
Introduction

There is . . . a lot of work that needs to be done on the role of women in 
the Revolution. The woman in the town, in the mountains, in the enemy 
administration, the prostitute and the intelligence that she obtains, the 
woman in prison, under torture, in the face of death, and before the 
tribunals.

Frantz Fanon, L’An V de la révolution algérienne (1959)

From 1926 onwards, the date of the foundation of the Algerian pro-
independence movement the Étoile nord-africaine (ENA), the forces of 
nationalism began to gain a mass popular base and to place enormous 
pressure for change on a colonial regime that was intent on preserv-
ing the social, political and economic domination of European settler 
society. The tensions between the two communities reached break-
ing point at the end of the Second World War. The declaration of the 
Atlantic Charter (14 August 1941) in which Churchill and Roosevelt 
offered a vision of a post-war world in which all peoples would have 
the right to self-determination; the Anglo-American landings in North 
Africa in November 1942; the fall of the Algerian pro-Pétainist regime; 
coupled with expectations that the massive involvement and sacrifi ce 
of Algerian soldiers in the European campaigns against fascism would 
receive political recompense, generated an intense expectation of change 
among the nationalists. However, the right-wing settler political elites 
were determined to respond to this challenge not by carrying out long-
overdue reform and by accepting Algerian equal rights, but rather by 
trying to reassert the pre-war status quo that was based on a system of 
military power, repressive laws, policing and state violence. The tensions 
fi nally came to a head on VE day, 8 May 1945, when the nationalists 
participated in mass demonstrations to celebrate the defeat of the Nazi 
regime. At Sétif the Algerians paraded the illegal fl ag of the independ-
ence movement, and this was met with police gunfi re that in turn trig-
gered off a small-scale peasant revolt in which a hundred settlers were 
killed.
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2 Burning the veil

This presented the opportunity that reactionary colonials had been 
waiting for, and the whole of the North Constantine region was sub-
jected to a huge and disproportionate repression by the French army, 
navy and air-force and by settler civilian militias, which slaughtered 
tens of thousands of Algerians. The aim of this massive repression was 
to teach the Algerians a lesson, to reassert colonial hegemony and to 
stop in its tracks the dynamic expansion of the nationalist movement by 
arresting, torturing and killing its political cadres.1 The murderous wave 
of colonial repression assumed its clearest logic in the provincial town 
of Guelma where, under the guidance of the Sub-Prefect André Achiary, 
impromptu militias arrested the most educated and promising of local 
Algerian youth, condemned them to death before ‘revolutionary’ tribu-
nals of Public Safety, and dispatched them by lorry to isolated killing 
fi elds.2 A prime target for Achiary was the cultured Reggui family, 
upwardly mobile entrepreneurs who enjoyed a rich intellectual life that 
was rooted in both Arab and Francophone language and culture. The 
logic of the situation dictated that the Reggui, a local symbol of inte-
gration between the Algerian and European communities that offered 
a beacon of hope for the future, had to be destroyed by settlers who 
were blindly intent on asserting their domination and on wrecking any 
chance of a peaceful inter-ethnic resolution to the deepening crisis of 
colonialism.

After the brutal elimination of two of the fi ve Reggui sons, the only 
daughter Zohra, with enormous courage, directly confronted Achiary 
about the fate of her brothers only to be arrested and shot in turn. Zohra 
Reggui was an exceptional young woman by the standards of provincial 
Algeria: highly educated and ‘westernised’, she did not wear the veil 
and personifi ed the rare example of the emancipated Muslim woman. 
As a symbol of modernity and Franco-Algerian integration Zohra also 
had to be eliminated by the die hard reactionaries, and among the many 
hundreds of executions carried out by the Guelma militias she, the most 
independent and Francophile, was the only woman.3

Thirteen years later in May 1958, and four years into the Algerian 
War of Independence, the revolt led by generals Salan and Massu again 
appropriated the revolutionary and republican symbolism of the French 
Revolution by seizing power through a Committee of Public Safety. 
But, in a reversal of the events of May 1945, the rebels orchestrated 
ceremonies of mass unveiling by Muslim women and quickly promul-
gated a raft of ‘emancipation’ policies. One of the questions that this 
book explores is how and why this U-turn came about. Why was it that 
a repressive colonial system that had for over a century maintained the 
material and intellectual backwardness of Algerian women now, in the 
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 Introduction 3

midst of a bloody war of decolonisation, turned to an extensive pro-
gramme of ‘emancipation’, which included reform of the personal status 
law, granting of the franchise, health and social security programmes, 
educational provision and unveiling?

The principal aim of this introduction is to provide a general con-
textualisation and interpretive framework to set the scene for the more 
detailed investigation that follows. Firstly, the term ‘emancipation’, 
which is retained throughout, is not used in the sense of contemporary 
or ‘second-wave’ feminism since this would be evidently anachronistic, 
but rather in the sense that it was used constantly during the Algerian 
War by the colonial government and military. This meaning will 
become increasingly evident as the book progresses, but underlying it 
was a reformist agenda that sought to extend citizenship and equal-
ity of rights to Algerian Muslim women so that they could ‘catch up’ 
with their European sisters in metropolitan France and Algeria with 
regard to voting rights, education, professional training, employment 
opportunities, health care and welfare.4 But it should be kept in mind 
that the yard-stick or model of progress being applied by the colonial 
authorities was that of contemporary French society, which during this 
period (1954–62) saw women relegated to a highly conservative posi-
tion marked by a Catholic and natalist ambiance, and repressive laws 
in relation to marriage, divorce and birth-control. Implicit within the 
drive to ‘emancipation’ was a Eurocentric and assimilationist model 
that sought to transform Algerian women into ‘civilised’ and western-
ised beings who would share the essential cultural features of bourgeois 
French women in relation to everything from dress style to consumerism 
and an idealised model of the nuclear family and the conjugal married 
couple bound by mutual affection.5

The emancipation programme of the French army, like the overall 
strategy of counter-insurgency, had a dual reformist and repressive 
purpose that generated constant and ultimately irresolvable tensions.6 
This contradiction arose from the fact that emancipation was initiated 
as part of a repressive and intelligence gathering process and, simulta-
neously, as a reformist endeavour to win Algerian hearts and minds to 
the French cause. The policy on women that fi rst appeared in late 1956 
coincided with, and was engineered by, psychological warfare specialists 
of the Fifth Bureau, which rose to gain extraordinary levels of political 
power in the army between late 1956 and early 1960. The Fifth Bureau 
was inspired by the idea that attempts to win over the Algerian popula-
tion to the French side could not afford to neglect women, one half of 
the population. Moreover, good or accurate intelligence – which was 
regarded as the key to any successful counter-insurgency programme 
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4 Burning the veil

– was crucially dependent on building close contacts with informers and 
local populations in general,7 and women in particular. One anonymous 
general told the journalist Jacques Perrier, ‘Algerian women constitute 
a third force between us and the Front de libération nationale (FLN). 
When, in certain regions that are infested with rebels, the women come 
over to our side then pacifi cation is not far off’.8

In this drive to bring Algerian women on side, the military had come 
to share one of the key ideological beliefs of Algerian nationalism, the 
view that women and the family constituted the last remaining bastion 
of religious, cultural and social identity. This mythical structure or 
topos refl ected or was grounded in some kind of reality in the sense 
that French colonialism had, during over a century of penetration, 
subjugated and fragmented the basic economic and social structures of 
indigenous society, but had hesitated to encroach on the ‘private’ reserve 
of the family which remained subject to Muslim law and custom. One 
line of enquiry in this study is to see how the French, under the umbrella 
of emancipation, attempted through a ‘strategy of contact’, particularly 
through female army social workers, to breach the defence-works of 
secluded Muslim women and build bridges to the wives and daughters 
of fi ghters and militants of the FLN.

While many French colonels and offi cers regarded intelligence gath-
ering as primary, others placed economic development at the heart 
of the overall emancipation strategy. A key assumption of the French 
government and army was that victory in modern guerrilla warfare was 
not dependent on the strength of advanced technology or conventional 
forces, but on winning over the allegiance of the masses so that insurgent 
forces would be deprived of their support base. In the famous Maoist 
dictum, guerrillas fl ourished among the people like fi sh in water, unless 
the enemy succeeded in draining away the lake. Algerian women would 
be won over to the French side by a raft of measures that included com-
bating the endemic poverty and misery of peasants and slum-dwellers 
who had been systematically marginalised and discriminated against by 
the colonial system, measures that included free medical and food aid, 
primary education, job creation and better housing.

From one angle there seems to be nothing particularly surprising about 
the French agenda: pragmatic common-sense would seem to dictate that 
Algerians would side with Algérie française if they became convinced 
that France offered the prospect of a higher standard of living under 
the fi nancial and technical umbrella of an advanced European state, as 
opposed to the risky endeavour of ‘going it alone’, trapped in the dire 
poverty of a Third World country led by ‘communist’ or ‘pan-Arab’ ter-
rorists.9 The agenda could be seen as a fairly standard developmental 
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 Introduction 5

programme, one that was symbolised by de Gaulle’s announcement of 
the industrial and agrarian investment of the 1958 Constantine Plan. 
Such a programme did not necessarily have to be addressed to women 
in particular: indeed, during the fi rst two years of the war, notably 
under the Governor Jacques Soustelle, there was little specifi c mention 
of women or gender, largely because women were tacitly assumed to 
be the ‘trickle-down’ benefi ciaries of an overall economic transforma-
tion and progress. There was little discussion during 1954–56 regard-
ing Algerian women as women: rather their ‘backwardness’ would be 
abolished along with the improvement in living standards of the whole 
population.

However, from late 1956 onwards the colonial government began to 
shift its attention towards a quite specifi c gendered policy of develop-
ment that was targeted at women. What began to emerge was a pro-
gramme that moved far beyond any technical or economic logic and 
which sought to ‘modernise’ Algerian women, to liberate them from 
what was perceived to be the ignorance and the benighted horrors of 
Muslim patriarchy and seclusion, and to transform them via a European 
model of womanhood. The prison of domestic seclusion would be bat-
tered down, and the degrading practices of child-marriage, polygamy 
and repudiation, of love-less arranged marriage, would be exchanged 
for a western model of the nuclear family and conjugal relations founded 
on mutual attraction and equality. One of the themes of this study is 
an examination of the structure of this model and of the propaganda 
techniques deployed by the army, from cinema and radio to village 
assemblies, to try and diffuse western concepts of emancipation. While, 
as will be seen, this initiative appeared from late 1956 in response to 
quite specifi c events and contingencies in the development of the war, it 
was far from unique and can be better understood when placed within 
a wider historical and comparative perspective of similar authoritar-
ian and largely male-driven state reform programmes throughout the 
Middle East.

During the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century bour-
geois nationalist intellectuals throughout the major urban centres of the 
Middle East and North Africa were preoccupied by the vital question of 
the backwardness of their own societies, and why they were so economi-
cally and militarily weak compared to European powers that invaded 
both through armed force and a dynamic capitalism. One emergent 
school of thought, well represented by the Egyptian lawyer Qasim Amin 
in The Liberation of Women (1899), was that national regeneration 
could only be achieved through the emancipation of women.10 Male 
intellectuals and politicians in the Middle East, through contact with 
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6 Burning the veil

western society and travels in Europe, were impressed by the relative 
state of freedom enjoyed by western women and their contribution to 
social and economic progress. It took about two decades for such an 
ideological position to impact signifi cantly on political practice, par-
ticularly through the radical initiatives of Mustapha Kemal (‘Atatürk’) 
in Turkey. Kemal promulgated the ‘top-down’ emancipation of women, 
symbolised by unveiling and the introduction in 1926 of a modern, 
secular family code based on Swiss law, as part of a broader package 
of measures to create a strong state.11 The Kemalist ‘revolution’, par-
ticularly in relation to women, had a signifi cant impact on a number 
of neighbouring militarised and authoritarian regimes, including that 
of Riza Shah Pahlavi in Iran (1925–41),12 King Amanullah (1919–29) 
in Afghanistan, and, most dramatically of all, Bolshevik colonialism 
in Central Asia.13 The key feature of the inter-war period was that 
women’s organisations were given a considerable boost as an integral 
part of nationalist movements, but at the same time such an alliance 
served to harness the energy of women to the needs of ‘state feminism’ 
that had little interest in facilitating the basic rights and autonomy of 
such organisations.14

There are a number of shared features of these inter-war movements, 
that can be characterised as an ‘autocratic secular nationalism’,15 that 
help to throw light on French policy during the Algerian War. Forced 
emancipation tended to create deep divisions between pro-western mod-
ernisers and conservative, religious forces that regarded the penetration 
of European culture as a dangerous subversion and corruption of Islam 
and an authentic religio-national identity. Battle lines over radically 
opposed visions of the nation were invariably formulated by reference 
to the ‘woman question’, dress codes and the veil. The centrality of the 
veil arose from the fact that it provided a readily identifi able symbol, a 
public and visible marker, of support or opposition to Islamic values, 
gender segregation, familial honour and the socio-political domination 
of the male lineage. For the leaders of authoritarian, modernising states 
who were keen to carry out a cultural revolution, dress codes provided 
a ready mechanism for the policing of society, the public exposure 
of degrees of inner resistance or of levels of support for the offi cial 
agenda of national construction. Such strategies have a long history: for 
example, the Enlightened despot Peter the Great (1682–1725), in his 
attempts to force a backward Russia to catch up with western Europe, 
had compelled his courtiers to cut off their beards (or pay a special tax) 
and to dress in a European style.

The instrumental purpose of such dress codes is shown by the 
fact that in Turkey and Iran in the 1920s they were directed as much 
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 Introduction 7

towards males as towards women through the offi cial banning of the fez 
and turban for a European-style hat.16 Iranian policemen and soldiers 
publicly tore off and trampled turbans, to which riotous crowds led 
by conservative clerics responded by making bonfi res of the ‘Pahlavi 
hat’.17 Long before the orchestration of mass unveiling ceremonies by 
the French army in Algeria during May 1958 (examined in chapter 3) 
such spectacles had occurred in Egypt (1923), Uzbekistan (1927) Syria 
(1942) and Lebanon (1944).18 Resistance to such campaigns or general 
processes of cultural westernisation took the form of physical assault 
by male (and sometimes female) Islamist vigilante groups on women 
who were accused of dressing like ‘whores’, wearing make-up, drinking 
alcohol, smoking or displaying themselves in public spaces, especially 
cafés and cinemas which were regarded as places of debauchery.

The veil, as the key symbol of the subordination of women, always 
referred to far more than tensions over the relatively trivial question 
of dress design: it was a marker of the total form of society to which 
bitterly opposed camps aspired. In particular the widespread battles 
over the veil throughout the Middle East, Soviet Central Asia and 
the Maghreb after 1919 were intimately linked to processes of state-
building. In western Europe the modern state had developed over many 
centuries through processes of centrifugal expansion from geographical 
heartlands (the courts of London, Paris, Madrid and elsewhere), and the 
gradual  extension of power over the periphery, by destroying regional 
particularism or alternative foci of loyalty or identity. The centre imposed 
homogenous and ‘universal’ systems of governance across the national 
space through the bureaucratic maintenance of uniform systems of law, 
language, coinage, taxation, education and conscription.19

The emerging nations of the Middle East were attempting to ‘catch 
up’ with the west by accelerating, often within the space of a few 
years or decades, processes that had taken many centuries in Europe. 
The Kemalist model of modernisation that was infl uential in Iran, 
Afghanistan, Egypt and elsewhere was much like a contemporary form 
of enlightened despotism: many reformers saw the best chance for 
the rapid transformation of the nation not through slow processes of 
democratisation, but via highly militarised regimes, backed by power-
ful reformed armies, which could impose ‘revolutionary’ change from 
above without being deterred by the fear of mass resistance by religious 
or conservative populist revolt, particularisms that could be crushed 
by soldiers and police forces. Typical of such autocratic reformism was 
Riza Shah Pahlavi who, much impressed by Kemal during his state visit 
to Turkey in 1934, sought to impose western dress as just one com-
ponent of a much vaster programme to create a strong state through 
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8 Burning the veil

a centralising drive that included census registration, conscription, 
judicial reform and radical secularisation.20 As Zehra Arat points out, 
the reform programme of Kemal was to provide Turkish women with 
education and skills as instruments of the economic development of the 
nation, but this was certainly not feminism in the sense of liberation 
that would promote women’s individual or collective consciousness ‘for 
themselves’. Turkish women, through modernisation, were to improve 
their skills as wives and mothers.21

Authoritarian regimes, in the drive to emancipate women as part of 
the modernising process, invariably met diffuse but dogged resistance 
at the level of the most fundamental social unit, the family. Historians 
have explored in detail how the modern European state gradually pen-
etrated and transformed the private autonomy of feudalism, the clans, 
kin and extended family networks that as units of localised production, 
economic autarky and primary loyalty long provided an alternative core 
of identity.22 In the Middle East and North Africa however, ‘tribal’ and 
extended family groups, underpinned by a religiously sanctioned ideol-
ogy of patriarchy, remained a strong and dynamic force well into the 
late twentieth century. Authoritarian reformism was confronted with 
the almost insuperable problem of trying to erode or transform the very 
bedrock of society; a problem of particular importance to the Algerian 
situation, to which we return below. A number of specialists on women 
in the Middle East, notably Deniz Kandiyoti, Suad Joseph and Mounira 
Charrad, have argued that the changing position of women in Muslim 
societies can be best understood through linking it to state-building 
processes.23 It was precisely because family structure carried within it 
a blueprint for the global society, everything from property relations to 
political power, that it was the focus of bitter struggle. While veiling, as a 
symbol of this wider fi eld, generated much passion, the most crucial way 
in which opposing forces attempted to steer or shape the internal logic 
of the family was through conservative defence of Islamic law (sharia) 
or through reform of the personal status laws relating to marriage.24

After this digression into the broader processes at work throughout 
the Middle East, we are in a better position to understand the nature 
of French emancipation during the Algeria War of Independence. 
Firstly, French policy towards Algerian women after 1956 was directly 
infl uenced and, to some extent, modelled on the earlier programmes 
introduced in Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia and elsewhere. 
Many colonial cadres in Algeria, both military and civilian, had had 
a direct experience of the more advanced Arab women’s organisations 
in other French colonies, protectorates or mandates, particularly inter-
war Lebanon and Syria.25 The colonial government was inspired by a 
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 Introduction 9

Kemalist approach in its modernisation of Algerian society, a reform 
programme that recognised that a developmental project could not 
work unless it included women. Secondly, the emancipation was also 
very much part of a highly militarised agenda, in which a huge army 
through the policy of quadrillage, the occupation and control of the 
entire geographical space of the colony, possessed the bureaucratic and 
armed power to impose a radical ‘top-down’ reform on a recalcitrant 
periphery. Finally, and most crucially, the French army – not unlike the 
quasi-dictatorial regimes in inter-war Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Afghanistan 
– aimed at a ‘forced march’ modernisation programme. In the French 
case the urgency arose from the need to win over the population as a 
condition of victory in a violent and costly colonial war that needed to 
be terminated as quickly as possible. Signifi cantly both Atatürk and the 
French colonels found inspiration in the Jacobin Revolution, the primary 
symbol of a radical secularisation and process of state- formation that 
depended on a programme of forced centralisation, populist élan, and 
the crushing of priestly and provincial obscurantism.26 It was no mere 
coincidence that the generals’ revolt of May 1958 led to the establish-
ment of a Committee of Public Safety that, among its very fi rst acts, 
orchestrated mass unveiling parades.

It may seem surprising to characterise the French occupation and 
repression of 1954–62 as a project of state-building, particularly as 
France has been so widely interpreted by historians as an exemplar of 
the advanced bureaucratic and centralised nation. However, the colo-
nels saw their revolt as an attempt to regenerate the weak and effete 
government of the Fourth Republic from the colonial periphery, but 
also to weld Algeria, a literal extension of French soil, into a strong 
and integrated economic power.27 Under the offi cial slogan of ‘l’Algérie 
nouvelle’, the colonels set out to create a dynamic nation-state through 
a process of ‘integration’ that would completely transform the identity 
and mind-set of both the colons, who were regarded by them as a prime 
cause of the colonial crisis through their egotistic racism and unbending 
refusal to accept Algerians into the cité, as well as of the impoverished 
Algerians. The foundation myth of this new imperial nation was estab-
lished during the ecstatic and theatrical ‘fraternisation’ parades of May 
1958 when both settler and Algerian women embraced each other in 
the Algiers Forum. Muslim women, claimed the army, expressed their 
‘spontaneous’ wish to meld into the new nation by unveiling and declar-
ing their deep wish to become identical to their European sisters in 
dress, freedom from seclusion and basic rights.

The apparent conundrum of France, one of the most highly developed 
nations in the world, engaging in a process of accelerated state-building 
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10 Burning the veil

at such a late stage as the mid-twentieth century, can be resolved by the 
fact that it showed simultaneously the features of both a ‘strong’ and a 
‘weak’ state. As Matthew Connelly has noted, the geography or ‘fron-
tier’ of a ‘North–South’ divide between an advanced western economy 
(metropolitan France) and an impoverished ‘Third World’ colonial 
Algeria did not lie along the barrier of the Mediterranean Sea, but 
rather ran east–west some two hundred miles south of the Algeria coast 
separating the advanced urban and European dominated societies of the 
northern literal from the underdeveloped interior in which 70 per cent 
of Algerians lived in abject poverty as peasants and nomads.28

The difference between the two Algerias was the consequence of 
long-term and complex processes by which colons had ensured a 
monopoly of state investment in their own settlements, the commune 
de pleine exercice (CPE), in the form of roads, electrifi cation, water 
supply, schools, hospitals and other infrastructures, and the withhold-
ing of modernisation for the native zones, the commune mixte (CM), 
that were left in endemic poverty.29 However, as Claudine Chaulet and 
others have argued, the dualism of Algerian space did not mean that 
the isolated interior (bled) was simply ‘abandoned’ to its fate by the 
European settlers, since the rural and mountainous interior, as with 
the Bantustan system of apartheid in South Africa, offered a reserve 
of cheap, mobile labour for the colon estates, docks, construction sites 
and industries to the north.30 Colonial capitalism thus had an interest in 
actively retaining the ‘breeding’ capacity of Algeria’s rural population, 
and this system carried major implications for women who paid the 
heavy costs of reproducing and sustaining labour-power.31 However, the 
civilian and military heads of the Algerian government after 1954, most 
of them without previous experience of the colony, were shocked to 
discover the extent of the ‘Third World’ backwardness of the bled, pre-
cisely the interior, mountainous and forested zones in which the Armée 
de libération nationale (ALN) guerrilla army established a support base 
among the local population. It seemed crucial to the generals to win the 
battle for hearts and minds in rural Algeria, but the attempt to carry 
out a crash modernisation programme faced the almost insuperable 
problem of trying to reverse the accumulated effect of what was euphe-
mistically referred to as under-administration (sous administration), 
over a century of under-investment, neglect and weak government

The biggest challenge facing the colonial government in its project 
of emancipation was the endemic poverty, illiteracy and ignorance of 
women in the bled. But in the periphery the modern state was histori-
cally weak (lack of local administrators, of courts, an accurate civil reg-
ister, schools, doctors, roads) while the potential foci of resistance to 
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 Introduction 11

state encroachment, such as ‘traditional’ tribal, kin and religious organi-
sations, were at their strongest. A key part of our overall argument is 
that the colonial economic and political system had for over a century, 
until the insurrection of 1954, worked to ensure the ‘protection’ of the 
extended family group, and the ideology of patriarchy that underpinned 
it, thus reinforcing the domestic structures that would radically impede 
modernisation of the family by the French (1956–62), and then by the 
post-independence FLN government. After 1956 the heavily militarised 
colonial government, in its attempt to force through an accelerated 
‘revolutionary’ transformation of women’s position, faced problems of 
breaking down the opposition of patriarchal authority and conserva-
tive religious leaders that was very similar to the diffi culties faced by 
authoritarian and militarised regimes engaged in state-building proc-
esses in Soviet Central Asia, Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan in the 1920s. 
If anything French interventionism in Algeria was even more forceful 
in the context of the Cold War since US and European ‘political devel-
opment theory’ and counter-insurgency doctrine, upholding a need to 
aid weak colonial states that were exposed to communist insurgency, 
often saw modern armies as bureaucratic organisations that were best 
able to guide ‘archaic’ societies towards modernity.32 But one of the big 
questions facing the French after 1954, as for the 1920s regimes, was 
whether reform might be pushed too far and too fast so as to generate 
revolt and public opposition on a scale to threaten the survival of gov-
ernment, as occurred with the Afghan tribal revolts that brought down 
King Amanullah in 1929.

The French emancipation agenda, far from accepting full equal-
ity between European and Algerian women, a process of integration 
founded on pluralism and multiculturalism before the letter, was built 
on a Eurocentric cultural model of domesticity through which Muslim 
women would reach true freedom by a modernisation process that 
would ‘westernise’ them in every respect. Underlying French policy 
and discourse on Algerian women was a fundamental, and perhaps 
fatal assumption of an inevitable global progress by which all societies 
would, sooner or later, move from simple or primitive forms of organisa-
tion to a ‘higher’ phase of civilisation, a stage that was overtly or implic-
itly always imagined by reference to contemporary western models. 
According to this teleology Algerian women would, through economic 
change, urbanisation, education and entry into a modern world of 
consumerism, eventually come to share an identical lifestyle to that of 
European women. As will be seen, the vision of a golden future held 
out by army propagandists to Algerian women was essentially a petit-
bourgeois dream of gleaming Formica kitchens, washing machines, the 
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12 Burning the veil

nuclear family and the conjugal couple bound together by sentiment.33 
A considerable part was played in the promulgation of this model of 
domesticity, as in many other colonial contexts, by European women, the 
wives and daughters of senior army offi cers or the women recruited into 
mobile welfare teams, the Équipes médico-sociale itinérantes (EMSI). 
The great, and unforeseen, danger of this civilising mission was that the 
French wrongly assumed the inevitable and necessary triumph of their 
own culture: it was, to them, so unquestionably superior and right, that 
they could not imagine Algerian women (and men), once educated and 
rational actors, choosing to adhere to an ‘inferior’ and backward way 
of life. This model, which was shared by developmental policy-makers, 
meant that the French were overly optimistic about the way in which 
the emancipation agenda would sweep all before it and, more impor-
tantly, they were blind to the enormous resilience and power of Algerian 
extended family structures that worked according to a radically differ-
ent logic from the European nuclear family. The French emancipation 
programme, like that of Algerian post-independence modernisation, 
was broken on the invisible rocks and reefs of patriarchy.

The FLN, nationalism and the marginalisation of women

While the centre of gravity of this study lies in the history of French 
emancipation as an instrument of counter-insurgency and modernisa-
tion (chapters 2 to 8), it is also concerned with the impact of this strat-
egy on the FLN. As will be seen, it is not easy to establish whether the 
‘liberation’ policy and practices of the FLN originated in response to 
French innovations, or vice versa. Once the emancipation agenda had 
taken off on both sides during 1956 it is evident that the opposed forces 
entered into a constant struggle to command the support of Muslim 
women and developed techniques or programmes that mimicked or 
were modelled on the other. But in general, it is argued that the French 
army had a much stronger motivation to deploy a discourse and practice 
of liberation than the FLN, which assumed a more reactive position. 
This nationalist discourse was to carry long-term conservative implica-
tions for Algerian policies on Muslim women both during and after the 
war (chapters 9 to 11).

During the Algerian War and the fi rst years of independence the lib-
eration struggle of Algerian women was held up across the globe as a 
shining beacon by socialist, Third World and anti-colonial movements. 
The predominant media image was of maquis heroines and urban ter-
rorists, strong and determined women who, it was assumed, would 
claim a full and equal place in the future independent society. This was 
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the message conveyed by Gillo Pontecorvo’s powerful fi lm, The Battle 
of Algiers (1965), in which female freedom fi ghters broke through the 
constraints of traditional Muslim gender roles, and also by the thesis of 
Frantz Fanon’s infl uential essays in L’An V de la révolution algérienne 
(1959).34 This heroic myth, which entered the main stream of western 
culture and for long obscured the reality of Algerian policy on women, 
is itself a testimony to the effi cacy of FLN propaganda. However, in 
particular after the conservative and sharia-based legislation on women 
and the family formulated during c. 1980–84, feminists have widely 
accepted the fact that the post-independence Algerian state assumed a 
highly regressive position on women’s rights, one that was more reac-
tionary than that of many comparable modern states in the Middle East, 
and in particular of neighbouring Tunisia.

For long there was a tendency to explain this failure as the result of 
an authoritarian, single-party regime that through a quasi-military coup 
at the point of independence shattered the revolutionary optimism gen-
erated during the war. The idea of a key break in 1962 has been more 
recently revised by historians, following in the steps of Mohammed 
Harbi’s innovative work,35 who instead of operating in terms of a binary 
colonial/post-colonial opposition have begun to trace the long-term 
origins and continuities of the contemporary Algerian state in the early 
history of the nationalist movement from the 1920s onwards.36 Since the 
1990s this approach has been facilitated by historians’ access to a wealth 
of previously unavailable ‘inside’ information about the war-time FLN. 
Firstly, the Algerian political crisis after 1988 shattered the ideological 
hegemony of the single-party, authoritarian FLN-led state, the attempt 
to impose an offi cial version of the history of the ‘revolution’ and to 
exercise a tight control over access to Algerian archival sources. For 
example, the ground-breaking research of Djamila Amrane (née Danièle 
Minne), a former FLN militant who was imprisoned by the French, was 
based on oral sources as well as access to the offi cial registers of the 
veterans’ organisation (Ministère des Moudjahidine) relating to 10,949 
women combatants.37 Secondly, since the 1990s the systematic cata-
loguing of, and more open access provided to, the immense military and 
civilian archives ‘repatriated’ in 1962 and deposited in Paris and Aix-
en-Provence have facilitated a remarkable change in the character and 
volume of research on the Algerian War.38 While the archives provide a 
vast amount of information on the internal and often secretive workings 
of the war-time military and civilian government – the key source used 
for mapping our main theme of French emancipation – they provide 
information that extends well beyond the mind-set and practices of the 
dominant colonial power. The French army and police captured a mass 
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14 Burning the veil

of internal FLN reports, which allow the organisation to be interpreted 
through its own documents rather than being refracted through the 
prism of the French army. This material is now facilitating a major shift 
in the historical understanding of the FLN,39 and has provided the basis 
for a wave of new research relating to Algerian women.40

In the light of these sources, which relate primarily to the opposing 
male-led agendas of the French government and the FLN, it should be 
emphasised that this study is not concerned with an attempt to try and 
unlock the extremely diffi cult and contested fi eld of subaltern studies, to 
reconstruct the subjective experience and universe of Algerian women. 
Such a project remains problematic for the period of the Algerian War, 
in part because some 96 per cent of all women were illiterate and left 
very little in the way of written evidence, but also because it has proved 
particularly diffi cult to gather and interpret oral evidence.41 However, 
while Algerian women often appear to be silent victims that were caught 
or crushed between the masculine agendas of power, of colonial occu-
piers and resisters, the archive still provides a considerable amount of 
valuable information (as long as it is interpreted with care as an expres-
sion of the male voice) about the organisation and role of Algerian 
women. For example, confi dential or secret reports provide almost daily 
information about the diffi culties faced by army teams working to build 
contact with women in rural locations, including, for example, inci-
dents involving women sabotaging generators or the electricity supply 
during the showing of propaganda fi lms. The reports of police spies 
and informers between 1944 and 1954 provide invaluable information 
about what was happening inside the meetings of the early nationalist 
women’s organisations (chapter 1). The colonial government and army 
also employed specialist colonial offi cers, mainly from the services des 
affaires indigènes as well as ethnographers like Germaine Tillion and 
Jean Servier, who were profi cient in Arabic and Berber dialect and had 
a close knowledge of Islamic and customary law, to investigate the 
situation of Algerian women. The archive thus contains a consider-
able volume of sophisticated commentary on women, and employed 
social scientifi c methodology, including, for example, a 1959 report 
on Algerian attitudes towards French emancipation that was based on 
15,000 questionnaire returns. One advantage of this extensive material 
is that it enables a more detailed picture to be built up of the situation of 
the great mass of women in the interior, the heartland of the rebellion, 
who tend to have been under-researched.42 The wealth of sociological 
and intelligence data has been further enriched by utilising the exten-
sive archive of photographs of women taken by professional photo-
journalists and rank-and-fi le soldiers.43 In particular the photographs of 
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Marc Garanger have served as the starting point of a detailed case-study 
approach (chapter 6) to the situation of peasant women within the 
context of military violence and ‘reform’ in the isolated village of Bordj 
Okhriss.

In chapter 1 it is argued that an organised Algerian women’s move-
ment appeared much later than in many other states in the Maghreb 
and Middle East. During the decade 1944–54 a militant and dynamic 
organisation fi rst appeared in the major urban centres as an integral 
component of the wider nationalist movement. While under normal 
peacetime conditions this infant organisation might have been expected 
to expand and lay the basis for a strong, post-independence femi-
nist movement, in reality this promising current was arrested, if not 
‘broken’, by the War of Independence. While this set-back can be partly 
ascribed to the repressive violence of the French army and the disloca-
tion of family life, equally important was the way in which any move-
ment which represented the specifi c demands of women was voluntarily 
dissolved for the duration of the war into the urgent and higher priority 
of the struggle for independence. FLN propaganda, which made skilful 
use of the heroic symbol of female warriors while superfi cially appear-
ing to international opinion to champion the position of women, did 
no such thing: rather it was able to draw upon a long oral and written 
tradition within Muslim societies that, in an Islamic version of the myth 
of Joan of Arc as national saviour, referred back to historic or mythic 
female warriors who during moments of mortal danger to the commu-
nity temporarily assumed the martial role of men.44 In the deployment 
of the traditional myth of the heroine fi ghters the assumption was that, 
once victory was gained, women would revert to their allotted domestic 
and maternal functions.45 Algeria followed in a path that was shared 
by many other nationalist movements: a common but contradictory 
pattern was that while resistance and independence movements played 
a major role in providing an impetus to women’s organisations, once 
victory was assured and constitutional or independence goals achieved, 
governments proceeded to renege on or dampen female militancy or 
reformist demands.46

However, in a fast changing world in which women’s rights as citizens 
were being rapidly extended and built into UN and other international 
conventions, the FLN, which laid claim to being a modernising force for 
the liberation of a subject people, could not afford to be seen to neglect 
the issue of women’s rights. In the decade between 1944 and 1954 the 
emerging women’s movement was not split by a simple binary opposi-
tion between modernisers and ‘traditionalists’, but revealed a complex 
pattern of internal tensions and contradictions. For example, many 
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16 Burning the veil

progressive women did not view Islam as incompatible with women’s 
interests,47 but what the deadly divisions of war achieved was to halt the 
complex and potentially fertile debate emerging in the women’s move-
ment before 1954 and to channel it into deeply entrenched positions. 
As in Iran where Riza Shah’s autocratic intervention on veiling caused 
‘an unbridgeable chasm’ among women,48 so did the French army drive 
to emancipation, a strategy that was designed precisely to outfl ank the 
nationalists by the pre-emptive occupation of this ideological terrain.

With the outbreak of the war for independence a signifi cant strata 
of educated Algerian women (évoluées) found themselves moving into 
the French camp, which appeared to them to offer the best hopes of a 
progressive, modernising agenda, so draining away part of the potential 
support base for a unifi ed women’s movement. Facing them were nation-
alist and communist women activists whose movements were virtually 
dissolved into the FLN organisation where they became subsidiary to, or 
locked into, a male-led agenda. The FLN hierarchy throughout the war 
was riven by numerous internal divisions, one of them being between a 
current of more secular intellectuals who favoured a Kemalist or social-
ist model of women’s rights based on a separation of civil and religious 
powers, and a more conservative ‘Islamo-Arabic’ current that ultimately 
triumphed in the battle for political power. In general women on the 
FLN side began to share a religious nationalism that emphasised Islamic 
cultural resistance to dangerous western subversion of the sharia, Arab 
language and identity, an authentic nationhood that was constructed 
by a highly gendered ideology that placed women as the mothers of the 
people, the guardians of the sacred space of the family/household, and 
the educators of a future generation of male warriors and citizens.

The ideological formulation of the ‘family-as-cultural-fortress’ can 
be found in nationalist movements throughout the Middle East and 
North Africa in the twentieth century, and it served to internally 
fracture and weaken women’s organisations.49 However, the balance 
of forces between ‘modernising’ and ‘traditionalist’ agendas varied 
considerably from one country to another, depending on the specifi c 
historical and political context. Elizabeth Thompson has suggested that 
in independent states like Turkey or Egypt (after 1922), it was politi-
cally possible for governments to support a modernising agenda for 
women by opposing or eroding the position of the conservative reli-
gious establishment: a degree of westernisation or secularism was seen 
as compatible with nationalism.50 Under Kemal the élan of nationalism 
and modernisation of women drove in the same direction. Similarly, in 
the remarkable instance of Tunisia, Bourguiba was able to make good 
use of the popular prestige that he enjoyed at independence as leader of 
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a successful liberation struggle, to legislate immediately the progressive 
1956 reform of the personal status law.

In the colonial context, the dynamic could be quite different. As 
Douglas Northrop notes, historically most imperial powers had not 
sought to assimilate indigenous peoples through extension of equal 
legal, political or citizenship rights, but had preserved a dualistic system 
that locked ‘native’ masses of the periphery into an inferior subject 
status. Soviet colonial policy in Central Asia was unusual in the extent 
to which it sought complete integration such that Muslim women ‘were 
to be remade into fully modern Soviet citizens’.51 However, French 
policy on Algerian women after 1956 went through an abrupt U-turn 
from a dualistic system of domination to one of integration that was 
remarkably similar to the Soviet model. This had considerable implica-
tions for the reinforcement of conservative Islamist ideology at the core 
of nationalism.

In some post-1945 colonial contexts, such as Nigeria, where the tran-
sition to independence was relatively peaceful, it was possible for the 
British government to invest in development aid and reform for women, 
from extension of education to health and welfare programmes, with 
the tacit support of nationalists. Post-independence government openly 
acknowledged its debt to the positive side of planned decolonisa-
tion.52 But in the Algerian instance, emancipation was embedded in an 
extremely violent liberation war and in these circumstances any Algerian 
women siding with westernisation could be viewed as traitors. While in 
many nationalist struggles we can fi nd traces of currents or tendencies 
that associated female support for western forms of emancipation with 
treason,53 perhaps nowhere was this more damaging than in Algeria 
where the association was welded in the crucible of a long and bloody 
war, and in which the occupying army championed European forms 
of female modernity and liberation with particular force. This linkage 
was to have extremely negative, long-term implications for Algerian 
women.

The ideological formulation of the ‘family-as-cultural-fortress’ pro-
vided FLN ideologues during the war with a powerful means to counter 
French emancipation as a dangerous Fifth-column agenda to penetrate 
and subvert the very life-force of the nation. Conversely, Algerian women 
who favoured the advancement of women’s rights could be marginalised 
as colonialist lackeys. That this conservative, rather than progressive 
and secular, position on women won out within the FLN can also be 
linked to the roots of Algerian populist nationalism. The internal FLN 
documents captured by the French army show that in general militants, 
guerrilla fi ghters and the wider population in which they found support, 
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18 Burning the veil

were far less ‘revolutionary’ than has often been imagined, particularly 
by left-wing commentators in the past. To the mass of illiterate peasants 
the battle against the French had little if anything to do with Marxist 
or socialist forms of transformative liberation, but rather with removal 
of the oppressor tout court. This is not to deny the enormous potency 
of the utopian faith which inspired the huge sacrifi ces that were made, 
but this was formulated more in terms of a messianic vision constructed 
on the restoration of a ‘true’ Islamic society that lay nascent beneath 
centuries of colonial destruction, rather than with relation to a secularist 
blue-print. The FLN, instead of opposing or marginalising the ideologi-
cal position represented by Islamic clerics, and in particular the infl u-
ential Association des ulema musulmans algériens (AUMA) founded 
by Ben Badis, absorbed the Islamist leaders and their doctrine into the 
core of the nationalist movement. As in Lebanon the nationalists forged 
a ‘gender pact’ with Islamic populism which operated in two stages. 
Firstly, during the phase of armed confl ict, nationalist women would 
agree to postpone their demands as women until independence was 
won. But with victory assured the pact between male nationalists and 
clerics would ensure that masculine authority would be fi rmly reasserted 
over women who in the chaos of war might have challenged seclusion, 
veiling and patriarchal controls.54 The infant, but dynamic women’s 
movement that had appeared during 1944–54 was thus ‘mothballed’ for 
the duration of the long struggle (1954–62), but did not exit from the 
war with the expected new-found energy, but was radically smothered 
for another two decades.

Finally, it is argued, the FLN did not only enter into a pact with 
Islamic forces because of the strength of religion in society, but also 
because Islam provided the ideological expression and legitimation for 
patriarchy. The term ‘patriarchy’ is not used here in the radical femi-
nist sense of a universal and a-historical male domination, but refers 
to complex kinship systems and modes of inheritance that sought to 
enhance the long-term chances of survival of family groups through 
strategies that controlled access to land, resources and reproduction 
(labour power and male descent). In the ‘classic patriarchy’ prevalent 
throughout the Middle East, girls were given away to their husband’s 
family group, where they were subordinate to both males and senior 
women.55 Marriage strategies, which ideally aimed to prevent subdivi-
sion of land and property through endogamy, were crucially dependent 
on alliances built through arranged marriages that were ‘rationally’ 
controlled by elders, not by the romantic choice of youth. The ‘market-
ability’ of women, the negotiation of the ‘good marriage’, was crucially 
dependent on the group’s ability to guard sexual honour and status 
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through rigorous gender segregation (seclusion, veiling). Women, in 
particular the older matriarchs, were not (as often perceived from the 
‘west’), subjugated and passive victims but actively colluded in the 
reproduction of the system and its values. Conversely women who 
fell outside the stability and protection offered by the family (widows, 
divorcees, refugees and victims of disrupted groups) were condemned to 
a life of harsh poverty, toil, marginalisation and dishonour.

Deniz Kandiyoti, Mounira Charrad and Suad Joseph note that the 
patriarchal system varied from one state or region to another in the 
Middle East and North Africa, but that in order to understand such dif-
ferences it is important to make an analytic distinction between Islam 
and the underlying social, economic and political logic of kinship.56 
Geographically Islam made various accommodations to the complex 
mosaic of societies it encountered on the ground. However, since Islam 
provided the crucial ideological formulation, the sacred and encoded 
doctrinal base for family regulation (notably through the sharia and cus-
tomary law), most Algerians believed that the defence of patriarchy was 
a religious obligation. Unlike the earlier historiography of the Algerian 
War that portrayed it as a revolutionary movement, access to the FLN 
archive reveals the extent to which the moudjahidine and population 
in general were motivated by a diffuse, but very real religious or jihad-
ist sentiment. The conservative FLN nationalist discourse on women’s 
rights refl ected a certain real politik, a pragmatic recognition of the 
strength of patriarchy in Algerian society. In the mortal struggle with 
the French for popular support it proved wiser not to alienate the con-
servative religious leaders (imams, the Ulema, cadis, caïds) that held 
such infl uence over the masses, nor to challenge existing structures of 
familial and clan power that subjugated women. It was the French who, 
through a risky emancipation agenda, ran the greater danger of inciting 
resistance and reinforcing support for the FLN. The Algerian extended 
patriarchal family group (the ayala) showed extraordinary adaptability 
and powers of resistance to the threat posed by the chaos of war, social 
and economic dislocation, mass uprooting and the centralised planning 
initiatives of post-independence governments. It is argued (chapters 
10–11) that it was the recognition by the state of the inner strength of 
the ayala that led FLN political elites after 1962, as they manoeuvred 
for political power in a situation of civil war, instability and confl icting 
clientele systems, to quietly acquiesce in the subordination of women 
and the retention of highly conservative personal status or family laws.

The vitality of a patriarchy that adapted well to provide economic 
security in a rapidly changing society carried some negative implications 
for the extension of full civic rights to women. As Suad Joseph notes, 
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20 Burning the veil

there exists a deep contradiction between the western liberal theory of 
rights, an individualism that treats the citizen in an abstract way as an 
autonomous being who enters into a contract with the sovereign state, 
and the patriarchal family system in which the ‘relational rights’ of the 
collectivity is primary.57 The newly independent Algerian state did, on 
paper, in various constitutional and legal statements, announce the full 
and equal rights of women. However, there existed an enormous gap 
between such principles of universal rights and the reality of the con-
tinuing subordination of women to male control. For example, many 
women failed to exercise voting rights or to participate in political asso-
ciations because male members of the family exercised the vote ‘on their 
behalf’ or imposed strict seclusion. It was FLN recognition of patriarchy 
both during and after the War of Independence that prevented any move 
by nationalists to counter the French project on women by offering its 
own emancipation agenda. In the long term it is possible to trace a link 
between this fatal pact with conservative Islamist forces and the bloody 
civil war after 1992 during which extreme levels of male aggression and 
violence were directed specifi cally against ‘modern’ women who were 
perceived as a threat to patriarchy.
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(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980 edn), 261–94.

11 On Kemalist reform as a process of state-building see Touraj Atabaki (ed.), 
The State and the Subaltern. Modernization, Society and the State in Turkey 
and Iran (London: I. B. Tauris, 2007); Nilüfer Göle, Musulmanes et mod-
ernes. Voile et civilisation en Turquie (Paris: La Découverte, 2003 edn).

12 On Iran see Atabaki (ed.), The State; Stephanie Cronin (ed.), The Making 
of Modern Iran. State and Society Under Riza Shah, 1921–1941 (London: 
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Routledge, 2003), especially the following chapters: Jasamin Rostam-
Kolayi, ‘Expanding Agendas for the “New” Iranian Woman: Family, Law, 
Work, and Unveiling’, 157–80; Shireen Mahdavi, ‘Riza Shah Pahlavi and 
Women: A Re-evaluation’, 181–92; H. E. Chehabi, ‘The Banning of the Veil 
and Its Consequences’, 193–210; also Homa Hoodfar, ‘Iranian Women at 
the Intersection of Citizenship and the Family Code. The Perils of “Islamic 
Criteria”’, in Suad Joseph (ed.), Gender and Citizenship in the Middle East 
(Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2000), 287–313.

13 Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat: Moslem Women and 
Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet Central Asia, 1919–1929 (Princeton, 
N.J: Princeton University Press, 1974); Douglas Northrop, Veiled Empire. 
Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2004).

14 On nationalism and ‘state feminism’ see Ellen L. Fleischmann, ‘The Other 
“Awakening”: The Emergence of Women’s Movements in the Modern 
Middle East, 1900–1940’ in Margaret L. Meriwether and Judith E. Tucker 
(eds), A Social History of Women and Gender in the Modern Middle 
East (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1999), 107–20; Nikki R. Keddie, 
‘1914–45: Nationalism and Women’s Movements’, in Women in the Middle 
East. Past and Present (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2007), 
75–101.

15 Mehrzad Boroujerdi, ‘Triumph and Travails of Authoritarian Modernisation 
in Iran’, in Cronin (ed.), Making, 152.

16 Mustapha Kemal stated during a speech to a provincial audience on 10 
October 1926, ‘The civilized world is far ahead of us. We have no choice 
but to catch up. It is time to stop nonsense, such as “should we or should we 
not wear hats?” We shall adopt hats along with all other works of Western 
civilization. Uncivilized people are doomed to be trodden under the feet 
of civilized people’. Quoted in Andrew Mango, Atatürk (London: John 
Murray, 2004 edn), 438. 

17 Stephanie Cronin, ‘Reform from Above, Resistance from Below: The New 
Order and Its Opponents in Iran, 1927–29’, in Atabaki (ed.), The State, 81–8.

18 Badran, Feminists, 92; Northrop, Veiled Empire, chapter 2; Elizabeth 
Thompson, Colonial Citizens. Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege, and 
Gender in French Syria and Lebanon (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2000), 242, 257, 259.

19 There exists an enormous literature on this process: see, for example, 
Charles Tilly (ed.), The Formation of National States in Western Europe 
(Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1975).

20 Cronin, ‘Reform from Above’, 73, notes that Riza Shah and his key person-
nel ‘developed a commandist approach, seeking to impose their will across 
vast geographical areas and intricate social contexts by diktat, backed up by 
the threat of military intervention’. On the offi cial visit to Turkey see Afshin 
Marashi, ‘Performing the Nation: The Shah’s Offi cial State Visit to Kemalist 
Turkey, June to July 1934’, in Cronin (ed.), Making, 99–119.
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21 Zehra F. Arat, ‘Turkish Women and the Republican Reconstruction of 
Tradition’, in Fatma Müge Göçek and Shiva Balaghi (eds), Reconstructing 
Gender in the Middle East. Tradition, Identity, and Power (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1994), 58–9.

22 On the processes by which the modern European state ‘invaded’ and appro-
priated the functions of the family see for example, Jacques Donzelot, The 
Policing of Families (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1997).

23 Deniz Kandiyoti (ed.), ‘Introduction’ to Women, Islam and the State 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991), 9, notes that women represent the focal 
point of kinship-based solidarities, but the dilemma of the modern state 
is that it must eradicate these particularisms to create universalistic loy-
alties; Mounira M. Charrad, States and Women’s Rights. The Making 
of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2001); Suad Joseph, ‘Theoretical Introduction. Gendering 
Citizenship in the Middle East’, in Joseph (ed.), Gender, 3–30. 

24 Annelies Moors, ‘Debating Islamic Family Law: Legal Texts and Social 
Practices’, in Meriwether and Tucker (eds), Social History, 141–75.

25 See Thompson, Colonial Citizens, 225–46, on General Georges Catroux 
and his entourage which rotated between leadership roles in Lebanon 
and Algeria; also Martin Thomas, ‘Women and Colonialism and Colonial 
Education’ in The French Empire Between the Wars. Imperialism, Politics 
and Society (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), 151–84. 

26 The French Revolution has been described as the ‘supreme point of refer-
ence’ in Mustapha Kemal’s life: see Mango, Atatürk, 42, 49.

27 Contemporaries saw a fascistic parallel between the generals’ Algiers coup, 
code-named Operation Resurrection, to topple the Paris government, and 
General Franco’s 1939 ‘reconquest’ of Spain from his base in the Army of 
Africa.

28 Matthew Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution. Algeria’s Fight for 
Independence and the Origins of the Post-Cold War Era (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 10–12.

29 On this institutional basis of the separation of ‘native’ from 
 European-dominated zones see Claude Collot, Les Institutions de l’Algérie 
durant la période coloniale (1830–1962) (Paris: Éditions du CNRS, 1987), 
81–162. 

30 Claudine Chaulet, La Terre, les frères, et l’argent. Stratégie familiale et 
production agricole en Algérie depuis 1962 (Algiers: Offi ce des Publications 
Universitaires, c. 1984), Vol. 1, 247–50; Neil MacMaster, Colonial Migrants 
and Racism. Algerians in France, 1900–62 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997), 
41.

31 Claude Meillassoux, Maidens, Meal and Money. Capitalism and the 
Domestic Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

32 Schafer, Deadly Paradigms, 93–4; Irene L. Gendzier, Managing Political 
Change: Social Scientists and the Third World (Boulder, Colo.: Westview 
Press, 1985), 50–1, 63–9; John J. Johnson, The Role of the Military in 
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Underdeveloped Countries (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 
1962). 

33 On the teleology of development theory and the centrality of a modernist 
and consumerist vision in French metropolitan culture during the Algerian 
War, see Connelly, Diplomatic Revolution, 27–34; Kristin Ross, Fast 
Cars, Clean Bodies. Decolonization and the Reordering of French Culture 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996 edn). 

34 Frantz Fanon, L’An V de la révolution algérienne [1959] (Paris: La 
Découverte, 2001 edn). 

35 Particularly infl uential was Mohammed Harbi’s, Le FLN, mirage et réalité: 
des origines à la prise du pouvoir (1945–1962) (Paris: Les Éditions J. A, 
1980).

36 Particularly illuminating is Omar Carlier, Entre nation et jihad. Histoire 
sociale des radicalismes algériens (Paris: Presse de la fondation nationale des 
sciences politiques, 1995).

37 Djamila Amrane, Les Femmes algériennes dans la guerre (Paris: Plon, 1991) 
is a version of her 1988 doctoral thesis. Née Danièle Minne, Amrane is 
the daughter by a fi rst marriage of Jacqueline Minne, who later married 
the FLN militant Abdelkader Guerroudj. Danièle joined the maquis in 
about March 1957 where she married a young FLN dentist, Si Ali Amrane, 
before she was captured on 26 November 1957 and tried for her role in 
the Algiers bomb network: see Patrick Kessel and Giovanni Pirelli (eds), 
Le Peuple algérien et la guerre. Lettres et témoignages 1954–1962 [1962] 
(Paris: L’Harmattan, 2003 edn), 177. Currently a professor at Toulouse 
University, she published a later book of oral testimony by women under the 
name Danièle Djamila Amrane-Minne, Des femmes dans la guerre d’Algérie 
(Paris: Éditions Karthala, 1994). For an overview of French, Algerian and 
other state archives see Abdelkrim Badjadja, ‘Panorama des archives de 
l’Algérie moderne et contemporaine’, in Mohammed Harbi and Benjamin 
Stora (eds), La Guerre d’Algérie, 1954–2004. La fi n de l’amnésie (Paris: 
Robert Laffont, 2004), 631–82. 

38 The military archive known before 1 January 2005 as the Service historique 
de l’armée de terre (SHAT) at the Château de Vincennes, has now been 
reorganised as the Service historique de la Défense, Département de l’armé 
de terre (SHD-DAT), but throughout this is referred to by using the well-
known abbreviation SHAT; the civilian or joint civilian/military administra-
tive archives are held in the Centre des archives d’outre-mer (CAOM) at 
Aix-en-Provence. For an overview of these archives, the problems surround-
ing their use, and the fi elds of research being generated by their access, see 
Raphaëlle Branche, La Guerre d’Algérie: une histoire apaisée? (Paris: Seuil, 
2005), Part 2.

39 Gilbert Meynier, Histoire intérieure du FLN, 1954–1962 (Paris: Fayard, 
2002); and the ‘companion volume’ of Mohammed Harbi and Gilbert 
Meynier (eds), Le FLN: documents et histoire, 1954–1962 (Paris: Fayard, 
2004). 
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40 See in particular the theses and publications of Diane Sambron and Ryme 
Seferdjeli referred to later.

41 Marnia Lazreg has warned of the potential pitfalls of such a project in 
‘Feminism and Difference: The Perils of Writing as a Woman on Women 
in Algeria’, Feminist Studies, 14: 1 (Spring 1988), 81–107, although she 
attempted such a study in, The Eloquence of Silence. Algerian Women in 
Question (New York: Routledge, 1994); on the problems of an Algerian 
history ‘from below’ see also Fanny Colonna, ‘The Nation’s “Unknowing 
Other”. Three Intellectuals and the Culture(s) of Being Algerian, or On the 
Impossibility of Subaltern Studies in Algeria’, Journal of North African 
Studies, 8: 1 (Spring 2003), 155–70.

42 Most studies to date have centred on the experience of urban women, 
among whom can be found a more educated and vocal minority of FLN 
militants: very little remains known about the great mass of impoverished 
and illiterate peasantry or shantytown refugees.

43 Many tens of thousands of photographs can be consulted in the archives of 
the Établissement de communication et de production audiovisuelle de la 
défense (ECPAD) at Fort-Ivry, Paris; on the historical importance and analy-
sis of the images see Claire Mauss-Copeaux, A Travers le viseur. Images 
d’appelés en Algérie, 1955–1962 (Lyon: Aedelsa, 2003).

44 On this myth in Algeria see Baya Jurquet-Bouhoune and Jacques Jurquet, 
Femmes algériennes. De la Kahina au code de la famille (Pantin: Le Temps 
des Cerises, 2007), 21–59. 

45 In Syria Nazik ‘Abid, who led a battalion of nurses during the Battle of 
Maysalun against the French (24 July 24 1920), was dubbed the Joan of Arc 
of the Arabs and compared to an ancient female warrior, Khawla bint al-
Azwar. The majority of male nationalists accepted women’s exceptional war 
service in a time of emergency, but insisted they should then demobilise back 
to the home on return of peace: see Thompson, Colonial Citizens, 120, 124, 
188. On ‘manly’ women in Iran coming to the rescue of the nation, only 
to be side-lined with the arrival of peace, see Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women 
with Mustaches and Men without Beards. Gender and Sexual Anxieties of 
Iranian Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 221–3.

46 Kumari Jayawardena, Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World 
(London: Zed Books, 1986). Egyptian women played a key role the 
1919–22 independence struggle, only to be excluded from political rights 
by the male Wafd government of 1924: see Badran, Feminists, 74–88.

47 For an analysis of similar internal divisions in the history of the women’s 
movement in Iran, see Afsaneh Najmabadi, ‘Authority and Agency: 
Revisiting Women’s Activism During Reza Shah’s Period’, in Atabaki (ed.), 
The State, 159–62, 170. Islam was not viewed as inherently anti-women by 
feminists. 

48 Ibid., 174.
49 Leila Ahmed notes the extraordinary plight of ‘the Middle East feminist 

caught between two opposing loyalties, forced almost to choose between 
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betrayal and betrayal’, quoted by Kandiyoti (ed.), Women, 7. On the gen-
dering of the nation as female linked to a masculine nationalism as a defence 
of the purity and honour of the homeland, see Najmabadi, Women with 
Mustaches, 1–7; Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Cultural Reproduction and Gender 
Relations’, in Gender and Nation (London: Sage, 1997), 39–67. 

50 Thompson, Colonial Citizens, 130, 289.
51 Northrop, Veiled Empire, 23–4, 59. 
52 Helen Callaway, Gender, Culture and Empire. European Women in 

Colonial Nigeria (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1987), 240, 243–4, notes how 
the imperial model of conquest and power gave way post-1945 to welfare 
and educational programmes that were projected as part of a ‘transition of 
power’ and ‘partnership’ with Nigerians.

53 The Lebanese feminist Nazira Zayn al-Din openly addressed her remark-
able book, Unveiling and Veiling (1928), which strongly attacked the 
conservative religious establishment, to the French High Commission, 
‘Representative of France, Mother of all civilization, of liberty and all light’. 
For this Syrian women nationalists viewed her as a traitor. Thompson, 
Colonial Citizens, 127–36, 146. 

54 On the concept of the ‘gender pact’ see Thompson, Colonial Citizens, 7, 
146, 150, 268–9, 289; Najmabadi, Women with Mustaches, 154–5, com-
ments on the westernised woman demonised in Iran as, ‘the enemy within, 
fi tna, and the enemy without, the West, thereby making it possible for the 
previously distinct voices of secular radical modernism and the newly reart-
iculated Islamism to condemn in unison the “superwesternized” woman’.

55 Deniz Kandiyoti, ‘Islam and Patriarchy: A Comparative Perspective’, in 
Nikki R. Keddie and Beth Baron (eds), Women in Middle Eastern History. 
Shifting Boundaries in Sex and Gender (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1991), 23–42. Najmabadi, Women with Mustaches, 154–5. 

56 Kandiyoti, ‘Islam and Patriarchy’, 37–8; Joseph, Gender, 11–15; Charrad, 
States, chapter 2, 28–50.

57 Joseph, Gender, 3–4, 17–18, 22–5; and ‘Comment on Majid’s “The Politics 
of Feminism in Islam”’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 
23: 1 (1998), 364–5.
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