de Bourmont, the
commander of the expedition, asserted the self-appointed civilizing mis-
sion when he addressed his troops: “The cause of France is that of human-
ity.”52 Ironically, several days after the successful seizure of Algiers, liberal
revolutionaries deposed Charles. His successor and Orleanist cousin,
Louis-Philippe, desired to disassociate himself from Charles’s policies, in-
cluding the troubling Algiers affair. He feared that pursuing a military
campaign in Algeria would alienate the French bourgeoisie who had
placed him on the throne. Nevertheless, members of that class entertained
ideas of colonial enterprise.53 In 1833 Louis-Philippe dispatched a consul-
tative Special Commission to Algeria to assist him in deciding upon the
future French role in North Africa.

Using such discourse as “grande” and “vaste entreprise”—reiterated by
Charles de Gaulle more than a century later—the commission contended
that France, because of her strength, could undertake such a demanding
project as the colonization of Algeria.54 It was “a question of national self-
respect.”55 “To abandon [it],” the report warned, “would be to expose
France to derision.” It would be viewed as an “act of weakness” or a
“concession made to foreign influences.”56 The commission examined
strategic considerations and claimed that Algeria would be “a possession
both military and maritime . . . fortifying [French] influence.”57 It pre-
dicted that “a new population will consume the products of our manufac-
turers”58 and projected “the development of a new people beneficial to the
civilized world.”59 Sensitive to public satisfaction and pressure, the com-
mission concluded that the “manifest expression of the national will”
necessitated colonization.60 This decisive argument persuaded Louis-
Philippe to colonize Algeria.

The commission’s argumentation clearly illustrated essentialist prin-
ciples and perceptions. Grandeur and independence, complemented by
the self-obligated mission of expanding the genius of French culture, re-
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lated directly to an unchanging idealization of France. Economic concerns
were secondary, though providing persuasive rationales inflating political
prestige. Algeria was destined to be a mirror reflecting France’s vision of
itself as a world power.

Algeria and the Imperial Imagination: The Pieds-noirs

The “legalization” of Algeria as a French possession in July 1834 opened
the territory to European settlers, who became known as pieds-noirs.61

Though the métropole dispatched many social and political misfits to Al-
geria, pieds-noirs were also victims of European political upheaval and
economic distress. Immigrants included Alsatians after the Franco-Prus-
sian War (1870–71) and continental winegrowers withered by the phyl-
loxera blight of 1880. Algeria became a “melting pot” of European na-
tionalities. The settlers often related their experience to the much admired
American model. By 1954, approximately half of the pieds-noirs were not
of French origin.62 Albert Camus wrote: “The French of Algeria are a
bastard race, made up of unexpected mixtures.”63 In spite of their
ethnopluralism or “hybridity,” the settlers shared a profound love for the
land and received a particular French identity from colonialism. This so-
cial and cultural legacy led to ruinous obsessions and ultimately tumultu-
ous and traumatic consequences during decolonization.

Ian Clegg contended that the pieds-noirs’ different backgrounds cre-
ated a “desperate need for identity.” They discovered “their basic unity in
defence of the privileges accorded them by the French administration and
their hostility to the Muslims. This appeared in an assertion of their basic
Frenchness, in a fervour for things that far surpassed its equivalent in the
metropolis. In this vision they . . . became the true guardians of French
civilization.”64 Jean Plumyène and Raymond Lasierra perceived that there
was a pied-noir “idealization of the métropole.”65 Fanon observed that the
pieds-noirs considered themselves an “extension” of France.66 Their po-
litical power was based on that presumption and, as events proved during
decolonization, it was infectious. Fanon witnessed during the War of Inde-
pendence that the métropole’s “national consciousness has been condi-
tioned by one simple principle—Algeria is France.”67 Political integration,
however, was impossible.68 Though the settlers were legally French citi-
zens, they understood that they differed socially and culturally.69 These
differences, created by colonialism, led to misunderstandings with the
métropole, political presumptions, and later, from the pieds-noirs’ per-
spective, betrayal and abandonment.

Colonial literature illustrated settler conviction and culture. Louis
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Bertrand, a stylist of the Mouvement Algérianiste, viewed the pieds-noirs
as the inheritors of Latin Africa. In the preface of his Les Villes d’or
(1921), he wrote: “French Africa today is Roman Africa, which continues
to live, and has never ceased to live.”70 Albert Camus exemplified the
romanticist Sensibilité Méditerranéenne group.71 His works portrayed a
unique Mediterranean temperament invoking Nature, especially the sun,
sky, and sea.

As colonialism entrenched itself in Algeria, the pieds-noirs became
consumed by illusions that distorted their historical perspective.72 This
explained their garrison mentality and opposition to change or reform.
Colonialism produced the pieds-noirs’ identity at the expense of the colo-
nized. The European settlers’ identity became inventive; it not only subor-
dinated the native Muslims but also “inferiorized” them. Pierre Bourdieu
observed that “the European gradually created an environment that re-
flected his own image . . . , a world in which he no longer felt himself to be
a stranger and in which, by a natural reversal, the Algerian was finally
considered to be the stranger.”73 Even in the works of Camus, a man with
extraordinary sensitivities, Meursault thinks nothing of killing an Arab in
The Stranger and Oran’s epidemic seems to have remarkably spared the
missing, omitted Muslim population in The Plague.74 Camus’s posthu-
mous autobiographical novel The First Man centered on a pied-noir’s
obsessive search for a past, an identity;75 the inclusion of Muslims was
incidental and the idea of a Muslim identity not explored. Camus recog-
nized, however, that the “first man” could possibly be a “last man,” given
the imminent end of colonial Algeria.76

Algeria and the Metropolitan Imagination

In general, the works of pamphleteers, historians, military men, and trav-
elers fortified dominant colonialist rationales by ignoring or “forgetting”
native realities, thereby reinforcing a numbing collective amnesia.77 An
array of literature extolled the civilizing mission while directly and indi-
rectly repudiating the idea of a precolonial Muslim history or the very
existence of a cultured and sophisticated people. Signaling the existential
obliteration faced by the native population, metropolitan literature often
presented Algeria as a virgin, even vacant, territory offering spectacular
opportunities for France. An anonymous author spoke of “bringing civi-
lization to barbarous regions, culture to lands practically abandoned.”78

Another conjectured that mineral wealth in the Atlas “must exist” and
disparaged “the ignorance of the inhabitants” who had failed to mine it.79

France’s ideal self-appointed charge was to create a modern, progres-
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sive identity for Algeria. To refuse to accept this national responsibility
would be dishonorable. In 1832 the question was asked that would be
repeated again (and answered) during decolonization: “Will France desert
this especially noble mission that destiny appears to have confided to
her?” The author believed that if France did not accept the mission it
would be not only “cowardice” but also simply “impolitic” since even at
this early time there was “growing national identification” (plus nationale
en France) with the conquest.80 This discourse constantly echoed through-
out the colonial period. M. H. Fisquet proclaimed: “Today France has as
its mission to preside over the formation of a new civilized nation.”81

Victor Hugo told a skeptical Marshal Thomas-Robert Bugeaud that the
Algerian “conquest . . . is civilization marching against barbarousness. It
is an enlightened people finding a people in the night. We are the Greeks of
the world; it is up to us to illuminate the world.”82 Another author reiter-
ated in essentialist terms that “to raise an empire, to create a society, to
give birth (mettre au monde) to a new people, to increase the wealth, the
grandeur, the strength of one’s country, or simply to aid, even if from afar,
in all of that, this is the supreme honor.”83 The centenary celebrations of
French Algeria amplified this discourse, as demonstrated by the words of
Léon Baréty, colonial undersecretary of state for the budget of Algeria:
“To promote the evolution of backward people after uprooting them from
a static state where they lay: there is not a more noble mission for a colo-
nizing nation or a more ideal way to intend colonization.”84 It is no won-
der that many equated decolonization with national decline and deca-
dence. To their imaginations, Algeria mirrored France’s political, cultural,
and moral power and potential, its grandeur and independence.

Besides a civilizing mission linked to France’s prestige, there was a cor-
responding Christianizing one.85 During the celebration of the first Mass
after the conquest of Algiers, the comte de Bourmont declared that the
French had come “to reopen . . . the door of Christianity in Africa.”86

Edouard d’Ault-Dumesnil, a staff officer of de Bourmont, wrote a genera-
tion later that “the Christian conversion of Algerian Muslims is a duty
that Providence has bestowed upon France.”87 After receiving an appoint-
ment to Algeria, Bishop (later Archbishop and Cardinal) Charles
Lavigerie wrote to Governor-General MacMahon: “Algeria is the only
door opened by Providence on a barbaric continent of two hundred mil-
lion souls. It is especially there that we must bring the Catholic
apostolate.”88 The metaphor of Algeria as a “door” would be applied, too,
by the de Gaulle government when it spoke of extending French influence
in Africa and the Third World. Lavigerie quickly established his mission-
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ary “pères blancs” (White Fathers, officially called the Society of Mission-
aries of Africa) and pursued proselytism in Kabylia and the Sahara but
with limited success. The White Fathers also campaigned against slavery
and the slave trade. The ascetic mystical priest Charles de Foucauld
(1858–1916) moved into the deep Sahara, built a hermitage on Mount
Assekrem in the Ahaggar Mountains, and earned the respect of the
Tuareg. Though he failed to convert them, his presence still symbolized
France in the Sahara. Indeed, he often reported on tribal conditions and
attitudes in the Sahara. De Foucauld, like Cardinal Lavigerie, believed that
France had a Christian colonial mission. In December 1914 he wrote: “At
the moment we have fifty million infidels in our colonies: God has given us
charge over their souls in putting them under our dominion. Now, when
they are dying so as to defend us, now is surely the moment to remember
our duties towards them, of which the first is to try to win their salva-
tion.”89 During the War of Independence, Robert Martel, a charismatic
“mystic-farmer” of the Mitijda and a political ultra, denounced
decolonization since he associated a Christian mission with the preserva-
tion of French Algeria.90

Barthélemy Prosper (Père) Enfantin, Marshal Thomas-Robert Bu-
geaud, and Ismaël Urbain imagined Algeria as a social laboratory for their
utopian plans of colonization. Urbain, a Saint-Simonian, influenced Na-
poleon III’s fanciful and romantic view of Algeria as an “Arab kingdom,”
which particularly rankled the settlers. Honoré de Balzac supported the
colonization of Algeria while Alphonse Daudet satirized it. Théophile
Gautier was awed by the country’s fabulous beauty. Victor Hugo lionized
Abd al-Qadir as a vehicle to vent his hostility toward Napoleon III. The
canvasses of Eugène Delacroix, Théodore Chassériau, Jules Meunier,
Pierre Renoir, and Henri Matisse romanticized Algerian subjects and land-
scapes.91 Even a young Charles de Gaulle imagined the life of a lovelorn
spahi officer in southern Algeria.92 Postcards and travel posters advertised
images of an exotic colonialism which were reinforced, too, by occasional
spectacular colonial exhibitions such as that in Paris in 1931.

The correlative political power produced by these conscious and un-
conscious fabrications or “knowledge” of Algeria deflected infrequent
metropolitan reform initiatives, e.g., the critical Senate investigations dur-
ing the 1890s, the Clemenceau-Jonnart post–World War I legislation, and
the Blum-Viollette Bill of 1936 which aimed to establish and extend full
French citizenship rights to select Muslims. The métropole dismissed
Charles-André Julien’s efforts to restore a sense of historicism with his
brilliant Histoire de L’Afrique du Nord (1931), which refuted the impres-



18  |  France and Algeria: A History of Transformation

sion that Algeria had no significant history before the French colonization.
In L’Algérie, vivra-t-elle? (1931), former governor-general Maurice Viol-
lette called for a reassessment of French colonialism and an opening to
Algerian évolués. He asked: “Are we going to make revolutionaries or
Frenchmen?”93 The simultaneous appearance of these works along with
those of al-Mili and al-Madani, right during the centenary celebration of
French colonialism in Algeria, indicated an intellectual discontinuity and
an incipient transformation of knowledge, power, and identity.94 Further-
more, Germaine Tillion’s sociological research and Camus’s investigative
reporting in Kabylia in the 1930s disclosed the social and economic disas-
ters produced by colonialism. Yet even with the remarkable convergence
of these critical, contestable discourses, colonial Algeria was not stirred
from its oblivion.

The Algerian War and French Essentialism

France identified itself as an imperial power and the thought of changing
that identity, especially concerning Algeria, meant rejecting the “hege-
monic conception” of a unified Republic.95 The prolonged, brutal repres-
sion after the Sétif uprising in 1945 demonstrated the extent of this attach-
ment. Those who subscribed to the wistful and fallacious interpretation of
the “lost opportunities” and the “almosts” of reforms misperceived not
only the intensity of entrenched colonialism but also the power of its
imagination. For example, the Blum-Viollette legislation never left com-
mittee. Though enacted as a reform measure, the Statute of 1947 safely
secured colonialist privileges and advantages through corruption and
through electoral manipulation, as in 1948 and 1951. In October 1954
the minister of the interior, François Mitterrand, completed a tour of Al-
geria and reported to Premier Pierre Mendès-France that “the climate is
getting worse over there.” Mitterrand recognized the urgent need to apply
honestly the Algerian Statute and to integrate more Algerians into the
colonial administration.96 Several weeks later, however, after the outbreak
of the Revolution, Mitterrand stood before the National Assembly utter-
ing the appropriate political platitudes asserting that “Algeria is France,
because Algerian departments are departments of the French Republic.”97

The outbreak of the Algerian War, especially after the Dien Bien Phu
disaster in Indochina, profoundly affected the essentialist perspective.
Georges Le Beau, a former governor-general, underscored the popular
notion that “the future of Algeria is also that of France.”98 Officially, the
Fourth Republic declared that success in the Algerian War would condi-
tion “the destiny of France.”99 This conflict was more than a question of
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secession from the Republic; it increasingly represented despair that
France was in decline. Jacques Soustelle argued that “to abandon Algeria
is to condemn France to decadence.”100 Tony Smith judged that during
decolonization “the major stake the French had in Algeria was . . . intan-
gible: their sense of national identity.”101 Algeria represented, as Hanson
W. Baldwin reflected, a “battle for the French soul.”102 The battle had to
be won—or thought to be won.

France and Algeria’s Economic and Social Development, 1955–1958

As the war escalated, newly appointed governor-general Jacques Soustelle
delivered an impassioned speech before the Algerian Assembly in 1955.
Calling Algeria an “exceptional situation,” he declared his intention to
initiate “exceptional methods.” He outlined plans for education and for-
mation (job training), adding that “cultural missions” would “assault ig-
norance . . . not only by knowledge but by empathy.”103 The Fourth Re-
public articulated its “sole, exclusive objective to guarantee systematically
and to accelerate the advance, in all developments, of the native popula-
tion.”104 At the Brussels World’s Fair in 1958, France publicized its vision
of Algeria as an “economic and social liberation” naturally leading to “a
psychological and sociological liberation, a veritable conversion of spir-
its.”105 It seemed that France finally recognized a genuine responsibility
for Algeria; thus, the civilizing mission returned, expediently refashioned,
taking into account transforming French modalities of power. Though the
Fourth Republic floundered in its political attempts to remedy the Alge-
rian situation, it did identify and address social and economic problems by
the Maspétiol, Frappart, Pellenc, and Delavignette Reports. It also pro-
vided the Plan d’Industrialisation (December 1956) and the Perspectives
décennales (February 1958), which de Gaulle’s Constantine Plan (October
1958) and independent Algerian governments recognized and re-
spected.106

Development in the first sector featured the Caisse d’Accession à la
Propriété et l’Exploitation Rurale (CAPER) in 1956 to stimulate land re-
distribution from the European colons to the native fellahin. This was
done by purchasing and even expropriating (a form of “nationalization”)
farmland, and by the transfer of public lands. In 1958, CAPER possessed
610,000 hectares with the land divided into thirty-hectare lots.107 The
Constantine Plan called for a continuation of land transfers (250,000
hectares), a “renaissance of the bled” (i.e., bilad or countryside), and the
Sections Coopératives Agricoles du Plan de Constantine (SCAPCO)
promised increased support to the native farmers. The number of moni-
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tors to assist the fellahin was to increase from 400 to 2,950, averaging out
to one monitor for two hundred farmers.108 Governor-General Soustelle’s
Sections Administratives Spécialisées (SAS) provided added technical and
educational assistance.109 Ideas for agricultural reform even included one
promoting communalism which predated Ahmed Ben Bella’s vaunted
autogestion (self-management).110 The construction, and reconstruction,
of rural housing and infrastructure as well as the idea of a “thousand
villages” (600 under construction in 1960) to transform the bled also
anticipated the postcolonial Agrarian Revolution.111

In the second sector, the Perspectives décennales reflected the dramatic
change toward Algeria’s traditional economic development. The agricul-
tural sector, so selfishly guarded by the colonial colonat (large landown-
ers), was to be relatively ignored. Instead, nonagricultural activities would
receive critical attention. The objectives of the Perspectives were to pro-
vide jobs, raise the standard of living, and exploit natural resources.112 The
last objective referred to the recent (1954–56) sensational discoveries of
natural gas and petroleum that stimulated not only economic enterprise
but also the national imagination.113 According to French planners, their
goals could be attained through the rapid industrialization of Algeria and
by continued extraction of its hydrocarbon wealth in the Sahara. The
expected need of 50,000 technicians also ensured a French presence. The
Perspectives projected 875,000 new jobs, 552,000 in the industrial sector
alone.114 The Constantine Plan projected 400,000 new jobs and large-
scale industrial projects including the construction of a steel complex
at Bône (Annaba), petrochemical works at Arzew, and a refinery in Al-
giers.115 Clearly, the postcolonial policy of “industrializing industries” fea-
turing hydrocarbons as the multiplier had its origins with these plans. De
Gaulle’s government provided attractive incentives to private industry for
capital investment in Algeria.116 In spite of the hesitation of French compa-
nies to contribute to the capitalization of Algeria, Paris persuaded a sub-
stantial participation.117

The third sector received particular attention. The Le Gorgeu Commis-
sion designed an educational plan (Plan d’Equipement scolaire) in 1955
that targeted the enrollment of 850,000 Muslim children or 35.2 percent
of the projected student population during the 1963–64 school year.118 As
the Revolution spread throughout Algeria, education was reorganized (De-
cree of 13 September 1956) with an increased effort to enroll the rapidly
multiplying Muslim student population and to construct school buildings
to serve them (Decree of 18 May 1957). Twelve hundred classrooms were
built in 1956, and a year later 3,300 classrooms and teaching units were
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added.119 In 1957, Muslim children attending classes numbered 345,533.
In 1960 there were 714,774 in school.120 Only by devoting the entire Alge-
rian budget to education could learning opportunities be provided for all.
Nevertheless, the education allocation rose and accounted for 16.8 per-
cent of the budget.121 More children attended Algerian schools from 1958
to 1962 than between 1830 and 1958.122 The Constantine Plan projected
full attendance by the end of the 1960s. Without Algerian teachers avail-
able, French educators arrived from the métropole.

The Fourth and Fifth Republics extended social services, such as social
security and medical care, to include greater numbers of Muslims. With
the alarming growth of Algeria’s population, approximately 3 percent per
year, chronic housing shortages became very serious. Increased interest in
housing began before the Revolution, especially because of an earthquake
in western Algeria in September 1954. In 1955 there were 2,500 housing
units under construction. This figure more than doubled in 1956.123 The
Constantine Plan aimed for housing to accommodate one million persons.
Nevertheless, the demographic situation worsened with the growing mi-
gration to the cities to escape the Malthusian conditions of the bled and
the devastation wrought by revolutionary war.124 This also swelled emi-
gration of Algerian unskilled labor to France.

In 1956 the Fourth Republic established the Office Algérien de la Main-
d’Oeuvre (OFAMO) to supervise and study emigrant labor. During this
time, Algerian workers sent back to their families 35 billion anciens francs
annually in family allowances.125 Economists claimed that the 400,000
emigrants in France supported about 2,000,000 people in Algeria.126 De
Gaulle’s government established the Fonds d’Action Sociale (FAS) in De-
cember 1958 to promote the social welfare of the emigrant worker com-
munity in France.127

De Gaulle Shifts Discourse and Objectives

Collectively, these projects and programs illustrated Paris’s perception
that the “primary shortcoming of French rule was not its domination but
its neglect of the Muslim population.”128 Nevertheless, there was an im-
portant shift in intention, strategy, and the exercise of French power after
de Gaulle took over. Unlike the Fourth Republic, which initiated reforms
to reinforce a political presence, de Gaulle hoped that French financial,
technical, and cultural (educational) assistance would secure associative
ties protecting and preserving strategic interest and influence. In April
1961, de Gaulle spoke of the Constantine Plan as a means “to preserve
and develop ties which exist between the Algerian and French communi-
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ties . . . in spite of griefs that both sides have unfortunately experi-
enced.”129 The Plan itself reached two conclusions: “The Algerians cannot
solve their problems by themselves, except at the cost of one or two gen-
erations, and then with uncertain results. . . . Secondly[,] only France can
provide them with the timely amount of necessary support that is indis-
pensable.”130 The Constantine Plan mirrored de Gaulle’s translucent po-
litical positions at this time “as evidence that France meant to stay perma-
nently in the country (thereby meeting military expectations), or as an
attempt to divide the rebellion, or as an indication to the GPRA
[Gouvernement Provisoire de la République Algérienne, the FLN’s provi-
sional government] that it should not ignore the practical benefits to be
obtained from cooperation with France.”131 Fulfillment of all the
Constantine Plan’s goals mattered less to de Gaulle than the perpetuation
of a French strategic position in Algeria whatever the political conclusion
of the war. Indeed, the Plan continued to be implemented in the postco-
lonial period. As its General Report stated, “The ambition of the Constan-
tine Plan, it is necessary to recall, is not to ensure the revenues of an
assisted Algeria, but to make Algeria a modern country, modern for all its
inhabitants living in every part, from the coast to the Sahara, in symbiosis
with France.”132 It was this symbiotic relationship, rather than a politi-
cally integrationist one, that de Gaulle wanted to secure—and he did.

Consumed throughout his life by the idealization of France as a great
and independent power, the general often seemed to incarnate this iden-
tity. The crucial difference between the protagonists of French Algeria and
de Gaulle at this time was his conviction that French grandeur and inde-
pendence no longer equated with a tenacious hold on an increasingly
anachronistic empire including Algeria. His discourse during Algerian
decolonization, often termed “unctuous” and “delphic” by detractors,
endeavored to convince his formidable colonialist opposition that
France’s prestige or, fundamentally, its essential nature was not at mortal
risk. He agreed, however, “that the best thing to do—and even the only
thing to do—would be to prevent Algeria from drawing away from
France.”133 Algeria should be “associated” with France in some way,
though de Gaulle recognized that “France’s task with regard to Algeria
must change in nature and form.”134 By 1962 the “association which safe-
guards our interests”135 would be defined as “cooperation” and would be
stipulated in the Evian Accords.
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2

The Political Decolonization of Algeria and
the Evian Accords, 1958–1962

We rebel for life and death,
and we promised to vivify Algeria:
be witnesses of it!
We are rebel soldiers, and we fight
for right and independence;
’cause France doesn’t listen to our voices . . .
“Hymn of the Underground”

Oh De Gaulle, stop barking:
certainly we will not leave the weapons.
War lasts, and fight spreads everywhere.
If you, instead of barking,
want to speak,
here is F.L.N.
ready to listen.
Djaafer Beck, “Oh! De Gaulle”

Louis Joxe sat across from me smoking Chesterfields in his stately
apartment on the quai de l’Horloge. I asked him what was the greatest
problem of the Evian negotiation. He answered: “Everything.”
Author, interview of 22 May 1978

It took three years for Charles de Gaulle to prepare France and himself for
the decolonization of Algeria, and then about a year of intermittent but
intensive negotiations. The subsequent Evian Accords’ stipulations dis-
closed inevitable continuities as well as discontinuities, as relations were
reformulated to accommodate new historical realities and national identi-
ties. Algeria would gain its independence, yet France’s presence would be
preserved too, inaugurating the postcolonial paradoxes of dependence
with independence and conflict yet cooperation, and with them a pro-
longed postcolonial transformation rather than just a transfer of power.
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De Gaulle’s Political Policy, 1958–1961

Charles de Gaulle came to power as a result of the Fourth Republic’s
political immobility and inability to control events.1 The general did not
have a plan of decolonization, but by May 1958 he believed that the
French-Algerian colonial relationship had to evolve into a refashioned
associateship.2 At first de Gaulle’s approach toward Algeria seemed a re-
capitulation of Fourth Republic policy. On 4 June 1958 he reassured the
integrationist masses in Algiers with “I have understood you,” though in
the same speech he called for a single electoral college. Then in October he
offered a “peace of the brave” that was reminiscent of Premier Guy
Mollet’s efforts from 1955 to 1957. And, as shown in the last chapter, he
extended social reform and economic enterprises. Still, de Gaulle kept the
idea of “association” before the French public. In his inaugural speech as
first president of the Fifth Republic, he spoke of a “special place” for
Algeria within the French community but, more important, he imagined in
essentialist-existential terms “an Algeria that will be pacified and trans-
formed, developing its personality itself and closely associated with
France.”3 De Gaulle’s government reworked the Fourth Republic’s loi-
cadre federal plan and increased the number of Algerian departments.
Elections were eventually held from a single electoral college. These fea-
tured the political aspect of integration most feared by settlers, greater
Algerian representation. De Gaulle’s implementation of Fourth Republic
initiatives seemed designed, nevertheless, to cool the political passions of
the army and the pieds-noirs. By demonstrating that past policy was politi-
cally bankrupt, as he contended while he was out of office, he hoped to
coopt his dangerous colonial opposition while constructing a decisive
metropolitan consensus.4

De Gaulle’s task was political and pedagogical.5 He carefully deflected
the identification of Algeria with France’s ultimate fate and oriented the
crisis to himself and his government. Using his “mystic stature and his
regime-centered analysis,” he convinced and “reassured the deeply
troubled French masses” that “the Algerian debacle . . . was not a reflec-
tion of deep flaws in themselves, in France, or in their conception of
France’s role in the world.”6 De Gaulle understood completely that Alge-
rian decolonization had to be addressed by redirecting French essential-
ism, reconstructing the ordering framework.

On 16 September 1959 de Gaulle offered Algeria several types of “self-
determination.” The preferred choice to de Gaulle was “a government of
Algerians by Algerians, backed by French help and in close relationship
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with her, as regards the economy, education, defense and foreign rela-
tions.”7 De Gaulle’s vision of an associated Algeria would be impaired—
by the increasingly desperate resistance of the pieds-noirs evidenced dur-
ing the January 1960 Barricades Week, by the premature and brief
discussions with the FLN in Melun in June, and by the Muslim demonstra-
tions in December—but by November de Gaulle already had uttered the
words “Algerian republic.” During his 11 April 1961 press conference, de
Gaulle clearly defined his policy as “decolonization,” but its significance
went beyond an Algeria that “costs us much more that it is worth to us.”
De Gaulle spoke of a redefinition of French power, saying that
decolonization was imperative since “it seemed to me contrary to France’s
present interests and new ambition to remain bound by obligations and
burdens which are no longer in keeping with the requirements of her
strength and influence.”8 Later that month, the president’s moral and po-
litical authority crushed military rebels led by four generals in Algiers.

When the French government finally faced the FLN in negotiations
with a degree of political confidence (especially after the 8 January 1961
referendum), de Gaulle found himself at a distinct disadvantage.9 Unlike
the fundamental diplomatic objectives of the Algerian revolutionaries, his
own had not been precisely articulated from the beginning (that would
have been disastrous), but evolved, contingent on events and on the devel-
opment of a political consensus. He wanted to preserve a postcolonial
French presence, “an effective association between the new state and
France.”10 Menacing any political solution was the increasingly insurrec-
tionary nature of the military-pied-noir complex, then being channeled
toward the nihilistic terrorism of the OAS (Organisation de l’Armée
Secrète).

The FLN: Torn yet Tenacious

The FLN hoped to harness the Algerian people’s energies and unleash
them against colonialism, but the revolutionary elite’s endemic dissension
and division (Arab/Kabyle, internal/external, “easterner”/“westerner”;
civilian/military) as well as French military power prevented the articula-
tion and implementation of a coherent ideology and a comprehensive pro-
gram. Further, without a concurrent social revolution to promote and
project a genuine, inclusive national consciousness, the Algerian identity
remained suspended, until defined or invented by a fractious and exclusive
FLN elite. The nationalists also suffered severe blows in losing important
revolutionary cadres through capture (Rabah Bitat; the skyjacked Ben
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Bella and associates: see below; and Ben M’hidi, captured, probably tor-
tured to death), battlefield deaths (Mourad Didouche, Mostefa Ben
Boulaid), and elite fratricide (Ramdane Abane). Yet the quest for national
independence and a common opposition to the Messalist MNA (Mouve-
ment Nationaliste Algérien) compelled real, if at times reluctant, intra-
FLN unity. For example, the elite consistently pursued negotiating posi-
tions first presented in the Proclamation of 1 November (reaffirmed by
the Soummam Platform of August 1956). The FLN declared then that
(1) “French cultural and economic interests, honestly acquired, will be
respected”; (2) French nationals desiring to stay in Algeria might become
Algerian citizens or remain French (no dual citizenship); and (3) relations
between France and Algeria would be defined by “an accord between both
states founded on equality and respect for the other.”11 As Alistair Horne
remarked: “The truly remarkable feature of the FLN proclamation as a
document was that its basic principles were to be adhered to with absolute
fidelity during seven and a half years of war, right through the final settle-
ment.”12

The Beginning of Dialogue

Secret exploratory contacts between FLN external members and Guy
Mollet’s government began in Cairo in March 1956; meetings were also
convened in Belgrade and Rome.13 Proposals included a cease-fire, an au-
tonomous Algeria closely tied to France, elections from a single college
with FLN participation in a provisional government, and legal protection
for the pieds-noirs. Ben Bella was particularly enthusiastic about the pro-
posals, claiming “peace was within reach.” Mollet apparently offered Ben
Bella safe passage to Algeria for negotiations.14 How significant were these
initial conversations? Jérôme Hélie contended the Mollet government was
not that serious about these sessions, given that participating officials
were low-level, unlike de Gaulle’s later team. Redha Malek viewed the
dialogue as one between the FLN and Mollet’s SFIO (Section Française de
l’Internationale Ouvrière) delegates, rather than one with the French gov-
ernment.15 These talks terminated in October with the skyjacking of an
Air Maroc flight carrying Ahmed Ben Bella, Mohamed Khider, Mohamed
Boudiaf, Hocine Ait Ahmed, and Mostefa Lacheraf, compounded by
France’s intervention in the Suez Canal adventure.

The seizure of Ben Bella and his high-level FLN associates seemed to
contradict a promising dialogue, perhaps first illustrating, as Alistair
Horne suggested, the ascendancy of the French military over the civilian
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government.16 Finally, “external” negotiations were bound to receive a
hostile response by the “internal” elite fighting within Algeria. Indeed, the
“externals” were not invited to the FLN’s Soummam Conference in Au-
gust. There was another less concrete but more convincing argument.
France could not at that time imagine Algeria rent from it; that was con-
trary to its essentialism.

Though popular support ebbed and flowed, the FLN presented a per-
sistent and sometimes a spectacular security threat, as in the Battle of
Algiers, 1956–57. In addition, France’s political immobility and then in-
stability exaggerated the effectiveness of the nationalists. The FLN’s grow-
ing visibility and consideration in international forums such as the
Bandung Conference and Algeria’s emergence as an international issue in
the United Nations General Assembly and the United States Senate men-
aced the métropole with diplomatic alienation and isolation, especially
among Arab and emerging Third World nations. De Gaulle may have
viewed negotiating with the FLN, as Redha Malek contended, as a “last
resort,” but without viable (and pliable) interlocutors (interlocuteurs
valables), there would be no other choice.17 Indeed, in September 1958 the
FLN had proclaimed the Gouvernement Provisoire de la République
Algérienne (GPRA), an audacious assertion of its own legitimacy.

Toward Full Negotiations

Serious secret discussions began in February 1961 in Switzerland where de
Gaulle confidant and adviser Georges Pompidou, Bruno de Leusse, and
Claude Chayet (who had spoken with FLN officials in December 1960)
met Ahmed Boumendjel, who had negotiated briefly at Melun,18 and
Tayeb Boulahrouf;19 conversations resumed in March. Paris conceded
during these sessions that a cease-fire was no longer a precondition for
negotiations. The French even informed the FLN that they would conduct
a unilateral cease-fire (limiting operations to defensive activities) to dem-
onstrate good faith. The hoped-for reciprocation was an Algerian assent
to start negotiating a settlement. The GPRA must have felt that there was
an urgency, because the French were particularly interested in discovering,
even at this preliminary stage, the Algerian vision of the postcolonial rela-
tionship.20 Full negotiations were scheduled to begin in April at the resort
city of Evian.

Unfortunately, the talks were postponed (31 March 1961) when Louis
Joxe angered the FLN by mentioning that he would be willing to talk to
any nationalist group, even the MNA.21 De Gaulle intensified the pressure
on the FLN to reconsider during his 11 April press conference. Reviving
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the old self-determination option of “secession” from his 16 September
1959 address, he reviewed its dire consequences for nationalist interests,
including the cessation of French investments, the deportation of emigrant
workers, and the relocation into protected enclaves of the pieds-noirs who
“too have the right to self-determination.” De Gaulle also invoked the
existential onus that “an Algerian sovereignty has never existed.”22

Thereby de Gaulle tabled his diplomatic trumps: the offer of French aid
and, most important, the fact that France was still in control in Algeria
with an ability to dismember the Sahara or partition off the pied-noir
population.

At Soummam the FLN clearly disclosed its interest in postcolonial
French aid and assistance, as long as it was not neocolonialist in nature.23

Belkacem Krim, who was to lead the GPRA delegation, projected that
independent Algeria would aspire to have “peaceful and fruitful relations
with all countries and even with France.”24 M’hammed Yazid wrote in
1959, “We envisage friendly cooperation with France.”25 The FLN under-
stood that an expulsion of emigrant workers was belied by the expanding
need of the French economy for cheap labor. This threat would be taken
more seriously during the postcolonial period. The FLN’s position on
national integrity dated from the Proclamation of 1 November 1954; it
persistently assailed partition. It denounced the loi-cadre and de Gaulle’s
elections within Algeria as Balkanization.26 Before the first negotiation at
Evian, El-Moudjahid reasserted: “This principle of territorial integrity is
for us fundamental: there exists in Algeria between the regions of the
north and territories of the south incontestable human, economic and
historical links.”27 Belkacem Krim declared: “The essential point is to re-
store to the Algerian people its personality and sovereignty.”28

With diplomatic positions aired before negotiations began, it was obvi-
ous that there would be no immediate solution. Krim’s gall bladder opera-
tion and the generals’ putsch of April 1961 headed by General Maurice
Challe postponed the opening of formal negotiations. The delays allowed
each delegation a longer opportunity to size up the other’s negotiating
positions and strategies. Finally, negotiations were rescheduled for 20
May.

Evian I

The conversations between the delegations began cordially. Led by
Belkacem Krim, the GPRA delegation included Saad Dahlab, Boumendjel,
Boulahrouf, Ahmed Francis, Mohammed Benyahia, Redha Malek, and
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Majors Slimane (Kaid Ahmed) and Ali Mendjli. Louis Joxe informed the
Algerians that he was there to consider “everything.”29 He and his associ-
ates (Bernard Tricot, de Leusse, Roland Cadet, Yves Roland-Billecart,
Chayet, and Generals Jean Simon and Hubert de Seguins Pazzis) learned
quickly that dual citizenship for the Europeans was out of the question, as
well as specific guarantees protecting their particular political and prop-
erty rights. The GPRA negotiators argued that if the settlers chose to re-
main in independent Algeria, they would have to become Algerian nation-
als. A modern form of French “capitulations” or extralegal rights was
intolerable.30 To Tricot, the pieds-noirs’ opposition to the negotiation con-
strained the government even when backed by metropolitan consensus
(“an entente between State and Nation”).31

Changing the subject to the Sahara in an attempt to use it as a diplo-
matic lever, Joxe contended that it was not realistically or historically a
part of Algeria.32 This provoked the charged existential question of an
Algerian nationhood and generated a “Jacobin” Algerian reaction, an
ironic “assimilation of French law.” Reminiscent of the Ulama’s credo of
cultural unity, the GPRA negotiators insisted that the state was indivis-
ible.33 The Sahara’s hydrocarbon wealth had captured the imagination of
the French, but its attraction was fundamentally economic even with its
weighty political significance. On the other hand, the Algerians equated
the Sahara with their imagination of a postcolonial polity. It was primarily
a political question relating to the definition of their nation, though it had
correlative economic consequence. This would eventually be understood
by both sides, especially by Saad Dahlab, who astutely proposed separat-
ing French interests in the Sahara from a political settlement.34 The Alge-
rians resisted any type of compromise over the general principles that had
bound the centrifugal FLN elite together, while the French remained ada-
mant over the Sahara. On 13 June the talks broke down, primarily over
the Sahara, though other issues such as dual nationality for the pieds-noirs
remained unresolved. Contacts continued, but an attempt from 20 to 28
July to revitalize full negotiations at the nearby Château de Lugrin failed.35

During these “Evian I” negotiations, the Algerians displayed a stub-
born stance matched by an exasperating patience. They also applied broad
principles encompassing the totality of the questions under discussion. On
the other hand, the French wanted specific clarification on particulars.
These differing tactical and philosophical approaches to diplomacy were
crucial during the first formal meetings and were also emblematic of
French-Algerian negotiations after independence.
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Assessments of Evian I and Aftermath

El-Moudjahid’s analysis of the Evian discussions included repudiation of
the “Gaullist plan toward the dismemberment of Algeria while according
it an ersatz independence.”36 Though critical of “the unreal intransigence
of the French government,” the article ended on a positive note, stating
that Evian “permitted the establishment of a beginning dialogue.”37

Abdelkader Chanderli, reporting to the Afro-Asian UN representatives,
called the negotiations a “first phase.” Though recognizing that “the di-
vergence of views is considerable,” he pointed out that “the major success
to date would seem to be the fact . . . that the two delegations have actually
met and talked about basic questions.”38

According to Chanderli, the major contention was over the sovereign
territorial integrity of the nation. While recognizing the “special charac-
teristics of the European minority, in particular as concerns the cultural,
linguistic and religious areas,” the FLN opposed special “undemocratic”
guarantees, such as permanent political representation for the “European
community” in the future Algerian state.39 Chanderli reaffirmed that “the
Sahara is an integral part of Algeria,” but he also distinguished “between
the question of sovereignty over the Sahara and the exploitation of its
mineral wealth.” He perceived that an economic “cooperative effort” in
the hydrocarbons sector with France was needed.40 Finally, the FLN rep-
resentative attacked the French demand for “military enclaves” in Algeria
by which France “would hold complete sovereignty.”41

After the Evian discussions, it soon became apparent that the nature of
the FLN’s future diplomatic dialogue with Paris would be conditioned not
only by French positions but also by its own often vituperative and occa-
sionally violent intra-elite conflicts. The FLN delegation adjourned to
Tripoli where the Conseil National de la Révolution (CNRA) of the GPRA
held a congress in August. Houari Boumedienne and his hostile external
military elite accused Krim of weakness, but the Kabyle leader defended
himself effectively and remained head of the negotiating team.42 The mili-
tary did succeed, however, in altering the leadership of the GPRA by purg-
ing the authority and influence of the “politicians,” a coded term for the
civilian elite. This included the replacement of the internationally re-
spected Ferhat Abbas by Ben Youssef Ben Khedda whose ideological af-
finities were closer to Boumedienne’s. To Redha Malek, the new govern-
ment was “homogenized” and this strengthened the negotiating team.43

On the other hand, the military elite began to champion the incarcerated
Ben Bella. A die was cast that had bloody repercussions in Algeria’s imme-
diate postcolonial history.
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On the French side, Joxe found himself in a political and existential
quandary. The FLN’s legitimacy was a serious consideration for him.44

With whom was he negotiating? A delegation from a sovereign state?
How binding could an agreement be with the FLN revolutionaries? What
defined Algeria as a nation? He had brought on the impasse, but that had
helped disclose the FLN’s staunch commitment to its principles and objec-
tives. During this time, the French unsuccessfully tried to intimidate and
isolate the FLN. Paris continued to assert that the Sahara was an inland
French sea, but found strategic littoral states unsympathetic. The Bizerte
assault in July alienated Tunisian president Habib Bourguiba, who had
styled himself a mediator (while desiring a change in border demarcation
in order to exploit Saharan hydrocarbon riches). Mali’s Modibo Keita
enjoyed very cordial relations with the GPRA. Furthermore, Ferhat Abbas
had shored up the regional diplomatic front by negotiating an agreement
with Morocco in July promising a resolution of the disputed frontier after
independence.45

De Gaulle Changes Position

During his press conference of 5 September de Gaulle reminded the FLN:
“Cooperation, as desirable as it may appear to us, and especially so senti-
mentally—this cooperation is by no means necessary to us; we hold on to
it only insofar as it implies exchange and understanding.”46 Nevertheless,
he also aimed to stimulate a resumption of negotiations by modifying the
French position on the Sahara: “The question of the sovereignty of the
Sahara does not need to be considered. . . . But what concerns us is that
there emerge from this agreement—should it come about—an association
which safeguards our interests.”47 Those strategic interests included “free
exploitation of the oil and gas which we have discovered or would dis-
cover, disposal of airfields and traffic rights for our communications with
Black Africa.”48 He questioned, however, the FLN’s political legitimacy by
mentioning that France would like to renew negotiations with “the FLN
or . . . with another representative body.”49 By this time the issue was
moot, as was demonstrated in October when the FLN’s political power
was paraded in the streets of Paris.

Emigrant Workers to the Streets

From the beginning of the Revolution, a “fifth column” nightmare stalked
the French subconscious. It concerned the growing Algerian emigrant
worker population living in France—approximately 400,000 in 1962; an
increase of some 25 percent since 1954. The FLN’s efforts to influence and
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to raise the political consciousness of the workers eventually overcame the
strong Messalist tradition dating from the days of the Etoile Nord-
Africaine in the mid-1920s.50 The emigrants’ politicization menaced the
métropole’s internal security and precipitated systematic police repres-
sion. With terrorism increasing in the autumn of 1961, police harassment
intensified with a stifling curfew in the Algerian quarters of Paris. This
finally forced the workers to rally. A dramatic march of twenty to thirty
thousand emigrants through the heart of Paris on 17 October publicized
their protest over their repression while proclaiming their support of Alge-
rian independence. A brutal suppression left scores of nameless dead and
unaccounted (now estimated in the hundreds).51 This protest and subse-
quent demonstrations illustrated that the independence movement had
acquired a convincing momentum.

Found: An Interlocuteur Valable—the OAS

Though de Gaulle considered the Organisation de l’Armée Secrète a “vi-
cissitude, both foreseeable and undoubtedly inevitable,” he minimized its
significance. “It makes no change in the problem which remains that of
the future—to insure close cooperation between both countries.”52 Never-
theless, the OAS emerged ironically as a menacing kind of interlocuteur
valable (absent), which imposed pressures on both the French and the
Algerian sides, quickened the negotiations, and hastened the end of colo-
nial Algeria.53 Led by Generals Raoul Salan and Edmond Jouhaud, both
of whom fled underground after the military coup collapsed in April
1961, the OAS cadre and corps represented the final desperate attempt of
the military-pied-noir complex to impose its will.

The OAS aimed to perpetuate French national integrity, to reconstruct
France “morally and materially,” and to reestablish “traditional friend-
ship with the Muslim world.”54 (These objectives mirrored de Gaulle’s
goals, but his essentialist vision no longer identified with colonial Algeria.)
It equated decolonization with communism and contended that the FLN
and the French government were in collusion.55 The OAS’s operations
began in the spring of 1961 with a sheer terror that rocked Paris’s author-
ity in Algeria, fomented anarchy, and starkly symbolized the “nihilistic
rebellion” described by the late Albert Camus (d. January 1960).56 They
were spearheaded by Roger Degueldre’s dreaded Delta group, who made
assassination a favorite tactic, but OAS killings were often arbitrary and
indiscriminate, as in the murder of the brilliant author Mouloud Feraoun.
Police could not handle the situation and the army often openly sympa-
thized with the OAS, in part because of personal friendships with its mem-
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bers and those in command. To challenge the OAS, Paris imported a group
of misfits known as barbouzes.57 Degueldre and other OAS agents annihi-
lated them. On the other hand, a counter-OAS team known as Force C
was markedly successful. Nevertheless, the OAS operated freely, protected
by a desperate and often coerced pied-noir population fearful for its fu-
ture, its very existence.

The appalling violence of the OAS and its affiliated groups reached the
métropole. De Gaulle was targeted and he and his wife narrowly survived
an assassination attempt in August 1962. The mayor of Evian, Camille
Blanc, was an early victim. A bombing attempt on André Malraux blinded
a little girl and enraged Paris. A rally and march protesting OAS atrocities
incited violence resulting in the death of eight people on 8 February. As the
savagery climaxed in February 1962, deepening divisions between the
communities in both Algeria and France, negotiations resumed and pro-
gressed decisively toward a cease-fire and a general settlement.

The Resumption of Negotiations at Les Rousses and Evian II

The GPRA decided to return to full negotiations for three reasons. First, it
feared that the disintegration of civilian authority marked especially by
the indiscriminate murders of Muslims, would force the French to aug-
ment their military deployment.58 Second, as the war extended, the FLN
intra-elite power struggle intensified; the growing power of Boumedienne
and his restless military cadre alarmed the civilian elites.59 Third, promis-
ing diplomatic conversations in Basel, Switzerland, on 28 October and 9
November had led to a positive meeting between Saad Dahlab and Louis
Joxe one month later.60 Enough progress occurred for the GPRA to justify
resumption, with a proviso: the approval of Ben Bella and his incarcerated
“brothers” interned at the Château d’Aulnoy near Melun. De Gaulle fa-
cilitated the fulfillment of that precondition. Full negotiations resumed
secretly in mid-February at the Les Rousses hideaway high in the Jura
Mountains.

Speaking to the nation on 5 February 1962, de Gaulle articulated
France’s diplomatic objectives. He anticipated cooperation in many fields,
even if it would be “more numerous and burdensome for us.” Coopera-
tion would be accorded, however, “on condition that our essential inter-
ests, particularly in the Sahara, are respected and that at the same time the
participation of the minority of European origin in Algerian activities is
guaranteed.”61 In Memoirs of Hope, de Gaulle wrote that “the object of
the negotiations . . . was to persuade the FLN to accept the provisions
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which were essential.” He also hoped to attain “an effective association
between the new state and France.”62 According to Robert Buron, who
along with Jean de Broglie now joined Joxe,63 de Gaulle instructed his
chief negotiator: “Do not let the negotiations prolong themselves indefi-
nitely. . . . Besides that, do not attach yourselves to details. There is the
possible and the impossible.”64 After his recent experience with the Alge-
rians, Joxe did not have to be reminded.

El-Moudjahid reiterated the GPRA’s objectives before Les Rousses: to-
tal independence (thus rejecting an association or Community-like situa-
tion); a cease-fire subordinated to a comprehensive political accord; and
territorial integrity (prohibiting a “cramped corner” European enclave)
including the Sahara with control of its riches and resources.65 Les Rousses
revealed, however, that there would be compromises. During these secret
“preliminaries” the GPRA conceded that a French presence was inevi-
table. The FLN understood the urgent need for French aid after indepen-
dence; therefore, cooperation was accepted despite its neocolonial impli-
cations.66 The FLN also recognized the perpetuation of French privileged
interests in the Sahara (its partition no longer mooted by this time). Con-
tentious issues centered on the European community’s postcolonial rights
and the continued French use of military bases.

Buron wrote that the entire negotiation would be judged by the guaran-
tees the French could secure for the European population.67 The French
presented meticulous arguments founded on the premise that most of the
pied-noir population would remain in Algeria. The FLN accepted numer-
ous guarantees for the European community, including political and prop-
erty rights. As for the French military presence, disagreements reached the
point where Joxe exhausted his preplanned options. After communicating
with de Gaulle, he received enough latitude on 18 February to prevent an
impasse. Illustrating his appreciation of intangibles, Joxe reflected that the
spirit of the accord with the FLN transcended its stipulations. As for its
provisions, who knew how history would affect their validity?68 By 19
February, both sides believed that they had reached a general settlement.
They agreed to resume formal and final negotiations on 7 March at Evian.

Evian II and the Conclusion of the Negotiation

Returning to Tripoli and another hostile CNRA deliberation, Krim and
Dahlab confronted the aggressive military elite, increasingly influenced by
Nasserism, who claimed that they had been duped over the proposed
postcolonial French military and petroleum presences as well as the par-
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ticular privileges reserved for Europeans in future “Algerian” institutions.
Krim reputedly demanded: “And you who are at the head of the army,
explain to us how you plan to chase the French out. By arms?” Dahlab was
accused of giving Algerian petroleum away to the French. He retorted:
“You have given me the impression that we are here in an opium den. . . .
The French are giving us the oil.” Dahlab asked for a “reality check” and
reminded the Conseil that the French still controlled Algeria. After bitter
discussion, the CNRA voted in favor of the Les Rousses agreements, im-
plicitly supporting Krim’s diplomatic conduct.69 The grim antagonisms
among the elites, fundamentally over power and the imagination of the
future nation, however, portended tragic political and ideological divisive-
ness that would plague postwar Algeria.

As for the French, Joxe worried that the arduously attained Les Rousses
agreements were in danger of becoming merely academic. Escalating OAS
terrorism (Salan’s “Instruction No. 29” ordered a “general offensive” on
23 February) menaced the dream of a fraternal symbiosis founded on both
communities’ love of the land. His apprehension was well founded. When
both teams reconvened at Evian, the French discovered that, for the Alge-
rians, the European minority no longer posed such a great problem. It was
clear that many of the pieds-noirs, if not most of them, could not bear to
live in the inevitable independent Algerian state. Instead, discussion cen-
tered on the immediate composition of the transitional government that
would arrange for self-determination.

Buron described how at one point another impasse seemed imminent
over the nature of French participation during the transitional period.
Then suddenly an accord was reached.70 The impetus to surmount any
obstruction had to come from the Algerian delegation. According to what
Buron observed at Les Rousses, Krim appeared to feel more pressure from
his “brothers” than from the French. Perhaps the Kabyle wanted to
achieve an accord in order to relieve the intra-elite rivalry or weaken the
military’s political potential.71

Dahlab did not disclose “fraternal” pressures on the GPRA team, but
they must have been felt. He recalled these final negotiations as being
tedious, marked by a meticulous French review of the agreements. He
witnessed Joxe’s unease as he liquidated France’s empire. At one point
Joxe complained, “I have never seen such a negotiation.” Dahlab politely
responded, “But . . . it is the first time you are negotiating with Algeri-
ans.”72 A cease-fire was proclaimed to begin at noon on 19 March. De
Gaulle wrote in his memoirs that the Evian agreements “contained every-
thing we had wanted them to contain.”73
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The Evian Accords

The Evian Accords offered Algeria political independence while preserv-
ing France’s presence through cooperation (and the stipulated protection
of bases and investments). They began with a cease-fire “agreement,” fol-
lowed by introductory governmental declarations containing five chap-
ters complemented and elaborated by detailed declarations of guarantees
and principles.74

Chapter I discussed the transition period and described the nature of
the interim government in which roles were reserved for Europeans as well
as Muslims. This government’s task was to organize the referendum on
self-determination that would be conducted within six months. This chap-
ter recognized the existence of the FLN as “a legal political body,” thus
assuring its legitimacy as well as the legality of the Accords. A general
amnesty was also announced.

Chapter II addressed Algerian internal and external sovereignty, in-
cluding introduction of those crucial stipulations concerning the Europe-
ans’ future role in independent Algeria, expounded in the Declaration of
Guarantees. After proving Algerian residence, Europeans could become
Algerian citizens after three years. They could participate in government,
but their representation would reflect their numbers (ending pied-noir
political domination). The European concentration in Algiers and Oran
would be “the subject of special provisions.” The Accords respected Euro-
peans’ property rights and assured that any dispossessions would not be
undertaken unless “fair compensation” had been agreed upon. The Euro-
peans received “guarantees appropriate to their cultural, linguistic, and
religious particuliarities.” The rayonnement (propagation) of the French
language seemed secured by this chapter stipulating its continued use in
public discourse. Finally, in order to guarantee Europeans’ rights, the Ac-
cords included provisions for a “safeguarding association” and a Court of
Guarantees.75

Chapter II also established the framework for French-Algerian coop-
eration, detailed in several Declarations of Principles. The two countries
would have “mutual respect” for each other’s independence. Algeria
would guarantee French interests and would receive in return French tech-
nical and cultural assistance. France promised privileged financial aid for
social and economic development, in the short term (for the next three
years) “fixed in conditions comparable to and at a level equivalent to
those of the programs now under way.” This perpetuated the programs
initiated by the Constantine Plan. There would be privileged commercial



The Political Decolonization of Algeria and the Evian Accords, 1958–1962  |  37

exchanges, including Algeria’s membership in the franc zone. Freedom of
transfer was allowed as long as it was “compatible with the economic and
social development of Algeria.”

The discovery of Algeria’s hydrocarbon wealth during the War of Inde-
pendence was a vital consideration. France wanted to secure its invest-
ments in the desert. Both sides concurred that a technical body, the
Organisation Technique de Coopération Saharienne, would be estab-
lished to develop Saharan riches. Algeria had the right to distribute mining
titles and had full sovereignty in enacting mining legislation. The perpetu-
ated Code Pétrolier Saharien protected French interests, and French com-
panies would receive preferential consideration in the granting of conces-
sions. The Accords consolidated France’s position in the Sahara.

France and Algeria agreed to develop their cultural relations. Besides
sharing cultural exchanges, France would assist in the formation of Alge-
rian technicians. A key stipulation was that “French personnel, in particu-
lar teachers and technicians, will be placed at the disposal of the Algerian
Government.” The stipulations on cooperation were especially significant
since they indicated that both sides anticipated a closely configured and
initially symbiotic bilateral relationship.

Chapter III concerned military questions. Overall, there would be a
gradual disengagement from Algeria. French forces would be reduced to
80,000 one year after the vote for self-determination. France was granted
a fifteen-year lease of its Mers-el-Kébir naval base. Crucial to de Gaulle’s
desire to develop an independent nuclear force (force de frappe), Algeria
allowed France “the use of a number of military airfields, . . . terrains,
sites, and installations.” This postcolonial military deployment conspicu-
ously called into question the idea of Algerian sovereignty.

Chapter IV stipulated that any dispute be approached by negotiation. If
the two countries did not reach agreement, each would have recourse
“directly to the International Court of Justice.”

Chapter V provided that, if Algerian independence with cooperation
should be adopted, France would immediately recognize the new nation.

The Immediate Reaction to the Accords

The Accords, and especially the historical circumstances in which they
were negotiated and presented, incited heated debates in France’s parlia-
ment. These debates were extraordinary: they represented a discursive
historical survey of decolonization. After Robert Buron presented the
Accords before the Senate, Senator Bernard Lafay condemned them as a
“capitulation” and an “abandonment.”76 Edgar Faure found the debates
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an appropriate time to review his own political conduct during those re-
cent years. In a speech that reads as a political expiation, he reiterated his
support for the controversial idea of integration. To Faure, integration
had actually meant a kind of “internal independence.” That was in the
past, however; now France could be proud of its colonial achievement as
well as become a “moral power.”77 François Mitterrand followed Faure.
Though this future president of the Fifth Republic resigned himself to
Evian, there was a tone of bitterness as he recalled the lost opportunities
during the Fourth Republic.78 In the National Assembly, Prime Minister
Michel Debré had the unenviable task of explaining the government’s
position on the Accords. Jean-Baptiste Biaggi railed against the
“pseudoaccords,” indicting them as “illegal, illegitimate, and repulsive.”79

Alain Peyrefitte countered by arguing that the FLN had moderated its
positions, citing El-Moudjahid excerpts as authoritative proof.80

Analysts also offered various interpretations of the Accords. Marcel
Torti considered them “conceived as an exchange” with “reciprocities,”
e.g., a French military presence for financial and educational aid.81

Maurice Allais contended that the communities could not coexist politi-
cally as stipulated by the Evian agreements. Only by amending the Ac-
cords, by including provisions for a federal system, a minority veto, and
the establishment of international guarantees, could the Europeans and
pro-French Muslims be protected. A Cassandra of the immediate
postcolonial period, Allais predicted that if these changes were not made,
the politically beleaguered minorities would be forced to leave, conse-
quently engendering a totalitarian regime with pro-Communist affini-
ties.82 Alfred Grosser noted that “there was scant provision for coordina-
tion; there was no provision at all for harmonizing foreign policies, and
independent Algeria was empowered, from the very beginning, to pursue
whatever policies it desired,”83 impugning the idea of an Algeria “associ-
ated” with France. To Jean-Pierre Gonon, the Accords represented a re-
markable negotiation by granting Algeria the freedom to choose an eco-
nomic and political direction that went beyond “traditional relations
between developed and underdeveloped countries.”84 Jean Daniel offered
a guarded appraisal: “The manner in which the Algerian drama has un-
rolled has not laid a promising basis for Franco-Algerian cooperation.”85

The Dénouement of Political Decolonization

The conclusion of the Evian Accords failed to temper the turmoil raging in
Algeria. Camus had feared that revolution without restraint would lead to
nihilism. In his terms, the virulent violence at this time produced a fatal
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fury, a pestilence, as manifested by the execution by the OAS of Camus’s
friend Mouloud Feraoun (15 March), the shocking rue d’Isly firefight
where Frenchmen shot Frenchmen (26 March), the burning of the Univer-
sity of Algiers’s library (7 June), and ultimately the pathetic sight of hun-
dreds of thousands of pied-noir refugees. Though Camus did not live to
witness these convulsive events, his writings anticipated them as well as
the revolutionary elite’s bloody strife.86

The transitional administration, headed by Abderrahmane Farès,
former president of the Algerian Assembly, tried unsuccessfully to recon-
cile the settler and native communities. Its influence, however, was moral
rather than military.87 Though vitiated by the arrests of General Jouhaud
in March and Roger Degueldre in April and the capture of General Salan
in May, the OAS continued such terror tactics as nihilistic scorched-earth
operations and murderous “ratonnades” (rat hunts) against Muslims. Fi-
nally on 17 June it negotiated an agreement with the FLN that mirrored
the guarantees of Evian, but it was anticlimactic and anachronistic.88

The referendum of 8 April, designed to determine support for the Evian
Accords, gave de Gaulle a huge 90-percent approval with 75 percent of the
registered voters participating.89 As Paris prepared for the 1 July vote for
self-determination (i.e., independence), the FLN’s wartime CNRA met in
May–June for the last time in Tripoli and produced a document that, like
the Proclamation of 1 November, would be faithfully adhered to during
the postcolonial period.

The Tripoli Program and the FLN’s Disarray

Rapidly changing political, social, and economic situations, compounded
by the fractured FLN’s indeterminate national program, quickly contra-
dicted the clauses of the Evian Accords. For example, the European com-
munity, which had pathologically opposed Algerian independence, was
now supposed to receive special protection; the reality was that it was in
widespread panic and flight (see below). Ben Khedda considered the Evian
Accords a “revolutionary compromise” which secured “key positions”
while being “flexible on secondary positions” that he believed were “sus-
ceptible of being revised.”90 He characterized the Accords as “the victory
of Evian” since they affirmed Algeria’s territorial integrity, national unity,
and sovereignty and recognized the FLN as a legitimate interlocutor. In
spite of its successes, the GPRA remained, however, under attack by the
military elite, the recently released Ben Bella, and other “historic chiefs”
for its acceptance of stipulations compromising national sovereignty. Ben
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Khedda reflected that there was no “irreversible concession” or “insur-
mountable obstacle” in the Accords.91 Nevertheless, as William Quandt
and others have emphasized, there was no political process in place to
reconcile the recalcitrant factions.92 Under these conditions and crises the
CNRA convened at Tripoli.

This meeting had decisive and long-lasting significance. First, the FLN
articulated an ideology that clearly refuted the recently agreed settlement.
The Tripoli Program of June 1962 viewed the Evian Accords as “neocolo-
nialist,” and cooperation as a French means to “maintain the links of
dependence in economic and cultural domains.” For example, it consid-
ered the “pseudoliberal” Constantine Plan a subtle strategy providing
“economic bases” for a postcolonial French presence. Furthermore, the
French community and the OAS endangered “the fundamental perspec-
tives of the Revolution.” Repeatedly, the discourse underscored that the
Revolution was not over: “The immediate task of the FLN is to liquidate,
by all means, colonialism such as manifests itself still after the cease-fire.”
This applied to the immediate menace of the OAS and to the perpetuated
“neocolonialist enterprises.” The Tripoli Program’s recourse to a social-
ist option threatened conflict rather than cooperation, given the ex-
métropole’s “new form of domination.”93

The Tripoli Program also disclosed a healthy dose of self-criticism of
the FLN’s underestimation of the consequences of the War of Liberation,
implicitly meaning its failure to provide a social program during the Revo-
lution. It used Marxist terminology warning of a variety of dangers such
as a “feudal mentality” and the “petty bourgeoisie” within the party. It
also projected a “popular democratic republic” featuring a planned
economy, agrarian reform, Arabization, and an independent foreign
policy. It called for “a new definition of culture” as “national, revolution-
ary, and scientific.” This “revolutionary transformation of society,” how-
ever, would have to be reconciled with Islam, and that proved to be prob-
lematic (and calamitous in the 1990s), as David C. Gordon predicted in
his contemporary observations.94 Responding to the FLN’s Marxist rheto-
ric, the Ulama of Islam and the Arabic Language wondered in a public
appeal “what sense one can give to independence if our personality is not
independent.”95 This group equated the Algerian personality with Islamic
traditions and values, the Arabic language, and history. In other words,
the fundamentally existential cultural question needed to be genuinely and
decisively addressed. Nevertheless, the CNRA insisted that the Revolution
catalyzed and “consolidated [the Algerian people’s] national unity.” The
Revolution would be the existential matrix of the new state, the source of
its identity, its legitimacy, and its rationality.



The Political Decolonization of Algeria and the Evian Accords, 1958–1962  |  41

The ideals of the Tripoli Program received unanimous endorsement.
Ironically, the FLN’s show of unity actually marked its disintegration and
with it the repudiation of political inclusion. Abbas and his liberal faction
were already targeted within the document. In a telling illustration of elite
dynamics, the Program perceived a collusion between France and “mod-
erate nationalists.” Mohamed Boudiaf, stubbornly independent and soon
alienated, founded the opposition Parti de la Révolution Socialiste in Sep-
tember and began a long self-imposed exile in Morocco before his dra-
matic return to Algeria in 1992. Hocine Ait Ahmed retired to foment
revolution in Kabylia. The FLN would perceive itself as the genuine repre-
sentative of the Algerian people but would neglect, ignore, and finally
become insensitive to the historical reality of Algeria’s political and social
pluralism. According to one observer, Algeria at this time was in “existen-
tial dislocation,” suspended between its colonial past and independent
future.96 Even after the institutionalization of the state, this dislocation
would endure in different ways and at deeper levels. The practice of the
politics of exclusion rather than inclusion portended an ominous future
for the new nation.

The GPRA moved to Algiers on 3 July 1962, two days after the over-
whelming vote for national independence “cooperating with France,” but
it found itself inexorably confronted by Ben Bella and Boumedienne,
headquartered at Tlemcen. On 11 July they established their Political
Bureau in hostile opposition to the GPRA. Efforts to negotiate a power
accommodation failed; the “summer of shame” began.97 Internal ALN
(Armée de Libération Nationale) units, especially those of Wilaya 4, sup-
ported the GPRA and resented the well-armed and well-fed externals who
had enjoyed the haven of frontier sanctuaries during the War of Libera-
tion. When Ben Bella ordered Boumedienne to march on Algiers, internals
put up a brief but bitter resistance. Power gravitated to the Political Bu-
reau ostensibly but actually to Boumedienne and the military. This tragic
culmination after years of courageous struggle against colonialism tainted
the FLN’s heroic revolutionary image and cast a shadow of illegitimacy
over postcolonial Algerian governments.

The Human Dimension: Decolonization and Repatriation

On 31 December 1960, Charles de Gaulle addressed his nation: “Needless
to say, no matter what happens, France will protect her children, whatever
their origin, in their persons and in their property, just as she will safe-
guard her own interests.”98 In many respects France’s efforts on behalf of
repatriated or “expatriated” communities fell far short of expectations.
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Indeed, the victims of expatriation/repatriation as well as the growing
Algerian emigrant worker community in France added a unique human
dimension, another intangible to haunt the postcolonial period and the
bilateral relationship.

The Pieds-Noirs

The despair of decolonization caused the great “exode” (exodus) after the
signing of the Evian Accords and the rue d’Isly massacre a week later.
Fanned by indiscriminate individual and organized intercommunity and
fratricidal violence (perpetrated especially by the OAS) and compounded
by the French army’s noninterference after the signing of the Accords, the
specter of abandonment materialized and panicked the pieds-noirs.99 One
pied-noir equated this murderous milieu with a hypothetical situation
where all Israelis would be disarmed, leaving only the Palestinians with
weapons.100 Another bitterly recounted how she was forced out of her
estate in the Oranais by the army—the French Army.101

Suffering from their own “psychoexistential” mentality that projected
a superiority complex, most pieds-noirs found the idea of an “Arab” Al-
gerian independence unbearable.102 From their perspective, they had con-
structed Algeria for France; it belonged to themselves and France. Pieds-
noirs were portrayed by the French press as OAS supporters, while
actually the vast majority who entered France were confused, disoriented
victims of its terror.103 Some pieds-noirs who openly supported the cause
of Algérie française were threatened and even imprisoned. One pied-noir
confided that he was sent to an internment camp for seven months “all for
holding a political opinion.”104 Ironically, the pieds-noirs were now ste-
reotyped as they had done to Algerians. Pierre Bourdieu observed at the
time: “There is a good deal of unfairness in the attitude of those French-
men who make the pieds-noirs their scapegoats and blame all the tragic
happenings in Algeria on their racism. . . . it is the colonial Algeria that has
produced the pied-noir and not the reverse.”105 There were also pieds-
noirs who expected and accepted eventual independence in some form;
some even supported and collaborated with the FLN.

An interviewed pied-noir couple who remained in Algeria declared that
they had anticipated independence after Morocco and Tunisia had gained
theirs. They contended, however, that what angered the Europeans was
not so much de Gaulle’s decision on independence as the “betrayal” and
perfidy of the French president who misled them through his calculated
ambiguities.106 With his eyes filled with tears, another pied-noir declared
that if he had known what the future of French Algeria was to be, he
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would have shot de Gaulle dead when he passed in front of him in Oran on
the day (6 June 1958) the general declared: “Yes, France is here, with her
vocation. She is here forever.”107

The influx of pieds-noirs in France was unexpected. Official repatria-
tion plans of the French government proved grossly inadequate.108 Most
pieds-noirs were very dissatisfied with their “welcome.” It was “zero,”
according to one pied-noir woman.109 Despite the slowdown of the repa-
triation in the fall of 1962, problems of finding employment and housing
and of contending with the official bureaucracy continued to aggravate
the anxious repatriates.110 Fortunately, within several years the expanding
French economy managed to absorb this industrious population. The de-
mographic data underscored the pied-noir community’s traumatic dis-
placement. There were slightly more than one million Europeans in
French Algeria in 1961. By the signing of the Algiers Accords in July 1965,
their number had dropped to about seventy thousand.111

From a strictly political perspective, the terrible and traumatic unan-
ticipated mass repatriation of the pieds-noirs was highly significant. Their
repatriation removed an anticipated problematic variable in the
postcolonial bilateral relationship. Furthermore, with the enormous loss
of settler cadres, cooperation now was imperative and Algeria’s continued
need for France was underscored.

The Jews

The word exode especially applied to the Jewish community of Algeria,
most of whom also fled, ending a long and significant historical presence.
Jews had arrived in Algeria as early as the period of Phoenician explora-
tion and enterprise. Their numbers increased with the spread of the
Diaspora under the Romans and again, in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, in the wake of Andalusian persecutions during the reconquista.
The dispute over a French debt to a Jewish merchant firm in Algiers was
a cause of the invasion of Algeria in 1830.112

During the colonial period, settlers steeped in anti-Semitism repeatedly
targeted the Jews. Settlers also attempted to incite rivalries between Jews
and Muslims.113 The Crémieux Law gave Jews French citizenship in 1870,
but this did not stop prejudice or particularly serious assaults in 1897–98.
The resistance to the Blum-Viollette initiative in the 1930s stemmed in
part from the fact that Blum was a Jew. In 1941, Vichy fulfilled the wish of
many pieds-noirs by abrogating the Crémieux Law until de Gaulle’s Free
French movement restored Jewish rights. Mendès-France’s decolonizing
policies in Indochina, Tunisia, and Morocco were the more suspect be-
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cause of his Jewish background. Despite this discriminatory climate, the
Algerian Jews assimilated very well. Many abandoned their Judeo-Arabic
language (written in Hebrew) and adopted French. Their economic and
political success in colonial Algeria contributed significantly toward pro-
ducing pied-noir prejudice.

The FLN regarded the Jews as natural allies, given the anti-Semitic
sentiments of the pieds-noirs. Nevertheless, as the War of Independence
continued, the community was placed in a difficult position. Resented by
the pieds-noirs, even though the Jews shared their assimilated values, they
were also confronted by an Arab nationalism intensified by the defeats of
Arab armed forces by Israel in 1948 and in 1956. This was tragically
symbolized by the well-publicized killings of William Lévy, the Socialist
Party’s secretary-general for Algiers, by the OAS, and of his son by the
FLN. Other incidents during the war included the desecration of a Jewish
cemetery in Oran and, on 12 December 1960, the attack on the Great
Synagogue of Algiers by Muslims. As late as 1961, the FLN still declared:
“The homeland of the Jews of Algeria is Algeria.” Further, it proclaimed:
“For the first time in History the Jews have been claimed—and by a gov-
ernment composed of followers of another religion—as the sons of one
and the same country.”114 Yet insecurity for political and cultural reasons
nevertheless forced another Jewish diaspora. This time they had some-
where to go. Out of 140,000 Algerian Jews in 1954, some 110,000 opted
to settle in France115 and 8,500 chose Israel; Marseille became a staging
point for further emigration.116 A small number remained in Algeria.117

Algerian Jews benefited from official repatriation programs and espe-
cially from the well organized and mobilized Fonds Social Juif Unifié
(FSJU).118 This organization succeeded in “humanizing” the welcome,
which was often lacking in governmental efforts. Though there were fewer
Jews to repatriate, the FSJU relieved the hard-pressed French government.
The arrival of Algerian Jews in France introduced cultural differences into
French Judaism. The major difference was that they were Sephardic, but
this was less a cultural conflict than an enrichment of French Jewry.119 Like
other repatriated populations, the Algerian Jews encountered relocation
problems. Often they were sent to areas where there were no synagogues.
Again this community displayed great initiative by instituting itinerant
rabbinical missions. In Marseille the Jewish population rose from 10,000
to 70,000 and twenty new synagogues were constructed.120 Out of all the
repatriates from Algeria, the Jewish community’s reinsertion (actually a
first insertion in most cases) was most successful.121
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The Harkis

The most pathetic displaced population remains the harkis. The term re-
fers to Algerians who served in some military capacity for France during
the war.122 Their loyal service impressed French military cadres and par-
ticularly General Challe. Indeed, many of the officers who served with
harkis tried personally to repatriate them, with mixed success.123 In
Algeria’s anarchic dislocation after the signing of the Evian Accords, sav-
age retribution caused the disappearance of many thousands.124 Efforts by
the Red Cross to locate the missing were frustrated.125 Left behind after the
war, they were all but forgotten.126 Those subjected to internment often
faced horrific tortures in concentration camps.127 Despite the executions
and other violent acts that ravaged the Muslim population already af-
flicted by years of atrocities on both sides, some harkis managed to escape
to France, leaving families and friends behind only to face isolation and
racial discrimination within the métropole, their country.128 Their impov-
erished rural backgrounds inhibited their insertion into the modern
French economy. In the postcolonial period the Bachaga Said Boualam
(1906–82), with his son Ali (d. 1991), particularly publicized and champi-
oned the harki cause through his activism and his books Mon pays . . .la
France! (1962), Les Harkis au service de la France (1963), and Les Harkis
sans la France (1964).

Political Decolonization: An Appraisal

The Evian Accords did not simply terminate French Algeria. As will be
seen, they marked in Foucauldian terms the surface “displacement” rather
than the disappearance of colonial discourses and practices. On a deeper
level, the ordering frameworks continued to serve as familiar interpretive
grids during this transition. De Gaulle’s Herculean effort successfully per-
suaded the French public that decolonization corresponded to France’s
grandeur and independence. Historic realities had changed, but not the
immutability of essential France. The FLN attained independence, but the
French legacy and presence qualified the new state’s sovereignty. Above
all, the nation needed a compelling and convincing definition of itself.
Independence was a mighty step in this continuing existential quest. As
power and both reception and perception of the other were transformed,
relations between the two peoples and polities were recodified and identi-
ties redefined.

The Accords symbolized a diplomatic conjecture as well as a historic
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conjuncture of the colonial and postcolonial periods. They presented a
new and unique historical relationship, imaginative and inventive, be-
tween an imperial nation and its most intimate former colonial possession.
According to I. William Zartman, the Accords created “a delicate system
of counterbalancing obligations between Algeria and France. In a sense,
either the Accords left Algeria with a conditional independence, or the
obligations were not absolutes at all but were merely subjects of continu-
ing negotiations.”129 Given the impossibility of a clean transfer of power
and the generally unforeseen vast upheavals in Algeria, the inconclusive
nature of the Accords actually served both sides well. They provided a
workable flexibility permitting the gradual transformation of relations
during the postcolonial period. In 1962 history shifted, and with it the
techniques of exercising power and imagining identity.
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Independence with Interdependence, 1962–1965

We must take into account . . . the sequels of colonial domination. . . .
We must take into account the numerous implications of the Evian Ac-
cords. . . . This cooperation must not hinder the realization of our eco-
nomic and social imperatives.
Ahmed Ben Bella, 28 September 1962

What France and Algeria are beginning to do in common is an example
for the whole world.
Charles de Gaulle, 21 March 1962

The Evian Accords and Algeria’s subsequent independence marked a his-
toric discontinuity, dramatically ending France’s colonial domination and
imperial age. Nevertheless, there was also continuity, the perpetuation of
bilateral interdependence, as particularly illustrated by the first three years
of the postcolonial relationship. For France, the interdependence was pri-
marily political, as Algeria retained a crucial strategic importance, espe-
cially concerning Third World relations, complementing French foreign
policy pursuits of grandeur and independence. For Algeria, its inevitable
reliance upon France for its social and economic needs, as exemplified by
a prodigious cooperation program, restricted its assertion of sovereignty
and its revolutionary identity. Ahmed Ben Bella delicately balanced con-
frontation and cooperation with the ex-métropole when dealing with a
variety of crises that repeatedly threatened the new national government.
Algeria’s chronic instability magnified the already daunting existential
task of achieving definition and genuine deliverance and led to the coup of
19 June 1965.

De Gaulle’s Foreign Policy Principles

In the opening pages of his War Memoirs, Charles de Gaulle equated
France with greatness: “France cannot be France without grandeur.”1 De
Gaulle perceived France as possessing a natural genius, a unique élan that
necessitated a world role. In 1963 he proclaimed: “France, because she
can do so, because everything invites her to do so, because she is France,
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should conduct amidst the world a world power.”2 De Gaulle had an
intuitive, mystical attachment to the notion that he was a symbolic incar-
nation of France’s essentialism, and his powerful presence idealized a
uniquely French spirit.3

Under de Gaulle, foreign policy became an act of international didacti-
cism with France defining and regulating “the economic and diplomatic
process by which relations are to be conducted.”4 To set the example and
to attain the goal of greatness, there was this precondition, itself an objec-
tive: France had to be independent.5 De Gaulle desired freedom of action,
which meant no outside interference in the determination of French
policy.6 France had to be independent in order to help other nations ac-
quire or reinforce their own independence.7 Maurice Couve de Murville
reasoned that by being independent itself, France could “from then on
champion all independences.”8 By liberating itself from its colonial pre-
dicament, France ended its diplomatic dislocation caused by the Algerian
War.9 De Gaulle achieved his cherished opportunity to initiate a foreign
policy predicated on grandeur and independence.

Superpower bipolarization, however, threatened French international
objectives. The hegemonic pretensions of the Soviet Union and particu-
larly the United States’s political and military domination endangered
France’s “independence, her personality, her soul, and even her raison
d’être.”10 France could not belong to either hegemony. Détente with the
East emerged as a means to reinforce France’s freedom from the West (as
well as mapping a way of securing general peace). France advocated a
“concerted” European policy in which Europe would coordinate political
and economic policies and free itself from superpower dependence. De
Gaulle directed this initiative more at the Americans than the Soviets,
where the general hoped for a liberalization of Eastern Europe. The sym-
bolic affirmation of French leadership would be the development and de-
ployment of de Gaulle’s vaunted atomic deterrent weapon system, the
force de frappe, as the guarantor of European security.11

Gaullist foreign policy accepted political and ideological pluralism. It
easily identified itself with the nonaligned Third World and supported its
positions with the attractive offer of generous cooperation. Gaullism saw
an amplified need for a strong and independent France: the need to offer
the developing world a “third way,” an alternative to the superpowers, in
conducting foreign affairs. France could point the way as an exemplar
toward creating the conditions of world peace.12

Frequently, de Gaulle recollected past glories when there was no ques-
tioning France’s world power status. This was not political romance: it
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reflected his firm belief that France’s national essence had a substance of
grandeur and independence. This nature was eternal and should be reas-
serted throughout the world.13 De Gaulle respected history and perceived
the importance of understanding its changing realities. Stanley Hoffmann
explained: “His mystique is not a quest for anachronism, a vain nostalgia
for past greatness. . . . When he talks to the French about their greatness,
then and now, it is in order to get them to adapt to, and to act in, the world
as it is, not in order to keep them in a museum of past glories. It is flattery
for reform.”14 His essence (a Bergsonian élan vital), which he equated with
that of France, demanded that France’s natural grandeur be “renovated”
and “transformed,” and “wedded to its times.” His foreign policy aimed
to project a dynamic identity that “could claim to be both revolutionary
(opposed to big-power rule) and revisionist (possessed of a special right,
founded on nuclear weapons and traditional and legal precedents, to glo-
bal leadership and an elevated status among nations). It could be selfless
and self-interested without fear of logical inconsistency or political hypoc-
risy.”15 The policy of cooperation with the Third World and especially
Algeria was viewed as a vehicle to propel France’s global resurgence.

Cooperation as Essentialism

Not surprisingly, the new policy of cooperation stemmed from earlier dis-
courses and practices. It shared with colonialism “élans” including “the
same presumptions and vanities.”16 For example, perpetuated ideas like
the glory and greatness of France, coupled with the self-imposed duty to
spread the genius of its culture, affected colonial and postcolonial men-
talities and especially “official minds.”17 Henri Brunschwig’s analysis of
colonial policy distinguished economic “myths” from political and psy-
chological “realities” and concluded that the French regarded their impe-
rialism as an “ideal.” He wrote: “The pride of standing in the front rank
of nations which were shaping the world of the future, the delight in ruling
and the excitement of competing with foreign rivals: this is what gripped
the public imagination.”18 Compare those ideas with Stéphane Hessel’s
analysis of a poll published in 1967 surveying French attitudes toward
cooperation with the Third World. Its popularity (75 percent in favor) was
attributed in part to “the French fear, conscious or not, that their country
[was] becoming a second rate power” and that France was no longer pur-
suing its “universal, civilizing mission” or its “veritable grandeur.” Con-
sistent with the Orleanist commissions and Brunschwig’s interpretation,
postcolonial French public opinion considered cooperation “the means to
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assure for France, today and in the future, a respected place in the world
[and] to permit France to remain a great power politically, economically,
and culturally.”19

Charles F. Gallagher observed: “Co-operation seems to be becoming an
integral part of the French national personality of the 1960’s and of its
projection abroad—a new form of cultural universalism which has always
marked this country in the past.”20 Gallagher referred to the “complex
motivations” involved with postcolonial assistance programs, which in-
cluded a “vestigial chauvinism and a retained sense of imperial missions,
with territorial and physical sublimated into the cultural.”21 I. William
Zartman considered cooperation a “habitude,”22 while Alfred Grosser
viewed it as fundamentally an institutional, structural continuity. “This
explanation may appear to be little enlightening or logical,” Grosser
wrote, “but it appears to me to be the essential explanation behind the
continuing of aid both to Algeria and to Africa. . . . Things are in place, the
structures, the forms of financial aid, of technical assistance.”23

France flaunted cooperation as a means of reconciliation, and certainly
many coopérants viewed themselves as symbols of a changed mentality.
Stéphane Hessel, a leading theorist of cooperation, reflected:

Equating independence with cooperation for Algeria was a formi-
dable challenge for both partners and resulted in a major step for-
ward in French development thinking. Many of the experimental
procedures developed in sub-Saharan Africa had to be reshaped to
meet Algerian requirements. Thousands of young Frenchmen, al-
lowed to fulfill their military obligations as technical assistants over-
seas [beginning in 1963], acquired feeling for the problems and tasks
of the developing world during their year in Algeria.24

The French have portrayed themselves traditionally “as a people in
some sense exemplary for the rest of the world, that allowed them to
pretend to a certain intangible hegemony over less richly endowed coun-
tries.”25 Maurice Couve de Murville recognized a “missionary aspect”
present in cooperation “to teach, to spread, if not to preach, the language
and the culture of France.” France favored francophone states since a
French cultural presence gave the former métropole great advantages over
other nations when competing for interests.26 Couve de Murville de-
scribed cooperation as “the means to pursue the civilizing work and devel-
opment conducted by the colonial power.”27 Consider this updated es-
sentialist reflection by Charles Flotte, a French coopérant serving in
independent Algeria: “We shall have had the privilege in the course of our
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professional life to be able to assist a people to develop. We shall have
done it in the name of human equality and in the name of fraternity be-
tween peoples[,] and this will be our sole title of glory.”28 The civilizing
mission was recodified now as the rayonnement (a “radiant” diffusion of
influence) of France but was still fundamentally expressed in a deon-
tological discourse. When listing his first term’s accomplishments, de
Gaulle naturally included “cooperation replacing colonialism.”29

There was also a compensatory, expiatory dimension to cooperation. It
served as a “substitution” to “‘fill a void,’ and prevent a disastrous rup-
ture between the new states and the former colonizer.”30 Nicole Grimaud
perceived cooperation as palliating a “bad conscience,” fulfilling a “moral
obligation,” and “perpetuating a presence under a modern and generous
form, in harmony with the transformation of international relations.”
Finally, it was a means “to compensate the . . . painful loss of Algeria.”31

Robert Buron regretted how the OAS undercut Evian guarantees to the
dwindling European minority, but he also admired how cooperation cre-
ated a vital “new French presence” in Algeria.32

Algerians recognized the ideological contradictions inherent in coop-
eration, since it perpetuated that French presence and underscored the
“liberated” nation’s embarrassing postcolonial dependence upon the ex-
métropole. Yet it was also necessary. Abdelaziz Bouteflika, who served as
foreign minister under Presidents Ahmed Ben Bella and Houari Bou-
medienne, credited cooperation with expediting “a spectacularly rapid
decolonization.”33 Later he reflected that cooperation itself was difficult
to define. Nevertheless, he claimed that it prevented a “divorce” between
the two countries. From his perspective, cooperation suggested that “Al-
geria had the right to material, moral, and political reparations, and that
France was disposed to fulfill its obligations in these domains.”34 Accord-
ing to Redha Malek, cooperation was accepted because of enduring
“friendly ties . . . between the French and Algerian peoples” and, signifi-
cantly, a consequence of “French culture learned by Algeria’s genera-
tions.” To Malek, cooperation represented “all that France undertook
in participating in modern Algeria’s development.”35 During President
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s visit to Algeria in 1975, President Boumedienne
stated that cooperation was more than a “framework of formal and bilat-
eral accords,” it was an “ethic.”36

In an article in Révolution africaine, Mustapha Sehimi perceived the
essentialist nature of cooperation. It was ideologically compatible with
Christian morality and the humanitarian ideals of the Enlightenment. It
ensured the continuation of French strategic interests while projecting a
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new model for relations between developed and developing nations.
Above all, it underscored that “a French presence must be maintained.
Why? Because her presence is the best of any other.”37 Algerians under-
stood France’s political and cultural egoism and the reality that its pres-
ence in Algeria was transformed rather than terminated.

Raymond Aron wrote that during the imperial period the national
“dream was to transform the empire into an overseas France.”38 D. Bruce
Marshall described “the dream” as a French “colonial myth” which ide-
alized “a worldwide community of peoples bound together into a single
nation by common ties of economic and political interest, embodied in
republican governmental institutions, and sharing a common cultural
base.”39 The myth incorporated “the idea that France had a special mis-
sion to initiate the colonial peoples into the responsibilities of modern
political life.”40 The colonial myth may have been “decolonized,” but not
necessarily “demythified.” The establishment of the French Community
and the conclusion of a constellation of cooperation agreements with new
francophone states disclosed the perpetuation of essentialist principles
and the reformulation of the colonial myth. This also applied to Algeria.
When de Gaulle promoted the Constantine Plan he declared that “a vast
physical and spiritual transformation is under way in Algeria. France,
because it is her duty and because she alone is capable of doing it—France
is bringing about this transformation.”41 He equated Algerian “transfor-
mation” with French “renovation” as a great and independent world
power, and viewed cooperation with Algeria as a global model: “Interna-
tional life may be transformed by this, in the direction of our spirit, which
is that of liberty, of equality and fraternity. By adopting this vast and
generous plan, the French people are going to contribute, once more in
their history, to the enlightenment of the world.”42 To de Gaulle, it finally
became a question of adapting discourse and practice semantically and
syntactically in order to protect and promote French influence and inter-
ests. Cooperation with Algeria and other francophone states represented
a recalibrated instrument of power and a reformulated essentialism.

French Opposition to Cooperation

The great assistance Algeria would receive, and the liberal policy of global
cooperation pursued by France in the immediate postcolonial era, pro-
voked great controversy and threatened to become a serious political is-
sue. In a series of articles (1963–64) in the popular magazine Paris-Match,
editor-in-chief Raymond Cartier urged that the financial assistance ac-
corded to the Third World be invested instead within France, itself under-
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developed and needing aid. Cartier especially ridiculed French aid to Alge-
ria after nationalizations were not followed by indemnities.43 France’s
commitment of coopérants was inherently foolish, given the Algerian ob-
jective of Arabization.44 Cartier characterized the material investment and
achievement in the latter days of colonial Algeria as an “apotheosis of
folly.” He wrote: “It is impossible to speak of it without infuriation.”45 He
repeatedly criticized Algerian policy during the early postcolonial pe-
riod.46

The Jeanneney Report of June 1963 complemented Cartier’s funda-
mental criticisms. This unofficial report analyzed French aid policy and
recommended changes to make it more effective (e.g., less attention to the
franc zone).47 The commission faulted the administration of French aid
and proposed restructuring the system and exploring multilateral chan-
nels.48 While recognizing an intangible cultural (or essentialist) imperative
to accord aid, it saw the amplitude threatening France’s own economic
growth. The Jeanneney Report advised that aid be limited to a still impres-
sive 1.5 percent of the GNP.49

Naturally, the Jeanneney Report fueled the Gaullist opposition. Cartier
called those who drew it up ironistes for suggesting that there were “con-
tingent and long-term advantages” to French programs.50 Less satirical,
Guy de Carmoy cited Jeanneney Report evidence and concluded that “the
policy of cooperation has been more disadvantageous to the French
economy than to its principal industrial competitors, whose direct costs
are lower and who have neither indirect costs to contend with nor loss of
assets.”51 Yves Fuchs, a Marxist and former coopérant, maintained that
cooperation was a means of safeguarding “colonial links” and of securing
“a sphere of influence particularly in Africa.” He accused the Jeanneney
Report of “masking this imperialist power under the cover of certain
moral justifications.”52 Alfred Grosser agreed that “as the Jeanneney Re-
port implied, there are scarcely any economic arguments to justify our
form of technical assistance and aid.”53 He realized, however, that coop-
eration was popular even among anti-Gaullists, who diverged “more on
the means than on the purpose of cooperation, which is the presence of
France in the world.”54 Citing the numbers of engaged coopérants in Alge-
ria, Robert Buron simply stated: “The young are not ‘Cartiéristes’.”55

De Gaulle Responds

The Gaullists’ opposition attacked cooperation by using economic argu-
ments; de Gaulle defended on political grounds. During his 31 January
1964 press conference, he admitted that aid was “costly for us” and even
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cited statistics from the Jeanneney Report. Expressing, however, his poli-
tics of prestige, he declared: “There is not a single nation in the world that
dedicates to the progress of others a similar proportion of what it is doing
for its own.” De Gaulle asserted that “the importance of cooperation
relates less to figures and immediate results than to the advantages of a
general nature which it can ensure in the future for ourselves and our
partners.”56 These advantages were political, though de Gaulle had men-
tioned earlier that “the concessions granted us with regard to certain raw
materials, particularly a share of the Algerian oil, are not without value to
us.”57 As during the colonial period, economics played a secondary role in
French policy. De Gaulle viewed cooperation as a means of establishing
new multilateral political relationships within the new historical realities
and opportunities resulting from France’s liberation from the Algerian
War.

In general, French essentialism facilitated the remarkably smooth tran-
sition from colonialism to cooperation, especially under the stewardship
of de Gaulle. Its successful implementation in Algeria was crucial to
France’s own political, and moral, transformation from an imperialist to a
tiersmondiste (Third-Worldist) nation and to the credibility and legiti-
macy of the Fifth Republic. Edward Kolodziej summarized: “De Gaulle
could hardly let Algeria go. Vindication of his personal leadership and
France’s global mission significantly depended upon the success of the
postwar relations.”58 Thus a paradox arose: though freed from Algeria,
France still needed Algeria. There was another critical consideration, as
Alfred Grosser perceived: “The FLN assumed responsibility for the future
Algerian state. . . . It was in France’s best interest to see the leaders of the
FLN become the government of Algeria.”59

Ben Bella and the Revision of the Evian Accords

Though a tenet of Gaullist foreign policy was noninterference in the inter-
nal affairs of another country, France feared a “congolization” of Algeria
and consequently cooperated with the Political Bureau of Ahmed Ben
Bella during the tragic postindependence civil war. Arslan Humbaraci
contended that French intelligence informed Paris that the Political Bu-
reau was politically more viable. Thus, the French opened the Tunisian
border barricades for Houari Boumedienne’s external ALN as well as sup-
porting columns.60 Nicole Grimaud reported the “public rumor” that the
French government had “promised” Ben Bella that it would not interfere
as long as the Evian Accords were not contested. Louis Joxe told the
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Council of Ministers that neither elite faction contested Evian.61 By the
time Ben Bella assumed power, cooperation was substantially in place
because of agreements signed with the Algerian Provisional Executive.
Therefore, Evian stipulations were implemented despite the ideological
opposition to them enunciated by the Tripoli Program and particularly the
Political Bureau.

The new National Constituent Assembly met on 25 September 1962
and elected Ferhat Abbas its president. Ben Bella became premier the fol-
lowing day and the ambitious Boumedienne became defense minister. In
September 1963, Ben Bella was elected president after the first constitu-
tion had been approved. From the beginning, the strength of the political
bond between Ben Bella and Boumedienne (and what was left of the politi-
cally active nationalist elite) lay in their opposition to the Evian Accords
and France.

The Evian Accords Challenged

Before Canadian television in October 1962, Ben Bella announced that
“the Evian Accords constituted a compromise in certain regards incom-
patible with the socialist perspectives of Algeria.”62 On 8 November 1962,
the Algerian leader criticized their “stranglehold on our development”
and declared that “they had to be adapted to reality.”63 Then on 20 March
1963, ten days after a French nuclear test in the Sahara, Ben Bella called
for the revision of the Accords. To Ben Bella, the Accords represented a
political solution to a political problem, and should be followed more in
spirit than by the letter.64 Jean de Broglie, secretary of state for Algerian
affairs, retorted: “Adaptation does not mean revision. It is not in question
to open negotiations . . . to review the Evian Accords and to replace them
by others.”65 Nevertheless, both sides understood that historical condi-
tions had changed dramatically since March 1962.

There was no longer a sizable European minority, as a result of the
traumatic events after Evian, especially the OAS scorched-earth campaign
of terror. The anarchic settler departure vitiated the meticulous articles
designed to protect the pieds-noirs. Though Evian declared a general am-
nesty and prohibited acts of revenge, there were thousands of European
and especially harki casualties (including “disappearances”). The Alge-
rian government curtailed the remaining European community’s civil, eco-
nomic, and political “guarantees.”66 Concurrently, the principle of “free-
dom of movement” between Algeria and France was limited—notably by
the emigrant labor accord of April 1964—and capital transfers were fro-
zen.
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Political, social, economic, and ideological pressures, such as the im-
perative to apply the Tripoli Program’s principles, prodded the Ben Bella
government. Nationalization became an attractive alternative and earned
popular support. The tobacco industry and the media were soon under the
control of the government. The dramatic decision to expropriate vacated
settler land and property was a risk, but it was one Ben Bella was com-
pelled to take.

Autogestion and the Decrees

During the Revolution the FLN projected agrarian reform as an immedi-
ate objective of an independent Algeria. It was a plank of the Soummam
Platform (1956) and eventually stipulated within the Evian Accords.67

French negotiators had perceived the inevitability of the continuation of
reform (possibly radical reform) in that sector and wanted Paris’s partici-
pation in order to protect the remaining colons. Nevertheless, settler flight
left pied-noir property and particularly colon farms vacant. Fellahin spon-
taneously moved in and began to manage farms and factories them-
selves.68 This process evolved into a remarkable form of socialism, resem-
bling the Yugoslav system, called autogestion (self-management). Ben
Bella characterized autogestion as the “most precious achievement of the
Revolution.”69 An official publication regarded the spontaneity of auto-
gestion as “the result of a natural collectivist mentality” and “the original
Algerian way toward socialism.”70 Ben Bella told Robert Merle: “He who
attacks autogestion . . . violates the elementary rights of the masses, hood-
winks and betrays them, and stabs them in the back.”71 Nevertheless,
autogestion needed direction. Furthermore, the emergence of privileged
self-managed socialist farms contrasting with undercapitalized private
plots recast the prejudicial modern/traditional colonial duality within the
sector.

Richard Brace asked Ben Bella “what his most important and first work
inside Algeria would be.” Ben Bella answered, “Agricultural reform.”72

During his reflections with Robert Merle, Ben Bella later described the
paradox of dependence in spite of independence as it related to this sector:
“As long as Algerian soil was still in the hands of the big landowners,
whether French or Algerian, the words ‘Independence’ and ‘Revolution’
made no sense, and the Tripoli programme remained a dead letter.”73 A
joint commission established in the fall of 1962 aimed to resolve antici-
pated indemnification problems in the first sector. Concurrently, the Alge-
rian government expected French agricultural assistance, especially in the
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development of trained cadres.74 Continuing upheavals in this sector,
however, ended the discussions.

A series of decrees beginning in October 1962 instituted the legal
framework for the autogestion system and finally led to the nationaliza-
tion of all European property in October 1963.75 The five thousand farms
nationalized were considered as reparations for the eight thousand Alge-
rian villages destroyed during the War.76 According to Algeria’s interpreta-
tion of the Evian Accords, France was responsible for indemnification.

Paris Reacts

These decrees represented a unilateral Algerian repudiation of Evian guar-
antees, but they also allowed France to loosen its interpretation of the
Accords on other points. Conforming to Evian stipulations, the French
planned to participate in Algerian agricultural reform, e.g., through con-
versations in Paris in late January 1963, which also provided an opportu-
nity to protect and possibly preserve the remaining colons’ property. After
the March Decrees, which defined and dealt with vacated property to
expedite expropriation, a communiqué issued by Jean de Broglie conveyed
France’s irritation over Algerian actions; however, it also signaled a liberal
French interpretation of the Evian Accords. While recognizing Algeria’s
political, social, and economic problems, France stated that its objective
was “to aid Algeria to overcome these difficulties,” asserting that “coop-
eration . . . is the basis of the Evian Accords.”77 The Europeans in Algeria
were no longer as decisively important as a year earlier.

France conceded Algeria’s right of nationalization but condemned the
lack of proper indemnification.78 Though official French reaction was re-
markably mild, public outrage pressured de Gaulle’s government. Paris
informed Algiers that financial aid would be cut slightly to indemnify
some of the colons affected by the agricultural nationalizations. Though
this was a French violation of the Evian Accords, de Broglie attempted to
mollify the Algerian government by assuring them of early French with-
drawal from military bases.79 The October 1963 nationalizations removed
the possibility of an immediate French commitment toward Algerian
agrarian reform.80 While Algerian unilateral initiatives angered French
policymakers, generous financial, commercial, technical, and cultural co-
operation continued. France’s strategic political and economic interests
and investments necessitated continuing a positive relationship despite
repeated humiliations. De Gaulle said: “Fundamentally, now that almost
all the pieds-noirs have left, it’s only petroleum and the [atomic] tests that
count.”81



58  |  France and Algeria: A History of Transformation

Edward Kolodziej contended that President de Gaulle understood and
even respected the Algerian government’s refusal to recognize Evian safe-
guards. There was a Gaullist sympathy for “the Algerian claim that it had
a sovereign right to deal with its nationals as it wished and that treaty
obligations were subject to reinterpretation when they conflicted with
state interests. De Gaulle was to display the same logic for entirely differ-
ent purposes in his unilateral revision of French commitments within
NATO in 1966.”82 De Broglie admitted that “adjustments [to the Ac-
cords] are conceivable,” though he added ambiguously that “they do not
denature at all the previous commitments.”83

A Privileged Cooperation

Cooperation can be defined as the totality of relations between France and
a developing nation. What made cooperation with Algeria so important
was Paris’s perception of its strategic geopolitical position. Poised between
the Arab and African worlds, Algeria also enjoyed popularity and prestige
among the developing nations. A privileged relationship with Algeria
would open that “narrow door,” as articulated by Jean de Broglie, extend-
ing a penitent France’s influence into the Third World.84 Generous aid
through a variety of programs asserted France’s “third way” and pro-
moted Paris’s image of independence from the superpowers. Another con-
sideration was that vast aid to Algeria prevented a humiliating Cuba-like
situation in North Africa, since there was already the Guinean embarrass-
ment.85 Finally, it was in the Algerian Sahara that France first tested the
force de frappe, the paramount symbol of grandeur and independence.

Algeria’s economic potential excited France, especially as it comple-
mented French political and foreign policy objectives.86 The Evian Ac-
cords reaffirmed the organic economic relationship, safeguarded major
colonial development enterprises, and ensured French participation and
predominance in Algeria’s development. Underscoring Algeria’s strategic
importance, Paris inaugurated a special secretariat of state for Algerian
affairs immediately after independence. Attached to the prime minister’s
office, the secretary of state was responsible for all aspects of cooperation.
Louis Joxe was secretary from July 1962 to January 1963, followed by
Jean de Broglie, who viewed the “cooperation that links the two countries
[as] an example in the relations of a country with a liberal economy with
one that has opted socialist, an industrial country with an underdeveloped
one, a former métropole with an emancipated country; it constitutes a
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pilot experience in which its success will contribute at the same time to the
peace of the world and to the prestige of the power that conceived it.”87

Paris viewed cooperation as the vehicle to propel France’s global resur-
gence; it was in France’s definite interest to see Algeria succeed.

Ben Bella’s government inaugurated an Algerian position that was both
pragmatic and principled. Though the superpowers expressed an interest
in the new state, their real support was minimal compared with what
France could offer.88 Yet the Tripoli Program saw cooperation as neocolo-
nialism, seemingly incompatible with the socialist option—a “conversion,
by which neocolonialism tries to substitute itself for classic colonialism.”89

This view was reinforced two years later in the Algiers Charter of April
1964, the product of an FLN congress and another illustration of Algeria’s
existential praxis.90 The charter legitimized the FLN as “the avant-garde
of the Algerian people” and their “moteur principal,” emphasized the
socialist option, and perceived Algeria as enduring a “period of transi-
tion” from capitalism to socialism. Evian was a “compromise peace”
which needed to be “rearranged to Algeria’s national interest.” Still, until
Algeria could fend for itself, dependence on the willing ex-métropole was
inevitable and in many ways even desirable, though it also meant that
Algiers risked embarrassment.

Military Cooperation

On the first anniversary of the Evian Accords, France symbolically chal-
lenged Algerian sovereignty by detonating a nuclear device in the Sahara.
Ben Bella vociferously demanded the end of nuclear testing and the revi-
sion of military clauses of the Accords. While acknowledging France’s
right to test, Ben Bella asserted that the “veritable spirit” of cooperation
rested with the stipulated phrases of “mutual respect” and “reciprocity of
benefit and interest.”91 The timing of the settler expropriation decrees
later in the month probably reflected Algeria’s disapproval of France’s
military presence.92

In order to improve relations, de Gaulle’s government accommodated
Ben Bella’s most desired objective, a revision of the Evian Accords’ mili-
tary clauses. By an agreement of 2 May 1963, the French promised to
accelerate the evacuation of French troops. According to David and Ma-
rina Ottaway, Algeria “backed down over the issue of French bases in
order to safeguard cooperation.”93 Troop withdrawals, other than those
at leased bases, were implemented about eight months ahead of schedule;
they left by June 1964. This pleased Ben Bella since it presented “a new
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dimension” promoting “a fruitful and stable cooperation.”94 When
France completed its atomic testing sites in the South Pacific, it vacated its
Saharan bases in 1965.

Financial Cooperation

The Evian Accords stipulated the continuation of massive French financial
assistance toward Algerian development. An accord concluded on 26 June
1963 provided an annual aid package of FF 800 million, divided between
aide libre (free aid) and aide liée (linked, or tied, aid). Free aid was trans-
ferred to the development fund of the Algerian treasury called the Caisse
Algérienne de Développement (CAD). This aid could be allocated as Alge-
ria wished. Linked aid—made, like free aid, in the form of grants—was
directed toward realizing the projects of the Constantine Plan. This aid
was allotted by the perpetuated Caisse d’Equipement pour le Dévelop-
pement de l’Algérie (CEDA).95 French loans at this time were long-term—
more than ten years, with one-third exceeding twenty years—at interest
rates of only 1 to 3 percent.96 France permitted “treasury advances,”
which funneled francs to Algeria in order to stabilize the deteriorating
financial situation. Until 12 November 1962, the French and Algerian
treasuries remained integrated, with Algiers receiving unlimited drawing
rights. A debt estimated at one billion francs was accumulated.97

Financial cooperation provided, on the one hand, stark evidence of
Algeria’s dependence upon France. From the Algerian perspective, the
Evian financial aid package protected French interests and inhibited the
exercise of the “socialist option.” Révolution africaine reported that 45
percent of linked aid allocations “without Algerian control directly prof-
ited French enterprises.” Another 28 percent continued the financing of
Constantine Plan projects that “presented enormous inconveniences and
involved serious constraints for Algeria.” New enterprises to be realized
with French capital received the remaining 27 percent of linked aid.
Algiers viewed free aid, the other half of the financial aid program, as
insufficient “reparations.” This dependence hampered diversification.98

On the other hand, the aid package staved off not only financial failure
but also political bankruptcy. French generosity permitted Algeria to pur-
sue a highly visible and ideological foreign policy in spite of embarrassing
financial contradictions. Transfers did protect the investments of the
Fourth and Fifth Republics, but Algerian economic planners fundamen-
tally endorsed the French direction of development long after this “period
of organization” (the phrase used by Algerian minister of national
economy Bachir Boumaza).
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In spite of France’s qualified help, Algeria’s loss of settler cadres and
capital—often called the “hemorrhage” of the Algerian economy—meant
a decrease in the tax base and, with it, purchasing power and financial
freedom. This necessitated the development of national financial institu-
tions.99 Algeria took its first steps toward financial liberation with the
introduction of the Algerian dinar (DA) in 1963. The creation of a cur-
rency disclosed Algeria’s intention to leave the franc zone and assert its
independent monetary and economic identity.100

Commercial Cooperation

The Evian Accords’ promise of privileged commercial relations implied
that France would maintain its domination and offer opportunities to the
patronat. This was achieved by several commercial accords (30 November
1963, 18 December 1964). Paris recognized, however, Algiers’s imperative
to secure the French market for Algerian wine, the most crucial export of
the new nation’s fledgling economy, even if this meant angering French
producers in the Midi. On 18 January 1964 the two countries concluded
a commercial agreement that preset, for the period 1964–68, French im-
portation at 33.8 million hectoliters of Algerian wine.

Algeria’s situation with regard to commercial cooperation mirrored the
financial predicament, since its commercial network remained integrated
with France’s. During the colonial period, Algeria’s extroverted agricul-
tural economy complemented the métropole’s, making it dependent upon
French markets. Efforts to make Algeria more self-reliant through elev-
enth-hour development programs were ineffective and actually tightened
dependence. Bachir Boumaza, Ben Bella’s powerful economic minister,
simply stated the obvious when he said that “the Algerian economy is
dependent upon the French economy.”101 However, in the short term, both

Table 3.1. French Aid, 1963–1965 (in millions of French francs)

1963 1964 1965

Public aid
Grants and loans 612 462 218
Cultural/technical cooperation 160 186 204
Economic/financial support 425 266 253

Subtotal 1,197 914 675
Private aid 927 862 599
Total 2,124 1,776 1,274

Source: MTM, no. 1625 (1976): 3653, citing OECD statistics.
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sides continued to need exclusive accessibility to their established markets.
The commercial treaty concluded in June 1963 satisfied these Evian sti-
pulations. Anxious to protect its infant industries and manufacturing,
Algeria delineated customs zones in October, with France receiving pre-
ferential status, but the application of commercial restrictions to African
francophone countries and the introduction of the dinar effectively re-
moved Algeria from the franc zone.

By imposing some exchange controls, Algeria took substantial steps
toward commercial liberation. The Algerian government had already en-
deavored to control agricultural marketing with its Office National de
Commercialisation (ONACO) in December 1962, but with limited suc-
cess.102 Though Algeria considered the legacy of viticulture an “agricul-
tural crime,” the demand for a long-term French commitment was seem-
ingly fulfilled with the January 1964 accord. It promised to preserve an
export market while assisting state planning by the anticipated revenues.
Boumaza rationalized that wine exportation was beneficial to France
since the monies received led to orders for French equipment (and also
toward remunerating nationalized settler growers).103

Nevertheless, there was a need for diversification. In 1964, France re-
ceived 73 percent of Algeria’s exports, while 70 percent of Algeria’s total
imports arrived from France.104 With France increasingly importing hy-
drocarbons and Algeria still relying on a wide array of French commodi-
ties and durable goods, trade in the short term remained interdependent
and remarkably balanced.

Cultural and Technical Cooperation

The multiple dislocations at independence necessitated the commitment
of thousands of French coopérants (specialists and teachers) to Algeria.
Cultural coopérants assumed academic positions ranging from primary to
university levels; technical coopérants applied their expertise, especially in
formation (training), in every sector.105 The official “primary objective”

Table 3.2. French Trade with Algeria, 1962–1965 (in millions of French francs)

1962 1963 1964 1965

French exports 2,758.8 2,736.9 2,444.6 2,525.8
French imports 2,442.7 2,816.8 3,011.3 2,811.5
Balance 316.1 -79.9 -566.7 -285.7

Source: EIU, QER (Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia).
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was “the maintenance of essential services.” By the spring of 1963, “es-
sential results were obtained.”106 This was the brief period of “substitu-
tion.” A particularly significant protocol toward providing coopérants
was signed on 23 October 1963 to permit the recruitment of coopérants
militaires or the Volontaires de Service National Actif (VSNA).107 The
VSNA opted to serve their military obligation in the service of coopera-
tion. There were approximately 25,000 French cultural and technical spe-
cialists in Algeria in 1962. This figure dropped to about 12,000 in 1965.108

During the autumn of 1964, French and Algerian authorities defined a
new direction for cultural and technical cooperation. First, Algerian cad-
res would be developed to ensure “Algerianization” of all sectors; educa-
tion and technical training would become priorities. Second, recruitment
and retention of coopérants would be actively pursued. Third, there
would be evolution from direct assistance, in which coopérants actually
assumed the vacant positions, to an indirect role in which coopérants
would act as counselors/consultants to the newly formed Algerian cadres.
Finally, cooperation would be applied to selected sectors according to
their needs.109

Cultural and technical cooperation involved a deeper, existential ques-
tion concerning language. As in other sectors, there would be a paradox.
The Ben Bella government quickly posited Arabization as a way to (re)dis-
cover an Algerian identity, but it also perceived French as crucial for ac-
quiring modern technology. The elite itself was francophone. Ben Bella
recalled a speech before the Arab League in 1953 where his audience
cringed at his speaking French.110 As president, he said that it was difficult
to express himself in Arabic but that Algerians “feel Arab from the bottom
of our hearts.”111

While the French linguistic presence in Algeria could be understood, in
light of cultural chauvinism and the “foreign” status accorded Arabic
during the colonial era, the continued use of French reflected the perpetu-
ation of a postcolonial “psychoexistential” or “psycho-cultural” prob-
lem.112 Cultural coopérants were surprised to see their students’ preference
for French literature over Algerian.113 The Jeanneney Report viewed the
French language as “a mode of expression and a method of thought.”114

This discursive “method of thought” threatened the assertion of an au-
thentic Algerian identity. Marie-Odile Bouveresse affirmed correctly in
her dissertation that “in effect, language like culture cannot be neutral.”115

Ben Bella understood that “when the colonial learns a foreign language,
he more or less adopts the mental attitudes which that language inter-
prets.”116
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The government initiated the Arabization of the primary schools, but
there were inherent problems in this linguistic policy. Arabic is a complex
language where words’ meanings are often determined through
velarizings, syllabic emphases, and glottal stops. While “classical” Arabic
is widespread in the Mashriq, Berber languages and French have influ-
enced the Maghrib. Therefore, Arabization itself was in certain ways an
introduction or imposition of a foreign language and created further lin-
guistic confusion. For example, the language in the media is primarily
“classicist,” contrasting markedly with dialectical spoken Arabic. More-
over, Kabyles evinced a distinct preference for their own Berber languages
rather than Arabic. They also had a particular penchant for French, owing
in part to colonial policy that promoted cultural divisions by favoring the
Berbers. In 1963 Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi called for a “rapprochement”
between classical Arabic and the Maghribi dialect.117 Indeed, there needed
to be one between Arabic and French.118 The arrival of Arabic teachers
from Egypt and other countries would be portentous, as many of the in-
structors were influenced by a variety of Islamist political movements.

Ben Bella recognized an existential aspect to the linguistic dilemma,
“the deep disquiet” of Algerians “when they try to give expression to their
ideas in French, while at the same time they ‘feel’ in Arabic.” Yet he real-
ized that “it would certainly be folly to declare war on the French language
in the name of ill-conceived nationalism, because it provides a most neces-
sary bridge between the Algerian intelligentsia and Western expert knowl-
edge,” and he appreciated “the breadth of mind which the French lan-
guage has given us,” even while appealing to Algerians to “recover”
Arabic.119 Though Ben Bella gratefully credited coopérants for maintain-
ing education in Algeria during the immediate postcolonial period,120 tech-
nical and cultural cooperation displayed all the paradoxes of the bilateral
relationship. Algerian identity, as posited by the FLN, would be both as-
sisted and negated by it; cooperation was both collaboration and contra-
diction, benefit and betrayal.

Emigrant Labor

During the postcolonial period, the emigrant workers’ presence in France
was not only a painful legacy of French colonialism but also a conse-
quence of the ironically convergent interests of French capitalism and Al-
gerian socialism.121 With France’s economy still expanding in the 1960s,
there was a continued demand for cheap unskilled labor. Algerian workers
met this demand but were often victims of discrimination and violent
assaults. Algerian governments officially aspired to “reinsertion” of the
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emigrant population, but the economic choices made during the
postcolonial period perpetuated their exile. The paramount example was
the decision to develop an ultramodern industrial sector that was not la-
bor-intensive. Through it all, the workers have endured. As Malek
Haddad wrote of these “orphans of the mère-patrie” in La Dernière im-
pression, “there is something heroic in their presence.”122

France benefited in many ways from the Algerian emigrant workers’
presence. Though the money sent back to family in Algeria was a debit to
the French balance of payments, the financial transfers provided an anti-
inflationary service too. Algerians also contributed to French social se-
curity programs. The workers’ remittances were invaluable across the
Mediterranean. Germaine Tillion related during decolonization that the
workers “support, directly or indirectly, a third of the rural Moslem popu-
lation in Algeria.”123 Michel Massenet believed at independence that their
monies directly enabled 1.25 million Algerians to subsist. Other econo-
mists claim that the number was as high as 2 million. In certain areas of the
Constantinois and Kabylia, 80 percent of the population’s revenues came
from these workers.124

In 1962 the Evian Accords had reaffirmed the principle of “freedom
of movement” between the countries.125 But the escalating arrival of
Algerians seeking security and employment, concurrent with the pied-noir
exode, indicated the need for regulation.126 An accord on 10 April 1964
tied workers’ access to the passing of a French-monitored medical exami-
nation but also, more important, to job availability in France (reviewed
trimestrially). France agreed to provide vocational training. A joint com-
mission was supposed to supervise the accord, under which about twelve
thousand emigrants could enter France each year, but many Algerians
entered illegally or remained as “false tourists”—a practice that had
prompted the 1964 accord in the first place. Mark J. Miller contended that
Algerian compliance with French quota demands “probably contributed
to the downfall of the Ben Bella government.”127

Hydrocarbons

The most important economic correlative of Gaullist foreign policy objec-
tives was to protect the concessions of the French petroleum companies
whose discoveries and subsequent production freed France from an em-
barrassing overdependence on Anglo-American hydrocarbon purchases.
The Evian Accords secured French interests by assuring (1) the perpetua-
tion of the Code Pétrolier (with its eleventh-hour modifications giving the
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companies full freedom in their transfer flows while preserving their prop-
erty rights and their preferential treatment in concession granting) and (2)
the promotion of the use of French francs in all hydrocarbon financial
matters, to fortify the international value of that currency. The franc
pétrole became another important political symbol. French companies,
with their position entrenched, continued to expand production.128 The
Organisme Technique pour la Mise en Valeur du Sahara also disbursed
official aid for energy exploration and exploitation. The French govern-
ment forced importers to buy Saharan crude at an elevated price ($2.30/
barrel) which increased the companies’ profit, rate of amortization, and
monies available for investment in the Sahara or other international areas.
Paris’s de facto control of the Saharan fields improved France’s overall
balance of payments, enhanced its competitive position, provided eco-
nomic security, promoted modernization, and above all projected gran-
deur and independence.

The significance of the hydrocarbons (oil and natural gas) sector tran-
scended economic matters of prices, metric tons, and cubic volumes; this
sector’s strategic implications often dictated the political temper and di-
rection of French-Algerian relations.129 It provided occasions for conflict
as well as opportunities for cooperation. In spite of both countries’ efforts
to isolate this sector, the whole complex network of bilateral relations
often hinged upon the hydrocarbons situation. Finally, the evolution of
the hydrocarbons relationship had a multifaceted effect on France’s and
Algeria’s assertions of their postcolonial national identities.

Algeria’s existential perspective and discourse demanded liberation
from the legacies of colonialism, which were best exemplified by the bla-
tant neocolonial presence of French hydrocarbon concessions. The French
position constrained Algeria’s ambitious development plans and contra-

Table 3.3. Algerian Petroleum and Natural Gas Production, 1962–1965

1962 1963 1964 1965

Petroleum* 20,452 23,568 26,670 26,365
Natural gas** 809 1,839

*Petroleum production measured in thousands of metric tons.
**Natural gas production measured in millions of cubic meters. Its production was not
begun until 1964.

Source: Gérard Destanne de Bernis, “L’Economie algérienne depuis l’indépendance,” in
CRESM, Les Economies maghrébines, 15.
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dicted its revolutionary discourse and political image. Algeria’s response
to the French Saharan hydrocarbons establishment complemented its
policy of economic independence, which aimed at the national recovery of
all natural resources.

The FLN’s Position during the War

Dating from its War of Liberation, the FLN displayed economic realism
when referring to the hydrocarbons sector. The Algerian nationalists un-
derstood that Saharan hydrocarbon wealth could be exploited only with
international capital’s assistance. Nevertheless, the FLN regarded all con-
tracts signed between France and the companies prospecting and produc-
ing in the Sahara as having a “provisional character.”130 Though eventual
nationalization was intimated during the War, there was no outright dec-
laration of that intention. By choice and necessity, the FLN had to defer all
economic and social questions until the realization of political indepen-
dence.

The FLN’s immediate concern during the War was how the Saharan
natural gas and particularly petroleum discoveries of 1954–56 would af-
fect France’s determination to keep Algeria in its colonial status. The FLN
recognized that the Sahara had “very great psychological value” for
France.131 The French-controlled fields seeped not only oil and natural gas
but also prestige. For the French companies, it was a first great find which
could be flaunted before the fabulously successful Anglo-American Car-
tel.132 Therefore, French hydrocarbons assets had both tangible and espe-
cially intangible aspects. After assuming power in 1958, de Gaulle per-
ceived that France’s position as a major oil and natural gas producer
correlated with essentialist ideas of grandeur and independence, and he
promoted an ambitious hydrocarbons policy that could advance French
foreign policy objectives.

Algeria’s Hydrocarbons Policy

The extensive French privileges acquired through the Evian Accords and
subsequent agreements in August 1962 and June 1963 were challenged by
the elaboration and evolution of an Algerian hydrocarbons policy. The
Tripoli Program proclaimed Algeria’s long-term objective in June 1962 as
the “nationalization of mineral and energy riches.”133 But in the hydrocar-
bons sector as elsewhere, principled pragmatism dictated immediate
policy. Algeria welcomed the importation of capital and cadres as long as
it could increase its participation in production and profit. Yet the “Algeri-
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anization” goal of the Algiers Charter of April 1964 called for the training
of national technicians.134 In spite of its willingness to cooperate with con-
cessionaires, the Algerian government was also willing to have conflict.

In October 1963, Algiers demanded that the companies reinvest their
receipts within Algeria in order to stimulate development. The companies
resisted, since this demand repudiated their rights under the Code
Pétrolier. Algerian diplomatic determination forced their reconsideration,
however, and in July 1964 the companies agreed to retain 50 percent of
their receipts in Algeria.135 The Algerian government also criticized the
companies’ declining commitment to exploration. Though there were reg-
istered strikes in 1963, in 1964 there were no major discoveries. The num-
ber of geophysical surveys and exploratory drillings dropped. Algeria con-
ducted its first independent study in 1965.136 Compounding Algeria’s
dissatisfaction over the companies’ transfers and explorations was its mi-
nority capital participation in the sector. With the expanding volume of
petroleum production, however, the Algerian government seized an op-
portunity to “capitalize.”

The lack of a third pipeline prevented the expansion of Saharan pro-
duction and commercialization. With the Code Pétrolier protecting their
right of free transport, the companies organized a consortium to construct
a new trunkline. The companies presumed automatic Algerian consent,
since another pipeline would increase revenues. Astounding the compa-
nies, the Algerian government demanded a share of the pipeline’s capital.
The companies initially refused, invoking their legal rights. Nevertheless,
the prospect of delayed construction or Algiers’s refusal of new titles led to
the consortium’s offer of a fragmented participation with an assured divi-
dend.137

Algeria’s reaction was extraordinary for its time. On 31 December
1963, Algiers inaugurated a national enterprise called SONATRACH
(Société Nationale pour la Recherche, la Production, le Transport, la
Transformation et la Commercialisation des Hydrocarbures) to manage
the pipeline’s construction. Then in January 1964 the Algerian govern-
ment announced that it would build the pipeline without the companies’
participation. This marked the first time that a major oil-producing nation
had taken such an initiative, and it complemented Algeria’s progressive, if
not revolutionary, image.

In September 1964, President Ahmed Ben Bella articulated Algeria’s
hydrocarbons policy.138 First, Algeria was not content merely to collect
royalties but wanted to play a more active role and participate in all as-
pects of production “from the wellheads to the gasoline pumps.” Second,
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in exercising its legitimate sovereign rights in the Sahara, Algeria wanted
the exploiting companies to understand that their operations must benefit
Algeria’s development as well as their own. A modus vivendi was desir-
able, for the moment, in order to preclude nationalization. Third, Algeria
wanted all hydrocarbons questions discussed at the state-to-state level
because of their national and international importance. Ben Bella’s
speeches on these matters can be viewed less as a definition than as a
recapitulation of a policy in progress.139

Paris by now had perceived that conflicts between Algiers and the com-
panies were inevitable, given the Algerian socialist option. After the Alge-
rian government asked in October and November 1963 for state-level
negotiations to redefine hydrocarbons relations, the French government
agreed in December to open full negotiations and to represent the interests
of the French companies.140 The ensuing talks were cordial but tedious.

The Quai d’Orsay gave its economics chief, Olivier Wormser, consider-
able latitude. By early 1965, France had a negotiating advantage. An inno-
vative Iranian contract, achieved despite determined Cartel competition,
ensured a diversification of sources. In addition, French oil companies
were very active in two promising regions, the North Sea and Nigeria. A
French firm struck natural gas in the Netherlands, and a hydrocarbons
agreement with the Soviet Union gave France another source of energy.

Meanwhile, Algeria’s momentum had slowed, as efforts to attract for-
eign capital failed. An imaginative agreement with Italy’s Ente Nazionale
Idrocarburi (ENI) had stagnated. And the British, despite investing in the
third pipeline, generally evinced a diminished interest in Algerian hydro-
carbons that would last until the 1990s. The imminent end of French
financial aid provided under the Evian Accords also pressured Algeria. By
June 1965, the framework of a remarkable accord began to take definite
shape.

The De Gaulle–Ben Bella Summit

In order to shore up relations, especially after the nuclear testing contro-
versies and the agricultural nationalizations, de Gaulle secretly invited Ben
Bella to Paris. On 13 March 1964, at the Elysée Palace, they discussed the
bilateral relationship as well as world affairs privately and then with For-
eign Minister Bouteflika, Ambassador Gorse, and Secretary of State de
Broglie. The summit lasted from 3:30 to 5:00 p.m. Recounting the meeting
to Alain Peyrefitte, de Gaulle said he found it ironic how Ben Bella had
wanted the pieds-noirs to leave carrying their suitcases but now welcomed
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the arrival of coopérants with their luggage. He also strongly expressed to
Ben Bella his concern about the flow of emigrant workers to France.141 The
French communiqué stated that the two presidents “indicated their com-
mon wish to maintain and to develop, in the interest of both countries, the
policy of cooperation.”142 Algiers’s Le Peuple reported that the presidents
discussed the bilateral relationship and considered “large perspectives
founded on our reciprocal interests.”143 After returning to Algiers, Ben
Bella described his meeting as “fruitful and positive. I was able to have
very open and very frank conversations with President de Gaulle. . . . The
exchanges of views that we had . . . will also permit our countries to play
a positive role . . . above all to consolidate the links between newly inde-
pendent countries.”144 Ben Bella and de Gaulle perceived that their politi-
cal objectives were closely linked to the bilateral relationship.

The two men shared certain personal characteristics. They were ro-
mantic politicians and egotists who attempted to personify their states and
to pursue international prestige. According to Ben Bella, both presidents
spoke during the summit of their ambition to lead strong, dynamic na-
tions.145 After the visit de Gaulle commented, “I have the impression that
this man wishes us no harm.”146 Why should he? Ben Bella was a bit like
himself, as would be his successor, Houari Boumedienne. This would be
the last visit of an Algerian president to France until Chadli Benjedid’s
state visit in November 1983.

Ben Bella’s Balancing Act

Ben Bella delicately and astutely balanced conflict with cooperation. After
the Algerian government confiscated the wealthy pied-noir Henri Bor-
geaud’s vast properties in March 1963, Ben Bella declared on 3 April: “We
want no more Borgeauds in this country. Out with him, and good rid-
dance. . . . If that’s contrary to the Evian Accords, I don’t care two
hoots.”147 A month later, when he personified the image of revolutionary
Algeria at the May 1963 Organization of African Unity meeting at Addis
Ababa, he praised France’s cooperation.148 In June, before the Algerian
National Assembly, Ben Bella presented cooperation as a model for rela-
tions between developed and developing nations, and said it “enlarges . . .
our present possibilities.”149 A year later, Algiers hosted a denuclearization
conference—but cautioned all participants not to criticize France.150

Algiers’s reliance and dependence upon cooperation led to other con-
tradictory political behavior. Though Algiers projected itself as the capital
of revolutionary Africa and a bastion against imperialism, it was remark-



Independence with Interdependence, 1962–1965  |  71

ably reserved, on the one hand, when de Gaulle dispatched “paras” to
Gabon to reinstate Léon Mba in February 1964.151 On the other hand,
secure in its French financial cooperation agreements, Algiers could afford
to affirm Arab solidarity by breaking relations with the Federal Republic
of Germany after Bonn recognized Israel, even if this risked an important
source of foreign aid.152 Ben Bella’s close ties with Moscow (which be-
stowed the Lenin Peace Prize upon him), the People’s Republic of China,
Cuba, Egypt, and even initially the United States were also strategic par-
ries against Paris’s advances. Algiers demonstrated its radical political
potential while enduring its contradictory but necessary neocolonial link
to France.

Economically, Algerian planners generally pursued French develop-
ment plans protected by the Evian Accords. The Algerian difficulties with
the Accords were fundamentally political, such as questions of sover-
eignty, rather than economic. As noted, the FLN had not blueprinted a
national economy, its chief error according to some observers. Apart from
autogestion and the nationalization of settler property, Algeria’s develop-
ment policy under Ben Bella was “in effect a continuation of the French
effort.”153 This was determined, too, by the arrangement of financial aid
programs provided by France. French projects like the Annaba (Bône)
steel complex and the Algiers refinery were continued. Nevertheless, it
was Ben Bella’s government that founded SONATRACH, the national
enterprise that would champion sovereignty by confronting the French
and foreign hydrocarbon concessions in the Sahara.

In three years of personal rule, Ben Bella constantly confronted internal
political opposition: vestigial Messalist factions, remnants of the Algerian
Communist Party, Ait Ahmed’s insurrectionary Front des Forces Social-
istes (FFS) in Kabylia, the Union Générale des Travailleurs Algériens
(UGTA), the Union Nationale des Etudiants Algériens (UNEA), and even-
tually members of his own government (Colonels Chaabani and Bou-
medienne).154 Morocco’s frustrations and ambitions along the western
frontier and Algeria’s insensitivity to them provoked a brief War of the
Sands in October–November 1963 which humiliated Algeria’s armed
forces. Peace was restored under the auspices of the Organization of Afri-
can Unity. According to David and Marina Ottaway, “Ben Bella could not
stop to plan his course. In order to keep himself in power, he had to re-
spond immediately to every threat, and these political acrobatics could
only be accomplished at the expense of a coherent and chartered course of
action.”155 Mahfoud Bennoune added that “the Ben Bella regime was
largely responsible for anti-democratic practices by resorting, from the
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outset, to purges, calumnies, blackmail and systematic intolerance of
other views, opinions and attitudes even within the single party.”156 Ben
Bella’s presidential circle of advisers, including the Frenchman Michel
Raptis, influenced the articulation of the socialist option, which provoked
protest from “proto-Islamists,” especially the Jama�a al-Da�wa (Assembly
of the Call, a group of Muslim preachers) and al-Qiyam (the Values),
highlighted by the participation of the respected and popular academic,
Malek Bennabi. Collectively, these Islamists feared that the government’s
ideological predilections, founded on foreign ideas, menaced Algeria’s
Muslim identity and cultural life.

Despite the enormous problems he confronted, Ben Bella did “give
purpose and direction to independence,”157 especially in relations with
France. Ben Bella exercised a principled pragmatism while pursuing post-
colonial liberation, which his successors also followed. The recovery of
land and property was a stunning achievement, and policies challenging
the French military and hydrocarbon presences represented significant
initiatives aiming at securing full Algerian sovereignty. Ben Bella’s dis-
course and practice, while often bombastic, still asserted Algerian inde-
pendence and dignity.

Ben Bella Toppled from Power

In order to strengthen his political position, Ben Bella decided to remove
from his cabinet Ahmed Medeghri and then Abdelaziz Bouteflika. Both
were close associates of the powerful leader of the Armée Nationale
Populaire (ANP, formerly the ALN), Houari Boumedienne, who was also
vice-president and minister of defense. The lack of structured develop-
ment programs concerned Boumedienne, but above all he feared that Ben
Bella would inevitably turn against him.158 With the coming of the second
Afro-Asian Conference to Algiers in June 1965 (the first being the land-
mark Bandung Conference in 1955) and the expected favorable publicity
on the revolutionary hydrocarbons accord, Boumedienne knew that Ben
Bella’s presidential prestige would increase and, with it, his political
power.159 He decided to act. In the early morning of 19 June 1965, ANP
units assumed key posts in Algiers. The conspirators arrested Ben Bella
and placed him in secret confinement.160

A proclamation from a “revolutionary council” excoriated the over-
thrown president. It denounced Ben Bella’s policies as “narcissistic” and
claimed he had a “morbid love of power.” The “tyrant” was condemned
for political “charlatanism” and “mystification” and accused of “bad
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management of the national heritage, the wasting of public funds, instabil-
ity, demagogy, anarchy, lying and improvisation.” These acrimonious at-
tacks also disclosed how the Boumedienne regime planned to rule the
country: “The Revolutionary Council will devote itself to setting in order
and improving our economy.” The Revolutionary Council asserted: “In
short, a socialism fitting the country’s realities must replace a socialism of
circumstance and publicity.” This was “a new phase of the Revolution.”161

A statement, extraordinary under these circumstances, was made by
the ANP periodical El-Djeich, listing the accomplishments of the Ben Bella
period: 1.5 million children attending school, inauguration of training
institutes, literacy initiatives, and some industrial complexes such as the
Algiers refinery. It recognized Ben Bella’s “safeguarding the political and
economic independence of the country.”162 Furthermore, Boumedienne
appreciated the “purpose and direction” of the Ben Bellist policy toward
France. Algeria continued to define itself as a state through the articula-
tion of a revolutionary discourse and “postcolonial decolonizations.”

Ben Bella was a mercurial and quixotic leader with a puzzling person-
ality.163 Consider his clothing: Ben Bella began wearing military fatigues à
la Castro, then wore a Maoist tunic, before returning to Western suits.
According to an adjunct of Boumedienne’s: “A psychoanalyst would be
able to tell us what that means. He must be searching for his identity.”164

Ben Bella’s political “fashion statement” also mirrored his country’s iden-
tity when he exercised power. Algeria would become more ideological and
dogmatic under Boumedienne, as state-building became the paramount
priority. Though intending to remove the French neocolonialism in Alge-
ria, the Revolutionary Council reassured Paris and saluted cooperation’s
achievements,165 but power and identity were inevitably transformed.
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4

The Decline and Demise of
Privileged Cooperation, 1965–1971

If I ask myself who has dealt a blow to cooperation, on the moral and
psychological plane, I have to answer: France.
Houari Boumedienne

The Algerian authorities do not always understand the subtleties of our
political life.
Jean de Broglie

These years introduced the leadership of Houari Boumedienne, who fer-
vently aimed to continue postcolonial decolonization by removing the
most humiliating stipulations of the Evian Accords: the French military
and hydrocarbon presences. Though he shared the ideological ambitions
of Ben Bella, he was a man of a different temperament. He was willing,
even eager, to confront the ex-métropole. Proud, he was also particularly
sensitive about earning France’s regard and respect as an equal. Indeed,
with the innovative Algiers Accords of July 1965, relations changed as
each nation considered or imagined the other as a “partner.” A refash-
ioned cooperation codified this new relationship. At the same time,
Boumedienne faced a changing French strategic attitude toward Algeria.
As France achieved multilateral objectives, its political and economic de-
pendence upon Algeria, especially for oil, decreased. Then in 1969 de
Gaulle’s resignation from the presidency ushered in a new political team
eager to step from the general’s shadow and make its own mark. Against
this background, relations endured a dramatic transformation as the
“partnership” dissolved during the hydrocarbons crisis of 1970–71.

Boumedienne’s “Revolutionary Readjustment”

Houari Boumedienne announced on 5 July 1965, Independence Day,
“Verbal socialism is dead, the construction of a socialist economy is going
to begin.”1 Boumedienne’s regime projected the disciplined internalization



The Decline and Demise of Privileged Cooperation, 1965–1971  |  75

of the Revolution and its consolidation through planned programs, and
rejected the spontaneity that had characterized Ben Bella’s government.2

One official publication wrote: “It became urgent to put an end to this
process of catastrophic degradation and to put the Algerian Revolution
back on its right path[;] this was the task assumed by the revolutionary
authorities.”3 Accordingly, the Revolutionary Council aimed at “histori-
cal rectification” and “revolutionary readjustment.”

Mirroring Ben Bella’s policy but not his flamboyance, Boumedienne
was a serious and sullen figure, even regarded initially as “mysterious.”
Early in his regime his power was threatened—by sporadic student pro-
tests in 1965–66, a foiled military coup in December 1967, an assassina-
tion attempt in April 1968—and he avoided public appearances. The no-
torious murders of exiled Mohamed Khider in 1967 and Belkacem Krim
in 1970 eliminated prominent political opposition. Boumedienne’s
staunch commitment to socialism drew Islamist protests, exemplified by
the founding of Ahl al-Da�wa (the People of the Call) in 1970. Neverthe-
less, the threat from Islamism was regarded as slight at this time and was
tempered, too, by the selection and supervision of imams by the Ministry
of Religious Affairs. Boumedienne’s policies of Arabization, and his
changing the weekend from the Western Saturday-Sunday to the Muslim
Thursday-Friday, were well received by Islamists. Unlike Ben Bella, Bou-
medienne was able, through his command of the military and his paternal-
ism toward the growing Algerian technocracy running national enter-
prises led by SONATRACH, to amass immense political authority. He
kept it by an astute handling of Algerian political factions.

Internal political stability gave Boumedienne the opportunity to engage
in international affairs. After the June 1967 War and Gamal Abdel
Nasser’s sudden death in 1970, his presence began to be felt within the
Arab world. His enthusiastic support of the Palestine Liberation Organi-
zation (PLO) indicated the continuation of Algeria’s “traditional” policy
of solidarity with liberation movements. Boumedienne, like Ben Bella,
also projected Algeria as a Third World champion, providing leadership to
the developing nations that in 1967 organized into the Group of 77. Alge-
ria insisted upon the need for a North-South dialogue and especially a new
economic order. Above all, foreign policy continued to be an expression of
internal policy; it was clear that the new government aimed to orient its
external affairs to fit domestic development plans.4

Boumedienne subscribed to the popular socialist (and eleventh-hour
French colonial) model of development that projected an expansive indus-
trial multiplier effect (“industrializing industries”) especially through in-
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tensive hydrocarbons exploitation which would benefit other sectors of
the Algerian economy.5 This economic choice appeared in three-year
(1967–69) and four-year (1970–73 and 1974–77) development plans that
subordinated agriculture, despite the legacy of autogestion and Boume-
dienne’s own Agrarian Revolution of 1971. Concurrently, he inaugurated
a Cultural Revolution highlighted by an accelerated program of Arab-
ization.6

I. William Zartman astutely noted: “The primary emphasis of Boume-
dienne is on the state, not the nation.”7 Existentially, Boumedienne posited
that the state had to precede the nation. His praxis was state-building and
the development of a definition of a nation. This imagination of Algeria,
inspired by his idea of the Revolution, ineluctably targeted France’s post-
colonial presence in the country.

The Algiers Accords Initiate a “Partnership”

The overthrow of Ben Bella’s government did not complicate the ongoing
hydrocarbons discussions. Foreign Minister Bouteflika, the chief negotia-
tor and probably Boumedienne’s closest confidant, undoubtedly had in-
formed him of the projected agreement’s favorable terms. It was in Bou-
medienne’s immediate interest to expedite the conclusion of negotiations
in order to bolster his position and secure his new government.

The Algiers Accords were signed on 29 July 1965 and went into effect
on 30 December 1965.8 They marked the crowning achievement of this
period of privileged cooperation. The French companies kept their conces-
sions and their control, though modified by the new Association Coopéra-
tive (ASCOOP), an ingenious partnership between an Algerian state com-
pany (SONATRACH) and a French one (eventually ERAP, the Entreprise
de Recherches et d’Activités Pétrolières). The two companies would ex-
plore and exploit together, with the French state enterprise financing 60
percent of the research costs. Algeria’s royalties would be computed at a
fixed barrel price increasing annually to $2.08/barrel f.o.b. Bougie, signifi-
cantly above Middle East crude pricing. This insulated Algeria from ca-
price in the world petroleum market and gave Algiers an opportunity to
plan its revenues. The Algerian government would also be permitted to tax
a greater percentage of the profits. France would assist Algeria in market-
ing its hydrocarbon production, especially natural gas. An imaginative
new financial aid arrangement was included in the Accord (see below).
And an Organisme de Coopération Industrielle (OCI) was inaugurated to
work jointly to stimulate Algeria’s industrialization.
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To France, the new accords’ bilateral consequences counted less than
their multilateral implications. They amplified the “French alternative”
and illustrated how France was willing to conduct a state-to-state relation-
ship elevating petroleum from a micro- to a macroeconomic scale. The
linkage of financial assistance and technical collaboration was also im-
pressive, implicitly underscoring the privileged relationship. The powerful
Anglo-American group of oil companies known as the Cartel suspected
French motives and modalities, while the developing world commended
France as the only advanced country with a serious consciousness and
comprehension of Third World development problems.9 As Couve de
Murville related, Olivier Wormser and his team of negotiators (which
included Claude Cheysson, Jacques Bonnet de Latour, and Yves Roland-
Billecart) succeeded in reaching an agreement that “would be acceptable
by Algiers and placed itself in line with our policy regarding the develop-
ing countries.”10 The Algiers Accords contributed to the cosmetic make-
over of a French world image scarred from wars of decolonization. Alge-
rian foreign minister Abdelaziz Bouteflika affirmed: “The agreements . . .
define principles which may be used as a basis for new ties between devel-
oped and developing countries.”11

By the 1965 Accords, France retained its privileged petroleum position,
but at a price disturbingly high to some: “at least one estimate placed [it]
as high as 65 percent above that paid by Germany for oil.”12 The idea that
“de Gaulle gave the house away but saved the furniture” was partially
true.13 The house was given away in 1962. What the Accords prevented
was a rummage sale. De Gaulle safeguarded French energy sources, satis-
fied the Algerians, and, above all, wedded his Algerian/Third World policy
to grandeur and independence. Jean de Broglie understated: “The agree-
ment we have just signed is a political one, in every sense of the term.”14

The Accords realized Algeria’s objective of participation/partnership in
every aspect of the hydrocarbons sector. Its share of the French state-
owned SN REPAL (Société Nationale de Recherche et d’Exploitation du
Pétrole en Algérie) increased to 50 percent. The accompanying natural gas
package gave Algeria, in return for paying production costs, a marketing
monopoly and a half interest in a mixed liquefaction enterprise. Moreover,
France offered—and in 1967 formally agreed—to become an LNG
(Liquified Natural Gas) purchaser. These stipulations pleased Algerian
planners, since they foresaw natural gas fueling Algeria’s industrialization.
In addition, Algeria’s Supreme Court would play a significant, though not
final, role in arbitration. Algeria regarded the Accords as another stage
toward territorial recovery and economic liberation. They seemed to
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promise an eventual “naturalization” (as in the natural gas package)
rather than a disruptive nationalization of the sector. At the signing cer-
emonies, Foreign Minister Abdelaziz Bouteflika nonetheless reminded
Jean de Broglie that Algeria was “prepared to offer all required guarantees
for the safeguard of its partner’s interest, as long as these interests do not
clash with our economic development, the protection of our patrimony,
our sovereignty and territorial integrity as well as our fundamental deci-
sions as stated in the Tripoli Program and in the Algiers Charter.”15

Bouteflika’s words portended eventual conflict, given the obvious ideo-
logical contradictions.

Algeria’s literal interpretation of the Algiers Accords as opposed to
France’s broad application (a general reversal of their initial stances on the
Evian Accords) disclosed a maturity that subsequently presented Paris not
only with an economic crisis but also with a political issue, bringing into
question the need to preserve a privileged political cooperation with
Algiers. The Algerian government perceived the dubious nature of the
“partnership” and was already casting a new political perspective before
the “little crisis” involving the nationalization of French hydrocarbon in-
terests. Ideally, the Algerian government wanted to separate hydrocarbons
from other sectors of cooperation.

Cooperation Redefined

In January 1966 the Algerian Secretariat was assigned to the Foreign
Ministry’s Secretariat of State for Foreign Affairs in Charge of Coopera-
tion.16 The Quai d’Orsay became responsible for cooperation with Algeria
and collaborated closely with other ministries, notably cooperation, labor,
and education. The termination of the Algerian Secretariat symbolized,
too, a relegation of Algeria’s special importance in spite of impressive
cooperation initiatives and allocations.

Though considered neocolonial, cooperation continued to be officially
admired by the Algerian government. Bouteflika viewed cooperation as a
strategic imperative—an instrument of decolonization.17 The irony was
profound; Algeria needed France's vital assistance to liberate itself from
the consequences of the metropole's colonial legacy. While serving as am-
bassador to France, Redha Malek praised French culture and especially
recognized the importance of mutual cooperation toward Algeria’s devel-
opment.18 In 1967, even with official Arabization, Bouteflika noted that
“Algeria offers France a large field of cultural cooperation for the diffu-
sion of the French language.”19



The Decline and Demise of Privileged Cooperation, 1965–1971  |  79

Financial Cooperation

The Algiers Accords’ imaginative “aid for industrialization” package
called for a billion francs to be distributed in five annual allocations of FF
200 million. Of this sum, FF 40 million were in direct grants and FF 160
million in soft 3-percent loans repayable in twenty years. An additional
billion francs would be provided to promote private export credits,
backed by the French national credit agency COFACE. The new
Organisme de Coopération Industrielle (OCI) would stimulate Algerian
industrialization.20 Though the amount of financial assistance dropped
significantly, the tone of the Accords reaffirmed a French desire to con-
tinue a generous policy of cooperation with Algeria. The payment in
francs for Algerian oil protected and strengthened the French economy.
The Algerian treasury’s accumulation of francs helped de Gaulle counter
the Americans monetarily. During France’s financial crisis of 1968–69
Algeria released some of its reserves, but it held FF 600 million to help
stabilize the franc.21

From 1962 to 1968, Algeria’s portion of French aid shrank from 42
percent to 13 percent. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) reported that “this decrease is the result of France’s
withdrawal and difficulties which have arisen in applying the industrial
co-operation agreements signed in 1965.”22 The diminution also resulted
from the Algerianization of the administration (see below). The substitut-
ing French coopérants were no longer needed. Nevertheless in 1969–71
France still contributed 90 percent of Algeria’s official development assis-

Table 4.1. French Public Aid and Loans to Algeria, 1965–1970 (in millions of
French francs)

1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970

General aid* 415 262 230 227 139 140
Gross loans** 24 6 11 36 147 108
Total 439 268 241 263 286 248

*General aid includes free and linked (tied) aid (from the June 1963 accord), grants from
the Algiers Accords (1965), and contributions from the Organisation Saharien, the
Organisation de Coopération Industrielle, and civil aviation.
**These statistics include active loans approved for development prior to 1962 for devel-
opment and later ones including significantly the “aid for industrialization” loan initia-
tive.
Source: France-Algérie, no. 34 (1971): 6–7.
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tance (ODA).23 In 1970–71, Algeria received 8.7 percent of France’s total
ODA.

After the administrative transfer in 1966, which also underscored
Algeria’s relative political and economic stability, the well-established
Caisse Centrale de Coopération Economique (CCCE) took over from the
anachronistic CEDA on 1 January 1968.24 In addition, the CCCE super-
vised French participation in the OCI. In 1971, all the funds projected by
the 1965 Algiers Accords were allocated. In other financial support pro-
grams, the CCCE was affiliated with a financial subsidiary, the Société
d’Equipement des Zones d’Industrialisation Décentralisée (SEZID), in
regional investment projects, as well as with the Banque Algérien de
Développement. By previous agreements from 1963 and 1966, the CCCE
also directed reinvestment credits.

Pursuing its commitment to sectoral postcolonial decolonization, the
Boumedienne government liquidated two-thirds of the colonial debt by
the Accord of December 1966.25 The nationalization of foreign banks and
the creation of an independent Algerian system by the end of 1967 sig-
naled other important stages in Algeria’s quest for financial freedom. Tak-
ing advantage of France’s instability, the Algerian government also took
control of foreign insurance companies in May 1968.26 When France de-
valued the franc in August 1969, the dinar maintained its value. This
indicated Algeria’s financial stability and confidence and, by this time, its
diversity of international loan and transfer sources—the World Bank, the
Soviet Union, the United States, Japan, and West Germany.27 Most signifi-
cantly, it symbolized Algeria’s continuing effort to liberate itself finan-
cially from French dependence.

Commercial Cooperation

The commercial accord of January 1964 notwithstanding, bitter feelings
over the War, the infusion of a vocal pied-noir winegrower group into the
powerful French lobby, and capricious relations between the two coun-
tries caused the French government to constrict the Algerian flow of wine
and even block it in 1965 and 1967 (coincident with elections). The wine-
growers, infected by endemic French fear of competition, saw Algerian
exports as a threat to their lower-grade domestic vintages. The economic
consequence was an unanticipated elasticity in demand; on the political
side, the commercial crisis compounded serious concurrent issues con-
cerning emigrant labor and hydrocarbons.

As a goodwill gesture, France advanced FF 300 million to Algeria in
July 1968 to be reimbursed when French imports rose again.28 Algeria was
forced to find other markets. The Soviet Union took advantage of
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Algeria’s desperation to diversify its wine exportation by importing mil-
lions of hectoliters, but at a price that was far more to its own advantage
than to Algeria’s.29 A poor French harvest created, briefly, a very strong
demand for Algerian wine which finally fulfilled the wine agreement. Af-
ter 1970 imports dropped to an insignificant level. The loss of its profit-
able and privileged position in the French market forced Algeria to hasten
the conversion of vineyards to cereal fields for economic as well as cultural
reasons.

With Algerian commercial diversification during the late 1960s, the
percentage of imports from France decreased from 90 percent to approxi-
mately 30 percent. After the hydrocarbon nationalizations, France’s role
in Algerian commerce dropped to 25 percent of the export market. During
the 1960s when France imported wine and hydrocarbons, Algeria showed
a positive balance in bilateral trade. After the hydrocarbon nationaliza-
tion in 1971, France reduced its imports of Algerian products while Alge-
ria increased importation of French goods, tipping the balance of trade in
France’s favor. This especially contributed to the general deterioration of
relations during the 1970s.

The microcosmic perspective disclosed a pattern that matched the po-
litical relationship. From 1962 to 1970, French manufacturers and indus-
trialists inherited and exploited a privileged position in the Algerian mar-
ket, despite restrictive investment codes. With liberal transfers as well as
governmental protection and credits, French firms controlled some 40–45
percent of foreign investment. French predominance was challenged in the
late 1960s as American interest in Algerian natural gas fields attracted
consulting and hydrocarbon firms.

Algeria’s nationalization of French hydrocarbon interests caused an
economic rupture (a political rupture was out of the question) ending,
for the time being, the preferential French situation within the Algerian
economy. Political problems poisoned the commercial spirit, and CO-
FACE became apprehensive over investment credits and assurances. Alge-

Table 4.2. French Trade with Algeria, 1966–1970 (in millions of French francs)

1966 1967 1968 1969 1970

French exports 2,158 1,996 2,326 2,356 3,124
French imports 2,781 2,620 2,751 3,074 3,539
Imports excluding oil 1,074 652 576 794 955
Balance including oil -623 -624 -425 -718 -415
Balance excluding oil 1084 1344 1750 1562 2169

Source: France-Algérie, no. 34 (1971): 8.
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rian diversification in trading partners, as contracts were signed with
American, West German, Japanese, and Italian firms, reduced France
from predominance to a subordinate position.30 Much to the chagrin of
the French patronat, the United States became Algeria’s leading trade part-
ner,31 while the Soviet Union also became more active in the Algerian
market.32

Technical and Cultural Cooperation

Though both France and Algeria desired a continuation of cooperation,
soon after the signing of the Algiers Accords the French Embassy reported
an atmosphere of “uncertainty” concerning the future of cultural and
technical activities.33 In order to institutionalize technical and cultural
cooperation, the Algerian authorities were anxious to obtain an accord
facilitating recruitment and securing a general French commitment to co-
operation. An accord would demonstrate Algeria’s willingness to welcome
coopérants to aid in its development. But the coopérants needed both ac-
commodation and reassurance. Finally the two sides concluded a conven-
tion with a twenty-year duration.

The April 1966 Convention on Technical and Cultural Cooperation
reaffirmed the guarantees of the protocols and addressed the troubling
question of the coopérants’ affiliation with the French social security sys-
tem.34 Concerning financial transfers, the coopérant could relay 50, 70, or
100 percent of his pay to France, according to his family situation. The
pay of the civilian coopérant (as opposed to the military VSNA) was cal-
culated with complicated allowance increments that could make his salary
triple that of his metropolitan counterpart. A cultural coopérant could
expect about 177 percent more than his counterpart’s base salary. Gener-
ally, France and Algeria split the cost fifty-fifty. By the 22 August 1970
agreement, Algeria assumed about 60 percent of the remuneration for the
civilian coopérant and the complete financial support of the military
coopérant serving in Algeria.35 Most important, Algeria received a long-
term French commitment to cultural and technical cooperation.

Stéphane Hessel, as director of the French embassy’s Cultural and Tech-
nical Cooperation Mission, discovered disheartening coopérant reaction
to the April Convention. The greatest complaints were over the rigidity of
the stipulations and disappointment with regard to salaries.36 The tepid
reception of the April Convention, the austerity intrinsic to life in Algeria,
and the historical relations between the two countries made recruitment
Hessel’s “essential preoccupation.”37 He understood that though the April
Convention facilitated attracting new coopérants, quality more than
quantity was now needed in Algeria.
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A transition occurred after 1965, complementing the political and eco-
nomic “partnership” by virtue of the Algiers Accords. The number of
coopérants serving in Algeria dropped, not by directive from Paris, but
because Algerian cadres had been trained to replace the French who had
occupied positions since independence and, in some cases, before. From
approximately 12,000 coopérants in service in 1965, the number dropped
to about 8,000 during the period of the hydrocarbon nationalization.38

Moreover, there was a determined desire by Algiers to have cooperation
based on formation (skills training) as an instrument of Algerianization
rather than on substitution. France complied by participating through the
CCCE in the establishment of training or technical institutes, beginning
with the inauguration of the Institut Algérien du Pétrole in 1965.39 The
CCCE affirmed that “the formation of Algerian cadres remains the essen-
tial objective of our programs.”40 The deontological position was un-
changed. Stéphane Hessel still perceived cooperation as “a task which
aims to give Algeria its own character, its individuality as a nation, its true
fundamental independence, its personality.”41 France still had a special
role to play in Algeria’s existential search for national identity.

Through cooperation, the French language continued to be an extraor-
dinary instrument of foreign policy and rayonnement (diffusion of French
influence).42 Despite the Algerian government’s policy of cultural libera-
tion, Hessel observed that Arabization programs had only “symbolic sig-
nificance” and could proceed only by “small stages” because of the popu-
larity of French.43 Besides the coopérants’ direct and indirect contributions
to rayonnement, France welcomed young Algerians as scholarship stu-
dents and military cadres.44 In addition, cultural centers were opened in
Algeria to serve remaining pieds-noirs, coopérants, Algerians, and
complementary French interests.45

In a telling statement concerning this sector of cooperation, Hessel
wrote that problems over wine, natural gas, and workers “do not pen-
etrate the [Algerian] opinion, which demands France’s cultural and techni-
cal resources and products, and places confidence only in the French engi-
neer, doctor, and instructor.”46 France was regarded by Algeria as its
“most desired partner in matters of cultural and technical cooperation.”47

Emigrant Labor

France’s economic boom in the 1960s attracted unmonitored emigrant
labor, especially from Portugal. As Mark Miller related: “Algerian au-
thorities correctly pointed out that French tolerance . . . amounted to a
diminution of the privileged character of the Franco-Algerian program.”48

The continuing administrative problems of Algerian circulation necessi-
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tated the negotiation of a comprehensive three-year accord that was
signed in December 1968.49 This agreement permitted the entry of 35,000
Algerians for three years. The new emigrants were to be screened by the
Office National Algérien de la Main-d’Oeuvre (ONAMO), examined by a
French medical mission, and then presented with a national identity card
or a passport. The most significant stipulation was the institution of a
certificate of residence for all the workers. This certificate of residence had
to be renewed within a preset period determined by the time already spent
working in France. Ten-year residence permits replaced the three-year
permits. The Algerians’ special position in French immigration policy was
secured.

Because of these residence cards, the 1968 Accord could confidently
reassert the Evian principle of free circulation between Algeria and France
for all, but there were qualifications. New emigrant workers were given
nine months to find a job. If they did not, they could be repatriated. The
French could also apply a quota each year. According to the agreement,
France would endeavor especially to improve the workers’ cultural and
social well-being, such as ameliorating abysmal housing conditions and
creating more educational and vocational opportunities.50 A joint com-
mission was established to supervise the Accord’s application.

Military Cooperation

Military cooperation equated with political cooperation. The French
withdrew from their Saharan atomic testing sites in 1965, and on 1 Feb-
ruary 1968 France pulled out of Mers el-Kébir, a naval base no longer
considered strategic. Except for the air base at Bou Sfer, handed over
in December 1970, the French postcolonial military presence ended.51

Boumedienne achieved an important objective that he had striven for since
the Evian negotiations: military decolonization. Some officers still re-
ceived training in France, but an increasing number went to the Soviet
Union, the source of most of Algeria’s matériel.

De Gaulle and the “Events”: Rebellion to Resignation

Answering charges that his global policies such as the nuclear force de
frappe and cooperation were beyond France’s resources, the president
chastised the French for not living up to their potential.52 In spite of
France’s impressive political momentum and economic expansion under
the Fifth Republic, the entire Gaullist establishment quaked when stu-
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dents and workers rebelled in the streets of Paris in May 1968. The so-
called Events of May 1968 produced questions concerning President de
Gaulle’s international ambitions and seriously affected the French-Alge-
rian relationship.

May 1968

While the causes of the Events are still debated, it became clear that
France’s modernization had far outpaced social and institutional
changes.53 This lack of governmental sensitivity, at a time of rising social
expectations, provoked protest and insurrection. De Gaulle survived the
immediate crisis, but with his authority and aura diminished. The political
destabilization had economic consequences. The franc weakened despite
de Gaulle’s international efforts to strengthen it. He refused to devalue as
a matter of national prestige. Budget allocations were diverted to satisfy
domestic needs, affecting cooperation transfers and credits.

International events exacerbated de Gaulle’s problems. The United
States and the Soviet Union competed more aggressively through their
Mideast client states. Militarization of the Mediterranean Sea created a
new area of superpower contention. Finally, the Soviet invasion of Czech-
oslovakia in October 1968 stifled the Gaullist aspiration to broker an
East-West détente.

Gaullist tenets, including the global objectives of grandeur and inde-
pendence, now seemed illusory. France had to adapt to changing condi-
tions, as it had in 1962. This time, however, de Gaulle found it difficult to
accept the new circumstances. The man who was so proud of his perspi-
cacity failed to discern the fragility of France’s overextended political po-
sition and especially its domestic ramifications.

The Events and Algeria

Again, Algeria haunted de Gaulle’s destiny. During the crisis, de Gaulle
visited General Jacques Massu to secure his support. He also pardoned
protagonists of Algérie française, including Georges Bidault and former
OAS chief Raoul Salan, who ten years earlier had collaborated so signifi-
cantly in bringing de Gaulle back to power. Bidault “suggested that one
reason for the unrest of youth was the loss of opportunity for careers and
adventure resulting from General de Gaulle’s dissolution of the French
Empire in Africa.”54 Meanwhile, repatriated pieds-noirs vented pent-up
exasperation, especially over the lack of indemnity payments, through
protests and civil disobedience.
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Algeria exploited the situation by nationalizing a variety of French
businesses. In May the Algerian government took over enterprises dealing
with hydrocarbon distribution, and in June it expropriated chemical and
construction companies. Characteristic of the paradox of conflict and
cooperation, the government concurrently supported the failing franc by
holding reserves.

De Gaulle could not afford the deterioration of the relationship, since
French-Algerian cooperation was a cornerstone of Gaullist foreign policy
and a symbol of the general’s international prestige. Nevertheless, there
were indications that the public popularity of French-Algerian coopera-
tion had dropped. In July 1965, 49 percent of those surveyed believed that
France had an interest in Algeria and should pursue a policy of coopera-
tion, with 23 percent disagreeing. By November 1967 the percentages had
changed to 38 for and 33 against.55 Though the French did not settle the
major commercial problem over wine importation, the emigrant worker
situation was considered and, for the time being, resolved by the afore-
mentioned 1964 Accord.

Seeking to secure and reaffirm privileged French-Algerian cooperation,
de Gaulle dispatched Jean Basdevant as the new French ambassador to
Algiers.56 In his presentation of his letters, Basdevant described his diplo-
matic mission as “one of the most important in French diplomacy.” He
reviewed how France had assisted Algeria militarily, technically, and cul-
turally. Basdevant observed that both French and Algerian foreign policies
were based on the principles of independence and cooperation. He con-
cluded: “France proposes to Algeria a policy of confident and equitable
cooperation on a basis of reciprocity.” Though recognizing France’s ef-
forts at cooperation, Colonel Boumedienne tempered his reply to Bas-
devant by stating that there were “insufficiencies” concerning wine and
hydrocarbons.57 These two problems were to be inherited by de Gaulle’s
successor, Georges Pompidou.

De Gaulle Resigns

Threatened by labor union militancy and with the failing franc eroding his
political power and personal prestige, de Gaulle announced a referendum
for 27 April 1969, ostensibly over regional and legislative reform. Actu-
ally, it was a vote of confidence in de Gaulle’s leadership. The non vote
provoked the president’s immediate resignation and marked the end of an
extraordinary political career and period in French history. A year later he
died as the bilateral relationship entered its most tempestuous period in
the postcolonial period—a time of another dramatic transformation of
power.
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Pompidou to Power

Charles de Gaulle’s resignation led to elections in June that brought
Georges Pompidou to the Elysée Palace. “I will not imitate the style of
General de Gaulle,” Pompidou declared. “I would not be able to do this
anyway; as you can see, I am a different man.”58 After serving as President
de Gaulle’s prime minister (1962–68), it seemed natural that Pompidou
would follow his predecessor’s broad foreign policy objectives. There
would be, however, changes in designs and dimensions. The second presi-
dent of the Fifth Republic characterized himself as “a realist committed to
giving French policy a solid foundation.”59

Recognizing France’s troubled position, Pompidou decided to reorient
French policies. In August 1969, Finance Minister Valéry Giscard d’Es-
taing devalued the franc 12.5 percent, which restored its stability and
international support. Pompidou permitted British entry into the Com-
mon Market but continued Gaullist criticisms of the United States while
pursuing détente with the USSR. Though he also played the Gaullist role
projecting France as an interlocutory, independent, and moral power, he
scaled down global foreign policy interests and initiatives by focusing on
the immediate periphery of the Mediterranean basin. Observers viewed
the Mediterranean Policy as a sign of French weakness, but this circum-
scribed course reflected realism.60 France had a significant presence in the
Mediterranean as a result of its privileged relationship with Algeria and
improving relations with Algeria’s Maghribi neighbors. And its historical
and cultural influence in the Mashriq was now strengthened by a general
rapprochement with the Arab states in the Middle East since Evian and
especially since the Six-Day War in June 1967.

While the dimensions of French foreign policy changed, France could
still project its essential qualities of grandeur and independence. Though
Pompidou knew that he could not personify greatness like de Gaulle, the
Mediterranean offered excellent opportunities to assert independence and
to counter strategically the deepening superpower penetration and bipo-
larization of the Middle East.

The Libyan Mirage Deal

France launched its Mediterranean Policy in a sensational way. Pom-
pidou’s government announced in late 1969 its intention to sell one hun-
dred Mirage fighter-bombers, including advanced-design Mirage IIIs, to
the new Libyan revolutionary government of Colonel Muammar Qa-
dhafi. Qadhafi seemed to have the charismatic and mercurial qualities of
Algeria’s overthrown Ben Bella, and similar Third World ambitions.61
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The bold French move trumped any serious Soviet approach toward
the Maghrib. It also gave France a competitive edge over the Anglo-Ameri-
cans, who had enjoyed a privileged status during the rule of King Idris.
The arms sale and subsequent close relations with the Libyan Republic
demonstrated that France had regained its international initiative and
would play an active role in the Mediterranean.62 The disapproval of the
United States, the shock of Israel, and the Soviet Union’s surprise height-
ened French prestige in the Mashriq and Maghrib.

Pompidou’s vaunted realism took into account tangible considerations
in the Libyan affair. France was importing an increasing volume of oil
from Libya, fifteen million metric tons in 1969. It was calculated that one
hundred Mirages cost ten million tons of oil. Arms for hydrocarbons be-
came an attractive policy.63

Two French aims in cultivating closer ties with Libya were not realized.
First, the French hoped that Libya would buffer the Maghrib against Mid-
east turmoil, but that was dashed by Libya’s revolutionary ideology, which
complemented Algeria’s. Second, the French hoped that Libya would di-
rectly or indirectly temper Algeria’s attitude in sensitive hydrocarbon ne-
gotiations.64 Unfortunately for Paris, Tripoli and Algiers held common
positions in opposition to Western petroleum interests.

Pompidou and Algeria

On assuming the presidency, Pompidou was conscious of Algeria’s mani-
fold strategic importance. Indeed, Pompidou had played a significant role
during decolonization by representing President de Gaulle’s government
during secret talks with the GPRA in Switzerland in February 1961. Ac-
cording to Louis Joxe, the Pompidou mission was a “turning point” as
Pompidou convinced the Algerians that they heard through him “the very
voice of General de Gaulle.” It was Pompidou who provided them “the
perspective of future French-Algerian relations, which would be those of
cooperation.”65 As prime minister, Pompidou stated before the National
Assembly that “the entire future of French influence in Africa” depended
on successful cooperation with Algeria.66 The former colony’s compelling
geographic position and its particular historical relationship with France
meant that a generous cooperation would be axiomatic.

Foreign Minister Schumann’s Visit to Algeria

In October 1969, Maurice Schumann became the first French foreign
minister to visit Algeria since independence. His arrival was greeted with
extraordinary cordiality and seemed to signal the importance Paris gave to
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its strategic axis with Algiers. Though his counterpart, Abdelaziz Bou-
teflika, recognized cooperation’s “shortcomings,” he contended that “it
remains highly promising and many of its promises have already become
a reality.” The Algerian foreign minister specifically praised cultural and
technical cooperation and the December 1968 accord on emigrant work-
ers. To Bouteflika, cooperation represented “the fruit of deliberate deter-
mination; its profound justification sprang from both Algeria’s and
France’s attachment to the inalienable principles of national independence
and international cooperation.” Given these principles, Bouteflika reas-
serted his government’s position: “Algeria for its part is resolutely deter-
mined to pursue its policy commanded by the principle of national in-
dependence. Its accession to internal and external sovereignty, and the
sacrifices it has accepted in order to attain that goal impose upon it a
sacred duty of intransigence in that respect.”67 Bouteflika’s speech empha-
sized that Algeria valued cooperation, but within the context of its na-
tional ambitions. To Algiers, the visit seemed to suggest that new president
Georges Pompidou wanted to continue the privileged relationship.68

The Battle of Petroleum

The postcolonial decolonization of the hydrocarbons sector had more to
do with identity, imagination, and power than with economics. Algeria’s
refusal to link a general “transitory” cooperation accord to French petro-
leum “decapitalization” led to a dramatic nationalization, a coming of
age. This action also effectively terminated privileged relations, with en-
during political and economic bilateral consequences. Cooperation would
be preserved but qualified or, as Pompidou put it, “placed in focus.” Alge-
ria would be regarded as another Third World country deserving of aid,
but the privileged status was ended, and even the new goal of “normaliza-
tion” elusive.

The Background to the “Battle of Petroleum”

Schumann’s visit to Algeria occurred at the beginning of delicate hydrocar-
bons negotiations. Algeria was a different country in 1969–70 than in
1962–63.69 It was politically stable and its economy held exceptional
promise. Hydrocarbons were the decisive sector of Algeria’s planned de-
velopment. The Algerians feared, however, that if the hydrocarbons nego-
tiations with the French failed, the entire framework of cooperation
would collapse. Algeria needed cooperation to realize the social and eco-
nomic objectives of its first Four-Year Plan (1970–73). Nevertheless, Alge-
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ria had long made plain its intention to take over the sector. There had
already been nationalizations in agriculture (1963), mining (1966), indus-
tries (1963, 1968), banking (1966), and foreign commerce (1966).

In October 1967, Colonel Boumedienne welcomed ministers of the
less-developed countries’ Group of 77. His speech projected Algeria as
playing the exemplary role of a developing country controlling its own
political and economic destiny.70 This ambitious image and Boume-
dienne’s antipathy toward continued dependence upon France demanded
an accelerated postcolonial decolonization and a substantial change in the
nature of Algeria’s most important bilateral relationship. Contentions and
crises inevitably arose.

Algeria bought out British Petroleum’s remaining interests in January
1967, which gave SONATRACH new commercial conduits and capital
including BP’s share of the Algiers Refinery.71 A revolutionary Algerian
action—which would be adopted by other oil producers in 1973—fol-
lowed the disastrous Arab-Israeli Six-Day War of June 1967. Algeria
slapped an embargo on the United States and the United Kingdom.72 A few
months later, five American companies were nationalized.73 Getty Oil ne-
gotiated a portentous accord with SONATRACH that gave Algeria 51
percent control of its concessions.74

Despite problems with American petroleum companies and a rupture
in diplomatic relations with the United States after the Six-Day War, nu-
merous new American investments began to give Algeria an opportunity
to accumulate capital and to diversify trading partners. Etienne Mallarde
called the “Americanization of Algeria” a “technical colonization” by
computer programmers and consultants from firms such as Booz Allen &
Hamilton, Xerox Datasystems, and above all Arthur D. Little.75 The most
sensational example of the growing American interest in Algeria’s energy
potential was the contract signed by El Paso Natural Gas with
SONATRACH in 1969 calling for the annual delivery of ten billion cubic
meters over a period of twenty-five years. The El Paso contract proved
that Algeria’s hydrocarbons could attract capital and new markets. Diver-
sification was possible and most desirable.

French Hydrocarbons Policy

Concurrently, French hydrocarbons policy had four basic objectives: (1)
diversification of sources (preferably under French control with French
companies as operator-concessionaires) to ensure economic and political
independence; (2) purchase of hydrocarbons at the least cost, coupled
with (3) stimulation of French exports to the energy-producing nation’s
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national company; and (4) development of an efficient French distribution
system.76 From the Algiers Accords to the nationalization of the Saharan
concessions in 1971, the French hydrocarbons industry substantially real-
ized these objectives.

ERAP achieved rapid success in diversifying French oil sources by nego-
tiating agreements with Iran in 1966 and Iraq in 1967 (both called con-
trats d’entreprise) and with Libya in 1968 (contrats d’association, using
the Algiers Accords as a model).77 ERAP and the CFP provided technical
cooperation through the Institut Français du Pétrole which had been es-
tablished after World War II. (By the Algiers Accords, the French had
helped establish the Institut Algérien du Pétrole.) ERAP integrated more
state companies and organized an efficient French distribution system of
hydrocarbon products marketed under the name Elf.

The Elf group competed with Total, the CFP group of private subsidiar-
ies, and both companies improved France’s strategic position in the world
oil market. The CFP was closely linked with the Cartel and operated freely
in the private sector, while ERAP became an effective public arm of French
political and economic policy.78 Thus, when Algeria confronted France in
negotiations over the Algiers Accords’ fiscality, both nations’ hydrocar-
bon enterprises were in full expansion with rising expectations.79

The Battle Begins

On 26 February 1969, Algeria advised the concessionaires to raise the
posted petroleum price to $2.65/barrel. Despite their reluctance and re-
sentment, the French oil companies eventually complied. When negotia-
tions opened in November 1969, Algeria proposed that the posted price
become the new reference price. The Algerian government wanted to con-
tinue the 55 percent tax rate and to ensure that negotiations would corre-
late with OPEC fiscal guidelines. (Algeria had joined in July.)80 These
Algerian proposals were aimed at a short-term accord pending a more

Table 4.3. French Participation in Algerian Petroleum Production, 1965–1970
(in millions of metric tons)

1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970

Total production 26.0 33.2 38.3 42.1 43.8 47.9
French production 21.5 26.3 29.8 32.4 31.0 32.9
French percentage
of total production 82.7% 79.2% 77.8% 77.0% 70.8% 68.7%

Source: France-Algérie, no. 34 (1971): 15.
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comprehensive agreement. While willing to let the French concessionaires
continue exploitation, Algeria left little doubt that “naturalization” of the
sector remained the national goal.

According to Georges Pompidou’s confidant and eventual foreign min-
ister, Michel Jobert, the French president was anxious to resolve the hy-
drocarbons situation: “For him, it was a miracle that the 1965 accords
had lasted so long.”81 Pompidou realized that Algeria would inevitably
control its own resources. Yet he did not have the political strength to
overcome powerful groups within the French government that became
embroiled in the negotiations and contributed to their maladroit direc-
tion. Jobert intimated that the interests of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs
and Industrial Development, as well as the secret dialogue of Prime Min-
ister Jacques Chaban-Delmas through Simon Nora, interfered with the
efforts of the appointed negotiator, François-Xavier Ortoli, and his suc-
cessor, Hervé Alphand. The French government, as it did in the negotia-
tions leading to the Algiers Accords, represented the oil companies but
disregarded their counsel, which only soured intra-French relations. The
result of all this diplomatic disorder was a muddled nineteen-month nego-
tiation that Jobert appropriately termed mal engagée.82

After reviewing the short-term proposals, the French agreed to adjust
the reference price, but said the calculations must take into account expen-
ditures, such as ASCOOP credits, since not all investments had been am-
ortized. Nor should a comparison between Middle East crude and Alge-
rian crude bear on the price. While Algeria argued the advantages of
Saharan petroleum (such as its light density), the French did not want to
give Algeria a privileged position over other Third World producers with
whom France had new and positive relations. With oil prices falling in this
period, the French negotiators demonstrated a most striking ignorance of
intangibles of the relationship, proposing a four-cent-a-barrel drop in the
reference price (from the $2.08 f.o.b. Bougie price set by the Algiers Ac-
cords). The Algerians found the proposal preposterous, and the level of
French insensitivity alarming. They prepared themselves for an arduous
negotiation.

In June 1970 the French reversed their position and offered an increase
to $2.16/barrel, to be raised to $2.31/barrel as a reference price for 1975.83

This formula, Nicole Grimaud noted, corresponded to one projected by
Occidental in Libya.84 Yet it also indicated that France was willing to
coordinate with the Cartel’s direction, and that the hydrocarbons initia-
tives of an independent France would no longer be as innovative as under
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President de Gaulle. The hostile reception of this new French position
forced an adjournment on 13 June 1970.

Privileged Cooperation Endangered

On 24 June, Algeria’s minister of industry and energy, Belaid Abdesselam,
announced that the French had to repatriate 90 percent of their earnings
to Algeria as long as the new reference price remained unresolved. Pierre
Guillaumat, de Gaulle’s former minister of defense and now president of
ERAP, announced during a press conference on 8 July that, given these
new impositions, ERAP would have to consider whether “to stay or not to
stay” in Algeria. Then he related the oil crisis to the entire “special rela-
tionship” between France and Algeria. He specified the role of the emi-
grant workers and Algerian external debts.

El-Moudjahid considered Guillaumat’s tone neocolonial. In a bitter
reproach it stated: “The relation built up between the transfers of oil rev-
enues and the immigrant workers shows that Algerian labour would be
used in France as a means of pressure to impose the over-exploitation of
our resources.” As for the “enormous external debt for which she was in
no way responsible . . . the question was settled by the 1966 Financial
Agreement.”85 Risking the pétrolisation of cooperation, Abdesselam on
20 July declared in a letter addressed to the French companies that they
should be prepared to consider their fiscal obligation at a $2.85/barrel
reference price. The French Council of Ministers replied with a strict inter-
pretation of Article 27 of the Algiers Accords, which stipulated that a new
reference price could be instituted only after an “exchange of notes be-
tween the two governments.”86

With the dispute increasingly vitriolic, President Pompidou suggested
that France would be willing to discuss the entire policy of cooperation
between the two countries if the 20 July Algerian decision were sus-
pended. In a gesture of goodwill, Algiers agreed. François-Xavier Ortoli
received the mission to conclude an accord with Algiers that included a
reexamination of the framework of cooperation. The French negotiating
team represented the French government and oil companies. There
seemed to be, however, little coordination between the negotiators and the
companies. Their attitude was far from the imaginativeness of the team
that had concluded the revolutionary Algiers Accords. Foreign Minister
Bouteflika would negotiate for Algeria.

The signing of an accord in August 1970 defining new modalities of
technical and cultural cooperation did not satisfy the Algerians. France
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seemed reluctant to continue the amplitude of assistance that it had given
Algeria in the past.87 The accord failed to allay Algiers’ fear that any hy-
drocarbons initiative could provoke the French to retaliate by cutting
coopérants. A natural gas agreement between SONATRACH and Gaz de
France (GDF) also failed to stem the relationship’s deterioration. A poor
French harvest did allow France to meet its wine importation commitment
(though at a later date than originally stipulated), but future wine imports
were cut mercilessly. Compounding the situation was a growing French
hostility toward the Algerian emigrant worker community (see below).
There were caustic attacks by the media on both sides of the Mediterra-
nean and sensational espionage trials in Paris and Algiers.88 Inevitably, this
menacing milieu aggravated the negotiations.

A Comprehensive Negotiation

Meanwhile, a comprehensive negotiation ensued endeavoring to maintain
some type of special bilateral relationship. The Algerian demands in-
cluded: the adoption of OPEC fiscality; a price fixing such as those in
Libyan, Persian Gulf, and eastern Mediterranean ports; and the purchase
of French oil and gas interests to ensure Algerian control. Algiers argued
that a unilateral decision could nationalize the fields, but in the “spirit of
cooperation” two choices were offered: (1) the total repurchase of French
interests so that French companies would only provide services such as the
guaranteed provision of petroleum to the French market, and (2) an asso-
ciation between the companies and SONATRACH, on Algerian condi-
tions, that would give Algeria majority control over operations while se-
curing the recovery of its natural resources. The French opted for the
second choice, but preferred “increase in participation” to the word “con-
trol.”89

Ortoli offered a transition formula for reorganization of the entire sec-
tor whereby Algerian participation in total capital would increase. Indeed,
both sides would operate from a “common policy” in production, trans-
port, refining, and marketing. Grimaud wrote that “it was an innovative
formula, even revolutionary.” But the oil companies “bitterly re-
proached” Ortoli. The Algerians remained suspicious of French designs
and felt that the “common policy” would still favor the French because of
their heavy capital investment. Moreover, there were problems in the
formula’s application concerning transport and taxes. Confronted by the
companies and by the Algerians, Ortoli’s initiative was wasted. Another
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French proposal to regroup the French concessions in only the Hassi
Messaoud region met with Algerian opposition.90

At the end of the year under these trying conditions, Ortoli made the
last French offer: the cession of one-third of French mining rights, which
would give SONATRACH 51 percent control of total crude production;
the cession of all natural gas production and its transport (marketing was
already controlled by Algeria); the renewal of French financial assistance
to Algeria; a guarantee of revenue if France did not buy Algerian wine; and
an increase in the number of workers admitted to France. Nicole Grimaud
contended that this was an “amiable transitory solution.”91

Still, after propounding the recovery of natural resources and national
sovereignty, Algeria could not “lose face.” Bouteflika found the
“decapitalizing” offer unsatisfactory and seemed particularly adamant.
He wanted to end the hydrocarbons question even if it meant risking co-
operation.92 He felt that France would not be able to fulfill the promises on
financial aid and emigrant workers. Most important, he did not want to
compromise the question of Algeria’s national sovereignty by allowing
France to preserve petroleum concessions. That would have contradicted
the amplified arguments of the Algerian media as well as his efforts and
those of Minister Abdesselam to gain international support, especially at
the Caracas OPEC Conference that discussed strategy in December 1970.
Indeed, with removal of the French from the Sahara, the Four-Year Plan’s
implementation would be more symbolic and possibly more rewarding.

Addressing the new Algerian ambassador to Paris in December 1970,
President Pompidou spoke of maintaining “a climate of reciprocal confi-
dence and comprehension.”93 Yet rising tensions over hydrocarbon nego-
tiations tainted Pompidou’s cordial words. In an effort at conciliation,
France agreed that the companies should transfer to the Algerian treasury
the back taxes they had been hesitant to pay because of the crisis.94 This
aggravated the companies’ fear that they were being abandoned by the
French government. On 4 February 1971 Ortoli asked for an adjournment
in order to await the OPEC-Cartel confrontation in Teheran.

To Algiers, this indicated an indirect collaboration with the Cartel.
Algeria was anxious to keep negotiations moving because of Syria’s will-
ingness to reopen the Tapline pipeline, speculation about the future of the
Suez Canal (and the Suez surcharge since its closing), supertanker con-
struction, and the significant emergence of Nigerian oil on the market.95

These variables weakened its increasingly worrisome position.
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Nationalization

President Boumedienne stated on 3 February 1971 that Algeria wanted to
“safeguard” its position toward French cooperation, but he reiterated:
“We are ready to co-operate with all those who wish to set up with us a co-
operation based on mutual interests, but it must be understood once and
for all, that threats and pressure will have no effect on us.”96 Finally, the
usual adamant (and effective) demeanor that had characterized Algerian
diplomacy gave way to exasperation over the French hydrocarbon posi-
tion. In these circumstances, OPEC’s success in raising prices against the
Cartel emboldened Algeria. On 24 February 1971 President Boumedienne
issued the order to nationalize natural gas deposits and land infrastructure
and to increase Algeria’s participation in petroleum production to 51 per-
cent. Boumedienne promised compensation and added that Algeria re-
mained willing to continue supplying France, but only at the prices agreed
by the Mediterranean producers at Tripoli.97

During an interview with Le Monde, Boumedienne said that the turn-
ing point in the negotiations was in December when “suddenly . . . the
French positions stiffened. We were told we could take it or leave it: the
conditions put to us were not couched in the language of negotiation. We
could sense at that time that something was about to happen, especially in
the light of the violent press campaign which was started against Algeria.”
According to Boumedienne, what happened was “the ‘holy alliance’ of the
Cartel” with the French companies in anticipation of the Teheran negotia-
tions. This action apparently had a decisive influence on the Algerian po-
sition: “The thought that France could turn the Cartel on its supposedly
‘privileged’ partner disturbed us a great deal. . . . The French negotiators
then told us that they were awaiting the results of the Teheran negotia-
tions; then it was the results of the Tripoli meeting that they were waiting
for. What does this bilateral cooperation mean, if it is tied to so many
variables?” Nevertheless, Boumedienne was conciliatory and suggested
that it was up to the French to make a move.98

On 9 March, Prime Minister Jacques Chaban-Delmas handed Ambas-
sador Mohammed Bedjaoui a memorandum. The French government rec-
ognized “in principle the inherent right of the Algerian Government to
nationalize the property of companies operating within specific economic
sectors on Algerian soil under certain conditions, the first of which is the
solemn statement of indemnification made by the highest Algerian author-
ity.” While condemning the unilateral nature of Algerian decisions which
contradicted the “spirit of negotiations” of 1962 and 1965, the French
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submitted legal and economic conditions or “guarantees” that would
have limited Algerian control.99 Though the Algerian government rejected
these conditions, it allowed a representative of the French government to
meet with Foreign Minister Bouteflika. Hervé Alphand received the unen-
viable task of revitalizing negotiations between the two countries and, in
particular, resolving indemnities.

The Last Chance

Hervé Alphand, a veteran diplomat, was sent to Algeria after the nation-
alization to seek “an equitable indemnity” and to “define the new cadre of
relations between Paris and Algiers.”100 While recognizing Algeria’s right
to nationalize, Alphand declared: “We are ready to confirm and even ex-
tend cooperation in other domains.”101 France appeared willing to main-
tain a privileged relationship, however, only with fair reciprocation to the
French oil companies. The calculations of Alphand and Bouteflika over
the nationalized interests were far apart. Compounding the controversy
was the past, as the two men argued over debts dating from the time when
their countries’ treasuries were united and over the lack of complete com-
pensation for the confiscated property of the pieds-noirs. Nevertheless,
Alphand reiterated Ortoli’s initiative concerning financial aid, remunera-
tion for nonimportation of Algerian wines, and an extension of the emi-
grant worker accord of 1968. Nicole Grimaud judged that Algeria had
“everything to gain and nothing to lose” by taking advantage of this
French willingness to continue special cooperation.102 Perhaps Algeria
feared that a comprehensive reconciliation or a resumption of the special
relationship would compromise the significance of the decision of 24 Feb-
ruary, or that President Pompidou would not be politically able to deliver
the cooperation package. President Boumedienne’s subsequent declara-
tion of a new petroleum code on 12 April terminated the concession sys-
tem, raised the price of oil to $3.60/barrel, and set a DA 500 million
indemnity. It also ruptured the Alphand-Bouteflika dialogue.

Algiers’s unilateral decisions concerning price, indemnity, and French
participation in the fields alienated Paris. Pompidou directed the oil com-
panies to negotiate directly with the Algerian government and SONA-
TRACH.103 In a rare instance of collaboration, ERAP and the CFP acted
immediately to apply pressure on the Algerian government. Production
was stopped and technicians were removed from the field. Further, both
groups threatened legal actions against any purchaser of “their” petro-
leum, which they termed Algerian “red oil.”104 By the end of the year the
compensation problem was resolved.105
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Pompidou’s “Focus”

During his 20 April 1971 press conference, President Pompidou remarked
that “cooperation with Algeria is only an aspect of French cooperation
with the Third World.”106 That measured statement anticipated the “nor-
malization” of the relationship. France seemed willing to continue, but
with a more qualified assistance.107 Nationalization, like the Evian Ac-
cords nine years earlier, was in fact a liberation. It freed France from a no
longer critical dependence upon Algeria, which had at one time supplied
more than 30 percent of its oil needs. The success of French political and
economic diversification was illustrated by Algeria’s failure to mobilize its
political and economic (OPEC) allies to pressure and oppose France. Be-
fore and during the concessions crisis, France imported oil from sources
including Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Nigeria, and Abu Dhabi. This variety of
sources, along with France’s friendly Arab relations, enabled France to
receive preferential treatment during the oil boycott after the Yom Kippur
War of October 1973. In addition, France’s balance of payments im-
proved.108

The preservation of the Algerian concessions may have been impossible
in view of Algeria’s determination. Nonetheless, the loss of “its oil” was a
blow to France’s essentialism and its imagination of itself. France’s gran-
deur and independence needed redefinition, another conversion of power,
perception, and identity; the ordering framework needed reformulation.

In June, Pompidou dispelled any remaining Algerian anxiety about
coopérant retribution by stating: “We are continuing cooperation. . . . We
are ready to participate in Algeria’s economic development, in proportion
to our possibilities, our interests, and in relation to the value of the
projects undertaken.” He declared, however, France’s new Algerian policy
of cooperation: “We are not giving Algeria a priority in our cooperation,
but we are not at all excluding her from a number of other states in which
we cooperate closely.” Finally, Pompidou spoke of “normalization” by
reflecting that “relations between France and Algeria had need to be
placed in focus and that this mise en point could not have been made
without a little crisis.” He hoped that this “little crisis” would clear the
way for “more equitable relations.”109 Pompidou sought a more mature
relationship.

Reflections on the Nationalization

The nationalization achieved Boumedienne’s objective to decolonize post-
colonial Algeria. It terminated the privileged relationship and its generous
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cooperation. Thus Boumedienne declared in May: “If our refusal to per-
petuate the colonial pact drawn up at Evian is tantamount to disavowing
our commitments, then we are disavowing them.”110 He stated dramati-
cally: “Our determination to free our country from the vestiges of colo-
nialism is unshakable.”111 Algiers viewed the “battle of petroleum” as a
great victory, not only because it heightened the prestige of Boumedienne
and his country, but also because cooperation continued.

The Pompidou administration perceived nationalization as another
stage of decolonization. While serving under de Gaulle, Pompidou had
called Evian a “phase” of French decolonization.112 Pompidou’s prime
minister, Jacques Chaban-Delmas, told the National Assembly that
“France has never considered the Evian Accords as eternally settling” the
French-Algerian relationship. Instead, the Accords were by nature “evolu-
tionary.”113 Foreign Minister Schumann perceived Evian as ending the
Algerian War, fashioning new rapport between the two countries, safe-
guarding French interests, and continuing French social and economic
commitments under the Constantine Plan. He declared, however, that
“privileged cooperation established by the 1962 accords was vitiated little
by little of its substance” by Algeria.114 Of course, to Boumedienne, the
Evian Accords’ “real objective” was to maintain Algerian subservience to
France. They “aimed to make Algeria a dependent country under French
neocolonialism.”115

President Pompidou acknowledged his responsibilities in the affair.116

At the time, the narrow, nonpolitical views of influential technocrats influ-
enced the Elysée Palace.117 Pompidou’s political behavior also reflected a
growing disaffection toward Algeria in the French polls. When asked if it
was normal for France to have closer (privileged) relations with Algeria
than with other Third World countries, 38 percent said it was normal, 37
percent said it was not, while 25 percent chose not to answer. Moreover,
just before nationalization 50 percent asserted that Algeria gained most
from cooperation, only 16 percent perceived France as benefiting most,
with 34 percent having no opinion.118 By being neither too tough nor too
soft, Pompidou wanted to strengthen his own presidential position. But
with criticism from both the left and right, he achieved neither credibility
nor consensus.

The crisis was not a question of culpability. Edward Kolodziej con-
tended that France and Algeria realized that “too close a relationship was
suffocating; that each had much to gain from a broader set of foreign
relations in the Mediterranean.”119 Nicole Grimaud believed that a privi-
leged relation “so personalized” by de Gaulle “could hardly survive the
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change of political personnel.”120 Nevertheless, to Jean Lacouture, the end
of privileged relations was a political contradiction. If France intended to
pursue a Mediterranean policy, it seemed to him that a natural condition
would be a close relationship (“fundamental entente”) with Algeria.121

According to Henri Sanson, the nationalizations inaugurated a new,
undefined period of “après-coopération.” The privileged relationship had
ended, but a bewildering number of tangible and intangible ties remained,
necessitating a new formulation of the relationship.122 Like Evian and, to
a lesser degree, the Algiers Accords of 1965, this was a pivotal period
illustrating discontinuity and continuity. On the existential level, Algeria
proclaimed itself liberated from the vestiges of French colonialism, which
was a great achievement in asserting its own personality and identity. If
1962 marked political decolonization, 1971 marked economic decoloni-
zation. Yet at the same time, Algeria lost its privileged position in France’s
foreign affairs, now strategically outlived. Ironically, within a year, Bou-
medienne’s government signaled that it wanted to restore a special rela-
tionship with France. That status would not recur for another decade.
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5

Turning the Page, 1972–1980

Algeria and France are predisposed to each other by their history and
their spirituality.
Houari Boumedienne, during President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s visit

to Algeria, April 1975

The Evian Accords do not correspond to the present reality of our relations.
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, 9 February 1978

Official relations during the immediate post-nationalization period were
methodical but morose. Then a year after the nationalization of French
petroleum concessions, President Boumedienne, while engaged in acceler-
ated state-building, signaled his willingness to upgrade the relationship:
“We are ready to develop our commercial, cultural and economic links
with France in so far as the will to do so exists in equal measure in our
partner.”1 On the tenth anniversary of Algerian independence, he reiter-
ated: “We have now no problems with the former colonial power, France.
We now need only to develop future co-operation on the basis of the
respect of the sovereignty of States, common interests and the respect of
the underlying options of each country.”2 This became a curious obsession
with Boumedienne: the man who sought to champion Algerian indepen-
dence still wanted a special regard from France.

France soon realized that “normalization” did not depreciate Algeria’s
enduring strategic, geopolitical, and economic value, especially as in-
scribed in the essentialist imagination. The discontinuity provoked by the
petroleum nationalization could not dislocate the continued complex sig-
nificance of the bilateral relationship. This mandated Paris’s reappraisal,
resulting in the relancement (relaunching) of a special interest, if not rela-
tionship, with Algiers.

Algeria’s State-Building

The nationalization of the French hydrocarbons concessions in 1971 un-
derscored Algeria’s determination to complete decolonization and, with it,
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the assertion of an independent identity. Subscribing to the classic Marxist
model of state-building, Algeria attempted to modernize and thereby ex-
tricate itself from the economic and social vestiges of French colonialism.
Envisioned as the decisive revolutionary enterprise, this engagement
aimed at achieving a genuinely independent Algeria with an authentic
revolutionary and socialist national identity. Ironically, this ambitious ef-
fort, characterized by the simultaneous pursuit of three “revolutions”
serving as ideological apparatuses, would also be reminiscent of, and even
reliant upon, the initiatives of French colonial and postcolonial planners.
The paradox reared its head again: Algeria aimed to free itself from France
in economic and social domains, yet needed French assistance, especially
cooperation, to achieve this liberation.

The Industrial Revolution

Algerian industrial planning subscribed to the idea proposed by the
French colonial Perspectives décennales and the Constantine Plan of using
hydrocarbons as multipliers, to create complementary industries. In the
postcolonial period, Gérard Destanne de Bernis reformulated this concept
as “industrializing industries,” which was enthusiastically endorsed by
Algerian authorities. For example, the production of petrochemicals
could be used for plastics and fertilizers. The Algerians emphasized the
need to invest intensively in heavy industry, such as the El-Hadjar steel
complex at Annaba, a grande entreprise of the Constantine Plan.

Industrialization was viewed as the chief means to convert Algeria’s
extroverted economy to one that was introverted, integrated, and more
self-sufficient. It would also attract new trading partners, especially in
hydrocarbons, freeing the country from its commercial dependence upon
France for durable commodities.3 Finally, industrialization would provide
jobs for a labor pool increasing by approximately 175,000 a year. The

Table 5.1. Algerian Investment Plans, 1967–1977 (in millions of dinars)

Sector 1967–69 Pecentage 1970–73Percentage 1974–77Percentage

Agriculture 1,869 16.87 4,140 14.92 12,005 10.89
Industry 5,400 48.73 12,400 44.70 48,000 43.53
Infrastructure 1,537 13.87 2,307 8.32 15,521 14.08
Education 1,039 9.38 3,310 11.93 9,947 9.02
Other sectors 1,236 11.15 5,583 20.13 24,784 22.48
Total 11,081 100.00 27,740 100.00 110,257 100.00

Source: AI, commemorative publication (July 1982), 24.
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First and Second Four-Year Plans allocated more than 40 percent of their
investments in the second (industrial) sector. Adjusted to the 1978 DA,
Algerian industrial production doubled from 1967 to 1978 and stimu-
lated a remarkable 7.2 percent annual growth of the Algerian economy.4

Nevertheless, by the end of the decade, complaints of lopsided growth in
the sector provoked calls for a reassessment of industrial and general eco-
nomic planning.

The Agrarian Revolution

In November 1971 the Algerian government promulgated the Charter of
the Agrarian Revolution, which aimed to extend socialism throughout the
first sector in phases. The plan featured the formation of cooperatives and
the construction of self-contained “socialist villages.” The projected thou-
sand villages were designed to stem rural flight to the bulging cities and to
provide markets for the anticipated new industrial production. Algerian
authorities also announced their aim to appropriate property from large
private farms and redistribute the land. These intentions mirrored the
eleventh-hour colonial plan of a “renaissance of the bled,” which had also
included land redistribution (see chapter 1).

Rhetorically, the Agrarian Revolution promised a profound transfor-
mation of rural Algeria. Actually, two-thirds of the land redistributed
came from public holdings, although absentee landlordship was ad-
dressed and for the most part eliminated. Only 640,000 hectares were
expropriated from private lands. Agricultural production did not benefit
significantly from the reform and remained inelastic.5 With a growing
population (more than 3 percent annually), the need to subsidize and im-
port foods became an increasing worry.6

Ironically, it was Algeria’s ideology of solidarity that prevented real
social and economic change in the first sector. The government was assidu-
ously careful not to provoke a confrontation or “class conflict.”7 The
Agrarian Revolution was a “political mobilization” rather than a social
one. It projected “a revival of the political myth of the peasant revolution-
ary and the idealization of peasant values.”8 It failed to mobilize and
motivate the peasantry. Its chief historical consequence eventually was
ideological, even existential: a rhetorical reaffirmation of a revolutionary
state.

The Cultural Revolution

Boumedienne also initiated the Cultural Revolution in 1971 and pro-
claimed it “the crowning of the [Algerian] Revolution.”9 Ahmed Taleb
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Ibrahimi elaborated that the Cultural Revolution would (1) promote and
provide education (with an emphasis on literacy); (2) democratize culture
through “libraries, museums, cinemas, theaters, and cultural tours”; (3)
create a “new man within a new society” to help construct the new social-
ist state; and (4) ensure continuing social mobilization.10 Concurrently, the
Ministry of Culture began publishing the journal al-Thaqafa (Culture). In
the introduction to the first issue, the Cultural Revolution was presented
as another “stage” toward liberation that complemented the political and
industrial revolutions. Arabic, the “national language,” was Algeria’s
past, present, and future; it “fashioned its identity.” Al-Thaqafa linked
cultural liberation to the elimination of “every colonial influence what-
ever its form,” an implicit repudiation of neocolonialism.11

Sid-Ahmed Boghli echoed the official position: “Algerian cultural
policy should be seen within the double context of the people’s struggle for
independence and the will to overcome underdevelopment.”12 For ex-
ample, the one thousand socialist villages of the Agrarian Revolution
would be matched by construction of a thousand libraries. Though na-
tional cultural policy recognized that the replacement of the French lan-
guage was an important aspect of Algerianization, what was most needed
was a change in the nation’s mentality as well as discourse.

Historicism became an important instrument for fashioning the new
national identity. Often colored and inferiorized by colonial historians
(see chapter 1), Algerian history had to be rethought and reinterpreted.13

On 8 May 1974, Boumedienne spoke of the struggle against colonialism
as a struggle also “to liberate our History.” It had been “de-natured” by
colonialism and was part of the total and violent process to “eliminate the
component [parts] of the Nation.”14 The repatriation of “national ar-
chives” from France emerged as a contentious bilateral issue, underscor-
ing the growing role of history in Algerian cultural affairs. Yet in the cre-
ation of a “national history” there was the inherent risk of being
“propagandist.” David Gordon astutely perceived that, while “a mythical
view of history may be a useful negative weapon against the colonizer,
with independence it might become a force of obscurantism and reaction,
and a bar to genuine and realistic social progress.”15 Eventually, the manu-
facture and manipulation of a national history produced serious political
and social problems for the FLN and even led to the “de-mystification” of
the Revolution.

No other aspect of Algeria’s postcolonial history underscored its exis-
tential quest better than linguistic policy.16 Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi stated in
1962 that “there is a tight correlation between the history of a people and
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the history of its language.” He concluded: “Arabization is thus necessary,
since it is one of the essential ways of restoring the Algerian personality.”17

Besides being the sacred language of all Muslims, Arabic was also linked
to the socialist option. Ben Bella, who was self-conscious about his own
limitations in the language, declared: “Arabization is necessary, for there
is no socialism without Arabization.”18 It was another means to mobilize,
define, and unify the nation. Boumedienne asserted in 1968: “Without the
recovery [of] the national language, our efforts will be in vain, our person-
ality incomplete[,] and our entity a body without a soul.”19 Arabization
was a reminder that “the resentment against France was not merely politi-
cal, but cultural, too.”20 Abdellah Cheriet recognized the continuing post-
colonial cultural struggle: “Yesterday we fought against the physical pres-
ence of colonialism while today we fight against its spirit and its
language.”21 Language had to be decolonized.

Underscoring the paradox in the relationship, the French instituted
Arabization in 1961, abrogating the 1938 law that made Arabic a foreign
language, and mandating the teaching of the native language in elemen-
tary schools.22 By the time of Ben Bella’s deposal in 1965, the first grade
had been Arabized. In 1978 all primary education was in Arabic, though
French was taught as a foreign language.23

Still, Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi and others, notably Mostefa Lacheraf, also
perceived a need for bilingualism. Taleb Ibrahimi contended that “bilin-
gualism . . . is not a doctrine but a stage.”24 He argued that it was the
means of securing technical skills “while waiting for the Arabic language
to adapt and adopt the modern world. . . . In our scholastic programs,
French will have the status of a privileged foreign language.”25 Soon after
independence, Lacheraf went so far as to question the practicality of
Arabization. He concluded that French would still have to be used and
foresaw a bilingual but still revolutionary Algeria.26 As minister of educa-
tion in 1977, he slowed Arabization and even reinstituted bilingualism in
pedagogical training.27

While Arabization targeted the French language, it was accepted in
official circles that, to train national cadres in the latest technology, French
cultural and technical cooperation had to be accommodated. An article in
the new journal published from 1971 to 1981 by the Ministry of Religious
Affairs, al-Asala (Authenticity), addressed this contradiction. It com-
plained that Algeria “summons thousands of foreign coopérants,” which
taxed Algerian resources, and questioned the foreigners’ commitment
since “they do not wish to see the country develop and progress.”28 Al-
Asala’s articles stressed Salafiyyi (Ben Badist) themes such as Arabization
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and recounted Islamist resistances to colonialism; some of its contributors
also implicitly (and carefully) challenged the secular nature of the state.
This critical discourse would be influential and appealing in the 1980s.
Boumedienne, himself an Arabist, felt compelled to attach the country to
the Muslim weekend (Thursday and Friday), much to the chagrin of his
secular technocrats. Clearly, Arabization was not only a cultural matter, it
was also increasingly linked to the assertion of political legitimacy.

Algerian Emigrants Assaulted

Throughout the history of the Algerian presence in France, relentless vio-
lence, driven by racial and political motives, besieged the emigrant com-
munity. The frequency of attacks and France’s response to them often
served as a barometer of bilateral relations. For example, emigrant work-
ers were especially targeted after the hydrocarbons nationalization of Feb-
ruary 1971. The December 1971 accord could be viewed as a transcen-
dent triumph, given the acute divergences at that time, but its stipulations
reduced emigration from 35,000 to 25,000 for 1972–73. Furthermore,
the closely monitored emigrant workers had to provide proof of employ-
ment. Increasing violence against them led to the passage of an antidis-
crimination law in 1972.

The situation worsened in June 1973. A foreign worker strike at
Renault pointed up the strategic importance of emigrants to the French
economy. Then in August a Marseille bus driver was murdered by a men-
tally unbalanced Algerian, which provoked numerous retaliatory attacks
throughout France.29 On 19 September 1973 the Algerian government,
responding to the assaults, stopped emigration to France by suspending
exit visas.30 President Boumedienne warned: “If the present situation con-
tinues, it will be necessary to consider the return of our emigrants.”31

However well meant, presidential solidarity with the emigrant community
had little substance: Algeria was in no position for a mass “reinsertion,”
given its enormous shortages of employment and housing.32 Boumedienne
also equated “the future of Algerian-French relations” with the emigrant
labor situation.33 President Pompidou condemned the attacks, but the ter-
rorism continued.34 On 14 December 1973 the so-called Charles Martel
Club perpetrated the single most violent crime during this horrific period
by bombing the Algerian consulate in Marseille with a toll of four dead
and twenty-two wounded.

Though the intensity and frequency of assaults lessened slightly after
the carnage in Marseille, the emigrant community found itself in economic
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peril for a variety of reasons. Though France’s Sixth Plan (1971–75) pro-
jected an annual arrival and integration of 75,000 emigrant workers, it
had to be reevaluated in light of the oil crisis and embargo after the
Mideast’s Yom Kippur War of October 1973, which threatened the French
economy along with those of other petroleum-dependent countries.35

Compounded by “stagflation” (inflation and industrial stagnation), the
workers’ positions were vulnerable, with many layoffs that burdened the
French social welfare system. The emigrants’ employment opportunities,
so tied to the French economy’s expansion, evaporated, leaving a worker
often with a wife and children facing an intimidating future. In July 1974,
France closed its borders to foreign laborers and emigrant families.36

The French-Algerian Relationship’s Relancement

The particular nature of the relationship, with its unique tangible and
intangible historical variables, inevitably necessitated an improvement or
relancement (relaunching). The relancement should be viewed as a shared
initiative. Each country appreciated the importance of the other for a va-
riety of reasons.

Algeria’s continued importation of large quantities of French com-
modities and France’s diversification of its oil suppliers after the hydrocar-
bons nationalization led to a significant trade imbalance in the latter’s
favor. Commercial deficits exacerbated by the emigrant worker crisis dis-
closed that Algerian economic liberation was still conditioned by the
French relationship. Despite the recent rancor, Algeria viewed France as
the natural supplier of technology and capital for its Four-Year Plan and
future economic development. A special relationship remained an appeal-
ing objective. The resolution of the oil companies’ grievances over the
nationalizations, and the signing of a new accord with the CFP in June
1973, as well as automobile and railway contracts, signaled welcome im-
provement.37

Table 5.2. French Trade with Algeria, 1971–1975 (in millions of French francs)

1971 1972 1973 1974 1975

French exports 2,771 2,383 3,339 6,178 8,071
French imports 1,294 1,702 2,116 4,806 3,183
Balance 1,477 681 1,223 1,372 4,888

Source: MTM, no. 1625 (1976): 3655.
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On the French side, there were both economic and political reasons for
a relancement. Algeria’s state-planning, marked by accelerated industrial-
ization, offered French enterprises exceptional market opportunities.
France’s growing consumption of natural gas made Algeria’s vast re-
sources increasingly attractive: the Sixth Plan (1971–75) projected that
natural gas would account for 10 percent of France’s basic energy needs.
Politically, France wanted to take advantage of Algeria’s prestige within
the Third World, which had been heightened by the nationalization of the
French hydrocarbons concessions. Algeria distinguished itself during this
period mobilizing and politicizing Third World countries and champion-
ing a “new economic order” between the developed North and developing
South. Algeria was especially regarded as “an essential key” to French-
Arab relations. In other words, the Algerian “door to the Third World”
remained a desired way to extend French influence. Rayonnement, the
diffusion of French culture and language, also remained a valid argument
for the relancement, with French staffing of multiplying Algerian training
institutes. Obviously, the emigrant labor situation necessitated close con-
tact. Finally, both countries shared the idea of the Mediterranean as a
“lake of peace.”38 Foreign Minister Michel Jobert understood the mani-
fold strategic importance of Algeria and concluded that the time was at
hand to construct a closer relationship. He invited his counterpart to
Paris.

Foreign Minister Bouteflika’s Visit

Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s visit to Paris in July 1973 formally inaugurated the
relancement of the special bilateral relationship. Bouteflika was very ac-
commodating, and even announced that 5,500 blocked pied-noir ac-
counts would be allowed to be repatriated. Acknowledging the new “fo-
cused” relationship, Bouteflika said that he did not come to France as a
suppliant: “There is no precise negotiation, no precise dossier to settle or
not to settle.” This was actually a specious stance, since his government
wanted and needed a closer French relationship, especially regarding Al-
gerian development projects. He claimed: “For us, France has a place of
choice and of quality.” He also addressed cooperation. In a remarkable
statement, he declared: “Cooperation has never been slackened[;] Alge-
rian-French relations have always been good. They could become excel-
lent.” Talks were very cordial, and Bouteflika invited President Pompidou
to visit Algeria.39 His country wanted “to begin a new page” marked by a
“renovated vision” and end the “morose” and “banal” conditions that
had caused the bilateral relationship to stagnate. Michel Jobert responded
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that bilateral “consideration” with “sensitivity (sympathie) and respect”
were particularly important. While specific issues were not addressed in
detail, Bouteflika’s visit stimulated a renewed French interest in Algeria.40

The Relancement Gains Momentum

A series of events made the relancement even more attractive to the
French. The October War of 1973 and the astonishing unity of the Arab
oil boycott sensitized Paris to those producers who displayed friendly at-
titudes. Concurrently, French trade and private investment in Algeria in-
creased markedly. The subsequent visits of French and Algerian govern-
mental officials also raised expectations, especially in Algiers.

The communiqué published after French foreign minister Michel
Jobert’s visit to Algeria in March 1974 indicated the relationship’s positive
momentum. Talks were held in “an amicable atmosphere and in a spirit of
cooperation and reciprocal comprehension.” The situation of the emi-
grant workers received “particular attention” and was regarded as “the
symbol of the quality of French-Algerian relations.” Reciprocally, the Al-
gerians expressed their “high appreciation” of the coopérants whose
“presence in Algeria constitutes also a precious link in the friendship be-
tween the Algerian and the French people.” Means to improve cultural,
technical, and commercial cooperation were studied. Common strategic
interests in the Mediterranean were emphasized. The two sides agreed to
promote a “fruitful dialogue” between North and South, European and
Arab regions, in furtherance of their shared interests concerning energy
resources and general economic development. The talks, the communiqué
concluded, were distinguished by “concrete results which respond to the
legitimate interests of both countries.”41

Relations had improved to the point of permitting a visit by Pompidou,
but the president died on 2 April 1974.42 The relancement would be ad-
dressed by a new administration.

Giscard d’Estaing Elected President

Before the election of the new president of the Fifth Republic, former
premier Pierre Mendès-France said of the French-Algerian relationship
that, whether the right or left won, “there is a fabric of past relations . . .
that every government is obligated to take into consideration.”43 This
truth was painfully learned by the winner of the presidential election,
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing. Soon after Giscard’s election, Georges Gorse,
the former ambassador who headed the Association France-Algérie, vis-
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ited Boumedienne and relayed a paradoxical message from the new presi-
dent. Giscard aspired to have “banal” relations, a suggestion of a relation-
ship with Algeria like that of any other state. This was an early indication
of Giscard’s insensitivity toward Algeria and the historical intimacies that
gave it unique status within the framework of French foreign relations.
Boumedienne tersely replied: “The relations between France and Algeria
can be good or bad, in no case can they be banal.”44

Mondialisme

Giscard prided himself on his political independence from Charles de
Gaulle and Georges Pompidou, under both of whom he had served as
minister of finance, yet he shared many of his predecessors’ positions.
There were shades of change, the “oui, mais (yes, but)”; nevertheless,
according to John R. Frears, Giscard’s foreign policy interest was “con-
tinuité, not change.”45

By imagining a special role for France in global affairs, Giscard effec-
tively refashioned French essentialism. On 24 October 1974, Giscard ar-
ticulated a foreign policy that would be described as mondialiste
(globalist). This meant that Giscard, like de Gaulle, believed that an inde-
pendent France should play an active world role. Frears observed:
“Mondialisme is just another synonym for grandeur.”46 Like Pompidou,
he recognized France’s limitations and interdependencies and wished to
associate closely with other Western states. Raymond Aron assessed:
“Giscard d’Estaing is following a foreign policy which in its essentials
does not differ from that of Georges Pompidou or of General de Gaulle,
even though the international context has changed.”47 Giscard usually
pursued a more multilateral rather than a Gaullist bilateral approach to
foreign affairs. According to Alan Clark: “Such a global perspective neces-
sitated . . . a policy of concertation, that is of dialogue and harmonious
coordination rather than intimidation and conflict (la confrontation).”48

Giscard intensified France’s Third World activism, as he perceived
France as the potential interlocutor between the developed and developing
worlds. He appeared particularly sensitive to North-South economic
problems.49 Continuing Pompidou’s and Jobert’s resistance to Henry
Kissinger’s policy of confrontation with OPEC, Giscard proposed a con-
ciliatory conference between oil producers and major consumers. The
Algerian government, anxious to continue the relancement, welcomed
Giscard’s initiative. Belaid Abdesselam, the powerful minister of industry
and energy, remarked, “We think that it is a proposition which must suc-
ceed.”50 Mondialisme presupposed an amicable relationship with Algeria,
the Third World’s self-appointed leader.51 Indeed, Algeria and Boume-
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dienne were at the height of their international influence during this time.
Giscard accepted an invitation to pay a state visit to Algeria in the spring
of 1975.52

The Relancement Continues

When Abdesselam arrived in Paris in November 1974 for discussions,
he invited significant French participation in the Second Four-Year Plan
(1974–77).53 This was reiterated during Interior Minister Michel Ponia-
towski’s preparatory visit to Algiers in December. Abdesselam suggested
that French contracts could reach FF 20 billion. Ahmed Medeghri, the
minister of the interior, believed that it was imperative “to integrate the
different components of cooperation between the two countries within a
framework of a total vision of our relations.” Smail Mahroug, the finance
minister, expected that “long-term cooperation” would be “cemented by
Giscard’s visit.” For his part, Boumedienne recognized the important con-
tribution of the coopérants and was willing to improve their conditions,
especially housing, in Algeria.54

A refashioned cooperation founded on “new bases” was envisioned as
a strategic “triangular” axis among France, Algeria, and Black Africa.
Besides sharing Algerian positions on the Palestinians and the Israeli-occu-
pied Arab territories, Poniatowski suggested that Giscard’s administration
understood “the lesson of General de Gaulle” concerning “self-determi-
nation and nonalignments.” Before leaving Algiers he concluded, “There
are no more disagreements between us.”55 Visits by Norbert Ségard, the
minister of exterior commerce, and Georges Gorse in March reinforced
the relancement.

In February 1975 Giscard visited an Algerian emigrant worker quarter
in Marseille after that community suffered racist attacks.56 The renowned
sociologist Germaine Tillion was called upon to study the emigrant
worker family.57 (In June 1974, Giscard had created a secretariat of state
for emigrant labor.) The French president’s presence among the workers
and continued official consideration of the emigrants’ dilemma received
enthusiastic endorsement across the Mediterranean.58 Paving the way for
Giscard’s arrival, Algerian authorities loosened restrictions on some colo-
nial financial accounts, allowing their transfer and repatriation.

The Algiers Summit:  A Page Unturned

Despite the amelioration of relations between the two countries, serious
problems remained. The working and housing conditions of the emigrant
laborers and the lack of promised training and development concerned the
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Algerian government. The issue of harki “free circulation” loomed, after
recent agitation by this community in France, including hunger strikes and
hostility toward emigrant workers. Algiers desired more coopérants and
worried over the steep imbalance of trade. There was a genuine feeling in
governmental circles, however, that there would be constructive efforts
toward resolving these problems as a result of the upcoming summit.59

Above all, the Algerian president wanted the summit to demonstrate bilat-
eral recognition as equals. This required a symbolic gesture of some type.

When Giscard arrived in Algiers, the French President declared: “La
France historique salue l’Algérie indépendante.” France with its long his-
tory and colonial past greeted independent Algeria, the pride of its old
empire. It was thirteen years since Evian; final reconciliation appeared at
hand. As Georges Gorse rejoiced: “This time, it is truly the end of the
Algerian War.”60 Nevertheless, Giscard’s statement more than any other
during the postcolonial period disclosed the historical disposition of this
relationship. France with its essentialist past greeted a state that was inde-
pendent and finding itself, implicitly a state with no history. It especially
illustrated Giscard’s recurrent insensitivity and offended perceptive Alge-
rian sensibilities.

The visit of President Giscard d’Estaing was the most powerful sym-
bolic act in the postcolonial relationship. This was also Boumedienne’s
political apogee. He wanted to demonstrate that Algeria had its dignity
and its prestige, and he wanted France’s recognition and respect.
Boumedienne announced, “The page is turned.” Elaborating, the Algerian
president recounted Algeria’s political and economic development and
achievements. He reviewed past bilateral problems: “These vicissitudes—
and the fact that cooperation has survived them—testifies to why we . . .
continue to believe in this type of relationship with your country. The best
proof of this is that there is no longer any major contention between Alge-
ria and France.”61

As his speech continued—a remarkably warm, even sentimental ad-
dress, spoken in French although Boumedienne usually preferred Ara-
bic—it became evident what Boumedienne wanted more than the con-
tinuation and enlargement of cooperation from Giscard. Metaphorically,
the page should be turned, turned back to the time when Algeria held a
privileged position within the framework of French foreign policy. He
spoke of the unique character of the relationship, particularly the role of
intangibles in the human dimension (emigrant workers, coopérants).
Boumedienne regarded French cooperation as “inscribed imperatively in
the total process of Algerian development.” By participating, France
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would “inevitably . . . benefit in the enterprise as much in the economic
domain as in the cultural.”62 Advertising Algeria as “a great client for
machine manufacturers,” there was no hiding that President Boume-
dienne preferred France to reassume “its place of choice in our develop-
ment.”63

Later at the French embassy, Giscard said that it was time “to write a
new page” in the relationship. He declared that the purpose of his visit was
the creation of a climate of confidence. Giscard characterized cooperation
as a “great fraternal task.” The two presidents traveled together and were
acclaimed in Skikda and Constantine, as well as during an enthusiastic
motorcade in Algiers. Giscard stayed for three days and was impressed
with the warmth and hospitality of the Algerian people. The joint
communiqué recapitulated many of the basic ideas of the Jobert visit a
year before. While claiming the reestablishment of “the conditions for a
fruitful dialogue,” the future “perspectives” would be based upon “the
measure of potentialities and political wills.”64

Paul Balta believed before the state visit that Giscard intended to “turn
a dolorous page; to strengthen ties which had proven their solidarity in
resisting all contingencies; and to open new perspectives to cooperation to
complete the reconciliation between the two peoples.”65 To attain these
objectives, Giscard needed to sustain and exercise his “political will,” but
he seemed more interested in “normalizing” the relationship than restor-
ing it, as Boumedienne wished, to a privileged position.66 As Nicole Gri-
maud related, the warm welcome and promising economic opportunities
did not result in reciprocal confidence.67 The summit produced no sub-
stantial, concrete achievement, agreement, or “gesture” (e.g., oil pur-
chases, assistance for an anticipated automobile factory in Oran). Never-
theless, the very presence of the French president seemed to promise closer
relations.

The Algerian president recognized that shared multilateral interests
should naturally lead to a closer bilateral cooperation if not collaboration.
In words evoking the Gaullist French-Algerian axis and the aspirations of
Giscardian mondialisme, Boumedienne contended that cooperation’s
“success will contribute incontestably . . . to the Arab-European dialogue,
and will enlarge perspectives between the Arab-African world and Eu-
rope.”68 Opportunities to purchase oil and natural gas were apparently
presented to France in order to correct commercial imbalances. A joint
committee to evaluate the relationship was also proposed. Unfortunately,
despite Boumedienne’s cordial invitation to France to participate deci-
sively in Algeria’s development and his genuine desire to establish an ex-
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emplary bilateral relationship, the relancement faltered over commercial
questions and especially over the regional problem of the decolonization
of Spanish (or Western) Sahara. Furthermore, the two men failed to create
a close, confident friendship, although Boumedienne’s personal efforts
were particularly commendable, given his ideological bent. The failure to
achieve a lasting relancement and, most important, a privileged relation-
ship again with France, after almost two years of anticipation, was a bitter
blow for the Algerian government and a personal affront to its leader.

In June 1975 Algiers expressed its disappointment over French oil pur-
chases from Persian Gulf competitors. The French government’s explana-
tion that it could not control independent companies clearly indicated that
the political will to establish a “renovated” cooperation was not shared in
Paris.69 This exacerbated the commercial imbalance. Algeria had already
suspended buying 5,500 French trucks a month after the visit.70 In the first
trimester of 1975, Algeria imported FF 2,267 million against FF 644 mil-
lion exports.71 Chronic violence against emigrant workers became espe-
cially intense in February 1976 with attacks against Algerians and the
bombing of the Algeria’s Office National du Tourisme. El-Moudjahid
questioned Giscard’s assertion to Le Nouvel Observateur that there was
“neither crisis nor tension, nor even a conflictive situation” between the
two countries.72 There would be soon.

The Western Sahara Imbroglio

Continuing to assert France’s interest and presence in the Maghrib,
Giscard also visited Morocco. Relations with Morocco had suffered ini-
tially as a result of the privileged relationship accorded to its rival Algeria,
but during the late 1960s the relationship between Paris and Rabat im-
proved significantly.73 By the time the French president arrived in Mo-
rocco, King Hassan II could confidently declare, “There are no conten-
tions between Morocco and France.” Indeed, he called President Giscard
d’Estaing a “perfect pal (copain).”74 Their friendship contributed to

Table 5.3. French Trade with Algeria, 1976–1980 (in millions of French francs)

1976 1977 1978 1979 1980

French exports 7,034.1 8,786.1 6,913.0 8,215.5 11,077.6
French imports 3,314.9 3,894.3 3,203.6 4,857.8 7,431.4
Balance 3,719.2 4,891.8 3,709.4 3,357.7 3,646.2

Source: EIU, QERs.
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Paris’s accommodation of Rabat’s grandiose ambition of a Greater Mo-
rocco. Morocco had claimed traditional and historical rights to the north-
west corner of the continent including western Algeria, Mauritania, and,
at that time most appealing, the Spanish or Western Sahara.75

Spain was then in the throes of domestic political crisis caused by
Generalísimo Francisco Franco’s failing health. Taking advantage of the
situation, the Moroccan king targeted the Spanish Sahara and received the
French president’s assurance of support for an anticipated operation.76

Among the reasons for Giscard’s decision were: Hassan’s strategic pro-
Western orientation; the need to strengthen the Alawite monarchy, which
had faced coup attempts in the early 1970s; the possibility of French eco-
nomic opportunities; the protection of the large French community living
in Morocco; the improbability of serious Sahrawi (Western Saharan) resis-
tance, though the nationalist Polisario—Popular Front for the Liberation
of Saguia el Hamra and Rio de Oro—had conducted military operations
against the Spanish since 1973; and finally the personal friendship be-
tween the two leaders. Morocco assumed the privileged status that Algeria
coveted.77

A tenet of Algerian foreign policy had always been the support of lib-
eration movements. The Polisario struggle was of particular significance
since it involved a contiguous contested territory.78 Mauritanian and—
most disturbing, given the memory of the brief Border War of 1963—
Moroccan ambitions rekindled Algerian fears of King Hassan’s desire for
a Greater Morocco that would encompass Algeria’s mineral-rich Tindouf
region.

The sudden “decolonization” of the Spanish Sahara surprised and em-
barrassed Algeria. Though Boumedienne dismissed Rabat’s Green March
as “grand cinéma,”79 he also knew that he was not playing a major role;
worse, he was ignored. King Hassan’s bold diplomacy alienated and iso-
lated Algeria. This led to Algiers’s massive military aid to Polisario units
and humanitarian assistance to tens of thousands of Sahrawi refugees liv-
ing in Algerian havens. Clearly, Algeria’s support of Polisario was ideo-
logical and self-interested.80 In addition, Algiers suspected that Paris
played an indirect role in the tripartite Madrid Accords of November
1975 that partitioned the Spanish Sahara between Mauritania and Mo-
rocco.81 Later, French military support and then intervention seemed to
confirm this suspicion.

France’s abandonment of the relancement and embrace of Morocco
bristled Boumedienne. In an interview with French journalists in January
1976 he claimed that he had advised Giscard to pursue a policy of “strict



116  |  France and Algeria: A History of Transformation

neutrality. . . . I thought to have been heard.’” Boumedienne said,
“Giscard fooled me. Giscard lied to me.”82 In the following month,
Giscard expressed his opposition to “the multiplication of microstates,”
further tainting France’s “neutrality” and tilting toward Morocco. Never-
theless, given Paris’s close relations with Morocco and Mauritania
coupled with Prime Minister Jacques Chirac’s positive statements con-
cerning the Sahrawis, Boumedienne still considered France to be in a po-
sition to mediate the conflict as early as April 1976.83

Unfortunately, the bilateral relationship worsened as a result of
Polisario attacks at Mauritania’s Zouerate mines in May and October
1977 which also directly assaulted French coopérants (two dead, eight
captured). The Algerian Foreign Ministry regretted these casualties but
declared that “they are inherent in each war of liberation.”84 Giscard pro-
ceeded with plans for military intervention. This decision substantiated an
Algerian journalist’s observation comparing France’s “neutrality” toward
the Western Sahara with its “condemnation” of apartheid.85 In November,
the largest anti-French demonstrations since the War of Liberation mani-
fested Algeria’s disapproval of French policy. According to one journalist,
French hostility was aimed at the Algerian Revolution itself.86 The poten-
tial for French military operations targeting the Algerian-supported
Sahrawi nationalists was particularly upsetting to Boumedienne. He re-
minded France that Africa should no longer be regarded as an area of
imperialist spheres of influence.87

French air strikes commenced against the Sahrawis on 2 December.
Polisario released the French hostages by the end of the month to United
Nations Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim. From the Algerian perspec-
tive, France’s support of Mauritanian forces, especially by the deadly use
of sophisticated Jaguar aircraft, and the continued arrival of military ad-
visers and matériel to the Moroccans implicated Paris further in the West-
ern Saharan intrigue.88 Boumedienne ordered his ministries and state en-
terprises to boycott French commodities—in part also to help correct the
commercial imbalance in France’s favor. There were other variables con-
tributing to the deterioration of the bilateral relationship.

Anti–Emigrant Labor Legislation

President Giscard d’Estaing’s creation of a secretariat of state for emigrant
workers and his visit to a worker area in Marseille before the Algiers
summit in April 1975 seemed to indicate his government’s good inten-
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tions. But growing domestic economic problems and unemployment, ag-
gravated by the deteriorating bilateral situation, caused Paris to reevaluate
the entire emigrant worker situation. As the Algerian community was
800,000 strong, this reassessment had considerable importance. Familial
emigration, which had been provisionally interrupted in 1974, was rein-
stated only at a reduced rate. Now additional measures were initiated to
monitor the workers’ activities; these included assigning new work cards
and increasing arbitrary identity checks for suspected illegals by the po-
lice, especially in the metro.89 Algiers’s concern over these actions deep-
ened when the French government decided to pursue financial persuasion
and even to threaten massive deportation.

As economic problems continued, a growing number of French be-
lieved that the deportation of emigrant workers and their families (most of
the laborers were single men) would be an economic panacea. In 1977,
Premier Raymond Barre instituted a ten-thousand-franc incentive to per-
suade emigrant worker repatriations. A more drastic move came from
Interior Minister Christian Bonnet, who introduced a bill that would give
the government the power to expel any of the estimated 300,000 illegal
foreign residents. Amendments softened the bill slightly.90

On 27 September 1977, Lionel Stoléru, a secretary of state in the Min-
istry of Labor, announced measures that stopped the issuance of work
cards to foreigners, extended financial incentives to repatriate unem-
ployed emigrant workers, and suspended for three years all familial emi-
gration. Gone was the automatic renewal of residence permits. Instead,
the workers would receive three-year permits to work in France. Renewal
would be based on regional unemployment. With only a three-year resi-
dence possible, families would be discouraged from joining workers.91

The objective was to promote the voluntary repatriation of 35,000 emi-
grant workers a year. Opposition from the left, the unions, the churches,
and the Council of State diluted these initiatives. Support groups con-
cerned with workers’ welfare, such as the Mouvement contre le Racisme
et pour l’Amitié entre les Peuples and the Fédération des Associations de
Solidarité avec les Travailleurs Immigrés, were particularly critical of the
government’s action.92 Though these measures applied to all emigrant
workers, the Algerians seemed most imperiled.

The emigrant worker crisis, coupled with the French-Algerian imbro-
glio over Western Sahara, triggered violence, including the murder of Laid
Sebai, an Algerian employee at the Paris branch of the Amicale des
Algériens en Europe, in December 1977. El-Moudjahid proclaimed: “The
French Government is responsible.”93
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Meanwhile, another dispute loomed which was critical to Algerian
development and French energy demands: the pricing of natural gas.

The Growing Importance of Natural Gas

After independence both French and Algerian planners valued petroleum
over natural gas. This was owing in part to existing energy markets and
operating systems and the technical problems of natural gas recovery and
delivery. In the short term, oil was easier to exploit and more profitable.
Natural gas liquefaction processes were just beginning to come on line.
Indeed, French liquefaction technology implemented in Algeria was revo-
lutionary. Appreciating the opportunities presented by its proven vast and
recoverable volumes (in comparison with limited petroleum reserves),
Algerian planners also saw natural gas as an economic multiplier (“indus-
trializing industry”) and invested heavily in infrastructure. With the com-
plicated oil question settled, natural gas inevitably received greater atten-
tion.94

Background to the Gas Pricing Negotiations

When French companies discovered vast reserves of natural gas in the
Algerian Sahara in 1954–56, planners immediately perceived its use in
accelerated industrialization. A marketing plan, the Lemaire Project,
aimed to deliver natural gas to the Maghrib, neighboring African states
(the OCRS), and Europe. French planners already posited Eurafrican eco-
nomic and political interdependence, an idea inherited and subscribed to
by their Algerian counterparts.95

In 1964 the French-controlled Compagnie Algérienne de Méthane
Liquide (CAMEL) liquefaction plant at Arzew began production and
marketed gas to France and the United Kingdom. France contracted to
import 500 million m3 /year for twenty-five years. In the following year,
the gas relationship was substantially changed. By the Algiers Accords,
natural gas was “nationalized” in the ground. The French kept their status
as producing concessionaires and maintained their infrastructure until the
February 1971 nationalizations. They were obliged to supply Algeria,
however, with all the gas it needed at a fixed price at the wellhead. Algeria
would manage and profit from the general commercialization of the gas,
though sharing with an anticipated joint Algerian-French company
charged specifically with LNG and methane sales to France. France also
agreed to assist in marketing natural gas internationally, though Algeria
would handle all third markets. By an exchange of letters, France was
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prepared to receive 1.5 billion m3/year of gas from 1968 on, if possible
from French concessions. Thus they were kept on as operators, but their
status changed. The French would still lift it but would sell it at cost to the
Algerians. The condensates (propane, butane, methane) could be mar-
keted freely by the concessionaires. Though from 1965 to 1971 Algeria’s
oil relationship with France received critical and concentrated attention,
there were also conflicts over natural gas.

As with French oil operations, Algeria wanted to see greater explora-
tion and exploitation of gas. Obviously, infrastructure development was
desirable, as the Algerians expected complete national “recovery” of their
hydrocarbon resources. The French effort did not satisfy them. Further-
more, gas was burned off, provoking charges that petroleum companies
did not take full advantage of the gas condensates.96 The higher relative
price for Algerian gas (and crude), as claimed in “certain [French] circles,”
was also challenged by Algiers.97

In the view of Gérard Destanne de Bernis, France’s equivocal attitude
toward Algerian gas was caused by (1) the low utilization of natural gas in
the French economy, (2) the availability of other gas sources in the North
Sea and the Netherlands, (3) GDF’s weak financial situation and its inabil-
ity “to elaborate a proper strategy with regard to the petroleum compa-
nies,” and (4) the general failure to perceive natural gas as a “great indus-
trial raw material of the future.”98 Withal, France recognized the value of
Algeria’s natural gas.

Agreements in 1967 and 1970 resulted eventually in a contract con-
cluded in 1972 providing for delivery to France of an additional 3.5 billion
m3 annually for twenty years. The 1969 El Paso LNG contract anticipated
shipping 10 billion m3 annually to the United States and strengthened
Algeria’s resolve while bolstering its confidence during the negotiations
with the French in 1969–71. The subsequent nationalization of the French
concessions and infrastructure provoked more anger in petroleum than in
natural gas circles, revealing, too, the independent natures of the French
national enterprises.

The 1976 Accord

On 2 April 1976, GDF and SONATRACH signed a new contract which
called for the annual delivery of 5 billion m3/year starting in 1980. The
fulfillment of the accord was bound to reduce the commercial deficit. For
its new contracts SONATRACH set a base of $1.40/MMBtu (up from
$0.40), with the price to be linked to collective Algerian gas exports. GDF
wanted to link the price to actual sales, a bilateral rather than a multilat-
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eral pricing system.99 The LNG price controversy began its contentious
course.

Algeria articulated its pricing policy and rationale in a specially pub-
lished article in Le Monde.100 It argued that the price paid by GDF ($0.40/
MMBtu f.o.b. to a $0.60 c.i.f.) was artificial, well below the international
market. To Algeria, this represented a loss of $150 million/year. Algeria
asked for price equality with other sources such as the Netherlands and
the USSR. It claimed that not only Distrigas-Boston and ENAGAS but
British Methane Ltd. were undergoing price revisions. Algeria wanted a
fair price. The gist of the argument was political. Algeria felt the “attitude
adopted by the French government” was “curious.” It criticized France’s
inconsistency in commercial relations: while professing liberal convic-
tions, the government had not always acted accordingly.

Furthermore, a “renovated France, freed from the demons and myths
inherited from a long colonial past [and] engaged in favor of calm negotia-
tion and faithful cooperation with the Third World” was contrasted with
one that “hardly distinguishes France from other industrialized countries
which intend to exploit systematically, to their profit, all economic rela-
tions which are susceptible to play in their favor to the detriment of Third
World countries.” France’s acclaimed sensitivity to Euro-Arab and North-
South relations was paradoxical if not contradictory. Algeria, “well placed
to know this particular aspect of French economic policy,” considered the
LNG issue to be “one of numerous illustrations.” Simply, the draining of
natural resources to the profit of the developed country could be termed
neocolonialist. Algeria again complained that Giscard’s warm words of
April 1975 were repudiated by subsequent acts. Clearly, any price settle-
ment would have political repercussions.

The Battle of Gas: Oil Redux?

Algeria dismissed arguments that GDF should receive preferential treat-
ment because of French investment in Algeria under the Algiers Accords.
Those monies had nothing to do with the price of LNG. Besides, the infra-
structure also benefited ERAP at that time. Those facilities were settled in
the post-nationalization 1971 SONATRACH-ERAP Accord. Indeed, by
the Algiers Accords, the price of gas delivered to France was three to four
times less than the international price. There were also unanticipated con-
struction problems at Skikda resulting in almost doubled costs for planned
liquefaction facilities.

GDF, like ERAP and the CFP in the petroleum sector, had not had an
LNG policy except to obtain it as cheaply as possible. This can be excused



Turning the Page, 1972–1980  |  121

in part by the minor role of natural gas in French energy needs (10–12
percent). Now France was interested in diversifying its LNG sources. (In
1977, France imported natural gas from four sources: Algeria, the North
Sea, the Netherlands, and the USSR. Its internal production at the Lacq
fields accounted for about 20 percent of its needs.) LNG relations with
Algeria, like petroleum, could not rest merely on economic consider-
ations.

The April 1976 Accord, signed during the deteriorating relancement,
again demonstrated the paradox of conflict yet cooperation. With a com-
mercial deficit of FF 5 billion, Algiers welcomed the accord. France would
be paying a higher price than in the past.101 Obviously, this was crucial to
Algiers. But the worsening political conditions affected French enter-
prises’ ambitions and specifically compromised the French firm Technip’s
hope to provide the capital for GNL 3, the third liquefaction complex at
Arzew.102 Once again, as with petroleum, American rather than French
companies gained important commercial footholds.

Distrigas of Boston signed an accord on 12 April 1976 that took into
account rising energy costs.103 This agreement, along with the anticipated
implementation of the El Paso contract of 1969, gave Algeria added impe-
tus to ask for price revisions to fuel its state-building projects. El Paso
already contributed to capital expenditures for an ultramodern liquefac-
tion infrastructure. Algeria’s Valorisation des Hydrocarbures (VALHYD)
development plan of 1978, articulated with the significant assistance of
American Bechtel consultants, blueprinted oil and gas production and
economic development.104 It underscored President Boumedienne’s accel-
erated state-building ambitions. The VALHYD plan forecast rapidly accu-
mulated revenue and capital ($22 billion allocated for infrastructure
alone) from projected annual export sales of 70 billion m3 of natural gas.
By 2005, known hydrocarbon resources would be exhausted, but Algeria
would be by that time a modern economic state. VALHYD presumed an
inelastic American demand for LNG. Algeria felt it was not only playing
its “America card,” it had also trumped the French.

Another Relancement?

Despite setbacks over the Western Sahara, emigrant labor, and natural
gas, both sides realized that the deterioration of relations had to be
stopped. Giscard, ironically assuming a former Ben Bellist position, pro-
nounced in February 1978 that the Evian Accords no longer seemed appli-
cable to the realities existing between France and Algeria. His call for a
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reevaluation represented a positive initiative.105 With emigrant labor being
targeted and the need for French commercial markets and coopérants,
Algeria was receptive to a shift in French policy. An official communiqué
stated: “For its part, the Algerian Government will approach the dossier
of cooperation in a positive and total (globale) fashion, economic and
political relations being naturally complementary.”106 Boumedienne ex-
pressed his willingness to upgrade the relationship by metaphorically re-
ferring to the past promise of the relancement: “The page is certainly
turned but not erased.”107 Foreign Minister Bouteflika signaled modera-
tion by recognizing France’s right to provide military cooperation for
training, e.g., to Moroccan and Mauritanian armed forces, but he de-
nounced direct intervention.108 (By the time Mauritania withdrew from
the Western Sahara conflict in the summer of 1978, France had already
reduced its direct military role.) His brief talk with Giscard on 12 July
affirmed the necessity of a “concerted policy” between the two states.109

Boumedienne’s considerate and warm 14 July message called for “confi-
dent and effective dialogue.”110

Fatally ill with a rare blood disease, Boumedienne concentrated on
improving the Algerian-French relationship. Returning from treatment in
Moscow, he communicated with Giscard while flying in French airspace
on 15 November. He urged France to use its influence as a mediating force
in the Maghrib, especially concerning the self-determination of the
Sahrawi people. In addition he called for a “new page of history, done in
justice, progress, and peace.”111 With French doctors among the medical
team treating him, President Boumedienne died on 27 December 1978.

Boumedienne and the French Relationship: An Assessment

From 1971 until his death, Boumedienne sought to restore a privileged
relationship, albeit on Algerian terms, and suffered bitter personal disap-
pointment especially when the relancement collapsed. He envisioned a
respectful state-to-state relationship, if not partnership, against super-
power pretensions. Giscard’s condescending attitude during his visit, to-
gether with the lack of concrete achievements, was an embarrassment.
Boumedienne was a proud man who wanted to earn recognition both for
himself and for the state he was building. Paradoxically, this intractable
self-styled revolutionary, who wanted to rid Algeria of every “complex,”
who himself often pursued a “banal” French policy, still sought special
consideration, even admiring approval, from France.

Boumedienne achieved specific decolonizing objectives such as the
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transfer of military bases and the recovery of hydrocarbons concessions,
thereby finally revising “the colonial pact drawn up at Evian.” Yet he
knew that a special relationship with France was still a necessity. He de-
clared: “Let France get used to the fact of our national sovereignty and all
problems, big and small, can be settled. The common interests of the two
countries are numerous and evident. They are dictated by history, geogra-
phy, and the economy.”112 His ardent pursuit of postcolonial decoloni-
zation successfully projected an Algeria asserting its sovereign rights and
independence, an exemplary nation for the Third World.

The National Charter of 1976, yet another example of an existential
definition and reaffirmation of the Algerian state, reiterated the aim “to
consolidate national independence” by “liquidating all forms of imperial-
ist or neocolonialist influence.”113 It underscored the familiar theme that
“socialism, in Algeria, is an irreversible movement.” It linked socialist
state-building to the “Islamic values which are a fundamental constitutive
element of the personality of the Algerian people” rather than to a “mate-
rialist metaphysic” or a “dogmatic foreign conception.” The consistent
use of a revolutionary discourse also aimed to reinforce an internal con-
sensus. Nevertheless, Boumedienne’s technocratic state-building created a
wide disparity, socially as well as economically, between the elite and the
increasingly youthful masses. The timely Constitution of 1976 comple-
mented the National Charter and created institutions such as the National
Popular Assembly and offices that permitted an impressive and orderly
presidential succession.114 When Chadli Benjedid was elected President in
1979, relations with France had ameliorated.

Chadli Benjedid Comes to Power

Unlike Ben Bella and Boumedienne, Chadli Benjedid, a compromise can-
didate for the presidency, pursued policies that were much more prag-
matic than ideological, reconciliatory rather than revolutionary.115 He
stated in November 1981: “In effect, we are living in a new stage of our
Revolution.”116 Before Italian television he acknowledged that “the prin-
ciples are the same” but “the method can be adapted following the evo-
lution of international life.”117 William B. Quandt had written: “There
seems to be no a priori reason to exclude the possibility of development
toward either a rigid, authoritarian, unresponsive, and bureaucratic state
or toward a more pragmatic, relatively tolerant, participant polity.”118

If Boumedienne’s regime was the former, Benjedid’s government was the
latter.
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Benjedid inherited several problems from the Boumedienne era: (1)
emigrant labor, (2) the Western Sahara conflict, (3) LNG negotiations, and
(4) a significant trade imbalance. In his response to Giscard’s congratula-
tory message after his election, Benjedid expressed interest not only in a
stronger relationship between the two states but also in a greater role in
the western Mediterranean. He also reminded Paris of Algiers’s sensitivity
toward emigrant worker “dignity” and “security” to which “we attach
the highest price.”119 While relations had warmed between Paris and
Algiers before Boumedienne’s untimely death, there was certainly no indi-
cation that there would be a renewed relancement.

Benjedid was not as desirous as Boumedienne of a special relationship.
His ideas were closer to Michel Jobert’s past aspirations for a “confident,”
realistic, and reliable one. Though improved relations were welcomed,
Algiers hoped to solve bilateral problems without injecting the passion of
the past or the promise of an idealized privileged relationship. Less ideo-
logically oriented than Ben Bella or Boumedienne, Benjedid simply aimed
at resolving issues between the two countries.120 Giscard seemed willing to
cooperate. When the new Algerian ambassador, Mohamed Sahnoun, pre-
sented his letters on 25 October 1979, the French president spoke of a
“spirit of collaboration (concertation).”121

Benyahia’s Visit to Paris

Almost a month after the death of Boumedienne, Algeria signaled its will-
ingness to continue better relations with France by awarding the building
of the third natural gas liquefaction plant to the French firm Technip
working in a consortium with a subsidiary of Italy’s ENI. COFACE would
provide credits. Indeed, the estimated FF 2.5 billion loan was the most
given to Algeria by France for a single project.122 It underscored France’s
desire to upgrade the relationship. This was reaffirmed by the visit of
Foreign Minister Jean François-Poncet to Algiers in June 1979.

François-Poncet’s conversations with the new Algerian leaders con-
firmed that a serious “adult dialogue” was now under way between the
two countries. According to Algerian ambassador Mohamed Bedjaoui,
“explosive subjects” (especially emigrant labor, given the pending Bonnet
and Stoléru legislation) were calmly addressed.123 El-Moudjahid hoped
that “the will of both countries to transcend the ephemeral” would result
in positive achievements.124 That aspiration was fulfilled with Mohamed
Benyahia’s reciprocal mission to Paris in January 1980, which reached an
important threshold in the postcolonial relationship.
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Benyahia’s visit aimed to address such serious problems as emigrant
labor, financial questions, and the repatriation of Algerian archives (natu-
ral gas being for the most part successfully isolated). Besides those issues,
he wanted to impress upon his counterparts that this was a new Algerian
government with a sense of political and national maturity. He wanted to
dispel demandeur images, and he succeeded. Benyahia clearly wished rela-
tions to be confident and conventional. Upon his arrival he asserted that in
the global context Algeria and France each had its own particular “per-
sonality” as well as responsibility.125 This statement reaffirmed Algeria’s
independent identity. Benyahia described his 17 January meeting with
Giscard as “very friendly, very frank and . . . even very encouraging.” They
discussed the entire relationship and especially the most pressing bilateral
problems. The Algerian foreign minister implied that the objective was
more than just “new relations” but “the perspectives of a sound and solid
cooperation.”126

At a dinner in his honor Benyahia rejected the “ephemeral reconcilia-
tions” and “transitory conciliations” of the past. Algeria’s mission was
now concertation. This could only occur in a “dialogue” between “equal
partners.” He acknowledged past problems and related them to Algeria’s
pursuit of patrimony and equality through recovering resources and rees-
tablishing the “full dignity of its personality’s cultural foundations” in-
cluding the restoration of Arabic-Islamic values. Benyahia quoted Presi-
dent Benjedid’s realistic reference to the Boumedienne-Giscard summit:
“To consider the past a page turned, not torn.”127 Benyahia wanted to
impress upon the French government that Algeria thought itself deco-
lonized. With the existential definition done, it was time to settle pressing
problems.

He told Le Monde that for “a mutually profitable cooperation” there
must be established “political and psychological conditions.” Benyahia
wanted straightforward relations without “ambiguity.” He wanted to
convince the French government that this was not only a new Algerian
government but also an independent and equal sovereign Algerian state
with a foreign policy founded not on a rayonnement révolutionnaire but
on independence and peace. While acknowledging that “it is not always
simple to efface anachronistic reflexes,” he discussed the need “to create a
new psychological climate . . . to approach problems between Algeria and
France with a spiritual state disencumbered of certain inherited historical
conceptions.”128 On the personal level, what lent this comment weight
was that Benyahia himself was a veteran of French-Algerian diplomacy
who had participated significantly at Melun, Les Rousses, and Evian.
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The Algerian foreign minister’s mission was a success. Besides creating
a more confident climate, it brought concrete results. A consular conven-
tion was signed to benefit both emigrant workers and coopérants, while
six committees were organized to study specific bilateral problems.
François-Poncet also spoke of a Grand Commission to study the entire
relationship, an idea discarded earlier by Giscard.

Benyahia’s visit demonstrated Algerian independence much more than
Bouteflika’s six and half years earlier. The Algeria of July 1973, though
not a demandeur, still wanted to restore a favored relationship to assist
development plans. Benyahia was less concerned with attaining that status
than with simply resolving immediate problems. Consider his remarks
concerning the consular convention: “It is more than a symbol. It is . . . the
product of hard work. It has been established with the political will to
develop more cooperation between the two countries.”129

Boussad Abdiche accurately assessed Benyahia’s visit: “It was a historic
moment, and the beginning of a great turn in the relations between Algeria
and France.”130 Benyahia succeeded in the short term in targeting prob-
lems and dispelling images. Mohamed Sahnoun, a key negotiator during
this period, reflected that “anachronistic reflexes and attitudes” did not
appear.131 For the next nine months the committees worked on specific
issues: social security, financial transfers, citizen problems, archives, emi-
grant labor. Emigrant labor particularly involved intensive conversations
and finally substantial conclusions.

Emigrant Expulsion?

One of the chief reasons for Benyahia’s visit to Paris was Algiers’s appre-
hension over the French government’s deteriorating attitude toward emi-
grant workers. Of particular concern was the passage in December 1979
of the Bonnet Law, which strengthened the French government’s power to
deport emigrant workers. It even provided for the forced repatriation of
workers if residence cards were not renewed. Previously, renewals had
been practically automatic. New legislation, the Stoléru Proposal, at-
tempted to equate work cards with residence cards, which could expedite
a massive expulsion of unemployed, unproductive emigrants.132 Though
the two governments exchanged letters (26–27 December 1978 and 20
December 1979) that renewed the five- and ten-year residence cards
scheduled for expiration during these periods, the situation was critical.
Indeed, the renewals were only for one year. There was an urgent need for
an enduring accommodation.
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French action taken against the emigrants elicited domestic political
responses and repercussions. Over the years a solidarity had developed
between the emigrant workers and France’s powerful and syndicalist-na-
tured labor unions, the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) and the
Confédération Française Démocratique du Travail (CFDT). Both unions
denounced expulsion measures and defended the emigrant workers. In
addition, the council of the Amicale des Algériens en Europe called for the
application of the 1968 accord with its automatic renewal stipulations.133

The Association France-Algérie condemned the “simplistic affirmations”
of those who maintained that repatriation would solve French unemploy-
ment. Instead, the organization referred to the Anicet le Pors Report and
the drafts of the Seventh Plan, which disputed the contention that the
emigrants’ presence produced French unemployment. The Association
hoped for concertation in resolving this situation for the “mutual benefit
of both countries.”134

New and intense negotiations resulted in the 17 September 1980 agree-
ments.135 The exchange of letters between the governments called for
training programs conducted in special centers and within French and
Algerian enterprises to train workers in trades, ensuring employment in
planned positions after repatriation. The French government would also
provide low-interest loans for new enterprises, while the Algerian govern-
ment would offer tax and customs concessions. New housing would be
earmarked for the returning workers. France would pay the travel costs,
for workers and for their families as well. Repatriation allocations (for
those not receiving financial assistance for their own enterprises) varied
according to time at a job and pay rates. For example, a worker who had
steady employment during the previous six months would receive four
times the net average weekly pay for that period. The two governments
projected the resettlement of 12,000 trained workers a year. Certificates of
residence would be also renewed for workers electing to stay in France.
Cards of emigrants working in France before 1962 would be recertified
for ten years. Five- and ten-year certificates issued after July 1962 would
be renewed automatically for the next three years and three months. There
would be a concerted effort to promote Arabic studies in French primary
and secondary schools. Most important from the Algerian perspective,
there would be no forced expulsions. Obviously there would be important
linkages with financial and cultural and technical cooperation.

The emigrant labor agreement stemmed the decline of French-Algerian
relations. Reinsertion would be conditioned upon the capitalization of
Algeria’s economy, ideally providing hundreds of thousands of jobs; it also
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offered France an implicit privileged role in future investments. Training
emigrant workers in France to fill projected positions in Algeria, as antici-
pated by French and Algerian planners, promised to be an extraordinary
example of cooperation.136 It also symbolically remunerated the workers’
participation in the development of France’s modern economy, while sub-
limating the painful memory of colonial economics which forced thou-
sands to work in the métropole.

The emigrant worker agreement, a social security agreement signed on
1 October, and progress on the issue of archives were all received well by
the Algerian public. A programmatic method of reinsertion with French
help was also viewed favorably in governing circles.137 Above all, the
agreements disclosed the positive possibilities of close coordination
(concertation).

Natural Gas Price Stalemate

Interest rates, overruns, debts, and the ambitions of the VALHYD Plan
forced an Algerian reformulation of gas pricing. The man responsible for
the pricing revolution was the talented Nordine Ait Laoussine, described
by Jonathan P. Stern as “the intellectual driving force behind gas price
policy.”138 In 1977 he began arguing that LNG prices should be equivalent
to competing energies. Laoussine also concluded that exporter risk-taking
in the construction of export facilities should be shared by consumers.139

He explained: “The price paid by the consumer must, over the long term,
not only be acceptable in absolute terms, but also relative to other energy
forms. The need for a harmonious structure of energy prices worldwide
makes this imperative. A link between gas and oil prices should therefore
be the fundamental objective of any gas-export system.”140 The decision to
link gas and oil prices was made with Benjedid’s accession to the presi-
dency in 1979, a year earmarked for rattrapage, or making up for one’s
losses. This promised difficult negotiations with consumer nations.

There was an internal political dimension to pricing policy. Belaid
Abdesselam and Ahmed Ghozali were blamed for mismanagement of the
El Paso relationship and replaced.141 Though El Paso had provided a psy-
chological trump in Algeria’s dealings with the French oil companies in
1969 by proving that Algeria could attract new clients, the American cor-
poration found the new pricing principle uneconomic after Algeria had
invested billions in creating the most modern liquefaction facilities in the
world and in building tankers to haul the huge anticipated volumes of
LNG. Ait Laoussine left in mid-1980. By removing these powerful techno-
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crats, Benjedid could assert his own direction besides securing his presi-
dential position. According to Jonathan Stern: “The men who had taken
over gas policy in Algeria had . . . less experience of market conditions
than their predecessors, although this may have been less important than
the pressure they were under from their political leaders.”142 Belkacem
Nabi, the new minister of energy, stated the new policy simply as “A therm
is a therm.”143 As president of OPEC, Nabi wanted this position supported
internationally. As Saharan Blend crude headed toward $40/barrel, Alge-
rian adherence to the new pricing correlation proved prohibitive to its
principal customers. GDF in particular was increasingly concerned with
this pricing strategy.

In February 1980 negotiations commenced with GDF. The Algerian
insistence on parity, which would have doubled the price to $6.11/
MMBtu, was stoutly resisted by the French national enterprise.144 Origi-
nally, the indexing formula agreed to in July 1976 had calculated the price
of gas to equate with concurrent heavy and domestic fuels, which raised
the price from $0.40 to $1.30/MMBtu. Another agreement in 1979 se-
cured $3.05/MMBtu beginning on 1 January 1980.145 During the follow-
ing month SONATRACH crimped its LNG deliveries to GDF, claiming
that the liquefaction plant at Arzew (constructed in part by Technip) was
having “technical problems.” This reduction was linked, however, to the
arduous negotiations. Meanwhile, the CFP found its situation uncomfort-
ably compromised by having the negotiation of its own contract linked to
a new LNG contract. The French, however, stubbornly resisted the parity
question. SONATRACH resumed its exportation.

On 30 October 1980 André Giraud, the minister of the interior, tried to
take advantage of the recent emigrant worker and social security accords
to stimulate the stalled LNG price negotiations. Apparently, there was
movement at this time toward French recognition of the Algerian principle
of linking gas to crude. The Algerians had in turn evolved toward a differ-
ent indexing of Saharan Light crude and seemed more flexible on trans-
portation and regasification costs.146 Giraud proposed linkage of a natural
gas price to a general cooperation agreement on the transfer of nuclear
and solar technology.147 Though some progress occurred, the problem of
pricing remained unresolved.

SONATRACH’S relations with El Paso deteriorated further. Deliveries
were suspended in early spring 1980 and negotiations on the new pricing
formula finally broke off in February 1981.148 Nevertheless, other clients
began to subscribe to the parity pricing. British Gas agreed in December
1980 to an “interim accord” with a nine-month delivery schedule in 1981.
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The price would meet the equivalence principle by steps, beginning with a
$4.60/MMBtu price and rising to $4.80 in June 1981. The interim accord
projected a continuing negotiation for a medium-term (five-year) agree-
ment. At this time, the parity price of oil to gas ranged from $5.70 for
Arabian Light to $6.60 for Saharan Light ($37/barrel).149 For the United
Kingdom, a producer from its North Sea fields, to purchase gas at the
higher rates was also obviously self-serving.

Belgium’s Distrigaz, with no obvious ulterior motive, signed a signifi-
cant accord with SONATRACH on 8 April 1981. This accord revised
their 1975 contract which had called for the importation of 5 billion m3

annually. The new price was calculated at about $4.80/MMBtu and was
based not on Algerian crude but on a “basket” of crudes (quoted c.i.f.)
that Belgium imported.150 While it could be argued that linkage to a basket
was not the same as to higher-priced Algerian crude, the principle of parity
was certainly followed. Algiers regarded this contract as a victory in the
continuing “battle of gas,” especially since it pressured GDF to come to a
similar settlement. But that would have to wait until the next French presi-
dential election and the arrival of François Mitterrand in the Elysée Pal-
ace.

The Impossible Normalization and the Human Dimension

The nationalization of the French concessions in the Sahara marked the
end of the immediate postcolonial period. With that crisis resolved, an
opportunity, if an illusory one, arose for France and Algeria to engage in
more normal relations. During the 1970s, however, too many historical
intangibles prevented “normalization.” On the one hand, Algeria’s state-
building, distinguished by its economic and social revolutions, was inevi-
tably related to the dislocations caused by French colonialism. On the
other hand, France quickly realized that Algeria’s geopolitical significance
still demanded special attention, and concurred in a relancement of rela-
tions. Even Giscard was resigned to this reality before the end of the de-
cade, after he rejected in 1975–76 the genuine Algerian offer of favorable,
if not privileged, relations.

Normalization was also impossible because of the human dimension.
As discussed above, emigrant labor emerged as a recurrent major issue
during the decade. Concurrently, the agitation of pieds-noirs and harkis
and the continuing presence of thousands of coopérants in Algeria under-
scored the unique social variables that distinguished the bilateral relation-
ship.
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The Pieds-Noirs

During the 1960s the French economy’s extraordinary expansion expe-
dited the government’s employment placement efforts on behalf of the
displaced pieds-noirs.151 This permitted them to congregate in the Midi
and retain a sense of social cohesion, although many opted to leave
France.152 Since many arrived without possessions, their need for con-
sumer goods helped stimulate the economy.153 Their industrious nature
was also evident, especially in the development of viticulture on Cor-
sica.154

Their apparent economic integration masked, however, a social insecu-
rity. The pieds-noirs were different from the metropolitan French and they
knew it. Their “expatriation” and the cold, reserved “welcome” by the
French remained a bitter memory.155 Many suffered from psychopatho-
logical health problems derived from melancholy and depression.156 The
pieds-noirs were particularly concerned about perpetuating their identity.
This was evidenced by an emerging postcolonial pied-noir literature that
was nostalgic and often critical of the community’s abrupt abandonment
during decolonization.157 In addition, numerous organization were estab-
lished to promote a cultural consciousness while lobbying the government
for indemnification.

The pieds-noirs actively sought reparations for their losses in Algeria.158

On 15 July 1970 an indemnification law was enacted which was consid-
ered merely a “contribution.”159 Only 27 percent of the 180,000 dossiers
were settled by 1976.160 For pied-noir support in the 1974 election,
Giscard raised indemnity payments in 1975 and allowed the consideration
of properties valued at one million francs. The new indemnity law of 2
January 1978 increased payments and added interest.161 Repatriate orga-
nizations still regarded the legislation as inadequate. The indemnities
would take too long to pay (up to fifteen years) and inflation was not
accurately taken into account. Pied-noir disappointment in Giscard led
Jacques Roseau, the spokesman and cofounder of the Rassemblement et
Coordination Unitaire des Rapatriés et Spoliés d’Outre-mer (RECOURS)
to declare his intention to vote against Giscard in 1981.162

The Harkis

The condition of the harkis remained disgraceful.163 They faced many of
the same problems and prejudices that confronted the emigrant worker
community: unemployment, lack of proper housing, no training, and,
particularly distressing, the nonrecognition of their community. Many
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Frenchmen considered harkis foreigners rather than ultraloyal citizens of
France who had risked everything, lost, and ended up exiled in the country
they had believed in and defended. An indication of the harkis’ own
psychoexistential problem could be discerned in their hybrid names: Pas-
cal-Said, Nelly-Aisha, Johnny-Mohammed, Christine-Sada.164 As Mo-
hammed Laradji, the president of the Confédération des Français Musul-
mans Rapatriés d’Algérie, once remarked: “It is difficult to be French
when one is named Mohammed.”165

Bachaga Said Boualam (d. 1982) was the most celebrated leader of the
harkis. The Bachaga believed in France, as his forebears had, but that faith
was tested sorely during his difficult exile. He hoped for the construction
of mosques for French Muslims, the reunification of families, a resolution
of pension distribution for the veterans, and indemnity settlements (so
difficult to assess because of a lack of records).166

The harkis began to express their pent-up exasperation through sensa-
tional and often spontaneous acts bordering on terrorism. On 19 March
1971, the ninth anniversary of the conclusion of the Evian Accords, a
French Muslim set himself on fire on Paris’s boulevard Raspail. In October
1974 harkis staged a hunger strike in the fashionable Madeleine church.
By the end of the month, Prime Minister Jacques Chirac announced these
measures: (1) a new housing proposal, (2) a consideration of indemnifica-
tion, (3) new dispositions toward “reintegration,” and (4) free circulation
for harki children between France and Algeria. Le Monde pointed out that
these measures did not include job training.167 The harkis remained res-
tive.

In June 1975 four young French Muslims briefly took hostage the di-
rector of the Saint-Maurice-l’Ardoise camp to publicize the condition and
lack of integration of the harki community.168 When a son of a harki was
not allowed to return to France after a visit to Algeria because of a legal
formality, harkis seized four hapless emigrant workers. An official of the
Amicale des Algériens was also kidnapped that summer. Though these
situations were peacefully resolved, they signaled the harkis’ desperate
discontent.

As a consequence of the “hot summer” of 1975, the French government
reexamined the harki situation. It announced in August new measures: (1)
the destruction of the camps by the end of 1976, (2) a policy of profes-
sional training, (3) aid to youth in finding work, (4) reinstallation in better
housing, and (5) indemnities for those who lived in the camps.169 Though
these measures were well-intentioned, the critically needed programs to
provide training and job-search assistance were impractical in a stagflated
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and sluggish French economy. Nevertheless, the French government con-
tinued its gestures on behalf of the harkis. Giscard, in particular, demon-
strated greater sympathy and sensitivity toward the French Muslims than
he did the pieds-noirs. A national committee to resolve the problems of the
French Muslims was established in December 1977, and in February 1978
the president visited a harki camp. Despite these highly publicized affir-
mations of support, the harkis sadly remained segregated and discrimi-
nated against in French society.

The Coopérants

Coopérants served in Algeria for many reasons: guilt over the Algerian
War, solidarity with a revolutionary society (these coopérants were called
pieds-rouges), substitution for military service, financial rewards, altru-
ism, and opportunity to apply one’s education. They faced a variety of
problems including inadequate housing, difficulties with Algerian coun-
terparts and bureaucrats, and work environments. There was little or no
social life after work. There were also intra-coopérant rifts. The VSNA
resented the enormous disparity in salaries between themselves and the
civilian coopérants. Algeria was not a favorite choice among professional
civilian coopérants and military VSNA. Nevertheless, coopérants were
popular with their Algerian students/trainees.170

The coopérants were not supposed to take political positions. Some
pieds-rouges vociferously protested the deposal of Ben Bella and most of
them left Algeria disillusioned with the “reactionary” course of events.
Many coopérants regarded themselves as pawns in a neocolonial plan that
“profited” from their participation.171 Most felt, however, that their pres-
ence was provisional and that their purpose was to create the conditions
and cadres to replace themselves.172 In the 1970s, they protested the politi-
cal and social conditions of emigrant workers in France and the plans to
repatriate them. They also condemned the murder at the Amicale in Paris
as an “odious attack” and contrasted how Algerians had accepted them in
their country.173 Generally, they kept their political opinions private.

Though their presence perpetuated a French presence and challenged
the objectives of Algeria’s Cultural Revolution, their general effectiveness
in preparing national cadres led to a chronic demand for more coopérants.
Algerian governments often complained that the country preference of-
fered by France to coopérants discriminated against Algeria. There were
not enough qualified coopérants to satisfy demand. Mohamed Sahnoun
told how 2,210 coopérants were requested in 1979; the French govern-
ment recruited 1,556, but only 829 took up posts in Algeria.174
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The Shifting Essentialist-Existentialist Dispositions

The essentialist-existentialist dispositions shifted during the 1970s.
France still saw itself exercising its independent role in regional and world
affairs, through Pompidou’s more modest Mediterranean Policy and Gis-
card’s tempered mondialisme.

While the grandeur of a policy à tous azimuts was restrained by realism
and a stagflated economy, Algeria’s multilateral and bilateral strategic
value continued to be appreciated (even if reluctantly by Giscard) as a
means to extend French influence to the Third World as well as to secure
energy resources, with the emphasis now on natural gas rather than oil.
The deontological and paternalistic emphasis of cooperation also
changed. France no longer perceived cooperation as a high moral impera-
tive to provide help and to collaborate in Algeria’s definition of its post-
colonial identity, but as a practical policy to serve French interests and
Algerian wishes, i.e., rayonnement and Algerianization of national cadres
through education. By the end of the decade, there were still more than
five thousand coopérants in Algeria.

Concurrently, Algeria aimed to secure the country’s independent iden-
tity by projecting a national personality that was revolutionary, socialist,
secular, yet Islamic. The simultaneous pursuit of the Industrial, Agrarian,
and Cultural Revolutions illustrated the continued existential praxis that
culminated in the National Charter of 1976. But the late Boumedienne’s
dream of an independent, decolonized socialist state had dissipated. Cri-
ticisms of “intersectoral imbalances” suggested future reorientations in
state-planning. In addition, the Cultural Revolution became immersed in
controversies over bilingualism and Arabization.

An emerging post-Revolution generation being Arabized—often by
foreign instructors influenced by political Islam—began to discover them-
selves in a dilemma. As Bruno Etienne and Jean Léca put it: “The student
who is only an Arabist has perhaps recovered his soul[,] but he has the
feeling of having lost his chance of social advancement.”175 This mani-
fested itself in late 1979 and early 1980 with rioting between arabophone
and francophone students.176 The Arabized students protested the em-
ployment advantages of their francophone peers. President Benjedid re-
sponded by opening new opportunities in the legal establishment for
Arabized students and by accelerating Arabization. This in fact widened
ethnic divisions by provoking the Kabyles, who concurrently were com-
memorating and celebrating their unique Berber language and culture.177

The Kabyles resented the injudicious imposition of Arabization as an ex-
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istential affront to their own Berber identity. The “Tizi-Ouzou spring” in
1980 saw the most protracted violence since 1963. Benjedid offered cul-
tural concessions to the Kabyles, especially in the media.

These events underscored that Algeria’s existential quest remained in-
complete. In carefully worded articles, a new cultural discourse began to
appear. El-Moudjahid’s 28 March 1981 edition included a supplement
titled “Réflexions sur la personnalité nationale.” Though a pseudonym
was used, the actual author was Taleb Ibrahimi. He called for a more
realistic assessment of Algerian social realities and the recognition of its
pluralistic character.178 These ideas were reinforced in a series of articles
on culture by Wadi Bouzar that appeared in Révolution africaine (May–
June 1981). Bouzar appealed for more freedom in cultural exchange. He
argued that a culture is a social “sum of syntheses” in constant transition
and transformation.”179 There was a need for cultural consensus.

Indeed, Algeria’s new leaders were more concerned with pragmatism
than revolutionary mobilization. Their realism contrasted with the ideal-
ism of France’s new government driven by its socialist ideology, as well as
its president’s perception of French essentialism which would restore the
privileged bilateral relationship.



136  |  France and Algeria: A History of Transformation

6

Redressing the Relationship, 1981–1988

It is a new page that the Algerian people inaugurate with the French
people, in all sincerity, in all honesty, far from rancors and far from
complexes.
Chadli Benjedid, November 1983

We recognize it well, this past, your past, our past, its good and bad
moments, its passions and its torments. But there is no reason to reject
this past that we have lived.
François Mitterrand, November 1983

The election of François Mitterrand ushered in a new period in the French-
Algerian relationship that would be highlighted initially by a new formu-
lation of cooperation called codevelopment. Conjured memories of the
War of Independence, however, undercut Mitterrand’s ambitions to “re-
dress” the relationship and, with it, his own troubled personal history
with Algeria. The end of this period of redressement found Algeria dis-
tressed by deteriorating economic fortunes. Worse—though indiscernible
or perhaps unimaginable to most specialists—Algeria’s vaunted political
stability tottered as the FLN lost its credibility, especially among the
nation’s estranged and restive youth, in October 1988.

President Mitterrand and Algeria

François Mitterrand’s victory in the 1981 presidential election surprised
Algiers. In his congratulatory message Benjedid said, “The strengthening
of trust and understanding between Algeria and France will contribute to
the establishment of a climate of peace and security for all peoples of the
region.”1 Benjedid felt the relationship was already at a good level and
wanted it reaffirmed or attached, if possible, to multilateral (e.g., Western
Sahara) as well as bilateral concerns.

From an Algerian perspective, Giscard had been quite “complex.”
Here was a man who showed an anti-Algerian bias, provided arms to
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Morocco, and bought little petroleum, but who surprisingly wanted to
resume a relancement that would feature a visit by Benjedid to France.
Though Giscard pressed Benjedid to accept his invitation, the Algerian
president politely and wisely waited to respond until after the election.2

Ironically, before he left office in 1981, Giscard had quietly achieved the
relationship’s relancement (perhaps too quietly to benefit the French presi-
dent politically). His concertation with Algeria would eventually be con-
ceived as “codevelopment” under President Mitterrand. Compared with
Giscard and Boumedienne, Mitterrand and Benjedid were ideologically
and personally more compatible. Mitterrand was also determined to do
something for Algeria for political and personal reasons.

During the presidential election, Proposal 109 of the Socialist Party's
(PS) “110 Proposals” called for “privileged links with the nonaligned coun-
tries of the Mediterranean zone and of the African continent, especially
Algeria.”3 The PS also proposed (no. 105) “support for the right of self-
determination . . . of Western Sahara.”4 Proposals 79–81 demanded the
protection of emigrant workers from forced expulsion and the guarantee
of their rights, including voting privileges in municipal elections. Once in
power, Mitterrand, like Giscard, demonstrated his goodwill with initia-
tives in favor of emigrant labor, beginning with “regularization” of the
status of thousands of workers. Algerian officials became convinced that
they were heading toward a renewal of a privileged relationship.

Algiers welcomed Mitterrand’s ministerial choices.5 Claude Cheysson,
the new foreign minister, had a history of impressive empathy toward the
Third World. He had led in the construction of the Lomé Convention
giving developing nations preferential commercial relations with the EEC
and had earlier participated in the initiation of cooperation with Algeria
as director of the Organisme Saharien and played an important role in
negotiating the Algiers Accords of 1965. The young and charismatic Jean-
Pierre Cot headed the Ministry of Cooperation and intended to pursue
different directions, eventually termed codevelopment, which shifted aid
from programs that reinforced dependency toward those specifically tai-
lored to development needs. Michel Jobert, though ideologically opposed
to Mitterrand, possessed admirable acumen and agreed to take the portfo-
lio of external trade. Pierre Mauroy (prime minister), Michel Rocard
(minister of planning), Lionel Jospin (secretary-general of the PS), and
Jean-Pierre Chevènement (minister of equipment and research) were also
respected by the Algerian government for their tiersmondisme or Third
World sensibilities.
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Mitterrand’s Algerian Past

Unlike Giscard and Pompidou, Mitterrand was profoundly identified
with Algeria. Among the presidents of the Fifth Republic, only Charles de
Gaulle had a deeper historical and personal relationship with Africa, and
particularly Algeria, than François Mitterrand. In spite of their ideological
differences, the two men pursued remarkably similar policies which aimed
at establishing innovative and privileged relations with Africa and espe-
cially Algeria.

While serving as minister of Overseas France in the Georges Bidault
administration (1949–50), Mitterrand toured Africa and advocated
greater metropolitan assistance. Sensitive to incipient African national-
ism, Mitterrand claimed that he had thought of a Franco-African federa-
tion before de Gaulle implemented his Community policy in 1958–59.6

Observing Africa’s exploitation by the métropole, he yet perceived that
France was admired by its colonies.7 His visits to North Africa convinced
him that Algeria particularly needed decisive reforms, but this meant con-
fronting the powerful pieds-noirs.

On coming to power in June 1954, Mendès-France appointed Mit-
terrand minister of the interior. It was Mitterrand who warned Mendès-
France of the possibility of “unhealthy” conditions in Algeria.8 During
a visit there in October 1954, Mitterrand attempted to balance reform
and reinforcement by stating that there was a need to increase the native
participation in “the management of public affairs,” though this would
require “taking into account the experience of the Algerian adminis-
tration.”9 Like de Gaulle, Mitterrand understood that the failure to imple-
ment decisively the Statute of 1947 would lead to serious problems. Before
flying back to Paris he told journalists: “I have found the three French
departments of Algeria in a state of calm and prosperity. I am leaving filled
with optimism.” To Mendès-France he confided: “The climate is getting
worse over there. It is necessary to act very quickly.”10

Mendès-France recalled that Mitterrand “alerted me several times with
much lucidity. He judged that the situation over there was dangerous.”11

Four days after war broke out, on 5 November, Mitterrand reputedly
declared, “The only possible negotiation is war.” He then delivered one of
the most important speeches of his political career. Before the National
Assembly he declaimed, “Algeria is France,” but this was interpreted in
many ways. He was sensitive to the fragility of Mendès-France’s coalition.
Denis MacShane believed that Mitterrand’s war “rhetoric was aimed at
reassuring the Algerian deputies whose votes were so vital.”12 Almost
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twenty years later in an interview with Franz-Olivier Giesbert, Mendès-
France interpreted Mitterrand’s speech as a message that the French gov-
ernment, and nothing or no one else, would decide matters in Algeria.13

Mitterrand’s position was popularly acclaimed in November 1954. His
oratory would not be forgotten, however, in postcolonial Algeria.

Mitterrand did not abandon plans for reform. He angered the colonial
“ultras” by proposing and initiating substantial social and economic re-
forms (the Mitterrand Plan). Later, as minister of justice in Guy Mollet’s
administration, he was aware of the infamous torture and tried to curb it.
According to Gaston Defferre, Mitterrand’s actions prevented the execu-
tions of several Algerian nationalists.14 In October 1956 he saw as “the
only outlet possible” a policy that would lead to “a veritable Franco-
Algerian community.”15 Mitterrand opposed de Gaulle’s deliberate and,
from the left’s perspective, “dictatorial” policies toward Algeria. He was
elected to the Senate in April 1959, but in October was “duped” in the
bizarre Pesquet affair which discredited and tainted his political image.16

After the War, Mitterrand continued his opposition to de Gaulle. In-
deed, he surprised observers by his remarkable showing in the 1965 presi-
dential election. In 1971 he resuscitated the Socialist Party and collabo-
rated a year later with the French Communist Party to produce the
Common Program. Though he won the first round of the presidential
election of 1974, Gaullists swung their votes to elect Giscard. After the
right’s success in the 1978 elections, Mitterrand’s political future seemed
to be in jeopardy. Like de Gaulle, Mitterrand experienced an “exile.”

By 1981 the ineffectiveness of Premier Raymond Barre’s economic pro-
gram revived political opportunities for the left. Calling for limited nation-
alizations, job creation, a thirty-five-hour week, and other social pro-
grams, Mitterrand struck a responsive public chord. With unemployment
at 1.7 million, compounded by double digit inflation, Mitterrand ap-
peared as an attractive political alternative. Furthermore, Giscard’s po-
litical hauteur alienated traditional supporters.17 On 10 May, François
Mitterrand, a “politician” of the Fourth Republic (and an eleven-time
minister) became the fourth president of the Fifth Republic.

Mitterrand’s Gaullism

Though of the left, Mitterrand remained faithful to Gaullist foreign policy
tenets and de Gaulle’s brand of French essentialism. He favored interna-
tional interdependence and integration, but believed, too, in France’s
grandeur and independence. His assertion of these latter essentialist prin-
ciples would be, however, more subtle.18
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Like de Gaulle, Mitterrand perceived himself as an incarnation of
France: “I do not need an ‘idea’ of France. I live France. . . . There is no
need for me to seek the soul of France—it lives in me.”19 William Styron
wrote: “This comes as close to de Gaulle as anyone concerning the incor-
poration of France in one’s own person.”20 Mitterrand confessed concern-
ing de Gaulle: “His acts created him, and his conviction that he was
France, that he was the manifest expression of her truth, that he incar-
nated a moment in some eternal destiny, moved me more than it annoyed
me. I have never found this conviction laughable or ridiculous.”21 While
claiming he was never a Gaullist, Mitterrand insisted that he “always
refused to be an anti-Gaullist.”22 According to Thierry Desjardins:
“Mitterrand is a fierce nationalist who dreams again of a strong and re-
spected France, which would have a mission.” Desjardins considered
Mitterrand’s desire for a “strong government” with a “‘style’” to be
Gaullist.23 Dominique Moïsi concluded: “In his style, in his historical and
literary approach to politics, in his duration in power, Mitterrand has
proven to be the most Gaullist of de Gaulle’s successors.”24

F. Roy Willis correctly pointed out that “the election had not been a
plebiscite on the Gaullist legacy in foreign policy.”25 Alex Rondos ob-
served: “Mitterrand, like de Gaulle, perceives an autonomous strategic
role for France. . . . The former African colonies play a key role in giving
France its autonomous clout among its Western allies.”26 Differences with
the right arose over foreign policy practice rather than discourse and ob-
jectives. For example, Giscard’s interventionism in Africa was opposed
ideologically by the Common Program, which asserted strict noninterfer-
ence while implementing new forms of cooperation.27 A month before the
presidential election, the Socialist Party published an “Africa plan” which
attacked Giscard’s government for contributing to the conditions eventu-
ally forcing intervention. The Socialists repudiated the failing policy
rather than the principle of intervention.28 Willis perceived: “In relations
with the Third World, Mitterrand, too, seemed to be modifying rather
than completely reworking the principles of Gaullist policy.”29 Mitterrand
supported the North-South dialogue, especially concerning debts, prices
of raw materials, and reform of the international monetary system. He
argued that “the best way to aid the Third World is to modify our model
of development so that our abundance is founded no longer on their mis-
ery.”30 This new cooperation would be called “codevelopment.”31

Mitterrand earmarked Algeria for particular attention.
After the War, Mitterrand attempted to reconcile with Algeria. Yet in

March 1972 El-Moudjahid remembered him as the man who conducted
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“all-out war” and considered him a “social zionist” because of his support
of Israel.32 Four years later, twenty years after his last visit to Algeria,
Mitterrand arrived in Algiers. Interested in initiating “personal relations”
with Algerian leaders, Mitterrand in his position as secretary-general of
the Socialist Party responded to the deterioration of Giscard’s relancement
by calling for a redressement of the relationship.33 The FLN-PS com-
muniqué rehearsed important issues that influenced Mitterrand’s future
presidency such as commercial balance, security for emigrant workers, “a
new economic world order,” and the Mediterranean as a “lake of peace.”
The communiqué also attacked Morocco’s “aggression . . . against the
Sahrawi people.”34

Algeria had a special meaning for Mitterrand; it had scarred his politi-
cal career and his personal sensibilities.35 His election as president in 1981
promised a redressing of policy and of personal responsibility for past
actions.

Codevelopment Initiated

Mitterrand’s government quickly, even urgently, engaged Algiers in its ef-
fort to restore an exemplary bilateral relationship. A visit by Mitterrand to
Algeria began to be prepared.36 Foreign Minister Claude Cheysson arrived
there in August and spoke of a “coup de passion” occurring in the rela-
tionship. Addressing the contentious LNG price negotiations, he stated:
“We must go beyond the technicians’ arguments in order to find solutions
which respect Algerian policy and satisfy France.”37 The idea of a
codevelopment through more accommodating cooperation became the-
matic in discussions. Michel Rocard hosted his counterpart, Abdelhamid
Brahimi, and surveyed sectors for cooperation in October.38 The tradi-
tional Algerian preference for a total perspective on cooperation rather
than a sector-by-sector approach apparently was satisfied. Brahimi re-
marked that he found “a new attitude.”39 When the two presidents met
during the North-South meeting at Cancún, Mexico, in October 1981,
El-Moudjahid regarded French pro-South positions as “a message of
hope.”40

There were other signals of France’s intention to recast a privileged
relationship. Prime Minister Pierre Mauroy and Interior Minister Gaston
Defferre restored automatic renewals of certificates of residence for
emigrant labor, though ironically this ended the meticulous program pre-
scribed by the September 1980 agreement. The French government recog-
nized the emigrant workers’ right to organize, stopped arbitrary expul-
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sions of young Algerians, and promised to provide security, to address the
administration of SONACOTRA (the emigrant worker housing author-
ity), and to establish a policy on “clandestine” emigrant labor.41 The repa-
triation of archives remained a thorny issue. While this had obvious “ex-
istential” significance for Algeria, it was also a delicate question for
France. Before the summit, documents pertaining to the Ottoman period
and technical aspects of French colonization were dispatched to Algiers.42

Summit in Algiers

Before Mitterrand’s visit Benjedid had told Paris-Match: “I believe that
both parties have arrived at a simple conclusion: they are condemned to
cooperate.”43 Mitterrand wanted, however, to go beyond traditional co-
operation and to construct a model North-South relationship. To
Mitterrand, his visit was “an essential political act.”44

The theme of Mitterrand’s visit (30 November–1 December) was “a
new given: trust.”45 Before the Algerian Popular Assembly the French
president declared: “The past is the past. Let’s look now, resolutely, to-
ward the future.” He asserted: “All demand that an exemplary coopera-
tion finally establish itself between our countries.” He reaffirmed France’s
commitment to Third World development and underscored with regard to
Western Sahara that “each people has the right to self-determination.”46

The summit’s communiqué stated that both countries “intend to open the
way to original and exemplary forms of international economic coopera-
tion.”47

Mitterrand received, like Giscard six years earlier, a very warm wel-
come from the Algerian leadership and people.48 Unlike Giscard, Mitter-
rand aimed not only to gain Algiers’s political confidence but to sustain it
by concrete achievement. He provided the requisite political will. Where
Giscard had ignored the symbolism of a petroleum importation agree-
ment, Mitterrand addressed the contentious LNG negotiation and accepted
a higher price. In return, Algeria would offer French companies privileged
consideration in awarding development contracts in order to offset antici-
pated large commercial imbalances. In many respects, the projected ac-
cord reformulated the “generous” cooperation surrounding the Algiers
Accords of 1965. Both Mitterrand and Benjedid, exhibiting a political
bonhomie, entrusted the details of the LNG agreement to their foreign
ministers. The agreement signaled the reemergence of political rather than
economic and technocratic determinants in French policymaking.
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Gas Accord

Even before the summit, the election of Mitterrand had already changed
the tone of the negotiations. According to Le Monde, “the dossier passed
from the hands of technicians to those of ‘politicians’.”49 On 26 August,
Mitterrand tapped Jean-Marcel Jeanneney, the first ambassador to Alge-
ria, as his personal representative to study the gas problem. In talks with
Hadj Yala, the Algerian minister of finance, Jeanneney addressed the link-
ing of gas deliveries and, implicitly, price to other “common interests in
the industrial domain.”50 Jeanneney and Yala significantly prepared the
groundwork for the “political accord” of Mitterrand and Benjedid. Dur-
ing his visit to the International Fair of Algiers in September, Michel
Jobert, the minister of external commerce, remarked that “the problem
. . . is to find a price permitting at the same time the development of
Algeria and of France.”51 But in spite of these efforts, Algeria contended
that GDF’s “inamicable attitude” prevented a resolution of the problem.52

Several days after Mitterrand took the matter into his own hands, Le
Monde linked the indexing problem to foreign trade by suggesting that a
higher gas price could be tied to French industrial imports. The French
would also help at the LNG 2 facility at Arzew.53 Claude Cheysson de-
clared before the National Assembly that the price of Algerian LNG
would not be linked to crude: “I have never envisaged any parity between
natural gas and oil.”54 With talks conducted on a state-to-state basis, as
Algeria preferred, GDF was kept out of the direct negotiation at this time
(as the oil companies had been). On 22 December the respective foreign
ministers, Cheysson and Benyahia, agreed on the “guiding principles” of
an accord that would be based on an elevated price tied to financial coop-
eration.55 Pierre Delaporte, director-general of GDF, and Mohamed
Yousfi, SONATRACH’s vice president for marketing, began to work on
the technicalities, including pricing and retroactivity, while diplomats con-
sidered the cooperation dimension.

On 22 January the minister of planning, Michel Rocard, announced
that a base price had been agreed by GDF and SONATRACH. Then on 26
January negotiations were interrupted as the Algerian delegation ad-
journed to Algiers for further instructions. The two questions needing
resolution at this time were retroactivity and the type of development
subsidy the French government planned.56 Several possibilities had been
suggested: (1) the Giraud tradeoff of gas for energy technology, (2) the
exchange of gas for a development fund like the 1965 Accords’ OCI (an
option especially considered by the “sages” Jeanneney and Yala in their
talks), and (3) simply a financial subsidy. Algeria, however, was more
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eager to publicize an over-$5.00/MMBtu agreed price because of ongoing
negotiations with Italy, the receiving country of the Trans-Mediterranean
gas pipeline, calling for the export of 12 billion m3. Algeria was very
pleased that British Gas agreed to pay $6.10/MMBtu for a spot purchase
of Algerian gas during this time, and contrasted it with “the ‘neocolonial
whims’ of certain potential partners of Algeria.”57

For its part, GDF emphasized that it was not prepared to pay more,
since it wanted its product to be competitive with other domestic fuels in
France. Like SONATRACH, the French national enterprise was in nego-
tiations with other potential partners. It concurrently signed a twenty-
five-year contract with the Soviet Union calling for the importation of 8
billion m3 annually at $4.60/MMBtu c.i.f. at the Czech border. Transport
to France was expected to add only about $0.30 to the cost, compared
with $0.70 or even $1.00 over an Algerian f.o.b. price.58 By the Algerian
formula, in February 1982 the gas price equivalent of crude oil would
have been $6.61/MMBtu. It had reached $7.14/MMBtu. The Algerians
faced, however, a softening oil market and strong competition from
France’s European partners and the Soviet Union. GDF was paying $3.70/
MMBtu at the time, though it had paid more than $4.00 recently. In addi-
tion, Algerian efforts to establish an Organization of Gas Exporting
Countries (OGEC) had failed, in part because of the USSR’s aggressive
entry into the market.59 Nevertheless, after the decisive intervention of
Foreign Ministers Cheysson and Benyahia, an accord was concluded on 3
February.

GDF agreed to a $5.11/MMBtu f.o.b. price, retroactive to January
1980, for the importation of 9.1 billion m3 of natural gas annually. The
price would be based on a basket of eight crudes used in the Distrigaz
contract, which would be reviewed quarterly. The French government
would subsidize 13.5 percent of the price, justifying its involvement by
pointing to anticipated contracts with Algeria. Thus Algeria would receive
two payments: one from GDF and the other from the French govern-
ment.60 According to Jonathan Stern: “It cannot be claimed that France
totally capitulated to Algerian demands; it has to be remembered that the
final price was nearly $1 per [MMBtu] lower than the original demand.”61

An editorial in Algérie informations projected that “Algeria will be able to
turn anew to French enterprises.”62 In a poll taken for GDF, 63 percent of
those surveyed approved the gas accord.63

Cheysson and Benyahia’s joint communiqué declared that the gas ac-
cord was signed in order “to promote policies favorable to the develop-
ment of both countries and to give them their wish for security.” It also
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proclaimed that the accord was made in the spirit of North-South rela-
tions.64 Cheysson linked it to total cooperation with Algeria: “Many
projects are being examined and we have decided to have a systematic
cooperation, organized to cover all domains.”65 On 4 February on French
radio, Cheysson said: “The Soviet contract is purely commercial. The
[French] contract with Algeria is a commercial contract with a political
connotation.” Olivier Stirn wrote: “This contract justifies itself by politi-
cal considerations.”66 As with the Algiers Accords of 1965, France aimed
to project itself as a nation with particular Third World sensitivities while
securing a privileged relationship with Algeria.

This ended the controversy of “neocolonialism.” Cheysson termed the
new direction “codevelopment.” As Maurice Delarue commented: “There
is no independence but in the organization of a diversification of depen-
dences. The French-Algerian accord is destined to assure ‘a reciprocal se-
curity’.”67 According to El-Moudjahid, the accord provided for “mutual
advantages and for commercial equilibrium.” The French market was se-
cured and the principle of parity, while not fully recognized, was still re-
spectfully considered and satisfactorily fulfilled. Most important, Algeria
would receive higher revenues that would ensure development. The
“battle of gas” was over.68

Michel Jobert reflected during this time that “if there is no formal link,
there has always been an intellectual and a kind of political link between
gas agreements and the growth of trade between the two countries.”69 The
February LNG accord did have multiple effects upon the relationship,
especially commercially. It was the catalyst of the redressement and its
greatest symbol. The economic price seemed high but the monies spent
were returned to France through contracts and restored a privileged
French economic position in Algeria’s development plans. Algeria’s wish
to reach a commercial advantage was soon realized. The political price
underscored France’s commitment to the Third World and especially its
former territories overseas, while Algeria could justify its parity pricing

Table 6.1. French Trade with Algeria, 1980–1984 (in millions of FF)

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984

French exports 11,077.6 12,815.4 13,990.7 18,565.8 23,583.7
French imports 7,431.4 12,993.7 25,815.4 23,372.8 24,900.6
Balance 3,646.2 -178.3 -11,824.7 -4,807.0 -1,316.9

Source: EIU, QERs.
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principle. Furthermore, the LNG accord promoted more synergetic bilat-
eral intiatives.

Other Codevelopment Accords

After reviewing sectoral opportunities for codevelopment (agriculture,
hydraulics, industry, nuclear energy, and transportation, including the
Algiers metro), Ministers of Planning Rocard and Brahimi initialed an
accord on 14 June for the construction of 60,000 housing units. This
agreement by itself was worth FF 10 billion.70

On 21 June, Cheysson and the new Algerian foreign minister, Ahmed
Taleb Ibrahimi (succeeding Benyahia, who perished in an air crash trying
to mediate the Iran-Iraq War, a terrible loss to Algeria), signed a conven-
tion of economic cooperation defining guiding principles, detailing spe-
cific types of sector participation, and establishing a joint commission to
oversee cooperation. Taleb Ibrahimi affirmed: “We have found . . . an
attentive interlocutor conscious of the stake that constitutes the restruc-
turing of North-South relations. . . . Beyond the beneficial impact that this
accord will have on our exchanges, it will permit our two countries to
claim the [exemplary relationship] wished by both chiefs of state.”71

Cheysson declared: “We wish to inscribe our relations in a different phi-
losophy. We have undertaken to weave our ties.”72 A Paris-Algiers-Paris
circuit by ministers underscored French intentions.

Michel Jobert, the minister of external commerce, arrived in Algiers in
September to attend the International Fair and to organize the first meet-
ing of the joint commission that would convene in Paris. The first session
met on 11–12 October with Jobert and Brahimi presiding. It aimed to
“promote the original and exemplary forms of cooperation in line with
the [summit communiqué].”73 Surveying all major sectors, the commis-
sion reflected the scale of codevelopment. When Charles Fiterman, the
minister of transportation, arrived in Algeria in November, he reaffirmed
that “bilateral cooperation” was not merely a matter of “commercial re-
lations but aims at codevelopment, to obtain for each the means to better
assure its own development.” This was underscored by a transportation
convention that called for French involvement in the Algiers metro
project, railway construction, the improvement of the Constantine air-
port, and the construction of a civil aviation school at the airport. The
convention outlined contracts reaching almost FF 11 billion.74 Edith
Cresson, the minister of agriculture, concluded the last significant agree-
ment in January 1983. This accord featured cooperation in agro-industry,
forestry, and technology transfer.
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There were other illustrations indicating the breadth of the redressed
relationship. For the first time since independence, an Algerian parliamen-
tary delegation officially visited Paris in November 1982.75 Mitterrand
proposed a “French school of development” to promote academic and
scientific cooperation. French and Algerian specialists organized joint
groups ranging from biotechnology to solar energy to explore “research
and training (formation).”76 This exemplified a new cooperation based on
the training of Algerian cadres rather than the continuing substitution of
French experts.77

Pestering and Festering Bilateral Problems

Despite these impressive achievements of political will, Mitterrand’s
“vastes entreprises” faced serious problems. The weakness of the franc
and its subsequent devaluations jeopardized financial commitments.
French private enterprises were also reluctant to transfer technology.
Chronic bilateral problems concerning emigrant labor, the archives, and
the transfer of colonial assets from Algeria to France qualified the “confi-
dent” relationship. In April 1982 France-Soir published a provocative re-
port claiming that possibly one thousand Europeans and pieds-noirs,
thought missing (disparus), were actually in detention outside Algiers.78

Algerian authorities retorted that this was “ridiculous” and “madness.”79

The publicizing of Ahmed Ben Bella’s political revival in the French media
especially irritated the Algerian government. This contributed toward
Mitterrand’s stopover in May 1982 during his African tour “to reestablish
trust.”80 Finally, the exit of men like Cot and Rocard from the cabinet
affected the tiersmondisme of the government.81

Emigrant Labor: The September 1980 Agreement Shelved

Once elected, Mitterrand and the Socialists symbolically addressed illegal
workers’ fear of expulsion by expediting the “regularization” of their
papers. This action benefited 14,600 Algerians.82 On the other hand,
Mitterrand’s government became acutely vigilant of illegal entry and
“clandestine immigration.” Painstaking French practices impeded the vis-
its of workers’ relatives and led to a brief stopover in Paris by Benjedid in
December 1982 to resolve the situation.83 The expansion in 1983 of the
Fonds d’Action Sociale’s authority and the inauguration in 1984 of a
National Council of Immigrant Populations illustrated, however, the
French government’s generally good intentions.

Ironically, Mitterrand’s administration failed to appreciate fully how
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the September 1980 agreement represented a remarkable opportunity for
codevelopment. From the Algerian perspective, the French abandoned a
strict interpretation of the September agreement because of its cost.84 In its
effort to eliminate the threat of expulsion, France unwittingly undercut a
dimension of cooperation that Algeria found unusually programmatic
and pragmatic.85 As Nicole Grimaud saw it, the “enforcement of the 1980
accord became less imperative.”86 The French government preferred to
follow the spirit of the 1968 accord.87 In 1984 the Socialists instituted a
ten-year resident’s card (carte de résident), but the emigrant had to demon-
strate his financial ability to support himself and his family and profess his
fidelity to the “public order.” If he failed to follow these formalities, he
could be deported. Max Silverman observed: “Discrimination was there-
fore built into the very fabric of the law.”88 The French also raised volun-
tary reinsertion payments from FF 90,000 to FF 130,000.89 Of the thou-
sands of emigrants who returned to Algeria annually, very few had
training. Most were victims of unemployment.90 For the first time since
1965, more Algerians left France in 1984 than arrived.

Western Sahara: Some Movement

The Socialist Party had close and sympathetic relations with Polisario. In
August 1981 the Quai d’Orsay received a member of the Sahrawi organi-
zation for the first time. Cheysson also disclosed that France had influ-
enced King Hassan’s decision, announced during the Nairobi OAU sum-
mit, to permit a referendum in Western Sahara.91 This encouraged Algiers
while Rabat worried.

The Moroccan government acceded in principle to a “controlled refer-
endum” in Western Sahara to mollify Mitterrand and the PS. In March
1982 the release of the imprisoned Moroccan socialist leader Abderrahim
Bouabib underscored Rabat’s desire to improve its bilateral relationship.
Mitterrand perceived, however, the manifold strategic value of Morocco
and exasperated the Polisario leadership by honoring military contracts.
Furthermore, France abstained in UN votes on self-determination resolu-
tions for Western Sahara. Mohamed Salem Ould Salek, a prominent mem-
ber of Polisario and minister of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic
reacted: “We are very surprised to see a socialist goverment continuing a
policy against which it campaigned.”92 Mohammed Ould Sidati, who rep-
resented the SADR at the opening of Polisario’s Paris office on 29 March
1982, called the French attitude toward Western Sahara a year later “de-
ceptive.”93 Mitterrand welcomed the 27 February 1983 summit between
Benjedid and Hassan, though nothing substantial was accomplished to-
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ward resolving the conflict. Mitterrand had proposed a summit of western
Mediterranean leaders while visiting Rabat, but an annoyed Algiers in-
formed Cheysson of its reservations.

Chad: France Reluctantly Resumes Its Role

Chad also complicated the regional geopolitical situation. Paris promoted
an “inter-African” force and solution for this chronically war-torn nation.
Mitterrand tried to maintain a noninterventionist position, unlike de
Gaulle and Giscard, in spite of internal and external political pressures.
He also received Algeria’s “discreet support” for this policy.94 Libya’s at-
tempt to consolidate its control of the north forced a reluctant Paris to
send logistical support in June 1983 and troops the following August.
Mitterrand appeared to have slipped back to the policies of his predeces-
sors. Sensitive to Algeria’s wish of “noninterference,” Mitterrand sent
Prime Minister Pierre Mauroy to Algeria in September to explain Paris’s
military involvement.95 Paris and Algiers had hoped to have the OAU
resolve the Chadian conflict.

The Paris Summit and Its Consequences: From Promise
to Disappointment

A month later and before Benjedid’s state visit to France, Mauroy returned
to Algiers to resolve lingering bilateral problems. He explained the selling
of five Super-Etendard planes to Iraq. Algeria disapproved: its efforts to
mediate a solution to the tragic and terrible Iran-Iraq conflict had cost the
life of Foreign Minister Benyahia. On Western Sahara, Benjedid reiterated
his position that France should play a more active role. The Algerian presi-
dent wanted a French diplomatic “intervention” for peace. Mauroy’s
October visit also dealt with bilateral issues such as financial transfers by
pieds-noirs who wished to return to France, the free circulation of harkis,
clandestine emigrant worker traffic, French cemeteries in Algeria, and
military service of the “second generation.” All these issues were dealt
with satisfactorily though not conclusively.96

Before his visit to France on 7–10 November 1983, President Benjedid
told Le Monde: “We have turned the page to write a new one.” With the
sectoral agreements, codevelopment seemed well on its way. Benjedid
clearly saw his visit as affirming a lasting cooperation, strong enough to
transcend crises. He stated: “We now have a much clearer vision than in
the past, for we have approached all difficulties in frank dialogue and have
determined that they are not insurmountable.” His visit did not symbolize
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“reconciliation”; Benjedid preferred “mutual trust.” To El-Moudjahid,
the visit was not a “turning point” but a “result” of the relationship.97

Benjedid in Paris

Benjedid’s state visit was a remarkable event. While his presence did irri-
tate some political figures and factions, Benjedid’s conciliatory manner
and statesmanship were impressive.98 He laid a wreath on the tomb of the
unknown soldier at the Arc de Triomphe, urged the pieds-noirs to visit,
and assured the harkis that “Algeria is not vengeful.” Harki children
would be welcome, though Benjedid acknowledged that there could be
security problems for adults.

Above all, Benjedid wanted to demonstrate that Algeria was prepared
to “codevelop.” During an interview with Antenne 2, he declared: “A new
page in the domain of cooperation is open between the two countries.” He
later added: “It is a new page that the Algerian people inaugurate with the
French people, in all sincerity, in all honesty.” He associated “rancors”
and “complexes” with the past.99 As he told Le Figaro, Benjedid’s objec-
tive, which he believed he shared with Mitterrand, was “to confer on
Algerian-French cooperation an exemplary character.”100 Mitterrand’s
speech at the official dinner underscored the positive nature of the entire
relationship. He reflected upon the difficult past (“We have endured”) and
encouraged the two countries “not only to dream for a harmonious fu-
ture, but to build it.”101

In a particularly poignant moment during his visit, Benjedid met with
members of the emigrant community. He told them, “Your presence here
. . . is provisional as much for you as for your sons.”102 The success of the
summit showed that a serious and mature (dépassionée) relationship had
supplanted those of the past. President Benjedid reiterated Mitterrand’s
wish that both countries should “leave the past to history; we are building
the future.”103 The memory of this visit remained positive, though the
following year demonstrated how future relations could be troubled by
the past.

Codevelopment Declines

The Paris Summit illustrated that the bilateral relationship, while perhaps
not at the same level of intensity as in 1981–82, was still vital and dy-
namic.104 French contracts had been entered into (FF 15 billion in 1982
and 25 billion in 1983) which, as anticipated, balanced the commercial
relationship. Algeria had taken a courageous risk predicated on a future of
inelastic hydrocarbons prices. In the short term, this course was correct,
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though the parity formula was a double-edged sword. Jonathan Stern
pointed out that indexing natural gas prices to crude oil “renders the ex-
porter of both commodities doubly vulnerable to cyclical movements in
the crude oil price.”105 On 1 January 1982 the c.i.f. price after GDF’s
regasification was $5.85/MMBtu, but two years later, with the change in
the oil market, it dropped to $4.48.106 This had a chilling effect upon the
economic relationship which would be matched politically in 1984.

Recurrent problems such as the archives, the expulsion of emigrant
workers without proper papers, the custody of children from broken
mixed marriages, harki visitation rights, unfulfilled codevelopment, and
coopérant complaints and restrictions all seemed resolvable as long as
there was a political will. Each side appeared prepared to accommodate
the other. Unfortunately, conflicting regional geopolitics again balked
positive intentions and initiatives.

Chad Linked with Western Sahara

Paris’s involvement in Chad escalated in early 1984 with the death of
French military personnel. Mitterrand, perhaps fearing a Chadian quag-
mire like the one that had negatively affected Giscard, wanted to expedite
French withdrawal for both political and ideological reasons. A linkage
between Western Sahara and Chad soon appeared, as King Hassan and
Colonel Muammar Qadhafi startled the region with their politically
anomalous Treaty of Arab-African Union (or Treaty of Oujda) of 13 Au-
gust 1984 by which Tripoli agreed to stop supporting Polisario. Rabat
appeared as a natural intermediary between Paris and Tripoli concerning
Libya’s intervention in Chad.107

Subsequent events tested the French-Algerian relationship severely.
Jean-Pierre Ferrier recounted how, in a clumsy effort to demonstrate
friendship with Algeria, Foreign Minister Cheysson flew to Algiers to in-
form President Benjedid of the Moroccan-Libyan negotiation. Benjedid
already knew about the negotiation and the treaty from press reports.108

Aggravating France’s differences with Algeria, President Mitterrand, in a
remarkably insensitive and politically inept act, conspicuously “vaca-
tioned” in Ifrane, Morocco, while the treaty was ratified by the Moroccan
people. This seemed to indicate French support for the treaty, tilting re-
gional balance toward Morocco while alienating Algeria and further
straining relations with the Polisario.

Claude Cheysson arrived in Libya the following month and it was an-
nounced that there would be a mutual withdrawal of troops. Mitterrand
agreed to meet with Qadhafi in November. The agreement between Paris



152  |  France and Algeria: A History of Transformation

and Tripoli to withdraw all troops was fulfilled by France, but embarrass-
ingly not by Libya. The Algerians’ disappointment over Paris’s new Chad
policy (with its distressing ramifications for their Sahrawi revolutionary
protégés) was the more deeply felt since Algeria was not even consulted as
before. The glowing confidence of November 1983 dimmed. Mitterrand’s
“surprise visits” to Morocco heightened Algiers’s concern over a Libyan-
Moroccan axis. Algeria was “furious” and the word “neocolonialist” re-
appeared in the Algerian press.109

The relationship between the two presidents remained polite but was
now distant. Algiers was disenchanted over the lack of codevelopment,
especially in the transfer of technology. Cooperation, said El-Moudjahid,
“demands constant attention.”110 Algiers also expressed concern over the
French government’s tightening controls on the emigrant community, es-
pecially with regard to familial dislocations and the rights of workers.111

The emigrant community’s insecurity was dramatically demonstrated by
the highly publicized killing of an Algerian by French police.112

The deterioration of the bilateral relationship necessitated a brief visit
by Mitterrand in October to “dissipate the malaise” and justify his recent
actions in Maghribi affairs. Mitterrand tried to explain that nothing had
been done against Algerian interests, but he underestimated Algerian sen-
sibilities. Benjedid questioned Mitterrand’s timing of his visit to Morocco
to coincide with the ratification of the Treaty of Oujda. Both sides pub-
licly affirmed that the summit was a “success.” Taleb Ibrahimi reported:
“The misunderstanding had been dissipated.” Elysée spokesman Michel
Vauzelle hoped the visit clarified the situation for “those who confused the
accessoire with the essential.”113

There was a price to pay for the “dissipation”: a prominent French
presence at the thirtieth anniversary of the outbreak of the War of Libera-
tion. It was announced that Foreign Minister Cheysson would attend, but
Mitterrand failed to gauge domestic reaction to having a high-ranking
minister participate in the commemoration of a tumultuous and traumatic
period in French history.

The 1 November 1984 Fiasco

In France, Mitterrand’s decision outraged both political and public opin-
ion. François Léotard called the decision a “malfeasance.” Cheysson re-
plied icily that the description was “juridically inexact.” Edgar Faure, who
had been premier during the War, stated that the “massacre” of French
teachers should not be recognized. Jacques Chirac called Mitterrand’s
decision “a veritable transgression against memory.” Jean-Marie Le Pen
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of the right-wing Front National (FN), whose increasingly popular Pouja-
dist image was inherently anti-emigrant labor and by extension anti-
Algerian, regarded Cheysson’s presence in Algiers with “disgust and anger.”
The pied-noir group RECOURS considered the decision “a damaging
blow delivered to the dignity and honor of France.”114 Le Monde ques-
tioned the timing of the announcement. It seemed an act of marchandage
(bargaining), inappropriate at such a commemoration.115

The hostile French reaction to Mitterrand’s decision astonished the
Algerians. The uproar surprised even Benjedid, who responded in the
course of an interview in Le Point (on the importance of France to Algeria
economically: 30 percent of the country’s imports) by recalling that he had
merely questioned the timing of Mitterrand’s visit to Morocco.116

Jean-Pierre Destrade, a spokesman for the PS, stated that “personal
sensibilities” accounted for Mitterrand’s actions. This might have been a
most important reason. Mitterrand had intended the visit as another act
symbolically purging France of its (and his own) painful past. He had
genuinely hoped that positive relations would be “irreversible.”117 Instead
of a catharsis, Mitterrand’s decision conjured traumatic memories and
illustrated how France was unable to “decolonize” mentalities. Though de
Gaulle and Mitterrand tried to correlate grandeur and independence with
new realities, these enduring French essentialist qualities remained also
inextricably connected to the legacies of imperial glory and the infamous
Algerian War.

The élan of codevelopment faded and the glowing confidence of the
Paris Summit waned in memory and imagination. In December 1984
Algiers accused France of complicity in the fall of the pro-Polisario
Mauritanian government.118 The relationship began to slide toward an-
other familiar yet impossible condition—“banality.”

The Bilateral Relationship, 1984–1988: “Plus ça change”?

With the decline of codevelopment, the relationship seemed to enter one of
those familiar estrangements reminiscent of the post-1975 period that
usually lingered until the two countries reiterated or recast the unique
strategic and historical bonds that linked them. But these post-codevel-
opment years would be profoundly different. For the first time since inde-
pendence, Algeria faced severe and fearfully insoluble economic problems
beginning with plummeting oil prices in 1986, which deepened the despair
among the rising and increasingly restless younger generation.
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The Resurgent, Retrogressive Past

The 1 November controversy lent weight to Benjamin Stora’s persuasive
thesis that the failure by both France and Algeria to recognize and report
truthfully the history of colonialism and the War of Independence pro-
duced a festering, “gangrenous” condition chronically plaguing the post-
colonial relationship.119 Another controversy reinforcing Stora’s thesis
surrounded the ex-para Jean-Marie Le Pen who in 1972 had founded the
nativist Front National. In April 1984 Le Canard enchaîné accused Le Pen
of committing tortures while serving as an officer in Algeria.120 Le Pen
retorted that his honor had been called into question and sued for libel.
Libération opened a second investigation in March 1985 after publishing
interviews of Algerians claiming that Le Pen participated in atrocities. Le
Pen’s libel suit against Le Canard was dismissed in April 1985, but in a
separate litigation Libération was chastised in January 1986 for the “par-
tial” tone of its reporting.

Another grim and gruesome story surfaced with the commemoration of
the Sétif-Guelma uprising of 1945 and conjured another historical night-
mare. Algerian television broadcast a program in May 1985 featuring a
dated accusation by a German legionnaire that claimed France used 150
Algerian prisoners as guinea pigs at the nuclear detonation at Reggane in
1960. Claude Cheysson, now serving as a European Union commissioner,
termed the program “scandalous.”

France drew more protests when in June, under the auspices of the
Bonus Incentive Commodity Export Program (BICEP), the United States
challenged the EC’s (especially France’s) subsidized agricultural sales by
offering one million tons of wheat to Algeria. France’s hostile reaction to
this new American threat to its Maghribi markets provoked an article
titled “Wheat and Nostalgia” in El-Moudjahid which criticized the ex-
métropole’s commercial (read colonial) presumptions.121

Two weeks after Prime Minister Laurent Fabius’s July visit to Algiers,
which failed to revive confidence in the relationship, Algérie Presse Service
(APS) condemned France for turning Algeria into a “concentration camp”
during the War. France was also accused of “state terrorism.” RECOURS
retorted by threatening to publish a “white book” on Algerian atrocities.
The Quai d’Orsay announced that it did not want “to carry on a polemic”
with Algiers.122

The Front National’s Popularity

Meanwhile, Le Pen was more than willing to continue polemics. Exploit-
ing persistent economic problems such as deficits, inflation, and particu-
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larly unemployment, he blamed the emigrant presence. Le Pen couched his
rhetoric in essentialist and racial terms: “We are today in the process of
losing, through the blindness and cowardice of our leaders, our identity as
a nation, as the French.” According to one observer, the FN believed that
“foreign blood . . . threatens to overwhelm the national essence.”123

Le Pen specifically and speciously attacked emigrant workers as ad-
versely affecting the balance of payments and their children (in part
through the incorporation of Arabic in curricula) as slowing French stu-
dents’ development.124 He assailed Georgina Dufoix, secretary of state for
the family, the population, and emigrant workers, who stated on 13 No-
vember 1984 that “the housing of emigrant workers is my principal prior-
ity.” Le Pen pointedly called into question her concern for French who also
needed housing.125 Because of the “Le Pen effect,” the FN received 10.95
percent of the votes in the 1984 elections for the European Parliament.

The alarming popularity of the FN coincided with highly publicized
assaults on emigrant workers and the emotional issue of estranged French
wives whose Algerian husbands had taken children back to North Africa.
Five mothers occupied the French embassy in Algiers in June 1985 and
protested there until October, demanding to see their children or have
them repatriated.

Parliamentary elections the following year brought more changes af-
fecting the emigrant population. In April 1986 Jacques Chirac returned as
prime minister and began an uncomfortable “cohabitation” with Presi-
dent Mitterrand. Chirac aimed to tighten controls over emigration and the
Algerian community in France. After a series of bombings in September
1986, he instituted a visa policy beginning in October. The Pasqua Law of
September 1986 (named after Minister of the Interior Charles Pasqua)
expanded official power to deport emigrants for reasons ranging from
adminstrative “irregularities” to criminal activities, especially among
teenagers. Le Pen’s ascendancy and the right’s increasingly hard line on
expulsion occurred ironically as the beurs, the emigrant community’s sec-
ond generation, emerged and began to assert growing cultural and politi-
cal influence.

The Beurs: A Dislocated but Discovered Identity

The word beur is derived from a popular street-jargon form of arabe. The
term refers to second-generation North Africans, who often find them-
selves suspended between Maghribi and French identities.126 According to
Driss Yazmani, editor of Sans frontières: “Many young Beurs feel alien-
ated from both France and Algeria.” Driss saw them “caught between two
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worlds, belonging truly to neither.”127 In an interview in April 1988, Akli
Tadjer, a prominent writer of Algerian descent, addressed the torn beur
identity as a “split . . . between two different parts of the self: one which
identifies with the secular values of contemporary France, and one which,
through the family home, remains engaged with the Islamic traditions of
North Africa.”128 For obvious historical reasons, this existential if not
ontological condition is particularly acute among Algerians. Though Al-
gerians born in France since 1963 became automatic French citizens, older
members of the community, including the children’s parents, were denied
this privilege. For example, Kaisa Titous, a Kabyle, directed the campaign
of Pierre Juquin, but could not vote in the election.129 The beurs demanded
full integration into French society, especially the exercise of French citi-
zenship. Ever sensitive to French racism, as dramatically demonstrated by
the October 1983 March of the Beurs, they helped organize SOS-Racisme
in 1984 with its defining slogan “Hands off my buddy” (Touche pas à mon
pote). In June 1985 beurs also participated prominently in another highly
publicized march which mobilized 300,000 protestors at the Place de la
Concorde in Paris.130

The beurs may be suspended between identities, but they are not cultur-
ally inert. They have developed their own distinctive literature and me-
dia.131 Azouz Begag recounts his childhood in Villeurbane, a suburb of
Lyon, in his novel Le Gone du Chaâba (1986). In the autobiographical La
Marche (1984), Bouzid Kara’s “powerlessness” rages as a son of a harki,
a community that he describes as “the Sioux of France.” Yet as dislocated
as he is, he ironically perceives his place: “The Algerian hills are beautiful,
but they do not speak to me[;] the hills of Aix hold all my childhood.” He
finally finds dignity and solidarity during the March of the Beurs.132

Sakinna Boukhedenna is also enraged by her wrenching existential pre-
dicament. She feels exiled in France but considers Algeria a neocolonial
country. She assails patriarchy, avidly listens to alternative rockers Nico
and Lou Reed, and sympathizes with the Baader-Meinhof gang. She re-
mains defiant, irreconcilable, and dauntless.133 Leila Sebbar is not a beur
(she was born in Algeria to a French mother), but her novels reveal emi-
grant children’s experiences. Her heroines rebel against patriarchy, try to
escape it, and find themselves “on the road” experiencing a variety of
existential searches for self.134 Akli Tadjer sets his remarkable 1984 novel
Les Ani du “Tassili” (Ani is short for arabe non-identifié) on the trans-
Mediterranean Algerian ferry Tassili, an actual vessel. The protagonist is
a beur who has failed in an attempt to live in Algeria and is returning
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“home.” He finds himself associating with a variety of Algerians who
serve as metaphors for the postcolonial period: the ALN veteran, the first-
generation emigrant, the idealist. In a particular striking conversation, one
traveler remains perplexed by the architectural symbolism of the recently
completed Monument of the Martyr commemorating the resistance
against colonialism and the Revolution. The beur protagonist concludes
that he is more comfortable among his friends in France.

Beurs have also distinguished themselves in film. Mehdi Charef di-
rected the acclaimed Le Thé au harem d’Archimède (1985), a film depict-
ing a delinquent yet disarmingly sensitive beur youth. His second film,
Miss Mona (1987), dealt with an illegal emigrant’s relationship with a
homosexual transvestite. The decadence and degradation of the situation
served as a powerful social metaphor. Another admired beur director,
Rachid Bouchareb, explored the social hybridity of an emerging trans-
cultural generation in Bâton rouge (1985).135 Isabelle Adjani, one of
France’s greatest cinema stars, is half Algerian.

Emigrant workers and beurs became increasingly activist in economic
matters. When Talbot estimated in late 1983 that of 1,905 layoffs at its
automobile plant 1,500 would be emigrant workers (mostly black and
North Africans), an Algerian named Abderrazzak Dali declared: “For the
first time the immigrants want their voice heard outside the framework of
any labor union.” Yazid Sabeg, a beur with a doctorate in economics and
owner of a consulting firm, said: “Before, we did the dirty work. . . . now
that we want the same jobs, we are rivals on the marketplace.”136

The National Charter of 1986

The dissipation of the “confident” international “exemplar” influenced
the reformulation of the National Charter of 1975. The conspicuous
theme of Algeria’s “enriched” National Charter of January 1986 was an
appeal to “self-reliance.” This document was yet another symbol of
Algeria’s existential disposition: the exigent need to define itself. The state
was defined as “popular in essence, Islamic in religion, socialist in orien-
tation, democratic in institutions, [and] modern in vocation.”137 Robert A.
Mortimer concluded correctly that “the differences between 1976 and
1986 are more stylistic than substantive.”138 A new section titled “The
Historical Foundations of Algerian Society” was added. Though it cham-
pioned traditional historical “constants” such as the enduring heroic char-
acter of Algerian resistance dating back to Masinissa and Jugurtha, it also
mentioned the efforts of the usually discredited Messali Hadj (d. 1974)



158  |  France and Algeria: A History of Transformation

and the recently rehabilitated Ferhat Abbas (d. 1985).139 Paradoxically,
the Charter’s insistence on historicism failed to take into account Algeria’s
contemporary realities.

The Charter reaffirmed fundamental socialist principles and repeated
platitudes while ignoring the significant social and economic institutional
changes that had occurred in the 1980s. This reflected the intra-FLN dif-
ficulties Benjedid faced in implementing institutional reforms. In the first
sector, Benjedid’s creeping liberalism, highlighted by the return of land to
private hands, effectively dismantled Boumedienne’s inefficient Agrarian
Revolution. His two five-year plans (1980–89) insisted on greater alloca-
tions for agriculture. In 1987 Algeria needed to import 60 percent of its
food.140 In the second sector, the state-building national companies, stoked
as the engines of Boumedienne’s development plans, were broken up into
smaller “national enterprises.” Soon after the promulgation of the Char-
ter, the state companies and enterprises were further decentralized as
“entreprises publiques économiques” to try to achieve financial efficiency
and managerial autonomy.

The 19 August 1986 law liberalized the hydrocarbon sector in an effort
to encourage foreign exploration and investment.141 It allowed joint ven-
tures and service- or production-sharing contracts, which appealed to To-
tal (CFP). With the steep slump in oil prices, Algeria could not “afford” a
socialist path. The ideology, like the economy, edged toward the brink of
bankruptcy. The Charter now reads as a curious anachronism failing to
take into account a very different Algeria from the one a decade earlier.
What remained a constant was the latent insurrectionary character of the
Algerian people, which soon catalyzed again as confrontation and finally
conflict, not with foreign invaders, but tragically with their government
and then later themselves.

Algeria’s Increasing Political and Social Restlessness

Benjedid’s economic liberalization and institutional reorganization sharp-
ened intra-elite rivalries between his technocrats and longtime FLN
apparatchiks. In December 1985 the personal and very public entente
orchestrated between the “historic chiefs” (cofounders of the FLN) and
longtime opponents Ahmed Ben Bella and Hocine Ait Ahmed and their
respective political organizations, the Mouvement pour la Démocratie en
Algérie (MDA, founded in 1984) and the Front des Forces Socialistes
(FFS, first organized against Ben Bella in 1963), illustrated a mounting
opposition to Benjedid and the FLN establishment. The most ominous
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opposition, however, was internal, and it not only posed a political threat
but also had serious social and cultural ramifications. This was resurgent,
and ultimately insurgent, Islamism.

Algerian postcolonial governments repeatedly affirmed their allegiance
to Islam, especially for its existential service during the colonial period.
According to one early official publication, Islam “preserved [Algeria’s]
personality.”142 Despite repeated efforts by postcolonial governments and
their promulgated documents to emphasize the mutual compatibility of
secularism, socialism, and Islam, Islamist groups such as al-Qiyam al-
Islamiyya (Islamic Values) in the 1960s and al-Ahl al-Da�wa (People of the
Call) in the 1970s questioned the official imagination and institutionaliza-
tion of independent Algeria. The Cultural Revolution’s emphasis on
Arabization and national unity inevitably raised the existential question of
identity and Islam. This was particularly displayed in the pages of the
Ministry of Religious Affairs journal al-Asala (Authenticity), some of
whose contributors, including Abbasi Madani, implicitly challenged Alge-
rian secularism. The journal was stopped in 1981.

This period featured the growing influence of prominent Islamist intel-
lectuals, foremost among them Malek Bennabi, or Malik Ibn Nabi (1905–
73). This erudite scholar and teacher (and electrical engineer) cofounded
and led al-Qiyam until its dissolution in 1966 and also wrote for
Révolution africaine. He questioned Algerians’ attachment to Western
ideology, including Fanonism, as well as their willingness to ingest Muslim
ideas imported from foreign sources like Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood. To
Bennabi, Muslims must be modernist and moral; indeed, being a Muslim
had to be rethought.143 He invited Muslims to explore and liberate them-
selves—and their community; he advocated a Muslim commonwealth—
by cherishing and upholding the “democratic” social values inherent in
Islam. Algerians, he said, needed “exalting existential motivations” to rid
themselves of colonisabilité.144 He did not absolutely reject the West (he
wrote both in French and Arabic), but he condemned its corrosive mate-
rialism and lack of spirituality. Bennabi’s positions worried the authorities
since they inherently challenged the political establishment. He attracted a
coterie of students, as did the aged and venerable Shaykhs Abdellatif
Soltani and Ahmed Sahnoun, who led al-Da�wa and preached against the
government’s secularism.

In 1982 a leftist student was killed by an Islamist militant during a
period of intense confrontation at the University of Algiers’s suburban Ben
Aknoun campus. This resulted in a police crackdown and arrests, includ-
ing the incarceration of Shaykhs Soltani and Sahnoun. Another prominent
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person jailed was the popular professor of sociology Abbasi Madani. Af-
ter a week the authorities released Soltani and Sahnoun to house arrest;
Madani remained imprisoned.

Benjedid’s government continued its policy of both confrontation and
conciliation as many jailed “agitators” were exonerated and freed during
1983. It promoted the construction of mosques with the hope that the
imams employed by the Ministry of Religious Affairs would be able to
channel and monitor Islamist remonstrances. Nevertheless, in April 1984
at the funeral of Shaykh Soltani, hundreds of thousands of Islamists rallied
in what could be interpreted as a political protest against the government.
The passage later in 1984 of the conservative Family Code, which in-
cluded traditional Muslim legal precepts from the Shari�a, was an effort
both to accommodate Islamists and to use them as a counterpoise against
Boumediennist elites.145 Also in 1984, the opening of the Abdelkader Is-
lamic University in Constantine to great fanfare was taken as another
opportunity to coopt Islamism. Though rioting in 1985 in Algiers’s Cas-
bah could be laid to the deplorable infrastructure, the widespread violence
that occurred at Constantine and Sétif in 1986 was incited by curricular
changes involving political and religious subjects at the lycée level. Protest-
ors assaulted and pillaged official buildings, forcing a particularly severe
suppression by the authorities. Since December 1982 militant Islamists
and other opponents of the establishment had been organizing violent
operations, which eventually focused attention on an ALN veteran and
employee of the national electric power corporation named Mustapha
Bouyali, or Buyali.

After one of his brothers was killed by the police, Bouyali, a faithful
Muslim though hardly a fervent Islamist, mobilized and led a group that
repeatedly assaulted the police and public facilities. Bouyali’s insurgency
and success in eluding capture gained him popular notoriety. According to
Rachid Benaissa: “He crystallized all the discontent. Everyone dreamed of
escaping from a regime which was stifling.”146 When he was finally cor-
nered and killed in 1987, Bouyali’s resistance had been appropriated and
championed by a variety of Islamists, including radicals demanding the
repatriation of French coopérants.147 Demonstrating his usual perspicac-
ity, Michel Jobert had already commented in an interview that Algeria was
“most receptive to Islamic fundamentalism.”148 Few in Paris or Algiers
recognized this possibility.

Another event demonstrated the more overt opposition to the Algerian
political establishment. On 7 April 1987 André-Ali Mecili, a French law-
yer of Kabyle descent and a close friend of Ait Ahmed, was gunned down
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in Paris. The chief suspect, Amallou Abdelmalek, was deported soon after-
wards, prompting many, including Ait Ahmed, to claim that the murder
was the work of Algerian special services. Subsequent efforts to extradite
Abdelmalek failed.149

The Bilateral Relationship Improves but Algeria’s Economy Collapses

Bilateral relations slowly recovered, not only because of the traditional
strategic axes and the human dimension, but because of immediacy. Plum-
meting oil prices, woven intrinsically into those meticulously negotiated
LNG price “baskets,” plunged the Algerian economy inexorably into a
deep recession, forcing unavoidable austerity and mounting debt. Algeria
welcomed France’s subsequent sensitivity and assistance, such as the ten-
year renewal in March 1986 of the landmark Technical and Cultural Co-
operation convention of 1966,150 and especially Jacques Chirac’s receptiv-
ity during his “cohabitation” as prime minister (March 1986–May 1988).

Unlike Fabius’s visit to Algiers in July 1985, Chirac’s arrival in Septem-
ber 1986 received substantial national media attention. He reviewed an
array of problems ranging from mixed-marriage child custody to security
and strategic issues (i.e., Western Sahara and Chad). Chirac also addressed
GDF-SONATRACH negotiations, promoted Peugeot’s proposal to build
an automotive plant, and lobbied for Airbus contracts.151 The Algerian
government was concerned over the new visa policy and the harder line
toward the emigrant community, but it felt confidence in Chirac’s leader-
ship—particularly his watchful monitoring of Ben Bella’s MDA.152

The generally improving French relationship, marked by Algerian as-
sistance in freeing French hostages in Lebanon, correlated with a series of
positive regional events. Morocco abrogated the Treaty of Oujda with
Libya in 1986, and Rabat and Algiers restored relations in 1988. This was
the crucial step toward realizing the elusive ideal of Maghrib unity.153

Regional reconciliation relieved Paris of the delicate policy of “equilib-
rium” or political parity it had been forced to pursue with Maghribi con-
testants over Western Sahara.154

Algeria’s economic vulnerability emboldened its LNG clients.155 Spain
reduced imports after Algeria insisted that it comply with the “take or
pay” stipulation in its 1985 contract. According to Italy, the plunging
prices warranted a 40-percent price reduction.156 Belgium refused to pay
the posted high price for gas and began preparation to argue its case before
the International Court of Justice. By March 1986 Algerian crude had
plummeted to $12/barrel. (The USSR then briefly became France’s chief
LNG supplier.) Algeria’s hydrocarbon revenues dropped 40 percent in
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1986 and its foreign debt soared to $17 billion in 1987. With a deepening
recession, economic growth dropped to what heretofore had been un-
imaginable levels (-1.4 percent in 1987 and -2.7 percent in 1988).157

An interim agreement between GDF and SONATRACH in April 1986
eliminated the 1982 formula and established the price in reference to a
basket of market, rather than OPEC, crude prices. The price was deter-
mined at $2.89/MMBtu, with no development subsidy. By November
1987 GDF reportedly paid an astonishing $1.97/MMBtu.158 Concur-
rently, there were negotiations on a new price accord. In January 1988,
Prime Minister Chirac “inscribed” the “technical problem” of pricing
within “the framework of a policy of cooperation.” In other words, a
political dimension was infused once again into the pricing issue.159 After
President Mitterrand’s reelection and the Socialists’ return to power in
May 1988, Foreign Minister Roland Dumas called for the “revitalization”
of the relationship and clearly suggested that resolving the gas pricing
question would achieve this objective.160 In June while in Paris, Foreign
Minister Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi affirmed: “We are convinced . . . that gas
will become again the driving force in the development of economic and
commercial relations between Algeria and France.”161 With Algeria sup-
plying 35 percent of France’s natural gas in the first two months of
1988,162 both sides trod again that tedious, tortuous path toward settle-
ment; the psychodrama returned.163

Recognizing the decreasing bilateral trade as a sign of the relationship’s
decline, France, as Algeria’s primary creditor, provided a welcome initia-
tive in April 1987 by offering Algeria a credit line of FF 3 billion. This
accord was to be linked to two other agreements: (1) settling lingering
questions on blocked colonial assets and (2) assenting in principle to
French participation (either Peugeot or Renault) in Algeria’s second auto-
mobile plant.164 The initiative concerning colonial property comple-
mented Chirac’s effort to resolve conclusively the painful and protracted
pied-noir indemnity issue.165 Algiers, however, balked at the loan condi-

Table 6.2. French Trade with Algeria, 1985–1988 (in millions of French francs)

1985 1986 1987 1988

French exports 21,806 15,858 11,759 9,444
French imports 20,752 11,457 8,542 8,282
Balance 1,054 4,401 3,217 1,162

Source: EIU, CRs.
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tions. COFACE’s 50-percent guaranteed coverage was too low, and the
interest rates offered by French banks were too high. Meanwhile, French
businesses complained of lost contracts in the absence of financial and
LNG accords.166 France did recover from the United States’ penetration of
the grain market by negotiating the sale to Algeria of up to 500,000 tons
of soft wheat in 1988, to be guaranteed by COFACE, though the Ameri-
cans continued to be active, tendering an offer of one million tons under
the Export Enhancement Program.167

Even with the problems posed by these two difficult negotiations,
France and Algeria stepped again toward the threshold of a special rela-
tionship, including the obligatory ritual psychodrama. Both countries re-
mained unaware of the coming epochal transformation of their relations
as Algeria’s incendiary economic, social, cultural, and political conditions
ignited in what would rage as a national conflagration threatening to con-
sume bilateral cooperation too.
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7

Algeria’s “Second Revolution”
and France, 1988–1992

From the October Riots to the Fitna

This working day . . . is more than a duty, [it is] a duty of friendship.
François Mitterrand, on his day-long summit with President Benjedid

in Algeria, March 1989

Conscious of my historical responsibilities before this historic conjunc-
ture being crossed by our nation, I consider that the only solution to the
present crisis lies in the necessity of my retiring from the political scene.
Chadli Benjedid, announcing his resignation, January 1992

After a series of strikes beginning in late September, general rioting broke
out throughout Algeria in early October 1988, ravaging cities and shock-
ing France and the world. Rapid democratic and constitutional reforms in
November and February 1989 ended the FLN’s monopoly of power and,
with it, its conception of a state and national identity. Legislation in July
1989 officially inaugurated a multiparty system. Concurrently, Algeria’s
cultural florescence reaffirmed social and ethnic pluralism. An emerging
and eager generation of authors and musicians, now freed from the po-
litico-cultural constrictions of the past, engaged the existential task of
defining or describing the nation.

The discrediting and disintegration of the FLN led to the astounding
success of the FIS, the Front Islamique du Salut (Islamic Salvation Front)
in local elections in June 1990 and in the first round of parliamentary
elections in December 1991. Fearful of an Islamist takeover, military and
civilian elites overthrew the Benjedid government in January 1992. Even-
tually, an Haut Comité d’Etat (HCE) took over, as Algeria inexorably
confronted increasing Islamist violence and fitna, a “trial” of itself as a
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nation. Profoundly troubled by these unanticipated events, France re-
sponded by taking generally supportive yet often ambivalent and ambigu-
ous positions toward Algeria as the bilateral relationship with its para-
doxes and passions underwent a turbulent transformation.

The October 1988 Riots and the French-Algerian Relationship

On the surface, the riots stemmed from economic pressures, but they were
deeply rooted in political, social, and cultural frustration. The deteriorat-
ing economic conditions since late 1985—depressed oil prices, unemploy-
ment, food shortages, surging inflation—led to severe austerity measures.
Above all, the entrenched leadership had suffocated the aspirations of the
younger generation. More than half the population was under twenty-
one. Clearly the socialist, revolutionary rhetoric articulated by the aging
elite no longer provided coherence or credibility.1 The younger generation
rejected the hegemonic FLN-imposed mythology, a “closed myth of con-
cern,”2 and with it the illusion of the polity projected by its Constitutions
and National Charters. The widening gap between the perception of an
identity, the projection of the Algerian nation, as interpreted by the older
“generation of 1 November” and experienced by the younger one of inde-
pendence impelled the violence.3 The youth who took to the streets in
October 1988 were more than economic and social malcontents, they
were existentially alienated from the kind of Algeria imagined by the
FLN.4 The riots represented “the irreparable fracture of polity and soci-
ety.”5

These “events” shocked the French government, leaving its officials
either slack-jawed or tight-lipped. France’s historical vision of Algeria as a
reflection of French power and influence, whether through colonialism or
cooperation, blurred; or, as one commentator simply put it: “The mirror
shattered.”6 The tiersmondiste analytic championed especially by the left
(Mitterrand, Rocard, Cheysson, Dumas) that applauded Algeria’s social-
ist enterprises within the Third World was now called into question for its
expedient, ideology-driven neglect of the repressive nature of Algeria’s
political system. The riots portended vexatious problems for the bilateral
relationship and underscored France’s difficulties with decolonizing or
transcending its troubling Algerian past. The French essentialist and even
sentimental posture, particularly reliant upon the Algerian relationship
during both the colonial and postcolonial periods, was once again stag-
gered by upheaval across the Mediterranean.
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The October Riots and Subsequent Reforms

Destructive and deadly rioting broke out in Algiers on 4 October, con-
vulsed Constantine and Sétif, and then burst forth in Oran and Mos-
taganem.7 On 6 October the government proclaimed a “state of siege,”
and troops were deployed to restore order. On 9 October a communiqué
from a mysterious Movement for Algerian Renewal called for the dis-
banding of the FLN, the ousting of the government, and the availability of
cheaper food. There were also appeals for adherence to the Shari�a, signal-
ing the startling appearance of Islamism as an ideological alternative.
President Benjedid’s meeting on 10 October with Islamist leaders includ-
ing Shaykh Ahmed Sahnoun and Ali Belhadj (described as an amorphous
“Islamic trend” group) constituted recognition not only of their cultural
significance but also of their political legitimacy. Newspaper reports al-
ready disclosed the particular influence of the relatively unknown imam
Ali Belhadj, who demanded political, economic, and social reforms and
would later cofound the FIS.8

President Benjedid also addressed the nation on 10 October and asked
for public confidence while promising a “complete program” of political
reforms including revising the Constitution and making the government
responsible to the National Popular Assembly. The most serious rioting
was quelled by 11 October, and the government lifted the state of siege the
following day. On 12 October Benjedid announced that a referendum
would be held on 3 November on a reform package that would allow, too,
“greater demonstration of political activity.” The proposals articulated by
the government on 23 October included separating the state from the
FLN, permitting “mass organizations,” and instituting free local and na-
tional elections. Though welcoming these initiatives or concessions, Alge-
rians could not forget their bloody cost. The government claimed 176
citizens lost their lives, but unofficial sources reported at least five hun-
dred killed, a thousand wounded, and three thousand incarcerated. Mo-
hammed Harbi, the veteran Algeria watcher and past editor of Révolution
africaine, viewed the violence as generational, another Sétif; it was “the
end of an epoch.”9

The historic 3 November referendum delivered a 92.27 percent “yes”
vote, with 83 percent of the electorate participating. In a nod to the grow-
ing Islamist influence, the referendum was held on a Thursday rather than
a Friday (yawm al-Sabah, the Muslim day of prayer) to avert imams’ op-
position. The rousing mandate for change, significantly, allowed Benjedid
to draw away from the discredited FLN. At the Sixth FLN Congress (26–
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27 November), Benjedid confirmed that there would be free expression
and elections. Economically, state enterprises would be allowed to manage
themselves and foreign investment would be invited, a jolting blow to the
vaunted socialist option. On 22 December, Benjedid was reelected to the
presidency with 81 percent of the vote.

France’s Response to “The Events”

Mitterrand’s government assumed a paradoxical profile, a muted “con-
cern,” during the October riots. It understood that Benjedid’s government
was acutely sensitive to French opinion. Prime Minister Rocard spoke
obtusely of the “sympathy and solidarity of the French people.”10 On 12
October before the National Assembly he reaffirmed: “Our relations with
Algeria do not have equivalence.” He underscored that “the existence of
an Algerian community in France and a French one in Algeria, the
memory of seven years of war, create particular sensibilities.” Claude Mal-
huret of the Parti Républicain responded: “When there is repression in
Chile or in Haiti, the left demands economic sanctions, but when five
hundred persons are killed in Algeria, one hears that one must accelerate
cooperation.”11 Though Prime Minister Rocard spoke of the “weighty
significance” of the government’s silence, the “events” clearly unsettled
Mitterrand’s government. The French president would not criticize his
counterpart, whom he genuinely liked. At a Council of Ministers meeting,
Mitterrand expressed his frustration: “What are we going to do, call in the
Algerian ambassador and tell him that if France were there now, order
would be better kept?”12 Foreign Minister Dumas ambiguously pro-
nounced his “solidarity,” but with whom? The Algerian government? Its
people?13 This signaled the beginning of an irresolute policy that would
incapacitate French governments of the left and the right. Indeed, political
immobilism threatened France’s interests.

The French public and private hesitancy to protest the Algerian
government’s violent suppression of the October riots illustrated the par-
ticular power and influence of tiersmondisme. This stirred Franz-Olivier
Giesbert, the new editor of Le Figaro, to question openly the “selective
indignation” of the intellectuals on the left who were quick to condemn
Pinochet, Jaruzelski, and “death squads” in Latin America, but remained
silent over Algeria, a country he now considered a “flagrant tiersmondiste
fiasco.”14 Ironically, even ex-president Giscard d’Estaing, with his anti-
Algerian reputation, felt forced to keep silent.15 Serge July added that
France’s position toward Algeria was curiously “neocolonialist,” giving
primacy to French interests over other considerations, “even the most
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fundamental with regard to the rights of people.”16 According to Patrick
Rotman, who had studied the so-called porteurs de valises (French col-
laborators with the FLN during the War), the left viewed the socialist FLN
in domestic terms as an “instrument of ‘redemption,’ the means to regen-
erate the French worker movement.” Many of the French intellectuals
who favored the FLN, however, were now appalled and embarrassed by
the violence.17 While Mitterrand, Rocard, and Dumas tempered their re-
marks, the Socialist Party intoned: “We condemn the brutality of the re-
pression.”18

Michel Rocard feared, too, that “any excessive commentary could in-
cite [the emigrant community], even to fight among themselves on our
own territory.”19 “Black October” evoked the pathological fear of a flood
of refugees arriving on French shores fleeing destabilized Algeria. The
emigrant community’s response to the events varied, often mirroring atti-
tudes in Algeria. Boumedienne’s era was regarded with nostalgia by older
Algerians upset with the destructive violence of the youth and with
Benjedid’s “capitalism for the privileged.” Younger Algerians sympa-
thized with the protesting youth. One said: “It is necessary to restore order
in Algeria. To better redistribute wealth. If truth comes from Islam, then it
is necessary to fight with Islam.” Another man viewed France as respon-
sible for “never leaving us alone.”20

Indeed, in Algeria there was a general disgust for the amorphous yet
insidious hizb faransa or the “party of France.” This was a general belief
that France had a particular sinister influence in high Algerian circles.21

France became a scapegoat. During the October riots, an Air France office
was targeted in Oran and burned. The Arabic daily al-Chaab (al-Sha�ab,
or The People) published a communiqué issued by law students claiming
that the killings were premeditated “with friends and interests in
France.”22 Before the opening of the FLN party congress at the end of
November, one member expressed dread that a multiparty system would
“open the doors to traitors, to harkis, to the agents of France.” Longtime
FLN member Benaamar Benaouda contended that “the October riots
were launched under orders from France.”23 The government had also
tried to blame “foreign influences”24 for the explosive “events.” This was
an obvious attempt to deflect hostility from its own incendiary policies.

During the discussion in the French National Assembly on 12 October,
François Deniau said defensively: “I do not believe that anyone can say
that what has happened in Algeria is the fault of France.”25 A day later, six
thousand demonstrators marched in Paris denouncing “the complicity of
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the French government.”26 Was France responsible? Certainly, Paris’s sup-
port since independence of repressive Algerian regimes charged France
with guilt by association. Serge July said that the French relationship with
Algeria was like U.S.–Latin American relations, including the “double-
talk.”27 But how responsible could France be for postcolonial Algeria?
How neocolonial had the relationship actually been throughout the
postcolonial decolonizations? Was Algeria genuinely decolonized? The
fundamental perception of Algeria as a nation needed reexamining—and
France’s own essentialist identity needed reimagining too.

Algeria Expresses Its Pluralism

On 5 February 1989 the text of a new constitution was published. It pro-
vided for freedom of expression and the right to strike. Article 40 called
for a multiparty state (“associations of a political character”). Robert
Mortimer observed that Algeria’s new constitution “makes no reference
. . . to the doctrinal text known as the National Charter.”28 Indeed, the
FLN was not mentioned; the “irreversible” socialist course was over,
which provoked sharp intra-elite criticisms. Political pluralism would
now be promoted, terminating the FLN’s political monopoly and the sud-
denly anachronistic positivity that a one-party state best served national
interests. On 23 February the constitution was endorsed by 73.4 percent
of the voters. Legislation concluded on 2 and 19 July reshaped electoral
laws and provided criteria for newly organized parties to receive legal
status. By the end of the year, three principal parties, besides the FLN,
emerged from the many others: the FIS, organized by Abbasi Madani and
Ali Belhadj; a secular Kabyle party, the Rassemblement pour la Culture et
la Démocratie (RCD), led by Said Saadi, a psychiatrist; and Ait Ahmed’s
Kabylia-based FFS.29 Ait Ahmed, the Kabyle “historic leader,” returned to
Algeria in December after twenty-four years in exile and was followed in
October 1990 by Ben Bella, whose MDA also received legal status. Other
significant parties included Shaykh Mahfoud Nahnah’s moderate Islamist
Movement for an Islamic Society (HAMAS) and Noureddine Boukrouh’s
modernist Islamic organization, the Parti du Renouveau algérien (PRA),
or Algerian Renewal Party. According to Robert Mortimer, this would
have been a decisive period for “a dialogue between secularists and Islam-
ists about pluralism and basic liberties.”30 This window of opportunity
would soon slowly but firmly close. Rémy Leveau referred to Algeria’s
new political pluralism as “more virtual than real.”31
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Algeria’s Existential Engagement

Most observers accurately regard this period as one of uncertainty and
instability. Yet the precious, propitious few years of civil and political
rights before the coup against President Benjedid in January 1992 were
among the most significant in postcolonial Algeria’s history. For the first
time, the country enjoyed freedom, no matter how flawed;32 the country
genuinely engaged and experienced itself, and explored the reality of its
social, cultural, and historical pluralism. These were the years when the
existential praxis was not only proposed from above but pursued and
asserted from below by democrats, Islamists, socialists, secularists,
francophones, arabophones, and berberophones. In many respects, it rep-
resented another cultural revolution, a more authentic one. Algeria’s
abundant creative energies and talents were unleashed.

A flourishing press developed with six national dailies in circulation in
1991, including El-Watan, Le Matin, and Liberté. Weekly publications
such as Le Nouvel Hebdo sprang up, as well as independent publishing
houses. One of the most popular periodicals was Al Mounchar, a cartoon
weekly that featured the political artist Menouard Merabtene.33 In all,
about 150 new news publications appeared after the 1989 liberalization.
Ironically, even with the rise of Islamism and Arabism, more Algerians
were reading French than ever before and listening to French programs
received by proliferating parabolic antennas.34 Though its chief
arabophone newspaper, El-Mounquid, included several pages of French,
the FIS added a francophone publication, El-Forkane, in January 1991.

Algerian literature was also affected by the events of this turbulent
period. Among the most prominent of a new generation of novelists were
Rachid Mimouni and Tahar Djaout. In The Honor of the Tribe (Honneur
de la tribu, 1989), Mimouni used the remote, “forgotten” fictional village
of Zitouna as a metaphor for Algeria’s modern history. The consequences
of colonialism and the War of Liberation, emigration, the multiple prob-
lems of modernization with foreign technicians and consultants, and a
corrupt Party and bureaucracy are all recounted by a tape-recorded narra-
tor, who states resignedly: “Yes, our collective memory is tenacious. This
is because our tribe has known so much misery.”35 This novel, as well as
the nuanced ironies in his collection of short stories The Ogre’s Embrace
(La Ceinture de l’Ogresse, 1990), were appeals for Algerians to come to
terms with themselves and their common history. Tahar Djaout in Les
Vigiles (1991) presented the Kafkaesque experiences of an inventor, one
Mahfoudh Lemdjad, who attempts to have his invention recognized by
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the state. He symbolically finds the state, itself a manufactured product,
not wanting to be reinvented. The inventor is an individual, but individu-
ality is interrogated and dispatched into the despair of a labyrinthine bu-
reaucracy. One of Djaout’s characters laments: “It is unanimity which
makes me feel horrible.”36

Rai music amplified the new freedom. Its creative, syncretic rhythms,
blending traditional North African and Western musical genres, symbol-
ized Algeria’s modern historical identity. “Cheb” Hasni, “Cheb” Khaled
(called the King of Rai), “Cheb” Mami (the Prince of Rai), and others
expressed through their rhythms and rhymes the excitement of these
changes, raising the eyebrows of the political establishment and also those
of the Islamists.37 The renowned Kabyle singer Lounès Matoub also found
in this freer atmosphere an opportunity for the outspoken expression of
his ideas concerning state and society.

Rachid Mimouni believed “the true Algerian Revolution is in the mak-
ing.”38 He knew this meant that all factions would have to live together.
He appealed for the Algerian government to create the conditions “to
permit the coexistence of brother enemies.” He wondered, would terror
and civil war and tears be the price paid, “the necessary condition for the
formation of a nation”?39

The Deconstruction of the Economy

These years witnessed the rapid demolition of the hitherto sacrosanct so-
cialist edifice.40 In 1989 the government permitted international banks to
open branches (Société Générale, Banque Nationale de Paris) and wel-
comed an IMF standby credit. (The thought of IMF intervention would
have been anathema to Boumedienne, a compromise of sovereignty.) In
September, Benjedid replaced Premier Kasdi Merbah (who protested
briefly, calling his dismissal unconstitutional) with Mouloud Hamrouche,
indicating his impatience with the pace of reform and his preference for
FLN technocrats. Hamrouche responded with accelerated reforms, such
as the March 1990 money and credit law which promoted foreign invest-
ment and privatization. The strict Investment Codes of 1963 and 1966
were obliterated. Foreign trade was liberalized and private import-export
ventures by local concessionaires were encouraged. This policy aimed to
attract business from the flourishing black market (trabendo, French-Ara-
bic slang). The reforming momentum was regarded approvingly by the
IMF, which accorded Algeria another standby credit in 1991. Grants from
the World Bank and the Arab Monetary Fund were also applied to but-
tress financial stability. Not surprisingly, French banks began playing cru-
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cial roles in refinancing short-term debt. The French state-owned Crédit
Lyonnais expedited a $1.5 billion loan package from a number of interna-
tional lenders. Still, reformers blamed French banks for not providing
enough aid and for “torpedoing” their initiatives.41

Aid and reforms were both hampered by deteriorating economic condi-
tions. The precipitate decline of the dinar (from 5.91/$ in 1988 to 18.47/
$ in 1991) affected Algeria’s balance of payments and debt service. Algeria
could not pay its bills or adequately cover its credits. Air France, for ex-
ample, cut its flights because of Algerian arrears.42 Double-digit inflation
(about 30 percent) compounded the financial situation, slashing con-
sumer spending and confidence. The horrific fact was that 75 percent of
Algerian government revenues were needed to service its spiraling na-
tional debt (approximately $20 billion). Also, liberalizing of the economy
was not uniformly popular, after decades of accustomed subsidies. Rachid
Mimouni, who was a trained economist, observed a fatal flaw in the re-
forming process: “They’re trying to change the system with the same men.
The state apparatus is resisting.”43 Finally, the deep political unrest, so
misperceived or disbelieved by the FLN and Benjedid’s technocrats, com-
pounded by severe economic dislocation, undercut the reforms’ efficacy,
leaving little chance for amelioration in the life of distressed Algerian citi-
zens or their deeply disoriented nation.

French-Algerian Ententes and Accords

The riots imparted a certain urgency to the French-Algerian relationship.
Foreign Minister Dumas declared at the National Assembly on 12 Octo-
ber 1988 that France had to help. Growing worry over Algeria’s domestic
turmoil led to the conclusion of significant accords early in 1989. Presi-
dent Mitterrand during a short visit to Algeria in March termed the bilat-
eral relationship la vie en commun (life in common), reiterating his sensi-
tivity to Algeria’s historical importance to France and, for that matter, to
his personal political career.44 According to the veteran specialist André
Pautard, while Algeria was no longer viewed as the nation “opening . . .
the doors to the Third World,” it “remained the best field for the applica-
tion of a North-South solidarity always wanted by François Mitter-
rand.”45 Intensified cooperation signaled France’s endorsement of Al-
geria’s dramatic political and economic reforms. President Benjedid
particularly welcomed Mitterrand’s support after the October 1988 desta-
bilization. As Robert Mortimer pointed out: “France’s stamp of approval
was an important external guarantee.”46 Foreign Minister Boualem
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Bessaih said: “There exists a new vision in the bilateral relations based on
mutual respect and reciprocal interest.”47

Financial Accord

On 8 January negotiators signed an extraordinary financial accord. By
this agreement FF 7 billion would be credited to Algeria. Two two-billion-
franc tranches would be given, in 1989 and 1990, to be drawn equally
from public and private agencies. The other FF 3 billion originated from
the unused credit line of the 1987 agreement. The accord stipulated that
35 percent of this financial assistance be directed toward the commercial
imbalance (at that time approximately FF 3 billion in France’s favor). The
French national credit agency COFACE now guaranteed an unprec-
edented 95 percent of the loans. Pierre Bérégovoy, the French minister of
finance, said the accord would “permit the restoration of French-Algerian
cooperation.”48

The financial accords, and subsequent gas accords, increased bilateral
trade significantly (see table 7.1). Furthermore, France had raised CCCE
assistance to FF 369.3 million in 1988, from FF 236.1 million in 1987 and
FF 39.5 million in 1986.49 The signing of the financial accord reduced
CCCE loans to FF 52 million in 1989.50

In July 1991 Bérégovoy arrived in Algeria to explore opportunities for
private investment and to facilite the refinancing of Algerian short-term
debt by French and international banks. Soon to be France’s largest me-
dium- and long-term risk, Algeria’s stability would be of particular con-
cern and would have obvious political ramifications. Bérégovoy autho-
rized the reactivation and the creation of credit lines of approximately FF
5 billion. Though ritually repeating that France “does not interfere in
internal matters,” he stressed “our attachment to democratic principles
and pluralism.”51 These commercial credits, used to purchase such French
durable goods as vehicles and machinery, assured France’s position as
Algeria’s chief source of imports.

Table 7.1. French Trade with Algeria, 1988–1991 (in millions of French francs)

1988 1989 1990 1991

French exports 9,444 12,775 14,770 12,273
French imports 8,282 9,451 10,558 11,678
Balance 1,162 3,324 4,212 595

Source: EIU, CRs.
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Hydrocarbons Accords

When Benjedid’s government regained stability, natural gas negotiations
resumed. The Algerians wanted to detach the financial arrangement from
the LNG negotiations given the economic exigencies and restructurings.
In other words, the 1965 and 1982 accords would no longer serve as
cooperation templates. This in itself marked a different approach. On 12
January 1989, GDF and SONATRACH agreed on a price just under
$2.30/MMBtu, and on arrears payments. France had been paying about a
third less than what Algeria had calculated. It was reported that Algeria
wanted $2.80/MMBtu. France would still pay a higher price than it did to
its other providers of natural gas, the Netherlands and the USSR, though
Algeria did charge France less than its other partners.52 While there was a
call at this time for a “realistic index,” GDF president Francis Gutman
claimed that the agreed price was not political but commercial. GDF also
agreed to contribute to liquefaction costs, and to pursue joint projects
with SONATRACH. Belkacem Nabi had previously remarked that “gas
relations were the key to cooperation between Algiers and Paris.”53 Nev-
ertheless, the gas negotiations had been facilitated by the politically sig-
nificant financial accord.

El-Moudjahid, referring especially to the LNG agreement, saw “new
perspectives of cooperation.”54 Indeed, Total (CFP), one of the first French
enterprises to take advantage of Algeria’s revised oil investment laws in
1986, undertook numerous ventures with SONATRACH and even re-
gained operator control at some sites. A notable cooperation framework
accord in January 1990 resulted in joint work groups to study production,
technical and industrial projects, and marketing. Then in May 1991 the
CFP agreed to purchase over a period of fourteen years approximately ten
million tons of condensate and six million tons of liquefied petroleum gas,
and to assist with the Algerian hydrocarbon infrastructure at El Hamra,
250 kilometers south of Hassi Messaoud.55

In July 1991 a joint natural gas company called Société Algéro-Fran-
çaise d’Ingéniérie et de Réalisations or SAFIR (36 percent SONATRACH,
15 percent Sonelgaz, 49 percent GDF) was organized to cooperate in liq-
uefaction, production, transport, and distribution. In addition, GDF’s
Sofregaz was charged with modernizing GNL 3 at Arzew and, in Septem-
ber 1991, agreed to construct a compression facility to facilitate the oil
flow at Mesdar, near Hassi Messaoud. France also expressed a strong
investment interest in the projected trunkline through Morocco. Algeria
continued to supply France with about one-third of its LNG.56
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The law of 30 November 1991 added fourteen amendments to the 19
August 1986 legislation and further liberalized Algeria’s hydrocarbons
sector. Foreign companies were allowed equity interests in producing
fields, and natural gas production would be handled in the same way as oil
production, i.e., joint ventures, production sharing, or service contracts.
Foreign partners were permitted to construct and operate trunklines, re-
moving SONATRACH’s monopoly in transport (a historically significant
move, as the rationale for SONATRACH’s creation was foreign conces-
sionaires wanting to build a pipeline in 1963). Disputes would be handled
by international arbitration.

The new legislation underscored Algeria’s growing and even desperate
need to attract foreign investment to develop its natural resources.57 On
the one hand, it assumed that foreign technical expertise would improve
recovery rates and production assets from existing wells. On the other
hand, the amendments particularly symbolized ideological rejection of the
24 February 1971 nationalization of the sector, as SONATRACH lost its
monopoly in the production and transportation of petroleum, natural gas,
and minerals.58

The amended hydrocarbons law suggested that Algeria needed to se-
cure old clients, as well as attract new ones. GDF seized the opportunity
and on 24 December 1991 concluded accords with SONATRACH ex-
tending its three LNG contracts for ten or fifteen years at a volume of 9.15
billion m3 annually. A separate agreement called for delivery of a billion
cubic meters of natural gas over six years when pipeline supply became
available. The pricing for these deliveries was not made public. The two
sides also declared their intention to cooperate closely on the Maghrib-
European gas pipeline.59 In the past, this event would have received exten-
sive press coverage, including analyses of the accords’ expected effect on
the bilateral relationship. But with parliamentary elections set for 26 De-
cember, the 25 December El-Moudjahid, for example, merely printed a
short APS dispatch (though still on the first page), which noted the obliga-
tory “wish of both partners to intensify their relations and to sanction a
long-term vision” in natural gas affairs.

Emigrant Workers, Harkis, and Integration

Concurrently, there was greater attention given to emigrant labor. On 31
December 1988 in Strasbourg, President Mitterrand expressed his re-
peated wish to improve the lot of the emigrant community in France,
especially during the symbolic bicentennial year of the French Revolu-
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tion.60 Of course, his ideas on emigrant labor related to all the communi-
ties and not just the Algerian, but given its size (now about a million), it
obviously held special significance.

In January, Pierre Joxe, the minister of the interior (and son of the Evian
negotiator and former minister of the interior Louis Joxe), proposed
changing or “humanizing” the Pasqua Law of 9 September 1986 concern-
ing “irregularities” that could trigger expulsion.61 Often neglect of minor
administrative procedures would create naturalization problems, as when
emigrant youth had been uninformed of the eight-day filing period for a
temporary carte de séjour after their sixteenth birthday. The French gov-
ernment now aimed to establish grace periods for regularizing papers.62

According to France-Plus, an organization supporting emigrant integra-
tion, the Joxe Law would be more favorable than current bilateral agree-
ments concerning entry and sojourn. Algerian officials favored a “revi-
sion” implicitly taking into account the Joxe initiative.63 Joxe stated,
however, that he favored the Pasqua Law provisions on clandestine emi-
gration, though not its intimidation.64

Debate over modification of the Pasqua Law, emigrants’ right to vote in
local elections, naturalization processes, and France’s divisive Code of
Nationality diverted attention from chronic problems of unemployment,
education, and housing.65 Nevertheless, the Mitterrand government’s pro-
posals were also meant to blunt rising French racism, which was fiercely
anti-Algerian. This was highlighted in November 1989 by the furor over
North African girls wearing head scarves to school. A sartorial symbol of
Islam, the scarves seemed to contravene traditional French secular educa-
tional values. Eventually, the decision on the wearing of head scarves was
left to the discretion of the principal. This clothing issue acutely sharpened
the question of whether France could tolerate its multicultural social reali-
ties.

There was some reason for optimism. A poll by SOFRES for Le Monde
disclosed in January 1989 that Jean-Marie Le Pen’s popularity had
dropped. Only 16 percent agreed with his positions, while 80 percent
disagreed.66 Though Le Pen received a surprising 14.4 percent of the first-
round vote in the 1988 presidential elections, his Front National dropped
to 11.8 percent in the 1989 elections to the European Parliament. He still
boasted a receptive, if smaller, audience for code phrases such as “Each
people has a duty to preserve its own cultural identity.”67

Despite the decline in popularity of Le Pen’s ideas in 1989, by June
1991 Edith Cresson, the Socialist prime minister, talked of chartered
planes repatriating North Africans. Mitterrand talked of a “threshold of
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tolerance,” and Jacques Chirac spoke of the “noise and smells” of the
emigrants.68 The entire issue was heightened by Giscard d’Estaing’s pro-
vocative statements in Le Figaro Magazine, where he proposed that
French nationality be based on sang (blood) rather than sol (the ground
underfoot).69 Clearly, emigration was becoming immigration, as desperate
migrant populations from North and sub-Sahara Africa sought to relocate
permanently somewhere in Western Europe. This was no longer a French
but a regional, continental problem.

The nationality question profoundly affected the marginalized harkis.
These “Palestinians of France” continued to agitate for the full benefits of
their citizenship, including opportunities for better housing, education,
and employment.70 By this time the “French Muslims” numbered
420,000, with two-thirds of their population under twenty-five. The sum-
mer of 1991 featured protests and the building of barricades at Narbonne,
leading to one harki death. Their search for recognition continued to be a
vain quest.

Islamism and Algerian Democracy

The emergence of the FIS and other Muslim parties was yet another refor-
mulation of the existential praxis, the assertion of the authentic, undiluted
Algerian self.71 Indeed, according to many observers, Algeria’s political
Islamism was a recodified nationalism. It “filled the void” after the fail-
ures of pan-Arabism and single-party Arab nationalism, and engendered a
“new fraternity” through its populism.72 Most observers agree that the
FLN “fathered the FIS” (an oft-used pun: fils, the word for “son,” has a
silent l), both by its emphasis on Arabization, which in the 1960s relied on
Egyptian teachers, a significant number of whom had been influenced by
the Muslim Brotherhood, and by its construction of mosques, which be-
came convenient mobilization centers for antigovernment demonstra-
tions. The FIS harked back not only to the Salafiyya movement and the
Reformist Ulama of the recent past but to the mass movements associated
with Messali Hadj.73 Indeed, its attack against francophone Algerians re-
called the conflicts between Messali Hadj and Ferhat Abbas. It became a
potent force in Algeria in the wake of the FLN’s political, economic, and
moral bankruptcy. Couching its political populism in spiritual discourse,
the FIS offered an attractive alternative to politically excluded and alien-
ated Algerians.

The FIS perceived itself in a custodial role, perpetuating the legacy of
the liberation struggle abandoned by a degenerate FLN. Linking piety to
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this political movement generated a powerful momentum. “Islamism was
born,” wrote Ahmed Rouadjia, “as an anti-FLN reaction.”74 To Benjamin
Stora, the FIS’s rejection of external ideologies, whether French or Arab,
gave it a genuine autochthonous image and “posed itself thus as the genu-
ine inheritors of an FLN disencumbered by all external ideology.”75

François Burgat viewed the Islamists as “inheritors” of Algerian national-
ism even though they too, ironically, were a product of French colonial-
ism. The FLN may have recovered the country physically, but not ideo-
logically, spiritually.76 Lahouari Addi also asserted that the FIS’s
popularity stemmed from its ability in “regenerating nationalism.”77 Nev-
ertheless, as Arun Kapil wrote, the FIS contended with an Algeria “where
Islam is deeply felt as an identity but not necessarily expressed through
actual practice.” Kapil noted that mosque attendance “was relatively
low.” And there was the attachment to Europe, reinforced by commerce,
television, and personal relationships in the large emigrant Algerian com-
munity.78 Nevertheless, the appeal of political Islamism, charged by a
messianic nationalism, to the aggrieved youth of Algeria illustrated an-
other refashioning of the existential praxis. Lahouari Addi concluded that
Algerian Islamism was fundamentally a question of national identity.79 To
Abderrahim Lamchichi, Islamism was not only a product of social, eco-
nomic, and political conditions but also “the resurgence of a new form of
‘identity’ and ‘cultural’ protest.” It reformulated or “reread” Algeria’s
“cultural legacy in a context of identity crisis.”80

Islamism Targets France: The Refashioned Existential Praxis

From the Islamist and particularly the FIS perspective, France corrupted
Algeria with its secularism, modernism, republicanism, feminism, Marx-
ism, and individualism. The idea that there could be two Frances, that of
colonialism and that of cooperation, was rejected. From the Islamist per-
spective, Algerians who continued to permit French influence were “trai-
tors” and “harkis.” France had sought to “de-Islamicize” Algeria since the
colonial period.81 Abbasi Madani correlated “cultural aggression” with
the Algerian educational system, which not only had perpetuated “French
colonial policy” but had done so with greater “success [than] one and a
half centuries of colonization.”82 Ali Belhadj wanted France “punished”
for its colonial rule.83 He vehemently vowed “with arms and faith, to ban
[French oppression] intellectually and ideologically and to finish with its
partisans who have suckled from its poisonous milk.”84

To the FIS the War of Independence was “the affirmation of an Algerian
personality forged by Islam.”85 But Islamists viewed decolonization as in-
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complete so long as the pervasive and reviled cultural influence of France
persisted. Algerians needed to experience and live their genuine Muslim
identity. According to one Islamist, the “war” between civilizations was
“not finished yet.”86 Another contended that the Algerian personality can-
not be free “without total cultural independence.” This meant achieving
“linguistic sovereignty,” i.e., complete articulation in Arabic.87 Another
popular Islamist refrain was that France worked to discredit the FIS inter-
nationally while disseminating secular ideas within Algeria by its media
transmissions and subversive agents.88 France had “taken up the Cross”
again as it crusaded against Muslim states, using, on the one hand, such
cultural instruments as universities, associations, and religious organiza-
tions and, on the other hand, economic means such as the Paris Club of
financial institutions.89 As the FLN had done, the Islamists demonized
France to reaffirm their own distinctive nationalist identity. The perceived
French threat was cultural and political, as exemplified by the pervasive
and perfidious influence of the hizb faransa. Ahmed Rouadjia pointed out,
however, that this disgust with France did not prevent Islamists from vis-
iting the ex-métropole to shop for video equipment and cassettes.90

Given the prominent role of Islamists in the riots, the French already
feared, according to Dominique Moïsi, that “religious fundamentalists
might take power.”91 Jacques Girardon, in an article entitled “Islamism: If
Algeria Tilts,” compared Islamist discourse with Le Pen’s, labeling both
“simplistic and effective.”92 The Islamists had correctly pointed out the
French media’s sensational spin to their movement in Algeria. For ex-
ample, the 30 April 1990 issue of Le Point used the titles “Holy War
Against the State” and “France: State of Emergency” (the latter on the
threat of Islamism in the Muslim community in France). Ali Belhadj was
referred to as “Savonarola.” In 1989, two thousand apprehensive lawyers
and jurists and doctors left Algeria for France, provoking French fear of
surging waves of emigrating Algerians inundating their shores. The
French also feared that Islamism would influence and provoke their
Maghribi community, despite estimates that 90 percent of France’s three
million Muslims “do not actively practice their religion.”93

The June 1990 Local Elections

French anxieties heightened with the Algerian local elections of 12 June
1990. Shocking many analysts, the Islamists scored a stunning success.94

The FIS won 32 of 48 wilayat while obtaining 54 percent of the popular
vote, and gained a majority in the city councils in all major Algerian cities.
In all, the FIS took over 853 out of 1,535 councils. By comparison, the
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FLN took 14 wilayat and 487 local councils with 28 percent of the vote.
Several secular parties, notably the FFS, called for a boycott of these elec-
tions, which resulted in a lower registered-voter turnout (about 60 per-
cent). The FIS’s victory demonstrated the deep dissatisfaction of the public
with the FLN, while illustrating, too, the appeal of FIS populism.

Alain Rollat canvassed French political opinion during this time. As he
talked with three members of the Front National, one unsurprisingly con-
jured the specter of massive flight and asserted: “Immigration will end in
invasion. . . . they want to make France Algerian.” Former prime minister
Michel Debré considered the Islamic movement “a menace for France.”
He feared that “Algiers may become the capital of an anti-French Magh-
rib.” Meanwhile, Jacques Roseau of RECOURS urged French support for
Benjedid “to combat sectarianism and dogmatism.”95

The Arabization Law of December 1990

Though the Information Law of 1989 provided for a general Arabization
of publications and public life, the rising pressures of political Islam led to
the passage of a thirty-six-article law in December 1990 that aimed to
complete the Arabization of the official administration by 5 July 1992 and
of higher education by 1997. This law provoked protests, both in Algeria
and in France, on the grounds of being unrealistic. About two-thirds of the
new press publications in Algeria were in French. Ironically, the FIS began
publishing its own francophone journal, El-Forkane, the very month after
the new law was passed.

The linguistic issue also represented the generational shift in Algeria.
Now, after Arabization, most of the young people spoke Arabic as their
first language, while those forty and above were solidly French speakers.
In 1989 the first completely Arabized class graduated from lycées. As
Algeria’s spoken dialect differed from the classical Arabic taught in the
schools and used in publications and the media, this Arabization repre-
sented, in many ways, the imposition of a different language. Some be-
lieved that Algeria would be left in a linguistic limbo, with its people
lacking proficiency in either language, a “bilingual illiteracy.”96 Although
the French government called this an internal affair, it nonetheless was
“attentive to everything that affects the use of French in the world.”97 The
beur media were particularly upset over the law. Indeed, it exemplified
how their community was alienated from both countries. Not surpris-
ingly, the law received a hostile reception from SOS-Racisme and France-
Plus. According to Georges Marion, “Arabization is above all a battle
against French and its cultural references.”98 The law would obviously
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affect technical and cultural cooperation and technology transfers. Within
Algeria, accelerated Arabization particularly threatened the Kabyles in
two ways. First, many of them were francophone and, second, Arabi-
zation was an affront to their native Amazight languages, Kabyle (Tama-
zight) and Shawia (and the Tuareg’s Tifinag).

The Gulf War

The crisis in the Gulf after President Saddam Hussein seized Kuwait in the
summer of 1990 had serious repercussions for France and its relations
with the Arab world, especially Algeria. Jean-Pierre Chevènement, the
defense minister, worried about huge casualties (estimated at 100,000 on
the two sides), while Mitterrand believed that Saddam Hussein had cre-
ated “a logic for war.” As the “architect” of the French-Iraqi special rela-
tionship in 1974, Jacques Chirac hesitated to take a firm position. His
rivals on the right claimed that Saddam had provided him with large cam-
paign contributions. Mitterrand was left to explain that France had sup-
ported Iraq against Iran in the Iran-Iraq War, even though Baghdad started
the war, because he feared then that an Iraqi defeat might have opened the
whole Arab world to Islamic fundamentalism. At one point during the
Iran-Iraq War, France “loaned” Iraq five naval warplanes with deadly
Exocet missiles so that the Iraqis could knock out Iran’s main Gulf oil-
loading station at Kharg Island. The value of the weapons France sold to
Iraq was estimated at $30 billion. The reactor destroyed by Israeli bomb-
ers in 1981 was one sent by France.99

In 1990 France abandoned its support of Iraq. Mitterrand used an
essentialist argument to defend France’s participation in the United Na-
tions’ coalition. He claimed that France had to take an active role; other-
wise “she would no longer be able to justify her permanent presence on the
Security Council.” He added, “She is one of the great powers of the world
and must be worthy of her obligations.”100 Mitterrand’s commitment to
the coalition led by the United States was perceived as anti-Islamic, and
fueled the FIS’s political and cultural opposition to France. The Algerian
government criticized the coalition’s military buildup in Saudi Arabia, and
President Benjedid eventually embarked on a shuttle diplomacy mission of
his own to establish a dialogue between Baghdad and Riyadh.101 There
was talk of a combined French-Algerian peace initiative, a fruitless gesture
reminiscent of better collaborative days in the past.102

French forces played an important role in the brief campaign against
Iraq. Indeed, Mitterrand’s approval rating reached 75 percent on his han-
dling of the Gulf Crisis.103 Nevertheless, Rémy Leveau believed that
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France “lost much of its credibility” in the Arab world and the Maghrib
because of its participation.104 Not surprisingly, France was widely de-
nounced in Algeria. Ben Bella reproached France’s “crusading mental-
ity.”105 Howard Lafranchi reported that Algeria “snubbed French over-
tures since the Gulf War’s end: Algerians deride France as a
once-independent nation that obediently followed the US into battle.”106

According to correspondent William Echikson, France was experienc-
ing an “existential crisis: given the reunification of Germany and the re-
naissance of US power in the Gulf.” More accurately, France’s crisis re-
lated to its essentialist self-perception. As Ghassan Salame of the Institut
d’Etudes Politiques bluntly stated: “France’s position in the world as an
independent player is over.”107 During a visit to Algeria immediately be-
fore the 1991 parliamentary elections, Foreign Minister Dumas spoke of
the need to “de-dramatize the past.” Then in an honest and, in view of
French essentialist pretensions, highly poignant statement, Dumas de-
clared: “Obviously we cannot do everything in the modern world. France
has commitments everywhere in the world, but France also has limited
means, however successful its economy and its finances might be.”108

As parliamentary elections approached, Prime Minister Mouloud
Hamrouche reflected on France: “I have a feeling that on the other side of
the Mediterranean a wait-and-see stance has been adopted.” As for the
repercussions of the Gulf conflict on the bilateral relationship, Ham-
rouche contended: “I think matters have not been going satisfactorily
since 1988. The Gulf War had no effect on relations between France and
Algeria.”109

Though the Gulf War distracted Algeria, it did not deter the difficult
democratic process. The Economist observed: “Algerians have inherited a
French logic that induces them to carry things to a conclusion.”110 That
conclusion would be convulsive.

The Parliamentary Elections of June 1991 and Their Consequence

The parliamentary elections scheduled for June 1991 were highly contro-
versial. They were eventually postponed owing to violent Islamist protests
over the electoral process, especially eleventh-hour gerrymandering mea-
sures passed in March and April by the FLN-controlled National Popu-
lar Assembly. The FIS called an indefinite nationwide strike beginning
on 25 May to protest the electoral laws and the government’s failure to
schedule presidential elections. On 4 June police forces tried to dislodge
Islamists who had occupied several squares in Algiers, which resulted in
seventeen deaths by official count. On 5 June a state of siege was again
declared and the elections postponed. Sid Ahmed Ghozali, who had been
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accused of mismanagement as head of SONATRACH but had distin-
guished himself as an ambassador when given that opportunity by
Benjedid, replaced Hamrouche as prime minister. A curfew was imposed.
As these events transpired, Mitterrand wistfully wished for “democracy,
civil peace, and prosperity” for France’s Algerian “neighbor” and “Medi-
terranean friend.”111

Attempting to palliate political tempers, Ghozali gave assurances that
there would be national legislative elections by the end of 1991. Neverthe-
less, on 25 June fighting resumed. Abbasi Madani threatened a “holy
war” unless the state of siege was lifted. This provoked the government to
arrest him and his deputy, Ali Belhadj, on 30 June for threatening state
security. The national curfew was lifted on 17 July, but prohibitions on
public demonstrations remained in force. In September the FIS leaders
Madani and Belhadj insisted on being called political prisoners. This un-
settling situation bolstered Robert Mortimer’s contention that Algeria’s
transition to democracy from authoritarianism was “flawed” by the in-
ability “to define the means by which to integrate an opposition force that
threatened to subvert the very process of democratization itself.”112

On 15 October Benjedid announced that the first round of national
elections would take place in December. Former foreign minister Claude
Cheysson expressed the hope of many in the French political elite who had
a practically pathological fear of Islamism: “I am crossing my fingers hop-
ing the fundamentalists won’t get into power.”113 Relations between
France and Algeria had become inert. In Prime Minister Ghozali’s words,
the “regard” of France projected an “unhealthy ambiguity.” Ghozali cor-
rectly pointed out that “France lacks imagination toward Algeria.” He
also said that “preferential relations . . . are destructive terms which per-
petuate ambiguity and which, in the final analysis, do not serve either of
our two countries.”114 His anxieties as well as those of his colleagues inten-
sified as the December elections approached.

Meanwhile the French television channel Antenne 2 broadcast the se-
ries Annales Algériens, a documentary history of the Algerian War (see
chapter 10). Repressed memories were rekindled as France and Algeria
revisited the brutality of a “war without a name.”115 Ironically, similar
violence would soon sweep Algeria once more.

Elections of December 1991 and the Overthrow of Benjedid

With forty-nine parties participating, the first round of these elections
gave the FIS an astounding 188 seats, just 28 short of a majority in the
APN. The FFS won only 26 seats. Complaints of irregularities aside, the
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popular will (though only 47.5 percent of the voters) preferred the FIS
over the FLN and other “secular parties.” About 41 percent abstained.
While some analysts contended that the abstention rate vitiated the legiti-
macy of Algeria’s democratic voice, it was in itself a political act signaling
dissatisfaction with all sides.116 The runoff was scheduled for 16 January.

The press response in France to the elections was one of grave concern.
Le Figaro’s front-page editorial claimed that the Algerians “have skipped
from one revolution to another—from Lenin to . . . the ayatollah.” Le
Monde hoped that “sang-froid will prevail.”117

In economic affairs, the FIS had intimated rather than elaborated a
program. Indeed, Abdelkader Hachani, the acting FIS leader during the
incarcerations of Abbasi Madani and Ali Belhadj, viewed the recent Euro-
pean Community loan of ECU 400 million as one “made by countries who
are enemies of Islam.” He also castigated the amended hydrocarbons law
as a “transaction of shame.”118 Still, major French investors like Total
(CFP), Peugeot, and Renault were reported to be quite calm about these
potentially dislocating circumstances.119

As the second round approached, the French political elite articulated
divided opinions. Charles Pasqua correlated an Islamist victory with a
defeat for human rights which “would revise” bilateral cooperation. On
the other hand, Jacques Delors envisioned cooperation between an Islam-
ist Algeria and Europe. Bernard Kouchner pointed out that “all [Islam-
isms] are not the same” and that “Algeria is not Iran.”120 The Foreign
Ministry was prudent and sanguine. A spokesman affirmed that France
“supports democracy everywhere in the world” and was particularly
pleased that “it was possible to hold a democratic vote for the first time
since independence” for a parliament in Algeria. “Whatever the choice of
the Algerian people, the relations which unite them with the French people
are so strong in every area that they will persist.”121 It was generally agreed
that Algeria was on the verge of a seminal event in its history. The impact
could be dangerous and even devastating.

The emigrant community was not mobilized in the first round of vot-
ing. According to Azouz Begag, the FIS feared its secularism while the
FLN government feared the strength of the community’s Kabyle popula-
tion, which could lend support to the opposition FFS and RCD. Amo
Ferhati, president of the Association Espace Intégration de Lille and a
prominent beur, worried that Algeria would not be able to progress with-
out a secular democracy. He added: “If the Algerians renounce the French
language, the flight of brains and capital is going to accelerate.” Others
couched this seminal change in existential terms. One student equated the
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FIS’s success to “the emergence of a generation that refuses to identify
itself with materialist philosophy and values the principles decreed by the
Prophet as highly as, if not more than, French Napoleonic or secular laws
(lois . . . à la française).” Sadek Sallem, a prominent writer, had trouble
understanding France’s fear of an Islamist victory: “Algeria is not Iran
and the FIS is itself very divided between pragmatic and extremist ten-
dencies.”122 Nevertheless, Algeria’s democratic odyssey left it “between
Charybdis and Scylla,” according to Jacques Girardon. To deny the Islam-
ists victory would certainly mean “rioting.”123

The expected FIS victory in the January 1992 second round provoked
a coup against the administration of President Benjedid on 11 January
by alarmed military and civilian elites. According to Robert Mortimer,
“the military, one of the least ‘Arabized’ sectors of Algerian society, [with]
many of its top officers having been trained in the French army,” feared for
its “institutional autonomy.”124 Benjedid, who was apparently prepared
for a “cohabitation” with the FIS, was forced to resign.125

On Algerian television, a weary Benjedid described his “resignation” as
“a sacrifice on my part in the interest of the stability of the nation.”126 The
army was deployed in urban areas. The coup was conducted by an Haut
Conseil de Sécurité (HCS), a constitutional but obscure organ. On 14
January an improvised Haut Comité d’Etat (HCE) took over Algeria. The
selection of longtime exiled dissident Mohamed Boudiaf, one of the nine
“historic chiefs” of the FLN, to be the HCE’s collegial president linked the
revolutionary past with what would increasingly be the revolutionary
present.

France’s Response to the Coup

The coup relieved the international community, especially France. But was
France complicit in the coup? Many observers believed that it was. Am-
bassador Jean Audibert had urged President Benjedid to delay the elec-
tions. The first round was poorly administered. For example, not all the
voting cards were issued, and a million were not even available. Audibert
urged Paris to stop the election, but Mitterrand refused, hoping that
Benjedid would survive the crisis. According to Julius Friend, Mitterrand
“thought France would have little if any influence in Algeria or any right
to a voice.”127

French officials divided into three camps or “currents.” One believed
for ideological reasons that the democratic process should be continued,
whatever the result. Another contended that a FIS government would be
economically liberal compared with the more centralist “Jacobin-like”
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FLN establishment. Another group feared that if the FIS did win, Islamism
would proliferate politically in North Africa and spill across the Mediter-
ranean to southern Europe.128 What is certain is that France remained
immobile. Foreign Minister Dumas referred publicly to Benjedid’s resigna-
tion as “an important event of significant consequence.” He also equivo-
cally stated that “France reaffirms its solidarity with the Algerian people
to which it has never ceased to give its support.”129

On 12 January, Edouard Balladur of the opposition right commented
that France should begin “reconsidering or adapting its cooperation,”
particularly “if things should evolve in a way contrary to our convictions
and interests.” Gérard Fuchs of the Socialist Party described France’s di-
lemma concerning Algeria: “A victory of the FIS . . . would risk leading to
changes that would be dangerous to society. But installation of a military
regime, far from doing away with the dangers, would create an explosive
situation.”130 Gérard Longuet of the Parti Républicain concluded that he
preferred “democracy under the control of the army” in Algeria. A re-
lieved Claude Cheysson concurred that the army “has decided to risk
democracy (jouer la démocratie).” Jacques Roseau of RECOURS-France
believed that the coup represented Algeria’s chance “to save democracy”
from “totalitarian” Islamism.

On the other hand, Jean-Marie Le Pen protested the end of the demo-
cratic process in Algeria and “formally opposed” welcoming political
refugees to France. In a portentous assessment, Le Pen feared “troubles,
confrontations, and perhaps a civil war” with the possibility of “repercus-
sions in all of Europe and perhaps even in France.” He thought that the FIS
could have been amenable “to see returned to them the [emigrant] Algeri-
ans.” Former President Giscard d’Estaing called the coup “antidemo-
cratic” and “dangerous.” He advised that France keep its “vigilance” to-
ward Algeria and its new leaders. Jacques Chirac hoped that the new
regime would “undertake as soon as possible the economic, political and
social reforms that the Algerian people have waited too long for.” He
added: “It is obviously in France’s interest that Algeria become as soon as
possible a great modern democracy, endowed with a sound liberal
economy.”131

President Mitterrand responded on 14 January that “Algerian leaders
must at the earliest possible moment pick up again the threads of demo-
cratic life.” The takeover was “abnormal, to say the least.”132 To the Lon-
don-based Saudi newspaper al-Hayat he reaffirmed that “France is pro-
foundly attached to the maintenance and development of these relations,
in keeping with its principles that it considers essential.” This included
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“progress toward democracy and respect for human rights.”133 His state-
ments stood starkly against the backdrop of arrests and detention camps
being set up quickly in the Sahara. Mitterrand’s comments were con-
demned in Algeria as “condescending” and “unacceptable.” Le Monde
reported that in Algerian circles the belief was that if the election had not
been stopped, there would have been civil war. The Algerian press targeted
French “alarmists and paternalists.”134

Michel Rocard said that some of his Arab friends supported the coup.
It was his belief that “we, with our culture of human rights, we think that
an interruption of a democratic process is inevitably dangerous.” Yet he
also commented that Algeria had not reached “a certain democratic level”
permitting democratic resolutions. He spoke of how his “friend” Abdel-
hamid Brahimi, the former prime minister, several months before the
coup, attempted to persuade the FIS to “de-fanaticize” itself. Rocard did
not view the FIS as “Khomeinist” and recognized that “many of the Islam-
ists are francophone.” Rocard also expressed his concern for women’s
rights. He said: “It is necessary to take into account the reality of Algeria’s
present government, even if the conditions of its seizing power were unac-
ceptable.” He viewed the FIS as a “momentary expression of an Algerian
reality,” a protest against “an inefficient regime, dominated by the mili-
tary, and largely corrupt.” He expected that between Ait Ahmed’s FFS and
the FIS “other ways will open.”135

The Coup and France’s Culpability

How responsible was France for the coup? There were certainly ties be-
tween the coup leaders and France. Many of the army’s officers were
French-trained and francophone. It was reported that the Algerian inte-
rior minister, General Larbi Belkheir, was at the Elysée Palace on 10 Janu-
ary and that there had been ongoing consultations with officials fearful of
an Islamist takeover.136 Moreover, France may have been worried about
Algeria’s nuclear weapon potential. Libération reported on 20 January
that Paris had stepped up intelligence activities in the country.137 Could
this have contributed to French complicity in the coup?

Whether French involvement was direct or indirect, France, like Alge-
ria, faced a no-win situation. An Islamist victory posed obvious threats to
France’s interests (including the stability of friendly Maghribi neighbors
Morocco and Tunisia) and its cultural legacy, a particularly sensitive con-
cern. The coup was an ideological repudiation of democracy and simply
illegitimate, but it also may have stemmed a massive new exode by Alge-
rians fearful of an Islamist victory. These dialectical rationales neutralized
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and immobilized French policy. Pierre Lafrance, the director of the North
Africa–Middle East department of the Quai d’Orsay, was dispatched to
Algeria to talk with the new leaders, but contacted the FIS as well. His
activities symbolized France’s quandary.

The sudden suspension of the electoral process catalyzed a conflict by
polarizing political foes. A brutal, catastrophic violence, marked by bar-
barity and atrocity, devastated Algeria and even extended to France. This
new “war without a name,” yet another transformation of postcolonial
relations, plunged the relationship into the fury of fitna.
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The Fitna, 1992–1994

From the Annulment of the Parliamentary Elections
to the Air France Hijacking

Our big error in the past few years was that we decided we wanted de-
mocracy, political pluralism, and a free press without specifying why
we wanted them. Where is the society that we are building? We must
agree on the basic attributes of such a society. If we disagree on the
form of the society we want or we discuss establishing two different so-
cieties, this will lead to civil war.
Lakhdar Brahimi, February 1992

This is madness and despair.
François Mitterrand, August 1994

Like most Arabic words, fitna has multiple meanings depending on the
context. It can mean dissension, disorder, discord, temptation, trial, cap-
tivation, ordeal, or civil conflict. All of these definitions have been appli-
cable in Algeria since President Benjedid’s resignation and the cancellation
of national elections by the Haut Conseil de Sécurité (HCS) in January
1992. The agony of this “interminable nightmare” has wracked a pro-
foundly suffering Algeria with unimaginable savageries and atrocities. It
has left France intermittently paralyzed, repeatedly shocked by the fitna’s
violence across the Mediterranean and, eventually, within its own shores
and cities. Memories of the War of Independence have haunted this period
with bizarre recastings of protagonists, antagonists, absurdities, nihilisms.
In many ways, this stage of the bilateral relationship, covered in this chap-
ter and the next, illustrates how history may be not cyclical but “ellipti-
cal,” not a replication but a reformulated recurrence impelled by unre-
solved historical questions. As the fitna raged, this became increasingly
obvious.

The Islamists wished to restore state and soul, mirroring the FLN’s
proclaimed objective of 1 November 1954. From the perspectives of the
FIS and its offshoots, the generation of 1 November had failed to
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decolonize completely. The FLN and the army were so deeply infused with
foreign and particularly French values that they perpetuated an inauthen-
tic culture antithetical to Algeria’s fundamental Islamic values. That
tainted legacy had to be purged and the existential praxis pursued at
deeper levels of national identity to create a genuine umma (Islamic soci-
ety/nation). The course of the fitna evoked the revolutionary past: large-
scale military sweeps, fratricidal terror, torture, indiscriminate and brutal
retaliation against communities for their “collective responsibility,” vain
searches for interlocuteurs valables, an unavailing policy of cease-fire be-
fore negotiation, elections to confer legitimacy, bombings in the ex-
métropole.

Though France continued its vital direct and indirect economic assis-
tance, political immobilism characterized its governments on the right and
the left. The effort to insulate and isolate France from the fitna prevented
it from playing a contributory, perhaps decisive, role in resolving the ter-
rible conflict. When occasional French initiatives were presented, they
were not well planned or pursued and usually succeeded only in alienating
the contesting parties. The seemingly insolvable Algerian conflict pro-
duced less a passivity than a quiet despair, leaving French policy ambiva-
lent and adrift.

The Ordering Frameworks and the Fitna

The fitna transformed the postcolonial era and its accustomed political
discourses, practices, and strategies. It acted as a tumultuous, tortuous
“trial” for Algeria and for France too, dismantling the familiar essential-
ist-existentialist framework of their relationship and disorienting the re-
ception and perception of the other’s knowledge, power, and identity.
Thus the crisis was not only political, social, and economic but also epis-
temological. In Foucauldian terms, this meant an “epistemic shift” or,
perhaps more applicable here, an epistemic drift. Complicating this his-
torical discontinuity, this new transformation of relations, were concur-
rent geopolitical dislocations that had direct and indirect bilateral conse-
quences.

France’s Changing Essentialism and the Fitna

France’s self-perceived unique national qualities of grandeur and indepen-
dence, i.e., its essentialist identity as expressed in differing degrees by de
Gaulle’s globalism, Pompidou’s Mediterranean policy, Giscard’s mondial-
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isme, and Mitterrand’s “codevelopment,” projected an important if over-
rated international influence during relatively unchanging historical con-
ditions. France presented itself as an unimpeded power able to act unilat-
erally. As Steven Philip Kramer pointed out, “Unlike the other nations of
postwar Western Europe, France continued to conceive of itself almost
entirely in traditional nation-state terms.”1 The rapid global, continental,
and regional geopolitical changes of the late 1980s and early 1990s, in-
cluding Algeria’s destabilization, forced France to adapt its essentialism as
well as reformulate its policies.

The sudden decline of Soviet will and power catalyzed the disintegra-
tion of the satellite system and subsequently permitted German reunifica-
tion in 1991. Though President Mitterrand had strongly supported the
Paris-Bonn alliance, initially established in 1963 by de Gaulle, his support
for Germany’s inevitable reintegration was tempered by the fear that a
new Reich would dominate Europe and expose a now genuinely inferior
France. This drew France closer to the protective federal European Com-
munity, soon to be the European Union. For example, French signing and
support for the Maastricht Treaty (receiving unenthusiastic endorsement
in a September 1992 referendum) was viewed as a strategic means to con-
trol Germany’s potential by submerging the Deutschemark into a single
European currency, introduced in January 1999 as the European Mon-
etary Union’s “euro.” A more pronounced interdependence in an increas-
ingly integrated Europe certainly threatened France’s political and cultural
identity. But changing historical realities necessitated policy shifts and,
with them, a rethinking of French essentialism. Instead of “France alone,”
it would now be “France among” its continental neighbors, aspiring to
play a leading role in the European Union. To be sure, this still involved
pursuing unilateral traditional grandeur and certainly independence.
Those values now had to be imagined and implemented through multilat-
eral instruments.2

The disappearance of the Soviet Union also terminated France’s
vaunted but now anachronistic “third way,” offered as an alternative
course between the bipolar domination of the superpowers. The American
success in the Cold War now provoked a new fear that this hegemon could
overwhelm France, Europe, and the world by its political, economic, tech-
nological, and cultural predominance. France’s participation in the Gulf
War had symbolically reaffirmed its world power status. Its engagements
in peacekeeping operations (admirable in Yugoslavia but disastrous in
Rwanda) were also illustrations of the imperative to project a global pres-
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ence. Even international protests over its atomic testing in 1995–96 could
be endured if the result was to remind the world of France’s presence and
power.

Asia, as well as the United States, presented itself as a formidable eco-
nomic competitor (even with its infectious recessions of the late 1990s).
This too necessitated a multilateral European rather than a unilateral
French response. To do its part, the French economy, plagued by double-
digit unemployment and bloated state enterprises, needed to be trans-
formed. Though the surprising strength of the labor movement, displayed
in nationwide strikes in the mid-1990s, forced some tactical reappraisals,
the decision to integrate the French economy with its European neighbors’
necessitated budgetary reassessments, especially with regard to Africa.

It was announced in 1993 that the franc zone’s monetary unit, the CFA
(Communauté Financière Africaine), would no longer be subsidized by
the French government at fixed parity with the franc, as it had been since
1948. This led in 1994 to the CFA’s devaluation. Further, economies in the
military sector cut French forces deployed in Africa. As France reduced its
commitments in Africa, Hubert Védrine euphemistically called it “a mod-
ernization of our presence.”3 The benevolent paternalism of the post-
colonial period seemed over, along with France’s exclusive regional and
arguably neocolonial privileges. Still, this was not total abandonment,
since France, as it would do with Algeria, championed African financial
assistance before international agencies.

The fitna forced France to confront the complexities of its colonial
legacies and postcolonial policies in Algeria. No longer the country used
to amplify French grandeur and independence before the Third World, it
still provided opportunities for France to test its influence in a rapidly
changing world. France had preferred unilateral or bilateral initiatives in
its pre-1992 relations with Algeria. Now by using multilateral means—the
IMF, the European Union, the Paris and London Clubs—France could
have its interests served in North Africa (and among the ex–franc zone
countries). Though its intimate historical relationship with Algeria posed
severe political problems that limited its options and produced policy
ambivalence, France still prided itself on being regarded internationally as
best qualified to deal with the fitna. There was a certain prestige to be
gained, despite the many risks, if the fitna could be resolved with decisive
or recognizable French assistance.

Economically, Algeria’s strategic importance, especially its hydrocar-
bons production and potential, remained a powerful incentive to maintain
strong French links. Financial credits ensured market shares and profits
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for hundreds of French companies. Algerian liberalization of the secure
hydrocarbons sector offered new opportunities. Total (CFP) and GDF
were well placed to take advantage of them. At a time of economic global-
ization, Algeria offered these companies opportunities to modernize and
adapt their operations to the increasingly competitive environment.

The continuing support to Algeria cannot be explained simply as calcu-
lated political and economic strategies. A deontological need persisted to
perpetuate a presence in Algeria, even if circumscribed, as a matter of
historical obligation as well as prestige. Algeria remained a bilateral
means to a multilateral end. Instead of impressing the Third World, France
could still portray itself internationally as an imaginative and influential
power, as it redefined its role and its essentialist values in the face of new
and challenging geopolitical realities. But that very direct or indirect
French presence, whether intrusive or innocuous, posed existential prob-
lems for a severely suffering Algeria.4

Algeria’s Existentialism and the Fitna

The fitna represented a terrifying new chapter in Algeria’s existential quest
for national restoration and self-realization. Fundamentally, it was a result
of the failure of political elites, dating back to the colonial period, to define
and to institutionalize an inclusive, consensual national identity. The “vir-
tual freedom” of the 1988–91 period vividly projected a vital multi-
cultural society, but also revealed a society filled with potentially convul-
sive dialectical contradictions and reformulated antagonisms—Islamist/
secularist, arabophone/francophone, civilian/military, Berber/Arab, so-
cialist/liberal, patriarchal men/“liberated” women. These apparently ir-
reconcilable rivalries implicitly involved an imagination of independent
Algeria. Democracy and pluralism threatened the corrupt, socially privi-
leged, and anachronistic FLN establishment, tied historically to a political
and social ideology now internationally recognized as failing—and threat-
ened too the increasingly intolerant factions within the Islamist opposi-
tion. The growth of desperation and extremism doomed an open, “trans-
parent” democratic process.

As the fitna fomented its terror, Foreign Minister Lakhdar Brahimi,
who had opposed parliamentary elections in December 1991, astutely
commented: “I believe that one mistake we made was that we agreed to a
democracy without specifying what type of democracy we were agreeing
to. We did not agree on the identity of the society that we wanted to
establish.” He advised: “What we have to do now, and what we should
have done before, is to build a single society. We might differ over some
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points but I assure you that we all agree on the general framework of the
society that we want.”5 Nevertheless, in March the alienated but still pow-
erful FIS was officially disbanded by the civilian-military leadership that
had seized control of the government from President Benjedid. This termi-
nated any viable opportunity to discuss and define that fundamentally
existential question: a social-political “framework.” Eventually, escalat-
ing assaults by both sides prevented genuine dialogue and widened politi-
cal polarities.

Fouad Ajami correctly perceived the fitna as “a cultural war, cruel and
ferocious[, ] over the very soul and definition of Algeria.”6 The last Alge-
rian government that genuinely understood the serious existential crisis of
the country was the short-lived presidency of Mohamed Boudiaf. After
that, factionalism and fanaticism swept the country up in a vortex of vio-
lence, suffering and sorrow. Surviving the fitna became more important
than resolving it.

The Boudiaf Presidency, January–June 1992

As expected, the FIS (as well as the FLN and FFS) condemned the HCS’s
actions which deprived the Islamists of their expected electoral victory.
Abdelkader Hachani, in charge of the FIS’s Provisional Executive, warned
soon after the coup and the cancellation of the elections that a battle was
brewing between “the people, their religion and Algeria on one side, and
colonialism and its lackeys on the other.”7 Clearly, the FIS viewed the HCE
as a product of French influence. Hachani had warned FIS adherents to
“prepare themselves for any eventuality” and called for “the Algerian
people to arm themselves with vigilance and prudence.”8 A “dialectic of
violence” was already posited with the organized attack at Guemmar near
el Oued that killed three border guards on 29 November 1991.9 The first
killing after the coup occurred on 19 January and triggered a murderous
momentum culminating in an unremitting civil war and the deaths of tens
of thousands of Algerians. The HCE’s intensive crackdown included the
arrest of Hachani on 22 January. In early February, a group known as the
Faithful to the Sermon declared a jihad and referred to the struggle as a
continuation of the War of Independence.10 What was at stake now was
not only Algerian democracy but the very perception of the country’s his-
tory. The fitna would reach profound existential levels.

The military and civilian elites who deposed Benjedid asked Mohamed
Boudiaf, a “historic chief” of the FLN who had been in Moroccan exile
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since 1963, to head the HCE. Boudiaf agreed, but insisted that by no
means would he be merely an anachronistic, symbolic presence linking the
HCE with a purer revolutionary past. He ardently felt that it was his duty
to lead Algeria on a different path, and repeatedly proclaimed that the
HCS/HCE had saved the country.11 He devoted considerable energy to this
enormous endeavor, but encountered insurmountable obstacles that
would cost him his life.

As the HCE secured its power, it rounded up thousands of Islamists and
herded them into Saharan detention camps. Boudiaf reported six thou-
sand detainees; Amnesty International put the figure at nine thousand.
Concurrently, violence against the regime began its inexorable escalation.
A series of university uprisings in February and March in Algiers and
Blida, followed by Batna, Annaba and Sétif, underscored youth’s continu-
ing dissatisfaction. A year-long state of emergency was proclaimed on 9
February. The HCE suspended and dissolved the FIS and seized control of
the organization’s headquarters in Algiers. The party was banned on 4
March. Human rights activist Ali Yahia Abdenour called this “a serious
mistake” that “could lead to all kinds of excesses.”12 By the end of the year
the government had dissolved the popular communal assemblies and re-
gional assemblies associated with the FIS’s electoral successes in June
1990.

One of Boudiaf’s chief preoccupations was the assertion of the HCE’s
credibility and legitimacy. On 16 February he announced a general eco-
nomic program to stabilize the economy. This program consisted not of
particulars but of general proposals—controlling liberalization, assistance
to the poorest parts of the country, protection of state enterprises, and
infrastructure development.13 In its effort to project a positive image, the
HCE appointed a sixty-member council, the Conseil Consultatif National
(CCN) in April 1992 to advise the collective executive leadership. To his
credit, Boudiaf recognized that Algeria’s crisis was rooted in a failure to
articulate an inclusive, unifying identity. At the installation of the CCN, he
spoke of Algeria’s existential predicament or “identity crisis.” Algeria had
been “suspended . . . between socialism and capitalism . . . between the
East and the West, between the French and Arabic languages, between the
Arab and the Berber, between tradition and modernity.” He concluded:
“The Algerian must stop imitating. We must break out from all complexes
and be ourselves. . . . That is the principal meaning of 1 November [1954]:
first be Algerian.”14 In May Boudiaf announced the formation of a new
political party, the Rassemblement Patriotique National (RPN), to lend
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political backing and legitimacy to his initiatives. He also viewed the RPN
as a means to coalesce national consensus as well as to confront political
opposition.

Relations between the HCE and France were strained. Boudiaf praised
the individual support of Raymond Barre, Jacques Delors, and Claude
Cheysson, but he remained very dissatisfied with the official French reac-
tion to his government.15 Mitterrand emphasized that “France is deeply
attached to the maintenance and development of relations,” but he condi-
tioned those relations on “progress toward democracy and respect for
human rights.”16 The French governments of the left and the right of this
period were understandably torn. While they were relieved that “secular”
elites had thwarted an Islamist takeover, the illegitimacy of the regime and
its annulment of a democratic process, even if flawed, presented an ideo-
logical and political dilemma. Whether France had played a direct or an
indirect role in the events of early January, the consequences immobilized
the existing French government and its successors.

Though France was politically ambivalent, it consistently provided Al-
geria with indispensable economic support. From Boudiaf’s brief rule to
this day, financial disaster was constantly averted by timely French inter-
vention. For example, the French brokered the 4 March 1992 agreement
with a consortium of banks led by the Crédit Lyonnais to “reprofile”
Algeria’s $25 billion debt, which gave the country some short-term finan-
cial relief ($1.45 billion) and “creditworthiness,” and saved it from re-
scheduling.17 Concurrently, Foreign Minister Lakhdar Brahimi arrived in
Paris, though the Quai d’Orsay carefully noted that he came at his own
request. Brahimi briefed the government and offered a “message of friend-
ship and cooperation” from the HCE. He also optimistically declared:
“There is no misunderstanding between France and Algeria.”18

On 3 June the minister of agriculture and forests, Louis Mermaz, be-
came the first member of the French government to visit Algeria after the
cancellation of the January elections. Mermaz predicted that French-Alge-
rian relations were “going to be more active than ever.”19 He was followed
in July by Pierre Bérégovoy, the finance minister, who activated export
credits that provided Algeria with FF 4 billion to succeed the original 1989
agreement. President Boudiaf was expected to visit Paris to negotiate a
bilateral refinancing of the FF 33 billion COFACE export credits.20

Shocking Algeria and the international community, President Boudiaf
was gunned down on 29 June, while delivering a speech in Annaba, by a
security guard with apparent Islamist tendencies. To Martin Stone and
other analysts, Boudiaf’s death resulted from his assault on “government
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corruption rather than his opposition to the Islamists.”21 By the end of the
year, Islamists were officially incriminated, but the evidence was incom-
plete and unconvincing. Indeed, Boudiaf was considered a threat to pow-
erful military factions who had simply underestimated the independence
and energy of the old “Ramses-like” revolutionary. In the popular view,
Boudiaf was a political martyr, and annual commemorations are held on
the date of his death. The assassination marked the beginning of anarchy
and finally full-blown civil war. It also pointed up the intrinsic difficulty in
interpreting Algerian affairs. Journalists and analysts increasingly dealt
with dissimulation rather than information.

On 2 July Ali Kafi, a member of the HCE, succeeded Boudiaf as presi-
dent. Kafi lacked Boudiaf’s charisma, energy, and vision, and was more a
figurehead and caretaker. Other governmental changes included the
HCE’s appointment on 8 July of Belaid Abdesselam, once the powerful
minister of industry and energy under Boumedienne, to replace Ahmed
Ghozali as prime minister. Ghozali was then appointed ambassador to
France on 21 July.22

Though on 15 July the incarcerated FIS leaders Abbasi Madani and Ali
Belhadj received relatively mild twelve-year prison sentences for conspir-
ing against the state, the fitna continued its inexorable, explosive course.
Indeed, their incarceration removed possible interlocutors and intensified
the radicalization of the Islamist movement.23 On 26 August a bomb ex-
ploded at Algiers’s Boumedienne Airport near the Air France check-in,
leaving nine dead and many wounded. A second bomb detonated at the
Air France office in Algiers, while another device found at the Swissair
office was defused. FIS sympathizers were blamed for the blasts. By the
end of 1992, government security forces had suffered hundreds of deaths
as a consequence of the Islamist insurgency.

As the violence relentlessly tormented the nation, the civil and political
rights acquired by Algerian citizens between 1989 and 1991 eroded, with
temporary suspension of freedom of the press, increasingly close monitor-
ing of publications, and revocation of the right of appeal for acts of ter-
ror.24 On 10 January 1993 the first executions for political crimes took
place. Inevitably, the HCE announced on 7 February the extension of the
state of emergency.

Greater French Attention toward Algeria

The rapid changess of 1992 created a rift in the bilateral relationship. The
political and ideological dilemma posed by the coup produced estrange-
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ment, if not guilt, among French officials, especially those who had been
resigned to the possibility of a FIS government. Indeed, there was a certain
fatalism regarding the “ineluctability” of political Islamism. Algeria’s fu-
ture was hardly as “readable” as before. This attitude effected a listless-
ness in French policy.

From Algiers’s perspective, Paris’s passive view of the alarming violence
signaled a suspicious lack of support. Bernard Kouchner, the minister of
health, had bluntly commented in May 1992 that “the present [Algerian]
government was born of a coup d’état.”25 France criticized Algeria for its
“lack of democracy” but ignored the antidemocratic activities of its
Maghribi neighbors, Morocco and Tunisia. Concerning Algeria’s foreign
debt, France preferred rescheduling rather than the Algerian-favored
spreading out of repayments. As Algeria’s largest creditor, holding loans
calculated at about $6 billion out of a foreign debt of $25 billion, France,
to protect its investments, wanted Algeria’s financial burden to be shared
and resolved by multilateral rather than bilateral negotiation and funding.
This reflected how France’s foreign policy was increasingly based on inter-
dependence rather than independence.

Unmistakably significant was the snubbing of Ambassador Ghozali,
the former prime minister, who had to wait months to present his creden-
tials. Foreign Minister Lakhdar Brahimi stated the obvious: “Relations
between Algeria and France have never been, and will not for a long time
be, ‘normal.’”26

Nevertheless, the fearful specter of Algeria’s political and economic
disintegration, with massive emigration like the exodus of the pieds-noirs
in 1962, which could be exploited by the right in the upcoming March
elections, impelled the Socialist government to reassess its inert Algerian
policy.

Foreign Minister Roland Dumas arrived in Algeria on 8 January 1993
calling for the inauguration of “a new era” and the framing of a “partner-
ship” with Algeria. He spoke of “old and deep bonds” and added: “As far
as I am concerned, I will try to give fresh momentum to the consolidation
of relations in all fields.”27 In a message handed by Dumas to President Ali
Kafi in Algiers on 9 January, President Mitterrand called for “an open and
confident political and economic dialogue.”28 Dumas gave an earnest of
French intentions by announcing the opening of a FF 4–5 billion credit line
and his resolve to solidify financial cooperation. He also invited Prime
Minister Abdesselam to visit France in February.
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Financial and Commercial Cooperation: The Sapin Template

On 13 February, several days before Abdesselam’s expected arrival in
Paris, Finance Minister Michel Sapin signed a financial protocol worth FF
6 billion in aid and trade credits for Algeria in 1993. One billion francs
were earmarked for balance-of-payments aid and for the purchase of capi-
tal equipment. Five billion francs were in medium-term trade credits.
France included another FF 100 million for joint projects in loans from the
Caisse Française de Développement (CFD), the lending concessionary
agency that succeeded the CCCE. Though there was no resolution of the
debt burden through bilateral reprofiling, Sapin affirmed that France was
“ready to accompany Algeria in its dialogue with international organiza-
tions so as to have Algerian specificities taken into account.”29 This pub-
licly signaled that France would serve as Algeria’s advocate before multi-
lateral lending organizations. To Sapin, French financial help represented
“a resumption of dialogue. . . . This difficulty in achieving democracy had
at one time created a sort of interruption of dialogue between France and
Algeria. That dialogue has resumed . . . and it has to resume in the eco-
nomic field particularly.”30 The Sapin protocol served as a model for
French financial cooperation during the fitna, with credits consistently set
at the FF 5–6 billion level.

The package of financial cooperation tied to commercial credits also
aimed to increase bilateral trade. Algeria’s exports, especially the hydro-
carbons that accounted for 96 percent of its exports to France, had de-
clined by about 17 percent in the previous year. French exports had
slipped by about FF 500 million.31 The “aid” of commercial credits had
particular advantages for France, since it secured Algerian markets for
French exporters who were worried over Algeria’s domestic upheaval as
well as austerity plans to limit imports. But despite the mutual advantages,
problems soon developed. By November the Algerian Ministry of the
Economy protested: “Some of the [French] credits making up this six-

Table 8.1. French Trade with Algeria, 1991–1994 (in millions of French francs)

1991 1992 1993 1994

French exports 12,273 11,780.5 11,896.6 13,355.5
French imports 11,678 9,961.4 7,784.1 8,283.7
Balance 595 1,819.1 4,112.5 5,071.8

Source: 1991 data—EIU, CR; 1992 data—Maghreb Séléction; 1993 and 1994 data—
French Customs statistics and Maghreb Séléction.
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billion-franc package are subject to very difficult conditions and proce-
dures which makes them very slow [to activate].”32 In many ways, French
credits seemed reminiscent of the aide liée of the 1960s. To Islamists, the
aid/credits sustained the battered Algerian economy and thereby fortified
the government they were trying to pull down.

Prime Minister Abdesselam in Paris

The financial cooperation agreement buoyed Abdesselam as he arrived in
Paris for a concentrated series of meetings. Where he had been effortlessly
self-assured during his much publicized visit in November 1974, Abdes-
selam now needed to make a good impression in order to secure political
support and convince his hosts of his wish to reestablish an “exemplary
cooperation.”33 He met with the leaders of the left and the right, the latter
expected to win the elections in March, as well as members of the French
patronat. El-Moudjahid noted with satisfaction that Prime Minister Ab-
desselam stayed in the same hotel as President George Bush: “The French
wish to prove already that the visit of an Algerian personality at this level
is not a commonplace event.” Though it was hardly the inauguration of an
“era of partnership,” as El-Moudjahid wistfully proclaimed, Dumas as-
sured Abdesselam that “France wishes a strong and prosperous Alge-
ria.”34 The Quai d’Orsay said, “This visit demonstrates that the misunder-
standings between our two countries are a thing of the past, and is the
most tangible proof that political relations with Algeria have been re-
sumed.”35 El-Watan spoke of “normalization,” but wondered what kind
of normalized relations: those that are warmer “after a period of chill and
incomprehension [or] just simply normal.”36 Actually, relations became
neither warm and “comprehensible” nor normal; instead, they soon re-
turned to their immobile, suspensive state. The prime minister’s visit
ended by being symbolic rather than substantive, but it confirmed France’s
recognition, even if reluctant, that it had to concern itself with Algeria’s
worsening internal condition.

Algeria’s Violence Intensifies

Abdesselam’s failing austerity program, compounded by slumping hydro-
carbons prices, steeply tilted Algeria’s declining economy. Not surpris-
ingly, given his Boumediennist past, Abdesselam adamantly refused to
negotiate with the IMF. His general ineffectiveness incited incessant criti-
cism by the still legalized political parties, newspapers, and trade unions.
In acute opposition to the prime minister, the HCE declared its intention
in May to continue economic liberalization and the redemocratization of
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Algeria through dialogue with acceptable political parties. A referendum
was also planned for the end of the year. In June the HCE announced its
plans for a presidential transition—its own dissolution through the estab-
lishment of a new executive, and eventually elections on all levels.

Meanwhile, sensational acts of violence rocked the nation. On 13 Feb-
ruary the powerful and influential defense minister, Khaled Nezzar, nar-
rowly escaped a bombing. Omar Belhoucet, the respected editor of El-
Watan, was targeted but missed being assassinated on 17 May. On the
other hand, Tahar Djaout, the esteemed novelist, poet, and cofounder of
the popular weekly journal Ruptures, was mortally wounded on 26
May.37 Other journalists were assassinated in July and August, including
Abdelhammid Benmenni, editor of Algérie Actualité. Then on 21 August
former prime minister Kasdi Merbah was ambushed and killed near
Algiers along with one of his sons, his chauffeur, and a bodyguard. His
death, like that of President Boudiaf, was initially blamed on Islamists, but
Merbah had also alienated factions within the government or, as it was
increasingly called, the Pouvoir (power establishment).38 On 20 August
the HCE removed Abdesselam and appointed the admired diplomat and
Evian veteran Redha Malek, who had replaced the capable Lakhdar
Brahimi as foreign minister on 3 February.

The Emergence of the GIA and the Targeting of French Citizens

In France, the right’s landslide victory in March inaugurated the conser-
vative government of Edouard Balladur and another political “cohabi-
tation” with the Socialist president Mitterrand. Balladur’s government
would exemplify the torn and ambivalent French position of commitment
to Algeria’s welfare, but not necessarily to an HCE government unable to
stabilize the domestic situation and restore the democratic process.

At first the Balladur government seemed amenable to closer relations
with Algeria, especially in security matters. After discussions with Foreign
Minister Redha Malek, his counterpart Alain Juppé pledged French sup-
port against “extremism and fundamentalism” on 18 June, the first time
France evinced a willingness to help Algeria against the Islamists. Major-
General Mohamed Touati, an influential politico-military figure, also con-
ferred with French officials in mid-June in Paris.39 But deteriorating condi-
tions and a lack of redemocratization led to renewed criticism of Algiers’s
conduct. On 18 August Juppé declared, “The status quo is untenable,”
and called on the HCE to seek “political consultation with all democratic
forces.”40 Adding to French inquietude was the increased radicalization of
the Islamist insurgency, as there emerged in September a new organization
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known as the Groupe Islamique Armé (GIA). The adherents of this Armed
Islamic Group included “Afghans,” Algerians who had fought or trained
with the mujahidin in war-ravaged Afghanistan. The GIA would be led by
a variety of Islamists, eventually portraying themselves as caliphal
“emirs,” who viewed France as the chief enemy propping up an illegiti-
mate, apostate regime.

Kidnappings and Crackdowns

A militant Algerian Islamist, denied his seat in the new National Assembly
by the cancellation of the parliamentary elections, had warned in May
1993: “Let countries, like France, that continue to do business with this
regime be warned that they must cut their ties. We are capable of carrying
violence beyond our own borders, even to Paris.”41 This menace soon
became a terrible reality.

On 21 September the bodies of two kidnapped French surveyors, ap-
parent victims of Islamist extremists identified as the United Companions
of the Jihad, were discovered near Sidi-Bel-Abbès.42 Then on 24 October
the GIA abducted three French diplomats, Jean-Claude and Michèle
Thévenot and Alain Freissier, outside their consulate in Algiers. With the
diplomats still missing, President Mitterrand during a television interview
on 26 October considered aloud the repatriation of all French citizens.
These numbered about five hundred diplomatic and cultural representa-
tives, a thousand teachers and technicians (coopérants), five thousand
other French nationals, and some seventy thousand dual citizenship hold-
ers. With the ominous revolutionary anniversary of 1 November looming,
a French Foreign Ministry spokesman announced that “it would seem
timely that families who so wish should return.”43 GDF announced a re-
call and offered employees scheduled for Algerian assignments the oppor-
tunity to change.44 Giscard, now chairman of the National Assembly’s
Foreign Affairs Committee, stated that the killings and kidnappings of
French citizens were “a testimony to the serious degradation of the inter-
nal situation in Algeria.” He warned, however, that “each country handles
its own affairs, and we should therefore not interfere in internal Algerian
matters.”45 Though the diplomats were found and freed at the end of
October, Madame Thévenot carried a communiqué from the GIA that
described the recent killings of foreigners as “only a drop of water in the
ocean of an armed jihad.”46 The GIA set 1 December as a deadline for the
evacuation of foreigners from Algeria. It was a clear message for France
and other nations to distance themselves from the Algerian government.47

Foreign Minister Juppé asserted that there would be “no compromise
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with those who use violence and terrorism, and who spread anti-French
ideas,” but he also restated dissatisfaction with the HCE and the Malek
government: “We do not support such and such a government. We sup-
port the Algerian people, and we support stability in Algeria, because it is
in our interests. . . . There must be reforms, there must be democratic
dialogue.”48 The expanding violence in Algeria alarmed the French. Writ-
ing in Le Quotidien de Paris on 5 November, Philippe Marcovici feared
that Algerian unrest and violence could “also threaten civil peace in
France” since “history still links France and Algeria indissolubly.”49

Gérard Dupuy predicted in Libération on 10 November that “Franco-
Algerian relations are fated to become increasingly explosive as the situa-
tion beyond the Mediterranean—in which civil war is, if not inevitable, at
least likely—prolongs itself.” He anticipated that “for a certain time, it is
therefore necessary to become accustomed to the fact that France’s ‘Alge-
ria’ policy will be dictated, not by the search for the best solution, but for
the least bad one.”50

On 9 November the Balladur government responded to the consular
kidnappings by detaining eighty-eight suspected members or sympathizers
of the FIS living in France, including Moussa Kraouche, the head of the
Fraternité Algérienne en France, an organization considered a front for the
banned Islamist party. The brotherhood’s newspapers, Le Critère and
Résistance, were also suspended.51 In response, a FIS communiqué to AFP
on 15 November signed by Abdel Razak Redjam mentioned France not
specifically but implicitly: “The government of a country that calls for the
respect of human rights and then goes on to arrest dozens of . . . Algerians
and provides material support to the fascists [in power] is the real party
responsible for the death of its nationals.”52 Reflecting their own division,
emigrant organizations such as the MRAP and FASTI protested the police
crackdown, while France-Plus and Democratia praised it.

The combative interior minister, Charles Pasqua, warned members of
the FIS not to “carry out political activities on our territory that run
counter to the interests of the French government” and declared: “France
will no longer tolerate in its territory the activities of any organization that
are of a sort to damage the nation’s interests or that violate its laws.”
When asked if the crackdown signaled support for the Algerian govern-
ment, Pasqua responded: “There is no ‘unreserved’ support, as you put it.
But what seems to me to be equally ‘debatable’ is the fate of the people, the
intellectuals in particular, who are being assassinated by terrorists in Alge-
ria.” Illustrating the ambivalent position of the French government,
Pasqua’s perception of Algerian policy differed from that of Juppé: “We
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cannot but hope that the democratic process will be able to move ahead
again. But the Algerian government cannot succeed in achieving that all by
itself.”53 Pasqua was also not afraid to deal the “immigration card.” He
stated: “We won’t give in to the pressure being put on us to withdraw from
Algeria. . . . France has an interest in the economic development of these
countries, because without economic development we shall be faced with
problems of immigration that we will find hard to solve.”54

Though Pasqua’s hard line indicated support for the Algerian govern-
ment, Juppé continued to express his dissatisfaction with the Pouvoir:
“There is no question of giving a blank check to a policy that has ended up
after so many years with the result we can all see, in other words a cata-
strophic failure in the economic, social, human, and political fields.”
When asked by the interviewer “Is the presence of French people in Alge-
ria indispensable?” Juppé declared in a Gaullist tone: “The presence of
French people is indispensable everywhere.”55 Endeavoring to extend
French bilateral interests into multilateral policy, Juppé encouraged con-
versations between the IMF and Algeria, which “should make it possible
for France to cease bearing the burden of economic aid to Algeria alone.”56

Juppé conditioned mulitilateral aid: “The position of the European Union
and our partners is to say there is no point in helping Algeria if it does not
reform its economy. . . . It has to get out of the socialism that belongs to
another age.”57 Giscard called for a “dialogue” and called on the Euro-
pean nations to think about how to do this. The ex-president opined: “I do
not believe that repression is a solution.”58 Mitterrand too reflected the
ambiguous French policy by declaring that the French would be willing to
“contribute” toward reconciliation but could not serve as “mediators.”59

The fierce slaughter in Algeria intensified, claiming the lives of author
Abderrahmane Chergou (28 September) and a number of magistrates,
journalists, and teachers. The gruesome deaths of twelve technicians from
Croatia and Bosnia, who were slain on 14–15 December, particularly
“horrified” Prime Minister Redha Malek. The GIA claimed responsibility
and announced that the killings were done “in response to the massacre of
our Muslim coreligionists who were butchered in Bosnia.”60 The re-
nowned poet Youssef Sebti was found with his throat slit in his home on
28 December. The GIA also reiterated its warning that “foreign crusad-
ers” should depart Algeria.61 By the end of the year 50 percent of French
children had been repatriated.
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Liamine Zeroual Appointed President

The HCE’s failure to end the violence and earn political legitimacy quick-
ened its demise and dissolution. The Pouvoir’s factions jockeyed for posi-
tion. Prime Minister Malek reportedly asked for French support in his
failed bid for the new presidency.62 On 25 January a National Consensus
Council convened to replace the HCE with a president and a 178-member
National Transitional Council, an unelected legislature to serve during the
three-year presidency. Several minor parties participated, but Ait Ahmed
quickly withdrew the FFS from the failing deliberations. The situation was
aggravated by the Pouvoir’s polarization between “eradicators” (of Islam-
ists) and “conciliators.” On 27 January the council adjourned without
selecting a new president. On 30 January the HCE chose defense minister
and former general Liamine Zeroual to be president for a three-year term.
Zeroual had opposed President Benjedid and had been in retirement be-
fore accepting the defense portfolio in July 1993. He told the nation on 8
February, “We will regulate the crisis by dialogue.”63 During the rest of the
year Zeroual pursued a moderate, conciliatory agenda. In late February he
ordered the transfer of Abbasi Madani and Ali Belhadj from prison to a
villa outside Algiers. This first initiative to create a dialogue with the FIS
leadership failed. On 11 April, Prime Minister Malek resigned and
Zeroual appointed Transport Minister Mokdad Sifi, a more conciliatory
figure, as his replacement. Zeroual offered invitations on 8 August to eight
small opposition parties, though not the FIS, to end their boycott of the
government-named National Transition Council inaugurated in May and
to take part in discussions to return Algeria to democracy.64 On 21 August
the FLN attended discussions along with the PRA, MDA, HAMAS, and
others. This was approved by Juppé as a “good direction” and, though
repeating this was an Algerian affair, he added: “To negotiate, it is neces-
sary to cease killing.”65 This reflected Zeroual’s negotiating position of
securing a cease-fire before conducting discussions with the FIS. After a
series of contacts, Zeroual released Madani and Belhadj to house arrest on
13 September, hoping that they would temper their views and finally per-
suade the Islamist insurgents to accept a truce. Juppé called this “an im-
portant step.”66 Nevertheless, by the end of October, Zeroual admitted
that his effort to conceive and construct multiparty dialogues had failed.
His attempt to press for dialogue while suppressing the Islamist insur-
gency recalled the past: the unsuccessful search by the French for inter-
locuteurs valables during the War of Independence. Like de Gaulle a gen-
eration before, Zeroual saw conciliatory initiatives chronically threatened
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by recalcitrant and resentful political factions, especially the “eradica-
tors” within the Pouvoir. The past elliptically became the present.

The cruel violence continued, with assaults by Islamists and masked
Ninja-like government forces, who resembled Latin American death
squads. The fitna claimed another great literary figure, the playwright
Abdelkader Alloula, who was shot and later died of his wounds on 14
March. On 12 March, about a thousand detainees escaped from the
Tazult-Lambèse prison in southeast Algeria. This “inside job” demon-
strated that the Algerian security forces were infiltrated by Islamists.67

Women became increasingly targeted for not covering their heads; two
female students were killed at a bus stop by a gunman on a motorbike.68

The Fitna Forces Greater French Involvement

As the ferocity of the fitna grew, President Mitterrand called it “the begin-
nings of a civil war,” Foreign Minister Juppé “a source of almost daily
anguish.”69 On 15 January a Frenchwoman and a consular official were
murdered, followed by a French television journalist two weeks later.
Juppé confessed that he was “extraordinarily worried” by Algeria.70

French companies were apprehensive about either staying or investing in
Algeria as both security and the economy deteriorated.71 On 23 March
1994 two French businessmen, a father and son, were murdered in front
of their family. The Foreign Ministry advised again that French nationals
“whose presence is not indispensable . . . take the necessary steps to return
to France.”72 It was announced on 30 March 1994 that a number of
French schools operating in several cities would not reopen after Easter
because of “security concerns.” All French cultural centers were also
closed. According to Claude Pierre, a prominent member of the French
community in Algiers, the decision to close these facilities “marks the end
of a French presence.”73 With the departure of teachers and technicians,
the fitna all but terminated decades-old cooperation.74 A French monk
and a nun were murdered while serving as librarians in Algiers on 9 May.
These murders signaled the beginning of attacks against Christian clerics.
Rabah Kebir, head of the FIS’s Executive Abroad, denounced the killings,
betraying deepening divisions within the Islamist movement.75

There was also increasing pressure on the French government to grant
asylum to Algerians. The government resisted and particularly impeded
freedom of movement and mariages blancs between French nationals and
Algerians.76 Pasqua, commenting in an 18 April interview with Le Figaro
on the repatriation of French citizens from Algeria, said those with “dual
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nationality will have to justify their claim.”77 In the meantime, France
heightened its antiterrorism efforts and found caches of arms and a logis-
tical network for FIS.78

The French Internationalize Assistance to Algeria

French frustrations over Algeria and its government surfaced again in
March 1994. Algerian economy minister Mourad Benachenou, while in
Paris, was reportedly informed by his counterpart Edmond Alphandéry
that France was reluctant to continue its volume of aid. According to one
French correspondent, this pronouncement was “somewhat brusque.”79

France wanted its aid contingent on IMF rescheduling of the Algerian
debt. By the end of the month Juppé, believing the Algerian situation was
“deteriorating rapidly,”80 was pressing the IMF to reach an accommoda-
tion with Algeria. This was a test of France’s influence within the IMF and
other international institutions.

The French strategy contributed to the signing on 10 April of a standby
IMF loan which rescheduled about $5 billion of Algerian debt, condi-
tioned on Algeria’s raising interest rates and devaluing the dinar by about
40 percent.81 The loan was engineered by Michel Camdessus, the manag-
ing director of the IMF and a Frenchman. Some circles questioned
whether “the IMF is really just helping France throw money at the prob-
lem.” The Wall Street Journal assessed: “The current state of chaos and
bloodshed is untenable; no amount of foreign aid is going to lend Algeria’s
military regime the legitimacy it lacks or make the FIS go away.”82 Never-
theless, France effectively integrated its economic support of Algeria with
a multilateral position.83 This was done for two reasons: (1) to deflect
Islamist criticism that France was the Algerian government’s chief sup-
porter, and (2) to mobilize others to share the inherent political, economic,
and cultural risks.

By exercising its influence in multilateral organizations and circles,
France disguised its extraordinary economic support to Algeria. On 1 June
the Paris Club of major public creditors agreed to reschedule $5 billion in
debt principal and interest, reducing interest charges by more than half
and taking debt off the short-term market by spreading it over fifteen
years with a four-year grace period. This was a great relief to Algeria,
which now was reportedly spending more than 85 percent of its foreign
revenues on debt payments.84

After the Paris Club agreement, on 11 July France committed new cred-
its to Algeria, again reaching the FF 6 billion level. The new accord re-
placed the Bérégovoy revolving-credit system with specific allocations.
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Three billion francs went to finance imports of French industrial goods,
pharmaceuticals, and cereals, slightly more than a billion was earmarked
to allow the Algerian government flexibility to relieve balance-of-pay-
ments pressures or initiate new projects, and the other two billion aimed
to support private financing of projects guaranteed by COFACE. Though
COFACE had previously guaranteed 95 percent of the financial credits,
French banks wanted the remaining 5 percent risk covered too. There had
also been problems with fulfilling the conditions for disbursal of the
funds. These were addressed, satisfying consumers and creditors. The
French government now directed its pressure toward private creditors, the
so-called London Club where the Crédit Lyonnais, in particular, held
heavy debt, though most French banks had sold down to Japanese banks
on the secondary market.85

In May al-Hayat reported that France wanted to play a mediating role
between the government and the FIS.86 But Mitterrand in a television inter-
view explained the difficulty of French intervention because of the need to
exercise “extreme psychological precautions.” Calling the fitna a “civil
war,” he contended that Algeria “needs to find the right slogans, its basic
truths.”87 Algerian foreign minister Mohamed Salah Dembri found “great
understanding of the Algerian situation on the part of French political
circles.”88 Sensitive to French criticism of the lack of dialogue and democ-
ratization, Prime Minister Mokdad Sifi met with Juppé and later chal-
lenged: “I ask this of those who, far from the realities of the situation on
the ground, advise us to negotiate: With whom? People tell us about the
moderates all the time. . . . Let them declare themselves, and let them
condemn violence and terrorism.”89 FFS chief Ait Ahmed condemned
Paris’s lack of political action, asserting that by “its silence, France encour-
ages blind repression.”90 Yet Mitterrand believed that economic support
could lead to political resolution: “The economic situation has contrib-
uted to swelling the numbers of supporters of extremist movements. In
trying to help Algeria recover economically, we will also be helping future
political reconstruction.” He added: “We cannot go further, we are not the
arbitrators between factions.”91 Yet France apparently had been “going
further,” as events soon proved.

August 1994

On 3 August five French citizens, three paramilitary policemen and two
consular officials, were killed by the GIA at an embassy housing complex
at Ain Allah, a suburb of Algiers. French government officials said the
gunmen, dressed as police officers, had also planned to explode a car
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bomb. Mitterrand stated the victims’ “mission was part of France’s policy
of cooperation and solidarity with Algeria,” and added, “We must be
forceful in telling Algerians, and especially those who have been perpetrat-
ing such acts, that they will not build in Algeria the abhorrence of every-
thing foreign.”92 Foreign Minister Juppé and Defense Minister François
Léotard hastily flew to Algeria to discuss better protection for the French
population, which had dropped precipitously.93 In reaction to the killings,
it was announced that the French Lycée Descartes, a significant cultural
symbol, would close. The Netherlands closed its embassy and Belgium
advised its citizens to leave.94 Juppé still insisted there had never been
“unconditional support” for the Algerian regime, but the presence of
French police and military advisers contradicted his position and indi-
cated a deeper French involvement.95

France, Rabah Kebir claimed, “rejects the people’s voice” by repudiat-
ing democracy while bestowing “maximum support” on the Pouvoir, a
“flagrant provocation.” Kebir repeated a familiar argument: “The notion
in the minds of some French officials that ‘Algeria is French’ must be
erased. . . . France should adhere to the principle of neutrality on the
Algerian question.” This was reinforced by Anouar Haddam, chairman of
the FIS Parliamentary Delegation Abroad: “France considers itself a con-
cerned party and it most insolently interferes in our internal affairs.” The
FIS contended that France had supported the cancellation of the elections
and must take some responsibility for the tragedies in the country. The
arrival of Juppé and especially Léotard in Algeria provoked these re-
sponses from Haddam: “a serious turning point” and “an irresponsible
move by the French government.”96

In the meantime, Pasqua called the possibility of a moderate Islamist
government “wishful thinking” and criticized the United States and Ger-
many for their failure to “neutralize” FIS operatives. He feared “hundreds
of thousands of people fleeing Algeria. First of all, everyone at the man-
agement level, everyone in liberal professions.”97 In a rather unbelievable
statement, Juppé claimed: “France has no responsibility whatsoever for
what is happening in Algeria today. It is the task of Algeria alone, of the
Algerian authorities, of the Algerian people to choose their own des-
tiny.”98

In the wake of the killings the French detained seventeen sympathizers
of the FIS and terminated the printing and distribution of five Islamist
publications. There were follow-up arrests of scores of suspects in France.
French security forces also increased identification checks, eventually
stopping tens of thousands. As one teenager, who held both French and
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Algerian nationality, said: “If I’m asked where I’m from and I say Algeria,
people immediately think I’m a fundamentalist.”99 By the end of the
month twenty of the suspects, nineteen Algerians and a Moroccan, had
been deported to Burkino Faso. Pasqua rationalized: “What should I do?
Wait for the bombs to go off in our country and for people to be killed
here, or . . . take action beforehand to break up the networks?”100 The
French crackdown on the FIS indicated that the Balladur government was
now strongly supportive of the Pouvoir. Leila Aslaoui, the spokesperson
for the Algerian government, suggested that these “anti-French events in
Algeria should make people conscious of what the criminals would have
done in Algeria if they had won the second round of the elections.”101 The
French government’s tilt toward the Pouvoir was a blow to the FIS as well
as moderate Islamist parties and reinforced France’s demonic image
among the extremists.

The FIS promptly denounced the arrests as “a declaration of war.” On
6 August its Armée Islamique du Salut (AIS) threatened reprisals and
called for the “immediate liberation” of detained Islamists. It stated:
“France must renounce its aggressive policy and immediately liberate our
brothers, or take responsibility for what the mujahidin of the Islamic Sal-
vation Army will make them suffer.” The AIS claimed the French actions
had been “incited by the junta.”102 Nevertheless, Shaykh Abdelbaki
Sahraoui, a founder of the FIS, declared that neither the Islamist party nor
the AIS “want to extend the conflict onto French territory.” He reiterated:
“The AIS is only opposed to the puppet government in Algiers and only
hits the forces of oppression in Algeria.”103

Within the space of a few weeks, a flurry of statements by French states-
men seemed to contradict each other and illustrated again a tortuous
ambivalence. Defense Minister Léotard said, “Islamic nationalism in its
terrorist version is as dangerous today as Nazism was in the past.” He
asked: “How can we be indifferent?”104 Mitterrand reiterated: “We do not
want to be dragged in toward one side.”105 Balladur spoke of being “equi-
distant from both sides,” but Juppé suggested that there had been a dia-
logue between the government and the FIS.106 “I have never said that the
current Algerian government had to be supported,” added Pasqua. “It is
not up [to] us to intervene in Algeria’s internal affairs.”107 This array of
paradoxical discourse not only underscored the ambiguity of French
policy but also ensured its immobilism. Mirroring Algeria, France ap-
peared to have its own “eradicators” and “conciliators.”

José Garçon analyzed French policy as “schizophrenic” in an article in
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Libération on 4 August 1994.108 Le Monde on 6 August 1994 called for “a
courageous review” of the Algerian policy. It condemned as “clear inter-
ference” the French policy of supporting the unpopular Algerian govern-
ment “at the taxpayer’s expense.”109 Jacques Amalric in Libération on 8
August wrote that it was “a mistake to have approved, even reluctantly, of
the suspension of the electoral process started at the end of 1991.” He
believed that France “stands to lose everything because . . . the crisis will
be resolved at its expense sooner or later. The anti-French card will remain
a trump card on the other side of the Mediterranean for a long time.” Then
he added: “It is no more possible to bail out a sinking society than a
sinking ship.”110

For its part, the GIA was threatening to “strike at French interests with
force.”111 In a statement signed by the GIA leader, Chérif Gousmi, the
extremist Islamist organization declared war on France economically by
calling for a boycott “of all French products, in particular French cars and
trucks made by Peugeot, Renault and Citroen.” It warned that “all French
products which enter Algeria from January 1, 1995, cars and other items,
will be burnt and destroyed.” A familiar cultural rationale repeated by
Gousmi was that France was “continuing to seek to subject the Algerian
Muslim people, and divert them from the Muslim religion.”112

More Casualties, Contradictions, Crackdowns

The Pouvoir began a crackdown on the GIA, resulting in the deaths of
Chérif Gousmi and the “throat-cutter” Abdessalam Djemaoune on 26
September 1994. Nevertheless, despite occasional successes against the
Islamists, the fact was that the Algerian public impression of the Pouvoir
was negative or numbed by the sheer terror unleashed by the fitna. As
Francis Ghiles, the veteran North African observer for the Financial
Times, related, the Pouvoir was referred to as the hikkamat miki (Mickey
Mouse government).113

The unrelenting bloodshed claimed more celebrated Algerians. Shaykh
Boudjara Soltani, a prominent HAMAS member and theologian, was shot
dead on 17 September. Cheb Hasni, the popular rai singer, was killed in
Oran at midday on 29 September, and the celebrated Kabyle singer
Lounès Matoub was kidnapped in Tizi-Ouzou by Islamist extremists. He
would later be released, only to be shot to death in June 1998. The rai
singer Rachid was murdered on 15 February 1995. Farah Ziane, the edi-
tor of Révolution africaine, was assassinated on 21 October. While nego-
tiating the surrender of Islamist gunmen in Algiers, the city’s military com-
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mander, Colonel Djelloul Hadj Chérif, was gunned down on 2 November.
Said Mekbal, the editor of Le Matin, died of gunshot wounds on 4 Decem-
ber.

France continued to be singled out for its support of the Pouvoir. The
AIS joined the GIA in calling for a boycott of French commodities: “If
France is stubborn enough not to abandon its colonial policies, we will
take the necessary measures.” The statement cited “the presence of police
and French military experts” in Algeria and claimed that “the participa-
tion of the French air force in bombing raids in eastern Algerian moun-
tains” amounted to “flagrant French interference.”114 In an interview with
al-Sharq al-Awsat, Defense Minister Léotard referred to reports that
1,500 to 2,000 French police or armed forces were in service in Algeria as
“prattle” and “nonsense.” But he did assert that France had the right to
protect its diplomatic installations.115

On 8 October a missing French citizen was found murdered, and on 10
October another French national was shot dead. Again the Foreign Min-
istry urged French citizens to return to France. A bilateral agreement
signed on 11 October expedited French nationals’ repatriation of their
savings: under a simplified procedure, they could take whatever amount
had been in their bank accounts on 31 July.116 GDF announced its inten-
tion to repatriate most of its French staff after the killing of two European
oil engineers. Other hydrocarbon corporations expressed their concern
that force majeure would be declared, allowing commercial contracts to
be breached.117

As the conflict worsened, worried French officials took more active and
public positions to advocate dialogue among the contesting groups. In his
interview with al-Sharq al-Awsat Léotard stressed the need for discussions
between the government and “democratic forces” and feared that “Alge-
ria is heading toward destruction.”118 The French denied a report in al-
Hayat that Jean-Charles Marchiani, an aide to Interior Minister Pasqua,
had met with Abbasi Madani and Ali Belhadj in order to get talks mov-
ing.119 Rabah Kebir, who claimed he had talked to Marchiani, said France
proposed to act as a mediator. The FIS leader termed the meeting “useful
but stormy” and remarked that “it appears to us that France is running
Algeria’s affairs.”120 These comments and reports complicated the com-
plex relations between Paris and the increasingly distressed Pouvoir.

On 3 November 1994 a French-Algerian agreement concerning entry
and residence conditions was modified to facilitate the deportation of ille-
gal Algerian emigrants and to restrict sojourns.121 Algerian nationals now
needed an “address certificate” upon arrival in France. A stay longer than
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three months required an “extended visa” obtained through a difficult
administrative procedure. Algerian nationals staying less than three
months had to have sufficient means of subsistence and a return ticket in
their name. Basically, France was closing its borders to Algeria, the prin-
ciple of “free circulation” now long forgotten. Juppé questioned the Evian
Accords’ validity; they had become outdated. Reminiscent of Giscard al-
most twenty years earlier, Juppé stated: “The real issue is whether, thirty-
two years later and in view of the fact that generally speaking the reciproc-
ity stipulated by the Evian agreements has not been effective, the time has
come to consider a revision of these agreements.”122 This was another
illustration of an end of an era and the transformation of the bilateral
relationship.

Speaking in parliament on 7 November, Pasqua declared: “I will not
allow people of foreign nationality living here to lead prayers, to become
anti-French propagandists, to preach against the institutions of the repub-
lic and to advocate confrontation here or elsewhere.”123 His comments
disclosed that the French-Algerian problem was cultural as well as politi-
cal. The next day the French government conducted another sweep, de-
taining ninety-five suspects reportedly linked to the GIA.124 Pasqua con-
firmed the “implantation” in France of a clandestine network of Muslim
militants. Random identity checks again profiled Algerian emigrants and
beurs as terrorists.125 Pasqua also criticized the United States, Germany,
and the United Kingdom for permitting the FIS to operate from within
their borders. A FIS official, Abdelkarim Ould Edda in Belgium, accused
Pasqua of acting “as though he had become Algeria’s interior minister. His
and France’s attitudes reflect . . . the mentality of a spiteful crusader.”126

The end of the year included controversies over the sale to Algeria of
nine second-hand Ecureuil helicopters, the equipping with French night-
fighting technology of Soviet-built Mi-24 helicopters, and the training of
Algerian helicopter personnel at Le Luc, near Toulon. On 7 December Le
Canard enchaîné termed France’s involvement a “co-belligerency.”127

The Hijacking Drama

On 24 December 1994 four members of the GIA (“Phalange of the Tigers
in Blood”), dressed in Air Algérie uniforms, hijacked an Air France air-
liner preparing to leave Boumedienne Airport in Algiers with 271 passen-
gers aboard.128 The heavily armed gunmen killed two passengers, an Alge-
rian policeman and a Vietnamese diplomat, soon after they took over the
aircraft, and then released 63 Algerian passengers. It was reported that the
hijackers demanded the liberation of Madani and Belhadj. Their chief
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demand was for France to stop supporting the Zeroual government. Ur-
gency mounted when the gunmen murdered a French citizen, Yannick
Beugnet, who worked as a cook in the French embassy in Algiers. Algerian
authorities refused permission for the plane to leave Algiers, while France
offered to send specially trained commandos to free the hostages.

Apparently applying heavy pressure on Zeroual, the Balladur govern-
ment insisted that the Algerians let the plane fly to Marseille.129 After
landing there, the hijacked plane was soon seized on 26 December in an
assault by French paramilitary commandos of the Intervention Group of
the Gendarmerie Nationale. All four of the hijackers were killed. Thirteen
passengers, three crew members, and nine policemen were wounded or
injured, but the hostages were rescued. The French found twenty sticks of
dynamite on board. According to Pasqua: “Their objective was a suicide
operation over Paris with the plane.”130 Edouard Balladur praised the “ex-
emplary courage and efficiency” of the commando operation, but the GIA
retorted that the hijacking was in reprisal for France’s “unconditional
political, military and economic aid” to the Algerian government.131

There would be shocking retribution for the death of the hijackers. On
27 December in Tizi-Ouzou the GIA killed four Roman Catholic priests,
White Fathers, three of them French and one Belgian. GIA leader Abou
Abderrahmane Amin said the deaths of the four priests were in “retalia-
tion for the death of four GIA members.”132 On 31 December, in its news-
letter El-Feth El-Moubine (Crushing Victory), the AIS declared war on
France: “The Algerian nation is today directly in conflict with France and
all those who support it, including the Jews and Christians of the world.”
This tone was surprising, since the AIS was regarded as the least militant
Islamist armed faction.133

The GIA had, however, succeeded in aggravating the bilateral relation-
ship. On 26 December, France provisionally suspended air and sea links,
exacerbating the difficulties in obtaining visas. Prime Minister Balladur
stated that “France will inexorably fight terrorism and will not give in to
blackmail wherever it comes from.” According to Pasqua, Balladur had
called Zeroual and used “decisive arguments” to insist that Algeria accede
to the hijackers’ demand to fly to France.134 The French government now
demanded that Algeria improve its security at airports and ports since, in
Juppé’s words, it “has not been effective.” He then repeated the oblique
argument “[French] aid is not to a government but aid to the Algerian
people.”135 Meanwhile, the GIA reiterated its demand that Western gov-
ernments close their embassies and warned that “all infidels will be killed
in cold blood.” Further, it stated, “Calling for war against France is a
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legitimate matter which we maintain in view of the fact that [France] has
become a support to the oppressive regime, in addition to its military
presence in Algeria.”136

By the end of 1994 the fitna had claimed approximately thirty thou-
sand Algerian lives. Nor, according to Rémy Leveau, could an end to the
conflict be seen: “The FIS and the military are two opponents that can’t
destroy each other and can’t find the basis for an acceptable compro-
mise.”137 As for the bilateral relationship, the repatriation of French citi-
zens and the savagery had all but ended French technical and cultural
cooperation. Portentously, the conflict had crossed the Mediterranean
when the fateful GIA-commandeered Airbus touched down at Marseille.
The fitna soon clenched France within its frightful, terrible grip. France’s
“second Algerian War” was about to commence.
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9

The Fitna, 1995–1998

From the Sant’Egidio Agreement

It is difficult to urge Algerian leaders to hold a dialogue when they do
not want one. We shall not tire of saying that there can be no way out
of the Algerian drama without dialogue.
Alain Juppé, February 1995

We have the means to surmount our crisis. The Algerian people have an
extraordinary capacity and they have proved it throughout their his-
tory. And you are going to see elections take place normally and in a
free and democratic manner. We have taken all necessary measures in
that direction.
Liamine Zeroual, October 1995

The Airbus hijacking spectacularly demonstrated that France could not
isolate itself from the fitna’s fury nor extract itself from its entangled,
elliptical history with Algeria. As the “second Algerian War” raged among
an increasingly disparate group of cruel antagonists, explosions were no
longer confined to Algiers and the Casbah but soon echoed in Paris under
the boulevard Saint-Michel among the caverns of the metro. France was
now engaged in yet another Algerian “war without a name.”

France’s initial ambivalent policy toward Algeria during the fitna
stemmed from its dilemma—in existential terms, “bad faith”—over the
cancellation of the 1991 legislative elections. Though relieved that the FIS
had not taken over the government, France could not ignore that the Janu-
ary 1992 coup had provoked the fierce fitna. The dilemma could be
viewed philosophically as a political absurdity, but the violence was real,
ruthless, and relentless. As the conflict transmuted into a nihilistic civil
war, Paris reluctantly resigned itself to publicly supporting the unpopular
Pouvoir, which was rebuilding the state institutionally through a closely
controlled “redemocratization.” The new Algerian democracy was far
from inclusive, however, as major parties opposed its institutional con-
straints and conditions. The major opposition parties, too, were divided
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after bonding in the illusory and ephemeral unity of the Sant’Egidio Plat-
form of January 1995. By the end of 1997 Algeria had held controversial
presidential, legislative, and municipal elections. A tightly monitored
multiparty political system was in place, but it failed to be enthusiastically
embraced, and it did not terminate the fitna.

In some of the most gruesome killings, it was not clear who perpetrated
the assaults. The Islamist movement was fractured by its own fratricidal
factions and the Pouvoir was composed of competing “clans” vying for
influence and advantage. In September 1998 President Zeroual an-
nounced that he would be retiring in early 1999, creating yet another
unsettling situation for Algeria and, by extension, its relationship with
France.

The Sant’Egidio Agreement and Its Consequences

Under the sponsorship of the Sant’Egidio Catholic Community in Rome,
an organization that played an important role in the 1992 Mozambique
peace talks, Algerian opposition parties deliberated in November 1994
and agreed to reconvene in January. Though twelve parties eventually
took part in these discussions, the chief participants were the exiled FIS,
the FLN, and the FFS, the parties that collectively polled 82 percent of the
electorate in the curtailed December 1991 election. The presence of these
major parties lent clout and legitimacy to the meetings. While the Airbus
hijacking drama and its consequences captured world attention, the par-
ties persevered to formulate a joint declaration. Foreign Minister Alain
Juppé intimated French support during a radio broadcast: “I don’t believe
a solution can be reached by doing nothing. If we are faced with, on the
one hand, the repression of the army and, on the other, the terrorist camp
of the FIS, the violence will continue for years and years. . . . The way out
is through a democratic process leading to real elections that allow united
democratic powers to emerge in Algeria.”1

On 13 January 1995, after days of difficult discussion and negotiation,
the parties in Rome proclaimed a Platform for a Political and Peaceful
Solution to the Algerian Crisis.2 The Sant’Egidio Platform (sometimes
called the National Contract or Compact) was another chapter in the
enduring endeavor to define an Algerian nation. The first section, entitled
“Framework: Values and Principles,” recognized Algeria’s lasting existen-
tial quest. It reiterated the Proclamation of 1 November 1954’s appeal for
the “restoration of the . . . Algerian state within the framework of Islamic
principles” and specified that “the constituent elements of the Algerian
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personality are Islam, Arabism, and Amazighism (Berberism).” Concern-
ing the Arab-Berber cultural conflict the Platform declared: “The culture
and the two languages that contribute to the development of that person-
ality should be accorded their stature and be promoted institutionally.”
Among other significant declarations, the Platform called for: (1) “the
consecration of [political] pluralism,” (2) the “annulment of the decision
to dissolve the FIS,” (3) “an urgent and unambiguous appeal for a cessa-
tion of hostilities,” (4) a “commitment” to the Constitution of 23 Febru-
ary 1989, and (5) the convening of “a national conference bestowed with
real powers” to organize “free and pluralist elections that permit the
people the full exercise of their sovereignty.” The Platform aimed to re-
store civil and political rights and to retire the army and resolutely consign
it to “nonintervention in political affairs.” This concerted action aimed to
galvanize a national consensus and create an inclusive political climate
and culture. John Entelis viewed the Platform as “a model of democratic
governance and political reconciliation.” The FIS agreed to these prin-
ciples, signifying to Entelis that the Islamist party “was committing itself
to a peaceful transition of political power.”3

France’s response to Sant’Egidio was initially positive. Juppé hoped this
initiative would persuade the Pouvoir to revitalize the democratic process
leading to elections. Yet he also understood that it was absolutely neces-
sary to have extremist elements subscribe to the Sant’Egidio declarations
and “leave their Kalashnikovs in the cloakroom.” Abdennour Ali Yahya,
the spokesman for the parties and the head of the LADDH (Ligue
Algérienne de Défense des Droits de l’Homme, or Algerian League for the
Defense of Human Rights), was pleased with the French reaction, as was
Anouar Haddam of the FIS, a signatory, who was “very happy” with
Juppé’s response.4

The GIA pronounced itself ready to end its struggle with the Pouvoir
upon the fulfillment of three conditions: (1) punishment of secularist Alge-
rian generals, (2) prohibition of communist and atheist political parties,
and (3) the liberation of Abdelhak Layada and Ahmen al-Oud from
prison.5 The rival AIS, however, called Sant’Egidio a “diversion” and
claimed that the FIS representatives did not really represent them—a clear
sign that fissures had widened within the FIS. Without the militants’ ad-
herence to the Platform, the proposal lost much of its momentum and
promise.6

The Pouvoir reacted angrily. President Zeroual issued a “categorical
rejection” of Sant’Egidio as an act of “outside interference” that “harms
national sovereignty and invites foreign intervention in our internal af-
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fairs.”7 The Quai d’Orsay’s advice of 16 January to engage the opposition
parties and Juppé’s appeal, made in Washington later that month, to ini-
tiate a “political dialogue” were ignored.8 By refusing to liberate Islamist
prisoners, notably Shaykhs Madani and Belhadj, the Pouvoir obliterated
any hope of fulfilling the Platform’s plank of establishing a national con-
ference to resolve the fitna. Instead the Algerian government confirmed on
26 January, as Zeroual had declared in October 1994, that it would con-
duct its own regulated presidential elections later that year. Thus the re-
gime repudiated the Platform’s mapped democratization process.

The Platform might have been built on, with decisive action. The col-
laboration and shared vision of a new, pluralistic Algeria was an exciting
prospect inviting national and international support. Even the FIS’s vola-
tile leader Ali Belhadj supported it in a letter smuggled out of Algiers,
stating that Sant’Egidio “proved that the problem is not with the parties or
the people, but between the legitimate parties and a regime that has lost
legitimacy.” Belhadj’s apparent moderation and conciliation even in-
cluded, according to his lawyer Ali Yahya Abdennour, a decision to study
French! Though the Islamist armed wings rejected the Platform, Rabah
Kebir believed that they would have become more accommodating if the
FIS leaders had been liberated. In a slightly shaded reference to France,
Kebir noted that “many parties, which I will not name, joined the regime
in banking on the elimination of the FIS.” He went on: “If all sides act to
put pressure on the regime to accept the Rome document, we would be
working together to save Algeria.”9

A firm French policy insisting on dialogue, including implicit support
for the National Platform with a strong endorsement of democratic plu-
ralism, might have sustained progress toward a real accommodation. But
France chose not to disturb the Algerian government’s sensibilities about
national sovereignty and its own legitimacy. French lack of determination
at this crucial moment, combined with the defiance of the “eradicators”
and exacerbated by the splintering of the opposition parties’ solidarity,
contributed to continuation of the fitna. Meanwhile, the violence still
imperiled French citizens; in downtown Algiers on 22 January another
businessman was murdered.

The Fitna Rages On

The initiative to construct a sober, conciliatory dialogue, whether by the
Sant’Egidio group or the “conciliators” within the Pouvoir, contrasted
dramatically with the devastation of the fitna. As Ramadan began, a car
bomb killed 42 and wounded 256 in downtown Algiers on 30 January.
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While the FIS contended that the regime was to blame for the tragedy—yet
another illustration of the difficulty in assigning culpability for Algerian
events—the GIA claimed responsibility and declared: “There is no peace,
no truce and no compromise, because this holy month of Ramadan is a
time for killing and fighting . . . and it is the duty of all fighters to intensify
military work and religious struggle.”10 On 22 February, government
troops stormed the Sekadji prison where inmates had attempted to seize
control, resulting in about forty deaths. In late March, using artillery and
helicopters, the Pouvoir mounted large-scale assaults, reminiscent of past
French counterinsurgency tactics, on suspected Islamist strongholds.

Women continued to be targeted by extremists. On 15 February in Tizi-
Ouzou, violence claimed the life of Nabila Djahnine, an architect and
feminist, who led the Cry of Women group. Rashida Hammadi, a televi-
sion reporter, was shot and her sister slain in an assault on 20 March;
Hammadi succumbed from her wounds ten days later. A newspaper re-
porter, Malika Sabeur, was murdered on 21 May. The renowned Algerian
singer Layla �Amara and her husband were killed on 12 August. Algeria’s
great track star Hassiba Boulmerka, the victor in the 1500 meters at the
Barcelona Olympics in 1992, was severely censured and repeatedly threat-
ened by Islamists for showing her legs in her comparatively modest track
uniform. She was forced to train overseas.11 Abu Abdallah Ahmed, the
GIA’s new leader, issued an edict on 2 May threatening death to all women
married to opponents of an Islamist state.12

In a telling irony, Abdelwahab Ben Boulaid, the son of Mostefa Ben
Boulaid, one of the founding “historic leaders” of the FLN (d. 1956), was
killed on 22 March while on his way to attend a ceremony commemorat-
ing the death of his father. Veterans of the War of Independence were
particularly targeted by Islamists (122 died in 1994 alone), a symbolic
repudiation of the FLN’s revolutionary past, which to the Islamists was a
failed liberation.

There were also increasing indications of fragmentation and antago-
nism within the armed Islamist movement. Madani Mezrag, the reputed
chief of the AIS, offered negotiation on 30 March in a twenty-one-page
open letter to President Zeroual. Mezrag’s statement that “each day com-
plicates the crisis” also referred to the fractured Islamist movement. It was
generally known that Abbasi Madani opposed the assaults on intellectuals
and women, while his associate Ali Belhadj encouraged a “holy war” and
identified more with the GIA and the militant wing of the AIS.13 By this
time, there had been repeated intra-Islamist assaults between AIS and GIA
cells.
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Mitterrand Internationalizes the Fitna

In the immediate postcolonial period, Charles de Gaulle realized that Al-
geria could be a bilateral means serving France’s multilateral ends. Now
the situation was reversed. France attempted to use multilateral means to
serve its bilateral Algerian interests. Taking advantage of its six-month
presidency of the European Union, France tried to tie the EU to its own
Algerian policy by proposing a commitment of emergency funds to the
struggling Algerian government. This was opposed by several members,
particularly the United Kingdom, which along with the United States fa-
vored dialogue among the parties.14 Then on 3 February President Mit-
terrand floated an idea that the European Union host a conference “in-
spired by the different ideas raised in recent times, notably during the
opposition conference in Rome,” with Algeria’s contending parties meet-
ing to negotiate and terminate the fratricide. The former Algerian prime
minister Abdelhamid Brahimi argued that the Mitterrand initiative had
three objectives: (1) to gain Muslim votes for the Socialists in the upcom-
ing presidential elections, (2) “to enhance the internal popularity of the
[Pouvoir], because anyone who curses France in Algeria becomes more
popular,” and (3) to have France conform to international opinion, allevi-
ating the risk of isolation. Brahimi concluded: “If the French government
really wanted to stop the bloodletting in Algeria, it could have sufficed
with telling its generals who rule Algeria to do this or do that. It is in
possession of their files and knows what money they own in its banks.”
Brahimi identified the Pouvoir as “the party of France’s generals” since
many of the generals had fought in the French army during the Algerian
War and were belated adherents of the revolutionary cause.15

In reaction to the French president’s proposal, Algiers recalled its am-
bassador and the state media attacked Mitterrand for his “visceral ha-
tred” of Algeria.16 Algérie Presse Service (APS) saw Mitterrand’s initiative
as illustrating an alignment, if not collusion, with “American theories.”17

Implicitly, this was a condemnation of France’s apparently subordinating
its vaunted independence to the consistently conciliatory American posi-
tion. El-Watan asked: “Are we heading for a new crisis between Algeria
and France?”18

The Balladur government averted the crisis by owning it was unin-
formed and certainly unprepared for Mitterrand’s suggestion. Juppé de-
clared, “France does not have the immediate intention of launching a
concrete initiative on Algeria,” then hedged: “We’ll see how this matures
over the next few weeks.” Charles Pasqua said: “I am not sure that we
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were associated with this move.”19 This public disarray was countered by
the presidential spokesman, Jean Musitelli: “What the president said is
perfectly in line with what has been French policy for months, that is, the
call for a political dialogue.” Juppé again weighed in: “France has always
favored dialogue . . . but it is not for her to take the place of the Algerians
to organize this dialogue.”20 Balladur defined his government’s position
and distanced himself from the EU conference idea: “It is up to the Alge-
rians to settle their own problems.” He added: “We think they will man-
age even better once they are able to meet among themselves to discuss
their difficulties and reach a joint solution.”21 The lack of a clear and
coordinated French policy in a cohabitation situation (called “dysfunc-
tional” by Libération on 7 February 1995) sapped the initiative’s moral as
well as political strength. Meanwhile, the ferocity of the fitna forced
France to close its consulates in Annaba and Oran on 23 February.

The Balladur government’s efforts to separate France from the fitna
failed to convince Algerians that the ex-métropole was not involved. On 9
March, Ahmed Ben Bella spoke to al-Hayat and pointed out that France’s
aid permitted the Pouvoir to purchase “arms and helicopters.” He stated:
“We condemn France’s policy in this area. It is throwing oil on the fire.
France should stop getting involved in our country.” In words reminiscent
of his discourse when he was Algeria’s first president, he reiterated:
“France has to recognize us as an independent country. We do not refuse
cooperation, but there are conditions. Among these is a refusal to be under
any form of trusteeship.”22

News stories floated in April 1995 that France wanted to reduce its
financial aid to Algeria from FF 6 billion to FF 5 billion. Though this
signaled a “distancing,” France continued to advocate and assert Algeria’s
case and cause with European banks, the IMF, and the Paris and London
Clubs.23 Under French pressure the IMF approved a three-year $1.8 bil-
lion extended credit facility on 22 May to replace the $1 billion standby
credit of 1994. In a sense, this was in the spirit of Mitterrand’s wish to
internationalize the Algerian situation in a search for a solution. A spokes-
man for Balladur admitted, “We know some of what is earmarked for the
people of Algeria will be used for weapons or wind up in Swiss bank
accounts. But if we insist on looking into how the money is used, we will
be accused of neocolonialism.”24 With French support the Paris Club re-
scheduled about $7 billion of debt in July 1995. In June 1996 the London
Club followed suit with the conclusion of an agreement rescheduling $3.2
billion.
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Jacques Chirac Confronts the Fitna

The presidential campaign to succeed the ailing François Mitterrand was
distinguished by its lack of discussion of Algeria. As expected, only Jean-
Marie Le Pen invoked Algeria’s deepening civil war as a threat to France.
Ironically, Le Pen’s repeated appeals to seal borders and expel emigrants to
North Africa had been adopted by governments on the left and right. Visa
restrictions prevented easy access to France and “irregular” documents
carried by emigrants led to deportation.25 Other significant candidates
distanced themselves from Algeria. Edouard Balladur stated: “No one,
least of all France, can prescribe Algeria’s own destiny.”26 Jacques Chirac
wrote in Le Monde on 7 April: “There is no question of France’s carrying
out any form of interference by adopting a didactic stance. . . . There will
be no solution to the Algerian crisis except through a reconciliation by
means of genuinely democratic elections.”27 This was more in line with the
Juppé-right rather than the Pasqua-right.28 Yet in a campaign manifesto
Chirac, who was very familiar with Arab and North African affairs, did
adopt a didactic stance toward Algeria: “The destiny of this country can-
not leave us indifferent. . . . The Algerian people must rediscover their
identity today, mobilizing all their political and social forces in order to
escape the vicious circle of violence that is inflicting terrible suffering on
the population.”29

The FIS’s Anouar Haddam called on France to elect a president who
would not support a “terrorist regime” in Algeria and called for “a co-
habitation between our two civilizations.” Haddam referred to the regime
in Algeria as “secular fundamentalism.” He pointed out that French trade
with Algeria had increased 17 percent since 1988 and surmised: “This
explains well why certain influential circles in Paris and the military secu-
rity establishment of Algeria are adamantly against the principle of popu-
lar choice and the freedom of expression in Algeria.” France, he said,
“must stop its interference in Algerian affairs and its financial support.”30

Chirac’s victory and arrival in the Elysée on 17 May gave Juppé, the
newly appointed prime minister, an opportunity to pursue an activist
policy. Instead he announced a prudent but paradoxical stance of “non-
indifference, non-interference” as France continued to provide annual aid,
especially in the form of commercial credits, of FF 5–6 billion, roughly a
billion dollars.31 By avoiding active engagement, France hoped to preserve
its interests and patiently wait out the fitna’s grim and inexorable course.
Meanwhile on 7 June an elderly French couple were murdered in the El
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Biar section in Algiers. Their deaths marked thirty French dead since the
fitna fulminated.

Bombings in France

In a SOFRES survey before the French presidential election, 78 percent of
those questioned felt that “Muslim fundamentalism is a very serious
threat in our country which must be fought.” Only 16 percent viewed
fundamentalism as “not such a serious threat.”32 Of course, “fundamen-
talism” was implicitly equated with Algeria’s troubles. Soon after the elec-
tion, that fearful menace materialized, and the fitna’s terror spread
throughout France.

As anti-French rhetoric by Islamists became increasingly virulent and
the Pouvoir increasingly ineffective, the French government was forced to
insist that Air Algérie operate from a more isolated and secure location at
Charles de Gaulle International Airport at Roissy. This incensed the Alge-
rian national carrier, which rejected being “quarantined” and announced
the termination of its Paris service on 17 June. Its plan to add flights at
alternate airports was blocked by the French government, which refused
the carrier’s requests for operations in Lille, Nice, and Toulon.33 As rela-
tions again suffered, another French police sweep on 20 June resulted in
sixty-seven people being charged with providing logistical support for
suspected Islamist terrorists.

On 11 July, President Zeroual announced that his latest effort to create
a productive dialogue with Abbasi Madani had failed. On that day
Shaykh Abdelbaki Sahraoui, the eighty-five-year-old cofounder of the FIS,
was shot dead along with a bodyguard in a mosque in northern Paris.
Most believed that the GIA was to blame, since the venerable shaykh, a
moderate who opposed assassinations of foreigners and favored dialogue,
had been publicly targeted by the organization in May, but the FIS issued
its habitual contention that Algerian government agents perpetrated the
murders. The Algerian ambassador to France, Hocine Djoudi, retorted:
“It is a ritual to accuse the Algerian services.” He also said the assault
aimed “to undermine relations between Algeria and France.”34 France-
Soir commented: “Let us make no mistake, the gunshots which rang out in
Paris . . . mark the prologue of a new chapter, this one French, of the civil
war which is ravaging Algeria.”35

The GIA then engineered a series of explosions in France beginning on
25 July. The first explosion rocked the rail station under the boulevard
Saint-Michel, leaving seven dead and eighty-six wounded. On 17 August
another device exploded near the Arc du Triomphe, wounding seventeen,
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including eleven tourists. French authorities discovered a large but defec-
tive bomb packed with explosives planted on a TGV (high-speed railroad)
track north of Lyon on 26 August. Five days later French police in Paris
and Lyon arrested twenty Muslims, including native Algerians and French
converts. This was followed up by the arrests of thirty-one suspected Is-
lamists in Lyon. Meanwhile Juppé warned in a Pasqua-esque tone: “We
will not allow bases for terrorism in France.”36

On 3 September a pressure cooker rigged as an explosive device deto-
nated on the boulevard Richard-Lenoir near the Place de la Bastille, injur-
ing four people. On that same day in Algiers, a French nun was killed. On
4 September a powerful bomb was found and defused in a public toilet
near an outdoor market in the Fifteenth Arrondissement of Paris. The
Algerian newspaper La Tribune claimed that five Algerian terrorists from
the war in Afghanistan had journeyed from Bosnia to France.37 On 7 Sep-
tember a car bomb injured fourteen outside a Jewish school in Lyon. This
was condemned as “cowardly” by the National Council of French Mus-
lims. At this time Chirac declared France’s position “neither supporting
the government nor the fundamentalists.”38 By the end of the month, sus-
pected Islamist logistical depots had been discovered in southern France.

French authorities had lifted fingerprints off the device that failed to
detonate on the TGV tracks and matched them to a twenty-four-year-old
Muslim from Lyon named Khalid Kelkal. After a manhunt was mobilized
on 27 September, Kelkal was slain in a police shootout two days later,
provoking several days of protests and rioting. Kelkal perfectly fit the
profile of an alienated member of the emigrant community, so feared by
the French. He had been a bright student who had descended to delin-
quency. In a chance interview in 1992 with a German researcher, Kelkal
described himself as “neither Arab nor French” but “Muslim.”39 Accord-
ing to Areski Dahmani, the founder and president of France-Plus, Kelkal
was transformed into “a martyr, a Robin Hood who defied the state.” He
was also “the product of the twenty-year failure to integrate the races.”
Dahmani warned: “French society is not working. More and more people
are excluded from participation. Unless there is dramatic change, we
could fall into the abyss of civil war within a few years.”40

The violence conjured up again the specter of an estranged Algerian
youth of the second or third emigrant generation harboring resentment
and possibly terrorist impulses. Again, North Africans were stopped and
interrogated. One young woman stated the obvious: “I don’t know why I
was chosen, but I am sure they would not have stopped a blue-eyed
blonde.”41
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Nevertheless, sociologist Djeloul Siddiki asserted, “I would say ninety-
five percent of the Algerians living here want to live in peace and are very
unlikely to be seduced by a militant fundamentalist call for any kind of
action.”42 Though it had closely identified with the nationalist cause dur-
ing the War of Independence, the Algerian community, for the most part,
distanced itself from political Islamism.

On 6 October a gas canister stuffed with nails and bolts hidden in a
trash can exploded near the Maison Blanche metro stop in southern Paris.
The next day, the GIA faxed news agencies a statement dated 23 Septem-
ber from the GIA “emir” Abou Abderrahmane Amin. This statement
claimed responsibility for the bombings and warned the French that the
GIA planned “to leave you no happiness until Islam conquers France by
prayer or by force.” The GIA also disclosed that it had attempted to per-
suade President Chirac to convert to Islam (“Convert to Islam and you
will live in peace”). The GIA concluded, however, that Chirac harbored
“Crusader-like religious hatreds” and that this “explains his support for
those apostate tyrants [in Algeria] despite the price his citizens pay and
shows the lie of his claims to help the people of Algeria and not their
government.” The GIA vowed to continue its campaign “in the heart of
France and its big cities.”43

On the weekend of 15–16 October El-Ansar, an underground bulletin
associated with the GIA, pictured an exploding Eiffel Tower superim-
posed on a map of Paris. The extremist Islamist organization asserted that
“France’s engagement in Algeria’s moving sands verges on suicide.” On 17
October another bombing on a Paris commuter train injured twenty-nine
people between the Musée d’Orsay and Saint-Michel stations. This was
the eighth bombing in three months. Prime Minister Juppé stated: “France
will not allow itself to be intimidated, will not flinch under pressure and
will not capitulate to barbarism.” But he added ambiguously: “France has
no intention of making the slightest interference in the internal affairs of
Algeria.”44 A poll published on 23 October showed that 91 percent sup-
ported the government’s antiterrorism policy and 61 percent wanted
France to keep its policy toward Algeria unchanged to affirm its resistance
to terrorist blackmail.45

The French government intensified its counterterrorist operations. In
early September military personnel joined police forces to patrol vital ar-
eas, including tourist sites. Legionnaires were even stationed in the metro.
On 2 November French authorities foiled a bombing planned for an out-
door market in Lille. Subsequently, as a result of wiretaps, Boualem
Bensaid and several accomplices were arrested. Bensaid was described by
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Interior Minister Jean-Louis Debré as a “pivotal figure” in the recent ter-
rorist campaign. France also put more pressure on other European nations
harboring Islamists. Paris particularly continued to try to persuade Swe-
den to extradite a suspected figure in the bombings, Abdelkrim Deneche.46

In Algeria the violence continued to target the Christian religious com-
munity. Two nuns, one French and the other Maltese, were shot to death
in Algiers’s Casbah on 3 September. A statement purportedly from the
GIA called their deaths part of a campaign to “eliminate Jews, Christians,
and wrongdoers from the Muslim soil of Algeria.”47 On 10 November a
French nun was killed, which brought the total to seven French religious
slain in Algeria since May 1994.

Many observers, including historian Benjamin Stora, questioned
whether the violence in France might be committed not only by Islamists
but also by factions within the Pouvoir hoping to bring France into closer
cooperation with the Algerian government.48 These strong suspicions
deepened bilateral mistrust, as would be dramatically publicized in New
York City.

The Summit Fiasco

A presidential summit between Chirac and Zeroual had been planned in
New York to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary celebrations of the
United Nations in late October. Meeting in New York would relieve either
president, especially Chirac who had already been to Rabat and Tunis,
from visiting the other’s capital. The likelihood of Zeroual visiting France
was minimal. Chirac was under pressure to postpone or call off the sum-
mit in view of the ongoing violence in France and the timing: the Algerian
presidential election was coming up on 16 November. Lionel Jospin called
it “inopportune” and Jean-Marie Le Pen attacked Chirac’s “crazy policy
of moving closer to the Algerian dictatorship.” Jean-Louis Arajol of the
General Police Union distinguished “a difference between fighting terror-
ism and provoking it. Chirac’s handshake with Zeroual can only be seen
as a provocation.”49 Indeed, the summit would symbolize French official
support for Zeroual and the policies of his regime. Among Algerians, dis-
approval was not confined to extremist Islamists, who underscored it by
the 17 October blast in Paris; major opposition parties, participants and
nonparticipants in the November election, also viewed the planned sum-
mit negatively. Abdelhamid Mehri of the FLN said Chirac’s support of the
“pseudoelections” and their legitimacy suggested that “France gives a cer-
tificate of good conduct to a regime for which democracy is purely a
façade.” Foreshadowing the fiasco, the Algerian government itself was
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upset over Chirac’s repeated reminders to Zeroual to hold “credible and
democratic” legislative elections.50

Chirac eventually declined to meet with Zeroual, contending that it
would be only a photo opportunity benefiting Zeroual’s image in the up-
coming Algerian presidential election.51 The Algerians, however, claimed
that it was Zeroual who had canceled the summit on 22 October. A presi-
dential spokesman condemned the “persistent unilateral attitudes” of
French officials “that can be interpreted as an affront to the dignity and
sovereignty of the Algerian people.”52 The Algerian press acclaimed the
decision. L’Authentique, a pro-Pouvoir paper, proclaimed “Bravo Ze-
roual,” El Umma called Zeroual’s action “a slap in the face” of France,
and al-Salam described it as “the end of provocation.”53 According to the
Algerian press, Zeroual wanted “a review of bilateral relations based on
mutual respect and equality of interests, a clarification of economic rela-
tions, and an end to ‘equivocation on supposed aid from France’.” The
daily Liberté argued that French aid was only “credits which Algeria will
have to pay back” and noted correctly that it benefited hundreds of French
firms.54 An unnamed Algerian minister commented: “If the French do not
understand that we do not accept to be lectured by anyone, this means
they have learned nothing from our history. Nothing infuriates Algerians
more than the prospect of being dealt with on an unequal footing by the
French.”55 The image of an Algerian government or forthright president
repulsing repugnant French assaults upon national sovereignty was al-
ways popular and contributed to Zeroual’s later electoral success.

French foreign minister Hervé de Charette referred to the cancellation
as “a missed opportunity which ended up as a domestic Algerian electoral
ploy.” He noted that the French president “wanted genuine dialogue and
not a parade in front of the television cameras.” According to de Charette,
“President Jacques Chirac’s intention was for discussion and serious work
and not an American-style media stunt.” He said that “nothing of an
insulting nature was ever said officially” about the Algerian government
“except perhaps if talking about democracy is being insulting.” The AFP
concluded that the cancellation served both sides: “France can say the
decision dispels the myth of unconditional support for Algiers and Algeria
can say it is defending its ‘dignity’ and ‘sovereignty’.”56

Libération pointed out that “the cancellation . . . of the Chirac-Zeroual
meeting illustrates the extreme difficulty for France to play a role, even as
advisor, in Algeria, without being called into question by one side if not
both.” Aujourd’hui added: “In the end the meeting presented far more
problems than it offered advantages. At the end of the day its cancellation
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will work out well for both sides.” France-Soir observed that the “decision
. . . does not appear to have left either side unhappy.” InfoMatin pointed
out that President Zeroual “prefers saving face rather than being in
France’s debt. And since he could not win Chirac’s support, he preferred to
play the card of the man who is resisting France.”57

Nevertheless, Chirac signaled significantly on 26 October that he was
willing to shift his position on linking aid with Algerian democratization,
claiming that it was “legitimate” to “link by proportion” aid to “the speed
of the democratic process.”58 El-Watan responded: “By daring to interfere
in such a direct manner in Algerian domestic affairs, Chirac has commit-
ted a sizable diplomatic blunder which risks provoking a very firm reac-
tion from Algerian authorities.” On the other hand, Rabah Kebir’s office
praised Chirac as having taken “a step . . . which serves the interest of the
Algerian people.”59

On 27 October another FIS leader, Shaykh Abdel Kader Omar, told al-
Hayat: “Algerian Moslem people expect nothing good to come out of
France and its politicians. Yesterday France fought the Algerian people
and today it is backing, financially and militarily, all those who persecute
the people.” Though he noted that “the French people have become the
victim of their country’s policies in Algeria,” he condemned the GIA
bombings in France as serving the interests of the Pouvoir, since they man-
aged “to turn an internal political issue into international terrorism.”
Referring to the end of discussions in June between the Zeroual govern-
ment and the FIS, he accused the Pouvoir of intransigence that impeded
genuine dialogue with the opposition.60

Zeroual Begins “Redemocratization”

Although the major opposition parties boycotted it, the Pouvoir heralded
the presidential election as an exercise in pluralist democracy, given the
participation of several parties (even if they were marginalized, minor, or
coopted). Indeed, a very impressive 75 percent of the electorate voted. In
the Algerian community in France, there was also enthusiastic interest in
the election. For the first time, approximately 630,000 registered Algeri-
ans had the opportunity to cast their ballots at ninety-four polling stations
throughout France before the general election on 16 November.61 The
crowds were particularly intense at Lyon, where forty people fell ill.
Though there were claims that Algerian diplomatic offices were meddling
to influence the vote, Zeroual was clearly the candidate of choice for the
emigrants in France and the electorate in Algeria. He received a mandate
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of 61 percent of the votes cast. As for the other candidates, Mahfoud
Nahnah (HAMAS) garnered 25 percent, Said Saadi (RCD) 10 percent,
and Noureddine Boukrouh (PRA) 3 percent of the votes. A Christian Sci-
ence Monitor editorial mirrored other analyses by describing the vote as
one “against turmoil” rather than a clear mandate for President Zeroual,
as the earlier FIS victories had been protests against the FLN’s political
domination.62 Nevertheless, after the relatively peaceful election, hope
arose that Algeria finally was on its way toward an authentic redemo-
cratization.

Prime Minister Juppé said the election was “an important stage. There
must now be others.”63 In his analysis, I. William Zartman contended that
Zeroual acquired a great opportunity: “It should enable him to open a
long-awaited dialogue with the participating and the boycotting parties,
which negotiated a common position in meetings hosted in Rome by the
Sant’Egidio community.”64 When Zeroual was inaugurated on 27 No-
vember he pledged to produce “an authentic pluralistic democracy.”
Zeroual also directed his statements to the young: “I invite Algerian youth
who are misled to look closely into the ruling passed by their people and
to return to the correct path.” He spoke of a new “national order.”65

While he did not mention the FIS, opposition parties concluded that the
election, with its large turnout, was a legitimate expression of the will of
the Algerian people. Rabah Kebir called for dialogue with Zeroual on 20
November, though rival FIS leader Anouar Haddam referred to the elec-
tion as a “gimmick” and called for the continuation of the struggle.66 It
appeared that Zeroual’s electoral success was a propitious opportunity to
rally supporters and to reconcile the opposition. Michael Willis contended
that “Algerians believed that by granting the President an electoral man-
date, they could free him to embrace the solution proposed by the Rome
Platform.”67 A determined, decisive initiative was undermined, however,
by the eradicator/conciliator intra-Pouvoir rivalry, the disunity of the op-
position, and the grim momentum of the fitna. Just a day after the inaugu-
ration, the head of Algeria’s coast guard, General Mohammed Bou-
taghene, was shot and killed, and on 12 December a car bomb in Algiers
claimed fifteen dead and more than forty wounded.

Despite the absence of the major opposition parties, the presidential
election still impressed the French government. President Chirac called the
vote “a first, decisive step toward establishing peace and democracy in
Algeria.” Chirac was asked on 3 December if he would be willing to meet
with Zeroual and he responded: “President Zeroual is the legitimate presi-
dent of Algeria and [a meeting] would pose no problem for me.”68 Still, the
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relationship had chilled considerably since the UN fiasco. In an interview
with Le Tribune, Foreign Minister Salah Dembri called for a “sound as-
sessment of the common interests in Algerian-French cooperation.” He
pointed out: “What is termed as assistance is in fact a process that benefits
the French three times the amount granted to us and it is also connected
with the marketing of French goods in the Algerian market.”69

François Mitterrand’s funeral in January 1996 offered an opportunity
for Ahmed Attaf to meet his French counterpart Hervé de Charette and to
“redress” the relationship and dissipate bilateral suspicions. After the
meeting de Charette, using a most familiar discourse, commented, “We
hope together to write a new page in our relations,” while Attaf reported,
“We both considered that the current course of our relations was not
normal and that, on both sides, we could change this abnormal course.”
Le Figaro viewed the meeting as signaling a “new relationship.” The Alge-
rian daily Al-Khabar considered the meeting “the first step to an improve-
ment in relations between Algeria and France.”70

The Fitna Targets the Christian Presence

Ignoring a many-centuries-old presence distinguished especially by
Algeria’s native Church Father, Saint Augustine, Islamist extremists tar-
geted the small Christian religious community. To Islamist extremists,
Catholic orders collectively symbolized the “colonizing mission” of
France. Beginning with the deaths of the priest and nun in the Casbah on
8 May 1994, the GIA had been conducting an assault against Christians,
especially French priests and nuns, which intensified during this period. By
the time seven Trappist monks were seized in March, eleven members of
religious orders, seven French, had been murdered.71

The Abduction of the Trappist Monks

The Algerian government, which had referred to terrorism at this time as
“vestigial,” was particularly embarrassed by the abduction of seven
French Trappist monks from their monastery of Tibéhirine near Médéa on
27 March. The GIA demanded the release of inmates from French and
Algerian prisons in return for the lives of the monks. The French and
Algerian governments refused. On 23 May the GIA released a grim
communiqué signed by Abou Abderrahmane Amin, the alias used by
Djamel Zitouni, the planner of the Airbus hijacking and bombings in
France. It announced: “We cut the throats of the seven monks.” The
communiqué spoke of the need for the “re-Islamization” of Algeria and
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equated it with the elimination of “all the enemies of Islam.” Foreign
Minister Hervé de Charette, confirming the news, declared: “Those who
first chose to kidnap them and then finished with them in cold blood bear
a great responsibility.” Rabah Kebir stated: “I strongly condemn this
criminal act and I consider it absolutely opposed to the principles of Is-
lam.” According to President Chirac, the monks “incarnated tolerance,
fraternity, and solidarity.” Jean-Marie Le Pen, however, pointed out that
during the Algerian War Christian clerics had “cared for the fellahin
[ALN] and French soldiers. A different conception than ours of civic loy-
alty.”72

It was soon reported that a French envoy had delivered a box of conse-
crated Communion wafers to the seven captured French monks.73 This
created more tension between the Algerian and French governments. Did
the French go behind the Pouvoir’s back and attempt to negotiate with the
GIA? On 28 May de Charette admitted that they had had contact with the
GIA when a messenger from the kidnappers brought an audio cassette to
the French embassy on 30 April. De Charette insisted that the information
was shared with the Algerian government, which had done “what it
could” to find the monks.74 Nevertheless, the kidnapping and the confu-
sion over contacts with the monks and their abductors showed that bilat-
eral trust was less than complete.

Several years before his martyrdom, one of the monks, Prior Christian
de Chergé, anticipated the possibility of such a death. In a prescient state-
ment he thanked his assassin, a “last-minute friend, who will not have
known what you were doing,” for permitting him “if God pleases, to look
into His eyes.” He also anticipated that people would “tie this death to so
many equally violent deaths, which were anonymous and therefore did
not affect people. My life has no higher price than any other, it has no
lower price either.”75 Sadly, on 30 May, the same day that the monks’
bodies were found, the venerable Cardinal Léon-Etienne Duval died at the
age of ninety-two. The cardinal, who had courageously sympathized with
Algerian independence aspirations and who had been mercilessly casti-
gated by the advocates of Algérie française as “Mohamed ben Duval,”
symbolized and lived for Christian-Muslim toleration and accommoda-
tion in postcolonial Algeria.

Hervé de Charette’s Visit and Bishop Claverie’s Assassination

On 16 July the vehemently anti-French GIA leader Djamel Zitouni
(“Abou Abderrahmane Amin”), who reputedly masterminded the Airbus
hijacking and the kidnapping of the monks, was killed in an apparent
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intra-Islamist ambush. The day after Zitouni’s death, it was announced
that Foreign Minister Hervé de Charette would arrive on 31 July for a
meeting with Algerian officials. The Algerian Press Service anticipated
that the visit, the first by a French minister in three years, would “provide
an opportunity to think about restoring relations in a serene climate in
which the mutual and balanced interests of sovereign states are re-
spected.” Le Figaro believed that only a presidential visit would symbolize
“true reconciliation.”76 Nonetheless, de Charette’s visit promised to be an
important event.

Upon arrival in Algiers, de Charette informed President Zeroual of
“France’s political will to take a new lead in Franco-Algerian relations,
while observing the principles of mutual respect.” A series of ministerial
meetings were also planned, including a reciprocal visit by Foreign Minis-
ter Attaf to Paris. (The two ministers met again in Washington in Septem-
ber.) Specific issues such as easing visa restrictions and eliminating the ban
on Air Algérie service to Paris were deferred to future sessions. There was
substantial discussion about a new financial protocol to replace the 1994
agreement. De Charette pointed out: “We are sensitive to the Algerian
concerns, but they must in turn be as attentive to French worries.”77 Be-
cause Algeria’s stability, de Charette said, was essential for North Africa,
the western Mediterranean, and specifically France with its complex his-
torical relationship, “we must develop serene, extensive, and solid rela-
tions with Algeria.”78

The French foreign minister also met with Christian clerics and prayed
at the tomb of the seven martyred Trappist monks. One of the clerics he
talked to was the bishop of Oran, a fourth-generation pied-noir, Pierre
Claverie. The bishop was an outspoken opponent of Islamist violence and
a popular figure in his city. He expected a successful sojourn by the French
foreign minister, but he portentously warned on 30 July, while speaking on
a Christian radio network in France, that “there could be a redoubling of
violence or at least an attempt to carry out a spectacular attack to counter
the positive effects of this visit.” Hours after talking with de Charette on
1 August, Bishop Claverie was killed by a remote-controlled bomb. The
French foreign minister described the bishop as “a man of faith, of justice,
and of courage.” He added that France “will not be deterred from its
path” and that it “wants calm, friendly relations with Algeria” as, inspired
by Bishop Claverie’s engagement, France “takes up [his] message of . . .
friendship and solidarity between the French and Algerian people.” The
archbishop of Paris, Cardinal Jean-Marie Lustiger, reflected upon
Claverie’s commitment to Algeria: “If he stayed, it wasn’t because of a
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taste for danger but because he loved the hundreds of thousands of Alge-
rians also suffering violence, injustice, and the threat of crime.” To Cardi-
nal Lustiger, Claverie remained in Algeria “to show that Christians and
Muslims could live together by respecting each other and respecting hu-
man rights.” A message of condolence from President Zeroual read: “This
barbaric act shows a total indifference to human values, and to the har-
mony . . . which characterizes Islam and distinguishes the Algerian
people.” The FIS’s Rabah Kebir condemned the attack, and Anouar
Haddam feared that it would strengthen ties between Paris and Algiers.79

Among the economic consequences of Foreign Minister Hervé de
Charette’s visit to Algeria in 1996 was the decision to plan a new financial
protocol. The Algerian government aimed to encourage French invest-
ment and security in the Algerian market, to unblock financial assistance
valued at FF 1–2 million a year and medium-term COFACE credits of FF
3–4 million, and to secure a major credit line for SONATRACH.80 By the
end of the year, the new protocol remained unfinished. In part this re-
flected COFACE’s reservations about risking more monies for Algeria, in
part the availability of other sources of financial aid, a consequence of
successful French lobbying within international agencies. This reduced
France’s self-perceived obligation and responsibility for maintaining
Algeria’s economic viability.81

French Frustration and the Fitna

On 3 December a bomb attack at the Port Royal station in Paris killed
three people and injured about a hundred. No one claimed responsibility,
but the design of the bomb, a gas canister filled with nails as shrapnel, was
similar to past GIA devices, so it was assumed to be the work of Islam-
ists.82 On 24 December, President Chirac received a purported GIA letter
which threatened to “destroy your country.” It obliquely referred to the
Port Royal bombing by noting that the GIA chose “the path of killings and
massacres. We do what we say. The events of recent days prove this.” The
letter, signed by Antar Zouabri, the new GIA leader, inveighed that the
French were “among the blasphemers, the most dangerous enemies of
Muslims.”83 In another warning received on 5 January 1997, the usually
more tempered AIS called for France to end its financial assistance to the
“putschist” and “rotten regime.” It stated: “The Algerian people sees with
its own eyes that this aid is going towards the purchase of destructive and
oppressive equipment which simply worsen the junta’s crimes.” The only
aid considered legitimate was humanitarian. The AIS in this statement
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clearly separated itself from the GIA and denied “all responsibility for any
act affecting the security of peoples who have nothing to do with the
crimes committed by the putschist regime.” In addition, the AIS asserted
that the GIA letter to Chirac was a “manipulation” contrived by Algerian
special services to draw Paris into a closer collaboration with Algiers.84

On 24 January 1997, in a televised speech, President Zeroual declared
his government’s “firm will to fight terrorist groups until their eradica-
tion.”85 At this time, much of the local pacification was by well-paid, well-
armed, and “privatized” paramilitary groups rather than by the armed
forces.86 The proliferation of these “militias” and weapons intensified the
violence and was poorly monitored by the apparently powerless govern-
ment. This convoluted the conflict, since campaigns were obscured by
vicious communal vendettas. Exasperated French authorities could as-
cribe neither responsibility nor reason for these vengeful operations as
Algeria neared the threshold of anarchy.

French Frustrations Surface

In an interview with Libération, Lionel Jospin, the leader of the Socialist
Party, candidly criticized French policy toward Algeria: “France must lift
the taboo, it must not remain silent, or give the impression of uncondi-
tional support for the Algerian regime.” Jospin regretted that civilian and
military elites canceled the 1992 elections, “without doubt a mistake.” He
sharply criticized the Pouvoir’s undemocratic nature: “All measures taken
by the Algerian government to limit political openness, to demonize cer-
tain nonviolent political forces, to intimidate those who support them and
to cut them off from international democratic and pacifist movements like
the Socialist International [the FFS] are to be condemned. . . . No one is
doing anything [about it] in Europe because France is not doing any-
thing.” He added that official reticence over the fitna, in fear of risking
reprisal, was passé: “We have already been struck, the conflict is already
with us.” Jospin called for French support for genuine “democratic
forces,” asserting that “however feeble they are, they constitute a solution,
a glimmer of hope.” He also supported the Sant’Egidio Platform.87

De Charette acknowledged that “the situation is a very serious one.”
He pulled back from supporting involvement of Europe’s Organization
for Security and Cooperation (OSCE). Instead, he respected Algerian sen-
sibilities since “Algeria is an independent country. And for the moment,
we think it is the responsibility of the Algerian people [and] Algerian lead-
ers to solve their problems.”88 De Charette appeared soon afterwards be-
fore the Foreign Affairs Committee of the National Assembly, chaired by
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Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, to detail the deteriorating conditions in Algeria.
He reported that between 150 and 200 people were being killed in Algeria
weekly, a figure considerably higher than that officially acknowledged by
its government. The assassination on 28 January of the powerful secre-
tary-general of the Union Générale des Travailleurs Algériens (UGTA),
Abdelhak Benhamouda, was another brutal reminder of the ceaseless vio-
lence.89 De Charette explained the difficulty of the French position. He
recounted how Algeria had asked France for help, but when help was
offered, it was often condemned as interference. He also referred to
Zeroual’s 24 January televised speech in which the Algerian president re-
lated the violence in his country to “foreign political forces” and the
“Sant’Egidio group.” De Charette feared that the tone of the speech “put
an end for all prospects for a political solution.”90

After de Charette’s report, Giscard, claiming “agreement with Mon-
sieur de Charette on this general line,” declared that “all Algerian political
forces must be able to participate, to be present at the polls.” With the
exception of “people directly implicated in terrorist attacks, it is essential
that all political tendencies, including the Islamists, participate in these
elections.” Though he stated “it is up to the Algerians to find a way out of
this drama,” Giscard sympathized with the “Algerians themselves who
are caught in a trap between horrific and unjustifiable attacks and pitiless
repression.”91

Giscard’s comments, along with those of de Charette and Jospin, pro-
voked strong Algerian reactions. Ambassador Hocine Djoudi perceived
“a certain feverishness in some French political circles.” He stated that
future elections would include “all parties, except those who have ex-
cluded themselves.”92 Foreign Minister Ahmed Attaf reiterated that
France “should not get involved in [nor] interfere in the conduct of our
national affairs.” Disputing de Charette’s statement, he said Algeria “has
never asked for France’s support” but rather “wanted France to keep as
far away as possible from our internal affairs,” a position he had reaf-
firmed to de Charette. Attaf also questioned Giscard’s statement about the
inclusion of Islamists in future elections: “This comment is . . . an un-
healthy contribution to rehabilitate precisely those who are responsible
for our country’s tragedy.”93

Though Anouar Haddam of the FIS seconded Giscard’s implicit call for
the FIS to participate in Algerian elections, the French ex-president speci-
fied on 1 February that he “did not pronounce the name of the FIS.” He
said that, given France’s “special past with Algeria—although it is reced-
ing in time,” there was and still is a need for a “special sensitivity.” Yet
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now, with a legitimately elected president with a “mandate,” it was time
“to reopen a debate.”94 In an effort to deter that debate, Prime Minister
Juppé echoed the Pouvoir’s contention that “legal political groups should
participate” in elections, and “as long as one uses bombs, booby-trapped
cars, and knives, one is not a party which adheres to democratic values.”95

While repeating the usual policy line, Juppé referred to the fitna a month
later as “a real headache” and urged that future elections “be as transpar-
ent as possible.” The official response from Algiers was predictably sharp,
claiming that Prime Minister Juppé “felt obliged, for the umpteenth time,
to give his views on Algeria on a French television channel, and felt he was
authorized to put forward the ‘usual advice’ to an independent state and
sovereign people.”96

Despite all this, there was some improvement. Air Algérie resumed
flights to and from Paris-Roissy after a two-year suspension. British Air-
ways particularly protested this French decision, since Air Algérie’s check-
in counter was viewed by the British carrier as a security hazard to its own
airport operations. On 15 April de Charette and Attaf also met in Valetta,
Malta, in an effort to revive the relationship.

Elections in Algeria and France

Algeria’s “redemocratization” was another source of bilateral contention.
On 28 November 1996 Algerians voted in a national referendum to revise
the constitution. Ait Ahmed termed this process a “historically unprec-
edented masquerade.”97 The proposed changes included instituting a bi-
cameral legislature and a supreme court, and limiting the presidency to
two five-year terms. The prime minister could choose his own cabinet, but
he was appointed or dismissed by the president rather than the parlia-
ment. The changes restricted parliament’s right to pass legislation without
the president’s approval. Moreover, the president would appoint one-
third of the upper house. Ironically, the expansion of the legislative branch
actually extended executive privilege and power. The referendum also le-
gitimized a revision of the July 1989 Law on Political Associations and the
Electoral Law, prohibiting political parties based primarily upon religious,
ethnic, lingual, or regional affiliations. Amid charges by opposition par-
ties of irregularities, 85.5 percent of the 12.5 million voters supported the
constitutional changes.

Algeria’s legislative elections of 5 June 1997 resulted in President
Zeroual’s Rassemblement National Démocratique (RND) winning 155 of
the 380 seats in the lower house. The FLN won 64 seats, and Mahfoud
Nahnah’s ex-HAMAS, since March 1997 called the Mouvement de la
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Société pour la Paix (MSP), got 69. Surprisingly, the PRA of Noureddine
Boukrouh, who had received more than 400,000 votes in the presidential
election, did not get a seat, nor did the Alliance Nationale Républicaine of
Redha Malek. There were many complaints of fraud, including those sub-
mitted by United Nations observers.98 Officially 65.5 percent of the elec-
torate voted but, according to critical observers, it was probably under 50
percent. The legislative elections aimed to confer legitimacy, but they
failed to generate public enthusiasm in Algeria or the emigrant community
in France.99

The local and regional elections of 23 October were likewise marked by
tampering, which incited a thirty-thousand-strong protest march in
Algiers on 30 October. Abdel Aziz Belaid, an FLN member of Parliament,
reflected: “The extremism of the Islamic militants produced the extrem-
ism of the authorities, and this [vote rigging] will now, I think, produce
another extremism.”100 The elections held on 25 December for the upper
house, the Conseil d’Etat, gave the RND eighty seats, the FLN ten, the FFS
four, and the MSP only two seats. This democracy was hardly “transpar-
ent,” but institutions had been inaugurated and a new political system, no
matter how “opaque,” emerged.

Meanwhile in France, the Socialists regained power in the 1 June elec-
tion, which created another political cohabitation. The new premier was
the outspoken Lionel Jospin, who during the campaign argued that French
policy must shift and “weigh heavily on Algeria in the direction of democ-
racy.”101 El-Watan felt that Jospin’s coming to power “does not bode
well” for the bilateral relationship.102 La Tribune, on the other hand,
wrote: “In the face of the closeness of the Algerian-US cooperation in
hydrocarbons, the new French Government knows that it will have diffi-
culty in maintaining political tension with Algiers for too long, especially
since, [with] the advance [in] legitimizing its institutions, the Algerian
state is no longer in a position of political precariousness.”103

When Foreign Minister Hubert Védrine arrived in Algiers in July to
attend the fifth annual meeting of the Mediterranean Forum, he met and
talked with his counterpart, Ahmed Attaf, about bilateral relations and
especially an association agreement with the European Union.104 Védrine
was faced with a difficult situation; according to José Garçon of
Libération, the new government was practicing “a balancing act.” Jospin
had said before being elected that he was against “supporting the Algerian
Government whatever it does.” He believed that “there is no solution to
this tragedy through repressive policy alone, and that a political solution
is necessary.” Yet the strategic political, economic, and cultural impera-
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tives so crucial in the bilateral relationship necessitated reconsideration.
The Algerian newspaper La Tribune wrote: “This meeting will be an op-
portunity for France to reorient its strategy.”105

In an interview in August, Védrine pointed out that Algeria had a plu-
ralist parliament, and that political opponents such as Abbasi Madani had
been released. In other words, progress had been made. He intoned the
mantra “It is up to the Algerians to find themselves the solutions to their
problems.”106 In September Jospin recognized that the Pouvoir was willing
“to construct a compromise with a part of the Islamists that it does not call
moderates but one can call, let’s say, legalists.”107

Jospin repeated in an interview with Le Monde that “a process of de-
mocratization is indispensable to Algeria.”108 Then two weeks later he
conceded during a television interview that “the great difficulty is that we
don’t have much idea what is really going on in Algeria. . . . We can see
appalling terrorism, the escalating violence against ordinary people, but
[it] is extremely difficult to determine what is going on.” He added: “It is
not like Chile under Pinochet with democrats fighting a dictatorial regime.
We are confronted with a fanatical and violent opposition fighting against
a regime which . . . has recourse itself to violence and the power of the
state, so we have to be careful.”109 A commission advising Jospin on hu-
man rights advised that the Algerian conflict be placed on the agenda of
the United Nations. According to Foreign Minister Védrine, France was
ready to take an active role in resolving the fitna: “All organizations, all
countries that are deeply stirred by what is happening [in Algeria] cannot
but express their availability to all sides—if they so wish and if they so
ask.” He carefully mentioned that this willingness was founded “not on a
desire to interfere, but on humanity, friendship, and solidarity.”110 The
aged though still active Ahmed Ben Bella commended “a moral interven-
tion,” but he contended that international political activism would be
regarded by the vast majority of Algerians as interference. The only way to
establish a political solution would be a negotiation between Islamists and
the military.111

International Pressures and Pleas

From August 1997 to early 1998, Algeria suffered sustained slaughter.
Unremittingly vicious attacks, from the burning of homes, incinerating
those inside, to ritualistic mutilations featuring disembowelment, charac-
terized the savagery. Algeria became a North African “killing fields.” The
perpetrators, however, could not be identified as a recognized party like
Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge, but were a variety of roiling, retributive
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groups—Islamists, secularists, local militias, “gangsters”—sharing only a
taste for terror. The AIS attempted to distance itself from the bloodshed
and, after calling for a truce in September, adopted a unilateral cease-fire
on 1 October. Besides the inherent dangers of the fitna, national and inter-
national reporters faced stringent press censorship which prohibited inde-
pendent reporting. Nevertheless, news still surfaced of such grisly events
as the murder of eleven women teachers on 29 September. Algeria entered
a Camusian nightmare matching nihilism with gangsterism and apostasy
with absurdity.

There were increasing calls for international intervention. Amnesty In-
ternational called for “independent investigations” and castigated the
Algerian authorities for the human rights abuses of “security forces and
state-armed militias . . . responsible for killings and abductions of indi-
viduals and groups of civilians which have been blamed by the authorities
on ‘terrorists.’”112 On 10 November 1997 French humanitarian organiza-
tions, trade unions, and celebrities including Gérard Depardieu, Isabelle
Adjani, Isabelle Huppert, Charles Aznavour, and Algeria’s Khaled, the
king of rai music, staged a “day of solidarity” with Algeria. The Algerian
government “deplored” the tacit official approval of this demonstra-
tion.113 In an interview with the French weekly Evènement du Jeudi,
Jacques Attali, former president of the European Bank for Reconstruction
and Development, suggested “the creation of international brigades” and
added that “there would have to be another Algerian government. The
current one is corrupt and bureaucratic.”114

Nevertheless, the Socialist government signaled support of President
Zeroual in early December. Foreign Minister Védrine stated: “Questions
raised two or three years ago about the lifetime of the Algerian regime no
longer apply today.” He looked on the June parliamentary elections as
indicative of Algerian support of a gradual political pluralism, “a fragile,
complicated process.” He urged that “Algerian authorities . . . complete
this institutional process with a process of true democratization, by way of
reform” and said that “one of the dimensions of our policy is to support
and to encourage every day the solidarity of French society with Algerian
society.”115 At the end of month Claude Cheysson, a strong supporter of
Algeria’s secular political culture, completed a visit there. He acknowl-
edged that “religious fanaticism cannot be eradicated” and recognized,
too, that “there is also pure and simple banditry in which, it is probably
true, elements of the government take part.” Cheysson judged that “there
is poor coordination [among] the military police, the police, and the army.
There is a certain disorder.”116
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Recurrent bloody rampages in villages, reminiscent of the FLN’s terror-
ist tactics at Philippeville in 1955, ravaged Algeria in late 1997 and early
1998. It was estimated that during the first week of Ramadan, beginning
30 December 1997, a thousand people died.117 These massacres impelled
the French Foreign Ministry to issue an unprecedentedly provocative at-
tack on the Algerian government: “French authorities condemn in the
firmest fashion these terrorist crimes that can have no justification, espe-
cially not on religious grounds. . . . They issue a reminder of the Algerian
population’s right to be protected. The duty of any government is to en-
able its citizens to live in peace and security.” It also urged that the Alge-
rian government pursue an “authentic democratization,” a thinly veiled
rebuke of Algeria’s recent institution-making. The statement also sup-
ported German foreign minister Klaus Kinkel’s suggestion on 4 January
that the European Union investigate the surging slaughter by dispatching
a delegation to Algeria.

The fuming Algerian Foreign Ministry sternly retorted: “The French
authorities have no right to remind the Algerian Government of its duties,
and it is out of place that they suggest solutions while Algeria is carrying
out is own approach to end the crisis.” It declaimed that the French posi-
tion “could only come from a lack of understanding or a deliberate will-
fulness to manipulate the facts” and “is unacceptable in every aspect.”118

Mohamed Ghoualmi, the offended Algerian ambassador to France, com-
plained: “Instead of showing clear solidarity with Algeria . . . pressure is
brought to bear exclusively on the state as if it were responsible for this
situation.” He cited the imputed indignity as “at the least unacceptable,
that a sovereign state finds itself being summoned by another state to
exercise its constitutional responsibilities to its own people.”119

In an effort to cool the tempers across the Mediterranean, President
Chirac affirmed France’s “solidarity” with Algeria and called for “help
and cooperation” with the troubled country.120 Defense Minister Alain
Richard deflected the growing clamor for international peacekeepers:
“The view of the French government is that there are authorities in place
in Algeria who, moreover, have made an effort toward some form of de-
mocracy.” He added that France “does not see a reason to internationalize
the conflict.”121 Foreign Minister Védrine acknowledged that “we do not
have totally exact information,” but said before a closed-door meeting of
the French National Assembly that “no reliable source implicates the Al-
gerian authorities.”122 Algeria’s democracy was scripted, flawed, and con-
ditioned, but it was a semblance of democracy, and that had to be appre-
ciated. The formerly outspoken Jospin seemed resigned to the reality of
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the “redemocratization” of the Algerian government and its new institu-
tions. Jospin’s policy and that of his government became Pasqua-like,
emphasizing the positive in Algeria rather than the negative. President
Chirac, though in general agreement, still displayed shades of ambiguity
like others on the right toward the Algerian situation.123

Nevertheless, former prime minister Abdelhamid Brahimi believed that
France was deeply involved. According to Brahimi, it supported the can-
cellation of the 1992 elections and provided “advanced weapons” to the
Pouvoir. Brahimi viewed three generals, Mohamed Lamari, chief of staff,
Mohamed Mediene, head of military security, and Smain Lamari, head of
special services, as having particularly strong affiliations with France if
not memberships in the hizb faransa: “Today there is the Algerian people
on the one hand and a French party—the three generals—on the other,
representing a totalitarian and corrupt regime.” He claimed that France
held the “key to the crisis in its hand if it decided to pull out and to no
longer keep Algeria as its exclusive hunting ground.” He noted the histori-
cal recurrence: “Most Algerians consider the current conflict a continua-
tion of the War [of 1954–62], nourished by the spirit of revenge.”124

French Intellectuals and the Fitna

The Algerian War of Independence galvanized the engagement of Jean-
Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Francis Jeanson, François Mauriac. A
generation later, the fitna numbed and muted their successors. Though
many French intellectuals identified Islamism with obscurantism, they
also assailed the oligarchic Pouvoir, which they deemed authoritarian and
undemocratic. Their ambivalence reflected that of their government.

Foreign Minister Védrine, the architect of a more activist Algeria
policy, decided to involve the intellectuals directly. He expedited a trip to
Algeria by the influential (and Algeria-born) Bernard-Henri Lévy. Lévy
subsequently wrote his impressions in an article in Le Monde which did
not support the idea that the regime’s military security arm was complicit
in the terrible massacres. He found that contention neither warranted nor
credible. As for Algeria’s democratization, Lévy concluded that it would
occur only when peasants were worth as much as petroleum.125 André
Glucksmann embarked on a similar trip. He praised Algeria’s free press,
blamed Islamists for the assaults, and berated the armed forces for not
protecting the people.126 In February 1998 the chairman of the Foreign
Relations Committee of the National Assembly, Jack Lang, who had been
minister of culture in the Mitterrand years, visited Algeria, received “good
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impressions” of the country, and concluded Algeria was becoming more
democratic and pluralist.127

Taking a different view, François Gèze and Pierre Vidal-Naquet called
on the Jospin government to support an international investigative group
to provide objective truth about violations of human rights. They also
called for scrutiny of French financial and commercial cooperation, given
its “essential role in maintaining the dictators of Algeria in power.”128

Lévy in turn warned of the dangers of stereotyping the military as un-
democratic, corrupt, and torturers. Though he recognized that some fit
those descriptions, he knew others who were democratic and insisted on
the rule of the law. To Lévy, the only option was “democracy” rather than
“the policy of hate” because “there is no other choice in the struggle
against the Khmers verts.”129 Even so, a month later Lévy recognized that
Algeria “is far from being a democratic state.”130

International Investigations

Meanwhile, the Algerian government grudgingly acceded to the wishes of
the international community for investigative inspections. It allowed the
European Union to dispatch a low-level team known as the “troika” to
visit the country on 19–20 January.131 Their investigation, which was
more of an orientation, had symbolic rather than substantive value—an
indication of the EU’s concern. The Europeans were careful not to ques-
tion the legitimacy of the Algerian government or suggest an intervention.
Foreign Minister Védrine acknowledged that there was “no reason to
doubt” the official Algerian position and that he had not received “evi-
dence” to think otherwise.132

From 22 July to 4 August 1998, a United Nations group led by
Portugual’s former president Mário Soares assessed the situation in Alge-
ria. Though authorities restricted their freedom of movement in this “mis-
sion of information,” the Soares team could recognize that government
forces had committed human rights violations including torture, while
still concluding that Islamists were most responsible for the killings in the
country. Their report, published on 16 September, called for “political
openness” and “a change of mentality in the judiciary, the institutions
responsible for upholding human rights, in the police and the army; and in
the Algerian body politic as a whole.”133 Amnesty International was unim-
pressed with the UN assessment and referred to its report as a “white-
wash.”134

The French National Assembly’s Foreign Affairs Committee also sent a
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delegation to Algeria, on 21–23 July. The French delegation was not an
investigative team but rather was interested in evaluating the bilateral
relationship. Its report appeared on 21 October and reiterated the “ex-
treme complexity” of the situation. It also detailed how Algeria had ig-
nored France’s political and economic “gestures.” For example, instead of
buying from the European Airbus consortium, Algeria chose America’s
Boeing to supply new planes for Air Algérie. Furthermore, though French
businessmen had traveled to Algeria to make or extend contacts and con-
tracts, Algerian counterparts did not follow up with return visits and
shunned French suppliers for American ones. In order to improve France’s
position, the report urged that four “major dossiers” be addressed: (1)
resumption of Air France flights to Algeria, (2) reclassification by
COFACE to lower Algeria’s risk and thereby improve the OECD’s invest-
ment perspective, (3) ratification of the February 1993 reciprocal invest-
ments accord, and (4) France’s assistance in negotiations with the Euro-
pean Union concerning Algeria’s associateship (something already
achieved by Morocco and Tunisia).135 Those dossiers all were bound up
with Algerian sensitivity to the symbolic significance of the bilateral eco-
nomic relationship.

The Symbolic Death of Lounès Matoub

On 25 June 1998 Lounès Matoub, the Lion of Kabylia and one of
Algeria’s greatest musicians, was shot dead near Tizi-Ouzou. In many
ways he incarnated an ideal of postcolonial Algeria. He was a fervent
advocate of democracy, toleration, and pluralism; he also championed
Kabyle rights and Tamazight. One of his most famous songs was “The
Mute Algerian,” alluding to those silenced by the Boumedienne regime,
but the outspoken Matoub was hardly that. His music assaulted official
corruption and oppression. During the October 1988 riots he was shot
while urging a return to calm. Lounès had been kidnapped and held by the
GIA from 25 September to 10 October 1994, which created an uproar in
Kabylia, but after being condemned to death he was released. Lounès
continued his protest music, assailing both Islamists and the Pouvoir. His
death brought messages of grief from France, even a statement from Presi-
dent Chirac who felt “consternation with a great sadness.” Jospin ad-
mired Matoub’s “convictions” and termed his death “a victory for barbar-
ity.”136 Kabyles were quick to blame the government.

Matoub wanted his latest compact disk to be released on 5 July, the
date not only of Algerian independence but also of the implementation of
the general Arabization law passed in 1990. This had been postponed by
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President Boudiaf and later by Prime Minister Abdesselam owing to the
pressing domestic situation. In December 1996, however, the National
Transition Council mandated its implementation. The Algerian govern-
ment then decided to accelerate the process, much to the chagrin of the
Berbers, insisting that Arabic be institutionalized in July 1998. El-Watan
regarded the whole idea as anachronistic and a grave affront to the
Berbers. It was reminiscent of the FLN era of a single party and of “single
thought.” It was to be hoped, the paper suggested, that the events in res-
tive Kabylia in the early 1980s and the October riots had proved that
forced Arabization had to be abandoned.137

President Zeroual Decides to Leave Office

On 11 September, President Zeroual announced that he would be leaving
office before the end of his term. Le Monde commented that Zeroual’s
leaving office was a setback for pluralism and democracy and seemed to
indicate that the eradicator faction had become dominant in the
Pouvoir.138 The retirement surprised Algerian political circles, but soon
parties and “clans” began advancing familiar names as candidates for the
April 1999 elections: Mokdad Sifi, Abdelaziz Bouteflika, Mohamed
Sahnoun, Mahfoud Nahnah, Mouloud Hamrouche, Hocine Ait Ahmed,
Sid Ahmed Ghozali, Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi. On 15 April, six presidential
candidates charged massive fraud and withdrew from the election, leaving
Bouteflika, the perceived candidate of the Pouvoir, as the only choice for
president.139 Bouteflika had proclaimed his intention to bring Algeria back
to the “glory years” of the Boumedienne period. The presidential election
was a blow to redemocratization and underscored the elliptical nature of
Algeria’s postcolonial history.

French-Algerian Economic Relations during the Fitna

For the most part, France and Algeria managed to isolate their political
differences from their economic relations during the fitna. France re-
mained Algeria’s most important commercial partner, its share of Algeria’s
imports in 1994 ranking first at 27.4 percent, and its purchase of exports
second at 15.4 percent. That year, France’s export credit insurer,
COFACE, covered contracts of FF 30 billion.140 In 1996 France domi-
nated Algeria’s imports with almost 32 percent of the market; it received,
however, only 13 percent of Algeria’s exports. France’s strong position,
especially in the export of agricultural and pharmaceutical commodities,
was enhanced by French commercial credits. France benefited from this
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arrangement. According to the French-Algerian Chamber of Commerce,
about a thousand of the 9,500 exporting firms were almost solely depen-
dent on the Algerian market.141

Algeria wanted to expand France’s commercial relationship. Foreign
Minister Attaf complained, in an interview with the Algerian daily El
Khabar, that his country “cannot be satisfied with being a market for
France in the absence of investment and partnership.” Exchanges, he ob-
served, “are limited to the commercial sphere,” while France “is absent
from anything resembling investment, partnership, and the reconstruction
of our industrial fabric.” This “troubled” the relationship.142

An often-raised point was that the trade deficit with France approxi-
mated the annual amount of commercial credits accorded to Algeria.143

Nevertheless, French intervention in multilateral financial circles, even if
self-serving given the size of its own loans, prevented Algeria’s economy
from suffering a meltdown and assisted in a slow but now more certain
recovery. Since 1995 the growth of gross domestic product had increased
by 3.5 percent, to about 5.5 percent in 1997. Concurrently inflation
dropped from 32.2 percent in 1995 to approximately 23.5 percent in
1997, with 5.2 percent expected for 1998.144 The considerable debt rose
above $30 billion, but rescheduling, and an expanding hydrocarbons sec-
tor benefiting from the rise in petroleum prices in the mid-1990s, meant
the country had money available and was no longer so dependent on
France or the IMF.145

Algeria’s economic expansion attracted greater French attention. Jean
Audibert, ambassador from 1988 to 1992, led a delegation for “social
solidarity” which included business leaders in December 1997. Foreign
Minister Védrine’s appeal for French businesses to “return to Algeria,”
was taken up in a highly publicized three-day visit by members of the
patronat in March 1998. According to a spokesman for this group: “One
of the purposes of this visit is to consolidate our role as Algeria’s main
partner . . . not just as a supplier but as an investment partner.” He added:
“We have confidence in the stability of this economy and in its develop-
ment.” The business leaders met with several Algerian ministers.146 In
May, Ingerop, part of the Suez Lyonnaise des Eaux, was awarded a con-
tract for the construction of gas compression installations at Hassi
Messaoud.147 Another French business delegation arrived in November
1998. France’s government and its businesses were worried about the
United States’ growing presence in the hydrocarbons sector. Indeed, Alge-
ria not only could play its “America card” but had other clients who could
serve as “trumps” neutralizing France’s implicit economic interests, ambi-
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tions, and particularly pretensions. Economic liberalization threatened
the postcolonial notion of Algeria as a private French reserve.

The establishment of “exclusion zones” in 1995 insulated the hydro-
carbons sector from the fitna and secured international confidence.148 The
sector’s infrastructure, its oil and gas trunklines, were buried, protected
from sabotage. In the 1990s the sector, catalyzed by liberalization legisla-
tion in 1986 and 1991, experienced great expansion. The volume of natu-
ral gas in the Transmed trunkline running from Algeria through Tunisia
across the Mediterranean to Italy (and now Slovenia) was enhanced with
more pipelines and compressors. The Gazoduc Maghreb-Europe (GME),
begun in 1994, delivered its first gas to Spain in November 1996. The
GME has a capacity of eight billion cubic meters, and with the added push
of compression stations could easily be doubled, possibly reaching twenty
billion. The trunkline is slated to link with France and possibly Germany.
Algeria will continue to be the EU’s largest supplier of natural gas well into
the twenty-first century.149

France became a less sought-after partner than Anglo-American com-
panies. The American Anadarko corporation has enjoyed repeated oil
strikes in the Sahara. According to a spokesman for Anadarko: “We’re
increasing our investments and we’re committed for the long term.” He
added: “We think Algeria makes sense for us.”150 Other American compa-
nies were also prominently involved in the sector’s development. Bechtel
played a leading role in the construction of the GME. In 1994 Atlantic
Richfield (ARCO) signed a $1.3 billion production-sharing contract. And
on 23 December 1995 British Petroleum (BP) entered a coveted partner-
ship with SONATRACH to develop known gas fields south of In Salah.
The commitment to spend $3.5 billion in Algeria, covering all stages from
exploration to production to marketing, represented one of BP’s greatest
ventures. It was an important signal of faith in the Zeroual government,

Table 9.1. French Trade with Algeria, 1995–1997 (in millions of French francs)

1995 1996 1997

French exports 14,238 13,123 13,357
French imports 7,539 9,439 12,642
Balance 6,699 3,684 715

Note: For the first half of 1998, exports to Algeria of FF 7,139 million and imports of FF
4,874 million were reported by MEED, 23 October 1998.
Source: Direction des Relations Economiques Extérieres, statistics bureau, Customs office,
Paris.
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and stimulated new investments. With five thousand foreign hydrocar-
bons technicians in Algeria at this time, Nordine Ait Laoussine affirmed:
“I think it is a clear expression of faith in the future development of the
country by foreign oil companies in Algeria’s biggest business, which is oil
and gas.”151

Though France was still Algeria’s greatest single natural gas purchaser,
one French official commented: “When the BP contract . . . was signed we
felt we were being left with crumbs.”152 On 30 January 1996, Total (CFP)
did sign a $950 million agreement with Spain’s Repsol and SONATRACH
to develop and produce natural gas reserves in the Tin Fouye Tabenkort in
southeast Algeria.153 But in August 1996, continued delays in GDF’s
planned renovation of the liquefaction facilities at Skikda forced SONA-
TRACH to open bids for a new contractor. The American company M. W.
Kellogg was conspicuously asked to bid for the work.154 When Kellogg
received the contract, GDF warned Algeria that it should review long-term
contracts, as GDF had other producers available. SONATRACH tersely
replied that it had other buyers.155 Though the expanding “Anglo” domi-
nation of the sector has irritated the French, France’s governments have
realistically perceived, too, that a widely publicized major economic ini-
tiative or investment could endanger its nationals in Algeria and even its
citizens at home.156

Algeria’s expansion and enterprise have served as a metaphor for the
changing global and regional realities in hydrocarbons. SONATRACH
has undergone important structural changes to meet the demands of new
clients both downstream and upstream.157 Algeria has achieved its cher-
ished diversification in the sector—ironically by liberal rather than social-
ist measures, and at a political cost: its relinquishing of absolute control
over its natural resources. The hydrocarbons sector, now so isolated from
the violence, has become internationalized. There are forty-four oil and
gas companies operating in the country. Approximately 3.3 billion barrels
of recoverable reserves have been discovered. About 10 percent of
Algeria’s petroleum production of 850,000 barrels per day is pumped by
international firms.158

France’s national hydrocarbon enterprises, especially in natural gas,
have been unprepared or reluctant to adapt to the new global and regional
conditions. Without a substantial reorganization of these enterprises,
France will certainly not be able to keep up with international competitors
in Algeria. It will lose its advantages of geographical proximity and lan-
guage. The European Union’s deregulation schedule has already affected
GDF’s protected and anachronistic monopoly status. GDF in particular
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needs its role redefined (which will involve a major political decision and
substantial risk, given the power of French unions) and expanded down-
stream. Unlike other enterprises, GDF does not produce its own sup-
plies.159 The fields south of In Salah, now under BP control, would have
been ideal for Total (CFP) and GDF to exploit mutually with SONA-
TRACH. Elf Aquitaine has purposely stayed away from the Algerian
fields, in part because of bitter memories of the 1971 nationalizations, and
pursued profitable expansion elsewhere—the North Sea, West Africa,
most recently Libya. Total has been particularly active in the Middle East,
with controversial agreements with Iran and Iraq.160

France still wants to play an active role in Algeria for “sentimental” as
well as profitable reasons. Indeed, Algeria also wants France as a partner,
but on its terms. Their bilateral economic engagement remains qualified,
however, by political conditions and historical memory.

Ending the Fitna

If the fitna genuinely illustrates an elliptical history, it would be only ap-
propriate to anticipate the restaging of an event that occurred in August
1962. The brief fratricide that erupted between the ALN’s internal and
external groups, tainting the end of the Algerian Revolution, was ended by
a mass protest in Algiers organized by the UGTA with demonstrators
chanting “saba�a sinine, barakat,” or “seven years, enough of this.” There
is a pressing need for a similar swell of popular protest today. Perhaps the
country has arrived at this point. Algerians are numbed and exhausted by
the violence and its terrible toll. Amnesty International estimated that the
fitna had claimed eighty thousand lives by the end of 1997, then qualified
this statistic by reporting that “according to other sources, including Alge-
rian political parties, health workers and journalists, the number of vic-
tims is considerably higher.”161

Andrew J. Pierre and William B. Quandt outlined a plan to bring an end
to the civil war. Since France was limited by its historical intimacy (though
arguably not to the degree the two analysts contend), their plan featured
a coordination of foreign financial assistance, to be linked with democra-
tization and proctoring of elections by international observers. Yet Pierre
and Quandt understood that “none of this will lead anywhere unless the
vast majority of Algerians . . . are willing to raise their voices in support of
a political solution.” They argued: “An end to the Algerian civil war will
happen sooner if those who support dialogue feel encouraged by the inter-
national community.”162
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Archbishop Teissier poignantly concluded that “as long as one does not
hear those who cry” there will be no resolution of the fitna.163 With the
expectation of continuing redemocratization, despite the collapse of the
April 1999 presidential election process, perhaps Algeria will be able “to
get at the root of the problem,” perceived by Robert Mortimer as “the
need to forge a pact that would guarantee civil liberties while allowing the
expression of the full range of views present in Algerian civil society.”164

Yahia Zoubir has expressed hope that “the completion of the ‘demo-
cratisation from above’ may break the status quo and allow democratic
forces to emerge. Authoritarian rulers often dig their own political graves.
They open breaches in the political system, which, if exploited astutely by
democratic forces, could lead to genuine democratisation.”165

Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi, before withdrawing from the 1999 presidential
election, said that Algeria had an opportunity once again to play an exem-
plary role: “Now after this trial of blood, with the winds of democracy
blowing, we have a chance to achieve that. If we succeed, we will create a
model for the rest of the Arab and Muslim world.”166 Taleb Ibrahimi’s
externalization of Algerian politics is typical of his generation. What has
to happen is an internalization as well as institutionalization of the pro-
cess. Claude Cheysson recognized this several years ago in an interview,
when he saw elections as contributing toward the existential project of
“fashioning an identity.”167 Yet the April 1999 setback proved how prob-
lematic Algeria’s democratization remains.

Another enduring requirement of democratization was perceived by
Salima Ghezali of La Tribune: “The day transparency prevails in the man-
agement of the economic questions, that will mean we are on the path to
democracy.”168 This necessary step is a dangerous one, witness President
Boudiaf’s assassination, since it would threaten exposure of political and
economic corruption. This embarrassment could also spill over into the
French-Algerian relationship.

Le Monde asked in 1995: “Can France have an Algeria policy?” The
debate considered whether France could morally insist on linking eco-
nomic assistance to democratization, given its own bitter colonial history
in Algeria.169 France’s ambivalence was burdened by its unresolved histori-
cal relationship with Algeria and, as chapter 10 will explore, by its lack of
historicity. Policy inevitably drifted into inertia and immobilism. France
waited to react rather than risk pressuring the Pouvoir toward democrati-
zation by tying aid to political progress complemented by an array of civil
rights and freedoms. For all its fury, the fitna offered France an opportu-
nity. A consistent French appeal for human rights and democracy, while
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honestly recognizing its past abuses in Algeria, would have contributed to
purging its own colonial guilt and sublimating its traumatic decoloni-
zation of Algeria. France’s fear of upsetting Algerian governments made it,
too, captive of the fitna. This has been a very difficult period, as France
questioned whether it was still a dynamic, influential power charged by
timeless essentialist values, or a nation slipping into irrelevant and “deca-
dent” decline.

Algeria’s grievous suffering in the self-inflicted fitna has demonstrated
repeatedly that the country needs to design and define a nation. History
has shown that Algeria does not have one voice but many voices—and all
need to be heard, including those that are francophone, through institu-
tions that protect their rights. Any political resolution must take into ac-
count all parties ranging from the hizb faransa to extreme political
Islamism. It also entails the withdrawal of the army from political affairs.
Above all, Algeria cannot reject its own historical existence, an existence
distinguished by a variety of cultural legacies. Rejection is no solution;
resolution must accommodate historical and social realities. Once this is
done, the existential praxis will resume and, in a free environment, finally
restore state and self.

These two chapters have chronicled the bilateral conflict, cooperation,
and complexity provoked by the fitna. They have attempted to provide an
analysis despite the layers of dissimulation found in French and Algerian
policies. What is certain is that the fitna demonstrated the paradoxes and
the profundities of the relationship. It revealed that the bilateral history is
an opaque, as well as an elliptical, reality—a relationship of mirrors and
mirages, reflections and refractions, not merely surface representations
but deeper ones, inscribed on epistemological, ontological levels.
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10

Mirrors and Mirages, 1958–1998

Reflections, Refractions, and Representations

A nation can have its being only at the price of being forever in search
of itself, forever transforming itself in the direction of its logical devel-
opment, always measuring itself against others and identifying itself
with the best, the most essential part of its being.
Fernand Braudel, The Identity of France

Group feeling produces the ability to defend oneself, to offer opposi-
tion, to protect oneself, and to press one’s claims. Whoever loses [his
group feeling] is too weak to do any of these things.
Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddimah

The history of the modern French-Algerian relationship is like a kaleido-
scope, diffusing a wide spectrum of reflections, refractions, and represen-
tations. Appearance does not always equate with actuality; it is a relation-
ship of mirrors and mirages which often deflect, distort, and disperse the
reception and perception, the imagination and knowledge of the other. Yet
this is what distinguishes this multifaceted relationship, its uniqueness, its
singular perplexity and prominence among the world’s most significant
postcolonial relationships.

This chapter reviews the relationship through a variety of condensing,
analytical optics. The lenses remain the essentialist/existentialist ordering
frameworks that have provided this study with an interpretive depth of
field rather than a reductive fixed aperture. During these years France’s
essentialist perspective and Algeria’s existentialist praxis inevitably trans-
formed or “refocused” to adapt to changing, even chimerical, historical
conditions. The ongoing fitna has represented one of those “refocusings,”
compounded by all the variables and verities of the post–Cold War world.
The relationship has now entered a period of new challenges necessitating
a deeper and wider understanding of its past and present in order to tran-
scend them and envision a promising future.
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Bilateral Reflections and Refractions

This book’s historical narrative has surveyed the paradoxes of the post-
colonial relationship: confrontation yet cooperation, independence with
dependence. While it can be argued that the relationship was adversarial
and asymmetrical, a seemingly chronic conflict between contradictory
identities and complex interests, there was a correlative “mirroring” in the
relationship, a reflective-refractive measuring of one country’s actions and
ambitions vis-à-vis the other. This isomorphism, a mutual surveillance and
narcissism, inherently characterized the paradoxical relationship and in-
evitably caused the two countries alternately to attract and repel each
other. The way one country received and perceived the other transformed
not only the relationship itself but concomitant bodies of knowledge, tech-
niques of power and influence, and, crucially important, imagined identi-
ties. The intricate bilateral network of political, economic, social, cultural,
epistemological, and even ontological relations were intrinsically reflexive
dispositions.

France’s Algerian Mirror

Thierry Fabre wrote that “Algeria is a pitiless prism [diffusing] France’s
failures, a reflector of its masks, and an unforgiving mirror of its miscon-
duct.”1 Charles de Gaulle and, to a lesser degree, François Mitterrand
attempted to replace that tainted reflective relationship with a new one
radiating a polished and penitent France, the coopérateur rather than the
colonialist, wedded not only to postcolonial realities but also to its
changeless essentialist principles of grandeur and independence. Yet post-
colonial France’s vision, stubbornly atavistic, continued to “see an Algeria
in its image.”2

During the colonial period Algeria mirrored France’s power and poten-
tial. Therefore, the loss of Algeria by decolonization was viewed as a re-
flection of decline and decadence. De Gaulle’s masterful reformulation of
grandeur and independence in the postcolonial period eased French anxi-
ety. This necessitated a reimagination of Algeria which was begun with the
Evian Accords. De Gaulle’s generous and humanitarian cooperation, even
if encrypted in enduring colonial atavisms, permitted France’s passage
through that strategic Algerian “doorway” to influence the Third World
and reconcile the Arab one. Cooperation with Algeria also allowed France
to amplify its strength by testing its force de frappe nuclear deterrent, the
symbol of a world power. The innovative Algiers Accords of 1965 acted as
a matrix for hydrocarbons contracts with Iraq and Iran and asserted
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French independence from the hegemonic Anglo-American Cartel. Funda-
mental historical realities had changed, but the French-Algerian relation-
ship, even if recodified, remained what Gaulle described as “organic.”

Mitterrand, though ideologically antithetical to de Gaulle, also viewed
the relationship as an opportunity to initiate a historic change, a rework-
ing of discourse and practice. His government’s proposal for “codevelop-
ment” showcased France’s progressive sensitivities toward the Third
World by coordinating cooperation with an individual country’s specific
needs. The natural gas accord of 1982, the paramount example of co-
development, resembled the Algiers Accords in strategic significance and
served to reassure the developing nations that France had decisively re-
nounced neocolonialism and desired to engage in real partnership.

For de Gaulle and Mitterrand the Algerian mirror acted as a prism too,
no longer a “pitiless” one displaying a spectrum of colonial abuse but a
refashioned lens projecting a positive French influence worldwide. During
the 1970s, between the presidencies of de Gaulle and Mitterrand, the mir-
rored relationship became more refractive under presidents Georges Pom-
pidou and Valéry Giscard d’Estaing who attempted to distance themselves
from Algeria in order to achieve the unachievable, a bilateral “normaliza-
tion.”

Pompidou gauged that France’s image in the world no longer needed to
be reflected by the Algerian relationship. France had shown itself to be
repentant and reconciliatory, and was now regenerated in a postcolonial
context. Pompidou’s distancing from Algeria, caused by the politically
painful 1971 hydrocarbons nationalizations, focused a new perspective
for cooperation, but hardly a “normalized” relationship. Algeria re-
mained uniquely important to France because of the emigrant labor com-
munity and the availability of proximate petroleum and natural gas.
Further, the international prestige Algeria gained from the 1971 nationali-
zation lent it growing influence in a variety of forums such as the United
Nations in 1974; this appealed to the ex-métropole. France and Algeria
also shared political and military interests in the Mediterranean region.
Above all, Algeria was determined to rekindle a warmer relationship with
the ex-métropole. The continuation of French technical and cultural coop-
eration services and programs, at training institutes proliferating through-
out the country, underscored that deontological as well as strategic rea-
sons determined France’s engagement in Algeria, which evolved into a
bilateral relancement of relations.

Giscard particularly failed to perceive that France’s postcolonial image
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remained a reflection, no matter how oblique, of its Algerian policy. He
deflected the rising expectations of the relancement and sought a plain
(“banal”) rather than a privileged relationship with Algeria. As relations
deteriorated, and his political support on the right eroded, as a conse-
quence of the dismal Algiers Summit of 1975, the war in Western Sahara,
problems over emigrant labor, and the pricing of natural gas, the reality
again emerged that each nation needed the other. When Giscard finally
realized this, it was too late to fulfill the promise of the relancement. Ironi-
cally, during the fitna Giscard would speak of the need for France’s “spe-
cial sensitivity” regarding Algeria; perhaps this also reflected a personal
lesson learned.

The October 1988 riots cracked France’s Algerian mirror and the fitna
shattered it. Algeria’s upheaval disoriented and dislocated France’s
vaunted Third Worldist (tiersmondiste) vision, mentality, and identity.
Tiersmondisme conveniently ignored political abuses in Algeria, its ideo-
logically favored country. According to Provost, France questioned
whether Algeria had the ability to become democratic and whether liber-
alization would benefit French economic interests.3 After decades of deal-
ing with the FLN-military elite, repeating the customary practices, re-
hearsing the occasional psychodramas, reciting the obligatory discourses,
and refusing to roil Algerian postcolonial sensibilities, France had to not
only reassess the disrupted relationship but reperceive and rehistoricize it,
a process that continues today (see below). The emergence of a hostile
Islamist movement positing an alternative, antagonistic, and “authentic”
Algerian identity was inimical not only to the French colonial legacy and
postcolonial presence but also to France’s projected image of a
postcolonial Algeria. The FIS’s electoral successes left France astonished
and then finally anguished, torn between supporting a democratic process
sure to elect the defiant, dangerous Islamists and favoring the familiar but
authoritarian civilian-military elite. France’s ambivalence concerning the
1991 election and the coup of January 1992, and its immobility in the face
of the monstrously violent civil war, disclosed an inability to imagine or to
adapt to a tumultuously transforming Algeria. The fitna diffracted
Algeria’s image and its fury dispersed relations. As the GIA had warned,
Algeria’s shifting sands were whipped into a sandstorm blurring then
blinding France’s perception of Algeria not only by obfuscating the rela-
tionship but by threatening its very obliteration. Algeria’s deliberate and
closely managed “redemocratization,” with institutions vaguely resem-
bling those of France (a bicameral legislature, a strong executive), has
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received increasing support from the French government. Relations are
reconstituting; a new mirror is being pieced together. The question re-
mains how reflective or faceted it will be.

Algeria’s French Mirror

Algeria’s postcolonial existential quest to define, develop, and direct a
nation mirrored its relationship with France. Algeria’s assertion of a
postcolonial national identity was virtually configured with that of
France; of course, the configuration was often commutative. Mohammed
Harbi noted: “A coterie of Algerians, precisely those who had been the
spokespersons and directors of Algerian nationalism, is strongly marked
by French culture. This political francophone elite forged the idea of an
Algerian nation, independent of any authentic historical reference, in sym-
metry with the idea of the French nation. At the same time and logically,
it made France the exclusive source of its difficulties.”4 Said Saadi sug-
gested that the “FLN was never very far from a mirror image [l’effet
miroir]. It impressed on Algeria an image symmetrical to that of France.”5

This transnational narcissism should not be surprising. Benedict Ander-
son regarded “nationality” as a collection of “cultural artefacts” which
“become ‘modular,’ capable of being transplanted, with varying degrees
of self-consciousness, to a great variety of social terrains, to merge and be
merged with a correspondingly wide variety of political and ideological
constellations.”6 France’s cultural power was immense and its imposition
on colonial Algeria, as Frantz Fanon and Pierre Bourdieu among others
demonstrated, was more than influential, it was inculcative. It was even-
tually even perceived as the perfidious postcolonial hizb faransa.

Algeria’s focal plane aimed directly and indirectly on its French mirror.
This optic constantly filtered Algeria’s existential quest for self-identifica-
tion. Sometimes the reflected image was flattened and virtual, at other
times curved and oblique. Consider, for example, the Tripoli Program. It
forcefully proclaimed the need to continue a postcolonial decolonization
from France, particularly through the introversion of Algeria’s colonial
economy by nationalizations. Yet its “socialist option” imitated Marxist
ideas admired also by the French left. Subsequent state plans were strate-
gically similar to the Perspectives décennales and the Constantine Plan and
inspired or blueprinted by French advisers like Gérard Destanne de Bernis.
Cooperation, though theoretically a paramount example of neocolonial-
ism, also ironically served to liberate Algerians from French academic
and technical educational dependence (though not the French language).
Its economic course since 1988, a mixed but increasingly liberalized
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economy, especially in the vital hydrocarbons sector, is again reminiscent
of the French model.

The War of Independence from France and its continuing postcolonial
decolonization from the ex-métropole, as ritualized by the monopolistic
FLN, also produced, in Foucauldian terms, a “regime of truth,” a practice
of a variety of power formations/techniques, and a unifying discourse, an
“archive,” with its rhetorical “battles of oil and gas,” as well as its edifying
Industrial, Agrarian, and Cultural “Revolutions.” Algeria’s discourse and
practice, while the opposite of France’s, were still homologous, conceived
and expressed in French, even earning Algerian diplomats plaudits from
their counterparts for their “Cartesian” strategies.7 Both sides practiced,
to use Nicole Grimaud’s term, “rules of the game” including noninterfer-
ence in the other’s internal affairs (Algerian emigrant labor plans ex-
cepted) and mutual respect for the other’s independence.8 France was the
“partner of choice,” but as Grimaud pointed out, there was initially little
other choice. Great Britain and West Germany antagonized Algeria by
their relations with Rhodesia and Israel respectively, and neither super-
power had a strong interest. Geographic, strategic, and historical circum-
stances necessitated a close Algerian-French relationship. There were re-
markable periods of exemplary creative cooperation (1963–65, 1974–75,
1981–84). Reminiscent of Sartre’s thought was Boumedienne’s statement
that “France and Algeria are condemned to be on good terms and to
cooperate.”9

In addition, grandeur and independence were “transplanted” as Alge-
rian policy. Presidents Ben Bella and Boumedienne pursued a “heroic”
foreign policy equivalent to de Gaulle’s politique à tous azimuts, aiming at
championing the developing world and assisting liberation movements.
Algeria also developed its own modest policy of cooperation. Boume-
dienne’s highly centralized state was regarded as a virtual image of France.
The ideologically imposed coalescence of socialism and Jacobinism (and,
arguably, Boumedienne’s “Bonapartism”) with the incongruent claim that
it all comported with Islam, was a multiple reflection of Algeria’s French
mirror.10

Collectively, the existential creeds defining postcolonial Algeria—the
Tripoli Program, the Algiers Charter, and the National Charters of 1976
and 1986—were demystified by the transgressive October Riots 1988 and
finally denied by the fitna itself. Not only was the government destabi-
lized, but its revolutionary discourse and political legitimacy were discred-
ited and discarded, and with them an official conception of the nation.
From 1988 to 1991 a multiplicity of discourses appeared, shifting the
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existential praxis from the tightly controlled epistemological to the more
introspective ontological. What was it to be Algerian? The variety of re-
sponses to this question, now that the debilitated government allowed
freedom of expression including the will to democratize, was instructive
and inspiring.

Unlike France’s Algerian mirror, Algeria’s French mirror clouded rather
than broke. Despite the popularity of Islamism and its inherent hostility
toward France, Algerian culture remained highly affected by the ex-
métropole. During the fitna, France’s ambivalence toward Algeria could
not alter the Pouvoir’s French proclivities.11 Another bilateral mirrored
image, one that was invisible but still present, was perceived by Omar
Belhoucet, the renowned editor of El-Watan. Assessing the uproar over
the failed Zeroual-Chirac summit in October 1995, he concluded that
“this new crisis proves that relations between the two countries always
obey the same passion, the same ardor.”12 It is that emotional equivalence,
so deeply inscribed on both sides of the Mediterranean, that gives this
relationship its particular historical significance.

Representations and Decolonization

The mirroring of the relationship, the surveillant similitude of the post-
colonial gazes, the unresolved questions as a consequence of postcolonial
transformation, strongly suggest that decolonization was incomplete—a
mirage rather than a reality. Whether illusory or not, this is certain: deco-
lonization is always a bilateral rather than a unilateral historical process.
France as well as Algeria experienced postcolonial decolonization. This
has particularly involved a mediation of reception, perception, and signi-
fication.

Recent contributions in postcolonial theory have emphasized the need
to extend attention from traditional political and economic decolo-
nization studies to include social and cultural representations. French-
Algerian reflections and refractions offer an ideal opportunity to study a
variety of differentiated representations that offer more interpretive and
even convergent, stereoscoped optics such as hybridity and historicity.

Bilateral Mirages

A mirage is not only an optical illusion, it can also be a shimmering ideal.
In 1962 Algeria knew that its cherished goal of independence remained
incomplete and uncertain given the entrenched French postcolonial eco-
nomic, social, and cultural presence. This forced the FLN to continue the
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liberation struggle in the postcolonial era. But decolonization was not
only Algeria’s affair, it was also France’s. The ex-métropole had to adapt
to new postcolonial realities on deeper epistemological levels than a
simple reformulation of official political discourse and practice.

Postcolonial theory has featured an application of postmodern critical
methodology and, in particular, a rereading of Frantz Fanon.13 Thanks to
Fanon’s intimacy with the Algerian-French relationship, his writings offer
an interpretive optic, a template, for assessing bilateral decolonization.

Fanon contended that colonialism was an all-embracing system. To
graft Foucault to Fanon, it was a totalizing “discipline” dictating political,
social, and cultural relations. Fanon defined “liberation” as “the total
destruction of the colonial system, from the pre-eminence of the language
of the oppressor and ‘departmentalization,’ to the customs union that in
reality maintains the former colonized in the meshes of the culture, of the
fashion, and of the images of the colonialist.”14 On the surface, Algeria
seemed to accomplish this: it inaugurated Arabization, took over settler
property, and left the franc zone. In reality, these changes were superficial
rather than substantial.

Though its leaders spoke French fluently, the FLN judged that the post-
colonial use of the French language was politically and culturally (though
not economically) detrimental to the new polity. Fanon understood that
language was an oppressive colonial instrument and contributed signifi-
cantly to the “psychoexistential” problem in the Antilles. Language to
Fanon (and, in postmodern thought, the neo-Freudian Jacques Lacan)
often defined the subject or the reception of that subject. The definition
was fraught, however, with psychological insecurity and cultural inau-
thenticity (whence the psychoexistential impact). Nevertheless, according
to L. Adele Jinadu: “Fanon’s analysis of the uses to which Algerian nation-
alists put the French language suggests that he is not opposed to the adop-
tion of the colonizer’s language as such. His condemnation, it seems, is
directed at the manner of its imposition and particular psychopathological
behavioral responses it generated among some of the colonized.”15 The
FLN’s mastery of the language and its profound familiarity with French
culture was its greatest weapon against the colonialists and allowed it to
maintain a competitive advantage during negotiations in the postcolonial
period. In a way, the use of French as an ironic liberating instrument also
freed it from its colonial past as a symbol of oppression.

Many disagreed. Abdellah Cheriet argued forcefully that the promo-
tion of French in a bilingual educational system was ideologically unac-
ceptable since it perpetuated, if not strengthened, the Algerian bourgeoi-
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sie.16 To Islamists, who fervently favored Arabization, French correlated
with secularism. Still the French language remains pervasive in Algeria’s
culture, especially in the media and in the government. Despite the passage
and application of the most recent Arabization legislation (1996–98),
Ahmed Ben Bella recognized this reality in an interview with London’s al-
Wasat: “Our relations with France are long-standing and the Algerians
speak good French.”17 The numbers of francophones in Algeria is aston-
ishing. The Haut Conseil de la Francophonie in Paris concluded that 30
percent of the population were francophones réels and another 30 percent
occasionally spoke French. As for the educational attention given to
French, despite Arabization, Algeria ranks as the world’s second most
francophone country.18 In the mid-1990s, 1.2 million Algerian house-
holds, representing 64 percent of the viewing audience, had satellite dishes
that enabled them to receive fifteen channels, including French transmis-
sions.19 It was no wonder that the installers and technicians of these para-
bolic antennas were targeted by extremists during the fitna. Rachid
Boudjedra suggested that, though France lost its Algerian War, it reen-
gaged culturally when the first parabolics were installed in the early
1980s.20 “Why send troops to occupy a country,” Boudjedra asked,
“when one can send a satellite?”21 Paul-Marie de la Gorce speculated on
whether Algeria could ever erase the French presence, even with an Islam-
ist victory: “[The Islamists] are of course going to try to cut all cultural ties
with France and Europe, but how much can they do? Can they ban people
from speaking French, which is what most Algerians speak? Can they
remove satellite dishes hooked to practically every home? There is a
limit.”22 Lucile Provost believed that the split between French and Arabic
speakers “was often exaggerated by the French media.”23 Besides, the be-
lief that a francophone Algerian is more inclined to be pro-French is just
one more myth.

Arabization has proved to be not universally popular because of the
resistance of the Berbers (who are particularly francophone) and simply
because, as Karim Alrawi observed, “Algerians speak Arabic with the
disconcerting correctness of a people who have learned their language
from books and not at their mothers’ laps.”24 The difference between
Maghribi Arabic, with its Berber and colloquial influences, and the more
classical Arabic of the Mashriq has already been alluded to in chapter 7. It
should be remembered that Fanon’s “pre-eminence” of a language did not
mean the elimination of French or, for that matter, the Berbers’ Tamazight.
There also arises the question of how important language is to identity. Is
language merely one expression or component of identity? Indeed, as
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Roland Barthes have noted, there are crucial
phenomenological differences between language, message, and perception
of the other, between the seen, the signified, and the invisible.25

In The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon feared that a “national bourgeoi-
sie” would undermine the revolutionary achievement by assuming the
dominant social role previously held by colonialist counterparts. During
the postcolonial period, Algerian governments attacked the “national
bourgeoisie” ideologically, but in actuality it was tolerated and even pal-
liated (with property appropriated from the colonists), since it posed the
real possibility of political and economic opposition. This class was pow-
erful enough to withstand any threats from the theoretically ambitious
Agrarian Revolution of the early 1970s. Karen Pfeiffer contended that
though this reform succeeded in “abolishing sharecropping and cancelling
debts owed by small producers to landlords,” its measures “did not eradi-
cate exploitation in its capitalist form. For wage labor has by no means
been abolished.” There was “maintenance, even encouragement, of the
private sector.” Pfeiffer concluded that “Algeria in the 1970s seems to
have completed the historic task begun by the French intruders in 1830.”26

Algeria left the franc zone, but this shifted the country from a multilat-
eral cooperation with the CFA African states (and competition for
France’s financial consideration) to a much more advantageous bilateral
commercial relationship. Algeria was France’s privileged overseas terri-
tory during the colonial period, and this continued after 1962. Through-
out the postcolonial period, despite state-planned diversification, France
retained commercial dominance in the Algerian economy. During the
1990s, as France reduced its support of its former West and Equatorial
African colonies, Algeria continued to receive preferential treatment,
though this was primarily motivated by the fitna’s exigencies and a grow-
ing Anglo penetration of the hydrocarbons sector.

Fanon appealed for “a program . . . for a government which really
wants to free the people politically and socially” and insisted that an eco-
nomic program include “a doctrine concerning the division of wealth.”
He emphasized that “there must be an idea of man and of the future of
humanity; that is to say that no demagogic formula and no collusion with
the former occupying power can take the place of a program.”27 Algerian
governments fashioned dynamic state plans with detailed programs de-
signed to stimulate domestic development, with the country’s hydrocar-
bon resources fueling “industrializing industries.” Critics called this pub-
licized strategy “largely a myth” since Algeria’s hydrocarbons exports
were still vast compared with minuscule domestic consumption. Further-
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more, the export of hydrocarbons for revenue and capital accumulation
was hardly innovative. “Socialist” planning in the second sector was con-
sidered unsatisfactory because it was merely a reorganization of projects
“inherited from the Constantine Plan.”28 Provost contended that Algeria
was in “a schizophrenic mode.” Championing the Third World interna-
tionally, it embarked on state plans and projects like the Agrarian and
Industrial Revolutions that hardly took into account social and economic
realities. Instead, a “false Algeria” was displayed, “a mirage for the [inter-
national] gallery.”29 On the other hand, Yves Lacoste wrote that it was
wrong to criticize Algeria for everything it had done. The concept of “in-
dustrializing industries” was not Stalinist but came from the “counsels of
the best specialists in Third World problems.”30 In social affairs, the large
budget allocations to education (with French cooperation) cut illiteracy
considerably and must rank as one of the great achievements of post-
colonial Algeria.

The socialist option (an “idea of man”) aimed to correct the division of
wealth; unfortunately, it engendered a detrimental new class structure.
The national bourgeoisie, which did not automatically ally itself with the
ex-métropole as Fanon anticipated, transmuted, however, into a techno-
cratic bureaucracy.31 The colonial period’s simple Manichaean dichotomy
between colonialist and colonized was replaced by a postcolonial class
system featuring a military-technocratic-bureaucratic power elite, a na-
tional bourgeoisie, a privileged proletariat, and ironically, after their suf-
fering under the French, continued deprivation and neglect of the fellahin
(peasantry). The reorientation toward agriculture in the 1980s did little to
alleviate the sector’s subordination to manufacturing. Indeed, Benjedid’s
liberalization strengthened the bourgeoisie.

Fanon justifiably feared that “collusion” with France qualified
Algeria’s independence. But cooperation also provided the means to con-
tinue postcolonial liberation. French aid policies were often ideologically
compatible and well-intentioned partnerships, as spectacularly demon-
strated by the Algiers Accords’ OCI and ASCOOP in the 1960s and the
codeveloped initiatives of the Mitterrand administration in the early
1980s. The “quiet cooperation” provided by French teachers and special-
ists in Algerian academic and technical programs was constantly present
until the fitna.

Nationalism was a particular concern to Fanon. He warned: “If nation-
alism is not made explicit, if it is not enriched and deepened by a very rapid
transformation into a consciousness of social and political needs, in other
words into humanism, it leads up a blind alley.”32 Unfortunately, after
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independence from France, an exclusive, authoritarian apparatus im-
posed its power and mythology upon the country until the 1988 riots. The
failure to create a freely expressed consensual national identity, reinforced
by mobilizing social and economic programs, tempered the potential of
independent Algeria and its completion of decolonization. The current
“redemocratization” of the country, even if flawed, might still direct the
country toward a light at the end of the “alley.” Nevertheless, until Algeria
frees itself from the fitna, which will take a veritable “transformation of
consciousness” and the creation of a new civic humanism, the country will
continue to suffer existential dislocation.

In an interpretation of Fanon, Homi Bhabha commented: “In the mo-
ment of liberatory struggle, the Algerian people destroy the continuities
and constancies of the nationalist tradition which provided a safeguard
against colonial cultural importations. They are now free to negotiate and
translate their cultural identities in a discontinuous intertextual temporal-
ity of cultural difference.”33 It was this reinterpretation of difference that
proved most problematic. It insisted on an inclusive negotiation and an
implicit toleration of difference. Algeria’s failure to achieve cultural nego-
tiation and translation, a weaving of its society into an identifiable fabric,
was a failure in the exercise of freedom, the fundamental prerequisite for
the completion of decolonization and, with it, the definition of a post-
colonial state. It created a mirage rather than a true mirror.

But how decolonized was France? De Gaulle managed with difficulty to
persuade the French that decolonization did not equate with decadence.
He prided himself on being wedded to the twentieth century and being
able to replace colonialism with cooperation, satisfying essentialist im-
peratives.34 Still, this master mythmaker (witness in his manipulation of
the image of France’s Resistance during the Second World War) could not
alter the reality or purge the memory of France’s defeat in Algeria.

Mirages more than memories still colonized the French national con-
sciousness. Algeria’s mirages may have been transient ideals, but France’s
were optical illusions. In many respects France failed to recognize the loss
of Algeria and instead invented a colonial legacy, ignoring the conse-
quences upon the colonized (as well as repatriated and displaced popula-
tions), while repeatedly reliving its Algerian War. Stora termed this afflic-
tion a “narcissistic scar.”35 It was a question of coming to terms with the
reality and ramifications of Algerian independence and of its own history;
but France has not been honest and the scar covers a festering wound.

In French popular culture, Algeria was romanticized in a kind of neo-
Orientalism. Philip Dine examined the colonial and postcolonial literary
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and cinematic “ideological myths” that colored French perception of Al-
geria and especially the Algerian War. For example, the “leopard look” of
their uniform, their “exclusivity and isolation, action and purity” repre-
sented the “basic givens of the para myth.”36 Jean Lartéguy’s Les Centuri-
ons (1960) exemplified this mythology of men representing “true France,”
a recasting of Bertrand’s ideas of a Latin North Africa (see chapter 1).
Gilles Manceron and Hassan Remaoun have surveyed an eclectic group of
French postcolonial novels on the War including notably Guy Croussy’s
Ceux du djebel (1967) and Ne pleure pas, la guerre est bonne (1975)
which addressed the War’s violence while attempting to provide realistic
and balanced narratives.37 In film, Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Battle of
Algiers, while remarkably balanced, drew French protests and was de-
layed in certification for distribution.38 It is rarely shown in France today.
Fort Saganne (1984) was another film that romanticized French military
heroism in the Sahara.

During the postcolonial period, French society seemed anesthetized to
the shared plight of the repatriated and displaced populations. The pieds-
noirs were categorized as misfits, racists, and even fascists. The harkis
were genuinely the “forgotten of France.” As for the Algerian emigrants/
immigrants (a term explained below), they were stereotyped as incorrigi-
bly criminal. The travails of these three communities were a result of
France’s inability to resolve, on social, cultural, even epistemological lev-
els, the decolonization of Algeria. These populations have often been
termed isolated and alienated. Ironically, they may be the agents able to
dissipate France’s postcolonial mirages and contribute to what would be
less a resignation or even a resolution than a transcending historical recon-
ciliation with Algeria, as well as with itself.

Ending Decolonization: Hybridity and Historicism

The powerful historical interaction between France and Algeria inevitably
catalyzed an admixture of social and intellectual representations, i.e., hy-
bridities of peoples and forms. These representations, a confluence of Al-
gerian and French cultures, may be the means toward demythologizing the
past by eliminating presumptions and preconceptions and subsequently
delivering both countries from an unresolved decolonization.

If France and Algeria are to complete decolonization, the process must
also involve an open and authentic account of their shared heritage. This
means an honest appraisal of bilateral history with its glories and its mis-
eries, and in particular its epistemologies and methodologies. A rigorous,
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determined engagement, intellectual as well as political, will finally decide
decolonization and end a controversial chapter in this complex story.

Homi Bhabha emphasized “the need to think beyond narratives of
originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those moments or pro-
cesses that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences. These
‘in-between’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of
selfhood—singular or communal—that initiate new signs of identity, and
innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation.”39 The pieds-noirs, the
harkis, and the emigrants/immigrants are strategically situated on “the
interstices—the overlap and displacement of domains of difference
[where] the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, com-
munity interest, or cultural value are negotiated.”40

They represent “in-between” hybrid communities on the cultural
crosscurrents of France and Algeria. With their inherent advantages they
have great untapped potential to help Algeria and France resolve their
decolonization and their postcolonial transformation of identities.
Though they have been marginalized socially, and even spatially in the
case of the harkis and the emigrant/immigrants, these hybrid communi-
ties, to their credit, have persisted in claiming an identity, becoming vis-
ible, with the hope that they would be recognized and integrated within
the context of French culture. But before they can serve as cultural media-
tors, they must contend with their own hybridity, acknowledge it, and
then have others recognize it. There are already encouraging signals that
positive transformations are occurring.

The pieds-noirs, always a heterogeneous community of European
peoples, have often been judged unfairly within France as a homogeneous
bloc of unregenerate right-wing colonialists. Actually the pieds-noirs have
exercised a strong degree of political independence, as when their disap-
pointment with the right over the indemnity issue in the late 1970s led
many to shift to the left. Paul Quilès, a pied-noir, was François Mitter-
rand’s successful campaign manager in 1980–81. With the rise of Le Pen’s
popularity in the 1980s, the pieds-noirs were also mistakenly seen as prac-
tically unanimously supporting the Front National.41 The French govern-
ment’s failure to resolve the indemnity issue until 1987 indicated the depth
of metropolitan resentment against the ex–colonial settlers.

During the postcolonial period, the pieds-noirs and their organizations
have exoticized their life in Algeria, especially when contrasted with their
“welcome” in France during their painful repatriation. The nostalgia has
been brought to the screen by pied-noir director Alexandre Arcady, as in
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Le Coup de Sirocco (1979). This shared alienated, dislocative history has
preserved a cultural identity, so historical memory is crucial to them. The
Association Généologique d’Afrique du Nord and the Cercle Algérianiste,
in particular, have reinforced this historicity and have promoted positive
images of the pied-noir community’s present and past. The Cercle’s color-
ful historical journal, L’Algérianiste, may be nostalgic, but it also
chronicles Algeria’s colonial years in impressive detail, with emphasis on
pied-noir cultural achievements.

When pied-noir associations rallied in Marseille in June 1997, their
activities underscored “the obligation of memory” and the need to am-
plify “the cultural identity of the pieds-noirs today,” a particularly worri-
some issue to the “exode generation.” Another concern was the symbolic
and sacred historical presence of the pied-noir legacy in Algeria, “the pres-
ervation of desecrated cemeteries.”42 But undeniably many pieds-noirs
have “knotted” memories, relentlessly rehashing de Gaulle’s treasonous “I
have understood you” and refusing to recognize Algeria’s inevitable inde-
pendence.43 Closed memories can be dangerously obsessive. A case in
point was the execution-murder in March 1993 of Jacques Roseau, co-
founder and longtime spokesman for RECOURS, by pied-noir extremists
who considered him too conciliatory.44

Pieds-noirs have spoken of the need to “exorcise” and rid themselves of
a “bad conscience.” Georges Morin, president of the Association Coup de
Soleil, an organization promoting solidarity among pieds-noirs, harkis,
and Jews, advised the expatriates: “Don’t shoulder all the sins of colonial-
ism.” He added, however: “Do not falsify history on the theme: Ah, how
good it was in French Algeria. Yes, let’s say it, the conquest was a dirty
war. And the Arabs were treated as second-class citizens.”45 Jacques
Ferrandez, a pied-noir born in Algiers in 1955, produced a remarkable
account of the French colonial presence in Algeria in the form of a
multivolume epic comic series, Carnets d’Orient (1994–95), involving
renowned historians Jules Roy and Benjamin Stora. It relates the history
through the story of a loving mixed French-Algerian couple and explores
(and supports) the legitimacy of French colonialism, but one styled on the
ideal of a hybrid French-Algerian community.46

Addressing the pieds-noirs during decolonization, de Gaulle exhorted:
“You, the French of Algeria, who for generations have done so much, if
one page has been turned by the great wind of history, well, it is up to you
to write another. Let there be a truce to vain bitterness, vain torments; take
the future as it comes, and grapple with it.”47 The approximately 1.7 mil-
lion pieds-noirs have indeed experienced bitterness and torment, but have
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“grappled” admirably with their future and have integrated very well in
French society. This has helped especially to demythologize their
colonialist image. Even with their legacy of spearheading French colonial-
ism, President Benjedid recognized that they possess particular cultural
sensibilities toward Algeria. It was not surprising that in a symbolic act of
reconciliation during his summit in Paris in 1983 he cordially invited the
pieds-noirs to visit Algeria.48 But if the pieds-noirs, like the harkis and the
emigrants/immigrants, are to contribute toward achieving decolonization,
they must cease to see themselves as suffering victims of the past, and
recognize that they are uniquely situated to negotiate and translate French
and Algerian cultures and, by doing so, conciliate a shared history.

During the mid-1990s the harkis continued their recurrent agitation
seeking recognition from the repressed and guilt-ridden French conscious-
ness. In 1994 the French government passed the Romani Law, which
aimed to give FF 110,000 to every harki family. This well-intentioned
measure was bureaucratically flawed, especially regarding the disbursal of
the money.49 But it was a victory of recognition for the “forgotten of
France.”

Harkis were still occasional victims of racial attacks and beatings, in-
cluding a terrible incident in August 1994 in which a harki youth was
thrown from a cliff.50 In November 1994 a violent police assault on harkis
in Amiens was captured on videotape and forced an apology by the pre-
fect.51 Recalling harki protests in 1974, members of the harki second gen-
eration in late 1997 began well-publicized hunger strikes throughout
France, including one at the Invalides in Paris.52 There was a correspond-
ing march in Paris by harkis on 15 November to protest the lack of recog-
nition and integration of their community, as well as the decades of unful-
filled government promises.

The new generation no longer want to be called sons and daughters of
harkis. They call themselves passerelles, “footbridges,” implying that they
are bridging from the culture of their parents.53 This refashioning of them-
selves, both a recognition and a rejection of their victimization, is a very
important step toward attaining the community’s integration within
French society and toward reconciling decolonization. They have also
melded with the beurs and have contributed to a brilliant display of cul-
tural hybridity in the arts. Mehdi Charef’s novel Le Harki de Meriem
(1989) deals with the racist killing of a brilliant harki student. Besides
playing an increasingly important role in local politics, the younger gen-
eration have tried to merge fractious harki associations into more cohesive
and effective organizations.54
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Algerian workers and their families, those longtime expatriates, are
another unresolved reminder of French colonialism in Algeria. The idea of
repatriation (despite Le Pen’s wishful rhetoric) and of reinsertion are fad-
ing dreams, given Algeria’s social, economic, and political condition since
1988. Indeed, this community is no longer emigrant but immigrant, thus
“emigrants/immigrants.” Though the second-generation beurs continue
to amplify their own culture, there is now a third generation emerging,
who generally hold dual nationality and who remain divided between
their parents’ values and those of French society. Immigrant youth, like
their counterparts in Algeria, have unemployed hittistes, “leaners on
walls.” Particularly since the fitna began, they are often stereotyped as
terrorists or juvenile delinquents. Crime is indeed a serious problem
among the community.55 It is a Dantesque demimonde in the banlieues
(outskirts) of Paris, Lyon, and Marseille where immigrants live with sus-
pended identities and lives.56 There are new and often undocumented ar-
rivals from Algeria who have managed to squeeze through the net of
French restrictions, sometimes after circuitous odysseys, even by way of
Australia. They are always under scrutiny, their legal status tenuous. One
such recent immigrant said wryly: “I have one foot here, and one over
there [in Algeria], and both of them in shit.”57

Algerian-descended immigrant youth, as well as harkis, now want to
abandon ethnic affiliations. According to Séverine Labat’s research in Al-
geria and France, these youth prefer calling themselves Muslim first.58

They also prefer a type of Islam different from their parents’, with its
“mechanical” memorization of the Qur�an. But a more relevant Islamic
ritual and reality remains to be defined.59

The French response to Islam has been predictably ambivalent. There is
resentment that Muslims have resisted a full assimilation of French univer-
salist values and the increasingly insistent republican ideal.60 On the other
hand, veteran analyst Bruno Etienne viewed Islam in France as a potential
cultural and social “bridge” mediating between the North and South. He
contended too that Islam could flourish within the context of French lib-
erty and laity.61 These ideas were shared by Areski Dahmani of France-
Plus, who stated that his organization, dedicated to integration, “sees
France as the laboratory for an experiment that can serve all Islam.”62 In
an analysis in Le Nouvel Observateur, Jean Daniel observed that France
could serve as a democratic model for Algeria and underscored how Islam
was practiced freely within “the privileged context of French laicity.”63

The French have endeavored to accommodate their Muslim commu-
nity of four to five million adherents, easily the second largest religion in
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the nation, with now eight “cathedral-mosques.” The official objective of
integrating the Muslim population distinguishes France from more reluc-
tant European neighbors like Germany, the United Kingdom, and Italy.
Milton Viorst concluded: “France’s Muslim community is probably the
first in history that has contemplated integration into a Christian soci-
ety.”64

The fitna not only exacerbated the reflexive national fear that affiliated
terrorism with Islam, it also forced France to reexamine its official rela-
tions with its Muslim community.65 When the cathedral-mosque in Lyon
was inaugurated in 1994, Charles Pasqua spoke of a “French Islam,”
implying, in Viorst’s view, that “France . . . would not tolerate Islamic
practices, religious or cultural, at odds with the character of French soci-
ety.”66 In January 1995 the Ministry of the Interior, in collaboration with
Paris’s tightly monitored and Algerian-controlled Grand Mosque, pro-
claimed a Charter of the Muslim Faith in France. Pasqua and Shaykh Dalil
Boubakeur, the Algerian-born imam of the Paris mosque, held a joint news
conference introducing the charter. The minister of the interior affirmed:
“The State recognizes French Islam. I have always wanted Islam in France
to change from being a tolerated religion to one which is accepted by
everyone, and which forms part of the French spiritual landscape.”67 The
charter described a constricted role for Islam in French society and stipu-
lated that the religion would be subject to French law (including oaths of
loyalty by imams). The blatant political nature of the document, appear-
ing as France became increasingly worried about infectious Islamism, dis-
credited it, and it has been shelved. Still, the official recognition of Islam’s
importance and potential in French society was a progressive, if politically
motivated, step.

There is growing willingness by Muslims to integrate into French soci-
ety. A surprising 78 percent of Muslims polled in 1994 would accept the
marriage of a non-Muslim with a son or brother, and an astonishing 67
percent with a daughter or sister.68 Mixed marriages, however, involve
difficult transcultural compromises ranging from religious allegiance to
the naming of children. The intrinsic risks were dramatized by the abduc-
tion of children from their French mothers by their Algerian fathers, who
returned to Algeria with them.69 On the other hand, a Frenchwoman
staged a forty-five-day hunger strike in May 1997 in order to marry an
Algerian who was in hiding after receiving expulsion orders. The fitna, the
difficulties in acquiring visas, and the 1993 revised French Code of Na-
tionality have posed myriad problems especially for young people. It is not
surprising that 75 percent of Muslims aged sixteen to twenty-five believed
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there was increasing racism in France, compared with 52 percent of those
aged fifty and over.70

A strong challenge to French racism is offered by the cultural engage-
ments and achievements of the immigrant second and third generations. In
1988 Sakinna Boukhedenna, the distinguished French-Algerian writer,
declared that beur or beurette were neocolonialist terms since they ignored
the person’s actual ethnicity, Arab or Berber.71 The words continue to be
used, though, as the immigrant/minority presence, already considerable in
the 1980s (see chapter 6), becomes ever more pervasive in French society.
Writers keep writing novels, such as the prolific Azouz Begag with Quand
on est mort, c’est pour toute la vie (1994), concerning the fitna, and the
metaphorical Les Chiens aussi (1995). Farid Boudjellal, an Algerian beur,
has emerged as a leading French cartoonist who has particularly addressed
racism and métissage, ethnic mixing.72

Films regularly present the reality of Algerian-French hybridity.73 Like
literature, beur cinema appeals for cognition and recognition of the dig-
nity of the immigrant and minority communities. The protagonists are
often alienated young misfits who struggle against French discrimination
and degradation while searching for an identity. Among the many signifi-
cant films by Algerian beur directors in the 1990s were Rachid Bou-
chareb’s Cheb (1991), Ahmed Bouchaala’s Krim (1995), and Malik
Chibane’s Hexagone (1994) and Douce France (1995), the latter about a
son of a harki. The renowned Algerian director Merzak Allouache filmed
Un amour à Paris (1988), a love affair between an Algerian Jewish woman
and a beur. Zaida Ghorab-Volta’s Souviens-toi de moi (1996) was the first
major film by a beurette, and explored the dynamics of an immigrant
family. Yamina Benguigui, born in Lille to Kabyle parents, emerged also as
an important woman director. Though beurs are still stereotyped in police
films, there is no question that their presence is now part of the French
cultural landscape. Indeed, Mattieu Kossovitz’s La Haine (1995), which
depicted the shared and tormented lives of three youths, a Jew, a beur, and
a black, was honored at the Cannes Film Festival and the French César
awards.

Minorities and especially Algerians have also appeared on television in
such series as Sixième gauche (FR 3, 1990), La Famille Ramdam, (M6,
1990–91), and Fruits et légumes (F3, 1994). La Famille Ramdam was the
creation of a beurette and a beur of Algerian descent. The images were
intentionally positive to counterbalance stereotypes. In the 1990s the
banlieue (ethnic suburb) culture was also portrayed in the television serials
(“soaps”) Seconde B and C’est cool. Smain, a popular Algerian-born co-
median, is also a favorite of French television audiences.74
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A salient example of cultural hybridity resonates throughout the world
as rai music. This fusion of Algerian and Western pop styles began in the
early 1980s and ranks as postcolonial Algeria’s greatest cultural contribu-
tion. The popularity of the music, particularly in France, has made stars
out of Cheb Khaled (the King of Rai) and Cheb Mami (the Prince of Rai).
Rai music’s criticism of both Islamism and the Pouvoir made it particu-
larly appealing to the French. (It also made Cheb Hasni a martyr; see
chapter 8). But as Chris Warne pointed out: “What was missing in this
portrayal was an awareness that the people involved were rejecting not
just monolithic Algerian or Arab identities, but also monolithic versions of
French identity, or indeed any other monocultural tradition (including the
liberal progressive one).”75 Recently “techno-house-rai” has been intro-
duced by Cheb Malik, a beur.

Kabyle music has always been popular in the immigrant community
and in France generally, as reflected in the expressions of grief on Lounès
Matoub’s death in June 1998. Other important Kabyle singers with a
devoted French-Algerian following are Malika Domrane and Samira and
Hakima Benchikh. Rappers have particularly included Kabyles such as
Kamel Houairi (K-Mel) of the group Alliance Ethnik, and Melaaz. Their
music has enjoyed crossover popularity with French youth. Besides Radio
Beur, there are also other stations that air Maghribi programs and music,
such as Radio Soleil, Radio Gazelle, Radio Galère, Radio France-
Maghreb.

The event that broadcast worldwide the hybridization of French soci-
ety occurred in July 1998. Twenty-seven minutes into the 1998 soccer
World Cup final between Brazil’s favored team and France’s, Zinedine
Zidane, France’s brilliant Kabyle-descended midfielder from Marseille’s
tough Castellane neighborhood, headed his first of two goals past the
Brazilian goalkeeper. Shortly after the win, Zidane, known by the
Frenchified pet name Zizou, brought out a book in which he wrote: “This
victory also belongs to the thousands of Algerians of my generation who
emigrated to France and who have not abandoned their own culture.” His
book was dedicated to his father who “always defended our origins.” He
said: “Our victory was the best reaction to intolerance.”76 Said one Alge-
rian woman: “When Zizou is playing, I feel more French than the
French.”77 Algerian newspapers celebrated the French victory at least as
enthusiastically as those in France. Demain de l’Algérie ran the headline
Zidane 3–Brazil 0.78 El-Watan crowned Zidane, King of France.

After the World Cup success an ebullient Charles Pasqua, now out of
office, urged the regularization of papers for illegal immigrants and said:
“One cannot forget the part that Algerians, Moroccans, Tunisians, and
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Africa took in the liberation of France.” He added: “The mondial has
shown to everyone’s eyes that integration has succeeded in ninety percent
of the country.”79 Jean-Marie Le Pen, who criticized the team for not sing-
ing the French national anthem, was compelled to admit that people of
different races and backgrounds demonstrated that they shared “the love
of the motherland [la patrie] and the will to serve it.”80 Richard Williams
of the Guardian soberly reflected: “The existence of a team like this, with
its implication that mankind has the potential to build a better society, is
moving, humbling, and finally saddening because we know the dream it
represents is no more than an illusion. Humanity cannot remake itself in
the image of a successful football team, healing its divisions and unifying
its objectives. All the more poignant, then, when such a team achieves such
a feat.”81 Zidane concluded: “When we won the cup, everybody was on
the street, white, black, brown, green. It was terrific that everybody could
come together for something good. So why not the rest of the time?”82 The
French victory was a vision of an ideal, not the reality of one.

Harlem Désir of SOS-Racisme claimed that “multicultural youth is . . .
the France of tomorrow.”83 Nevertheless, race and color remain impedi-
ments to accepting that future society infused with the cultural wealth of
hybridity. As one Algerian teenager related: “I was born in Paris, but I feel
Algerian. . . . Why? Because when the French look at me, they don’t believe
I’m French. They say, yes, but what’s your origin?”84 David A. McMurray
finds the idea of a monocultural France antihistorical: “French culture has
always been heterogeneous. The inspirational interconnections between
the French and the Andalusian, Persian, Egyptian, and Levantine worlds,
to name only a few, have always formed part of the French cultural bed-
rock.”85

The present cultural confluence in France, and in Algeria too, may be
convoluted, but it offers a variety of opportunities to understand each
other’s culture through this extraordinary hybridization.86 If France and
Algeria can negotiate and honestly recognize their internal and external
cultural differentiations, this will significantly enhance both countries’
ability to resolve lingering problems dating from political decolonization.
Decades ago the Club Jean Moulin stated that “the page of colonization
and decolonization” could not be completed until two objectives were
met, (1) the establishment of new relations with Algeria and (2) the na-
tional integration of colonial compatriots.87 As regards the latter, the page
remains unfinished. Now there is no longer a binary relationship between
an Algerian and a French culture, but a mixing of their cultures. Alain
Juppé stated: “The French-Algerian past influences our present relation-
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ship, because that past has never been resolved on either side.” He then
returned to his familiar theme: “Algeria needs to find an identity compat-
ible with the historical pluralism of its society. . . . It must provide itself
with a real plan for society which will not be impaired by anybody either
from inside or outside because it can only be the result of a dialogue
among the different political and social components of the Algerian
people.”88 Ironically, given the social transformations of his own country,
he could have referred to France as well as Algeria.

The ability of France to adapt to its own pluralism, to restrain its pa-
tronizing neocolonial reflexes and refrain from practicing a cultural ter-
rorism such as stereotyping Muslims or, worse, permitting blatant racism,
will contribute significantly toward completing decolonization. Homi
Bhabha suggests a strategy: “The challenge lies in conceiving of the time of
political action and understanding as opening up a space that can accept
and regulate the differential structure of the moment of intervention with-
out rushing to produce a unity of social antagonism or contradiction.”89

This strategic area “is the ‘inter’—the cutting edge of translation and ne-
gotiation, the in-between space—that carries the burden of the meaning of
culture. It makes it possible to begin envisaging national, anti-nationalist
histories of the ‘people.’ And by exploring this Third Space, we may elude
the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves.”90 This
spacing is similar to Derrida’s idea of différance, the area where truth can
be discerned and negotiated. This space is inherently existential, epistemo-
logical, and historical.

Historicism

“The very question of identification only emerges in-between disavowal
and designation,” writes Homi Bhabha. “It is performed in the agonistic
struggle between the epistemological, visual demand for a knowledge of
the Other and its representation in the act of articulation and enuncia-
tion.”91 This “in-betweenness” and “representation” is also historical, or,
to quote Lou Reed, the American rock and roll “proto-punk” and a favor-
ite of beur literature, “Between thought and expression lies a lifetime.”92

That “lifetime” in all its complexity, its language and its silence, is history.
Historicism has emerged as an essential epistemological and ontological
agent in the quest to complete decolonization.

Benjamin Stora points out many examples in La Gangrène et l’oubli of
how the Algerian War has respectively haunted the French and hallowed
the Algerian consciousnesses, inspiring inventive mythologies.93 Consider,
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for example, the statistics of war dead. Presidents Ben Bella and
Boumedienne created 1.5 million martyrs in the cause of Algerian inde-
pendence. Though Belkacem Krim estimated that 300,000 died during the
War, Alistair Horne and David C. Gordon calculated that wartime condi-
tions such as untreated wounded and population displacement added ca-
sualties that brought the number considerably higher.94 On the other
hand, Xavier Yacono, after a study of population growth and electoral
statistics, argued that the official Algerian figure was inflated. He con-
cluded that 140,000 to 150,000 nationalist fighters perished and another
29,674 Muslims were victims of other assaults.95 According to William H.
Lewis, 250,000 Algerians were killed and 500,000 wounded, com-
pounded by two million homeless and 300,000 refugees.96 Fraught with
myth and memory, statistics provide neither consensus nor closure.

In November 1954, then-minister of the interior François Mitterrand
reputedly said of Algeria that “the only negotiation is war.” As the re-
nowned historian Charles-André Julien pointed out, this statement was
never proved to have been uttered by Mitterrand, but it was always asso-
ciated with him.97 Another prominent example of historical obfuscation
was the concealment, until recently, of the actual dramatic and terrible
details of the night of 17 October 1961, when emigrant workers were
viciously assaulted by the police in what Jean Lacouture called a “police
pogrom.”98 The Algerian War repeatedly undermined positive post-
colonial relations with sensational reports—colonial disparus still impris-
oned in remote locations in Algeria, native human guinea pigs used in
French atomic testing. Indeed, the French called the Algerian War “the
war without a name,” and those who fought there did not receive the
status of anciens combattants, veterans, until 1974.99 In his 1992 book La
Guerre d’Algérie n’a pas eu lieu (The war of Algeria did not take place),
René Andrieu appealed for all parties to assume their responsibility for the
tragic process of decolonization.100 Lucile Provost wrote that French
policy toward Algeria was similar to that of Pontius Pilate, trying to wash
away the Algerian question.101 Perhaps Lady Macbeth would be more
appropriate, since France has had to deal with an enduring guilt. Jean-
Pierre Rioux concluded that the Algerian War was simply “incompatible”
with national identity and memory and that it was less a question of “am-
nesia” than of “ignorance,” since it has not been honestly studied.102

It took thirty years for major documentaries on Algerian decolon-
ization to appear on French television screens.103 An English-produced
film by Peter Batty, The Algerian War, was broadcast in August–September
1990. This was followed in September–October 1991 by the series Les
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Années algériennes by Benjamin Stora. In February 1992 La Guerre sans
nom by Bertrand Tavernier and Patrick Rotman examined the poignant
memories of soldiers from Grenoble. A cable program in October 1994 by
Philip Brooks and Alan Hayling dealt with the tragic Algerian emigrant
worker march of 17 October 1961. Collectively, these programs contrib-
uted toward rekindling interest and memory and toward reconciling the
past with the present.

The government has also became more historically conscious. Besides
providing remunerations to the pieds-noirs and the harkis, President
Jacques Chirac on 11 November 1996 formally dedicated a monument in
the Nineteenth Arrondissement of Paris to the civilians and military of
North Africa, 1952–1962. He paid homage to the repatriated populations
“who have contributed to the grandeur of our country, incarnating the
civilizing work of France,” but he also spoke of the three million soldiers
who served in Algeria, of whom 25,000 were lost “who had dreamed
without doubt of a society more fraternal which would rest indissolubly
linked to France, as these worried populations dreamt, menaced day and
night by terrorism.”104 This too was an important measure toward recog-
nizing their colonial sacrifice. Monuments and indemnity payments have
signaled that it is time to move on.

There is an emerging problem concerning French reception and percep-
tion of the fitna. Youcef Hadj Ali detailed in a recent book how French
analysts have stereotyped Algeria and have unfairly compared its unique
situation with that of Somalia, Lebanon, and Iran.105 He contests the idea
that Islamism was purely the product of Algeria, but also places blame on
the social restraints of French colonialism which inhibited “the emergence
of a class of entrepreneurs, of cadres, of modernist Algerian elites.”106

Mitterrand is taken to task for his tolerance toward the FIS before the
fitna, allowing them to establish a network in France, and his support of
the Sant’Egidio Platform. Hadj Ali’s portrait of Ait Ahmed, a favorite of
the French media, is iconoclastic, tainting the Kabyle’s image as a cham-
pion of democracy. He defends Algeria’s democratization, which permit-
ted thirty-nine parties to participate in the 1998 legislative elections, and
compares Algeria’s endeavors with de Gaulle’s controversial practices
during decolonization. Obviously, the fitna will also be a historicist chal-
lenge.

Algeria’s historicism toward the War of Liberation had been closely
controlled. A fixed and even coercive myth repeatedly circulated the idea
that a fully armed and engaged People, rather than individuals, were the
victorious heroes of the Revolution. History had to be “decolonized” (ac-
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tually falsified), and this was a complementary objective of the Cultural
Revolution (see chapter 5). It was only during President Benjedid’s admin-
istration that tentative official efforts were made to acknowledge that a
fuller history of Algeria’s liberation existed.

Benjedid attempted to reconcile personalities of the past with the ruling
establishment. He freed Ben Bella in 1980, and on the thirtieth anniver-
sary of the beginning of the War of Independence, Benjedid proclaimed a
presidential amnesty. Algeria also hosted an international commemora-
tive conference of historians. Prominent nationalists, including Belkacem
Krim and Ramdane Abane, were posthumously rehabilitated. The revised
or “enriched” National Charter’s historical section asserted the positive
roles played by the former political pariahs Messali Hadj and Ferhat
Abbas.

In 1982 Slimane Chikh, rector of the University of Algiers, coura-
geously commented: “The study of the harki phenomenon remains taboo;
it is time to lift the veil . . . and calmly approach the problem.”107 President
Benjedid’s tone toward the harkis during his official visit in 1983 was quite
conciliatory. Discouragingly, when the French produced a commemora-
tive stamp for the harkis in 1989, the Algerian government announced
that it would not accept any mail from France bearing the new stamp. But
children of harkis have been welcomed in the country. When the media
were liberalized after the October 1988 riots, there were open discussions
of the War of Liberation on television, with the participation of Ait
Ahmed, one of the founders of the FLN.

During the fitna, however, the Pouvoir often portrayed France as an
intrusive power, intractably attached to colonialist atavisms and interven-
tions. In the wake of the presidential elections of November 1995, the
official news agency APS assailed perceived French interference in Alge-
rian affairs, explaining that “any attack against the sovereignty of their
nation can only signify for Algerians an attempt to restore an order they
have fought and defeated. . . . The colonial order has earned from the
Algerian people neither forgiveness nor forgetting.”108 Clearly the War
was viewed as a political instrument as well as a historical event.

Among the most effective Algerian advocates of historicism were not
historians but writers. In 1963 the Union des Ecrivains boldly proclaimed
in its charter that “our war was also an insurrection of the spirit. Our
victory is that of the forces of progress against obscurantism and all forms
of servitude.”109 The writers soon perceived the inauthenticity of revolu-
tionary platitudes and mythmaking and expressed this in the dilemmas of
their decolonized characters. The colonial existential trope was recodified
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to consider postcolonial realities. Kateb Yacine said in 1964: “The French
having left, we no longer have the excuse to search for our faults outside
of ourselves.”110 Ahmed Azeggagh in his Chacun son métier (1966) called
for Algerians to “stop celebrating massacres / stop celebrating names /
stop celebrating phantoms / stop celebrating dates.”111 Kateb’s Polygone
étoilé (1966) betrayed his disenchantment with Algeria’s independence, as
did Mourad Bourboune’s Le Muezzin (1968) and Mohammed Dib’s
Danse du roi (1968). Mourad, the disconsolate veteran of the War of
Independence in Mouloud Mammeri’s La Traversée (1982) serves also as
a symbol of disillusion and alienation. Tahar Djaout’s wonderfully crafted
Les Chercheurs d’os (1984) examines the changing values of Algeria, in-
cluding the lack of respect for ancestral traditions and civility, in a coming-
of-age novel about a youth searching for the skeletal remains of his older
brother. In L’Invention du désert (1987), Djaout’s plot involves a writer
who is assigned to recount the history of the Almoravids. The writer be-
gins his narrative while living in the cold climate of France and realizes
that, to understand the Almoravids, he must imagine physical and meta-
phorical deserts. In a particularly interesting section, Ibn Toumart, the
reformist spiritual leader of the rival Almohads, is imagined touring Paris
commenting critically and observing its corrupt and corrosive sensuality
and its random and racist metro graffiti.

Mohammed Dib’s Dieu en barbarie (1970) specifically considers the
French-Algerian relationship. The dedicated and idealistic coopérant
Jean-Marie Aymard views cooperation as helping Algeria in its existential
quest to find its destiny and history. This is seconded by his good friend
Kamal Waed, a young technocrat, who parrots the official state-building
discourse. The chief character is Hakim Madjar, who is married to a
Frenchwoman, Marthe Deschamps. Hakim questions the positions of
Aymard and Kamal. He views cooperation as serving primarily French
interests and sees the importation of foreign (socialist) state-building ide-
ology—and capital—as alien to Algerian customs. Using arguments remi-
niscent of those amplified by the Islamist Malek Bennabi, Hakim criticizes
Western values and culture and urges a return to spirituality. Marthe ad-
mires the Algerian personality but senses “despair” within it, an impor-
tant commentary on the incomplete existential quest for an authentic self.
On the other hand, the loving relationship between Hakim and Marthe
underscores a true “cooperation.” The message is clear: Algerians must
discover their true selves, their dignity (rather than mimicry), a constant
theme in Dib’s prodigious work. Dib stated that his writings aimed to
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show both Algerians and French “the essential . . . humanity we have in
common.”112

In Malédiction (1993) Rachid Mimouni particularly expresses the
Camusian absurdities of the pre-fitna period where “the Party” and the
Islamists have “taken God hostage.” Set in 1991, the novel is an allegory
of Algeria’s seething existential crisis. Among its chief characters are a
doctor, an alienated intellectual, a dissipated veteran of the War of Libera-
tion, an innocent youth, and an opportunistic Islamist. The hospital where
much of the action takes place is a metaphor for the country’s unhealthy
condition. Heroism is equated with the effort to preserve one’s humanity
in a malevolent and murderous milieu.113 Mimouni’s untimely death, of
natural causes in February 1995 while in self-imposed exile first in Mo-
rocco and then in France, was a grievous loss to Algeria.

These agonistic general themes were also expressed in Arabic literature.
Arabic poetry, such as that of Mohammed Lakhdar Abdelkader Saihi,
criticized the Algerian bureaucracy.114 Mohamed Zetili subtly decried the
sterility and “silence” (samt) of postcolonial Algerian culture.115 In
Abdelhamid Benhadouga’s novel about generational differences and op-
pressive patriarchy, Le Vent du sud (1971), the character Malek says,
“The armed revolution delivered us from colonization, but it did not suc-
ceed in liberating us from myths. Another revolution remains to be under-
taken.”116 Benhadouga’s La Fin d’hier (1975) boldly addresses reconciling
Algeria’s history with social realities, such as the children of harkis. The
protagonist Bachir reflects that “the Revolution is far from being com-
pleted.”117 Rachid Boudjedra’s Le Démantèlement (1981) features a
young woman, Selma, who searches history to find the causes of Algeria’s
troubles. She criticizes ancestors, usually officially praised for their resis-
tance, who permitted France to establish a colonial presence. Selma voices
Boudjedra’s concern about the falsification of Algerian history, especially
by those in power.118 The novel represents an appeal to demystify the past.

Before deciding to write only in Arabic (only to return later to French),
Boudjedra wrote a gripping novel entitled La Répudiation (1969) in
which he assailed the perpetuated postcolonial mistreatment of women.
Fettouma Touati’s Le Printemps désespéré (1984) is another work cel-
ebrating the wisdom of several generations of Algerian women and their
own diverse ambitions and dreams and struggle against patriarchal pre-
sumptions. Assia Djebar’s works celebrate the “voices of women,” as in
her remarkable historical novel L’Amour, la fantasia (1985). In this work
she explores the thoughts and expressions of women from the seizure of
Algiers to the War of Liberation. In her collection of short stories Femmes
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d’Alger dans leur appartement (1980), she speaks of a common language
of all women, a language of “feminine tones.”119 In a painful memoir, Le
Blanc d’Algérie (1995), she reflects upon the tragic literary ellipse, the loss
of great writers during the War of Independence and the fitna—Feraoun,
Fanon, Djaout—leaving Algeria in a colorless void (blanc), the tragedy of
a country “without writing.” Women poets such as Salima Ait Mohamed,
Myriam Ben, Aicha Bouabaci, Zineb Labidi, and Georgette Mecili have
courageously composed works condemning the violence and dehuman-
ization of the fitna.120

Among all the writers of the decolonizing and postcolonial era, Kateb
Yacine (1929–89) epitomized the literary historicist. Profoundly histori-
cally conscious, he invoked ancestral resistance to colonizers in his plays
Le Cadavre encerclé and Les Ancêtres redoublent de férocité. Kateb’s most
significant novel was Nedjma (1956), about a quest for a pure Algerian
identity, symbolized by the Keblouti tribe and by Nedjma herself, who is
significantly a cultural hybrid, half Algerian, half French Jewess. He con-
stantly refers to Algeria’s historical past in the novel—the Numidians, the
Romans, the failed expedition of Charles V against Algiers. In an inter-
view in 1987 he said: “Nedjma is Algeria, the quest for Algeria. Have we
found it? In my opinion, no.”121 Kateb insisted that Algeria had to be
understood in its totality. He asserted in 1962: “There is no Berber Alge-
ria, there is no Arab Algeria, there is no French Algeria: there is one Alge-
ria.”122 Sensitive to the plight of emigrant workers in France, he produced
a play in 1971 composed in Maghribi Arabic entitled Mohammed, prends
ta valise. As a guest on Radio Beur, Kateb pronounced that he was “not a
Muslim nor an Arab, but an Algerian.”123 The unrest in Constantine in
1986 and especially the riots of October 1988 reminded him of those of
Sétif in 1945 and provoked a bitter denunciation of Algerian authorities.

Kateb attempted to reconcile Algerian history and culture with the
question of language and identity. In an interview with Le Figaro littéraire
(26 January 1967), he contended: “It would be as absurd to cry out Algérie
arabe or Algérie kabyle as Algérie française. We are trilingual. . . . We must
therefore have a parallel development of these three cultures.”124 Professor
Khaoula Ibrahimi has carried on this discourse by advocating the linkage
of language to historicity. The Algerian quest for a homogeneous culture
is in itself antihistorical, he says, as is the framing of binary relation-
ships—Arabic/French, Arabic/Berber. Rather “it is necessary to accept the
idea of a pluralist Algeria, as a wealth inherited from History. Algeria is
Berber, Arab, Mediterranean, and African, also.”125 Djebar thought the
insistence upon promoting “the national language” was a “sterilizing
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monolingualism.”126 Abdelhafid Hamdi Chérif viewed Arabophones and
Francophones as incompatible. The overcommitment to Arabization in
Algeria also marginalized the hybrid and francophone “cultural métis.”
Cooperation, when practiced as a neocolonialism, has ignored or “forgot-
ten” Arabic.127 Chérif stresses that there must be an accompanying cul-
tural as well as historical accommodation.

Historicism can serve as a liberating agent. Indeed, Pierre Bourdieu
argued during the fitna that colonial history could create an Algerian so-
cial consensus satisfying both modernists and traditionalists.128 Stora saw
the historical problem as a two-pronged one. For France, it was a matter
of engaging the Algerian War truthfully for what it was, a “page of scant
glory,” and for the Algerians, it was necessary to “move on” from it (en
sortir).129 As for the fitna, Stora hoped for “the repossession of memory”
along with individual rights.130 Gilles Manceron and Hassan Remaoun
point out that students on both sides of the Mediterranean receive little or
skewed information in their textbooks about the War; the teaching of the
War in France is understated and tangential to the general history of
decolonization. They anticipate that as the years pass and new generations
emerge, the War will be inscribed less in personal memory than in distant
history, and that with the conscientious pursuit of that past will come
objective truth.131

The current dominance of the War and memory in historiography par-
ticularly neglects the four decades of postcolonial history or examines
these years through the optic of the War. Not everyone has had voluntary
or involuntary historical amnesia. Though psychodramas often recurred
in the postcolonial relationship, it must be remembered that there have
been men and women who have endeavored to construct a new, albeit
difficult, relationship through a willingness to recognize, repair, and rec-
oncile the past. But this too is what is fascinating about the relationship:
the personal transformations of leaders like de Gaulle, Mitterrand, and
Boumedienne.132 Certainly the de Gaulle of 1945 was different from that
of 1962 despite (or because of) his profound essentialism, and the Mit-
terrand of 1955 from that of 1981, and the Boumedienne of 1962 from
that of 1975. One can also point to the hard behind-the-scenes work of
people like Mohamed Sahnoun, who was tortured during the War and
who distinguished himself in the difficult emigrant-labor negotiations in
1980. He admired the diplomacy of his French counterparts like Ambas-
sador Jean-Marie Mérillon and Foreign Minister Jean François-Poncet as
they collectively worked on bilateral problems. Mohamed Benyahia ranks
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as another important individual sensitive to history but willing to move on
with the relationship. All these writers and cultural contributors had a
common view: though they were linked to the past for better or worse,
they were more than willing to build a future.133 Indeed, this could also be
seen in the Evian negotiators and their memoirs, which share an eagerness
to create a close postcolonial relationship despite the abhorrent violence
of the War. Collectively, these individuals recognized that, as historical
realities change, so must mentalities.

The eminent historian Charles-Robert Ageron has repeatedly declared
that a history of the Algerian War can not be comprehensively undertaken
until documentation is made fully available. He emphasized the positive:
that the Evian Accords succeeded in ending a colonial war, prevented a
civil war in France, and established, through an exemplary cooperation, a
reconciliation. After decolonizing Algeria, France was regarded as a stron-
ger power by the world.134 Jacques Marseille stated: “It is necessary to lift
the taboo and to say at what point the independence of Algeria was a good
thing (bonne affaire) for France and at what point it was, perhaps, a bad
thing for Algeria.”135 His work Empire colonial et capitalisme français
argues that France was obliged to decolonize by a mistaken perception
that the colonies dragged the consumer-driven, modernizing post–World
War II French economy like a “ball and chain” (boulet).136 Marseille’s
work established that, to the French imagination, the colonies’ value still
was not so much economic as political, reflecting the French essentialist
values of grandeur and independence. The intangible was esteemed above
the tangible benefits of colonialism. Furthermore, his research and others’
indicated that France could afford the War while modernizing. The idea
that it was a financial “burden” was a powerful misperception.137 Funda-
mentally, French public opinion despised the War and regarded it as an
unnecessary financial drain.138

Roland Barthes wrote in Mythologies, which appeared during the War
of Liberation, that myth involves historical choice, the function of which
“is to distort, not to make disappear.”139 But within myth, “history evapo-
rates.”140 Certainly the French and the Algerians can be accused of myth-
making and are both culpable of dissipating history. Their recent efforts to
expunge myth from memory, to demystify the historical relationship, de-
serve acclaim. Nevertheless, Barthes reminded: “History never ensures the
triumph pure and simple of something over its opposite: it unravels, while
making itself, unimaginable solutions, unforeseeable syntheses.”141 His-
toricism demands constant inquiry and attention, and fortunately French
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and Algerian historians are increasingly willing to devote their combined
energies to this restorative engagement. They seem to mirror Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s statement that “human life and history in particular are
compatible with truth provided only that all its aspects are clarified.”142

In a poignant reflection shortly before his death, Bishop Pierre Claverie
of Oran observed: “We are confronted today by a historical reality which
necessitates the taking into account of evolutions of society in all their
complexity. It no longer suffices to recall myths. . . . It is thus necessary
to recover history and to recast our existence together today upon the
reality of our societies.”143 This was tantamount to the reclamation of
humanity, so dear to the heart of Fanon, who penned: “It is through the
effort to recapture the self and to scrutinize the self, it is through the lasting
tension of their freedom that men will be able to create the ideal conditions
of existence for a human world.”144

Decolonization as a Transcendant Transformation

Another distinguishing aspect of the bilateral relationship’s history has
been a millennial significance attributed to decolonization. Decoloniza-
tion equated with an epiphanic, transcendant transformation of men and
women.

Ontologically, Fanon equated decolonization with a repersonalization,
a new being. In a stirring moment in The Wretched of the Earth he wrote
that decolonization “brings a natural rhythm into existence, introduced
by new men, and with it a new language and a new humanity. Decolo-
nization is the veritable creation of new men.”145 Despite the violent
struggle, decolonization would be redemptive. These new men and
women (as described in A Dying Colonialism), purged of the psychoexis-
tential complex by the liberation struggle, would create a new humanism
and implicitly new relations between peoples. Though Fanon wrote this in
the context of Third World liberation, he clearly based it on his Algerian
experience. The idea of a creation of a new consciousness, of a regenerated
humanity, is a singular characteristic of the French-Algerian relationship.
Composing in 1964, the great French-Algerian poet Jean Sénac (1926–73)
wrote of the need for not only “new men” but also a “new vocabulary”
and a “new language.”146 Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi saw the role of the Cul-
tural Revolution as “forming a new man within a new society” (see chap-
ter 5). Malek Bennabi’s collected writings have as a theme the creation of
a new Muslim consciousness, though unlike Fanon he considered that the
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“chaotic” West had little of value to offer the “post-Almohadian” be-
liever. Bennabi wrote: “In order to cease being colonized, it is necessary to
cease being colonizable, to cease ‘making mythology’.”147 Kateb Yacine
had talked about the need for Algerians “to re-become Algerians.”148

The “new humanity trope” also affected the French perspective on
decolonization. In November 1960 de Gaulle called France’s contribution
to Algerian development “necessary to human progress.”149 The general
spoke of “the new Algeria associated with the new France.”150 He viewed
French-Algerian cooperation as a global catalyst as well as an exemplar:
“International life may be transformed by this.”151 As France recovered or
“renovated” from the trauma of decolonization, de Gaulle told Alain Pey-
refitte on 23 April 1963: “The French are re-becoming themselves.”152

The idea that decolonization would serve as some type of epiphany is
not as mystical or romantic as one might think. The idea of a new human-
ity recognizing the dignity of the other was shared by these, in Germaine
Tillion’s words, “complementary enemies.” Each side envisioned decolo-
nization as profoundly transformative. It should be remembered that
Fanon, in particular, did not believe that these decolonized new men and
women would automatically appear as soon as the tricolore was lowered.
This was a gradual and fragile process, since the danger of the new country
becoming controlled by neocolonialist, “parasitical” comprador classes
had to be surmounted. Fanon urged the flourishing of a “national con-
sciousness,” which he defined as “an all-embracing crystallization of the
innermost hopes of the whole people.”153 Applying this definition to con-
temporary Algeria and France, this mandates an acceptance of pluralism.
Jacques de Barrin underscored Algeria’s continuing existential dilemma in
an article aptly titled “A Country to Reinvent,” pointing out that during
the fitna those who competed for power wanted to impose their vision on
Algeria rather than “taking into account [Algeria’s] social realities.”154 But
this refashioning of a nation also applies to contemporary France.

The transformation that will end decolonization must be a reimag-
ination (and relative deconstruction) of the postcolonial state. Julia Kris-
teva’s analysis of French pluralism led her to advocate an idea of the baron
de Montesquieu (1689–1755), the idea of an esprit général or a “general
spirit” that recognized the “otherness” of “strangers” through a “think-
ing of the social body as a guaranteed hierarchy of private rights.” She
urged: “Give a place to foreigners, in the ‘nation’ understood as esprit
général—such is, as I see it, the optimal version of integration and of the
nation today.”155 In her “Open Letter to Harlem Désir,” she viewed the
idea of esprit général as reformulating the national whole as:
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1. A historical identity
2. A layering of very concrete and very diverse causalities (climate,
religions, past, laws, customs, manners)
3. A possibility of going beyond the political groups thus conceived
as sharing an esprit général and into higher entities set forth by a
spirit of concord and economic development.156

Kristeva’s appeal for a reformulated, transcendent French nation-state,
though still rooted in the universalist, tolerant, cosmopolitan (and essen-
tialist) ideals of the Enlightenment, relates directly to another great phi-
losopher of history who lived centuries ago across the Mediterranean.

Like Montesquieu, Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) sought a logic to history
or, from this book’s perspective, an “ordering framework,” and applied an
extraordinarily “modernist” analytical approach. He concluded that
�asabiyya, a “group feeling” or, as Muhsin Mahdi would refer to it, a
“community of sentiment,” is the determining historical agent in social
development.157 �Asabiyya was the source of the state; its solidarity led to
strength and its disintegration to decline. Ibn Khaldun observed that state
formation occurred when “a group feeling [emerged] that is stronger than
all the other group feelings combined, that is superior to them all and
makes them subservient, and in which all the diverse group feelings coa-
lesce, as it were, to become one greater group feeling.”158 The only viable
agent of a “superior group feeling” in Algeria today, with the power to
cohere the country, is inclusive democracy. Ibn Khaldun and Montesquieu
recognized that plurality, we may call it a hybrid “group spirit,” must be
integrated within a state. Their centuries-old prescriptions remain con-
temporary, convincing, and correlative to the French-Algerian relation-
ship.

There is always an ambivalence in identities. Jacques Berque, a native
of Algeria, reflected: “If he dares, and if he is permitted, to reach his goal,
the erstwhile colonisé, having freed himself from the Other, will find the
Other deep in himself.”159 Of course, the “othering” also refers to the
inculcative effect of the ex-colonized upon the ex-colonialists. De Gaulle
wrote that he “hoped to ensure that, in the sense in which France had
always remained in some degree Roman ever since the days of Gaul, the
Algeria of the future, by virtue of the impress which she had received and
would wish to preserve, would in many respects remain French.”160 It
seems, too, that “the France of the future,” given its historical experience
and impression, would inevitably remain in many ways attached to Alge-
ria. Rachid Mimouni acknowledged that despite the cruelties of colonial-
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ism, the French presence in Algeria had a deep and even positive imprint
upon the country ranging from the introduction of modern contractual
relations to infrastructure to language and literature. He concluded that
the French presence contributed “at least” toward a cultural “mutual
comprehension” as exemplified by the teaching of Arabic courses at
French cultural centers in Algeria.161

Roland Barthes’s concluding appeal in Mythologies has a particular
resonance to the history of the postcolonial relationship with its reflec-
tions, refractions, and representations: “This is what we must seek: a rec-
onciliation between reality and men, between description and explana-
tion, between object and knowledge.”162 If genuinely pursued, Barthes’s
conciliatory praxis would transform the relationship and finally end
decolonization.
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Conclusion

France and Algeria have experienced an unparalleled colonial and
postcolonial history. Its complexity, marked by its multiplicity of rela-
tions, has produced extraordinary passions and paradoxes. Jean de
Broglie said in 1964 that “with a country like Algeria there is no middle
ground between amity and animosity.”1 Consider the range of emotions
between the Augustinian “fraternal love” of Cardinal Léon-Etienne Duval
and the racist nativism of Jean-Marie Le Pen or the acute literary sensibili-
ties of Tahar Djaout, Abdelkader Alloula, Youcef Sebti, and others si-
lenced by the fitna’s raging nihilism. Ten years after the signing of the
Evian Accords, Louis Joxe wrote: “There exists between France and Alge-
ria a certain specificity in their relations.”2 As the perspicacious Michel
Jobert reflected during an interview published in 1975: “Relations be-
tween France and Algeria cannot be so simple or indifferent.”3

Long before postmodernism and the Annales school of historiography,
Ibn Khaldun spoke of two types of history, a history of “surface” events,
primarily political surveys, and then another history of “inner meaning,”
which he described as “an attempt to get at the truth, subtle explanation
of the causes and origins of existing things, and deep knowledge of the
how and why of events.”4 He defined history as “a discipline that has a
great number of [different] approaches.” He believed that the writing of
history “requires numerous sources and greatly varied knowledge.”5 This
“modernist” methodology served the great scholar well in his inestimable
studies of Islamic and Maghribi history. Appropriately, the Khaldunian
pluralist approach remains particularly applicable toward understanding
the modern French-Algerian bilateral relationship.

From 1962 to 1988 the two countries experienced a surface relation-
ship, a relationship of bilateral and multilateral impressions, an extrover-
sion. In 1962 both countries began projecting new postcolonial identities
for external international audiences. Gaullist France featured a convinc-
ing conversion from colonialist to coopérateur, and nationalist Algeria
continued its revolutionary engagement, shifting its struggle from the po-
litical to the economic and social neocolonial presence of France, notably
its battles of oil and natural gas. Inevitably, France and Algeria manufac-
tured exclusive mythologies to accord with their respective essentialist and
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existentialist dispositions. As the decades passed, the countries’ extro-
verted identities became increasingly incongruent with changing external
political and internal social and economic realities.

Algeria’s convulsive political, economic, and social implosion in Octo-
ber 1988 reoriented each country toward the neglected “inner meaning”
of the bilateral relationship. This represented an introversion, so vital to
understand the events of this recent decade. The destabilization and dislo-
cation of Algeria had serious repercussions not only for Algeria’s self-
conception but also for France’s reception and perception of that nation as
well as its own past and identity. Algeria’s chronic instability followed by
the calamitous fitna forced a reassessment of the relationship, a bilateral
shift of each country’s “signifying consciousness,” a deeper consideration
by both sides of the invisible along with the visible.

Through cooperation, France and Algeria once had a cohesive relation-
ship; now there is need for greater coherence and comprehension. This
will not occur until Algeria resolves its national identity, which must be
defined as inclusive; the country has no other historical option. Redemo-
cratization, even if constricted or contrived, has created a relentless expec-
tation of pluralist democracy, no matter how deceptively latent or mute.
The Pouvoir must recognize it or risk its being demanded from below.

These issues are Algeria’s responsibilities, no matter how influential or
insidious the perceived or imagined hizb faransa. Ammar Belheimer cor-
rectly perceived that “France has always worked with the strongest party
in Algeria.” He added: “This was the policy, and it will remain so.”6 Yet
given its multiple ties, France remains Algeria’s most important and prob-
lematic foreign relationship. This is why the Pouvoir has been quick to
solicit France’s support even while condemning France’s enduring post-
colonial presence and influence as interference and intrusion. France’s
consistent accommodation of the Pouvoir, and by extension the degrada-
tion or deprivation of Algerian democratization, is a symbolic rejection of
its own democratic traditions and a betrayal of its cherished essentialism.
This is a measure of the difficulty France has had, especially since 1992, in
reconciling its ideals with its interests.

The author has argued that French essentialism and Algerian existen-
tialism not only ordered and framed dispositions that regulated the
decolonizing and postcolonial relationships, but also served as organizing
strategies of power, perception, and identity. They cohered external rela-
tions and conceived internal impressions of the other. They created knowl-
edge that disciplined the relationship and opened mutually accepted
spaces of negotiation. The ordering frameworks produced policies, episte-
mologies, and ontologies. The frameworks, however, were not fixed but
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fluid during these years. This is why recurrent psychodramas and other
less spectacular crises never ruptured the relationship, but instead revealed
the astounding bilateral resilience characteristic of this elliptical, transfor-
mative history. The bilateral postcolonial relationship may have been ran-
corous, but it was never reckless. Each country discovered a synergy, a
profound if reluctant need for the other, which affected each country’s
bilateral and multilateral relations.

As this study concludes, there is a growing conflation of the ordering
frameworks. Ironically, France’s growing awareness of its own pluralism
has created an existential anguish, an identity crisis. Its own essentialist
values traditionally identified with a dynamic nation-state are being
adapted with difficulty to its multilateral position as one of Europe’s lead-
ers. Yet the exemplary, didactic France so loved by de Gaulle can still be
instructive if it can resolve its own issues of hybridity and historicism. As
for Algeria, the grueling events since 1988 have repeatedly forced it to
recognize that its essential historical identity is pluralist and must take into
account its social and political realities.

Several important events have recently occurred pointing up the ellipti-
cal nature of the relationship. In April 1999 the withdrawal of six candi-
dates marred the election of Abdelaziz Bouteflika as president. Since then,
Bouteflika has assiduously cultivated a variety of constituencies with
charm and gestures. Though qualifying his remarks, he recognized the
importance of Amazighism to the alienated, suspicious Kabyles. The
president articulated carefully considered words concerning the
Sant’Egidio initiative. His use of French has offended Arabists, including
moderate supporters, but earned him international esteem. Thousands of
Islamists have accepted his offer of full or limited amnesty. In an effort to
end corruption (and to secure himself), he has replaced nearly half of the
provincial (wilayat) governors. He has also praised the Jewish and Chris-
tian heritage in Algeria.

In an astute political stroke, he announced a referendum on the ques-
tion: “Do you agree with the president’s approach to restoring peace and
civil concord?”7 Bouteflika received a massive mandate on 16 September,
when 97 percent voted affirmatively in what was actually a legitimizing
plebiscite. Significantly, 85 percent of the electorate participated. Never-
theless, the military has resisted Bouteflika’s efforts to form a more civil-
ian-oriented government. Indeed, one commentator saw the situation as
reminiscent of de Gaulle and the army in 1958.8 If Algeria is to emerge
from and resolve the fitna, the military must be depoliticized.

Meanwhile, Bouteflika’s actions contributed to a vastly improved rela-
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tionship with France. Given his long experience, he understood that,
whether bad or good, “relations between Algeria and France are always
important.”9 In late July 1999, Hubert Védrine arrived in Algiers. This
was the first extended official visit of a French foreign minister to Algeria
in three years. Védrine found President Bouteflika eager to reestablish a
strong and positive bilateral relationship reinforced by a restoration of
technical and cultural cooperation, and referred to the visit as a “refound-
ing” of the relationship. Bouteflika also addressed acute French cultural
sensibilities. He praised the French language and culture and asserted that
French will play a significant role in Algerian education. Paris in turn
announced its plans to reopen its consulates in Oran and Annaba and to
open more visa application facilities. Indeed, France projected the delivery
of 150,000 visas for 1999, compared with 50,000 in 1997 and 80,000 in
1998. France would also reactivate the Centre Culturel Français in Algiers
as well as the centers at Oran, Tizi-Ouzou, Constantine, and Annaba.
Bouteflika declared “a complete and total entente” concerning the mutual
decision to set aside the misunderstandings in the relationship.10 Reflect-
ing on his visit during an interview with Algeria-Magazine, Védrine
termed the situation in Algeria “entirely new.” He declared: “We have
decided to open new perspectives in our relations with Algeria. We hope to
revive [rénover] bilateral cooperation between our two countries.”11

On 21 September 1999 President Bouteflika and Prime Minister Lionel
Jospin breakfasted together at the United Nations in New York. Jospin
told the press that “relations between France and Algeria were exemplary
in the past[;] they must become so again.” The leaders discussed the re-
opening of the consulates and the liberalization of visa deliveries.
Bouteflika reiterated his hope, expressed in July to Védrine, that Air
France would resume flights to Algeria, and Jospin indicated that the
French carrier would be accommodating. Reciprocal presidential visits to
France and Algeria were discussed. Bouteflika concluded: “If the political
will to settle problems exists at the highest level, then the problems will
only have solutions.” Jospin described the new bilateral climate as a “his-
toric opportunity” now that Bouteflika was president.12 Le Monde called
for a new “serene” and “adult” relationship where France could not be
accused of “paternalism” and Algeria would not resort to its “colonial
past as an alibi.”13 It was as if the bilateral relationship had entered a time
warp; the relancement of 1974–75 and the redressement of 1981–82 were
being simultaneously relived.

The greatest symbol of France’s current elliptical engagement with Al-
geria was economic. France remains the chief supplier of Algeria, provid-
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ing 22 percent of Algeria’s imports. It is the second client, behind Italy,
buying 16.5 percent of Algeria’s exports. With the violence of the fitna
now isolated and intermittent, there is greater interest in investment.
Bouteflika has urged that COFACE soften its assessment on risk insurance
for investing companies. That decision has not been made yet, but more
than two hundred French companies attended the International Fair of
Algiers in October 1999; there were about a dozen in 1992. In another
remarkable event, the takeover on 13 September 1999 of Elf Aquitaine by
TotalFina—a merged company since that June composed of France’s Total
(ex-CFP) and Belgium’s Pétrofina—resulted in an announcement the very
next day that Elf (ex-ERAP) would be returning to the Sahara after nearly
thirty years of absence. Elf then signed an accord with ARCO to co-
develop the petroleum-rich Rhourde El Baguel fields. TotalFina and Elf
Aquitaine combined represent the fourth largest oil company in the world
and are poised to take advantage of Algeria’s critical need to develop its
hydrocarbons wealth.

As this book goes to press, the relationship appears to be entering a
post-fitna phase and possibly a new era of privileged relations. Inevitably,
Hervé de Charette recently repeated the time-honored and almost obliga-
tory metaphor: “A page is turned after a long, tragic, [and] appalling
period.”14 Nevertheless, this “new page” will be like the others in the
history of the postcolonial relationship unless there is sustained bilateral
political will and comprehension to fortify and fulfill the recent promising
initiatives.

As a final ellipse, observations on decolonization offered forty years
ago still correspond to contemporary bilateral conditions. Jean Amrouche
recognized and emphasized that Algeria was “not only the symbol of a
nationality in the juridical sense, but that of a historical and ontological
identity.”15 He also viewed decolonization as an opportunity for France to
“return to her self,” the France emblematic of the universal mission of the
Enlightenment, “the France of legend,” and urged it “to incarnate its own
myth.”16 Amrouche believed in an ultimately pluralist and tolerant Alge-
ria and France. Germaine Tillion wrote: “We are what we are, the Algeri-
ans what they are, but it is with us that they will make peace, and with no
one else. And we with them, and only with them.”17 That negotiation
between France and Algeria over their mutual history of decolonization is
not over. What is increasingly apparent is that the liberating transforma-
tion that will end this protracted decolonization will be a victory of the
French and the Algerians no longer over the other, but over themselves.
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1. In its decolonization of its colonies, France preferred the phrase transfert des
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changing national identity that was “profoundly static and ahistorical, indeed
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as an organizing vehicle, Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406), that early “postmodernist”
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important works in postcolonial theory deserve mention: Loomba’s Colonialism/
Postcolonialism and Bhabha’s Location of Culture.

6. For example, see Manceron and Remaoun, D’une rive à l’autre, and
Andrieu, La Guerre d’Algérie.

Chapter 1. French-Algerian Colonial Relations, 1830–1958

1. All citations from the Proclamation are from Mandouze, Révolution, 239–
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duction to Al-Harb al-thalathami�a, 5–11, and in Hadhihi hia al-Jaza�ir, 68–76.
See also Wolf, Barbary Coast. French works during the seventeenth and eighteenth
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4. See Danzinger, Abd al-Qadir. Abd al-Qadir, a Qadiriyya leader, considered
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quently, Napoleon III honored and feted him in Paris.

5. Ageron, De l’insurrection, 429, 477–78.
6. See Bennoune, Making, 35–85. A convenient list of the principal measures of
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Agrarian Revolution (1973), 13–14.
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51). See also Charles Lainné, “Les Emigrants et les migrants de la faim,” in
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a direct consequence of the “juxtaposition of the white and the black races.” But
it was more than a question of color. It related to the imposition and insistence of
an alien culture. Hansen interprets correctly that “the notions of superordination
and subordination” were rooted in colonialism (Frantz Fanon, 81). Later Fanon
observed similar psychoexistential afflictions in the emigrant laborers in France
(“North African Syndrome,” in Toward the African Revolution, 3–16) as well as
the colonized and colonialists in Algeria (“Colonial War and Mental Disorders,”
in Wretched of the Earth, 249–310).
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border (through the Tunisian pipeline owned by ERAP) were not included. See
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