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     Introduction   

   Repatriation and the Republic 

In 1978, four years into his term as President of the French Fifth
Republic, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing charged legislators with the 
task of drafting a new law that would “indemnify” the 1.5 million
“repatriates,” a term, which referred to the French citizens who left
the colonies during decolonization. The vast majority, almost one
million, were from former French Algeria. The official definition of 
the repatriate was: “a citizen who either had to leave or who consid-
ered it necessary [ estimer devoir] to leave territories that were formerly r
under French sovereignty, protectorate, or tutelage.” 1 On the day the 
new indemnities law was passed, Giscard appeared on television to
make the historic announcement. Reaffirming his commitment to the 
principle of “national solidarity,” the president proclaimed that he 
would ensure the Republic’s duties to its repatriate citizens and see to 
it that “justice be rendered to those compatriots who have contrib-
uted to the grandeur of France in the course of the past decades.”2 For
the repatriates, and for the French of Algeria especially, it was a long-
awaited decision. 

The French president’s decision to embrace the former settlers
was a response to the active lobby of the associations created by the
repatriates of North Africa, with the most resounding demands being
made by those from Algeria. Giscard’s advocacy for monetary as well
as moral compensation to people who had vehemently defended 
Algérie française and had even formed a paramilitary organization
to overthrow the Metropolitan government during decolonization
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marked a critical point in the national narrative about France’s
Algerian past. This book centers on the relations between the French 
Fifth Republic and the repatriates from Algeria since 1962. As it
argues, the evolution in the attitudes with regard to the French from 
Algeria remains constitutive of decolonization and the forging of the
post-empire nation.

The repatriate as a legal status for the French who were coming 
from the colonies entered the French law books in December 1961,
just as France was about to renounce its jurisdiction and sovereignty 
in Algeria, which France had annexed constitutionally in 1848. The 
term “repatriate” prior to 1961 was used by government officials to 
refer to the citizens who had evacuated the newly liberated nations 
of Indochina, Egypt, and the Protectorates of Morocco and Tunisia,
all of which became free from French rule by 1956. It was not until
the final months of 1961, however, when Algeria’s self-determina-
tion had become imminent, that France devised an official repatriate
status to include the citizens of Algeria who were expected to leave
the soon to be liberated settler colony. But the Repatriate Law as it 
applied to the French of Algeria stirred heated debates within the 
French legislature as Algeria was still legally and constitutionally a 
part of France in 1961. These citizens would not really be leaving
foreign soil and “coming back” to their country, as the term implied. 
They had been living in the French departments [départements] in 
Algeria for generations.

On March 19, 1962, France and Algeria signed the Evian Accords,
which made independence all but official; French Algeria was no
more. As France readied to withdraw from Algeria, it insisted that the
settler citizens stay and become a part of the Algerian nation. As far as
the Metropole was concerned, these citizens belonged in North Africa.
That summer, however, 750,000 French citizens including 100,000
naturalized Jews and several thousand pro-French Muslim Algerians
fled the nationalist takeover and departed for the Metropole. In face 
of this great exodus, France was now forced to frame the mass evacu-
ation in a way that was consistent with the ongoing narratives about
Algeria’s decolonization as an ineluctable fact of History as Todd 
Shepard has explained.3 The end of French presence in Algeria would 
be defined purportedly as the restoration of the French nation to an
original cultural, and natural boundary.4 In light of this narrative, 
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the French of Algeria would be simply returning to their country. 
The repatriate category stripped the settlers of their colonial origins, 
and disavowed  France’s Algerian settler colonial past.

What was striking about Giscard’s statement was its break from
previous government policies that addressed the French from 
Algeria. Charles de Gaulle, first president of the Fifth Republic, was
unequivocal in his refusal to consider the evacuees from Algeria as
casualties of the war or as victims of decolonization. Starting in the
1970s, however, de Gaulle’s successors would begin to accommo-
date and even embrace the national belonging of the once-shunned 
citizens from the settler colony. In doing so, they began to prop up
the repatriates as citizens who were deserving of the nation’s respect 
and gratitude for their contributions to the nation’s past grandeur. 
The chapters that follow explain the significance of this evolution in
what I call repatriation politics.

Although Repatriation politics applied to all those who left the
former colonies in Africa and Asia, this book examines repatriation
politics as it applied to the French who left Algeria. Repatriation poli-
tics is seen here as the French government’s means to negotiate a 
post-French-Algerian nationhood, one which must perpetually negate 
the settler colonial past, find a just narrative behind relinquishing
sovereignty in Algeria, while ascribing an innate French identity to 
colonists and citizens whose national belonging had been other-
wise contested if not rejected during the Algerian War. For the Fifth 
Republic, it was important to strip the French from Algeria of their 
settler colonial origins and define post-1962 France as the ingath-
ering of previously dispersed citizens. While the first decade of the
Fifth Republic shielded repatriation politics from the public eye, later
decades saw deliberate efforts to publicize the government’s embrace
of the repatriates from Algeria. This shift in policy did not lead to any
legal alterations to the repatriate category. As this book shows, it was
the electoral mobilization of the repatriates and the government’s
concerns to identify the national belonging of the variety of popula-
tions who arrived from Algeria after 1962, which compelled a more
positive distinction to be placed on the settlers and citizens from
former French Algeria. Inversely, a negative distinction was placed 
on Muslim migrant workers and their families who had supposedly 
endorsed independence.   
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  Beginnings

As the Algerian War entered its seventh brutal year, on May 20, 1961,
a delegation of French officials sat down to negotiations in the town
of Evian with eight members of the Algerian National Liberation 
Front (FLN), the core representatives of the Provisional Government 
of the Algerian Republic (GPRA).5 The French Fifth Republic, inaugu- 
rated just three years earlier with Charles de Gaulle at its helm, was 
about to renounce its sovereignty over Algeria. Over the seven years 
of fighting, the FLN had risen to symbolize the vanguard of Third 
World liberation movements. France, on the other hand, faced the 
loss of American financial support and struggled to justify its cause 
with the newly empowered Afro-Asian bloc in the United Nations.6 
In a war that had become a battle for world opinion, what remained 
for France in 1961 was to formalize the terms of its withdrawal from 
Algeria and provide a coherent revision to the narrative of French
national sovereignty.7

To settle the terms of Algeria’s impending autonomy, the French 
delegation affirmed the distinction between their own holistic nation
grounded in a shared “spiritual principle” and the Algerian “popula-
tion,” an alloy of different Arabo-Berber ethnic groups and various
“minorities.” 8 Among the minorities, the French delegates claimed,  
were the one million “Europeans” who had called Algérie française their e
home and country for generations. “Europeans” in 1961 had come
to mean the “non-Muslim” citizens in French Algeria, comprising 
900,000 white colonials of mixed European descent known otherwise 
as pieds noirs  or “black feet” a term used by Metropolitans to conjure 
up the soiled feet of poor whites,9 and the 120,000 naturalized Jews of 
mainly North African but also various mixed European backgrounds.

The French delegation insisted to the GPRA that these “Europeans”
should be allowed to share in the destiny of Algeria after independ-
ence, and that the FLN must install all adequate measures to “make 
the European minority feel that they are members of the Algerian 
people.”  10 The FLN could express only incredulity at the sanguine 
attitude of the French. After seven years of extreme violence that
cleaved large sections of the Muslim and European populations 
into two hostile camps, few in Algeria could have imagined that the 
Europeans would stay. But the French government’s concerns were 
directed elsewhere; the main goal was to disown these citizens and
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leave them behind in Algeria. As the negotiations at Evian showed, 
the citizens of the settler society, once considered living embodiments
of a  multi-continental sovereignty “from Dunkirk to Tamanrasset,”
had suddenly become redundant to both decolonizing nations. 

Prior to the mass exodus, one deputy, Alain Peyrefitte, who would 
soon be Minister of Repatriates, suggested partitioning Algeria and
creating an ethnic enclave for the settlers. Peyrefitte’s argument was 
that the loss of the colonists’ European character over generations
had tainted and diminished their Frenchness, distancing them from
the true French “stock” (de souche) of the Metropole:

The French in Algeria were like the English of the Antipodes:
neither English nor Australian, nor New Zealander; they had of 
necessity acclimatized to the colonized lands for long periods
much like the autochthonous populations they encountered in
these lands. The Europeans in French Algeria are a singular people,
and like the Boers, New Zealanders, and French Canadians, will 
ultimately be more at home in Algeria than in Europe .11 

At Evian, Algeria and France both agreed that the splitting apart of a
unified jurisdiction into two distinct sovereign polities meant that an
individual could only be either Algerian r or French. For the FLN, ther
Europeans were extraneous to their nation, as they shared neither the 
customs nor language, nor the social consciousness of the Algerian 
people. The French responded that the Europeans, with their attach-
ment to Algeria, would stay in Algeria, eventually take on Algerian
nationality and share in the country’s destiny. But in making such 
claims, the French delegates implied that the Europeans’ attach-
ment to Algeria made them more Algerian than French. It no longer
mattered to France that all the European colonists and Jews in Algeria
had possessed French nationality since the nineteenth century. What 
mattered was that these citizens were out of place in the post-empire
conception of nationhood in France whereby Metropolitan lineage 
had become essential to identifying the French stock [de souche]. 

The European settlers and Jews were not only French nationals,
but they had also received French schooling and served in the 
French military in Algeria. Having avoided inter-ethnic marriages
with Muslim North Africans, settlers had retained their European 
lineage and Jews their communal cultural identity. Although the vast
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majority of settlers traced their ancestries to Spain, Italy, and other 
Mediterranean countries other than metropolitan France, so did a
large number of their compatriots north of the Mediterranean.12 The
Algerian Jews, too, were French citizens since 1870, and had stayed
committed to Algérie française throughout the War of Independence.
They consistently declined Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir’s invita-
tions to join the Jewish homeland, even though many had suffered
through anti-Semitism in Algeria and subscribed to the Zionist cause 
in the wake of World War II.13 In essence, for Metropolitan officials, 
to be French meant one could no longer claim Algerian and settler
colonial origins.

While the cease-fire negotiations were still underway, politicians in
Paris weighed in on why the Europeans should remain in independent 
Algeria rather than come to continental France. Alain Peyrefitte main-
tained that Europeans in Algeria were not really “French of French 
stock [ de souche]” as were the people in the Metropole. 14 What this 
Frenchness consisted of was never explained, but only implied, as 
Peyrefitte placed emphasis on the connection that all individuals 
have to the physical environment of their country, most notably the 
soil. These colonists of Algeria did not have connections to Europe or 
to metropolitan France in ways that would make them sufficiently
and truly French, according to Peyrefitte. 15 The foreign ancestries of  
the European Algerians were not the sole cause for concern, however. 
He presumed that “even those in Algeria who were [of French stock]” 
would face difficulties if they tried to assimilate into the Metropole.
They had no personal ties to Europe and no attachment to the
European environment and ways of life.16

The mass departure proved Metropolitan officials wrong. In 1964, 
the de facto refugee crisis that unfolded with the exodus of 1962 
was compounded by the arrival of over 75,000 harkis, the Muslim
Algerian soldiers who had fought on the French side during the War 
of Independence. The harkis had been abandoned by the French
on the eve of the Evian talks but were brought over to France after
1962 with the help of the French military. For government officials,
the mass migration of the French from Algeria could not but signal 
multiple failures in their overall political approach to decolonization,
including the plans to leave the French population intact in Algeria.
It also undermined French efforts to discredit the FLN’s declarations 
about Algeria as a country of Arabic-speaking Muslims, and forced the 
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French to recognize the flaws in their own claim that the Europeans 
in Algeria were too attached to their country to come to France. After
the Algerian War, few on the European continent wished to dwell on
the memories of the brutal conflict. The arrival of the pieds noirs was 
especially worrisome for many because of the paramilitary organiza-
tion of the OAS [ Organisation de l’armée secrète] and its violent tactics
to derail the French withdrawal from Algeria and remove President 
de Gaulle from power.17 

For the French in the Metropole, the encounter with the citi-
zens from Algeria was to confront a bygone empire and discom-
fiting French past. These displaced citizens from Algeria appeared 
even more foreign to metropolitans than the Portuguese and Italian 
workers who were arriving at this time in large numbers, even as 
they shared the same Mediterranean backgrounds.18 The Jewish citi- 
zens were even more unfamiliar to Metropolitans, as most Jews had
North African ancestries with only remote European ties. The French
Algerian Jews were descended from Berber and other indigenous 
North African converts who had mixed with Iberian Jews since the 
seventh century, Sephardic Jews expelled from Spain during the 
Inquisition,  19 Levantine merchants who had mediated trade between
France and North Africa prior to the French conquest, and a small
number of Ashkenazic Jews from eastern Europe. 20 A much smaller
number of Muslim notables from Algeria who arrived alongside the
settlers and Jews and who were often leaders of tribal villages were
not always westernized in their dress or lifestyle. Finally, the harkis,
who arrived in France soon afterwards, were perceived through the 
unnerving lens of the war. In Paris, the name “harkis” was associated 
with the auxiliaries recruited by the Parisian police to track the move-
ments of FLN sympathizers among the tens of thousands of Algerian 
workers in the capital. In a city deeply divided over the validity of the
Algerian War, their presence had often met with disdain.21

The arrival of these communities in 1962 therefore presented the
government with an impossible dilemma: how would France, having 
claimed that the partisans of Algérie française  would not be able to
assimilate in the Metropole, now admit that they were in fact French? 
The massive displacement and relocation of the settler colony came
during what Maxim Silverman and others have described as the post-
World War II “Europeanization,” of France, which extended to the 
political, economic, and cultural spheres of national reconstruction. 22 
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Fourth Republic and Fifth Republic officials reinforced France’s
European identity, history, institutions, political orientation, human
composition, and geography, to claim a civilization whose epicenter 
lay squarely within the European continent. The French transposed
this Europeanizing project onto the decolonization of Algeria,
insisting that Algeria was not French because it was, in essence, a
North African entity with a culture and history that were entirely 
different from those of France.

As historians have noted, the politics of returning France to its 
European and Republican heritage met with critical challenges as 
migrant workers arrived from the former colonies during the late
1960s and early 1970s. Most recently Émile Chabal and others have 
noted that the postcolonial crisis of Republican unity in France was 
most keenly felt in the 1980s because large numbers of immigrants 
from the former colonies had settled with their families in France, 
igniting  anti-immigration sentiment throughout the country. This
hostility would hit a high note with the headscarf affair in 1989, 
when two schoolgirls were expelled for wearing their “veils” or
foulards to school.23 But as this study argues, it was in fact the earlier 
arrival of the citizens from French Algeria, with their diverse ethno-
cultural backgrounds, who first profoundly challenged French self-
understanding and Republican nationhood after World War II.

By April 8, 1962, one month after the signing of the Evian Accords 
and just three months before Algeria’s independence, all of the non-
Muslim citizens leaving Algeria were officially received as “repatri-
ates,” The Repatriate Law would be applied to the harkis retroactively
in 1965. The category stripped the settlers and Jewish citizens of their 
Algerian heritage, glossed over the controversy of their displacement, 
and veiled over the government’s failure to emerge out of the Algerian
War as a fully unified nation with Algeria intact. Repatriation policy, 
which in principle applied to all the French who “came home” 
from the colonies during decolonization, carried the most urgency
with respect to the French from Algeria. The forced imposition of 
the “repatriate” status, by obscuring the unintended outcome of its
politics of decolonization in Algeria, allowed the Gaullist govern-
ment to manage and categorize this population to keep them under 
the state’s supervision. The displacement of Algeria’s settler society
would also import all the complexities of its ethno-cultural hetero-
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geneity and tensions into the Metropole, and bring with it the failure 
of assimilation and the unattained promises of French civilization.

The three decades that followed the initial application of the
Repatriate Law first to the pieds noirs and Jews, and later the harkis, 
remained mired in the project of detaching these citizens from their
settler colonial past. But in the end, this project was unsuccessful. The 
Fifth Republic’s post-1962 national identity has turned on squaring 
multiple conflicting narratives aimed at making repatriation possible: 
that the French from Algeria were compatriots coming home, that 
France was culturally unified as a European nation, and eventually,
that these citizens were innately French because they had shown 
consistent allegiance to the French Republic even if they were in need 
of the state’s help and guidance to become fully French. The conse-
quences of Repatriation policy on French politics over the long term
were profound. Repatriation long after the repatriates “came home”
resulted in intractable contradictions in the post-empire French narra-
tive: that Algeria was not France, but that the French from Algeria had 
been and were in fact French; that they needed to become even more
integrated, and later, more appreciated and compensated as French
citizens, so that repatriation as a policy must always continue, serving 
to pursue the ultimate goal of achieving Republican unity. 

As each successive post-1962 government tried to force a prede-
termined French lineage on the colonial migrants as repatriates,
the more those citizens sought recognition of their adhesion to
the Republic  and their Algerian origins; the more the governmentd
treated them as a distinct “repatriate” sub-group within the French
polity, the less their Frenchness and full assimilation seemed real-
izable. But as immigration especially of North Africans increasingly
raised fears of a splintering Republican nation in the decades that 
followed Algerian independence, the government began to claim
that the Algerians in France were rejecting Republican values, while
the opposite was true for the repatriates from Algeria. The latter 
came to take on a more positive presence as wrongfully neglected
citizens deserving of recognition and respect. The essence of the
postcolonial predicament and the Republican  disunity of France
lie here; that is, in the ever un-assimilable liminal space occupied
by the French Algerian repatriates in the decolonizing Republic
and the persistent ambivalence surrounding Algeria in the French
national narrative. What repatriation politics ultimately shows is
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that decolonization, in the sense of confronting the Algerian past as
a colonial past, remains incomplete.

This study differs in significant ways from the important contribu-
tions made by historians, and most notably by Todd Shepard to the
field of French decolonization. The fact that it covers a much longer
period is crucial. By tracing the longer evolution of this specific strand 
of repatriation, this study shows that repatriation has evolved as a 
means to rewrite the Algerian past in collaboration with the repat-
riate communities. This study also engages with the voices of repatri-
ates. Their role in continuing repatriation politics has been central. 
Together with repatriates from Algeria, the French state after 1962
began to impose a taxonomy on all the various communities from 
Algeria, placing the interest of repatriates in contradistinction to the 
burdens brought on by the non-repatriate, Muslim Algerians in France.
French Muslim repatriates and immigrants of Algerian descent were
viewed differently according to their distinct relations to the Algerian
War. Over the years, the government has considered the integration 
of these different populations in contrapuntal ways, so that the inte-
gration of repatriates, including the harkis would always be regarded 
as a moral obligation while the integration of the intractable “immi-
grants” would be seen as an extension of French benevolence. French
immigration policy especially as regards those of Muslim and Algerian 
descent after 1962 must therefore be understood in conjunction with 
repatriation politics. 

This study does not address the mechanisms and logistics of 
putting these repatriation policies into practice. Rather, it is about the
philosophy behind the policies and the ways in which such policies
enabled the obfuscation of the colonial past. In that regard, this
work differs also from the recent contribution made by Yann Scioldo-
Zürcher, though his impressive analysis of repatriation policies has
provided support for the arguments in this book.  

Summary of chapters

The first chapter presents a brief history of the French in Algeria. It 
explains the settler colonial context in which French identity was
forged in Algeria among Europeans and Jews. The use of the term 
settler colonialism throughout the chapter might raise questions for 
historians of French decolonization since the term colony was used 
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by French officials to refute Algeria’s French status. Algeria’s depart-
mental status has made it difficult for historians to conceptualize the
colony beyond its legal identity. But Algeria was both French and a
settler colony. As the first chapter shows, it is only by considering
French Algeria’s legal identity and settler colonial particularities that
we can explain the notions of Frenchness among its inhabitants.  

The second chapter is about the final months of the Algerian War
when the French in the Metropole and the French in Algeria devel-
oped divergent attitudes about Algeria’s future. The third chapter 
shows how the experiences of the Algerian War on each side of the 
Mediterranean became critical to their differing understandings of 
France, Europe, and Republican nationhood after 1962. The fourth 
chapter is about the origins of the Repatriation Law and its evolution
in the 1960s and the 1970s. This chapter relates repatriation policies
to new concerns about immigration and Franco-Algerian diplomatic
tensions.

The fifth chapter discusses Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s repatriation 
policy. It also highlights the shifts in France’s dealings with the harkis 
under Giscard’s presidency. The chapter continues the discussion of 
how the integration of the repatriates from Algeria remained tied 
to French post-empire interventions in North Africa as well as to
domestic concerns over immigration. The sixth chapter moves from 
the late 1970s to the 1980s to explain the socialist government’s more 
aggressive measures to restore the repatriates to public favor while it 
experimented with its own brand of pluralism or “the politics of diffe-
rence.” As the politics of difference attempted to collapse the distinc-
tion between Muslim harkis and other Muslims in France, however, 
socialists came under fire from the right for blurring the line between 
repatriates and “immigrants.” The right wing National Front would
see in this a chance to undermine the socialist pluralist project.

The final chapter keys in on the voices of the repatriates as they were
expressed in commemorative activities, political rallies, literature, and
films. These expressions attest to the repatriates’ own framing of their 
past in ways that were more palatable to a  post-empire audience. The
pied noir, Jewish, and harki literary imagination remains to this day a 
powerful transmitter of social meanings and cultural values that have
sanitized the colonial past and have found a receptive audience in 
France. Such expressions of the settler past have resulted in new and
de-politicized interpretations of a troubled past.  
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  A note on terminology

I have used the term Europeans or pieds noirs to refer to the white
settlers of diverse European backgrounds who were born and raised 
in Algeria. During the Algerian War, the term European was the offi-
cial designation for the non-Muslim population, which included the 
Jews. I have noted this official usage when necessary. The Muslim
population of French Algeria including the harkis are noted as Muslim 
Algerians. The book uses the term repatriates when analyzing policies
and laws that addressed the citizens from Algeria. The book limits the
story to the repatriates from French Algeria unless otherwise noted .
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      1 
 French Settler Colonialism in
Algeria   

   Settler colonial foundations

France was a settler colony in Algeria until 1962. This section 
provides an overview of settler colonial history in French Algeria,
and explains the political and socio-economic setting from which 
the repatriate protagonists in this story emerged and out of which
they forged a settler colonial Frenchness.1 The significance of this
chapter is to show that Algeria’s social relations gave way to an
understanding of Frenchness that differed in specific ways from that
of the Metropolitans.  

Historians have shied away from identifying Algeria as a colony
because the French government used these terms with the specific 
aim of undercutting Algeria’s French status during the Algerian War.3

This study places emphasis on settler colonialism as a distinctive 
set of material and ideological conditions. As an analytic category,
settler colonialism conceptualizes the particular political, legal, and
economic practices that made the notion of Frenchness in Algeria 
distinct from that in the Metropole.

By definition, settler societies were historically founded by
exogenous migrants whose aim was to establish permanent residence 
on colonized lands. This desire for permanence inevitably led to the
expropriation of land that was already inhabited by a native popula-
tion. Violence became intrinsic to “indigenous de-territorialization.”4

In conceptual terms, in settler colonialism, as Lorenzo Veracini
explains, the migration of the settler to the colony is a “founda-
tional” sovereign movement, for settlers aim to create “a new political 
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order.”  5 Thus the systematic alienation of native inhabitants from   
the political order was always interconnected with settler efforts to
undermine native proprietary rights and access to the land.

In the process of overtaking native proprietorship, the settler
polity creates what Veracini calls “two alterities”: those migrants of 
the home country who do not partake in founding a new political 
order, and those existing inhabitants in the colonized lands who do 
not autonomously join the settler polity.6 In the new political order, 
settlers establish themselves “as normative” while the “subalterities” 
are defined in distinction to and in interaction with them.7 From the
perspective of the settler, the colonized joins the settler polity, but
always “eventually,” while assimilation is always set by the settlers 
as the course toward achieving European standards of normativity. 8

The indigenous people are, in the end, “denied any state-making 
capability”;9 they are not even indigenous. In displacing the native 
population and claiming the colony as their permanent home, the 
settler competes with the native for claims to indigeneity. 

In this chapter and throughout the study, the term “settler” desig-
nates the non-Jewish European colonists who arrived in Algeria
during the nineteenth century, as well as their descendants. The Jews
in Algeria who were originally placed in the category of “natives”
alongside Muslim Algerians, were absorbed into the settler polity in
1870, but only those living north of the Sahara. The Mozabite Jews in
the Sahara were made French only in 1961. 10 The civic membership
of northern Jews was the result of initiatives of elite members of the
Metropolitan Jewish consistory, but and once naturalized, Jews eventu-
ally became advocates of the French Algerian framework and benefited
from the same civil status and rights as their European counterparts. 
Conceptually, however, they cannot be identified as settlers as they 
did not arrive as exogenous agents for the purpose of colonization. 
The experiences of Jews in Algeria as “both colonized  and colonizer”d
distinguished them from Europeans and from the Muslim popula-
tion. 11 To allude to the whole of the French non-Muslim community, 
the chapters will thus use the phrase “settlers and Jews.” 

In Algeria, the goal of eradicating Muslim Algerian presence was
never fully attained by the French. The Muslim population remained
resilient in their numbers throughout the colonial period despite
decades of brutal wars and massacres. The Muslim population even 
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surged in the years that followed World War II. The desire to uproot 
and remove the indigenous people was not absent in Algeria,12 and
as was the case with other settler societies, the contest over land
became determinant in the relations forged between colonizing
settlers and Muslim Algerians throughout the colonial period. The 
desired aim of extermination in Algeria was hampered by several
factors. Arab and Berber resistance forces led formidable battles
against the invading French army until 1847, while resistance in
the Kabyle continued until the 1870s. The force of the French mili-
tary alone was insufficient to displace the entire Muslim popula-
tion. Entrenched tribal ownership of the land made expropriation
a more protracted process. In addition, Algerians proved immune 
to pathogens from Europe that in other colonial contexts had razed
indigenous populations. 13 This failure to eradicate the Muslim
population led to a constant demographic asymmetry in Algeria,
which settlers saw as a permanent source of danger and threat to 
their security. In fact, French Algeria’s entire economic and polit-
ical history could arguably be conceived in terms of this numerical
imbalance in favor of the Muslim population and the challenges 
this posed for the settler society in  maintaining hegemony.

In settler colonialism, the founding of a new political order is also
attended by a push to attain autonomy from the Metropole, with
some colonies ultimately founding sovereign “successor states,” as 
Anglo-settler societies did in the United States, Canada, and the
Antipodes.14 The settlers’ relations with the Metropole are thus always
ambivalent, since they  

 occup[y] a place caught between two First Worlds, two origins of 
authority and authenticity. One of these is the originating world
of Europe, the Imperium – the source of its principal cultural
authority. The other First World is that of the First Nations whose
authority they not only replaced and effaced, but also desired. 15 

In Algeria’s case, although efforts were made intermittently to
expand settler self-governance, movements for greater autonomy 
faced difficulties due to the settler society’s ultimate dependence
on French jurisdiction for political legitimacy. The geograph-
ical proximity of Algeria to France and its administrative ties to
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the government in Paris made it difficult for settlers to imagine a
complete break with Metropolitan France. But as with other settler
societies, the French in Algeria deeply resented Metropolitan inter-
vention, and tensions with the government in Paris persisted as an
endemic feature of French Algeria’s history. Such tensions would 
intensify during the interwar period when the settler community
fought off reforms proposed by the leftist Populist Front in France. 
Clashes with the Metropole would reach their apogee during the
Algerian War as settler vigilantism turned into seditious uprisings
and violent confrontation with Metropolitan authorities, as we will
see. A brief overview of the settler colony’s history is in order, to 
give context to the development of French Algerian identities.

Colonization through civilian settlement in Algeria followed on
the heels of the 1830 conquest of the Ottoman  beylik, first with the 
invasion by the Restoration monarch Charles X (1815–1830). The 
constitutional July Monarchy (1830–1848) put forward civilian settle-
ment as a means to stabilize control over confiscated lands. The goal 
was to implant French civilization and help displace the backward
and stagnant customs of the Arabs.16 As Alexis de Tocqueville put it 
in a report written while he served on a government commission, 
Algeria would ideally “resemble [France] in everything.”17 In 1848, 
the Second Republic, which succeeded the July Monarchy, formally 
incorporated Algeria as three French departments: Algiers, Oran, and
Constantine. But jurisdiction over land did not cohere with jurisdic-
tion over all of the inhabitants in the colony, and Muslim and Jewish 
peoples were subjugated under the pernicious Code Indigénat, which t
deprived them of all rights and allowed the French courts to deliver
punishment to non-Europeans for any slight infraction considered 
injurious to the Europeans. 

Metropolitan transplants were the first colonists in Algeria in the
1830s and 1840s, but immigrants from the Mediterranean regions 
of Spain, Italy, Malta and Greece soon surpassed those from the 
Metropole in number, so that by 1850, more than half of the 483,500
European colonists living in Algeria were from countries other than
France, as Jennifer Sessions has found. 18 Although French officials 
at this time encouraged the settlement of farmers who would culti-
vate small family plots with government subsidies and concessions,
the majority of Metropolitan transplants were manual laborers and



French Settler Colonialism in Algeria 17

wageworkers who preferred the towns to the farms.19 Newly arrived
Europeans from Spain, Italy, and other parts of the Mediterranean 
also flocked to the towns and worked as small-scale entrepreneurs 
and shopkeepers.

The failure to make Algeria a colony of virtuous farmers was also 
owed to the difficulties of climatic variation and the unfamiliar char-
acter of the soil, which made agriculture exceedingly challenging. In
the late nineteenth century, the increased circulation of American 
and Asian grains on the global market adversely affected Algeria’s
exports, even with its exclusive access to the Metropolitan market.20 
Many settlers sold off their plots and headed for the urban areas. By
the early twentieth century, it was only the capital-rich large estate 
owners who could sustain the risks of farming in such a dry climate. 
They survived as the primary landholding class, while most colo-
nists became urban denizens and self-labeled gens modestes. It is not 
uncommon to find in the many pied noir memoirs written after
1962 a strong emphasis on their humble and even impoverished 
backgrounds in Algeria. 

Class division within the settler society coexisted alongside the 
ethnicization of labor in Algeria. Algerian farmers who were pushed
off the arable lands became the main source of cheap labor in the
colony. And as only a small number of Europeans remained on the 
land, Algerian agriculture remained dependent on native labor.21 
This dependency on Algerian labor resulted in a vertical wage scale
that placed higher value on European work than on work done by
Muslim farmers. Specific types of work were reserved exclusively for 
the Europeans and denied to Muslim workers. This was especially true 
in viticulture where the division of labor was clear-cut along ethnic
lines. By 1911, wine production was the principal source of wealth in 
Algeria, valued at 44% of the total European assets in the colony. 22 
While “delicate vineyard work” such as was given to Europeans
brought them better pay,23 Muslim Algerian workers were restricted 
to the unskilled tasks including such work as “breaking the soil,
hoeing, and deep plowing, or to seasonal work, such as harvesting
the grapes.”  24

The ethnic differentiation in wages and work was also found in
the urban areas. In nineteenth-century Bône in the department of 
Constantine, for example, in addition to the large industries such as
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mining, Europeans owned a variety of smaller urban industries such 
as cork, tiles, bricks, and pottery. 25 If the history of colonial Bône was
any indication, Muslim entrepreneurship in the cities in Algeria was
limited at best to local eateries and small shops that sold mainly food-
stuffs and daily necessities requiring almost no capital investment.26

The ethnicization of labor in Algeria thus reinforced the perception
among Europeans that Muslim Algerians were unskilled, uneducated,
idle, and only able to carry out the most menial tasks. 27 Textbooks 
during the interwar period drew comparisons between Europeans
and Algerians according to such socio-economic markers as occupa-
tion. Even as the colony was represented as a harmonious commu-
nity of Europeans and Muslims, the educational literature insisted
on the “vast cultural void” and economic barriers between the two 
worlds.  28

Labor relations were indicative of settler colonial social rela-
tions, but it was the contest over land that most profoundly shaped
settler colonial policies and relations with the Muslim popula-
tion. Even though the conquest of Algeria failed to completely 
eliminate the Muslim occupants on the land, the expropriation of 
land was still carried out in much the same spirit as other settler 
colonies where native inhabitants were forcibly removed with 
treaties and extra-legal transactions intended to make room for 
colonists. As France began to establish ownership of conquered 
lands during the mid-nineteenth century, it became necessary 
to formalize the procedures of land transactions through official
transfers and exchange of titles in recognition of France’s victory
and right to the spoils of land. The structure of land ownership 
in Ottoman Algiers was highly complex, however, and invading 
French forces were often at a loss as to how to identify the deeds
and titles to the land that could verify its exact status. Frustrated
by the difficulty of distinguishing between privately owned land 
and public domain, French administrators forcibly convened
claimants to present their titles at certain times and places, so
that absence from these proceedings would result in the auto-
matic conversion of unclaimed lands into public domain liable
to seizure. 29 

In the 1860s, systematic efforts were underway to assimi-
late remaining lands inhabited by Arabs into the French land 
tenure system. The Sénatus-consultes of 1863 and 1865 were the 



French Settler Colonialism in Algeria 19

byproducts of this era. These two laws established new rules about
the status of Muslim subjects and their relationship with France. 
The double-sided aspect of the laws; that is, the continued confis-
cation of land and the administration of legal identities for Muslim
subjects, is significant, for it spoke to the dual purposes of Algeria’s 
settler colonialism – the assimilation of land and the legal subjuga-
tion of peoples who inhabited that land. The 1863 Sénatus-consulte
achieved a major step in uprooting the Muslim population and
detaching them politically and legally from the land. It did this 
by allowing communal lands previously regarded as indivisible to
be fully subject to French tenure laws. As historian Patricia Lorcin
rightly contends, systematic sequestration began in earnest with the
1863 Sénatus-consulte. 30 

The 1865 Sénatus-consulte, on the other hand, provided Muslims 
or Jews categorized as indigènes with eligibility to apply for French 
civil status on the condition that they renounce their adhesion to
religious customs, Qur’anic and otherwise. That is, they were forced
to pay allegiance to the French Civil Code in exchange for legal status 
and rights. Few complied. According to the 1865 Sénatus-consulte,
“Muslim or Jewish  indigènes who wish[ed] to possess the rights of 
French citizenship ... could submit a request and declare that [they]
are willing to be governed by the civil and political laws of France.” 31

Todd Shepard explains this 1865 law as an “assimilationist” measure,
which effectively expanded the purview of French jurisdiction by
co-opting local customs and Islamic practices related to marriage, 
divorce, and inheritance under French jurisdiction.  32

The settler colony in Algeria was thus comprised of two different 
legal regimes that, while they “coexisted,” also reified the binary
division within settler colonial societies: the indigenous population 
who had previously inhabited the land, and settlers who sought to
establish exclusive proprietorship over this land. With the passing of 
the Sénatus-consulte, Jérôme Napoléon, Minister of Algeria and the
Colonies declared that the idea was to “expunge the foundations of 
social organizations. The tribe must disintegrate in order to become
assimilated into our organization ... It is the means, the only means at
our disposal to undermine tribal cohesion and to divest it of all polit-
ical functions, to substitute it with our own municipal order.”33 This 
view was held widely by French administrators as a maxim. 
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If the Sénatus-consultes began the sequestration of lands in earnest,
then laws devised during the 1870s under the Third Republic accel-
erated the process, this time with the forceful intervention of the 
settlers. With the founding of the Third Republic in 1871, colonist 
representatives came to wield considerable influence in the Chamber
of Deputies. Most had supported the 1848 Second Republic and
its official policies of colonization, and were thus given broader 
representation under the new Republic. In other words, settlers 
considered themselves Republican as they allied with the partici-
pants of the Revolution of 1848. In 1871, settlers from Algeria held 
six seats altogether in the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies. The 
French deputies of Algeria had contested the 1865 Sénatus-consulte’s
granting of rights to Muslims and also opposed the 1870 Crémieux 
Decree, which granted Jews full rights as citizens. 34 Settlers could not 
undermine the decree, but in 1873, they lobbied successfully to pass 
the eponymous Warnier Law, named for the leader of the colonist 
parliamentary delegation. This law was meant to appease the disaf-
fected settlers who had opposed extending the right to apply for 
citizenship to the Muslim Algerians as provided by the 1865 Sénatus-
consulte. The 1873 Warnier Law redefined the terms of land owner-
ship so that individual families were made the unit of title-bearers, 
and not the traditionally designated tribal leaders. Enormous tracts of 
land were thus converted into individual property holdings for sale 
and transfer into settler hands.

During the interwar period, the French Third Republic made
several attempts to extend rights to Muslims. In 1919, the Jonnart 
Law allowed some Muslim Algerians over the age of 25 the right 
to vote in restricted local elections. 35 In 1936, the Popular Front
government proposed the Blum-Viollette Act to extend rights to the 
Muslim populace without their having to relinquish their customary
Qur’anic status. Settler opposition was strong enough, however, that
the Metropole decided not to have the Chamber of Deputies put it
to a vote. 36 Towards the end of World War II in 1944, the Provisional 
Government of France or GPRF reaffirmed Algeria’s integral place 
in greater France and granted some 65,000 Muslims full citizenship 
rights without requiring the renunciation of their affiliation with
Islam. 37 Consequently, the French Union established by the Fourth 
Republic’s constitution in 1946 to encompass the Metropole and all 
overseas territories indicated that cultural assimilation was no longer
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the principle behind naturalization for Muslim Algerians. And yet the 
low number of the enfranchised among Muslims signalled the limita-
tions of such gestures to guarantee equal membership in the settler 
polity to the colonized populace.

Despite the removal of certain restrictions on the acquisition of 
French citizenship, namely the renunciation of religious affiliation
and adhesion to Qur’anic customs, political representation for the
majority Muslim population remained within limited bounds after
1946. The French Union, which comprised France and its overseas
territories maintained the divided electoral colleges in Algeria. In 
the elections of 1946, over 500,000 citizens, mainly European but
also a small number of naturalized Muslim citizens, voted in the first 
college, while 1,600,800 Muslims of “local customary status” voted in
the second college, with each college electing fifteen members to the
National Assembly in Paris. The electoral college in Algeria remained
split until 1958, when the newly inaugurated Fifth Republic declared
all Algerians full French citizens, “who could maintain their civil
status, in Algeria as well as in the metropole.”38 France had finally
assimilated Algeria. 

1958 complicates the analytic conception of Algeria as a settler
colony. Settlers and colonized subjects were no longer separated
by their legal statuses after 1958. But 1958 was in fact a last-ditch 
attempt by the newly established Fifth Republic to maintain French 
presence in Algeria. The abrupt decision to give full French status to
all Muslims could hardly repair the deep antagonisms that had sepa-
rated the European and Muslim communities for generations, nor
could it eradicate a nationalist movement determined to push for full
independence. 

Settlers conceded to the granting of full citizenship to the 
Muslim population in 1958 as a compromise. But the legal assimi-
lation of Muslim Algerians hardly altered settler perceptions of the
Muslim majority or their understanding of French Algeria’s history. 
Historically, the violence that permeated settler societies was always 
doubled. Conquest and expropriation unfolded alongside settler
struggles to establish a stable community in a hostile and alien
environment. In settler narratives, the confiscation of land is there-
fore transposed from the experiences of invasion and conquest to
collective survival and resistance against native resistance. In settler
narratives, the violence of colonial conquest or warfare against native 



22  Decolonization and the French of Algeria

inhabitants is gradually suppressed, while the trauma of settlement is
selectively retained as the main topos of collective memory. Conquest
is considered as that which preceded their arrival to the colony. 

For the French in Algeria, Muslim Arab resistors were themselves
historically a colonizing force, having oppressed and conquered the 
Algerian Kabyles classified as Berbers, who were considered European
by lineage. The settlers thus emerge as claimants of land that had
been wrongfully usurped by Arab conquerors, and settler history is 
redeemed through the struggles they faced in reinvigorating the soil,
which had remained barren under the backward Arab conquerors.
In settler narratives, the Muslim population brought on their own 
marginalization by rejecting French civilization and assimilation. 
In French Algeria where the Muslim population retained constant 
numbers throughout the colonial period, the settler narrative was all 
the more persistent in undermining Muslim claims to the land. For 
the French settlers in Algeria, the withdrawal of sovereignty in 1962
would thus signify the relinquishing of a birthright and the right to
a homeland.

  Jews in French Algeria 

The movement to make Algerian Jews French was spearheaded by 
Adolphe Crémieux, Minister of Justice in 1870 and one of the leading 
figures of the Paris consistory, the primary lay Jewish organization
founded by Napoleon Bonaparte. The movement to assimilate 
Algerian Jews had its beginnings in 1842. Two prominent members of 
the Marseilles consistory, Joseph Cohen, president of the consistory 
and his younger colleague Jacques-Isaac Altaras toured Algeria and
reported back on the condition of Jews after the 1830 conquest. 39 The
report stated that the Jewish community in Algeria had been living 
for centuries under the “vengeful yoke of the Arabs.”40 Altaras and  
Cohen added that Jews, “unlike the Moors,” did not oppose civiliza-
tion, “but rather sought to quench the thirst that resulted from their 
losses to the French.”41 Altaras made a case for the Jews in Algeria, by
way of the community’s potential to vitalize the colony’s economy. 
The French had destroyed existing commercial networks, introduced 
complicated fiscal laws and a customs and patenting system, and had
imposed expenses on necessities unknown to Jews prior to the arrival
of the French. Altaras claimed that whereas the “Moors” showed only 
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“laziness” and hostility, the Jews adjusted by moving towards various 
forms of investments and concessions. Civilization then, for the
consistory, was defined as a measure of economic ingenuity. Alexis
de Tocqueville’s aspirations for a market economy in Algeria where
the nexus of “humanity and the budget” would be entwined to create
a common interest among the French and the Algerians, could not 
have found a better group to validate such an experiment.42 Altaras 
concluded that it was France’s duty to respond to the economic
perspicacity of the Algerian Jews.

Jews were in need only of a patrie, according to Altaras and Cohen,
for if they should have a  patrie , their true worth and contribution
would be better demonstrated, a fact the two rabbis claimed had
already been proven in other European lands:

Sentiments and passions are not abstract or immutable. They need
the nurturing of concrete forces in order to develop; civil and mili-
tary courage come from love of the  patrie , this noble instinct of 
the soul is what allows men to connect to the soil where they 
can exercise their civic life ... the armies of Holland and Belgium
are teeming with Jews. Poland roused an entire regiment whose
bravery was remarkable. Our Republic, as with Italy, could demon-
strate with pride, the noble and valorous soldiers born within the
bosom of the Jewish faith.  43 

Altaras and Cohen then described the benefits to be gained in assim-
ilating Jews in Algeria. As interpreters and important mediators in
negotiations, learned Jews were argued to be indispensable. 44 For the
two Metropolitans, the degree of Jewish assimilation in Algeria could 
already be measured by the willingness of Jews to distance themselves
from the Muslim population; Algerian Jews were also first and fore-
most Jews, and should not be compelled to abandon their religious
identity. Far from it. Crémieux believed that “Jewish difference” was
necessary for the vitality of the community, and made them in fact
worthy of becoming civilized French citizens. 

It was not religion that prevented their assimilation, stated Altaras,
but rather the everyday habits and customs imbibed through life in an
Arab land that prevented their Europeanization: “Their assimilation is
manifest in the smallest details. Already in a great number of homes, 
they have adopted European style furniture and amenities mixed with
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indigenous furnishings.”45 Different cities were seen to have varied 
in their degree of Europeanization and assimilation. Altaras argued
that Algiers was the most assimilated, then Bône, Philippeville, and 
Oran, and finally, Mostaganem. The “Israelites” of Constantine were 
still deeply marked by Arab culture,46 but the majority of Jews were 
gathered in Oran and Algiers. Altaras thus asked, “in the state of this
tendency that we have seen among the Israelites towards a complete 
fusion of [indigenous and French] customs and habits, why should 
France continue to sustain a difference in civil status [for Jews]?” 47 
Algerian Jews showed a willing accommodation to modern ways of 
life. All that remained then for Altaras was the modification of certain 
tendencies in their practice of Judaism. 

For a people so worthy of civic assimilation, their religious life 
could hardly be left to backward traditions, Altaras argued. Altaras
and Cohen argued that Judaism in metropolitan France was superior
to the primitive, dogmatic, and uncivilized Judaism in Algeria, which
conjured the Hebraic practices of medieval Europe – “a school where 
individuals fought ardently over the most futile propositions.” 48 
Altaras insisted that no rabbi in Algeria was remotely able to give
Jews “the powerful impulse necessary in the époque of transition.” 49 
Superstition was prevalent among the masses, Altaras wrote, and the 
rabbis had only to exploit the grievances of the masses to move them 
further toward it. What qualities in fact then constituted the proper
form or civilized method of Talmud scholarship was never explained,
but was only implied as the opposite of superstition. France must, he
argued, complete its civilizing mission of Algerian Judaism as it had of 
Judaism in France, and remove elements that might inhibit evolution 
toward a properly civilized religious culture. Altaras claimed that, “it 
is the duty of a great nation such as France, to bring to life the flame
of civilization so as not to leave in our midst, religious judges who are 
armed with blades repugnant to our social mores ... And just as barbaric
arms of torture were removed from the tribunals of ancient ecclesias-
tics, so should the same instruments be eliminated in Algeria.”50   

Jewish naturalization in Algeria was finally successful, not because of 
the deep desires and forceful petition of the community, but because
the metropolitan Jewish elite was interested in fostering a particular
brand of secular Jewish culture throughout France including French 
Algeria. The legal assimilation of Jews did not ingratiate them with 
the European community, however, and anti-Semitism remained
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endemic to Algerian society. 51 Jews in Algeria thus retained a highly
ambivalent understanding of what it meant to be French.

  Settler colonialism on the eve of the Algerian War 

In 1960, according to the statistical bureau of the Governor General’s
office, there were approximately 1,039,597 European and Jewish 
French citizens who called Algeria home. The number of Jewish
French citizens in Algeria alone was somewhere between 100,000
and 120,000 in 1960.52 By the time of the Algerian War, “Europeans”
became a commonly used term for settlers and Jews though few Jews
referred to themselves as European. This one million “non-Muslim”
population (settlers and Jews) was predominantly urban. Of this one
million, 855,900 lived in the 55 most populated towns in Algeria in
1960.53 But in most cities, the Muslim population still made up the 
majority. In Algiers proper in 1960, for example, there were 326,800 
Europeans and 628,100 Algerians. In Oran, 217,800 Europeans
lived among 260,300 Muslim Algerians, while the commune of 
Constantine was overwhelmingly Muslim Algerian, with a ratio of 
363,600 Muslims to only 39,900 Europeans.54 

The cities were profoundly segregated, however – if not by spatial
separation, then by wealth and occupation. The majority of Europeans
and Jews kept to the more amenable and wealthier quarters, while 
Muslim Algerians lived in the crowded and impoverished areas. In 
1960, the same statistical bureau studied the composition of each
district or arrondissement in Algiers and identified a strong correlationt
between levels of wealth, sanitation, and urban amenities in each 
district and their ethnic composition. Central-Algiers, for example,
was home to approximately 44,040 European and Jewish residents and 
only 6,500 Algerians. The Casbah on the other hand, a densely popu-
lated and impoverished sector in Algiers, housed 103,084 “Muslim”
residents and just 21,160 “non-Muslims.” 55 The French Algerian 
journalist Henri Alleg had noted in his memoirs that the main thor-
oughfares and terraces, cafés, bars, and other public gathering sites in 
Algiers were rarely frequented by Algerians.56    

 It wasn’t like in the South African cities where postings indicated
that natives were not admitted but if an Algerian should venture
there, by ignorance or to provoke, people would let him know
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very quickly – and brutally if the Algerian should protest – that he
was not welcome there and that it would be better for him not to
insist otherwise.57

On the eve of the Algerian War in 1954, statistics also showed that 
the majority of European and Jewish males throughout urban Algeria
worked in small businesses and had independent professions, while 
only a minority, about 2000, worked in agriculture. According to
the 1954 report of the  Annuaire statistique , there were 8,228 settler
and Jewish liberal professionals, including doctors, lawyers, and 
teachers in the three largest communes, while 12,022 were manual
craftsmen [artisans] who might also have owned their own shops.
These figures would remain consistent until the end of the Algerian 
War. Meanwhile, upper-level functionaries numbered about 13,090
in these communes, while the number of lower-level subalterns was
14,200. Office clerks and desk workers who were not considered
liberal professionals also accounted for a high proportion of urbanite
European men, numbering approximately 23,265. Another large 
grouping of salaried workers was “non-manual skilled employees,” 
numbering about 20,416.58 Police and army employees numbered 
12,464. It was relatively less common for women to work outside the
household. Those who did so mainly worked in secretarial jobs or as
clerks. Women of the lower class were domestic workers, the number
amounting in 1960 to 7,271.  59 

In 1960, there were 9,042,597 Muslim Algerians throughout the
municipalities of Algeria (the sum total of Muslim living in both muni-
cipal and rural areas was approximately 10,196,740). 60 The overall 
standard of living among Muslim Algerians was significantly lower 
than that of most Europeans. In 1954, only 773 of the approximately
9 million Muslim Algerians were elite functionaries, for example. The 
overall statistical analysis showed a complete inversion of the corre-
sponding number of Europeans in all occupational categories. Of the 
Muslim Algerian women who worked, 40% were domestic workers.61 
The statistics showed that a significant number of Muslim Algerians 
worked in salaried positions. Over 207,400 out of the 374,309 
Algerian males counted in the census were considered regular “wage
earners.” The category of wage earners is misleading, however, since 
it included such disparate income groups as desk workers and manual 
laborers. According to the fieldwork data gathered by the  Maison des   
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sciences de l’homme, the percentage of European agricultural workers
in 1960 earning between 50 and 100 francs a month was only 1.7%,
whereas over 62% of Algerians earned a monthly income that fell 
below 100 francs, and more than a third of these made less than
50 francs a month.62 To get a better sense of the poverty implied by
a 50-franc-a-month wage in 1960, we can compare it to the wage
earned by a European cleaning woman (one of the most impover-
ished groups of settlers) four decades earlier in 1921 – approximately 
80 francs a month, the salary earned by Albert Camus’s mother. 63 We
can extrapolate from these figures that only the poorest working class 
settlers (both industrial and agricultural) would have had frequent 
social interaction in the workplace with Algerians.

During the late 1950s, the young ethnologist Pierre Bourdieu 
conducted studies on the network of human relations that dictated 
the boundaries of social mobility for “Europeans” and “Algerians.” 
The differences he focused on had less to do with the huge gap 
in living standards than it did with the types of everyday human
resources accessible to “Europeans” (including Jews) as opposed to
most Muslim Algerians:

The importance placed on personal relations must be understood
in reference to the general conception of human relations held 
by both Algerians and the French of Algeria. Everything unfolds 
as if one is trying always to convert bureaucratic, impersonal rela-
tions into personal and direct ones ... the solidarity of “caste” gives
them positions of authority ... all Europeans can resituate approxi-
mately every other European in a social category at least equiva-
lent to their own. The personalization of relations imposes the
least favorable categories on Algerians, but it is the only protection
against an order into which they are thrown unarmed, without
any possessions.  64 

Allocation of social welfare, which did not require personal connec-
tions, was also decided in favor of European and Jewish citizens over
Algerians. When Camus’s father died, for example, Camus’s mother
became eligible for an annual financial subsidy of 800 francs. Also, as
children deprived of a father, young Albert and his brothers received 
free medical visits, scholarships, and other subsidies that were not
accessible to the majority of Muslim Algerians who might have found
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themselves in similar situations.65 Unemployment was much more
common among Muslim Algerians and on average, each Algerian
household supported a higher number of family members. According 
to a study carried out by the political group, the Club Jean Moulin, 
the total level of unemployment among agricultural workers in
Algeria in 1954 was approximately 147,200, out of which 133,100 
were Muslim.  66 

What Bourdieu’s study showed was not just a socio-economic 
disparity between the privileged class of citizens and the majority of 
native Algerians, but also the impact this disparity had on the social 
relations between Europeans and Muslims on the eve of the Algerian 
War. As one Algerian cabinet-maker explained in an interview with
Bourdieu, “The European is preferred here ... for us, unemployment is
natural; for the European, it’s a scandal that anyone would stand for 
it. The administration and other Europeans do everything they can
to help find him something.” 67 Said another grocer in Sidi-bel-Abbès, 
“My father had a dozen hectares of land. And who took it from him?
It was the  colons.” A worker in a bakery in Saïda concurred, “There
is no equality ... A Muslim landowner asks for 200,000 francs from 
a bank, he gets 40,000. A European who rents asks 500,000 francs 
and gets the entire sum. The government has to help the peasant
[fellah].”  68 In the end, for Algerians, the world they lived in offered 
few opportunities, and only limited access to human and material
resources unless they belonged to the upper echelons of the Algerian
elite.

The restricted expansion of citizenship for the select 65,000 Muslim 
elites in the 1940s hardly altered such sentiments. Even as most settlers
recognized that changes were needed to appease the Muslim popu-
lation and improve their situation in order to divert their attention
away from nationalist influences, they could not imagine reforms 
that would uplift the Muslim population from misery and depriv-
ation. Instead, they were preoccupied with the threat posed by Islam 
on a largely illiterate population. In 1952, the Governor General’s
office requested the chief administrator of each commune in Algeria 
to prepare reports on the general outlook of the population in their 
districts.  69 According to the local administrators, religion was the  
main fuel behind popular passions and discontent toward Europeans. 
The reports distinguished between an anodyne Islam, reclusive and 
pious, on the one hand, and the popular Islam practiced by most
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Algerians who were uneducated and prone to radicalism. An admin-
istrator in the arrondissement of Orléansville wrote that, “for the 
people, [Islam] is mixed with superstition. [Islam proper] is better
understood and practiced only by a few cultivated members of the
elite, loyal to their culture and to the Muslim civilization.” 70 Another  
report from the arrondissement of Blida located south of Algiers 
stated that, “the Muslim population is very much attached to their
religion but they possess only elementary and confused notions of 
the dogmas and precepts of their faith, and were thus easily swayed 
by nationalist propaganda.” As argued by one mayor from Touggourt:
“the extremist parties try very hard to use this solidarity of Islam to
position the masses against us, and it is beyond doubt that if they are 
guaranteed this weapon, it would be most dangerous for us.” 71

On the other hand, representatives perceived the traditional Islamic 
brotherhoods of the Marabouts and Zawiyas [Zaouias] to be indif-
ferent to politics, and thus an important asset to the preservation of 
French authority in Algeria. Their teachings supposedly maintained 
a level of order, a “tranquil” effect on the population. 72 According
to the mayor of Isahnounene, a mixed commune, “the presence of 
a Zaouia whose role is strictly religious has built a moral reputation 
amongst the local population.”73 The pious orders were not antago-
nistic to the West, as one administrator in Djelfa emphasized: “The
Marabouts do certainly represent a static form of Islam, but this atti-
tude has allowed them to remain aloof of the anti-French trend of the
Orient, which for us constitutes the most immediate danger.”74 

The religious group that invoked vigilance in the eyes of settler
administrators were the reformist Ulemas [ Oulemas] because the move-
ment endeavored to wed Algerian identity to Islam and the Arabic 
language against the incursion of French culture. 75 The Ulemas were
also often seated near the more populated towns. Mostaganem and 
Relizane near Oran were just such towns. They established “circles”
[ nadi] which, according to one administrator, was always the first
sure step to the creation of schools aimed at religious proselytizing. 
Administrators were highly suspicious of the nadi because Muslim
schools had become legal in 1948, and had provided the Ulemas
sites in which to exercise their influence without interference from 
authorities.76 According to the administrator in Fedj M’Zala in the
department of Constantine, the Ulemas were utilizing mosques for
“intense proselytizing,” thus alienating the more pious Marabouts 
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and Zawiyas. 77 Wrote the official in Fejd M’Zala, “the European has
the impression of being encircled by a hostile Ulema network. The
European knows that in the classes on the ‘cult of the Koran’, the 
[Ulemas] often provide tendentious interpretations.” 78 They were held 
responsible for introducing a “fanatic Islam,” and “exacerbating the 
gulf between the two civilizations.”79 The commissariat of Bordj-Bou- 
Arreridj near Sétif in western Constantine was more direct in holding 
the Ulemas accountable as the main nexus through which other 
nationalist groups connected and spread, whether it be the UDMA
(Democratic Union of the Algerian Manifesto) under Ferhat Abbas, 
considered a more moderate leader, or the PPA (Algerian Populist
Party) under the more radical Messali Hadj.80   

Most officials were agreed that it was the educated middle
class, or  classe moyenne of Algerians, “that would decide the fate 
of French presence in Algeria.” In the communes, they held posi-
tions just below the elite families, and were “small scale merchants 
and artisans,” or “lower tier functionaries, subaltern officers, and
small scale property owners,” one administrator from Mascara near 
Oran proclaimed. They were “the armature of this country.”81 Most
often francophone in their schooling, they were interested in main-
taining a certain standard of living in the municipalities. Within
each commune, explained an administrator of La Soummam (east 
of Algiers),

a political core exists, centered around local notables, [and the
middle class of] farmers, merchants, industrialists, and function-
aries, who divide among themselves the elected positions in the 
local administration. They are the members of the Djemmas  ,
members of the administrative councils, jurists in the criminal
courts, etc ... All of them speak French; some possess a high level of 
education. They shape public opinion.  82 

It was above all the rural youth that seemed to settler officials the
most volatile, impressionable and vulnerable to infiltration by anti-
colonial propaganda. They were the uneducated population, appar-
ently easily swayed and “too ill equipped to distinguish the differences 
between doctrines of diverse separatist (nationalist) groups.”83 The 
paradox of sustaining popular trust, however, was to use a “show of 
force,” officials lamented.84 “Even the smallest weakness is quickly 
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exploited” by the Algerians, wrote a municipal council member from
Taguercift in the upper Sahara. The restoration of the French govern-
ment’s prestige and to act with a mixed policy of “paternal authority,
solicitude, and justice” were commonly stated objectives.

Hardly any of the settlers in 1952 were willing to acknowledge the
successes of separatist propaganda. They argued that if the French
instilled order in rural areas, the popular following of nationalist
movements would be short-lived or at least remain superficial. 
“70 percent of the masses are not interested in political struggles,” 
said one military commander in Touggourt. 85 But as one adminis- 
trator admitted in El-Golea (an oasis in the Sahara), the hostility and
suspicion with which the rural masses regarded Europeans had made
for a difficult situation. The French could only influence the hearts
and minds of the local population through the local elite. 86 Some
attributed the discontent among the Muslim population to material 
deprivation, but the disparity in living standards and wages did not 
register as outcomes of structural inequity in the colony that could 
only be remedied at the expense of settler privileges. Those who 
did acknowledge the economic disparity could not see the organic
connection between long-standing effects of economic deprivation 
and desire for political autonomy. “Algeria’s problem is not a polit-
ical problem ... the predominant problem is economic and social. The
solution to this will condition all others,” wrote one administrator in 
Aïn-Touta near the Aurès. In a similar vein, another wrote from the
mountainous region of the Ouarsenis, southwest of Algiers, that the 
religious question would be resolved through material benevolence:
“There is now little chance of acting directly on the religious and
political attitudes of the population ... but it is possible for us to carry
out an economic and cultural plan ... which will bring the [masses]
closer to us.”87

Some administrators believed that increased interaction was key 
to attenuating nationalist sentiments. More communication and 
contact had to be opened up between “Europeans” and “Muslims,” a
Blida administrator answered. 88 Another official in Affreville argued 
that Europeans needed to show more interest in Algerians and to
allow them to participate “in the life of their community [ la vie de la
cité ].”éé 89 A sub-prefect of Miliana explained that, “Muslims must be 
allowed to live not only in the memory of their ancestral splendor,
but in its future,  ... it is necessary to create jobs and associations 
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where all people would mix together.” 90 But this “mingling” would
be restricted to the  évolués, who would be the bridge between the two 
communities, commented an administrator from Orléansville. 

In general, settler administrators argued for the inclusion of a trust-
worthy secular Muslim Algerian elite who would convey French inter-
ests to the rural masses and repel any nationalist sentiment or hopes 
for separatism. Few if any within the settler community viewed the 
Muslim population’s inclination towards nationalism as the refusal
on the part of the Europeans to deliver on the promises of full assimi-
lation. Already in 1944, eight years before the communal reports were 
commissioned, Ferhat Abbas, who had until then embraced the full 
assimilation of the Algerians into the French framework, expressed his
disillusionment with France’s promises to bring true equality to the
colony. On March 14, 1944, Abbas would join forces with the Ulemas
and the Algerian Communist Party to form the  Amis du Manifeste et  
de la Liberté (AML), an organization that professed its opposition toé
the colonial and imperial French Republic. 91 1958 had come too late  
for the settler colony to convince even those moderates who might 
have accepted the French framework. How the settlers tried to assert
their political will as the nationalists gained the upper hand in the
Algerian War is the subject of the next chapter. 
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      2 
 The Algerian War in the Settler
Colony    

   De Gaulle and Algeria 

In 1957, after three years of brutal military onslaught in Algeria, the
Fourth Republic’s socialist government led by Guy Mollet collapsed.
Mollet’s government had failed to make good on its promise to eradi-
cate the FLN and settle the “Algerian crisis.” The settler community
in Algeria had grown impatient with the government and now placed 
greater trust in the military leadership, namely in general Raoul Salan.
In the Metropole, opponents in the Radical party, the communists,
and right wing Poujadists all pointed to the futility of Mollet’s military
strategies and the unsustainable strains on the government’s fiscal 
resources. Between June 1957 and May 14, 1958, two prime minis-
ters from the powerful Radical party, Maurice Bourgès-Maunoury and 
Félix Gaillard took office one after the other, but neither was able
to stabilize a majority leadership. Finally, Christian Democrat Pierre
Pflimlin was approved in parliament as prime minister on May 13,
1958. Pflimlin’s nomination, however, sounded the death-knell for 
the Fourth Republic in Algeria, and the news of his premiership would
incite a political sedition in Algiers. Supporters of general Charles de 
Gaulle and former members of the Resistance had been entrenched 
in Algeria readying for action to topple the sitting government and
bring the general back to power.

Defenders of Algérie française  were vehemently opposed to Pflimlin’s
nomination primarily because Pflimlin had favored negotiations
with the Algerian nationalists. The nomination was the final straw in
the mounting tensions between Metropole and the settler populace 
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since the founding of the Fourth Republic in 1946. On May 13, 1958, 
Generals Raoul Salan, Edmond Jouhoud, and Jacques Massu along 
with the Gaullist and former Governor General Jacques Soustelle who
had  de facto control in Algeria orchestrated a coup in Algiers, seizing 
the government general’s headquarters, galvanizing the pieds noirs
into a mass demonstration against Pflimlin on the eve of his investi-
ture.1 The leaders of the coup called on Charles de Gaulle to save the
country and unify Algeria and France once and for all. On May 16,
Salan and his core group who had led the coup formed the Committee
of Public Safety and took full control in Algiers. During the days
following the coup, the generals mobilized the demonstrators into
a celebration of fraternity between Europeans and Muslims. In the 
main forum in Algiers, Salan called out the name of de Gaulle to a 
euphoric crowd, marking the Fourth Republic’s demise. Throughout 
the month of May, the military and counter-insurgency operatives 
helped stage multiple “burnings of the veil” in which Muslim women
would throw down their veils in fire-pits to demonstrate their defi-
ance against Islamic authority and Algerian traditions while European
women cheered them on;  2   France was here to stay. 

De Gaulle, careful not to admit to any involvement in the coup,
began preparations to seize the reins of government. On May 28,
1958, Pflimlin resigned, and President René Coty signed over extra-
ordinary powers to the general, making de Gaulle interim prime 
minister. On June 4, the general flew to Algiers. With arms raised, he 
stood in face of a massive crowd and pronounced the now famous
phrase, “I have understood you!” Subsequent events would show 
that his “understanding” of the French in Algeria did not necessarily
mean that he was willing to go to the ends to save French Algeria. But
in September of 1958, the settlers remained hopeful: de Gaulle was 
voted to the presidency with over 80% of the vote in the Metropole,
and 96% in Algeria. 3 The constitution of the Fifth Republic was rati- 
fied in September through a referendum and enacted the following 
month on October 4, ceding extraordinary executive command to 
the new president elect to resolve the Algerian crisis and stamp out
the FLN. De Gaulle finally achieved his long-awaited goal of central-
izing the executive power in France and diminishing the place of 
parliament, and was inaugurated in January 1959. The Fifth Republic 
was thus born out of the ambitions to keep Algeria French. 

May 1958 was a turning point for the nationalists also. The
FLN, unnerved by the mass rally in Algiers, formed the Algerian
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Provisional Government (GPRA) in Cairo and took their struggle
onto the world stage, gaining the support of newly liberated 
nations as well as that of the more reserved backing of the United
States. President Dwight Eisenhower had made the decision that 
the United States could no longer openly support France and
remain indifferent to Third World populist movements.4 In the 
summer of 1959, the United Nations General Assembly agreed to
place Algeria’s independence on the October agenda. As the FLN
gained ground on the diplomatic front, radical pro-French Algerian 
contingents led by General Salan continued to form voluntary
networks of public safety committees. These committees were in
effect the loci of power in Algeria and the sites through which
army officers gained influence among the settlers.5 Settler support
for the generals who led May 13 soon became a source of uneasi-
ness for de Gaulle’s government. What if the top brass succeeded
in capturing Algeria for itself? As historian of the Fourth Republic 
Georgette Elgey has remarked, de Gaulle was a general without an
army ever since he left the government in 1953. 6 No one was more 
aware of his slipping popularity in Algeria than the general himself.
It became urgent for de Gaulle to prevail over the dissenting top 
brass who wielded actual power and influence in Algeria. And if the 
FLN could not be eradicated with the help of the French army in
Algeria, then the general and his government would have to exert
every bit of authority to deal with both.

Approximately six months into de Gaulle’s presidency, in July
1959, the first prime minister of the Fifth Republic Michel Debré
proposed a new “evolutionary” status for Algeria; “Algeria would
acquire its own personality.”7 Debré’s plan consisted of new admin-
istrative institutions and “reciprocal guarantees” deemed necessary
to assure a more tolerant relationship between the settlers and the 
Muslim community.8 In August 1959, the general summoned Debré 
to his private residence in Colombey-les-Deux-Églises to discuss
his designs for Algeria. In his memoirs, the former prime minister
remarked that his meeting with the general was a turning point in
the government’s plans for Algeria. The prime minister, a known
supporter of Algérie française , recounted his surprise at the general’s
plan to declare  self-determination: “I went there ... I remained in his
office, our heads locked together for two long hours ... he spoke of his 
project, which was to have Algerians choose, in a matter of several
months if not years, between integration, association, or secession.”9 



36  Decolonization and the French of Algeria

As Debré recounted, his pleas to the general to abandon the idea 
of self-determination were “in vain.” A critical issue had eluded de 
Gaulle, Debré wrote. In giving “Algerians [the right] to choose their 
own future,” the president had apparently lost sight of the fate of one 
million European settlers in Algeria.10 From de Gaulle’s perspective,
however, it was Debré and other supporters of French Algeria who 
had lost sight of the risk of maintaining French presence. A key factor
in de Gaulle’s decision was the decline in American support, without 
which military victories alone would be of little consequence. As de 
Gaulle saw it, most nations, the United States included, would rather 
stand behind Algeria’s national liberation than behind the interests
of the French settlers. 

On September 16, 1959, de Gaulle delivered his much-anticipated 
speech on television and the radio to be broadcast throughout 
the Metropole and Algeria. In his historic address, the general
announced that the time had come to “envision the day when
the men and women who inhabit Algeria will decide their destiny
freely and knowingly.” 11 The speech sent shockwaves throughout
Algeria. But for a war-weary Metropolitan public still in the midst 
of a consumerist boom, the general’s policy held strong appeal. De 
Gaulle’s consideration of Algerian autonomy reconceptualized the 
notion of Algerian “personality” so that it could only mean one 
thing – a viable and autonomous Algerian entity outside the French
framework. Helping Algeria fulfill its “personality” had become
a much more honorable cause than supporting the status quo. It 
would mean the fulfillment of French benevolence toward Algeria. 
As de Gaulle stated, “[i]n all respects, because it is the nature of 
things, the future of Algeria will be at once based on its personality
and on a close solidarity with Metropole France ... Who if not France
could realize this great political, economic, social, and cultural 
endeavour?”12 As Todd Shepard has shown, this “natural” course 
of things would become the core of the French understanding of 
decolonization.13 Decolonization had become a “predetermined  
endpoint,” and therefore ineluctable.14 

De Gaulle proposed three options under which Algeria could attain 
sovereignty: secession, by completely cutting off all ties with France;
complete integration and absorption into France ( Francization( (  );
or a “Government of the Algerians by the Algerians dependent on
French aid and in close union with France in economy, education,
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defense, and foreign relations.”15 A referendum would be held to
decide Algeria’s future as a self-determined people constituted by 
multiple ethnic communities living alongside each other. De Gaulle 
proclaimed that the Europeans would share the fate of the “Arab,
Mozabite [Saharan Jews], and the Kabyle communities in Algeria.” 16

Little public mention was made of the fate of settlers otherwise. 
Debré’s account vividly describes his personal distress over the fate

of the European community in Algeria upon leaving his meeting with
de Gaulle. For the prime minister, the French community in Algeria
was key to maintaining a Mediterranean economic and cultural zone
under French influence and out of the reach of Islam: “The impor-
tance of the Mediterranean for the economic future and the politics
of France required new measures in as much as the influence of a 
reinforced Islam was expected to exercise at our expense.” 17 The main 
problem for Debré was to convince settlers to make concessions and to
delay Algerian autonomy and rally international support for France.
For President de Gaulle, settlers had little role to play in containing 
Islam. 18 At a meeting with his ministers during the spring of 1959, the
general fumed at the “humming-bird-brained integrationists” who
insisted on maintaining Algeria in the fold of greater France, or  la plus 
grande France. He instead argued that, should France succeed in inte-
grating the nine million Arabs, these would then “install themselves
in France as if here were their home ... it would be the end of France!19

My town would no longer be called Colombey-les-Deux-Églises 
[Colombey of the Two Churches], but  Colombey-les-Deux-Mosquées
[Colombey of the Two Mosques]!” 20 For Republican universalism to
work, de Gaulle believed, it would have to be uniform in its cultural 
identity and racial makeup. 

For de Gaulle, the prime minister’s hope to rally international
support against Algerian independence as a delusion. If anything, only
by granting Algeria autonomy and acquiring voluntary cooperation 
from a willing Algerian people, he argued, would France be relieved
of the enormous economic and political burdens that came with the
Algerian colony. De Gaulle shared the views of contemporary journal-
ists and economic experts who saw Algeria as an obstacle to the inter-
nationalization of the French economy. Since the beginning of his
presidency, de Gaulle  emphasized the future of France as a European 
economy. From his standpoint, the settler-oriented Algerian markets 
depended on archaic protectionist measures and diverted French 
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attention from the European Economic Community or EEC [espace
économique commun ].  21 As the political experts calling themselves the 
Jean Moulin Club confirmed, Algeria could not survive if one million 
settlers, or one-tenth of Algeria’s population, monopolized privileges 
at the expense of the economic development of nine million Muslim 
Algerians.22 In 1957, the Director of Economic Planning Overseas, 
Pierre Moussa also published a study relaying the arduous task of 
maintaining economic equilibrium in the colonies. Unlike most 
other studies that excluded Algeria from the list of colonies to gauge 
the ratio of costs to benefits of overseas markets, Moussa included
Algeria as an important component in his analysis.23 Moussa empha-
sized the overproduction of commodities in Algeria among other 
colonies that would ultimately make their way to an already satiated 
French market. Investments in overseas building projects, especially 
the HLMs in Algerian cities, new roads in the Sahara, and refineries in
Oran, did not stimulate the national economy, but in fact continued
to overstretch the national budget.  24 

Concerns about the cost of protectionism in Algeria as published
in works by political experts gained wider currency during the 
late 1950s, and de Gaulle himself reiterated these concerns in his
famous April 1961 speech in which he declared that “Algeria costs
[France] too much,” relative to the benefits reaped from maintaining
French presence.25 De Gaulle, like Mendès-France before him, saw
decolonization as a necessary choice between reverting to an anti-
quated protectionist economy on the one hand, and advancing
toward open international trade with Europe on the other. 26 What 
France would lose in Algeria, de Gaulle hoped, would be regained 
in Europe.27 The French discovery of precious oil and gas deposits 
in the Sahara in 1956 initially deterred Metropolitan officials from 
fully dismissing Algeria’s economic importance, but de Gaulle was
confident that whatever resources Algeria had to offer would be avail-
able to French interests if proper diplomatic strategies were applied. 
France had, after all, sealed potentially lucrative concessions with
the newly independent West and Sub-Saharan African colonies after 
independence, and for de Gaulle, there was no reason why similar
results could not be achieved in Algeria. As part of the Constantine
Plan of October 1959, a vast and ambitious  five-year modernization
plan to restructure the Algerian economy and its administration, de
Gaulle placed responsibility for the new initiatives and planning on 
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young functionaries and technicians dispatched from the Metropole,
marginalizing settlers in the management of capital investments.28 
Moreover, a central tenet of the Constantine Plan was to modernize
Algeria in ways that would lessen the socio-economic gap between
the Europeans and the Algerians, to achieve the “evolution” of the
Muslim community, what the Plan called the “internal homogen-
ization of human development.” This included the redistribution of 
700,000 hectares of land to the Muslim majority.  29 

Although de Gaulle himself was preparing for a radical break with
Algérie française, prominent officials on the left and the right still
backed the continuation of the French framework in Algeria, even 
if they were not committed to taking action on its behalf. Among
those who supported French presence were, most notably, the former
Minister Residents in Algeria, Robert Lacoste and Jacques Soustelle,
the protagonist of  May 13 , Léon Delbecque, former Fourth Republic 
prime ministers Georges Bidault and Antoine Pinay, and members of 
the Rassemblement pour l’Algérie française, organized in the wake of the
coup in Algiers.30 With de Gaulle’s declaration of self-determination,
the meaning of French grandeur and Republican unity was hotly 
contested on both sides of the Mediterranean. De Gaulle had a deci-
sive advantage, however: Metropolitan public opinion. With the 
September speech, the general was about to end the Algerian War
and along with it, French presence in Algeria. In doing so, he would 
disavow the settler colonial foundations of the Fifth Republic.  

  Vigilantism and popular politics in French Algeria

In October 1955, a national poll taken by the Institute of Public 
Opinion [IFOP] showed that 49% of the Metropolitan public believed 
that Algeria’s departmental status should be maintained.31 Dien bien
phû and the loss of Indochina had unified French opinion on both 
sides of the Mediterranean leading up to the Algerian War, which
had erupted just one year earlier. 32 In 1956, however, the enthu-
siasm waned in the Metropole with only 40% responding favorably
to the defense of Algérie française   .33 Several factors contributed to this
decline. Early in February 1956, on an official tour of Algeria, Fourth 
Republic Prime Minister Guy Mollet confronted an angry crowd of 
settlers on his way through the city in a motorcade. The Europeans
in Algeria were in uproar over Mollet’s decision to name Georges
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Catroux, a less enthusiastic advocate of Algérie française, as Minister 
Resident in Algeria. Upon sighting Mollet, the angry crowd pelted
the minister with rotten vegetables, leaving him drenched in juices. 34

The incident resulted in the replacement nomination of Robert 
Lacoste who was well known for his sympathies with the French in
Algeria. Another factor in turning Metropolitan opinion against the
Algerian War, and one closer to home, was the precipitous increase in 
the military deployment of Metropolitans. Some tens of thousands of 
reservists were called to Algeria from France in 1956, at a time when
so many had previously served tours in Indochina.35

In 1954, another controversy provoked heated public debate. The 
systematic use of torture by the French army during its interrogation
of prisoners suspected of aiding the FLN had leaked out to the public.
Reports of torture incited vehement opposition among intellectuals 
in both leftist and conservative camps, and had a profound impact 
on public opinion in regards to the Algerian War.36 The contro-
versy over torture intensified during the 1957 Battle of Algiers when 
first-hand accounts of those subjected to torture were made public.
Prominent intellectuals on the left, most famously Jean-Paul Sartre, 
Simone Beauvoir, and Pierre Vidal-Naquet, launched vociferous 
campaigns against the use of torture, and made explicit the theoret-
ical connections between the abuses of the military and the violence 
inherent to colonial power.37 In his trenchant polemic against impe- 
rialism, Sartre likened European civilization to the “strip-tease of 
humanism” and described decolonization as the necessary exorcism 
of “the savagely rooted settler in each and every one of us.” 38 In
turn, Pierre Vidal-Naquet publicized the “Audin Affair” of 1957 in 
which a young math instructor named Maurice Audin known for
his FLN sympathies was arrested and then reported missing. Audin 
had been subjected to torture, the evidence for which came to light 
in Vidal-Naquet’s subsequent writings about the affair.39 The debate 
over torture was not enough to turn Metropolitan public opinion
completely against French presence in Algeria. It was not until 1961 
that the French in the Metropole became openly opposed to contin-
uing the conflict with the founding of the OAS, the armed paramili-
tary organization made up of settlers and dissenting army officers,
as will be seen later.

For the pieds noirs, the military intervention in Algeria had 
concrete meaning beyond maintaining the French framework. The 
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full eradication of the nationalist movement was the necessary
condition of their self-preservation in Algeria. 1945 had already
exposed the risks of delaying action against anti-French rebels. On 
May 8, 1945, V-Day celebrations in Sétif and Guelma, two towns 
in the department of Constantine, turned into a bloody conflict
between Muslim Algerians, the Europeans, and the French army.
During the public march to commemorate V-Day in Sétif, Muslim
demonstrators unfurled banners revealing the forbidden crescent 
and star insignia of the Algerian flag. After an unidentified shot was
heard, the police intervened and fired on the crowd, killing several
demonstrators. Some of the Algerians took revenge on the settlers
living in nearby Kherrata.40 The retaliation against the Muslims who
attacked Europeans was especially ferocious. In Guelma, a town of 
4,000 Europeans and 16,500 Muslims, the settler militia took matters
into their own hands and attacked Muslim villagers, leaving over 
1,000 Muslims dead. For the settlers, Sétif and Guelma became the 
most recent symbols of Muslim anti-European violence while for the
Algerian nationalists, these events marked a point of no return, sure
evidence that France would never fulfill its promises of equality and
assimilation. 

When the Algerian War erupted on November 1, 1954, the
memories of Guelma and Sétif were still fresh in the minds of many 
Europeans. With the eruption of the Algerian War, local militia
activity sprouted across the major cities, giving rise to homegrown 
popular movements that rejected what settlers perceived to be the
inertia of mainstream political parties. The agenda of these popu-
list groups was first and foremost the safeguarding of sovereignty
[souverainété] in Algeria, a task which many pieds noirs believed theéé
political parties in the Metropole had neglected. Large numbers of 
settlers began to abandon party affiliations to join the legion of 
popular groups in Algeria, most of which had no other program than
the unconditional preservation of Algeria as a French province.

These organizations began bleeding the Leftist parties in Algeria of 
their “troops,” according to surveillance reports from the Governor
General’s office. Even the party dirigeants barely held on, only doing
so for sentimental reasons. 41 In 1957, the PCA [Parti communiste[[ 
algérien] leadership and its rank and file debated the public response
the party should give with regard to the FLN. As another intelligence
report noted, “the dockworkers and unskilled workers, all of whom 
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were formerly devoted communists, rejected the party line and were
turning out to be the most fervent partisans of Algérie française .” 42

After the Battle of Algiers in 1957, in which massive numbers of 
French paratroopers were called in to break the strikes led by the FLN 
in the capital, populist political groups in Algeria began to exhibit 
a more radical and even paramilitary streak. As vigilante groups,
they attracted a significant following. One prominent group, the 
Union française nord africaine or UFNA, collected 10,000 adherents 
under the leadership of Boyer Banse. In Oran, the Volonté algérienne ,
touting a similar type of vigilante populism pulled in some 3,000
members. The Amicale française de l’Algérie  in Bône was weaker but 
still had 1,000 members. The  Comité d’entente des anciens combattants 
d’Algérie et du Sahara was also formed in Algeria in 1955, attracting 
pied-noir veterans and reserves from the two World Wars. Student 
groups joined faculty members to form the  Mouvement universitaire   
pour le maintien de la souveraineté française en Algérie (MUPMSFA). In 
fact, enough faculty members had joined that the group came to
be known as the “party of professors.” They were intent on distin-
guishing themselves from the enseignants, the latter being associated 
with progressive causes. 

These rudimentary grass roots groups had no real platform except
to defend “settler sovereignty.” They served mainly as arenas
for forging personal networks and experimenting with vigilante
training. Many were short-lived. But their significance lies less in
their success or failure than in the rapidity with which they could 
recruit members and spread. When an organization split up and 
disappeared (the most common reason being close police surveil-
lance), others quickly appeared in its wake. Individuals who had
founded one vigilante group would often disperse and become
founders of new ones. Sometimes the goal was simply to attract
police attention, such as the Organisation de Résistance de l’Algérie
française and the Comité de Restauration française. Unlike the para-
military terror organization of the OAS, which was largely comprised 
of Metropolitan contingents of the French army, these were neither
underground nor paramilitary. Some organizations such as  Jeune 
nation and the  Union pour le salut et le renouveau de l’Algérie fran-
çaise were extensions of pro-Algérie française movements begun 
in the Metropole by high-profile dissenters who sought out local 
adherents in the colony. The  Union pour le salut was founded byt
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former Minister Resident and staunch advocate of French Algeria, 
Jacques Soustelle, who sought to connect directly with settlers in
Algeria through the  Union. These organizations attest to the willing
bottom-up activism among the Europeans who were not part of 
the OAS. 

If settlers did not join vigilante groups, they signed up to join the 
Territorial Units (UTs), established by Jacques Soustelle at the begin-
ning of the war to mobilize the pieds noirs in reserve units alongside 
the army. The UTs soon gathered up settler enthusiasts. In 1958, over
35,100 joined the UT in Algiers while 20,500 joined in Oran.43 What 
was striking about the UTs, in addition to their numbers, was what
happened once they were disbanded (the army had disbanded the
UTs on the grounds that they were depleting the male work force
in Algeria). Former UT reservists acted as a vigilante force, organ-
izing demonstrations and keeping guard over public buildings and
facilities, directing traffic flows, and barring people from getting on
public transportation, blockading public roads, and keeping surveil-
lance across crowded public gathering places. 44 They also organized
mass strikes, mobilizing 5,000–6,000 workers in Constantine, and
held commemorative events honoring the fallen during the battles 
with the FLN.45 Even though May 13 ultimately led to the closure of 
many vigilante organizations, it did not lay popular politics to rest.
Those versed in policing and vigilantism actively took up propaganda 
activities. They broadcast Pétainist slogans harking back to the Vichy
National Revolution of God-Work-Family- Patrie . Prominent organi-
zations like the Front national française  (FNF) modeled themselves on
Metropolitan right-wing movements such as that led by the Pétainist 
Pierre Poujade.

The mass gathering at the forum in Algiers on May 13 was possible
in 1958 precisely because the settlers were organized into these vigi-
lante groups. These organizations were again revived in the days
that followed de Gaulle’s September 1959 Declaration. In 1960, 
when de Gaulle summoned Jacques Massu to Paris and stripped 
him of his functions after Massu had let slip his misgivings about 
the general’s strategies in Algeria to a German newspaper, massive
strikes were called by popular settler organizations in defense of 
Massu.46 From January 1960 until the end of 1961, extremists in
Algeria along with dissenting pro-French Algerian contingents in 
the army saw themselves in battle with the Metropole to save Algérie 
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française. In January 1960, the FAF [ Front Algérie française[ [ ] led by 
Joseph Ortiz, a brasserie and bar owner and the General Association
of the Students of Algiers [ Association générale des étudiants d’Alger[ [ ] rr
headed by a future leader of the OAS Pierre Lagaillarde, launched the
“week of the barricades” during which students and activists occu-
pied the University of Algiers and blocked off major thoroughfares
in the city. The students at the barricades were removed in a matter
of days, but the street battle became a precursor to a series of violent 
clashes that would erupt between defenders of French Algeria and
those soldiers and authorities who answered to the government in 
the Metropole. 

  Photo of the barricades of 1960
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On December 8, 1960, the right-wing groups in Algeria successfully 
mobilized large-scale strikes throughout Algiers, Oran, and Constantine
during de Gaulle’s tumultuous visit through these cities. During his
visits, de Gaulle attempted to rally the support of the rank and file
of the French army and reassure an incredulous settler audience that
France would never abandon Algeria. 47 According to gendarme reports
from Algiers, Oran, and Bône, an average of 5,000 people took to the 
streets in each city to show their opposition to Algeria’s self-determi-
nation and to the government. 48 The Metropolitans stood in support 
of de Gaulle’s policy. In fact, from 1960 to 1961, it seemed that France
was split in two, between its settler colonial population on the one
side and the citizens in the Metropole on the other. 

  French Jews in the Algerian War 

The Jewish communities in Algeria were beginning to formulate their 
own response to the crisis, and the reactions were less incendiary
than those of the European settler community. During the first years 
of the Algerian War, the information reports of the Algerian Jewish
committee of social studies or CJAES [ Comité juif algérien des études
sociales], an organization set up after World War II to support Jewish
culture and Judaism in Algeria, were, after 1954, peppered with news
of “anti-Jewish” incidents by the FLN.49 The CJAES noted that the
FLN was launching grenade attacks in bars and cafés “frequented
by Jews.”50 In these reports the FLN was often substituted with the
broader category of “Muslim” [musulmans], evidence that many Jews 
were beginning to associate the FLN with the greater Muslim commu-
nity in Algeria. 

Prior to 1956, in cities like Batna in the Constantine department
where Jews and Arabs had engaged in active commercial trade with 
one another for generations, economic activity between the commu-
nities continued without much disruption despite the intermittent
attacks against Jewish establishments. Judaism in Batna still showed
“intense activity” throughout the war and remained undeterred 
during the first two years of the war. In 1955, Jewish merchants in 
Batna who were trading in textile, native jewelry, and foodstuffs 
experienced violent attacks on their stores. And in the wake of a FLN 
campaign in the region, the CJAES reported that despite “the excellent
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relations maintained by Jews in the locality with the Arabs of the
region, commerce suffered somewhat due to a boycott imposed by
the guerrillas.” When the boycott ended, things returned to normal 
in the community. Batna’s Jews apparently perceived the situation
with optimism, unlike the Europeans. After 1956, however, reports
from the Jewish community wrote warily of the noticeable hostility 
that had intensified between Arabs and Jews: “the Arabs guarded the
same sentiment against Jews as they did against Europeans.” 51 Enmity
between the two communities seemed to vary depending on the size of 
the town or city. In small townships where only a few Jews lived, anti-
Jewish attacks were reported as being more common, by the CJAES. 
This was the case in Ain-Beida, Tebessa, Biskra and Khenchela. In the
larger cities, Arab-Jewish relations seemed less perturbed. Tlemcen, a
city with a large Jewish community, (with 10,000 Europeans, 65,000 
Muslims, and 5,000 Jews in 1958), was the only major city, which 
repeatedly experienced Jewish-Muslim hostility.

From 1954 to 1959, as the Algerian War raged on, Jacques Lazarus, 
head of the CJAES, remained preoccupied with the diffusion of Jewish 
culture in Algeria than with the threat of Algerian nationalism. His 
primary concern was to raise cultural consciousness among the Jews 
and recruit members to the World Jewish Congress.52 Lazarus stated 
with enthusiasm in a report that:

in each of the synagogues, the call to the World Jewish Congress 
was read out loud at Souccoth and dozens of subscriptions were 
collected ... The project to create a Cultural Center had been well
received and preparations were well underway. A special room 
was offered by the consistory ... we have already sent a series of 
important books for the library, and we expect to expedite records
and to purchase a record player.  53

In addition, religious education was also looked after as Lazarus 
placed a Talmud Torah and  Yechivoth at their disposal. Batna at this 
time was also given a new consistory. 54 Worried that towns with a 
small Jewish community did not have proper synagogues and rabbis
to nurture the spiritual life of Jews, Lazarus noted that “Tebessa has 
no real spiritual leader ... Saint-Arnaud does not have a rabbi nor a
consistory, but since they are situated 27 km from? (illegible) once a
week, they could receive the visit of a schohet (person sanctioned to t
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slaughter animals according to proper ritual) that would guarantee
a ritual slaughter.”55 In Sétif, a town with a relatively active Jewish
population but also nationalist activity, it was noted that a Talmud
instructor was needed for the children. These and many other similar
memos attested to the persistent interest in restoring Jewish educa-
tion and culture, rather than a focus on Muslim Algerian anti-colo-
nial nationalism.  56

It was not until 1959, when de Gaulle proposed Algeria’s
self-determination, that Jewish community leaders began expressing 
real fear with regard to the future of Jews in Algeria. Their trepi-
dation, however, went beyond the aggressions of the FLN. Jews in 
Algeria had long endured European anti-Semitism, and 1959 would 
once again raise anxieties as de Gaulle proposed Algerian self-de-
termination and gave his prognosis for all French citizens living in 
Algeria. In his 1959 declaration, de Gaulle stated that Jews, Arabs,
and the Mozabites (M’zabs) who were Jews without French status
living south of the Sahara, were distinct communities in Algeria,
living alongside the Europeans. Jews, as de Gaulle proposed, would 
continue to live with one another in Algeria after self-determina-
tion.57 De Gaulle’s mention of the Jews as a separate community 
from the Europeans once again provoked deep-seated fears among
French Algerian Jews. With the FLN now seeking independence, 
Jews began to assert their adhesion to France and insist upon their
French belonging. French Jews in Algeria at this time were still 
reeling from the memories of the Vichy years and the persecution
of Jews. In 1940, Vichy leaders in Algeria had revoked the French
citizenship of all Algerian Jews by declaring the Crémieux decree
null and void. French citizenship was restored to the Jews in 1942, 
but only after the World Zionist Organization and American Jewish
advocacy groups aggressively pressured the French government and 
the Allied forces in Algeria to reinstate the Crémieux decree. The
restoration of the decree did not completely allay the fears of French
Jews in Algeria.

One month after de Gaulle’s speech, the representatives of the CJAES
met with Delegate General Paul Délouvrier to affirm their integral
place in the nation and their equal status with the European settlers. 
Jacques Lazarus explained to Délouvrier that “in terms of [their] 
being Jewish,” they found themselves in a highly delicate situation,
much more than other elements of the population in Algeria: “We
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are, as Jews, in a particular situation; we risk being defined by some
as natives of this land, and as thus, ‘Algerians’ rather than French.” 58

Throughout the Algerian War, the CJAES made consistent effort to
publicize Jewish adhesion to France as well as Jewish support for 
French presence in Algeria even as Jews maintained their position as 
a minority with a distinctive cultural affiliation. The CJAES did not 
downplay their Jewish identity and Zionist sentiments. In a letter to a 
friend living in the Metropole, Lazarus wrote that the Jews in Algeria 
wished to maintain their identity and values: “We wish to express 
ourselves freely as Jews. We do not wish to be forced to remain silent 
with respect to Israel or the Arab states.”  59

The FLN meanwhile, published its own articles calling for the unity 
between Muslim and Jewish Algerians in 1961. In one such publi-
cation, the FLN stated that it “considers Jews profoundly different
from the Europeans. The Jews of Algeria were not colonial invaders; 
[Jews were] Algerians by history, language, and traditions, and were 
French since 1871 by a decree issued by the French government. As
Algerians, they will have a place in ‘independent Algeria.’”60 Very 
few Jews sympathized with the FLN’s propaganda. The few who did
were members of the Communist Party, such as Henri Alleg, né Henri
Salem. But the vast majority of Jews, whether they were from Algiers, 
Oran, or Constantine, chose France as their nation. In 1962, most
Jews headed for France, and not Israel.61

During the last two years of the Algerian War, as the OAS emerged
to wage open battle against Algeria’s independence, and as Jews who
lived in fear of losing Algeria to the FLN began to show support for 
the OAS with some even joining its ranks. The official position taken
by Lazarus was to oppose the violent tactics and strategies of the OAS, 
however.62 The office of the General Direction of Political Affairs and
Information, the interim French headquarters wrote to Metropolitan
authorities that until the autumn of 1961, most Jews in the major 
cities had distanced themselves from the radicals, or ultras, and
the OAS. A large portion of the urban Jews had leftist leanings and 
were affiliated with the socialists or SFIO (the French Section of the
Workers’ International) or with syndicates. 1961 was a turning point, 
however, as the FLN used increasingly aggressive tactics against Jewish
establishments and fueled pro-European sentiment among the Jews. 
French authorities thus saw a notable fluctuation in Jewish reactions
to the FLN and later to the OAS. 
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Jewish participation in the OAS has been widely acknowledged
by historians, though just how many actually joined the organiza-
tion and why, remain difficult to know exactly. Jewish sympathy
with the OAS appeared almost always in regions where there was
strong European support for the OAS. Thus, it would be important 
to examine European-Jewish relations in addition to Arab-Jewish 
relations to gauge where Jews stood with regard to the OAS. In the
greater Constantine region, neither the Europeans nor the Jews 
strongly supported the extremists. 63 But in the Oranais and Algiers
regions, the story was different. A breakdown of the Jewish reaction
to the OAS from city to city showed that in Oran and  Sidi-Bel-Abbès, 
there was conspicuous Jewish support for the OAS, especially among
the youth. 64 Authorities made similar observations in Tiaret and
Mostaganem, where a high degree of hostility toward de Gaulle fueled
pro-OAS sentiment throughout European and Jewish neighborhoods. 
According to one witness, a profanation of the Jewish cemetery in
Oran in 1960 had triggered a radicalization of the Jewish community, 
so that following the event, “the entire community passed to the side
of the European resistance.” 65 In Tlemcen and Saida, on the other
hand, cities that were considered part of the “greater Oran region,”
the relationship between the extremist settlers and the Jewish resi-
dents was rather weak because Jews were leaving in large numbers for
the Metropole. According to one report from the Delegate General’s 
office in Algeria to the Ministry of Algerian Affairs in Paris in January 
1962, Jews in Algeria preferred a vigilante defence of the commu-
nity to a Zionist military front. They rejected Israel’s active consular
promotion of immigration to Algeria. As most Jews in Algeria would
insist, they wished to remain French in France. 

The radicalization in Algeria elicited open criticism and censure 
in the Metropole.66 The Bouches-du-Rhône prefecture reported to
the Ministry of Interior in 1960 that they often “hear [from the 
Marseillais], ‘what can we do? We send them our youth. The War 
in Algeria costs us so much. And they are still not happy’ ... Even
when observers showed sympathy, they considered the  colons to be
influenced by the ‘feverish atmosphere in which they live[d].’”67 
Throughout the Metropole, student syndicates, schoolteachers,
CGT (French confederation of trade unions) representatives, factory 
employers and employees, and local progressive associations all signed
petitions in support of peace in Algeria in October, 1960, two months 
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prior to de Gaulle’s turbulent visit to Algiers. 68 The petition, signed  
on October 20, called for full political and military negotiations with 
the FLN “for a cease-fire in Algeria, and to apply the principle of self-
determination.”69 The mayor of Arles personally addressed the prefect
the next day and submitted a resolution put together by delegations 
from seventeen different public establishments, including the EDF
(national electric company), the GDF (national gas company), the PTT
(postal service workers), the delegation of the movement for workers’
freedom, the CGT, syndicates of employees in the health sector and 
hospitals, employees of stationery companies, and employees of 
the nationwide franchise department store Monoprix. Delegation
members called for negotiations with the GPRA and expressed their 
full support of Algeria’s self-determination.70

On October 28, 1960, “A Day of Peace in Algeria” was declared in the 
Metropole, and large-scale demonstrations took place in Paris as well
as in other major cities reflecting public support for de Gaulle’s deci-
sion to negotiate a cease-fire with the FLN. Fifteen thousand people 
marched for peace in Paris, while police reports from Toulouse and
Rennes reported 2,000 demonstrators on the same day in each city.
Both Dijon and Nevers saw 2,500 people in the streets, with 3,500 in 
Clermont-Ferrand. Nîmes, Avignon, Toulon, Bordeaux, Rouen, Lille, 
and Angers all reported over 2,000 people each, while Grenoble and
Brest saw over 4,000 in their cities. Even Montpellier, a city which
had a fairly influential right-wing contingent, saw a relatively strong 
turn out of 3,000 demonstrators calling for negotiations with the
GPRA, while in Lyon, the police reportedly used tear gas grenades to 
disperse a crowd that became especially impassioned when another
demonstration of a much smaller but equally vocal group obstructed
its path yelling slogans in defence of Algérie française. 71

For the pied-noir settlers and Jews in Algeria, France and French
Algeria were inseparable entities. The radical defence of French sover-
eignty stemmed from their absolute dependence on the legal frame-
work that had given legitimacy to their French belonging and as
French citizens with rights. In the Algerian settler colonial context,
Frenchness was not only identified with a civil status but also with a 
set of conditions that guaranteed the cultural, economic, and polit-
ical supremacy of the non-Muslim French population. If Jews did not 
always participate openly in radical movements, they nevertheless
defended the French framework, which had lifted them out of the
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category of indigènes. For the Jews, French Algeria allowed them to
dodge the fate of the Muslim Algerians, and retain their rights as 
full members of the polity. The Algerian War revealed the political
differences that had long distinguished the France in Algeria from
the France in the Metropole. For the French in Algeria, to negotiate 
with the FLN was to compromise the conditions that had guaranteed
their survival as a minority community with rights amidst a large
subjugated majority.  
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 Negotiating European presence in Algeria

Between June 1960 and February 1961, as tensions mounted in Algeria,
a group of magistrates, professors of law, syndicate and union leaders, 
and elected officials in the Metropole came together to form the 
“Association for the Safeguard of Judicial Institutions and the Defense 
of Individual Liberties.” The Association convened four times with 
the goal of drafting a text for the government’s cease-fire talks with
the FLN, which were planned for February 1961 at Evian, near the
border with Switzerland.1 Among the key agenda for the Association
was the future of the Europeans if Algeria should achieve autonomy. 
The Association members agreed that the Europeans would become 
a “minority population” in Algeria with special rights. The terms of 
these rights and Algeria’s obligation to uphold them were drawn from 
the 1948 U.N. Charter on the Declaration of Human Rights. The text 
drafted by the Association declared that it would be Algeria’s duty to
ensure that the Europeans would have “the right to nationality,” the 
“right to partake in the government of his country,” and “the right 
to freely participate in the cultural life of the community”, the very
rights stated in Article 27 of the U.N. Charter.2

The use of the term “minority” was unusual in French official 
parlance.  3 The term, as mentioned in the Introduction to this book, 
was meant to reinforce the French claim that Algeria was not an inte-
grated nation or culture but rather an amalgam of diverse minority 
populations who did not all share a common Arabo-Islamic culture.
The French delegation’s use of this category was suggestive of the 
Gaullist government’s understanding of decolonization in Algeria.
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As Georges Balandier observed in 1951, a decade prior to the talks 
at Evian, it was the “white population in South Africa that [began]
to see its situation as a minority problem [problème de minorité[[ ]; and éé
so it was the case in North Africa.”4 These whites believed that their
dominant positions were under threat from the colonized. “This fact 
of [settler minorities] beginning to view itself as a minority ‘problem’ 
is interesting,” Balandier wrote, and was a reminder that for whites,
the concept of “minority” a numerical notion, had “sociological
meaning only in the colonial situation.”  5

The Association’s and later the French delegation’s allusion to the
future of the Europeans in Algeria as a minority problem resonated
with the concerns shared by whites living in the colonies in the era 
of decolonization, as Balandier rightly pointed out. At the Evian
talks, the French and FLN delegates debated the terms by which the 
Europeans would be identified in a post-independent Algeria. The
French delegation proceeded on the assumption that the Europeans 
would stay in Algeria of their own volition, while insisting that they 
could no longer assimilate as proper French citizens in the Metropole. 
In 1961, as negotiations were underway, Denis Périer-Daville, a jour-
nalist of Le Figaro  invoked a long-forgotten essay written by one lieu-
tenant and scholar Paul Azan, who had argued as far back as 1903,
that “ ... the Europeans of Algeria ... have become increasingly inde-
pendent of French tutelage, and having adapted to the environment,
or better yet, to the soil, had become a new race ... the two races who
lived alongside one another have headed toward a special and unique 
mentality, which will become an Algerian mentality.”6 Anthropologist 
Germaine Tillion who brought attention to the plight of the Muslim
community in Algeria during the war also referred to the intertwined
and “complementary” co-existence of the “European minority” and
the “Arab majority” in French Algeria. Progressives and conservatives 
alike thus shared similar perceptions of the settlers.7   

Metropolitan observations with respect to the French from Algeria 
did not lead to extended analyses of the settler colonial society
however. What concerned these writers was the specific ways in 
which such perceptions provided evidence of pied-noir deviations 
from French culture proper, that is, the culture of the Metropole. In
short, these observations reflected back on Metropolitan notions of 
Frenchness, which would reject a North African heritage and in turn, 
insist on a long-term acculturation in Europe.
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In the spring of 1961, officials in Paris noted a surge in the number 
of families leaving French Algeria, and surmised that up to 380,000
settlers might be leaving Algeria over the course of four years. With 
the negotiations underway and settler morale low in Algeria, officials 
began to consider measures that could address Europeans who were
leaving. But with the delegation at Evian still in negotiation over 
the guarantees for Europeans, legislators in Paris could not openly 
anticipate a large numbers of refugees.8 As Yann Scioldo-Zürcher  
has recently noted, French officials were already dealing with thou-
sands of French citizens who had come from Egypt following the 
Suez crisis in 1956 and from Indochina in 1954, though a system-
atic policy had not yet been established to receive them. With the
arrival of the French from the Protectorates of Morocco and Tunisia
in 1956, the government set in motion certain measures for these 
“repatriates” to receive monetary aid.9 But it was not until 1961 that 
the government, in light of the increasing number of departures 
from Algeria, began taking actual steps to prepare a law specifically 
for those leaving the former colonies. Legislators devised a defini-
tion for all nationals leaving the former territories and colonies as
“repatriates.”  

In 1961 as officials deliberated the proper classification of the French
from Algeria, Louis Joxe, Secretary of State for Algerian Affairs, argued 
that it was “not suitable to introduce this problem immediately to
the public.” 10 As Todd Shepard has explained, Joxe was insistent that
the preparations for the French of Algeria remain “discreet,” and be 
carried out “under the guise of operations already underway for other
countries.” 11 Repatriation operations would not be handled by the 
Office of Algerian Affairs, but by the Commissariat to the Aid and
Orientation of Repatriates, an office that answered to the Ministry
of the Interior. 12 To discourage a massive departure, Joxe stressed 
to those who were still in Algeria that repatriates would be denied 
compensation for damages related specifically to their departure. 
They would receive assistance only, in the form of reimbursements
for travel expenses and temporary relief. Repatriates would have to 
turn to the government’s munificence to get help. The government
would not be responsible or be held accountable for the losses that 
the evacuees might incur during their departure. Joxe hoped that the 
repatriates would stay in Algeria. 
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In the fall of 1961, the government notified the French in Algeria that 
it would provide aid in case they found themselves in the Metropole. 
But official memos revealed that there was a perverse logic to such
initiatives. As Robert Boulin, newly appointed Minister to Repatriates 
stated: “an accelerated movement [to the Metropole] could be greatly
reduced if the Metropole treats its repatriates well.”13 That is, reloca-
tion to the Metropole was presented as a last resort. Repatriates were
encouraged to persevere in Algeria first, rather than leave out of desper-
ation. Government officials believed the Europeans would delay their
departure if they had peace of mind, and were reassured that subsidies 
would be provided if necessary. After all, Algeria was their home. Boulin
advised the legislature that “the government should avert a contagious
[desire to] return [to the Metropole] ... the best solution would be to 
negotiate a privileged status for them in North Africa.”14   

In 1961, alternative plans were devised by government officials 
and liaisons in South America including French businessmen in Latin 
America, to send a select group of repatriates to Paraguay, Brazil, and
Argentina. Repatriates from the former Protectorates of Morocco and
Tunisia in 1956 had already travelled to Latin America as part of a 
experiment, though few among them had achieved success economi-
cally. In January 1961, the French ambassador in Rio de Janeiro 
corresponded with Louis Joxe about directing the pieds noirs toward 
Brazil.15 In February 1961, the head of a French mining company in  
Paraguay, Leon Fragnaud, corresponded with that country’s Ministry
of National Defense to discuss the “installation of the French  colons
in the north of Paraguay.”16 In his letter to the French ambassador,
Fragnaud underlined the arable lands of South America awaiting
colonization. He described an immense stretch of land in the north-
west part of the country near the border with Bolivia – 10,000 square 
kilometers, “practically empty on which people could cultivate and 
farm under excellent conditions, and certainly those crops that are 
well adapted to the climate and rainfall of this region.”17 Fragnaud
explained that 70,000 hectares could be provided to 250 families if 
they were willing to come.18

In July 1961, Marc Rochet, the Director of American Affairs at 
the Foreign Affairs Ministry in Brazil met with Brazilian officials to
discuss the reception of the French from Algeria.19 Brazilian consul
Marciano da Rocha announced his own plans to visit Algiers and
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then Paris to meet with French officials. These emigration projects
targeted pied-noir farmers or at least those acquainted with agricul-
ture.20 Officials in charge of Algerian affairs explained that there was
very little opportunity in the Metropole for pieds noirs with agri-
cultural occupations. The best alternative would be emigration to
places where agriculture remained central and would be “inevitable” 
as a way of life and means of sustenance.21 French officials inside 
Latin America were fully aware of the feeble rate of success among 
the repatriates who had already immigrated to Brazil from Tunisia
and Morocco between 1955 and 1956. Officials in France’s Technical 
Advising Office on Economic Studies and Migration or OTEM [Office 
technique d’études économiques et des migrations] took charge and 
planned for the emigration to Brazil and Argentina. In February 
1962, the first of the immigrant families were settled in Brazil. The 
move to Latin America was a costly endeavour for most families. 
Each family was expected to prepare at least 300,000 francs to relo-
cate. 22 Other officials suggested New Caledonia and New Hebrides as   
less costly options, and 1,000 families signed on to try their lot in
the far-off regions of the Pacific.23 

Officials considered the relocation of settlers to Latin America as a 
natural extension of their background as colonists or colons for whom
land was an essential. As an article in  Le Figaro   on August 23, 1961 
also explained, French families in Latin America would “constitute 
a model colony to which vast territories would be entrusted.” 24 To 
help move Europeans to South America, the government collabo-
rated with the SOMNIVAC [ Société pour la mise en valeur agricole de la 
Corse], the company that was created in 1957 to help relocate repatri-
ates from Morocco and Tunisia to Corsica, an island that had seen
many settlers set off for North Africa in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. 25 Again, the idea was to restore the settlers to their ances- 
tral home and calling. Officials also believed that the transport of 
repatriates to Brazil and Argentina would help defuse the potential
agitation among repatriate communities in the Metropole, according 
to an unsigned security report most likely issued from the Ministry
charged with Algerian Affairs. 26 But the trail of the migrants to Latin 
America dwindled over time as the prospect proved daunting for
most families.
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The majority of the French in Algeria decided that the Metropole
was their only option. The mass exodus of repatriates from Algeria
took place between late May and mid-July of 1962.27 Once Generals
Salan and Jouhoud agreed to a truce with the FLN in the name of the 
OAS, on June 17, 1962, most French citizens in Algeria gave up any 
hope of staying.28 Algeria’s independence was finally declared on July 
5, 1962, triggering large-scale celebrations throughout Algeria and
further propelling the departure of the Europeans. From the perspec-
tive of the pieds noirs, as one Évelyn Lever explained, there were only 
two options: the first was “exile,” the other a “painful conversion”
in an Algeria dominated by the FLN whose sole aim, in their eyes,
had been to combat the presence of the Europeans. 29 In 1962, over
750,000 French settlers crossed the Mediterranean. 30 By December 
1963, 913,100 repatriate entries from Algeria were recorded at the 
ports, among which counted 100,000 French Jews. By 1963, the mass 
departures brought to France almost the entire European and Jewish 
populations of Algeria.31 Incoming repatriates were required to register
their former addresses in Algeria along with the new domicile in 
France.32 Such records were devised and consulted in order to disperse  
the migrants so as to avoid concentrations of repatriate communities 
in metropolitan France but the government’s strategy failed and repat-
riates settled predominantly along the cities of the southern littoral.

Cities in France Repatriates

Paris region 34,645

Lille 7.059

Rennes 5,973

Bordeaux 18,736

Toulouse 21,640

Metz 8,373

Dijon 6,559

Tours 5584

Lyon 25541

Marseille 72010

  Europeans in France, 1962 [IGAMES statistics]  
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To organize France’s absorption of repatriates, Prime Minister
Georges Pompidou and the Minister of Repatriates Robert Boulin
quickly convened a commission made up of representatives from
each government ministry and sector of the economy. In order to 
receive assistance, repatriates were forced to report all movements to 
the government.33 The strict collection and monitoring of identity 
cards provided officials with “the exact number of repatriates moving 
throughout France.”34 By 1968, 66.8% of the repatriates from Algeria 
were concentrated in the southern departments. The Provence-Côte-
D’Azur regions received over 23% of the Algerian repatriates, while
Paris counted 17%, and the Languedoc-Roussillon, Rhône-Alpes and
the Midi-Pyrénées all together received 33%.  35 

  Arrival by ships of Europeans repatriated from Algeria in 1962 
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The most urgent task for the government was to provide adequate
lodgings for the tens of thousands of repatriates. Throughout 1962,
government offices requisitioned chateaus, schools, convents, semin-
aries, hospitals, factory buildings, military barracks, and whatever
spaces were available to house the incoming repatriates from Algeria.
In 1963, the government planned the construction of 35,000 new
HLMs or low-income apartments specifically for the repatriates. 
10,000 new Logécos, housing units for modest working families,
were also procured for the repatriates.36 Another 28,000 HLMs that 
were under construction in 1963 were set aside for the repatriates 
while housing developers were given subsidies so that a percentage
of new housing units would be reserved and allocated on loan to the
repatriates.37 35,333 additional HLMs were planned for construction
to help alleviate the housing shortages while 20 to 30% of all HLMs 
under construction were reserved for repatriates in departments that 
received a large number of the evacuees from Algeria.38 

As Yann Scioldo-Zürcher has explained, despite the continual allo-
cation of new housing units for the repatriates coming from Algeria,
the number of waitlisted families far exceeded that of homes actu-
ally available for immediate living. This was true not only in the 
southern cities but also in the Seine department near and around
Paris, which added to the mounting frustration of many repatriates 
who felt stranded in temporary accommodations.39 Even when new 
housing units were made available, repatriate families were forced 
to wait several months before moving in. In towns that received a
large number of repatriates from Algeria, everyday tensions became 
commonplace between Metropolitan residents and the newly 
arrived immigrants. Letters began to arrive at the prefects’ offices 
from local residents about the disruptions caused by the incoming 
repatriates from Algeria. In one such letter, a mother of four living
in  Aix-en-Provence complained that her apartment sat above a local
office that served the repatriates (The office consisted of four rooms 
on the fourth floor). 40 “It is already two years since we have had to 
tolerate all the inconveniences here. she wrote, “I am bothered at
all hours of the day as people who, having received no response
from the office staff, come and ring my bell persistently. And they 
are always perched on the staircases and landings. Every time I try 
to leave my apartment, they seem to take malicious pleasure in my
attempt to hurry away.”41 The angry woman accused the repatriates
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of having used her trash bin as a toilet, and expressed regret that
policemen no longer stood guard in the building to maintain order 
and cleanliness.42 

Three hundred repatriate families have now settled in Port-de-
Bouc, and are living in deplorable conditions. Two and sometimes 
three families share a one-bedroom flat while fifteen to twenty
people have been found in two and three-bedroom apartments. 
Some have even built their own barracks, adding to the shanty-
town situation. ... it is imperative that our commune be granted 
a special program; it would be unjust that the inhabitants of 
Port-de-Bouc suffer in future programs because of the presence of 
repatriates.  43

The mayor’s plea reflected the dual sentiment common to many offi-
cials at this time; while they hoped to obtain special funds from the
prefects, they also expressed frustration that repatriates chipped away 
at municipal coffers and the much-needed resources for local devel-
opment. Larger cities like Aix-en-Provence were no more eager to take
on new migrants. In September 1962, the mayor of Aix wrote to the
sub-prefect to complain about the negligence of the administration
with regard to the overcrowding in the city. Reminding officials that 
Aix and Marseille were exempt from obligations to incoming migrants
because of previous entries from the Protectorates, the mayor pointed 
out that his city had “exhausted its housing, and currently has great 
problems employing the surplus of laborers,” given the population 
increase in recent years.44 

Very little was heard from repatriates at this time. Their rela-
tive reticence was owed to fears that filing such complaints might 
undermine their chances for receiving government and subsidies. 
Repatriates were more likely to write subdued and deferential pleas 
to officials. One pied-noir functionary living in the department of 
Doubs in the Franche-Comté region near the Swiss border wrote to
the prime minister’s office in order to request an adjustment to his
pensions.45 In the letter, he introduced himself as a “Frenchman by 
origin,” who had served in the local police brigade on the outskirts 
of Algiers since 1946, where he had received threats from “Algerians”
in 1957. He explained that the Algerians ultimately gave him a
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chance to escape because of his good attitude toward the “indigenes
[indigènes].” He had always been “very respectful of natives and their 
just merits,” had always treated them “humanely,” and because he
did not lose his temper with them, he was spared.46 He was resigned
to Algeria’s fate, and believed it was futile to resist what changes lay
ahead: “French Algeria was becoming ‘arabicized’ and would increas-
ingly become so with the end of our civilization.”47 In other such 
letters, repatriates were eager to appear compliant, sensitive to public
opinion that accused the colonists of transporting their radicalism 
and anti-Arab sentiments to France.48 

Employment was another area that required a massive deploy-
ment of government energies. All prefects were required to inform 
the ministries as to which jobs and how many were available in their 
departments in the various sectors of commerce and trade, industry,
and private businesses. While civil servants could receive support
from their relevant public bureaus, entrepreneurs and business owners
who were self-employed in Algeria fared worse, and were obliged to
wait months if not years before they could attain wage-earning posi-
tions or obtain enough capital to continue a living in the Metropole.
This was not to say that government aid was absent. According to the
data currently available to researchers, the  Puy-de-Dôme department
in the central region of France, only 98 out of 250 who registered 
for “employment reinsertion” were able to find full employment by 
1964, as Scioldo-Zürcher has discovered.  49

The integration of the repatriates relied on ad hoc implementationsc
rather than on deliberate and long term strategies. But with respect 
to repatriate frustrations, there was more than material deprivation 
to consider. The French of Algeria measured their difficulties against 
the living standards they had been accustomed to in French Algeria
and all that they left behind. Unlike immigrants who had come in
search of better work conditions and living standards, the repatri-
ates from Algeria soon saw government aid as falling short of what
they believed were owed to them as citizens. In written responses to 
queries from the author, many of the French repatriates from Algeria 
openly discussed the properties and assets they had left behind 
in Algeria if primarily to emphasize the government’s inability to 
help them retrieve their possessions. In one case, a woman who left 
Algeria at the age of five could recall the acreage of the vineyards 
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(over 350) owned by her grandparents in Medea as well as annexes
belonging to the vineyard, a testament to the abiding memories of 
the property they had left behind in 1962. Another man spoke of 
the distilleries that were owned by the family. Still another family 
mentioned a three-star hotel in Oran, a restaurant business, an 
additional hotel with 200 beds, and a dental practice left behind 
in Algeria. When it came to government aid, almost all those inter-
viewed responded that subsidies were miniscule and insufficient
to continue the lifestyle they had maintained. As one woman who
had arrived at the age of three would recount: “We weren’t rich in 
Algeria, we lived in a rental apartment, but we lived normally ... we 
left everything behind there!”50 

In the coming years, the resentment and anxieties of displace-
ment among the pieds noirs would turn to more aggressive oppo-
sition to the government, and repatriate associations would begin 
drawing on such sentiments to mobilize a repatriate platform and
electorate.

Repatriates of a different color 

During the summer of 1962, tens of thousands of Muslim Algerians 
who had served the French military tried desperately to leave Algeria 
in fear of retaliation from FLN militants.51 The majority of Algerians 
who had served the French were not functionaries, but auxiliary
soldiers or harkis, mobilized during the Algerian War. It is still not
clear to this day exactly how many of the auxiliaries made their way
successfully to France after 1962. The statistics vary greatly and range 
anywhere from 87,000 to 95,000. It is also roughly estimated that
well over 10,000 harkis  were killed during the mass purge in Algeria
after independence with some historians placing the death rate at
100,000. As late as 1983, Raymond Courrière, François Mitterrand’s 
newly appointed Secretary of State to Repatriates sent a request to
the National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies, or INSEE 
[Institut National de la Statistique et des Études Économiques[ [ ] to provide 
numerical data for the harkis  living in France. The INSEE responded 
that it had no accurate information but only general estimates that 
dated back to the 1960s.52
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Today, it is easier to locate archival information about the 
harkis than it is for the pieds noirs, an important indication of 
the nation’s different attitudes toward the two communities after
decolonization. Most of the documents concerning the harkis have
been carefully archived in the army archives at Vincennes. The 
history of France’s relationship with the auxiliaries, their salaries,
and fact sheets having to do with their deployment are all acces-
sible to willing researchers. On the other hand, the files of pied noir
families are considered strictly private papers, and largely closed off 
to the public. These papers remain the property of the pieds noirs 
and are managed by the representatives of agencies whose primary
role is to distribute aid and maintain information for registered 
repatriates. The lives of the harkis insofar as they pertain to the 
Algerian War are not considered so private, the reasons for which
will become evident in a later chapter. 

The term harkis originated with the Arabic term harkas, meaning
“movement,” and was originally a designation for one of the many 
sections within the auxiliary infantry force mobilized in counter-
insurgency operations in Algeria starting in 1956. The harkis were
charged with combat and surveillance assistance. Other auxiliary
groups included (1) the French-speaking recruits attached to the 
“Special Administrative Sections” or SAS [Sections administratives
spécialisées], a civilian outreach unit that worked alongside the 
French army to help with schooling and health services during the 
war, (2) the auxiliary police force or mokahzenis, (3) the indigenous
rural police force or GMPR [Groupe mobile de protection rurale], and
(4) the mobile security forces or GMS [Groupe mobile de sécurité]. Inéé
1960, four years after their initial recruitment, the French govern-
ment counted a total of approximately 185,000 “autochthonous
men” in the French army in Algeria: 70,000  harkis ; 15,000 GMS
auxiliaries; 20,000 mokahzenis; 60,000 self-defence units; and some
various other 20,000 soldiers.53 Starting in 1960 the category harkis
gradually came to include all the auxiliaries employed by the French
army. The harkis who actually participated in combat operations
were of great advantage to the French army, especially in the moun-
tainous terrain of Algeria’s interior. One army memo commended
the harkis’ “rustic quality, the knowledge they had of the enemy,
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and their connections with the local population,” as well as their 
versatility in missions involving enemy pursuit and  intelligence 
gathering. 54 

Officials in Paris had deep reservations about the harkis since they 
had had little contact with Europeans prior to their deployment. They 
were seen as possessing all the qualities associated with mercenaries,
and their loyalty was considered dubious. Many had been recruited 
from poor families who spoke little or no French. A large number of 
the harkis were in fact illiterate. 55 Some were believed to have come  
from families who were in communication with the FLN, thus placing
commanding French officers in danger.

In 1959, when de Gaulle had declared Algeria’s self-determi-
nation, the army considered discharging the harkis, but guerrilla
combat immediately intensified following the Declaration, and the
harkis became quite important. 56 In addition to the usual contracts  
that were binding for ten to 18 months, the army created day-
to-day contracts, whenever and wherever combat took place. 57 
The central command in Algeria however became apprehensive
about the army’s growing dependency on the harkis. A report from 
central command noted in 1960 that the harkis’ “every move must
be watched, their numbers constantly monitored and their maneu-
vers controlled at every level and chain of command.” 58 Even entire
families and villages from which the harkis were recruited, were
subject to constant surveillance. 59 

In 1961, while cease-fire talks were still going on, officials debated 
the future of the harkis. According to one secret memo, the army
feared that the harkis  would rebel if they discovered that France was 
withdrawing from Algeria. The author of the memo warned of a 
“Sepoy rebellion,” referring to the revolt raised against the British by 
the Indian soldiers of the East India Company in 1857. 60 A range of 
options were considered, such as redistributing them to the rank and 
file of the Algerian police force, or placing them in various civilian
administrative jobs in Algeria. It soon became apparent, however,
that the harkis’ lack of education and training would make planning
for such a future virtually impossible:

  In conclusion, there is no real foreseeable solution for the problem
of the  harkis. At best, their fatalism will simply lead them back 
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to the miserable jobs they held before entering the harka, and at
worst, there will be a host of abductions and massacres or armed
desertion. We will first of all have to stop any further employment
of the harkis.  61 

The report showed that the French army was clearly aware of the 
dangers the harkis would face if left behind without any guarantees
or protection, and yet the only solution offered was to reduce the 
recruitment. The army command in Algeria concluded that by the 
end of 1961, the number of harkis would be cut by half. 62 

  Repatriated people arrive in Marseille aboard the ship Ville de Tunis in 1962 
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With the signing of the Evian Accords, almost all of the harkis were
released from duty. Four months after the Accords were signed, the 
army’s worst predictions came true. A “secret and urgent” memo from
a military source read: “the purge led by the ALN, the armed wing 
of the FLN has been ferocious and only grows worse as the weeks
unfold, in particular in the second and fourth Wilayas. 2,300 people
have demanded asylum; 1,200 more are asking for asylum in Algiers,
1,000 in Philippeville.” 63 The army command was soon forced to 
set up camps throughout Algeria in the months following the Evian 
Accords. Some 6,200 harkis and their families found their way to the 
shelters by July and “the numbers were increasing at a rapid rate,
nearly twenty a day.”64

The government and the army received numerous requests from 
those who had served as commanders of harki units to set up a 
systematic transport of the harkis to France. In August 1962, the supe-
rior command of the army in Algeria noted in a “very secret” memo
dispatched to the commanding admiral in Mers-el-Kébir where large
numbers of harkis were being detained by French authorities that it 
was important to dissuade army personnel from helping the harkis.
The memo stated that all officers should be duly warned that if they
were to help the harkis to come to France, it would be placing them
at great risk. “The harkis would face extreme economic difficulty
because they would be unable to gain employment.”65 Officials also
tried to dissuade the officers by alerting them to the physical hard-
ships endured by the harkis currently in France: “It seems that the 
harkis displaced outside their country are incapable of adapting, and
the civilian and military administrators who are in charge of them 
here are worried about their living conditions this winter.” 66  

In October 1961, one officer tried to transport some sixty harki fami-
lies from their commune of Rouached in Constantine to his home city
of Angoulême in the Charente. The SAS officer wrote to the mayor 
of Angoulême for help. The mayor, moved by the letter promised the
officer who was also his former student to try and answer his wish.
The mayor convened his cabinet and contacted several realtors to 
search for possible accommodations for the families, finally locating 
a small complex just outside the city. The mayor then contacted the 
Secretary of Repatriates to obtain a loan of 140,000 francs to reserve
the lodgings. The Secretary’s office, however, declined to help and
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sent the case off to another administrative bureau, which appar-
ently dealt with Algerian migrants. Again, the request for money was 
declined. The Prefect in his department of the Charente was no more
willing than the Secretary of Repatriates. The point was made clear
that European repatriates came first.67   He wrote:

No doubt, our European compatriots from Algeria would vehe-
mently oppose any attempt to prioritize the French Muslims in
distributing financial aid, even though the French Muslims were
fully entitled. In considering the psychological effect, we cannot
have such a migration take place because it will create a precedent
and unleash a massive, explosive, and uncontrollable migration
of Muslims to the Metropole even before the government could
devise measures that would deal with the different categories of 
repatriates.68 

The prefect added condescendingly that, “perhaps the personal 
friend [of the officer], the sub-prefect of Mila in Constantine, might
offer some protection for his inhabitants? ... The mayor presented to 
me his [new] plan to appeal to the public for help. I imagine the end
result would be most pathetic.”69 Needless to say, the whole project
was abandoned. 

The leftist journal, Le Combat, meanwhile publicized a damningt
statement made by the Secretary of Algerian Affairs, Louis Joxe who
admitted that:

all auxiliaries who arrive on Metropolitan shores without govern-
ment permission will be sent back to Algeria where they shall
remain until a definitive destination is decided. I am aware that 
propagandists might interpret this order as a refusal to guarantee
the future [safety] of those who have remained faithful to us; it is
advised that we not expose any more information with regards to
this aforementioned measure.70 

In April 1962, the French army in Algeria managed to transfer 
approximately 9,400 former auxiliaries and members of their fami-
lies to France.71 Hoping to limit as many refugees as possible, the
Ministry of Interior restricted entries to those who could document
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the threats they actually received from the FLN: “Those who never 
actually worked in the army but were only interested in food and
shelter in the camps should be promptly rejected.”72 But for many, it 
was not always possible to provide evidence of the risks they faced if 
they stayed behind in Algeria. For the French government, the harkis’
services during the war were not enough to secure a safe passageway 
to France. 

The soldiers who were successfully transported to France were 
referred to as “French Muslims,” “Muslim refugees” or simply “refu-
gees.” The harkis were not granted the status of “repatriates”73 even 
though they were assimilated as French citizens in 1958 and had
served as soldiers in the French army. 74 The law that granted the  
harkis repatriate status was ratified only in 1964. Despite efforts to 
prevent harkis from entering on French soil, it was in fact diffi-
cult to distinguish between the harkis and notables or elite Muslims 
arriving at the ports. The main piece of identification required of all 
evacuees was a card issued by officials in Algiers at the time of their
departure. Upon their arrival in Marseilles, they were each given a 
travel pass by the general consulate. A copy of each identification
card was then sent back to the French embassy in Algeria.75 Elite 
Muslim notables were sent to the destination of their choosing but 
if the individual was identified as a harki, he was first taken to Mers-
el-Kébir and then to select camps set up specifically to receive the 
soldiers. 

Officials in southern France were not always confident in iden-
tifying the harkis and distinguishing them from other Algerians, 
as one incident that occurred during July 1962 showed.  On July 9, 
1962, the sub-prefect of the department of the Var sent a memo to
the prefect, marked “SECRET,” to explain a case of mistaken identi-
ties. The incident had occurred over the weekend, and involved some 
600 “Muslim repatriates” or elite Algerians who had arrived by boat
two days earlier. According to the memo, on Friday, July 6, the sub-
prefect had received notice from officials in Algeria that he should 
prepare to receive some 600 Muslim repatriates “of high standing” 
who would arrive by boat, le Phocée, in Toulon.76 The passengers
aboard the Phocée  were supposedly Algerians who had served with 
the colonial administration. They were noted as being “of quality.”
Some of them might very well have been naturalized by the law of 
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1944, which had bestowed citizenship on a certain category of func-
tionaries, Muslim administrators and elected officials with European 
connections. Orders were given by way of government circulars to 
treat the Algerians “exactly like European [repatriates].”77 Under no
circumstances should the said notables be taken to the Camp de 
Larzac, a notorious compound reserved only for the harkis. Each of 
the passengers on the  Phocée  had apparently arranged his destina-
tion ahead of time. Most were headed for Paris, others for Lille. With 
these instructions in mind, the sub-prefect thought to direct those
who had not made any prior arrangements to the Camp de la Rye 
in Vienne, a site reserved for “Muslim repatriates of very high status,
and therefore  no harkis .” 78 

When the passengers arrived on Saturday after five o’clock in the
evening, the sub-prefect sent a team of policemen to the port to help
escort the passengers. It was then and there that things went awry.
The commissioner of police, who helped the passengers disembark,
notified the sub-prefect’s office that only 41 out of the 575 Muslim 
passengers knew where they were headed. The rest seemed disori-
ented and incommunicative, and gave no indication that they were 
notables of any kind. The sub-prefect confirmed the police commis-
sioner’s observations in person, and was at a loss as to where the
“Muslim repatriates” should be sent next. The sub-prefect explained
in his memo that he then returned to consult Paris officials by tele-
phone in order to receive proper instructions, but the office in Paris
informed him that, because it was a Saturday night, there was no 
one who could help. The sub-prefect explained in the report: “I then
telephoned the service of repatriates in Marseilles, and was told that
it was the General Inspector of Extraordinary Missions, or IGAME
[Inspecteur général en mission extraordinaire[ [ ] that handled the reception
of Muslim repatriates.”79

The sub-prefect then called his colleague, an administrator in the
Bouches-du-Rhône, and received authorization to send a maximum
of “one hundred Muslim repatriates” to Marseille. He also called his 
colleague at the Camp de la Rye, who was ready to take in some
of the Muslim passengers, 200 in fact ... so I was then left with 275
in Toulon.”80 The sub-prefect then claimed that he later received 
instructions from the Secretary of Repatriates to facilitate the passage
of the men to wherever they wished to go. He then “taking every
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precaution,” made sure the group would be transported all together, 
He even registered all of their baggage under a single ticket so that 
none of them would stray from their charted route during their 
travel. 81  

On Monday, however, a memo was dispatched by the prefect of 
the Var himself to the Minister of Interior and to the Secretary of 
Repatriates. The memo revealed all the anxieties of an official who
had completely failed in his duties. It was discovered that the Muslim 
travelers who were now somewhere in Lille or Paris, were hardly nota-
bles, but unidentified families from the Kabyle who should have been
detained in the Camp de Larzac as harkis. The prefect explained that
by the time he had been notified of the incident by his sub-prefect,
the travelers had already boarded the train.  82 

Almost all the auxiliaries were placed in the camps set up especially 
for their arrival. No decision was made as to whether the camps were 
temporary or permanent. Military personnel were deployed to each 
camp, many of whom had served in Algeria. When the Minister of 
Repatriates proposed a complete demilitarization of the camps, one
parliament member objected to this idea and argued that the harkis 
responded better to military commanders than they did to civilian
personnel:

The  harkis actually understand a certain level of military discipline, 
to which they are habituated, and all the more so with regard to 
officers who have served in Algeria, most notably with the SAS,
who understand their mentality well. The harkis are much more
reticent toward civilian personnel.  83

The prefect of police in Paris, and one-time prefect of Constantine in 
Algeria during the Algerian War, Maurice Papon, was especially suspi-
cious of the growing number of harki migrants finding their way to
the capital.84 In June 1963, a report was filed by the technical services
division or SAT [service d’assistance technique] of the Paris police, titled 
the “Problems Posed by the Reception and Reordering of Muslim 
Algerian Refugees in the Department of the Seine.” According to the 
report, many of the refugees were traveling on their own unaccom-
panied, and were thus becoming indistinguishable from immigrants. 
The report warned that officials must therefore be aware of Algerian
workers “posing” as ex-auxiliaries to collect aid from municipal 
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offices.85 The report explained that “Muslim refugees” from Algeria 
were divided into two groups: the first were the harkis, and the second
were the “civilian Muslim refugees.” The latter category included 
elected Muslim officials who had served as mayors, municipal coun-
cilmen, or figures of authority in the villages, “whose loyalties were
never known to have faltered and who for this reason, were forced to 
abandon their native soil.”  86 

If a harki was spared detainment in the camps, he faced insur-
mountable obstacles trying to make a living with no help. The police 
and its SAT services devised an identification system allegedly to
help Algerian refugees find housing and employment. According to
a SAT report: “Until now, those [civilians] whose identities have been
verified have had no problem finding work, either through private
companies or in the same administrative work that employed them
in Algeria.”87 This report failed to add that the few civilian refugees
who had found work did so through connections and recommenda-
tions. The harkis on the other hand if they were lucky enough, were 
picked up by special organizations run by former SAS officers. More
than a simple record of military service was required if the harki and
his family were to receive adequate allocations and become eligible 
for hire. The fortunate few benefited from individual sponsors, mostly
former soldiers who had worked with the harkis during the war, and
who submitted a note of good faith to relevant government offices
or companies. 88 One Colonel Schoen wrote in a confidential letter to
Michael Massenet, head of the “Inter-ministerial Committee of Social
Action for French Muslims,” about a former subordinate. Schoen
remarked that the “proud nif from the Kabyle” needed help and wasf
currently working as a night guard in a Paris hotel after several abor-
tive attempts to obtain a decent day job.89 Schoen also added that
this former harki “expressed himself with ease in French, and could
easily be taken for a metropolitan.”90

But these were the rare few who slipped through the tight 
controls maintained over the harkis. A good majority of harki fami-
lies continued to live in camps or Cités d’Accueil, which were small 
agglomerations of various forms of shelter, well into the late 1970s.
The Camp du Larzac was the largest among them, home to some 
4,000 harkis in 1962.91 There were the camps Saint-Livrade (also 
home to Eurasian repatriates from Indochina after 1954), de Bias
in the Lot-et-Garonne, Saint-Maurice de l’Ardoise and the Camp



72  Decolonization and the French of Algeria

Saint-Laurent-des-Arbres in the Gard. The camps provided mini-
mally equipped shelters. The harkis were forced to work in close
proximity to the camps, mostly in forestry since the camps were
situated in wooded areas and forests. Harki families also lived and 
worked near urban development zones or ZUPs throughout southern 
France, while a few harki villages sprouted up in the north, just 
outside of Lille, Roubaix, and Tourcoing near the Belgian border.
Aside from sporadic visits by the prefect and various officials, there 
was very little interaction with Metropolitans. Until the 1970s, it was
evident that the repatriation of the pieds noirs took precedence over
the reception of the  harkis , and the problem of the harkis remained
hidden from the public.

  The Repatriation of a different creed 

Although Jews had French citizenship, they were not seen as truly 
French once they arrived. Thanks to Todd Shepard and Sarah
Sussman, we have substantial information about the experiences of 
Jews during the last months of the Algerian War and their first years in
the Metropole. To this, I will add my own research conducted in the 
American Jewish Archives in Cincinnati, Ohio in the United States.

If France reluctantly received French Algerian Jews, then the
government of Israel also saw opportunity to intervene on behalf of 
Jews during the Algerian War. While obtaining a fair level of success
in gaining émigrés from Morocco and Tunisia, the government of 
David Ben-Gurion detected only minimal enthusiasm in Algeria. 
With the offer of visas and economic subsidies, 580 Jews ended up 
relocating in Israel between 1954 and 1955.92 Taking serious interest 
in the possible stakes raised by Arab nationalism in Algeria, the Israeli 
government did not limit its intervention to consular affairs. In 2005,
the Israeli daily newspaper, the Maariv , carried a story about the 
historical activities of the Mossad in Algeria during the war of inde-
pendence. The article cited interviews with former Mossad agents
who recounted working underground and arming the “young Jews of 
Constantine” during the Algerian War to rout the ALN. Two former 
Mossad members, Shlomo Havilio and “agent” Avraham Barzilai, 
now 78, spoke openly about having been sent by Israeli special serv-
ices to Algeria in 1956 to organize underground Jewish cells. They 
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had in fact crossed into Algeria from Egypt where they had taken 
part in organizing armed resistance against Egyptian president Gamal 
Nasser.  93

Constantine was not the only region in which there was active 
militant intervention on the part of Israeli organizations. French 
sources concerning the surveillance of Israeli military activity in
Algeria are not open to public viewing, but documents issued by the 
Information services in La Rocher allude strongly ( laissé entendre) to
the active presence in Oran of former IRGOUN (the Israeli national 
military organization) members and to their training of Algerian 
Jewish commandos. 94 In fact, French intelligence reports refer repeat-
edly to “persistent rumors” about a Jewish counter-insurgency move-
ment consisting solely of Oranais Jewish youth who had come back 
from Israel where they received military training. No other evidence 
was given in the French surveillance reports save for mention that
the tactics used by the Constantine Jewish militants “resembled” 
those once used by the IRGOUN.  95

The actual impact that such military backing of Algerian Jews by 
Israeli groups is difficult to assess. Jewish residents of Constantine
did leave for Israel in greater numbers compared to those in Oran 
or Algiers, but the numbers that headed for Israel were still much 
less significant than those who left for France. By 1969, Israel had
received a maximum of 10% of all Jews from Algeria.96 In 1962,
when it became clear to Israeli officials that Algerian Jews were less 
than enthused by the prospect of moving to Israel, then Foreign
Minister Golda Meir expressed her “astonishment at the lack of 
understanding of the French authorities” and their reluctance to 
encourage the immigration of Algerian Jews to her country. In
response, one French administrator replied rather apathetically 
that, “the Jewish community in Algeria was at one with the French 
community” and that “Jews in Algeria have the same rights as other 
French [citizens].”97 This was a formalistic response issued by a  
government with lingering memories of the Vichy past, a govern-
ment all too conscious of the blight to its already tarnished image
should it encourage the “Israelites” to take up residence and nation-
ality elsewhere.

The blind side was in fact on the side of Meir and Ben-Gurion’s
government, more concerned with Arab-Jewish relations than they
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were with the actual aspirations of the Algerian Jews. Sharing Meir’s 
views, Ben-Gurion himself declared in an interview with Serge 
Groussard of the French daily  Le Figaro   in 1961, that “ ... the Muslims 
in Algeria, like all Muslims consider themselves Arabs, which they in
fact are ... if I were French, I would be cautious not to place too much 
hope on the Algerian Muslims, not even on those who consider 
themselves assimilated; I would not trust them.” 98 Even if Algerian
Jews did not trust the “Arabs” in Algeria, this did not mean they gave 
themselves to Israel either. In fact, Jews were more likely to join the
right wing vigilante defense of French Algeria than respond to the
call from Israel. If they had looked on with interest at international
and cultural Zionist movements, they did not revamp this interest
into a military or civic loyalty to Israel. 

When the Jews left for France, they were aided by Jewish leaders 
both secular and religious from Algeria and in the Metropole. The
Unified Jewish Social Funds or FSJU [Fonds Social Juif Unifié[ [ ] foundedéé
in 1949 was among those that came to the aid of Jewish repatri-
ates. The FSJU helped register the incoming migrants and provide 
assistance with housing, employment, and subsistence aid. They 
also helped set up schooling for children while building synagogues 
for practicing North African Jews in areas where there was previ-
ously none, such as Toulouse, Villiers de Bel and Perigueux.99 Unlike 
the pied noir repatriates, Jews from Algeria settled primarily in 
areas and towns near Paris. In the Paris region alone, there was an 
increase of up to 30,000 Jews between 1962 and 1963. By 1963, a 
total of 80,000 Jews were living in the Paris region.100 These Jews
distinguished themselves from the Ashkenazi population already
living in the Metropole. In one interview, a representative of the
FSJU echoed the sentiment shared by many newly arrived Jews from 
Algeria who identified themselves as North African and French: “Thed
North Africans are not uncivilized as some tend to believe in France.
They are simply products of a different civilization.” They came to
France as citizens and as North African Jews, as formerly part of the
settler society’s minority “European community”. As will be seen 
in Chapter 7, their understanding of Frenchness remained deeply 
ambivalent.

In the decades following the Algerian War, the French govern-
ment would gradually assemble a new narrative about the repatriates
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from Algeria. Along with representatives of the European repatriate 
community from Algeria, Fifth Republic leaders would attempt
to override the distinct histories of the citizens and soldiers from 
Algeria, and impose another story of return and recovery, one that 
allowed for the continuing obfuscation of the Republic’s founda-
tions in Algeria and the uprooting of its settler society.
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      4  
 Gaullists and the Repatriate 
Challenge

 “The principle is solidarity, not indemnity” 

Since the mass evacuation of the French of Algeria in 1962, the most
contentious point of debate between the repatriate community and 
the Fifth Republic has been the question of indemnification for prop-
erties left behind in Algeria. For repatriates, the dispute over indemni-
ties was really about the responsibilities of the state. For the French
in Algeria, the Fifth Republic had relinquished sovereign territory and 
displaced one million citizens from their homeland. For the French
state, repatriation was the tragic outcome of an unavoidable historical 
event. As far as the government was concerned, the state could not
recompense the repatriates for their losses; it had not instigated the
mass departure.  

In April 1962, the evacuees from Algeria officially became citizens 
who either had to leave or who “considered it necessary [ estimer 
devoir]” to leave territories that were formerly under French sover-r
eignty, protectorship or tutelage.”1 A key principle underlying the 
Repatriate Law was “national solidarity,” a phrase introduced more 
than fifteen years earlier in the 1946 Constitution of the Fourth 
Republic: “The nation proclaims the solidarity and equality of all 
French [nationals] with respect to their duties in face of national 
calamities.” The Repatriate Law likewise framed the identity of 
repatriates in terms of their responsibilities to the national collec-
tive, and not in terms of what they might be owed for their losses 
or injuries. They were not casualties but citizens who had a role to 
play in the country’s recovery from the war. In this respect, their 
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duties to the nation were no different from those of Metropolitans.
With the Repatriate Law, national solidarity would be achieved
“through an ensemble of measures, the purpose of which [was] to
integrate the French of Algeria in the economic and social fabric of 
the nation.”2 As Todd Shepard has explained, the Repatriate Law
allowed the government to “avoid any affirmation of the state’s
responsibility for compensation.”3 

In 1961, when legislators debated the terms of the Repatriate Law,
Secretary of State to the Repatriates Robert Boulin insisted on repat-
riation as a policy of “assistance,” consisting of short-term subsidies 
and not long-term compensations. Boulin argued that the repatri-
ates should “contribute to the modernization and economic prod-
uctivity of the nation. The effort to help repatriates should thus 
be combined with the effort to expand the nation’s economy.”4 To 
emphasize the responsibilities of repatriates to the nation, senator
André Armengaud, spokesman for the “Finance Commission and
Budget Controller of the Nation’s Economic Accounts” argued that 
the Repatriate Law “should not employ words that might suggest 
unconditional charity.”  5 

The law we are voting for is  a law of solidarity, not indemnity. No 
right is recognized  for the French repatriate, but the solidarity
exercised through this law will fully benefit them as long as they
participate in the economic advancement of the nation .  6

On the issue of housing, for example, Armengaud warned that if the 
government were to give priority to repatriates in the distribution 
of low-income housing, it would “impinge negatively on the legiti-
mate needs and rights of other citizens.”7 The aid granted to repat-
riates would have to be supplementary rather than exceptional. The
state was not making amends, or admitting to any wrongdoing.
Government subsidies were not to be regarded as reparations, and
would only extend to housing, basic travel fees, medical funds for
the ill or handicapped, and miscellaneous fees incurred during 
their repatriation. These were immediately granted, as they were
the rights of all citizens. 8 Several decrees were added to the final
version of the Repatriate Law to allow “exceptional compensation 
for the elderly and invalids, the physically and mentally incapaci-
tated, and those who found it difficult or impossible to work.”9
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No mention was made of indemnities or reparations, however. As 
Gaullist officials saw it, the property that was left behind in Algeria
no longer fell under French jurisdiction. As Jacques Ribs, a lawyer 
who advocated on behalf of repatriates at the court of appeal in Paris
pointed out, the government made the clear distinction between
“reclassification [reclassement]” in the Metropole and “indemnifica-t
tion,” the first being related to the state’s obligation to its citizens,
the latter being a moral question and therefore beyond the purview 
of the government.10 

The French state’s refusal to address the indemnification of lost 
property also had to do with the diplomatic relations with Algeria
after 1962. Algeria was envisioned by the Gaullist government
as a diplomatic gateway to the rest of Africa where France would 
retain its influence and global position in face of the growing reach
of American hegemony and NATO interference.11 For de Gaulle’s 
government, the repatriates’ demands for indemnities could not
take precedence over French economic and political interests in 
Algeria. The first three years of diplomacy with the FLN proved to
be precarious as the Algerian leadership itself struggled to stabilize
amidst the internal chaos and turmoil that marked Ahmed Ben 
Bella’s presidency. French officials were anxious to continue the 
terms of the Evian Accords, which granted France access to nuclear 
test sites in the Sahara free of foreign intervention. Vast supplies of 
uranium extracted from the Sahara were seen as vital to asserting
France’s status as a contender in the field of nuclear power. Gaullist 
technocrats and scientists envisioned their future as the “builders of 
a French-African industrial community.” 12 Algeria’s resources were 
considered integral to this vision. According to Maurice Couve de 
Murville, Minister of Foreign Affairs:

  France has no interest in seeing at its door front, a hostile power 
willing to submerge all of North Africa in political turmoil ... our 
military interests are no less important. We have, by way of the 
Evian Accords, a fifteen-year renewable lease on the base of Mers-el-
Kébir. We also have a five-year term lease on all bases in the Sahara, 
enabling us to carry out nuclear experiments indispensable to our
[nuclear] ‘Strike Force’ [force de frappe]. All this would be difficult 
[without Algeria] and would cost an exorbitant amount if France
should have to use the Pacific instead [for nuclear testing].  13 
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In addition to uranium deposits, Algeria’s oil and natural gas reserves
were highly prioritized agenda items for France. Oil was discov-
ered in 1955, just one year after the Algerian War had erupted,
and France was able to obtain full rights to the oil fields along 
with more than three-quarters of the gas reserves under the terms 
of the Evian Accords. These gave France the leverage it needed in
its global competition against American and British international 
oil companies. It was all the more important to maintain cordial
terms with the FLN.14 Yves Roland Billecart, one of the French dele-
gates at Evian, had reminded the GPRA that the resources in the
Sahara were the property of France: “there had been no financing
of petroleum research on the part of the FLN.” All research was 
conducted by the private French oil company SN Repal, Billcart
noted.15 The Evian Accords had granted France the same right to 
collect revenue from the production of petroleum, which it had
enjoyed under the Saharan Oil Code of 1958 when Algeria was still
a part of France.16 Similar provisions were applied to the extrac- 
tion and export of natural gas. Minister of Foreign Affairs Couve
de Murville argued that France “was legally the proprietor of gas
reserves in the Sahara,” because it was France that had invested in 
its extraction.17 

Algeria quickly became the second largest exporter after Iraq of 
hydrocarbon chemicals and gases to France, 18 and surpassed Britain
to become the fourth largest supplier of natural resources to France 
after the United States, the Bénélux nations, and Germany.19 In 1950, 
Algeria exported 2 million tons of hydrocarbon gases to France. By
1966, the total had jumped to 18 billion tons.20 French companies 
flocked to Algeria in 1962 to begin or resume public works projects, 
including road paving, telecommunications, airport maintenance, 
and the building of runways, factories and housing. It was a Gaullist
technologist Jean-Louis Cottier who declared that, “in came the tech-
nocrats to build the Franco-African industrial community. In them,
the science of engineers is united with the will of captains. The new 
French strategy, that is, French peace, will be brought to the world.”21

In the realm of Franco-Algerian diplomacy, repatriate demands were
distractions if not impediments and risked having adverse effects
on cooperation agreements. Further developments within Algeria, 
however, would make it difficult for the French government to ignore
repatriate demands entirely.



80  Decolonization and the French of Algeria

  Algeria and the nationalization of land 

During de Gaulle’s presidency, public investments in Algeria
far outweighed private ones. 22 The French state felt the pinch as  
Algeria increasingly attracted foreign interest and investments.
Eastern Bloc nations such as Poland and Yugoslavia, and western
European nations including Germany, Britain, and Italy all took 
interest in the newly liberated Algeria. The Soviet Union, Japan,
and the United States continued to make massive amounts of credit 
available to Algeria for construction projects. 23 France vied for
prominence, and signed 36 new amendments to the Evian Accords 
between March 1962 and December 1963 so as to remove any obsta-
cles to new public business transactions in Algeria. 24 Following 
the massive technocratic “cooperation” agreements signed with 
France in 1962, Algerian President Ahmed Ben Bella gave priority 
access to French financial investors and technocrats. The exodus
of the French had deprived Algeria’s economy of an entire class of 
educated professionals and industrial and agricultural managers.25 
The country had lost more than 2,700 doctors, 1,000 pharmacists 
and dentists, and over 85% of its technically skilled personnel over-
night. The management staff of over 450 factories left for France. 
More than 200,000 apartments were deserted as well as numerous 
hospitals, schools, and farms.26 If the FLN leadership asserted its  
authority over domestic resources, it was greatly limited by the lack 
of resources. France still remained very much the motor behind
Algeria’s economic recovery. 

It was in the domain of land reform that Algeria’s leaders communicated
their dominance and authority. Algeria’s land tenure system underwent
profound changes during the presidencies of Ben Bella and his successor 
Houari Boumédiène. These included large-scale land reforms that would
provoke the wrath of the repatriates across the Mediterranean. In 1962, 
Ben Bella inaugurated the “General Direction of the Plan and Economic 
Studies” [Direction générale du Plan et des Études Économiques[ [ ]. One of the 
most urgent tasks in the plan was to organize and consolidate the more
than 22,000 farms and estates that had been deserted by Europeans and
repossessed through unregulated exchanges and transactions. During 
the Algerian War, French officials had uprooted more than two million 
Muslim inhabitants from the rural interior supposedly to clear rebel 
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zones. While many migrated to the cities after independence, hundreds
of thousands who had been removed from their homes made their way
back to their places of origin and to the evacuated farms to find work.27

Many of these farms had come under new ownership. Among these
proprietors were former FLN commanders of the Wilayas that had taken 
control of the villages and residences within their respective adminis-
trative units during the war. 28 The chaotic movement of impoverished 
migrants and the acquisitive management of the farms made rural 
regions highly volatile places. Ben Bella took steps to assert the party’s
authority, and placed restraints on those who had taken possession of 
the abandoned farms. 29   

Ben Bella issued an ordinance on August 24, 1962 to classify all
“properties that have not been occupied or used by the owner for 
more than two months” as “vacant” lands.30 The law stipulated that
all properties belonging to this category would be placed under the
administration of the prefects.31 Ben Bella, a student of Yugoslav
socialism and its workers’ self-management movement moved ahead 
with a similar system in Algeria. To implement agrarian self-man-
agement, Ben Bella established rules against private transactions of 
land. In March of 1963, large farms were placed under the supervi-
sion of public agencies, which were in turn placed under the “Office
of National Agrarian Reform,” [Office national de la réforme agraire] or
ONRA. In the meanwhile, a decree was issued on March 19, 1963,
one year after the Evian Accords, to declare that commercial and
financial firms, industries, manufacturers, mining companies, and
agricultural- and forestry-related industries and businesses would be
considered vacant if they were inactive at the time the decree was 
issued. All other forms of immobile properties were also deemed
vacant if they were left unoccupied or unattended for more than two
consecutive months, a common situation among most properties
deserted by Europeans.32 Vacant lands were thus placed under the
governance of public officials who could oversee new self-manage-
ment initiatives. Self-management was autonomous from the state in 
name only. In practice, Ben Bella sought to exercise his full authority
where possible.

The March decree set the stage for the subsequent nationaliza-
tion of agrarian lands, immobile properties, and businesses. 33 On 
October 1, 1963, a benchmark decree was passed, which declared 
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that agricultural lands would be automatically nationalized if they
had not yet been placed under the management and authority of 
the prefects. The October decree was the first law to declare that land
ownership was the exclusive right of Algerian nationals or the right 
of those who had at the least taken steps to apply for Algerian nation-
ality.  34 In a public speech, while referring to the agrarian self-man-
agement [autogéstion] movement, the president remarked that Algeria 
had attained “the first step of the long march ... by putting the soil of 
Algeria in the hands of Algerians. The spoliators have been chased 
out. The people are sovereign on their lands.”35 

Repatriate representatives across the Mediterranean were outraged. 
They saw the decrees passed by Ben Bella’s government as a direct 
affront to their suspended rights as property holders. The real blow
from the viewpoint of the repatriates came when the French govern-
ment left Ben Bella’s reforms unchallenged. In a memo issued by 
the Office of General Affairs in the French embassy in Algeria in
November of 1963, officials declared that, “cooperation would go on
despite Algeria’s failure to uphold its promise to maintain the defense
and security of European property in Algeria.” 36 French authori-
ties of the Secretariat of Algerian Affairs were resolute: “Algeria has
violated the agreements of the Evian Accords; it would be vain to
deny it. But France must however remain committed to the politics 
of cooperation.”  

The connection between our two countries has now been shat-
tered ... and the government is moving toward a classic mode of 
state-to-state cooperation. We are in agreement with the Algerian 
government, which has voiced its willing dedication to the poli-
tics of cooperation: equal-to-equal, founded on reciprocal inter-
ests, ‘mutual aid, not aid’ ... It behooves us to demonstrate [to the
Algerians] that the politics of France remains unchanged in its 
principles.37 

If de Gaulle’s government could obtain what it wanted in terms
of energy resources, its passive response to the nationalization of 
unclaimed farms that had once belonged to the Europeans would 
pose considerable problems for the Republic’s interactions with the 
repatriates from Algeria. Between 1963 and 1965 when the coop-
eration agreements with Algeria were extended, opponents of the 
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government’s repatriate politics openly insisted that France indem-
nify the repatriates for lost assets and property by confronting the 
FLN government. But Gaullist administrators insisted that it should
be Algeria and not France that must compensate repatriates for their
losses. René Pleven, former Fourth Republic prime minister firmly 
opposed the Gaullist view, and drove the point home with his criti-
cism of the fundamental contradiction in de Gaulle’s repatriation 
politics:

The [French] government believes it is the new foreign states and
not our own who should assure future indemnities. This argument
would be valid if our nationals had been installed in foreign coun-
tries, or if they had been employed in foreign companies at the 
latter’s risks and losses. This would be the case for the French who 
lived in Egypt. But the situation is very different for the French 
from Algeria; Algeria was French territory.38

Pleven and others who had endorsed French Algeria argued that 
civilian settlements in Algeria were the product of Metropolitan 
colonization projects.39 But in the immediate post-Algerian War years,
the Gaullists maintained the upper hand where policies concerning 
the French from Algeria were concerned.

  Repatriation as economic “reinstallation” 

In keeping with the concept of “national solidarity,” the principle
behind integration became to insert repatriates in positions where 
they could contribute their skills to the economy. The idea was to
discourage repatriates from assigning responsibility to the state,
and to instill in them a sense of duty to the country. To put this
principle into practice, a new Commission of Coordination for the 
Reinstallation of Overseas French Citizens was created by govern-
ment decree in 1962 and placed under the remit of the prime minis-
ter’s office. 40 The responsibility of distributing aid to the repatriates
would now fall to this ad hoc Commission, but its representativesc
were not selected on the basis of their expertise in Algerian affairs.
Instead, they were members of organizations otherwise engaged
in labor disputes and wage settlements: the National Council
of French Employers, the Confederation of Small Businesses, the
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National Union of Liberal Professions, the CGT (general confedera-
tion of work), the Confederation of Manual Laborers and Skilled 
Workers, and the National Circle of Young Agricultural Employees,
among others.41 Government ministries also sent delegates to sit on 
the Commission, but while all other ministries each had a single 
representative, the Ministry of Finance and Economic Affairs had 
five.42 Directors of various statistical or financial institutions, banks,
creditors, construction companies, and builders were also called
upon to participate in “reinstalling” repatriates. 43 In essence, the
integration of citizens from the colonies was transformed into an 
economic and financial problem, which would be worked out by
setting figures and budgets, and not by debating the extraordinary
circumstances of the people in question. In fact, the real purpose
of the Commission was to fix the terms of aid to the repatriates, so 
that legal demands for indemnities for lost property would not be 
successful in the future. 

The strategy for “reinstallation” as devised by the Commission envi-
sioned the insertion of people back into their original professions.
The Secretariat to Repatriates in liaison with the Commission sent
out field officers to each prefect to survey possible job openings for
repatriates and to coordinate between repatriates and local employers 
who responded to the survey.44 All repatriates were strongly encour-
aged to look for similar if not identical occupations as those they
had held in Algeria. For example, repatriates who held administra-
tive jobs as functionaries were expected to continue within the same 
ministries and  cadres that had employed them in French Algeria.
Salaried employees in Algeria were to be cared for by their relevant 
syndicates or trade unions. Those who had worked as doctors, phar-
macists, dentists, lawyers, farmers, or teachers in Algeria were encour-
aged to take up to those occupations in France. As for independently
employed individuals, they would receive loans so that similar busi-
nesses could be started in France. In the end, however, these plans, 
which were mostly debated behind the closed doors of legislative
chambers, were never successful in practice. 

No one had been more conscious of the potential problems with the 
“reclassification” scheme in 1961 than the Secretary of Repatriates, 
Robert Boulin. Boulin remarked that the demographic and profes-
sional composition of repatriates did not correspond to the kinds
of jobs France needed or desired at this time. In this respect, the 
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idea of repatriate contribution to the economy became contradic-
tory. France was in “a period of high demand for employment,”
Boulin explained in a closed session with senate members, “But
[the skills] being presented to us [by repatriates] is not exactly what 
we need ... The repatriates who were coming back to the metropole
belonged to the service sector, which [in France] was already an over-
saturated division of the economy.” 45 Boulin then proceeded in stark
and frank terms about repatriates, stating that only the most extraor-
dinary operation of integration would prevent the Metropole from 
facing “the downgraded, unproductive milieu ready for agitation”.46 
Moreover, in Boulin’s view, few repatriates were willing to leave
southern France in search of a job when there was no real guarantee 
of employment. 

Boulin’s “extraordinary operation of integration” conceived of 
repatriation in terms of its impact on the French economy as a
whole rather than its effects on the individual repatriate. Here,
his worries were alleviated since the higher unemployment rate
among repatriates did not significantly affect the national unem-
ployment rate, which hovered at 1% in 1962 and 2.1% in 1968.
Unemployment among the repatriates was much higher at 4.5%.,47 
Such approaches to repatriation roiled the community and its repre-
sentatives. It would not be long before repatriates would mobilize
their energies against the general and his government.

  Anti-Gaullist mobilization of repatriates 

In 1965, de Gaulle ran for a second term in office. The final round 
of the presidential elections brought the general face to face with the
much younger and highly ambitious François Mitterrand. Unlike de 
Gaulle, Mitterrand had grasped the potential advantages of gaining
repatriate support. He marshalled the community’s resentments 
against the general. Mitterrand’s ties to the pied noir community
dated back to the years of the Algerian War when he had served first 
as Minister of the Interior (1954–1955) and then as Minister of Justice 
(1956–1957). Repatriates remembered him for his tough stance
against the FLN. Mitterrand had authorized the use of the guillotine
against FLN prisoners during his term as Minister of Justice, a histor-
ical record that was occluded in public memory by Mitterrand’s abol-
ishment of the death penalty as President of the Republic in 1981. For
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repatriates in 1965, however, he proved a worthy alternative to the 
unpopular de Gaulle. 

The mobilization of the repatriate vote in 1965 would not have
been possible without the concerted effort of repatriate represent-
atives from Tunisia and Morocco who had come together as the 
National Association of the French from North Africa, Overseas,
and their Friends [Association nationale des Français d’Afrique du [[ 
nord, d’Outre-mer et de leurs amis] or what became known as the
ANFANOMA. The ANFANOMA emerged as the most important
repatriate organization after the Algerian War and published the
widely distributed serial magazine, the  France Horizon , which is still 
in circulation today. In 1962, the ANFANOMA saw in the arrival of 
the French from Algeria an opportunity to invigorate and expand
the association. The ANFANOMA was buoyed by the massive influx 
of the French from Algeria and its leadership began to characterize
the demands made by new arrivals as if they were the interest of the
entire community of repatriates from the colonies. Between 1957
and 1962, the France Horizon followed the events in Algeria care-
fully, and printed detailed information about parliamentary debates, 
laws, decrees, and speeches relating to the  colons and also reported
on developments concerning the Repatriate Law. More importantly,
the ANFANOMA actively reached out to the pieds-noirs, encour-
aging them to register to vote for the upcoming elections, local as
well as national.48 

The ANFANOMA’s prominence produced direct contacts with 
government officials. In November 1962, ANFANOMA representa-
tives met with Alain Peyrefitte, who had succeeded Robert Boulin as 
State Secretary of Repatriates in 1962. As the president of ANFANOMA
reminded Peyrefitte, the French state in fact owed moral and mate-
rial reparations to all repatriates: “The state must provide immediate
assistance to the French who have come from the territories where 
the French tricolor once flew. The [repatriates] who have suffered
through decolonization are entitled to more rights than others.”49 
If repatriates deserved special privileges as dispossessed victims of a
historic calamity, then they were also entitled as French citizens to 
receive indemnities. Pierre Dromigny, lawyer and a former delegate 
to the Algerian Assembly argued the case for indemnities from the 
standpoint of the 1789 Rights of Man and Citizen: “Property being
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a sacred and inviolable right, nothing can be taken from the citizen,
unless it is to serve public need. And when property is taken, there
must always be just compensation.”50 The French state was thus dere-
lict in its duty to protect the rights of its citizens, Dromigny argued.
Moreover, the French in Algeria were products of the state’s ambi-
tions in Algeria, and could not be expected to shoulder the nation’s
colonial past alone.   

 The implantation of French [citizens] overseas resulted in a politics 
of colonization practiced since the centuries by all governments
and all regimes. In the same manner, the politics of decoloniza-
tion has resulted in the last years, from the will of the French
nation. Thus the French who found themselves overseas as a result
of government decisions now find themselves in the Metropole
as a result of the reversed politics of decolonization, which had
nothing to do with their will or decision whatsoever.51 

The ANFANOMA expanded and opened local sections where large
numbers of repatriates were living. In 1962, the association could
gather audiences in the thousands throughout the southern cities. In
Lyon, over 20,000 repatriates gathered in a single assembly in December
1962 to gain redress of their demands from the government. 52 By 1965,
repatriates were poised to show the force of their collective discontent.
In 1965, ANFANOMA president Léon Battesti courted then candidate 
François Mitterrand and invited the latter to speak about the problem
of amnesties for former OAS members and indemnities for all those 
who experienced financial and material losses. Mitterrand pledged his
willing support. In 1965, Mitterrand proved to be the most repatriate-
friendly candidate. He had been vocal in his opposition to de Gaulle 
after the war and had written openly in support of the repatriates 
in France Horizon .53 During a major ANFANOMA convention, Battesti
spoke to thousands of repatriates about the importance of the 1965
elections and the main electoral slogan of “Anybody but de Gaulle!” 54 
The same slogan appeared on  France Horizon’s  front page in December
1965. The audience was tuning in.

The first round in the presidential elections showed that de Gaulle
had lost what the prefects considered to be a noteworthy number of 
votes in the southern regions from Perpignan to Nice, precisely those 
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areas where repatriates from Algeria had been added to the local popu-
lation. The prefect of the Isère for example reported that the second 
round results showed the department to be in the anti-Gaullist camp.
“It is because of the extreme right-wing [repatriates] that François
Mitterrand, the major contender in the second round could surpass
expectations in his [electoral] ‘score’ against general de Gaulle,” read 
the Isère report.55 The prefect attributed this unprecedented anti-
Gaullist vote in the Isère to the repatriates who had recently been
added to the population:

More than 25,000 repatriates from North Africa are now installed 
in the department, and they comprise without doubt the majority 
of the 22,000 votes given in the first round to the strongest oppo-
nent, Jean-Louis Tixier-Vignancour, the lawyer who had defended 
the OAS leader general Raoul Salan, and then again in the second
round for François Mitterrand.  56

In the Pyrenées-Orientales, the department near the border with 
Spain, 20,000 voters had been added to the electorate since 1962.
All of the votes obtained by Tixier-Vignancour in the first round
were given over to Mitterrand in the second according to the prefect 
report from Perpignan, the capital city of the Pyrenées-Orientales.
“This result is owed to the repatriates from Algeria and elements of 
the extreme right.” 57 Similar remarks flowed in from other prefec-
tures, including the Puy-de-Dôme in the Auvergne region, and the
Vaucluse in the south. The Var department on the Mediterranean
reported that de Gaulle obtained 47.43% of the votes in the second 
round against Mitterrand in 1965, whereas the general had received
close to 50% of the vote during the 1962 April Referendum. The 
prefect attributed the 2.5% decline in votes for de Gaulle to the
roughly 25,000 votes that the repatriates had presumably given to
Mitterrand.58 Although prefecture reports were more often than not 
routine demonstrations of allegiance to the leadership in Paris, the
nervousness surrounding the repatriate vote in 1965 and the wide-
spread concerns about the concomitant surge in Mitterrand’s popu-
larity were well-founded. As Chapter 6 will show, Mitterrand was 
certainly buoyed by the turnout and would answer the call of the
repatriates during his presidential campaign in 1980. 
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  Repatriates speak

The years between 1962 and 1965 saw clashes between repatriates 
and local Muslim residents in the cities where both populations
lived. In 1964, for example, two Provençal cities, Aix-en-Provence
and La Seyne-sur-Mer, were hosts to the meetings of the Association
of Algerian Workers [ Amicale des travailleurs algériens[ [ ], which had
communist leanings. In Aix-en-Provence, the association convened
in a movie theater, while in La Seyne, where city officials were 
mostly communists, the Amicale made use of the Hôtel de Ville.
The latter decision angered ANFANOMA representatives. 59 A group
of pieds-noirs, mostly students, held a demonstration to protest the
public accommodation of the Amicale meetings. As pieds noirs and 
Muslim immigrants found themselves living side by side as neigh-
bors in housing complexes, memories of the Algerian past inflamed 
resentments.

Personal testimonies that made their way into the archives attest 
to the disgruntled repatriates as they awaited aid from a reluctant
government and encountered annoyed, even hostile local residents. A
repatriate, Madame Argentine N, residing in Aix-en-Provence in 1964
wrote to the main delegate office in nearby Marseilles to complain
about a certain delegate worker in particular. Madame N had visited
the delegate office on behalf of her elderly mother, a diabetic suffering 
from the hardening of the arteries. She wrote to complain about a
Madame Bardet, who “had a reputation for being rude to all repatri-
ates visiting her office.” Bardet had told N that her mother “had no 
right to any kind of subsidy because she lived with the family.” Bardet 
had apparently replied with “revolting words,” according to N, to
say that, “in any case, you have no real recourse since the papers will
land in my office and I will be the one in charge!”  60

The disparity between what individuals believed were their entitle-
ments and the circumstances in which they were placed at the time 
of their arrival shaped their political responsiveness. One pied-noir  
from Constantine would reply in a newspaper interview shortly after 
his arrival:

I sold foodstuffs in my shop in Oran with my wife and my
young daughter who helped us. When I was forced to return
because we had lost everything including personal furniture, I 
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inquired everywhere in France to obtain a loan to buy a shop 
where we could sell food, even a very little one. I’ve been
waiting for months but it has been very difficult because the 
costs of running businesses are very expensive here and there 
are delays in getting bank loans ... You know how it is when you 
work for more than twenty years, and to think that you would 
live worse than you had before, it’s just not possible! 61 

In the Seine, local officials received letters from pied-noir repatri-
ates trapped in temporary lodgings or low-income neighborhoods.
According to the Paris Bureau of Social Aid, one M. Richet was
admitted to the Baudricourt center, in the 13th arrondissement, 
which had been designated to take in repatriates as of August 1962.62

A list showed that most of those who entered the Baudricourt transit
center were middle-aged, and were born between 1920 and 1921 
in Algeria. Grievances addressed by one letter-writer, Richet, were 
typical:

As you know, we are repatriates (underlined); we have lost 
things – a home, a 5 pièce (3 bedroom) villa, a job, car, furni-
ture, which I hear still remains unsold ... we believed the prom-
ises made by the government in the December 1961 Repatriate
Law. We believed we would be provided subsidies, benefits and 
premiums, and you know all this was false, at least for those who
are not Algerians!63 

He goes on to list all the bad things there: bad food, poor kitchen
facilities, and “and as most of my neighbors are Arabs, it’s a real
clamor – and well, should we ever be seen with a pork cutlet ... I
would not even venture to mention the ambiance – all sorts of noises 
brawls, domestic fights. I would imagine that’s the lot of many of 
the buildings.” Richet will not pay until he can verify that all others 
who have been penalized for delayed payments actually paid up. 
He demands relocation and goes on that “there are not only Arabs, 
but also Greeks, who while not even married dare to exploit family 
allocations.”64 

Anti-immigrant sentiment was hardly unique to Richet. The 
prevalence of anti-Algerian and anti-immigrant sentiment among 
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repatriates has meaning insofar as these help explain the urgent 
need among the repatriates to demonstrate their French identity 
and belonging. The Evian negotiations had shown that citizen-
ship alone could not guarantee their acceptance by the Metropole. 
Richet’s disparaging comments about his Arab (and Greek) neigh-
bors were meant to emphasize his own European and French
difference and apparent sophistication. The very banality of his
complaints spoke to Richet’s efforts to show that he shared the
anti-Arab sentiments of his Metropolitan counterparts. But repatri-
ates were inclined to mobilize such sentiments in order to advance
a collective cause and it is this that the ANFANOMA was prepared 
to exploit in earnest.

Association leaders appealed to their members to vote only for 
those candidates who would fight for reparations and amnesty for
repatriates. The France Horizon advised that each voter consult the 
“Civic Information Committee” set up in local electoral districts by
the ANFANOMA. Information about the candidates were collected
and distributed by the association.65 Indeed the diffusion of infor-
mation in the name of the association could be decisive. The 
ANFANOMA could sway votes to help candidates who could promise 
results for their repatriate constituency. As the secretary general of 
ANFANOMA noted, “certain sections of the association have reaped
spectacular results in the last municipal elections by distributing
information [about the candidates] and we have decided to adopt
this [strategy] throughout the entire hexagon.”66 At this time,
over 200 ANFANOMA sections were founded throughout France. 67

Volunteers were asked to verify the registration of member repatri-
ates in each commune while newly arrived repatriates were advised 
to register immediately with their local ANFANOMA section. The
sick or elderly were even provided special services and means of 
transportation to the polls.68 

The ANFANOMA continued with their mass congresses after de Gaulle 
had won his second term in office in 1965. In Toulouse, thousands of 
repatriates convened in the Palais des sports, a local arena. Again, the
main focus of the gathering was indemnities. The commotion caused 
by repatriate gatherings and rallies were such that municipal council 
members, mayors, and other administrators could no longer afford 
to ignore their collective voices. The representatives of the Haute-
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Garonne and the Tarn made visits to the ANFANOMA, while mayors
and municipal council members from cities near Toulouse regularly 
appeared at ANFANOMA conventions in their cities.69 In February 
1967 during the municipal elections, France Horizon  again selected 
candidates they hoped would speak for repatriate causes. Often, the 
candidates themselves were repatriates from Algeria. In the Seine, for 
example, one Roger Gromand was profiled as a candidate “who knew 
North Africa well because he had held several functionary positions 
there.” 70 A practicing lawyer, Gromand also had a diploma from the  
School of Oriental Languages. Another, Roger Fenech, was described as
a repatriate of Tunisian origins, and was president of the ANFANOMA
section in Lyon. The advertisement read: “Fenech is presented in the 
second district in Lyon, where tens of thousands of repatriates are 
living. Pradel, the mayor of Lyon, has given his endorsement.” 71 Even  
Paris had its share of repatriate candidates. Paul Garson, for example, 
was a lawyer whose parents had lived in Algeria for many years. The 
France Horizon noted the following: “He fought for France in World 
War II, and was running against a Gaullist candidate and a communist 
candidate in the 17th arrondissement.”72   

The ANFANOMA remained undeterred during the 1960s by the 
government’s firm refusal to discuss indemnities. Individual members
of ANFANOMA in fact took their claims to the tribunals. One repat-
riate lawyer argued: “it would be impossible to suppose that judicial
rulings by the [Algerian] Supreme Court would prescribe restitutions 
or reparations.”73 Then who was responsible? It was the state that 
was most “morally” indebted to repatriates, ANFANOMA insisted.
Moreover, they argued, the Republican Constitution clearly states
that, “the nation proclaims the solidarity and equality of all French 
citizens before the responsibility of the state in national calamities.”74 
Was it not the French nation that had pledged to uphold the Evian
Accords and all that they promised to its European inhabitants in 
Algeria? And had not the French majority voted “yes” to the 1962 
referendum, which ratified the Accords? According to repatriate 
lawyer Duverger, the referendum was an official endorsement of the 
Accords and in effect had activated the otherwise defunct treaty so 
that it should have binding legal effect within the bounds of French 
jurisdiction.75

Repatriates also challenged local rulings by going to the highest 
constitutional court in the country, the Conseil d’État, which assessedt
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the integrity of court rulings. Such was the case when a Toulouse
tribunal rejected a case brought forth by a repatriate who asked for 
compensation for his losses during the war. As the Toulouse court
saw it, “there exist[ed] no legal measures to distribute the repara-
tions demanded by the litigant, and therefore the request is denied. 76 
The repatriate plaintiff appealed to the judges of the Conseil d’Etat ,t
the high court, which oversees the application of laws in France.77 
The legal reporter for France Horizon contested the decision of the
Toulouse tribunal, arguing that the lack of “legal measures” was not
in keeping with the spirit or principle of the Boulin law: “it was the
Boulin law, which stated that, a law will be fixed in conjunction 
with circumstances, and specify indemnities in the case of spoli-
ation and indefinite loss of property belonging to the repatriate.
How can we then say in principle, that there are ‘no legal measures’
in favor of indemnities for lost property?” 78 Through such cases, a
legal and political articulation of repatriate rights was developed for 
the purpose of protecting repatriate rights.

There are a few examples of court cases in which a repatriate litigant
received a favorable ruling. One such case was brought to an admin-
istrative court in Marseille in April 1966. The plaintiff was “M.A.,”
who had worked as a flour miller in Algeria, and was defended by a
repatriate lawyer. M.A. brought charges against the Interior Ministry 
for denying him money for his so-called funds for career conversion,
which were reserved especially for repatriates who had been self-
employed before coming to France. Unlike functionaries who could 
be reintroduced to their administrative bureaus in the Metropole, 
or other salaried employees who could in principle rely on unions 
to reincorporate them into their respective areas of work, the inde-
pendent entrepreneur had no such recourse. The court decided in
favor of M.A. because in this case, there was a clear error by offi-
cials administering the distribution of the said allocation of funds for
career conversion.  79 

In Paris, a SA RAL Gauci & Co., which had owned a commer-
cial weapons and arms business in Philippeville in Constantine,
brought their case to the administrative court against the Ministry
of the Army and the Secretary of Algerian Affairs, employing on 
their behalf a repatriate lawyer named Portolano. In March 1962,
just before the Evian Accords were signed, the entire stock of the
company’s ammunition had been seized by the police following the 
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orders of the prefect of Constantine. The company demanded the 
entire value of the merchandise and all interest on lost sales starting 
from March 12, 1962. The ammunition had gone missing when the 
Algerian government apparently relocated the weaponry to a mili-
tary camp in Pehau, Algeria in July 1962, at which point France lost
track of its location. The court found that the initial action taken by
the French police was in accordance with the law, which declared
that all arms should be taken and placed under the control of the
French army. The court held, however, that it was the fault of the
French army for losing track of armaments that had been under its
surveillance. Despite this, the court ruled that it lacked the ability
to award indemnities for lost property and that the case be resub-
mitted to the French army.

Judicial rulings against the repatriates were based on the absence
of legal precedent or legal remedies. Symbolic and largely unsuc-
cessful as the cases were legally, ANFANOMA made a point of 
publicizing them to its members and to subscribers. The point was
to show that repatriates could in fact take legal action and claim
rights.  For the most part, public opinion did not agree with the 
repatriates that they should be compensated. Many believed the 
repatriates had already received sufficient aid. Of the 1000 people 
surveyed by the independent national polling services of SOFRES,
48% believed that one-tenth of the annual national budget, the 
amount reserved in 1970 by the government for repatriates, was 
“sufficient.” 18% believed that the government had paid out more
than was necessary, and only 16% responded that the financial
compensation was “insufficient.”80 To the survey question, “Many
repatriates have abandoned their property in the territories they 
were forced to leave. In your opinion, what should the French state 
do [for them],” 37% responded that the government should restrict
indemnities to the most deprived, 23% believed that the poor 
should take priority, and 22% believed that indemnities should be 
shouldered by the newly independent country where the proper-
ties were located. 81 

The general opinion in France during the mid-1960s and early
1970s was that repatriates were neither victims nor refugees, but
people who had freely chosen France over Algeria. It was not until
the late 1970s and early 1980s that indemnities would be considered
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by the government as a necessary extension of repatriates’ rights 
as citizens. During the 1960s, Franco-Algerian relations took prec-
edence over repatriate demands. Gradually, a different context
took shape as de Gaulle’s presidency came to a close, bringing on 
changes in the government’s attitude toward indemnities for the 
repatriates. 
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      5  
 Repatriation after de Gaulle: 
Pompidou and Giscard

   The Harkis are not like other Algerians

While repatriation politics in the immediate aftermath of the Algerian 
War was about promoting the slogan of  national solidarity and defer-
ring indemnities, Gaullists also faced criticism from within official 
circles especially with regard to the treatment of Muslim repatriates or 
harkis. These criticisms would urge a new approach to the harkis, but 
not until the mid 1970s would actual laws be put in place to change 
their situation in France. It was Georges Pompidou, de Gaulle’s prime
minister and later himself president of the Republic from 1969 to 1974, 
who dealt directly with, and issued responses to criticisms leveled at the 
Gaullist government’s treatment of the harkis. This chapter traces the 
contentious debate within official circles surrounding the harkis during 
the 1960s and examines the ways in which this debate intersected with 
the rising concerns over the presence of Algerians in France.  

Pompidou was in many ways the epigone of his more illustrious pred-
ecessor. His subsequent political record as president was evidence of the
resilience of the Gaullist legacy even after the upheaval of May 1968,
which had made it all but impossible for Gaullism to remain a viable 
political stance. May ’68 did not radically alter the ways in which offi-
cials at the state level perceived of decolonization and the Algerian War. 
There was no new initiative to confront the colonial past or effort to
reflect on the Algerian struggle as a fight for independence. Instead, the
social upheaval of ’68 only confirmed for de Gaulle and his successors
that the assimilation of the French of Algeria as repatriates would be
critical to burying the Algerian past. In June and July of 1968, on the
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heels of the May upheaval, de Gaulle thus granted amnesty to members
of the OAS. 1 The years immediately following de Gaulle’s resignation 
in 1969 saw the government improve relations with repatriates while 
restraining the liberties of Algerian workers living in France. May ’68
therefore had mirror opposite effects at the popular and state levels.
While invigorating a more anti-colonial stance among intellectuals
and students, ’68 urged officials to mend relations with repatriates and
restrict the liberties granted to other groups from Algeria.

In her incisive analysis of “May ’68 and its afterlives,” Kristin Ross
underlines the impact that decolonization had on the “dislocations”
of agentive perspectives among students and intellectuals as they
reached across the social and cultural divide and formed alliances
with the workers. The memory of the Algerian War and the brutali-
ties of police oppression formed an important backdrop to this alli-
ance, as Ross explains.2 Ross invokes Jacques Rancière who viewed
1968 as “a political opening to the otherness represented by the two 
classical ‘others’ of political modernity, the worker and the colonial 
subject.”3 To consider the extended repercussions of the Algerian 
War, Ross frames the analysis of ‘68 to include the years leading up 
to the mid-1970s when the enthusiasm for political action that had 
led to the eruption of May ‘68 finally acceded to disillusionment
and conservatism. The period analyzed in Ross’s work overlapped
precisely with Pompidou’s term as president. But at the state level, a 
pessimistic view of immigration and the attendant anxieties about 
Algerians in France prompted officials to take the opposite course
with regard to “otherness.” With Pompidou as president, repatria-
tion politics began gravitating toward issues concerning the harkis,
in ways that disparaged the Algerians who were not harkis. For
the government, any consideration of the “other” only resulted in
tougher restrictions on the rights of non-repatriate migrants from 
Algeria, and a more reticent approach to the Algerian past. 

Prior to ‘68, criticism of the Gaullists’ treatment of Muslim repat-
riates had originated with officials who were in charge of providing
social services to migrant Algerian workers and their families in
France.4 In 1958, as president elect of the newly inaugurated Fifth 
Republic, de Gaulle had created a network of welfare programs to
provide social aid to Algerian workers and their families, known
as the Social Action Fund or FAS [Fonds d’action sociale[[ ]. 5 The FAS
maintained operations after 1962. In the fall of 1962, FAS officials 
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began to question the validity of providing services to Muslim
Algerians who had come to France as migrant workers prior to 
independence.6 After all, these Algerians were now citizens of an
independent and sovereign nation and had become foreigners 
in France. The director of the FAS, Michel Massenet, requested
that the prime minister redefine the proper role of the FAS. In
1964, Massenet reported that social workers who had hitherto
devoted services to Algerian immigrants no longer felt justified in 
doing so:

We have noted a certain disillusionment ... with the resignation
of FAS representatives who were devoted [to their job] and had 
shown unmatched competence ... now, those who have carried 
out their work in the national interest hesitate to carry out their 
tasks, realizing that their mission no longer has a  raison d’être after
Algerian independence. Would they be qualified to intervene in
favor of Muslim workers from Algeria who have for the most part 
become foreigners?  7

Pompidou as prime minister, remained sensitive to the demand for
cheap labor amongst French industries at this time. He was reluctant 
to restrict FAS services to Algerian workers. Pompidou chose instead
to approach the complaints of the FAS with caution: Massenet was to
continue distributing aid to Algerian workers for an additional three
years until 1966, but the FAS budget would be reduced by 50%. 
Pompidou added that private industries and employers should now 
consider hiring the harkis, who were French nationals and former 
combatants of the French army, and therefore clearly distinct from 
other Algerians. 8 But in another statement made within the same
year, the prime minister proclaimed that immigration was “a means
of creating a certain flexibility in the labor market and avoiding 
social tension.” 9 If the principle of French citizenship compelled a 
more attentive consideration of the harkis, the needs of the indus-
tries took precedence. In 1966, the Minister of Social Affairs, Jean-
Marcel Jeanneney, concurred with the prime minister’s views. He
stated that “[i]llegal immigration itself is not without a certain value,
for were we to pursue a policy of strict enforcement of the rules and
international agreements governing this area, we would perhaps lack 
the manpower we need.”10 
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Officials in law enforcement and national security were among
the strongest opponents of the Gaullist government’s liberal 
policy towards Algerian immigrants. The Coordination Services for
Information on North Africans or SCINA [ Service de coordination des
informations nord-africaines], an organization that specialized in the
surveillance of North African workers, voiced criticism against what
they perceived as privileges accorded to Algerian migrant workers by
the Franco-Algerian cooperation treaties. On the one hand, SCINA
authorities admitted that “the presence on French soil of numerous 
Algerian workers” led to the “most solid link between Algeria and
France,” and agreed that money sent home to Algeria by the workers 
was, “an important guarantee for the subsistence of the Muslim popu-
lation in Algeria.”11 On the other hand, they chastised government
leaders for allowing the FLN government to “abuse its extra-territorial
privileges” in France:

The FLN possesses a sort of ‘arsenal’ in France: its own courts,
social services networks, and its own police. The right to open
Arab schools on our territory will presumably be allowed by the
Algerian government. Ours is a government of capitulations,
because France will have conceded to an Arab state.  12

What was striking was the distinction that intelligence bureaus
constantly drew between the harkis and other Algerians. This
distinction in effect classified and ordered the different Muslim
Algerians in France by way of their loyalty to France during the
Algerian War. 

The mid to late 1960s was a “transitional period in the evolution 
of the discourse of immigration in France,” as Maxim Silverman has
noted. 13 It was also a time, as Silverman explains, when a “laissez-faire
approach towards immigration of the early to mid-1960s switched
to a more interventionist approach by the state.”14 Immigration was
transitioning from being an economic concern to a social problem, 
especially when it concerned immigration from Algeria.15 This consid-
eration of the priority that the harkis supposedly had over other 
Algerians, however, was not really based on genuine sympathy toward 
the harkis’ situation in France. SAT officials warned against the import
of internecine tensions among Algerians to the Metropole, and noted
that the conflict between FLN nationalists and harkis in Algeria, which 
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resulted in the deaths of tens of thousands of harkis, might very well 
create unwanted disturbances in France, especially in areas where
they could end up living together. The harkis were dangerous, the SAT 
report warned, and “although they were non-commissioned, they were 
fully capable of handling all kinds of light firearms, which they had 
learned to use while serving alongside France in the infantry [during 
the war].”16 Despite their misgivings, the SAT nevertheless argued that 
it was the harkis and not immigrant laborers who should be the main
recipients of social aid:

  In conclusion, and without making remarks that would amount
to discrimination against Algerians in the Seine department, the 
moment has perhaps come to modify the distribution of social aid 
for Algerians, so that it is given foremost to those who must bear
the consequences of having served France.17 

The prefect of police forwarded the SAT report to Massenet and added
that, “the report underlined the need to give priority to [French
Muslim] refugees and not to the traditional Algerian migrants in
areas of employment and housing.” 18 Algerian migrant workers were  
described as arrogant beneficiaries of privileges that were otherwise
denied to all other minorities from the former colonies. In a monthly
meeting of the SAT in February of 1963, one official claimed that, 
“most Algerian workers have come to assume that they have priority 
in employment above other African workers, notably the blacks 
[ noirs ], the Moroccans, and the Tunisians.”19

SAT officials meanwhile pointed to a troubling pattern among the
harkis. The harkis declared their loyalty on paper but were reluctant
to apply for full French nationality when the opportunity arose. The 
passive attitude toward citizenship differed from other Algerian immi-
grants, who actively sought French nationality, especially if they had 
worked in France prior to Algerian independence. But the SAT never-
theless defended the harkis: “while it is true that most Algerians who
opted for French nationality were assimilated and had been in the 
Metropole a long time, the ex-harkis and former civilian employees  
were often reluctant to apply for [French] nationality for fear of 
reprisals against their parents still living in Algeria.”20   

The SAT pointed out that a great number of Algerian workers had, at
one time or another, obtained help from the FLN or the Communist
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Party. In fact, the PCF had incited Algerian workers to commit violent 
acts against the harkis, according to the report.

The PCF had been embroiled in a legal confrontation with the 
Prefect of Police a few years before, during the so-called Operation
Harki, which began in 1959. This was Maurice Papon’s recruitment
of pro-French harkis to track down and arrest FLN suspects in Paris.
Trained in France, the harkis were installed in the 13th arrondis-
sement in Paris in March of 1960. By the fall of 1960, 600 harkis
were scattered across the southern arrondissements of Paris. 21 The 
PCF accused the harkis of being colonial agents of the French police 
and thus accomplices in the systematic abuse of Algerian workers in
France.

In 1961, Leftist newspapers published several articles about the
notorious “Harki Affair,” which involved several Algerian workers, 
two in particular, who claimed they were tortured and abused by a
group of harkis. During this time, rumors had already circulated 
around Paris that the harkis were engaged in violent attacks against 
Algerian workers suspected of participating in FLN political missions. 
The Communist paper L’Humanité  published detailed and gruesomeé
testimonies by the two victims, A. Medjmedj and M. Khaldi who
were taken from their homes by a “harki lieutenant” and imprisoned 
without judicial recourse. The two men were charged with having 
smuggled in illegal FLN pamphlets.22 The incident had apparently 
taken place in the HLM apartment on rue Montreuil, where the two
Algerian workers were living. According to the testimony, the harki
officer barged in on the two men and brandished the random papers 
that had been lying on the floor and claimed these to be censored
FLN pamphlets, hurling invectives and threatening the suspects with
knives. Once in prison, the two were then beaten and subjected to 
water torture.23 Photos were printed in L’Humanité to verify the bruisesé
and scars suffered by the Algerian workers.

SAT officials used the incidence as evidence of the animosities that
divided the different communities of Algerians living in France, and
proposed monitoring the relations between the harkis and Algerian 
workers whenever possible. In the southern department of the Gard, 
for example, a change in accommodations for a community of harkis
gave rise to contentions between officials organizing the relocation 
and the police. The latter raised issue with the fact that only the 
harkis were being placed under such close surveillance and not other
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Algerians in the department. The notorious Camp de Rivesaltes,
which had housed harkis, was being closed down due to its dilapi-
dated condition. All residents of Rivesaltes were moved to another
camp in Lascours. Officials meticulously screened the harkis again 
during the move, verifying names, places of origin, numbers and
names of family members, and the length of time they had spent in 
the camp.24 The performance of this task, which took up much time 
and resources, generated complaints from the police as to why such 
monitoring should be conducted only for the harkis and not other 
Algerians. An official in the prefecture’s security bureau complained 
about the leniency shown to Algerian workers:

If I seem to be insistent on examining each of the cases of harkis
before registering their status as repatriates. I do not see why we
should remain so reserved about the much more problematic 
declarations filed by Algerian migrants, many of whom hardly try
to conceal their affiliation with the FLN; [nor do I see] why we are
instructed to refrain from portraying the [immigrant] in negative
light, unless they have committed grave crimes.  25 

The 1970s brought new concerns for the government as the children
of harki families, many of whom were born in France, began to voice 
discontent with their living conditions and with the way they were 
treated relative to Algerian workers. The timing of these political 
protests mattered – the political consciousness of the harki children 
were maturing at a time when Algerian immigration was increasingly
becoming a social and political concern in France. In response to the 
protests of the harki children living in the camps, Pompidou’s admin-
istration discussed the possible dismantling of the camps as a step 
toward the social integration of the harkis. But the dismantling of 
the camps would not take place until the next administration, led by 
former Gaullist and conservative liberal, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing.  

  Liberating the harkis

In the fall of 1973, the prefect of the department of the Lot-et-Garonne, 
Paul Feuilloloy, convened two gatherings with local authorities and
journalists at the two camp sites for Muslim and Indochinese repatri-
ates located in the department. The goal was to discuss the future of 
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the camps and their residents. 26 The local administrators and elected
deputies who were present at these meetings expressed reservations as 
to whether the camps should be dismantled. Feuilloloy wrote that the 
French nationals [ ressortissants français] of North African origins in the
Bias camp fell under two categories: the first was the actual ex-auxiliaries,
that is, the harkis, who were in fact “loyal to France, and posed no major
problems;” and the second was the family members of harkis. This latter
group, according to the prefect’s report, felt “misunderstood, embittered,
and badly treated,” whereas their fathers were still faithful to, and less 
willing to voice resistance towards the French government. 27 A social aid 
worker who attended the meeting alongside Feuilloloy submitted her 
own report in which she observed that the second generation was very
different from their fathers. She wrote about the attitudes of young girls 
and adolescent boys and noted that while “the younger girls seemed
attracted to a western lifestyle, the young men seemed to revert to tradi-
tional Muslim customs.” 28 The young men were described as “defiant,”
and resentful toward a government they believed had brought on great
unhappiness to their parents.29 Feuilloloy’s visit was part of the govern-
ment’s efforts to show concern for the harkis as reports of agitation from 
within the camps began to trickle in from the prefectures. Officials like
Feuilloloy deliberated the long-term consequences of letting the discon-
tent fester among the younger generation of harkis.

The radicalization of the harki youth did become the impetus for
change in the 1970s. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, who was elected presi-
dent in 1974, had courted the repatriate vote during the presidential
election when he ran against François Mitterrand. This time, repat-
riates mobilized in favor of Giscard. Giscard had promised indem-
nities for the repatriates and expressed a desire to restrict Algerian 
immigration to France. Meanwhile, the deputy mayor of Hyères in 
the department of the Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur in the south-
east, Mario Benard, was charged with a special mission to deter-
mine whether the harkis should be accorded full veteran status., On
November 21, 1974, the legislature adopted a law that finally recog-
nized the harkis as veterans of the French military. Soon thereafter,
the pensions bureau of the Secretary of State for Veterans was called 
upon by the National Assembly to allocate pensions for the harkis
as French veterans, and was instructed to consider “any injuries the
harkis might have incurred while they were detained [in Algeria] as a
result of their services to France.”30 
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Such compensatory measures signaled a move away from improvised 
aid to a more formalized system of allocations commensurate with the
particular services provided by the harkis. In classifying the harkis as 
veterans and former Muslim administrators as retired functionaries,
officials evaluated their services as contributions to the nation and to 
national solidarity. No reference to the colonial context was made, 
however. In practice, formal measures to recognize the harkis were not
always respected, and discrimination continued. According to Interior 
Ministry reports, local public employees repeatedly made mistakes and
denied “French Muslims” i.e. harkis proper documentation, even as
administrators were repeatedly reminded to exercise care. 31 While the 
new measures conveyed the government’s intent to improve the lot of 
the harkis, few of them or their family members could attest to changes 
in their everyday lives as a result. 

In 1975, several related incidents occurred in the harki camps in the
department of the Gard that made their integration a national issue.
On June 20, 1975, four young harki men of the Camp St. Laurent-des-
Arbres took a 60-year-old security guard from the neighboring camp
hostage. It appeared that the young men in the camps had received
instructions from a certain M’hamed Laradji, leader of a recently formed 
association of French Muslim repatriates known as the Confederation 
of French Muslim Repatriates from Algeria and Friends [ Confédération 
des français musulmans d’Algérie et des amis] or CFMRAA. 32 The June 
20th issue of France- Soir cited the comments of a Muslim repatriater
and ex-deputy from Algiers named Kaouah concerning the deplorable
situation of the harkis in France. Kaouah stated that, “thirteen years 
after the Algerian exodus, how many harkis are in France? 500,000! 
We still have no right of free travel such as those enjoyed by immi-
grant workers. We demand that the French Muslims be allowed to 
exercise the same rights and guarantees for travel to and from Algeria
as do the [Algerian] immigrants.”33 Kaouah added that in recent years, 
private rather than public initiatives had done more to help resolve 
the employment crisis among the harkis. The “private initiatives” 
Kaouah was referring to were ones taken up by the pieds-noirs or by 
former French officers who had occasionally offered aid to the harkis 
in France, such as the “industrial plant managed by an ex-officer [of 
the Algerian war] who only wished to hire harkis.34   

On March 19, 1971, exactly nine years after the signing of the 
Evian Accords, an ex-deputy from French Algeria, Laklouf Galhem, 
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self-immolated on the Boulevard Raspail in Paris to protest the
government’s disregard for French Muslim repatriates. Two years 
later on August 1, 1973, the first association of “North African 
Repatriates” was formed by Ahmed Kaberseli, but met with little 
success. 35 In 1973 and 1974, a number of associations were formed
but the representatives of these associations were not always of 
harki background. In fact, most of the representatives had served
as elected officials and were francophone Muslim Algerians with
intimate ties to the colonial administration in French Algeria. These
were the elite members of the repatriate community who began to
speak in the name of the harki community. 

The first such association to receive critical media and political
attention was the FNRCI, or the National Front of French Repatriates
of the Islamic Faith [Front national des français rapatriés de confession[[ 
islamique], founded by a prominent ex-deputy of the former Algerian
assembly, Ahmed Djebbour, in 1972–1973. Djebbour was also a 
close acquaintance of Jean-Marie Le Pen, the ex-paratrooper in the 
Algerian War and leader of the nascent right-wing National Front.36

An internal memo of the prime minister’s office noted that FNRCI’s
behind-the-scenes agitator was the same M’hamed Laradji who would
later incite the hostage incident in 1975. 37 Laradji had been a  qadi in
French Algeria, and had briefly taken on the role of president of the 
FNRCI in France before he and his followers splintered into a separate
association in 1974. The vice-president of the FNRCI was a European
and former member of the OAS. 38 As the more elite members of the
Algerian repatriate community began to organize in France, they 
formed close ties with the right-wing ranks of pied-noir representa-
tives and associations. 

The FNRCI would not have been of any real consequence to offi-
cials had it not flexed its electoral muscles by rallying repatriates 
of Algerian origins to the Giscard presidential camp in 1974. 39 In
May 1975, a few months into the Giscard presidency, a permanent
inter-ministerial commission was created, and an Algerian repat-
riate, Mahdi Belhaddad, was placed at its head. The stated goal of 
the commission was “to study the problem of the French of Islamic 
origins [français de souche islamique],” the distinction given to repat-
riates of harki and other mostly elite Muslim Algerian origins. At 
this time, both  harki  representatives and the government adopted
an ethno-cultural identification for the harkis. The persistence of the
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repatriate representatives and harki children were starting to pay off. 
In June 1975, a memo was issued by the Direction of the Population
and Migration attached to the Ministry of Work. “Just who were the 
harkis?” the report began. “They were the 185,000 men recruited to
provide various military services to the nation’s army,” the report 
continued.40 “On November 21, 1974, Parliament adopted a new law
to assign veteran status to all French Muslims who had served in the
military as auxiliaries.” 41 But the law, as the report explained, was 
not always faithfully applied because “certain administrative serv-
ices were greatly confused and could not tell the difference between
the harkis who are French nationals of the Islamic faith, and Muslim
immigrants who are actually Algerian citizens.”42 The report also 
noted the mistakes committed by rank and file functionaries as they 
“failed to note the unquestionable rights of repatriates, which were
in principle equal to all other Metropolitans.”43  

The media exposed a more negative profile. The harkis frequently 
made the pages of regional dailies, but mainly in stories involving 
skirmishes with local Muslim shopkeepers. In Avignon, Muslim store-
owners, usually of Algerian descent, reported vandalism and attacks
allegedly by harkis. In December 1975, Avignon business owners
of Algerian background – mainly liquor storeowners and restau-
rant managers, complained that the harkis who had been recently 
released from internment sought out businesses owned by non-harki 
Algerians to cause havoc. Some were allegedly involved in extortion 
and racketeering. 44 They were reported to be mostly young sons of  
former harki combatants and were now armed with hunting rifles
and pistols. Some had apparently stashed arms and explosives near 
the camps to use for this very purpose.  45 

Perturbed by recent incidents of violence, deputy and former
Gaullist Jacques Dominati approached Prime Minister Raymond
Barre in 1977 with the idea of opening communication with the
BIAC [ bureaux d’information, d’aide administrative et de conseils], the
network of offices set up to distribute information, administrative
assistance, and counsel to the harkis. 46 Dominati recommended that 
the prime minister pay a visit to the more prominent harki repat-
riate associations during the festivities of Aid el Kébir , the Muslim r
lunar feast, which celebrated the end of the pilgrimage month. The
underlying message was that it was better to engage the harkis than
to ignore them.
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Dominati predicted that the harkis would become a potential 
voting bloc. A document from the prime minister’s office testified to
this effect: the report titled, “The Situation of French Muslims and 
Repatriates of Non-European Origins” warned that if the govern-
ment were to count the heads of all “non-European repatriates, 
including those from the Asian and West and sub-Saharan Africa,
this number would amount to more than 500,000 ... and the only
way to reduce all difficulties in the upcoming 1978 elections would
be for the prime minister to put the entire weight of his authority 
on this matter.”47 

The prime minister in turn dispatched a memo to all prefects in 
1977, which emphasized that the naturalization of the harkis was of 
the utmost urgency, as was the normalization of the legal status of 
all Algerians in France. In addition, the prime minister reminded all 
prefects that they must

punish and prevent all discrimination against [Muslim] repatri-
ates reported to the prefecture; Preference in employment must be
given to the repatriate youth. Vacant posts must be offered to the
French Muslims from North Africa; you must help the auxiliaries
of the army to acquire property; Finally, you must put an end to 
any acts that might risk conveying to our compatriots that they
are anything other than French.  48

The government’s positive attitude toward the harkis  stood in stark 
contrast to the rhetoric applied to other Algerians at this time. In 
1974, Giscard formally restricted immigration from Algeria, empha-
sizing the need to normalize the status of those who had been living
in France since the Algerian War. In 1974, there were 3.5 to 4 million
Algerians in France. A new post of Secretary of State to Foreign
Workers was created under Giscard. 49 In 1977, the third minister to 
hold the post, Lionel Stoléru, inaugurated a “repatriation” plan for all 
non-naturalized immigrants in France who would willingly return to
their country of citizenship. A sum of 10,000 francs was offered per
individual. This plan failed terribly, however, due to opposition from 
employers of immigrant workers and the  Conseil d’état, which saw
the measure as contradictory to the principle of integration. The plan
was quietly abandoned under Mitterrand in 1981.  50
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On paper, it looked like the harkis stood to benefit from the
domestic hostility toward Algerian workers and their families. But in
truth very little was done to actually improve the conditions endured
by the harkis and their families. 

Indemnifying the pieds noirs

During Pompidou’s term, the pieds noirs were making signifi-
cant strides in their efforts to obtain indemnities. There was some 
government effort to look into indemnities for the repatriates in
the early 1970s, even before Giscard came to the presidency. But it 
was Giscard who extended an official response to repatriates, and
who, after making a commitment to them as a presidential candi-
date, received their collective electoral support.51 On the eve of his
second campaign trip during the 1973 presidential elections, Giscard
received a delegation of repatriates. After this meeting, M. Viard, the 
spokesperson for the ANFANOMA, announced that “in due concern
for the place that repatriates occupy in the national community,” the 
ANFANOMA would encourage its members to support Giscard for the 
presidency. In response to a journalist who inquired about the reasons 
for ANFANOMA’s support for Giscard, Viard replied that, Giscard had 
given his word that he was ready and committed to making substan-
tive and effective changes, first to ensure the full indemnification of 
repatriates, which would be a departure from de Gaulle’s rejection of 
indemnities, and second, to pursue full amnesty for all those impli-
cated in the pro-French Algerian movement during the Algerian War.
Lastly, Viard noted that Giscard was committed to helping French
Muslim compatriots who were also repatriates.

Giscard had come to the presidency at a time when Franco-Algerian 
relations were also entering a new phase. In 1965, Algerian presi-
dent Ahmed Ben Bella was ousted by a coup led up by his Defense
Minister, Houari Boumédiène. Boumédiène then seized power to 
become Algeria’s president. The Boumédiène regime, backed by the
military, established an authoritarian and state-centered model of 
economic development while it touted a militant socialist ideology.52

Algeria gradually emerged as an important member of the nona-
ligned movement at this time, and allowed Boumédiène to exercise
a much more forceful voice in negotiations with foreign countries.
Boumédiène was more assertive than his predecessor had been in 
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demanding Algeria’s rights to oil extraction facilities, and was ulti-
mately able to nationalize facilities in 1965 as was explained in the 
previous chapter. 53 By 1971, Algeria’s nationalization of its natural
resources and facilities was near completion, allowing Boumédiène
to pronounce decolonization complete. But while Boumédiène 
voiced confidence in face of foreign investors, Algeria had accumu-
lated a trade imbalance with France, and continued to invite French
technicians and engineers or coopérants to manage their state-run
development projects.54 

In 1974, Algeria’s Minister of Industry Belaid Abdesselam reaffirmed
Algeria’s good relations with France. Boumédiène attempted to square
Algeria’s identity as an independent nation with economic exigencies 
and a nation with cordial diplomatic ties with France. France, after 
all, was the largest importer of Algeria’s natural resources. Algeria in 
return acknowledged the importance of French intervention in the
extraction and export of its natural resources. This intervention was
also crucial given the increasing disparity between the high cost of 
extracting its resources and the protracted returns from sales and 
production, which exacerbated Algeria’s debt crisis during the late 
1970s. 55 France thus gained an upper hand in its economic negotia-
tions with Algeria. 

From the late 1960s onward, Pompidou and his successor President
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing could respond to repatriate demands without
weighing the possible risks this would pose to Franco-Algerian relations.
Giscard never made overt declarations about the precedence of diplo-
matic relations with Algeria over repatriate indemnities as his predeces-
sors had done. In fact, in February 1978, Giscard d’Estaing declared the 
Evian Accords no longer binding or viable for Franco-Algerian relations.
Giscard had always been a supporter of indemnities. As head of the 
Ministry of the Economy and of Finance during Pompidou’s adminis-
tration, Giscard was responsible for the landmark decree, the first of its 
kind, which had declared the need to indemnify “the French who were
dispossessed of property situated in territories placed previously under
the sovereignty, the protectorship, or trusteeship of France.” 56 The
decree assured that the value of agricultural lands would be compen-
sated according to fixed valuations of the irrigated proportion of each
arable field, the average usage of dams, various cultivations produced on
the lands, while immobile properties would be accorded a fixed value by
the measure of actual dimensions. Cities and provincial towns in Algeria
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were zoned according to the number of inhabitants who resided in
them prior to decolonization, while real estate was valued according to 
the specific location of the properties. 

Giscard and Boumédiène’s relationship became rocky, marked 
by tense moments and impromptu policy decisions. It was 
Giscard who closed the door on immigration from Algeria in 1974
following the global oil crisis, and specified new regulations in 
the movement and employment of Algerian laborers in France.57 
When Boumédiène voiced public discontent at this time toward 
the French treatment of Algerian migrants, Giscard made gestures
to improve the living conditions of Algerians who were currently
employed in France and opened a Secretariat of Emigrant Labor
to handle such matters. In exchange for improving the welfare 
of immigrants in France, Algeria was obliged to relax controls 
over several frozen financial accounts and capital assets that had 
been withheld from the Europeans after their flight from Algeria.
Boumédiène released the money to France.58 

Repatriates of the ANFANOMA gained confidence during Giscard’s 
presidency as France obtained diplomatic leverage with Algeria. Their 
pleas with, and pressures on, the government met with successes.
In 1977, a parliamentary debate brought together past advocates of 
Algérie française, including Jacques Soustelle, along with key repatriate
representatives who took the podium to make a case for indemni-
ties. Jean Bonhomme delivered a defense of the “pieds noirs who had 
sacrificed all for nothing. The Algerian struggle has not liberated the 
country but rather sentenced its people to perennial misery ... Do you 
remember when we the pieds noirs were condemned as exploiters! 
colonialiasts! imperialists and fascists when in reality we were the
victims trapped in fear and desperation, our backs to the wall?” 59 
There were three key points to indemnification as Bonhomme 
contended. The first was moral. The pieds noirs were betrayed by 
France and should now be compensated for this abandonment; the 
second was political. The repatriates merited compensation because
they were made “victims to an illusory politics of Algerian eman-
cipation.” Illusory, because for Bonhomme, independence had only 
brought on poverty and degradation for the Algerians. The third
point was material. Bonhomme argued simply that the state owed its 
citizens compensation after having provoked a national and historic 
catastrophe.
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In place of a country that was ready to attain a democratic life, there
exists in Algeria today penury and fatigue among people forced to
accept the socialism of the nationalists. This is a country where
democratic fiction obscures the reality of a militaristic administra-
tion ... a country in regression economically and politically.60 The
Algerians have all the assets in hand, the petrol under their soil,
and have shown not the slightest concern for their expatriates and
the population that lives in misery ... 

Jacques Soustelle also intervened to denounce the “illegal referen-
dums” that had enabled the French government to ratify Algeria’s self-
determination in 1962: “The Referendum of January 8th was voted
with 55.9% of the Metropolitan vote and only 33.1% of the Algerian
vote. The April 8th Referendum was not even voted in Algeria.” 61 
Soustelle then lashed at de Gaulle’s past acquiescence to the “excesses” 
of Ahmed Ben Bella: “Repatriates are not exploiters, but victims of 
expropriation!” 62   

Giscard finally passed the Law on Indemnities in 1978. The law 
had symbolic significance in the history of repatriation politics.
For the first time, the French state had as good as admitted to its 
role in the displacement of the French in Algeria. As mentioned
in the introduction to this book, the passage of the law grabbed
media headlines and was considered a momentous occasion,
with Giscard himself appearing on television to declare the law’s
historic importance: France had given due recognition to the repat-
riates’ “contribution to the grandeur of the nation.” Indemnities
thus became constitutive of the post-colonial commemora-
tion of the Algerian past, but as such, left little room to consider
the settler colonial history and the repercussions of this history
on the Muslim majority. Giscard’s administration also set up an
Agency for the Indemnification of Repatriates, and responded to 
repatriate demands. Although he had not abandoned the notion
of “national solidarity,” solidarity now referred to the duty of the 
nation to accord honor to repatriates, and to pay homage to those
who had been wronged by the injustices of decolonization. For, as 
Bonhomme wished to remind his fellow citizens:

We must stop acting and speaking as if France had, with the depar-
ture of its citizens, permitted Algeria to recover its liberty and 
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independence, and attain democracy. With regard to the country
at present left to misery and violence, we should place greater 
importance on the value and works of the French of Algeria.  63 

The 1970s thus saw the state’s increased effort to appease the repat-
riates, including the harkis. As Franco-Algerian relations turned in
France’s favor, Giscard showed more confidence in granting repatri-
ates their indemnities while giving recognition to the harkis. Algerians 
fared less well during Giscard’s administration. With the 1970s, repat-
riates became increasingly active in advancing their cause with the
government while the harkis moved to center stage in debates about 
what it meant to integrate repatriates versus immigrants. The French 
government continued to rewrite its Algerian past in light of repat-
riate demands and the narratives that these ultimately entailed.  
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      6 
 A Socialist Politics of Repatriation   

   Erasing “all nature of scars and divisions” of the
Algerian past 

In 1980, François Mitterrand addressed the president of ANFANOMA
once again, this time as a presidential candidate, to reaffirm his
commitment to all repatriates “so that [France] may heal all wounds 
emanating from the Algerian drama.” 1 Mitterrand also addressed  
the “compatriots of the Islamic faith, for whom France must make
special effort to place on an absolute and equal footing [with all], 
all the while respecting and supporting their cultural and religious
specificity.”2 During his campaign, the Mitterrand camp issued a daily 
newsletter called “The Socialist Combat.” The committee that edited
the newsletter was headed by a pied noir, Madame Jourdan, whose 
repatriate status and family origins in Sétif, Algeria, were highlighted 
for the campaign. 3 Under Jourdan’s supervision, special brochures
were printed to publicize Mitterrand’s promises to the repatriates. 
In addition to pointing out the value inherent in the memory and 
culture of the “French repatriates,” and the special right to indemni-
ties and amnesty for all, the brochure proclaimed the need to respect
the identity of the harkis, or “French Muslims.”4  

As president, Mitterrand reaffirmed the state’s duties to the repatri-
ates and sought to strengthen ties with the repatriate community. 
He vowed a new spirit [nouvel état d’esprit] in repatriation politics,t
reinstituted the Secretary to the State in the Service of Repatriates, 
and named Raymond Courrière to the post. The socialist government 
would carry out a comprehensive and wide-ranging set of reforms
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with the aim of helping the French public “understand the moral
questions” behind repatriation. An official Guide to the Rights of 
Repatriates declared its mission to resolve the array of problems still
experienced by repatriates: “Twenty years after the tragic events that
had forced 1.5 million of our compatriots to leave their birthplace 
and the land where they had built their lives, repatriates were still in
need of the government’s full attention.” 5 In Agen, a Central Service  
for Repatriates was established to ensure the proper application of 
the 1961 Repatriate Law; in Bordeaux, a Delegation for the Reception 
and Installation was introduced; and in Paris, the ANIFOM [ Agence[ [
nationale pour l’indemnisation des Français d’Outre-mer] was created “to rr
assess the value of property lost in Algeria.” Public money allocated 
to help repatriates was increased by almost 30%. Courrière became a 
key figure in Mitterrand’s government, accompanying him on a state 
visit to Algeria and maintaining a public profile that made him one 
of the most visible figures in government. Mitterrand and Courrière 
publicized their goal of granting repatriates the “right to the past, 
and a right to the future” – words that would become a permanent
legacy for repatriation politics in France. And by enacting a new law,
the socialist government was about to rewrite the entire Algerian past
by celebrating the careers and lives of all those who had previously
been the target of sanctions and censure by the French state for their
sedition during the Algerian War.

The Law of December 3, 1982 was yet another benchmark in the 
French government’s approach to its past and future with regard to 
Algeria. The mission of the law was first to “efface all types of scars
that resulted from the events that tore apart the nation and second,
to offer repatriates a new future.”6 To heal the wounds of the Algerian  
past, full amnesty would be granted to all repatriates, and “all disci-
plinary sanctions placed on certain military personnel, functionaries
and magistrates” in relation to the Algerian War would be removed. 7

In addition, all French Muslims who served in the French administra-
tion prior to Algeria’s independence would be able to claim pensions 
for the services they provided prior to 1962 even if they acquired 
French citizenship after 1962. The government also planned to
involve the governments of North Africa to “better defend the rights 
of repatriates,” which would include the repatriation of cemeteries to 
France and the right to transfer certain financial accounts [ comptes 
d’attente] and assets held in Algeria.8
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The Secretary of State to Repatriates Raymond Courrière organ-
ized his own cabinet with numerous administrators whose jobs
included: maintaining communication with regional administra-
tors and officials; relaying information between the ministry and
parliament; managing legal affairs; overseeing laws and decrees rele-
vant to repatriates; relaying information between the ministry and
the ANIFOM, and seeing to their financial needs and pensions. A
Permanent National Commission was established to help repatriates 
preserve their cultural heritage, as well as to bring together repatri-
ates of European and Muslim backgrounds to help stamp out preju-
dices and misconceptions. A liaison office was also created to help
the secretary maintain close contact with members of repatriate 
associations. Courrière made himself accessible to the associations –
“More than 55,000 letters from associations were addressed to the 
secretary, who wrote back 59,000 personal responses.” 9 Official publi-
cations made specific mention of the secretary’s role in “facilitating 
and smoothing” relations with the repatriate community, whose 
members had become impatient with “the delays and complications”
of securing administrative services.10 

In 1982, a National Delegation for the Education, Social Action 
and Cultural Affairs for Repatriates [ Office national à l’action sociale,
educative, et culturelle] or ONASEC was established in Carcassonne
with satellite offices in 16 major cities throughout France and was
given the mandate of attending to the specific needs of the “French 
Repatriates of North Africans origins” and their “right to difference.” 11

The aim of the delegation was to ensure that “the repatriates of the 
Islamic faith be admitted under common law and be able to exercise
their rights as citizens fully and unconditionally.” But in arguing for
the equal rights of the harkis as citizens, the PS (socialist party) also 
stressed the cultural difference of the harkis and their right to express
their North African heritage. During his campaign, Mitterrand 
claimed that the “preservation of the customs and traditions of 
French Muslims was indispensable to their harmonious thriving in
the national community.” 12 For the socialists, the “right to differ-
ence” would be an antidote to the denigration of the harkis who had
served France. This emphasis on the cultural identity of the Muslim
repatriates was conceived as part of a new pluralist experiment during 
the early Mitterrand years, which turned the spotlight on all Muslims
in France, thereby classifying the harkis within the larger category of 
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Algerians in France. The notion of the “right to difference” marked a 
brief departure from the secular and color-blind norms of Republican
practice, but it ultimately failed to win over the harkis.  

  French repatriates of North African origins and the 
right to difference

No doubt having observed the politicization of the harki commu-
nity under Giscard, Mitterrand took special care to appeal to the
community. The harkis became central to the socialist politics of 
repatriation and the experiment with the “right to difference” as
seen in the previous section. Prior to his appointment as Secretary to 
Repatriates, Courrière had been a former senator from Couiza, a city
in the southern department of the Aude in the region of Languedoc-
Roussillon where a large number of harki families had settled after
1962. As secretary, Courrière collaborated with the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and National Solidarity to propose a “renovation of the
educative system that would encourage the social and professional
integration of young French Muslim [repatriates].”13 This initiative
was behind the establishment of the ONASEC, which supplanted the 
former Inter-ministerial Mission for French Muslims created during 
Giscard’s presidency. ONASEC was charged not only with ensuring 
the “right to difference,” but also with overseeing all the material
conditions that were believed to be necessary for the exercise of 
this right, including housing, schooling, professional training and 
apprenticeships, and the preservation of cultural patrimony, that is, 
of their Islamic faith. 

In Couiza, Courrière established the National Institute of Higher
Studies for Muslims [ Institut national des hautes études musulmanes[ [ ] to
benefit the “sons of French Muslim repatriates who studied Arabic 
as a first or second language in high school.”14 The students would 
improve their Arabic for a period of three years at the Institute.
This training was supposed to prepare the harkis for a career in the 
private and public sectors by specializing in economic, commercial,
or diplomatic relations with the Arab world.15 In his speech at the 
opening ceremony for the school, which was installed inside the 
Château Ducs de Joyeuse – today the chateau is a bed and breakfast
tourist attraction – Courrière stated that the Institute would “only 
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improve France’s relations and interactions with the Arab world 
as well as help the [French Muslim] youth to recognize the reality 
of their cultural and religious heritage.” 16 ONASEC distributed
subsidies to harkis associations so they could hold Arabic classes. 
Regional councils [conseils régionaux] were encouraged to support
the construction of mosques and reserve special burial plots for 
Muslims in local cemeteries. Pilgrims to Mecca would receive 
subventions. Medical and administrative services were promised 
to repatriates who planned to embark on the pilgrimage while 
the pilgrimage itself would receive the official sponsorship of the
ONASEC. 17 

In Courrière’s view, cultural assertion was the “most powerful
protection against racism.”18 Courrière noted that 400,000 French
repatriates of North African descent were living in virtual ghettos, 
unable to integrate. His cabinet thus inaugurated the Services for
the Information, Administrative Aid and Counsel [to Repatriates] or 
SIAC, which aimed to help the harkis overcome isolation and achieve 
full integration. To this end, Courrière requested that all prefectures 
appoint regional delegates to help educate the harkis on the guaran-
tees of French common law.19 He underlined the need to allow for a 
freer expression of their cultural heritage in France. 

Although in keeping with the socialist agenda to promote the idea
of a diverse France, Courrière’s politics of difference and the concomi-
tant advocacy of a Muslim identity and heritage for the repatriates
was not entirely consistent with some of the government’s articu-
lations of “difference.” In 1981, Henri Giordan, a full time lecturer
at the CNRS and specialist in cultural relations and regional studies,
wrote a report on the state of cultural diversity in France at the behest 
of Jack Lang, Mitterrand’s Minister of Culture. The report was titled, 
“Cultural Democracy and the Right to Difference,” and was intended 
to outline the “regional and minority cultures” of France. Giordan 
highlighted “local initiatives interested in the spread of linguistic
differences and the differences of customs, all of which added to
the richness that was France.”20 Giordan was in fact referring to the
regional variations across France. He listed the dialects of Alsatian
German (high and low) in the east, Basque and Catalan near the
Pyrenées, Breton on the Atlantic, Flemish to the north, the languages
of the Occitan, the Franco-Provençal languages, and by extension,
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Creole, as linguistic examples of a polyglot and multi-cultural France. 
Finally, there was French Corsica.21 The only  ethno-cultural minorities 
mentioned outside these linguistic groups were Jewish, Armenian,
and Romani.22 

There was no mention of French Muslim repatriates in Giordan’s 
report. It was in fact immigrant associations that began to call atten-
tion to a Muslim presence in France and it was they who appropri-
ated the right to difference for the purpose of asserting the cultural
heritage of people from non-European countries who were not repat-
riates. One such association, Exchanges and Cultures, lamented that
minority cultures in France had been overtaken by a homogeneous
“majority population and its dominant culture,” and were thus
forced to undergo a “de-culturation” or the loss of all self-knowl-
edge. This, they argued, led to cultural impoverishment in France: 
“Unfortunately, today’s relationships between people of different 
nationalities [origins] are too often marked by misunderstandings.”23 
The association consisting of those with North African backgrounds
called for efforts to raise the French public’s consciousness about
the “immensely rich historical and cultural exchange between the
Maghreb and the West.”24 Subsequently, the government also accepted
“immigrants” as part of multicultural France. Socialists backed the
notion of integration as a form of cultural “insertion,” as the absorp-
tion of minorities while allowing them to preserve their heritage and 
difference. In 1984, the Ministry of Culture even helped fund and
promote a major exhibition at the Beaubourg Pompidou Center, titled
“Children of Immigration” to display minority cultures in France with
special focus on the North African community. But public attendance
was low and drew the attention mainly of Maghrebis.25 

The discourse of Courrière’s Ministry and that of the immigrant 
associations converged on the notion of the right to difference for 
all French Muslims, including the harkis. Both Courrière and immi-
grant rights associations emphasized the advantages of cultivating a
linguistic heritage for political and cultural purposes. But Courrière’s 
emphasis on the shared identities between French Muslim repatriates 
and other Muslim North Africans in France incited opposition from 
the right; Courrière had blurred the distinction between the harkis 
who had supported France and other Algerians who had backed inde-
pendence. When asked by a journalist how the French government
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would actually go about “paying homage” to the harki community,
Courrière simply replied that the public needed to be educated, and 
that the French [Français de souche[[ ] should understand the right to
difference for the Muslim repatriates. The secretary then expressed 
regret over the difficulties experienced by French Muslim repatriates 
and the deplorable conditions in which they were still living. “Just like
immigrant children, the children of harkis who are French nationals 
are victims of unemployment and marginalization.”26 For Courrière, 
these conditions in fact brought Muslim repatriates [who were citi-
zens] and other Algerians [who were “immigrants”] together.

The youngest Muslim repatriates who are French-born are now 
grouped together in the  banlieues and live in ghettos inside the
outlying ghettos inhabited by immigrants. This is why we call the
[harkis] the immigrants of the interior ... It is sad to see that we had
denied rifles to the first generation – (the harkis could not freely 
arm themselves even as soldiers) – and we now deny the second
generation brooms. But if the relations between the first genera-
tion of harkis and Algerian immigrants were difficult, this is no
longer true of the younger generation harkis.27

Courrière’s office admonished officials who refused to treat the
harkis like other French citizens. 28 According to a factsheet used 
by the secretary, out of the 162 demands for veteran status recently
submitted by the harkis, only eight had been approved. 29 Courrière 
attributed the low approval rate to pervasive anti-Arab, anti-im-
migration sentiments. Racism became both cause and effect, and
a tautological argument, which the socialists used to explain the
marginalization of the harkis. Courrière recognized racism as an
endemic problem for the repatriates, but the government’s “right 
to difference” initiative ethnicized the harkis a subset of the larger
Algerian population in France.

The optimism of the socialist promotion of the right to difference 
soon ran against the controversy that was brewing over immigra-
tion during the late 1970s and early 1980s. At this time in the early 
to mid-1980s, the socialist party was confronted with the growing 
popularity of the right’s anti-immigration platform and its most 
outspoken advocate,  Jean-Marie Le Pen. Soon the contention over
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repatriation politics would lead to a shift in the socialists’ outlook on
immigration and the presence of Algerians in France. Le Pen accused
the socialists of being too “soft” on the problem of immigration. 30 
Having made inroads in the cities in southern France where repat-
riate presence was prominent, the National Front was most successful
in areas where voter turnout was low, and where anti-immigration
sentiment was on the rise.31 As political scientists David Bell and  
Byron Criddle have noted, northern industrial cities such as Roubaix,
a long time stronghold of the Communists, was leaning towards the 
National Front.32 1983 marked a turning point. The 1983 municipal
elections was a test for the socialist government, as the right criticized
the government’s failure to deliver on promises of financial reform, 
decentralization, immigration and repatriation. The Front consist-
ently reached out to the repatriate community, including the harkis.
Le Pen criticized the socialists’ failure to integrate the repatriates and
disparaged their effort to collapse what they saw as fundamental
distinctions between the Muslim repatriates and the [Algerian]
immigrants.

The Front’s platform was buoyed by the mass strikes that erupted
in 1981 and lasted three years at the automobile plants of Citröen-
Aulnay and Talbot-Poissy, where between 70% and 72% of the work-
force was of North African descent.33 The strikes fueled anxieties 
about the “Islamicization” of the country’s workforce. In 1983, the
National Front first gained significant ground by obtaining 11% of the
municipal votes in the 20th arrondissement in Paris.34 This allowed
them to advance to the second round as election laws were changed 
to enable smaller parties without a chance at a majority to advance
to the second round with a certain minimum number of votes in the 
first round.

Amid less than impressive results in the regional elections and with 
the ongoing strikes that provoked anti-immigration opinion, the 
socialist government was compelled to turned away from the politics 
of difference. As a result, the Secretary to Repatriates was forced to take
a different approach to the harkis. The harkis were to receive special 
recognition not because of their right to difference, but because they 
had served France as soldiers of the French army during the Algerian
War. The socialists were compelled to highlight above all the agenda set 
by Giscard’s administration: the harkis had served the Republic in ways
that other Algerians had not.
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  Harkis and French Muslims: soon to be a million voters 

After 1983, repatriation politics became a battleground between the 
left and the right. The socialists thus focused greater attention on the
European as well as Muslim repatriates as a special electorate, one that 
clearly separated them from other groups from Algeria. One of the 
most outspoken pied-noir supporters of the socialist party at this time
was G. M., who worked alongside Courrière, advising the Secretary 
on the morale of the repatriate community. 35 In a note of synthesis, 
G.M. warned Courrière that the National Front eyed Muslim repatri-
ates as a potential electoral base:

The extreme right has played off the hate that they have harbored
against the  fellaghas and bradeurs and have enlisted certain members
of the harki community; this they did with more ease as they have
set out to prosecute immigrants of the Maghreb with whom repatri-
ates currently compete at every turn for housing, jobs, etcetera. 36     

G.M. argued that Le Pen knew how to exploit past hostilities between 
harkis and other Muslims of Algerian descent. G.M. eventually
became head of ONASEC and invented a new category for repatriates 
that would clarify their exact and unique history and civil status, and 
help distinguish them from the Algerian immigrants. His vision was 
articulated in a document titled “French Maghrebis: soon [to be] one
million voters?” According to G.M., the harkis should be understood 
in relation to the greater community of Muslim Maghrebis living in
France. In the document, the “French of Maghreb origins” referred to
three different groups from North Africa who all together numbered
one million. The first of these were individuals with French citizen-
ship. They were French-born and were the fourth generation to be
living in France. These individuals were classified as the anciens. The
first generation of  anciens had served as cannon fodder during World
War I or had filled French factories as underpaid workers. Many were
born of mixed marriages – G.M. noted as examples the singer Edith
Piaf and actresses Marie-José Nat and Isabelle Adjani.  37

The second community was apparently made up of the harkis and
their families. This community numbered approximately 500,000, more 
than 400,000 of whom were said to be children. As G.M. explained, “their
French identity cards have been useless, and they suffer from the same
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problem as immigrants – that is, racism, unemployment, and crime.”38

G.M. did not conceal the real interest his party had in this community: 
“we are often reminded that they are French during the electoral period! 
There is a kind of caesura, however, since many have the mentality of a
veteran and at times might offer electoral support to the extreme right.
The second generation is especially recalcitrant and unyielding.”39 The 
goal was to keep them out of the reach of the National Front. 

The third Maghrebi community described by G.M. consisted of 
the second generation of North African immigrants who had arrived 
between 1955 and 1975. Theirs was originally an immigration of 
single males, which, G.M. explained, gradually turned into an immi-
gration of families as their children were born and raised in France.40 
Some had identity cards issued by Algeria, others from France. As
G.M. explained: “while this group includes many individuals who 
are reluctant to claim French identity, there is a growing willingness 
among them, the  beurs, to actually go and retrieve identification 
papers (citizenship documents) from city halls. Many in this genera-
tion supported the idea of a pluri-cultural France and want to  redis-
cover  a certain collective memory.” r

In order to tie the three groups together conceptually, G.M. suggested
a new term: “French citizens of Maghrebi Muslim extraction.” The
label signified the legal status of North Africans as citizens; it also indi-
cated their cultural roots and set them clearly apart from Muslims of 
Turkish or sub-Saharan African origins; and finally, it indicated their
religious affiliation and thereby drew a clear distinction between this 
group and the pieds noirs and Sephardic Jews also from North Africa.41 
The elongated term invented by G.M. remained on paper. In G.M.’s
schema, the harkis remained a minority community defined by their
geographic and ethno-cultural ancestry. They were not as assimilated
and “French” as the first generation of immigrants from Algeria – 
partly because they were not of mixed parentage – but they were still 
preferred over the second generation of Algerians, the  beurs, whose 
parents had come as migrant workers to France. By grouping together
all those who came from Algeria, G.M. and the socialists revealed their 
understanding of repatriation politics as part of a larger politics of 
putting order on the diverse populations from Algeria to order and 
classify all people of Algerian backgrounds in France.

The socialists’ desire to fulfill a unified and holistic France that 
could move past the debilitating memories of the Algerian War while
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retaining the ethno-cultural distinction of repatriates ultimately 
reverted back to a discourse of integration that turned again on a
selective interpretation of history: It would be the historical role played 
by French Muslim repatriates that would distinguish them from other
Muslims of Algerian and North African origins who were allegedly 
disgruntled with Republican ideals. Since the Mitterrand presidency, 
the harkis have been the favored minority of many conservatives. The 
harkis have been touted as the group most faithful to the Republic and
therefore more deserving of France’s recognition than other migrants 
from Algeria and their French-born children, especially the beur youthr
of the banlieues. The 1990s saw the rekindling of the hopes and preju-
dices that attended the Algerian War as the repatriates of Algeria, the
harkis in particular, were thrust into the public eye and given special 
consideration as the forgotten embodiments of a lost French North 
Africa. 

In 1993, French sociologist Dominique Schnapper, daughter of 
Raymond Aron, wrote a preface to a book authored by a son of a former
harki soldier, Mohand Hamoumou. Hamoumou was a professor and
elected official in Grenoble.42 The subject of Schnapper’s preface was
the remarkable sacrifice rendered by the Muslim mobile units in the
French army during the Algerian War. Schnapper’s intellectual pedi-
gree attracted attention to the book at a time when the very term
harki remained obscure for most French readers. The partnering of 
a celebrated intellectual with a largely unknown writer and son of a
repatriate from the Kabyle who had spent his childhood in an intern-
ment camp in France signaled a new alliance between public figures
and harki activists. This collaboration would eventually lead to a
conservative and controversial interpretation of the Algerian War.

Schnapper argued that the harki’s services and loyalty to France
was sure proof that Algerian nationalism conceived as a united
struggle for independence was in fact a myth. In her preface,
Schnapper denounced Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika for
banning the re-entry of the harkis into Algeria, and criticized the
FLN’s demonization of the former soldiers as imperial collaborators. 
Schnapper lamented that, “to this day, the harkis still do not have
the same rights in their country of origin as the Algerian immi-
grants who can still travel freely to Algeria.”43 Whereas so many 
Algerians had come to France to enjoy the rights granted to them 
through the cooperation between the two countries after the war,
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the harkis had apparently disappeared into oblivion. By pointing to
the pro-French services rendered by the harkis, Schnapper undercut
the FLN’s authority to speak for the Algerian nation. As she saw it, 
there was no shared interest that had bound together all Algerians
during the war, no unifying anti-colonial struggle to speak of. By 
joining up with the French against the FLN, the harkis, she argued, 
had disproved the notion of “total resistance of the Algerian people 
against the colonial power”:44 

This myth of the unified Algerian nation allowed the [FLN] leader-
ship to condemn ‘traitors’ who, for various reasons, were associ-
ated with the [French] administration and the French army. The
Algerian nation thus founded its legitimacy on the alleged treason
of the harkis and the elite who are now assimilated in France ... The 
Algerian government still refuses amnesty to the harkis.   

The FLN had turned the harkis into apostates of the Algerian nation
in order to sustain a historical illusion, Schnapper contended. As she 
condemned the FLN’s treatment of the harkis, the sociologist extended 
another powerful myth into the present – that the harkis had served
France out of loyalty to the Republican cause. Schnapper also called on 
France to correct the offenses against the harkis. The fate of the harkis 
after 1962 had exposed deficiencies in the Republic’s ability to live up
to its principles. If France was to denounce the persecution of the harkis 
by the FLN, it would have to make good on its own claims, Schnapper
argued. The Republic would have to honor its repatriate citizens, espe-
cially those who had made exceptional sacrifices for the nation.

As Mitterrand’s government faced challenges from the right, it
continued to strengthen relations with repatriate pied noir and harki
organizations. One of the more formidable and pro-leftist associations 
was RECOURS, which was made up largely of repatriates from Algeria. 
RECOURS first appeared in 1976. The primary cause it promoted was 
identical to all other repatriate associations, to obtain full indem-
nities for its constituents.45 And like other associations, RECOURS 
had an active record of mobilizing the pied noir community during
elections. But unlike other associations, it had close ties with the 
left, including the Communist party. In the municipal elections of 
1989, it actively endorsed a socialist Georges Frêche in Montpellier
and a communist Paul Balmigère in Béziers as well as Gaullist and 
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conservative RPR and centrist UDF candidates. 46 The RECOURS also
maintained close relations with Jacques Chirac, then prime minister 
under Mitterrand. Originally known for his adhesion to Gaullism, 
Chirac would soon work to amend his position on indemnities to
curry favor with the repatriates. He became a strong advocate of 
indemnities and remained a faithful supporter thereafter. By 1986,
Prime Minister Chirac sought to pursue the “total integration of the 
repatriate community” by rewarding the citizens who had “rendered 
the [North African] lands fertile.” 47 In 1987, Chirac passed a critical
law of indemnities, which would only be superseded by a new law
under his presidency in 2003. 

Chirac went even further in his accommodation of repatriate 
demands during his two terms as President of the Republic. This time,
the government responded not just to indemnities but also to demands
from repatriates that the government officially recognize and pay 
homage to the historical contributions made by the French overseas to
the nation. Chirac responded, and addressed both the pieds noirs and 
the harkis. In 2001, he made a historic speech in a ceremony honoring 
the harki soldiers and their services at the Invalides. With pomp and
circumstance, harki representatives were decorated by Chirac himself. 
Alongside them were the spahis and other troops who served in the
North African army. A tribute was paid to all those who served the
Republic in the North African armies throughout history. Chirac noted 
in his speech that the harkis were brutally massacred by the FLN and 
that it was time to honor their sacrifice. Few words were said about the
counterinsurgency operations that created indigenous auxiliary troops
to fight against their countrymen, but only that the Republic was in
debt as a result. The survival of the Republic was the overriding theme.
In May 2002, Chirac’s prime minister, Jean-Pierre Raffarin, announced 
the creation of yet another Inter-ministerial Mission, which would be
inaugurated the following month to execute the government’s deci-
sions with regard to the repatriates. The premise again was to honor
those “who fought and gave their blood to France.”48 No mention was 
made of the actual aims of these colonial wars.

Finally, on December 5, 2002, on the promenade of Quai Branly 
near the Eiffel Tower in Paris, President Chirac unveiled the “National
Memorial of the Algerian War and the Battles of Morocco and Tunisia,”
honoring the 23,000 French soldiers and harkis  who died in North
Africa between 1952 and 1962.49 The monument is composed of three 
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imposing columns each six meters high, made of burnished lime-
stone extracted from the local quarries. Down the middle of each 
column are scrolling electronic diodes that spell out the names of the
deceased along with messages about the Algerian War.50 The December
5 date chosen for the dedication of the monument was significant.
The Algerian-born Minister delegate for veterans’ affairs, Mékachera
Hamlaoui, proposed the date on behalf of the repatriate community
from North Africa. The repatriate community had long lobbied for 
the revision of the timeline of the Algerian War to include the violent
confrontations that had erupted between the French army and the
settler protesters in the months following the March 19 signing of the
Evian Accords.51 As such, the commemoration articulated a history 
that defined the Algerian War as a war of just causes and sacrifice for 
France. The Algerian War by this interpretation did not hold signifi-
cance as an anti-colonial conflict or national liberation struggle. The
soldiers were no longer colonized subjects or in the case of European 
soldiers, colonists, but only faithful partisans of the Republic.

    

The Quai Branly National Memorial to the Algerian War and the Battles in
Tunisia and Morocco
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Quai Branly monument plaque
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      7  
 Repatriates Narrate the
Colonial Past   

As Lorenzo Veracini has noted, settlers unlike colonists do not
return to their place of origin. Settlers “do not discover [and
return like colonists], they carry their sovereignty and lifestyles
with them.”1 The French of Algeria did “return,” however, to the 
Metropole. Their settler accounts did not end with the “closing in”
of frontiers as did Australian outback stories or North American 
narratives in which settlers were able to found sovereign states 
to supersede all previous phases of their historical passage. 2 For  
the French of Algeria, repatriation could not be understood as a 
“return.” In their narratives, repatriation could only mean a missed 
opportunity, loss, and uprooting from land that had been rightfully
theirs. Their final destination, the Metropole, could never super-
sede the French Algerian past as a just resolution. Their narratives 
thus turned on longing for what could have been rather than what
became. These narratives were more than personal memories. They
recounted the past from the settler’s perspective, and reinserted the 
French Algerian past into a coherent national narrative. The theme
of “what was and could have been” appealed to a wider public and
became a powerful means of connecting the sentiments of the 
French from Algeria to the broader French public. Such literary
productions, I argue, have depoliticized historical controversies 
and broadened public interest in and ultimately support for the
repatriates from Algeria. 

One of the most important magazines read by pieds noirs today is
the Algérianiste.  This quarterly publishes solicited articles or voluntary 
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contributions on a wide variety of topics important to the pied-
noir community. Immensely popular from its first issue in the early 
1970s, the Algérianiste still boasts over 7,000 regular subscribers.e 3 The
Algérianiste is the mouthpiece for the e Cercle Algérianiste, founded in
1973 to promote an explicitly cultural rather than political identity. 
The Algérianiste features articles, which make ample use of archivale
and personal photos, public documents, and newspapers from French
Algeria. Many pieces feature historical themes about colonial achieve-
ments and cultural vibrancy in Algeria, including articles about 
schools, hospitals, scientific research institutes, courts, commerce, and
businesses, along with profiles of respected colonial war heroes, politi-
cians, writers, and artists familiar to the former settler community.4   

One of the two founders of the Algérianiste was Jacques Villard, ae
former student representative of repatriates in Algeria. Villard was a
self-proclaimed follower of Louis Bertrand, the popular proponent of a 
racialized Latin identity in Algeria in the 1930s. The other founder was
Villard’s friend and fellow repatriate Maurice Calmein, founder and first
president of the  Cercle. Both Villard and Calmein enrolled as students
in Montpellier just after their arrival in France in 1962. Montpellier,
with its network of universities, proved hospitable to many right-wing 
student groups including one made up largely of the existing and newly 
arrived pied-noir youth. As Lee Whitfield has explained, the greater 
Languedoc-Roussillon region, of which Montpellier was the capital,
had long-standing historical ties with the Algerian settler economy. 
Languedoc residents thus remained sympathetic to the French from 
Algeria at the same time they harbored resentment towards the FLN
nationalists who wielded considerable influence over the Algerian
laborers in the region’s vineyards.5 Not surprisingly, Languedoc stayed
a hotbed of resistance to Gaullist reforms during the period of decolon-
ization and throughout the 1960s. A large segment of the Languedoc
electorate, an unusually high 57%, voted against the 1962 referendum 
to decide the fate of the Evian Accords. 6   

During the 1960s, Villard headed the Montpellier-based  Fédération 
des étudiants rapatriés, while Calmein was active in the Amicale
universitaire pieds noirs.7 Villard and Calmein later explained that the
Algérianiste originated with the impulse to preserve a cultural legacy
that was quickly being forgotten with the end of French Algeria. In
1973, Villard and Calmein began producing a bulletin, the precursor
to the Algérianiste , consisting of homespun broadsheets carrying
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short articles about French Algeria, printed using an antiquated 
copy machine they had purchased out of pocket. 8 The Algérianiste 
was, however, given new momentum when two journalists of the 
Aurore and the Midi Libre, both major dailies with pro-repatriate lean-
ings, agreed to publish the  Cercle’s articles, eventually giving Villard
and Calmein a much wider audience.9 With the support from the 
community and from interested pieds noirs, the  Algérianiste  came
into regular publication by the  Cercle  starting in 1973.

The name of the journal was not by accident. The term was origi-
nally a designation created by celebrated settler writers in Algeria at 
the turn of the century to refer to the unique literary themes and
interests of writers in French Algeria. Jean Pomier, the famous writer
of French Algeria was one of several who founded the Association
of Algerian Writers and of the Algerianism Movement [ L’Association [ [ 
des écrivains algériens et du mouvement Algérianisme ]. 10 The term
Algérianiste had apparently originated in 1910 during a café conversa-
tion between members of a prominent writer’s circle, which included
such popular authors as Robert Randau, Jean Pomier, and Lucienne 
Favre.  11 One enthusiast Félix Lagrot compared the founding spirit of 
the new Algérianiste  to the revitalization of “[Byzantine culture] in 
Greece after the fall of Rome, and Romanesque culture in the wake of 
the barbarian invasion.”12 In excavating the term, the new generation
of Algérianiste  founders claimed as their goal, the renewed interest in 
the revival of a Latin culture, but one fitted for a different era.  13

By regenerating interest in French Algeria after 1962, the
Algérianiste also proposed correcting apparent historical inaccura-
cies. Occasionally, editorials explicitly protested the demonization of 
colonialism, calling on “all French repatriates of Algeria – pieds noirs 
and French Muslims” to rise up against the unjust depiction of the
French from Algeria as “slave-driving  colons and racist  petits blancs  
who alienated natives from the dominant culture, and [in the case 
of the OAS], resorted to terrorism and used scorched earth tactics.” 14

The editorial pointed to the positive elements of French presence in
Algeria, including the efforts to render the land fertile, the work of 
doctors in the  bled and that of teachers, land-clearers, and builders; d
and the presence of schools, hospitals, factories and workshops. One
letter from Maurice Calmein declared that the journal would contest
the ways Metropolitan schools taught their students about events in 
Algeria. The Cercle would undertake “a campaign of action in order 
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to denounce what it considered a political aversion to historical
truth.”  15

  We came from the colony to save the patrie!16 

In over 85 issues of the Algérianiste, starting with the March issue of 
1987, no other topic was addressed with more frequency than World
War II. Repatriates recounting Algeria’s experience during World War 
II dwelled on the African Army and its participation in the European 
campaigns after 1942. A well-known pied-noir amateur historian
Georges Bosc and frequent contributor to the Algérianiste remarked ine
1992 that the African Army’s “liberation” campaigns were the “most
under-appreciated” in the nation’s history.17 Given the fascist past in 
French Algeria, the pieds noirs should not have been so eager to revive
discussions of the World War II. After the 1940 armistice, French North
Africa became an unoccupied zone, and home to some of France’s
most virulently right-wing anti-Semitic Vichy commanders and policy-
makers. These Vichyites took charge of removing Jews from all admin-
istrative positions, universities, and medical facilities throughout North
Africa. They revoked the Crémieux decree, depriving which deprived 
the Jews of their French citizenship and reverted them to indigènes .
In short, Vichy North Africa should not have been among the list of 
topics to showcase the pride of settlers. But French North Africa was
also the backdrop to the Allied forces’ massive invasion of North Africa 
in November 1942, and the launching pad for the liberation campaigns 
in Europe, and thus allowed for a story of redemption and heroism.

It was not until the 1980s that repatriates actively publicized North
Africa’s role in World War II. The 1980s marked a turning point in 
re-assessments of wartime France, as historian Henry Rousso has argued
in The Vichy Syndrome. Rousso’s study has shown that by 1983, there
was growing public willingness to entertain less idealized views of the
Résistance and of de Gaulle’s ties to it. The most dramatic shift seen in
the opinion polls at this time was the steep decline in hostility toward
the head of Vichy France, Marshal Pétain.18 Opinion polls showed that
between 1971 and 1983, the opinions of both the older and younger
generations had become less hostile toward Pétain. In 1971, 51% of the
younger generation had still believed in punishing him. By 1983, only 
36% of the younger age group and 38% of the older age group believed 
that Pétain should have been punished. 
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In 1992, a historical anniversary occasioned a fresh opportunity for
repatriates to introduce to the wider public the role that Pétain played
in Algeria along with their own historical experiences during World
War II. For the pieds noirs, time had come to revise the public’s under-
standing of Vichy North Africa. November 8, 1992 marked the 50-year 
anniversary of “Operation Torch,” among the largest amphibious land-
ings of the Allied forces in the war. The operation placed Algiers under
siege, resulting in an almost overnight shift in French North Africa’s
political and military alignment.19 With but a short-lived resistance,
the Vichy army succumbed to the Allied invasion (staged by the 34th 
division of the American infantry).20 The Allies had already sealed a 
deal with the Vichy commanders to obtain their cooperation. Secret
talks had begun long before with Maxime Weygand, the delegate
general in North Africa and notorious proponent of the deportation of 
Jews.21 The plan conceived by General Eisenhower was to leave Pétain’s  
second in charge, French High Commissioner François Darlan, in full
command over the African Army.22 Henri Giraud and Alphonse Juin, 
generals who had made their names in North Africa before and during 
the Vichy regime were also to retain their command over French
troops. As the most senior Vichy commanders negotiated with the 
Americans, rank and file soldiers made a futile attempt to resist the
invasion, but they were ultimately unsuccessful. 

The African Army gained the Allied command some 200,000 men, 
mostly comprised of French colonial subjects. The Allied command had 
combined de Gaulle’s Free France forces with the African Army, to the 
displeasure of the settlers and Vichy commanders. De Gaulle was seen
in Algeria as the man who had tried to establish Free French control
over the colonies, and had attempted to wrestle Syria and Senegal from 
Vichy control with the help of the British. His close ties to the British 
was criticized when the latter attacked the Vichy-led fleet off the coast
of Mers-el-Kébir. Repatriate historians repeatedly pointed to Charles de
Gaulle’s absence during Operation Torch. They tried to rehabilitate the 
dishonorable reputation of Vichy leaders. Bosc for example persistently
emphasized that the United States had in fact maintained proactive 
contact with Vichy leaders prior to the invasion of unoccupied North 
Africa. The cooperative diplomacy with the United States, Bosc argued,
disproved allegations that Vichy North Africa had been dependent on 
Hitler, or that it had been an inveterate enemy of the Americans.23

Bosc and others argued that French North Africa’s political decisions
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had never been motivated by pro-Nazi convictions but rather on prin-
ciples necessary to maintaining France’s sovereignty and control of its
empire. 24 The American consul to Algeria, Robert Murphy, did indeed, 
as was stated in the pages of the Algérianiste, maintain close ties with
Weygand, the delegate general in North Africa. One article in the
Algérianiste printed in bright colors the pact that had been signed bye
Murphy and Vichy general Henri Giraud in 1941, which included a set
of promises made by the United States to “restore France to full inde-
pendence with all its extended territories and grandeur intact, [and 
all] that she possessed prior to the war in Europe as well as overseas.” 25

One René Bérard argued that the most important goal of the Vichy 
command in North Africa had always been to “defend French Africa
at all costs,” a goal that he alleged took priority over the collaboration
with Nazi Germany. 26 Another contributor to the journal, Gaston
Palisser, wrote that North Africa had been highly coveted by Hitler,
and that France was indebted to Marshal Pétain and Weygand for the 
survival of French Algeria and the empire.27   

Repatriate veterans from World War II contributed testimonies to
the Algérianste of their experiences during the war. One Jean Florentin
claimed that he had faced three options in 1940: go to England and
fight with the British, be transferred to North Africa and the Levant 
and join a pro-armistice unit, or remain in France and participate
in the resistance: “I chose to take the second route and transfer to
Tunisia to join the African Army. In doing this, I realized a dream I
had embraced since adolescence: to follow in my father’s footsteps 
to become an officer in the African Army.”28 The African Army made 
up three fourths of the troops that fought in the Tunisian campaign
with the remaining one quarter from the metropole – and it was
the African army that fought at the head of the campaign.” 29 Other
contributors wrote of the valiant Muslim troops of the African Army 
who embodied the unity and loyalty of colonial subjects within the
French empire. The author of one article described the Moroccan 
goumiers who fought in Italy, as “fierce warriors” naturally accus-
tomed to mountainous terrains. 30 The Algerian riflemen of the third
D.I.A who had joined the Italian campaign in Naples were also 
mentioned in these accounts as dedicated soldiers.31 These accounts 
were supposed to demonstrate the strong camaraderie among the
Europeans in the colonies and indigenous colonial subjects who
came to save the patrie.
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If World War II was a favorite topic among the pieds noirs, then 
another recurring topic had to do with the fervent attachment of 
settlers to the land.  The pied-noir attachment to the land signified
the fundamental predicament of settlers who were forced to “return.”
Metropolitan soil could not stand in for the homeland they had lost. 
This theme of lost land was revived in the government’s consistent 
commemoration of the repatriates. The sentiment of loss resonated
at both official and popular levels as the government’s commemo-
ration of the repatriates suggested that it was the nation’s duty to 
recognize, share in, and atone for the losses of repatriates. As Jacques
Chirac declared in 1986:

Our compatriots, the repatriates from overseas, especially from
Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia have suffered the cruelties of History. 
They were forced to leave the land they loved and had rendered 
fertile. Justice must be achieved. It is the obligation of a great
country such as France to do just that. It is for this reason that I 
have passed new measures concerning amnesty, debt, pensions, and 
indemnities. We must think of all of the French of North Africa who
have fallen in the field of honor. Their memories must not be extin-
guished; their names must not be forgotten. 

Land, youth, and love in the colony

Jean Pélégri (b.1920, d.2003) was a writer of fiction and the author of 
the autobiographical novel  Les Oliviers de la justice,   written during the 
Algerian War in 1959.32 Pélégri adapted the novel into a successful film
in 1962 placing him in the world of mainstream cinema. After two 
decades of writing mostly fiction, Pélégri wrote Ma mère Algérie in 1988,e
an autobiography, in which he strongly identified with his Algerian
roots: “What can I say of France? I don’t have an intimate knowledge 
of it. As for me, all my knowledge, all the memories and all sensations
necessary to making an author who he is, came from Algeria.” 33   

The central theme of the book, as suggested by the title, had 
to do with Pélégri’s visceral attachment to the Algerian land as a 
child. The underlying message delivered by Pélégri was profound: 
simple innocence and man-made history were at irresolvable
odds in colonial Algeria. He wrote: “When I was a child, Saïd, the
Algerian boy who lived nearby, did not go to school. At the time, I 
was envious that he did not go to school, not knowing he was not 
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allowed there. Because I was a child, I did not know that the land
was taken by force, and I did not suspect anything.”34 

But what was it exactly that Pélégri envied about the Algerian chil-
dren? Wrote Pélégri, “the Algerian children could continue to play 
during the day, to wander the farm, the roads, and the hidden cavities 
in the farm grounds.” 35 The “ditch” [ fossé] was an important metaphoréé
throughout Pélégri’s work. Holes in the ground were where things,
people, and their relationships lay hidden. They were not trampled
on by the ugly forces of colonial misery that lay above the surface. 
It was a layer of history untainted: “Unfortunately, colonialism went 
on outside our hidden holes, as another history [ e un autre histoire]. e
Colonialism rendered most unnatural the everyday relations [between 
people], and introduced segregation everywhere.”36 Colonialism then,
for Pélégri, was an aberration, a deviation from the natural innocence
of youth, corrupting its protective shelter: “I know that under the
apparent and official history of Algeria where injustice and colonial 
inequalities prevailed, unfurled another history between Algerians 
and  pieds noirs , there where intimate relations were forged everyday,
a subterranean history, as real as the history that lay above it.”37   

The film made of  Les Oliviers de la justice  was awarded the top prizee
at the Cannes Festival in 1962. Critics and judges praised its subtle 
portrayal of the human faces of colonial life (the film was directed by 
an American, James Bleu, and Pélégri played the role of his father). 
The novel and movie touched on the most sensitive topic of the day – 
the impending end of French Algeria. The novel’s narration was in the 
first person, and depicted French Algeria as seen through the eyes of 
a young settler who, in 1959, returned to his childhood home on an 
olive grove estate to attend to his dying father. The autobiographical
elements were unmistakable. The film moves between the violence
of the ongoing war and the peaceful days of the narrator’s youth on
the estate. Pélégri described the settlers’ disdain for the “Arab fella-
ghas” during the war, contrasting this attitude with his own tender
feelings for the native friends of his youth. There was the mysterious 
Embarek, the wise marabout, whom the narrator used to visit as a child:t
“Embarek, the old marabout taught me many things ... he and Bouaza,t
the night guard.” The young man remembers as a child watching 
Embarek pray: “ ... at the foot of the palms, like the great marabout Sidit
Moussa, and we would rest in this clandestine place until Embarek 
finished his prayer. If I love so much my native land, it is because of 
this place where Embarek prayed – the peace in the shadows, and of the 
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pious kiss [he placed on the ground as he prayed].”38 At his father’s 
funeral, the son reunited with his old acquaintances: Idir, a young and
faithful Kabyle who made the long trek to attend the funeral and asks,
“do you remember me, M’sieur Michel?”, and Krim and Bouaza, the 
former night guards on the farm who played ball with him decades
ago – all of them loyal and warm-hearted – each of them part of the 
underground history, which had managed to persist even during the 
most violent periods of colonial history. The death of the young man’s
father comes to signify the loss of peace and humanity, bringing 
together those who believed in the goodness of the past. 

Speaking through the protagonist, Pélégri thought of the war as
the inevitable result of the indifference shown by French authori-
ties to the quiet  peace in the shadows,  which like the peace in the
caverns on the farmland lay concealed to the settlers except those 
who looked for it. France showed only brutal disregard for the quie-
tude shielded beneath the shadows, a quietude that signified the 
silent devotion of the majority to France. That everything had gone 
completely awry had become most apparent to Pélégri when the
Muslims were arrested and tortured for having demanded the “sole 
honor to be French.”39 Most “Muslims” only wanted to obtain equal 
rights and become true French citizens, Pélégri argued. These were
not nationalists – nationalism, Pélégri believed, was a misguided
label. The majority had no intention of seeking independence. 40 In 
the end, Pélégri never acknowledged nationalism in Algeria as an
integral part of anti-colonial resistance. The Algerian War spiralled
into unspeakable violence for Pélégri, because the French nation 
was unwilling to heed the voices of its loyal subjects. In identifying
a neutral, peaceful, and innocent space hidden from outsiders,
Pélégri took a morally irreproachable position from which to 
observe colonialism. It was not accidental that many pieds noirs
chose childhood as the main lens through which to remember the 
Algerian past. In this realm of memory, Algeria was no longer a
colonized territory, but a place for connecting personal memories 
to a collective history, so that individual lives retained perpetual 
innocence unconnected to the history of colonial exploitation.

Marie Cardinal was another skillful narrator of the themes of youth 
and love of the land. Cardinal made her name in the French literary
scene with the award-winning novel, Les Mots pour le dire, published in 
1975 by Grasset.41 Les Mots  is, in many ways, a remarkable book. It is 



Repatriates Narrate the Colonial Past 137

a clear-headed chronicle of Cardinal’s personal experience of mental
illness as she underwent years of psychoanalysis. 42 The author’s 
intractable desire to be cured drove her to the brinks of complete
mental bereavement as well as brought her back to normalcy. On the 
surface, Les Mots has almost nothing to do with Algeria. Algeria is,
however, omnipresent in the roots of her illness, which she imagined
had been implanted in her by the “Thing.” Algeria since remained an
integral part of her self-understanding of the treatment she received.
Cardinal had been attacked by an Algerian hiding in her house, an
episode she recalled during a session with her doctor. Cardinal saw
the assault and violation as the moment of profound amputation.
The trauma began when Algeria, the life giver had morphed into 
Algeria, the object of fear: “It seems to me that the Thing took root 
in me permanently when I understood that we were to assassinate
Algeria. For Algeria was my real mother. I carried her inside me the 
way a child carries the blood of the parents in its veins.” 43 

Five years later, Cardinal wrote another autobiographical memoir,
To The Country of My Roots [Au pays de mes racines[[ ], in which she pays a
visit to Algeria with her daughter after her divorce. “Why did I return
[to Algeria]?” she asked in the opening pages:

It was not the houses I lived in that drew me back [to Algeria], nor 
the places from where the phantoms would reconstitute them-
selves, piercing my faintest memories to wander around in them.
No, it was something that came from the land, the sky, and the
sea, which made me want to go – something, which for me could 
only be found in the precious locales of the terrestrial world. I am 
actually  incapable of imagining it.t 44 

In other words, she could not be content to re-create Algeria in her mind – 
she had to find its soil under her feet once again. The phrase “impossi-
bility of imagination” here was sufficient to show the reader Cardinal’s
inextricable ties to the land and her compulsion to return to it.

To live anywhere else but  there changed for me the meaning of the
phrase, to live. To live elsewhere has become synonymous with
slaving away, organizing my life, structuring my life, with plan-
ning my life. Over there, to live was to live; it was to indulge in
the habitual movements of humanity without suffering, without
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complaining or rejoicing, but to simply accept things as they were.
Since I left Algeria, there were no longer such instances where I 
was in perfect harmony with the world, free of constraints. 45  

In this striking paragraph, Cardinal identifies true living with physi-
cally inhabiting the Algerian land. She attributed serenity and
harmony to the settler colonial world by normalizing the everyday 
existence within it. Life in the settler colony was in fact embodied,
for Cardinal; bodily living was only possible when rooted in a certain
place. Cardinal, like Pélégri, evoked empathy not with the usual story 
of the exodus and exile, but rather by appealing to the unjust separa-
tion from the land that she was forced to endure. “The pieds noirs
were at once victims and executioners [ bourreau],” she wrote.46 It was
the doubled position that would allow the pieds noirs to absolve
themselves of a colonial past and at the same time appeal to a more 
forbearing public.

She suggested that her supposedly severed existence was a clear 
violation of basic human and even animal life: “I do not seek to 
exonerate the pieds noirs. I am one of them, and it is inexcusable,”
she wrote. At the same time:

I know why the pieds noirs fell into perdition: it was the result of 
a passionate love, [like] a dog in heat. It was nothing more than 
that. It would be impossible to imagine that a person had not yet
copulated with the earth, fertilized it, and beautified it ... it was a 
blind passion, bestial, brutal, and stupid, but an authentic passion, 
archaic, and pure.47     

This love for the land was untamable because it was sexually primal, 
innate, and predetermined at the moment of birth on the soil. But 
for Cardinal, such love also allowed physical and mental purchase on
the land forever, ultimately to transcend and overpower politics. “ ... I
cannot but think that there,  là-bas, is my home, that there, where I
was born, where I began to see, to understand, to hear, to love. To 
pull me [away] from Algeria, is to pull off my head, my intestines, my 
heart, my soul. It is my home, and there is nothing to say, and I have
no bad conscience [saying] this, despite everything.”48 In this regard, 
she implied that her love for Algeria was no different from the love 
felt by Algerians for their land. She, too, was a native.
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Cardinal did not forget that such love was behind the violence 
that had been inflicted on the Algerians by members of the OAS
[Organisation de l’armée secrète]. But even this violence was pardon-
able for Cardinal because it emanated from passion for the land, a 
love strong enough to blind:

I know that for a handful of pieds noirs there were important inter-
ests at risk. But it was not these interests that were behind the OAS. 
[Rather], it was a blind love for the country, a mad love for this
land. Even for those who did not possess any land [of their own],
there was a passionate attachment to the sky, the sea, to the wind, 
the warmth, and to the mountains.  49 

What Cardinal proposed was in fact extraordinary: legal ownership
of an estate or land was not necessary to prove the settler’s attach-
ment to the land. It was enough to feel passion for the soil, for the
natural environment, and for the physical contours of the country. In
Cardinal’s view, to deny the right to reconnect with the land would 
be to violate the person’s fundamental grounds for existence, liter-
ally. Cardinal thus moved seamlessly between love for the land and 
compassion for the most atrocious acts of colonial violence.

A work less profound but still very much in keeping with the theme
of innocence is  Pardon  , mon Algérie, tranche de vie, by Geneviève
Fournier-Giusti, who became a schoolteacher in France after the
Algerian War. Fournier-Giusti wrote of the blameless enthusiasm of 
her generation during the Algerian War. The book gives insight into
the moment the Algerian War became her  war:r

the first memory that left any real and lasting imprint on my mind
was an enormous demonstration, which allowed us to cry out our
will to remain  French   ... this day was a day of celebration for me
because my parents let me go with my sister and older brother to 
a place close to the public garden.50 

Fournier-Giusti recounted the takeover of the nearby high school
by the OAS during one such demonstration: “we youth demon-
strated for everything and nothing, for the protection of our high
school where there were murders, in order to help the OAS save our
country ... this milieu was always charged and in turmoil. [It was] 
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fantastic and magical.”51 The author presented the passions of youth  
coupled with innocence as explanations for her support of the OAS 
in the war: “the four years of war in the djebels, the French soldiers
murdered, civilians massacred – French or Algerian, and inhabitants
terrorized ... all of this remained unknown to me, held back from 
me, and I was not conscious of it. I had no real notion of the real
war.”  52 Innocence however transitioned into an active engagement:   
“Our role was to distribute OAS tracts, very discreetly, in the shops
and to passersby ... what sensation of pride, of power and force I felt! 
What honor! It was magnificent, the war, it rendered [us] strong and 
invulnerable.”  53

Historian Eric Savarèse labeled writers such as Cardinal and Pélégri
as humanists, placing them apart from other writers who were more
overtly political. Alain Vircondolet an academic and a philosopher 
by training – his most recent work was on the nineteenth-century 
writer J.K. Huysmans – arrived as an adolescent in the Metropole in
1962 and settled with his family in the city of Limoges. Vircondolet 
wrote Alger l’amour  in 1982. In it, he writes , not without some resent-
ment toward Metropolitans: “The pain and ordeal we suffered have
given us knowledge of the world and a most acute existence, unlike 
the comfortable existence of the people of Paris or elsewhere for that
matter: These people know nothing of the secret and magical links, 
which unite us to our birthplace, the land where we were born –  terre 
natale. ”  54 As Vircondolet saw it, those who had never had the oppor-
tunity to experience Algeria could never mentally possess the land. 
This mental exercise is for Vircondolet, as it was for Cardinal and
Pélégri, an entrancing experience.

The exclusive knowledge and authority over the terrain inherited
by settlers through birth, life, and death in Algeria as described by 
Vircondolet is striking:

  The return [of the pied noir] is grave, a trip made in search of 
psychic equilibrium. It has nothing to do with tourism or curi-
osity. I was returning to my childhood, and perhaps even further
beyond that still. By way of the land, I was returning to my ances-
tors, and to the essential knowledge of the soil, the sun, the sea, 
the dirty salted spindrift so lavishly sprayed, all that which the war
and exile have completely muzzled.55
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As birth and life tied the settler to the land, so death imparted a
permanent belonging to the land. Visits to family graves became 
a key theme in countless pied noir memoirs. Vircondolet implied
that these pilgrimages carried redemptive meaning for the pieds
noirs exiled in France. 

Even in cases where a writer wished not to be associated with the
term pied noir, as was the case of many Jewish repatriates, personal 
attachment to the land is still a resounding motif. In an interview 
given in 1989, Jewish writer Jean-Luc Allouche reminded his inter-
viewer, “I don’t feel that I am a pied noir. I don’t like them; I say this 
even though I know it is naïve to ignore that at a certain point, it
might become apparent that I resemble them.”56 Allouche contem-
plates his “black sheep” identity among the pieds noirs throughout
the book.57 But Allouche’s description of his personal attachment 
to Algeria rings with a familiar tone: “It is difficult. It is uncom-
fortable for me to say which is really my home.”58 Allouche added,
“certainly, no other country can separate me [from France],” but, 
“I would never claim France as my own today, even as I enjoy all 
its delights.” 59 At the same time, Allouche revealed the ambivalence
that many Jews felt with regard to French Algeria. Allouche directed
his readers toward his feelings about the rejection of Jews like himself 
in French Algeria:

I once believed too much that Algeria [could be] mine, just as I had 
believed my mother’s bosom [could be] mine, until one day, I was 
severed from it. It showed me that it had the power to abandon
me. I was left alone with the illusion that I might have been perma-
nently rooted there somehow.60

In many ways, Allouche’s rendition of loss as a physical experi-
ence recalls Cardinal’s writings. But Allouche also questioned the 
permanence of national belonging – and turned decolonization and
Algeria’s independence into questions about the fragility of national
belonging. 

For many highly educated Jews, the discrimination they faced in
Algeria profoundly shaped their ambivalence towards France. In this, 
their rendition of French belonging differed greatly from that of the
European pieds noirs. They recalled the tragic loss of French status, 
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the descent into the category of the indigene, and the anti-Semitism 
that prevailed in French Algeria. Such sentiments made their way
into their writings. Even those intellectual Jews who rarely ventured 
into their personal pasts found it necessary to write about Algeria’s.
Jacques Derrida, also Jewish and raised in Algeria, recalled the unique 
experience of Jews who lost their French status in Algeria during 
World War II. Derrida gave the following speech in a colloquium in
the United States. It is worth citing at length:

[Citizenship] was not some superficial or superstructural predicate
floating on the surface of experience. Especially not when this citi-
zenship  is, through and through,  precarious, recent, threatened,  and 
more artificial  than ever. That is ‘my case’; the at once typical and
uncommon situation  of which I would like to speak. Especially 
not when one has obtained this  citizenship in the course of one’s 
life, which has perhaps happened to several Americans present at 
this colloquium, but also, and above all, not when one  has lost 
it in the course of one’s life, which has certainly not happened to 
almost any American. And if one day some individual or other has
seen their citizenship  itself withdrawn, has that ever happened to 
a group  as such?  I am of course not referring to some ethnic group
seceding, liberating itself  f one day from another nation-state, or 
giving up one’s citizenship in order  to give itself another one in 
a newly instituted state ... No, I am speaking of a ‘community’ 
group, a supposedly ethnic or  c religious group that finds itself  f one 
day deprived, as a group, of its citizenship by a state that, with
the brutality  y of a unilateral decision, withdraws it without asking
for their opinion, and without  t the said group gaining back any other 
citizenship. No other. Now I have   experienced that. ... one fine day, 
without, once again, my asking for anything,  and still too young 
to know it in a properly political way, I found the   aforementioned 
citizenship again ... That was, I think in 1943; I had still never  gone 
to ‘France’; I had never been there. In essence, a citizenship ... is 
not   natural. ... the artifice and precariousness of citizenship appear 
better when it is inscribed in memory as a recent acquisition: for 
example the French citizenship granted to the Jews of Algeria 
by the Crémieux decree in 1870.  Or, better yet, in the traumatic
memory of a ‘degradation’, of a loss of  f citizenship: for example, 
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the loss of French citizenship, less than a century later, for the 
same Jews of Algeria.  61

For Derrida, the historical memory of settler colonial society was 
displaced onto the “traumatic” loss and degradation that Jews had 
experienced under Vichy governance. He emphasized the disjunc-
tures in a Franco-Maghrebi and Jewish identity, one that derives from
a “disorder” of several non-overlapping affinities: a [French] linguistic 
affiliation, Algerian birth, French nationality, and the connection to 
the social and natural landscape. 

Fellow Jewish writer from Algeria, Hélène Cixous was a product
of two Jewish families that had crossed paths in French Algeria at
the turn of the century. Hungarian and Sephardic on her father’s 
side and German Ashkenazi on her mother’s, Cixous was born in 
Oran in 1937 where her grandparents had first settled. When still
a child, she later moved to Algiers where she trained in philosophy 
and English literature. Like Allouche, Cixous, too, wished not 
to be associated with a pied noir identity: “that famous pied noir
language – I did not know it. I felt the accent was part of the repres-
sive world it apparently expressed.”62 She claimed that she lived on
the periphery of colonialism because her father practiced medicine
in an Arab neighborhood outside of Algiers. 63 “I felt I was neither
from Algeria, nor from France. I was in between the two. I refused 
to identify myself with the ‘French,’ with their repressive manner
and way of mistreating others. I know some who were open and
generous, but the majority conducted themselves with a blind and
deaf attitude toward others.”64 She noted the anti-Semitism from
both her European and Algerian neighbors.

Cixous, however, described a very strong attachment to Oran, her
native city:

I felt that I should never like to return to Oran. I wanted to keep
the memory of Oran pristine. To see Oran again might very well 
invoke in me a great joy, but as with all trips that take you back 
somewhere, it would alter my purest memory, replacing old 
memories with the new. I did not want that. I lived in absolute 
magic while in Oran. It was the Oran of marvels.  65
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But in Cixous’s mind (as with Allouche), Algeria was a place always
of the past. For both Cixous and Allouche, Algeria was only Algeria 
insofar as it had a French past. At the same time, For Cixous, 
relative to Oran, Algiers was less glorious. But Oran remained “a 
paradise.”66 

At the same time, Cixous consciously averted discussions of 
“nationalism,” or “national identity.” She refused to be pinned by 
political categories, whether it be pied noir, Algerian, or even French. 
She would be identified only by her writing and literary or philo-
sophical expression. With regard to her decision to move to the 
Metropole in 1955, she explained it as moving to the place where
the French language took her; Paris became her linguistic sanctuary. 67

Unlike Derrida who underlined disjuncture, Cixous preferred to iden-
tify her literary existence in terms of a non-territorialized, abstract
nationality: “I adopted a literary nationality.”68 Still, Cixous retained
her ebullience towards her native Oran, which for her was devoid of 
tragedy. Her identification with Oran was physical and pure, based 
on the innocence of childhood and family, just as much as in the
writings of other pieds noirs. Oran was reminiscent of childhood 
happiness and innocence, full of memories with which she strongly 
remained connected.

Cixous’s memories of Oran as a city in which Jewish professionals 
could lead a relatively peaceful life during the post World War II years, 
revealed the important distinctions of class, education levels, and
place of residence in French Algeria for the Jews, and also spoke to
the degree of Jewish assimilation in French Algeria at this time. Many
Jews in the coastal cities, especially in Algiers and Oran had begun to 
abandon religious practice during the interwar period. Philippeville
(now Skikda), in Constantine was a prime example. The 1,100 strong
Jewish community “showed little signs of [Jewish] cultural life,”
unlike the Jews of Constantine’s interior, as one internal report
drawn up by a Jewish organization in the mid 1950s stated. “Jews [in 
Philippeville] are Jews in so far as they keep kosher and commem-
orate Yom-Kippur.”  69

Among the Jewish repatriates from Algeria, meanwhile, those from
Constantine were the most familiar with Jewish traditions. As one
Daniel A, who grew up in Constantine during the 1950s recounted,
“boys would go each day to  Talmud-Torah for two hours after school, 
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then again on Thursday and Sunday mornings.”70 A relatively large 
number of Jews in Constantine as opposed to Algiers or Oran kept
kosher and maintained customary practices of animal slaughters
overseen by rabbis. 71 Chabbat was very important, and reciting thet
Kaddish on the anniversary of deaths, or visiting graves on Friday 
afternoons was another common practice. During marriages, the 
miqveh, hammam, henna, and tahnia, and various other Arab customs
were also commonly practiced among Algerian Jews until the 1950s 
in Constantine.72 Sétif, a city of mixed Muslim and Jewish inhabit- 
ants in Constantine, and the site of the bloody suppression of the
1945 V-day demonstrations, had a relatively strong Jewish culture in 
the 1950s. In the 1950s, Sétif had two synagogues attended regularly 
only by the men, and a Hebrew “Sunday School” that had a strong 
attendance among teen-agers. Jewish repatriates remembered their 
avoiding Christian dance parties or bars as teenagers. In fact, not until
the end of the 1950s did Jews and Christians mix together in Sétif.73 
The consistory rabbis in the city had very strong ties to the commu-
nity, and often intervened in family affairs and conjugal disputes. 74 
While Constantine saw a high degree of interest in Zionism among 
its Jews after World War II, this never translated into open support 
of Israel nor an interest to settle in the new Jewish state. 75 The Jews 
of French Algeria remained committed to their French status even 
their understanding of what it meant to be French was marked by 
ambivalence.

The literary energies of the pieds noirs and Jewish repatriates
have drawn the attention of scholars and critics especially since
the 1990s. In 2002, French researcher and sociologist Éric Savarèse 
published a book titled  The Invention of the Pieds-noirs [L’Invention des[[ 
pieds noirs]. In it, he argued that France now more than ever needed
a balanced view of the pied noir community, whose members,
Savarèse lamented, have been too often mistakenly charged with
the full extent of colonial violence and exploitation. Savarèse
hailed the recent publication by Jeannine Verdès-Leroux (CNRS),
The French of Algeria [Les Français d’Algérie[[ ], as an exemplary model
of this much-needed balanced scholarship. 76 Wrote Savarèse of his 
colleague, “[f]ar from limiting her critique to a superficial anti-colo-
nialism, Verdès-Leroux has managed to strike a balance between two
existing hegemonic interpretations: one that only seeks to praise 
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the French achievement in the colonies and the other, a narrow-
minded anti-colonialism, which has erected an impenetrable wall
between the colonizer and colonized.” 77 Savarèse claimed that he 
himself opposed this rigid and myopic brand of “totalitarian anti-
colonialism,” in France.”78 He called for a “median path,” whereby
historians could denounce “the economic exploitation of the indi-
genous population or colonial massacres while still reminding
the public of French achievements [in the colonies].” 79 Savarèse’s 
reading of history resonated with the government’s efforts to cele-
brate France’s presence and history overseas. 

Savarèse and Verdès-Leroux were interested in the “rich human
interactions” that unfolded independently of political motives and 
ideologies.  80 Everyday relations between the Europeans and the 
Muslim Algerians were too “complex and diverse” to be characterized 
simply as imperial or colonial, Savarèse argued. In fact, it was only 
through literature and first-hand accounts written by pieds noirs, and
not through historical analysis, that the complexities of colonial life 
achieved genuine expression. Savarèse thus reserved his most tren-
chant criticism for those “academic ideologues” in France who have 
overlooked such human interactions and complexities. Such over-
sight has led to faulty literary interpretations. Savarèse  argued that 
academicians have wrongfully belittled Albert Camus’s The Stranger as r
a literary justification of colonial ideology. He contended that such 
a disparaging view of Camus’s works was anti-colonialist scholarship 
gone too far.81

The two authors who have stood out for Savarèse as writers produ-
cing literature in the spirit of Albert Camus were none other than 
Jean Pélégri and Marie Cardinal. According to Savarèse, these authors
brought to life the unseen everyday exchanges that took place even in 
the worst of circumstances between the pieds noirs and the Algerians. 
For Savarèse and Verdès-Leroux, colonialism has boundaries that can
be transcended through goodness and personal ties. To acknowledge 
Camus’s settler perspective for Savarèse, is to distort the author’s true 
humanity; the very notion of a settler colonial perspective is value-
laden, ideological, and devoid of complexity.

Scholars like Savarèse and Verdès-Leroux have propagated powerful 
scholarly interpretations of settler colonialism in ways that have
shied away from critical historical analysis. Meanwhile, their reading
of Camus, Cardinal, and Pélégri is focused on the intimate, the 
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personal, and the sentimental, which they claim can cut through the 
blinding ideological entanglements. Such views cannot really explain
or deconstruct colonialism so much as skirt beneath its structures,
however. Although there is a disparity in the interpretation of litera-
ture by scholars and the reading of history by politicians, the evasive
reading of the French colonial past in Algeria resonates on both regis-
ters. The reading of the Algerian past among the producers of culture
and producers of policies has thus cohered in France. 

 



148

     Epilogue   

On May 22, 2002, Jacques Chirac’s prime minister, Jean-Pierre 
Raffarin, announced the creation of the Inter-ministerial Mission 
for repatriates, or MIR. 1 The High Council of Repatriates was also 
inaugurated to give official patronage to repatriate groups wishing
to convene and deliberate pertinent issues, the most pressing among 
them being indemnities. In March 2003, after nearly four decades
of negotiations with repatriate organizations, Raffarin nominated 
Michel Diefenbacher, a deputy from the Lot-et-Garonne, a depart-
ment with a sizeable repatriate community, to draft a report on the 
evolution of the French government’s “moral and material repara-
tion” to the repatriates of pied noir and harki  origins from 1961 
to the present. Diefenbacher carried out the study over the course 
of six months in close liaison with the Inter-ministerial Mission 
for Repatriates and the High Council of Repatriates, organizations
comprised of prominent representatives from the elite ranks of North
African repatriates, the majority of whom were from Algeria. 

Diefenbacher himself described his mission as the “search for solu-
tions that would permit the national recognition of the material and 
moral rights of repatriates.” 2 The government’s numerous adapta-
tions [of the 1961 Boulin Repatriate Law] had only “reinforced the 
conviction among repatriates that the nation refuses to assign to the 
French saga overseas, the place it merits in the nation’s history.” 3 In  
his comments on the mission, Diefenbacher argued that:

no material reparation will truly be judged satisfactory unless
it is accompanied by the clear affirmation of a renewed will to 
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underscore, in face of national public opinion and in face of the
international community, the pride that our country feels with 
regard to the actions of the French overseas for over a century. 4 

Reparations were, for Diefenbacher, more than a means to
compensate settlers for material losses experienced during decolo-
nization; they were a symbolic pledge to restore “the actions
of the French overseas” to their rightful place in the nation’s
history. Diefenbacher’s statement was far removed from the Fifth 
Republic’s initial refusal to grant indemnities to repatriates. What
made Diefenbacher’s statement even more significant was the
favorable interpretation of French presence in Algeria, to render it
as a history of national grandeur. Diefenbacher, who championed
the historical contribution made by repatriates was not a novice 
to repatriation politics. He had been a fixture in Giscard’s admin-
istration and figured among those actively engaged in incorpo-
rating a positive view of the French Algerian past into the national
narrative.

In May, the majority centrist party, the UMP, established first
in 2002 as the party of Jacques Chirac, submitted a bill to parlia-
ment, urging the “recognition of the positive work accomplished by 
the French in Algeria.” 5 In December 2003, a debate opened in the 
senate to consider yet another initiative, the problem of educating 
students across the country about the contributions made by the 
French especially in North Africa to the nation. The pied noir associ-
ations had for many years raised issue with the absence of repatriate 
history in French textbooks. Legislators were about to change this.
In the senate, senator after senator noted the praiseworthy accom-
plishments of the French in North Africa who had gone overseas and
“fertilized Algeria.” They were the “colonial administrators, teachers,
doctors, entrepreneurs, farmers, workers of all races, confessions and
conditions to build the cities, roads, railways, airports, industries and
public buildings” on French soil overseas. 6 And yet, as one senator 
regretted, “public opinion has been disparaging [towards repatri-
ates]. These men and women are often regarded as perpetrators who 
must shoulder the responsibility of the Algerian War, when in fact
they were the war’s first victims.”7 Another senator, Jacques Peyrat,
expressed his regret that interpretations of the Algerian War have
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always been biased and skewed toward the most uncharitable views 
of France and those who had suffered the most:

the Algerian War was a war that imposed on our army a role it 
never wanted; our country ceded a part of its territory, its popu-
lations and its riches, whereas their armies were victorious on 
site. Our soldiers turned up as “torturers,” despite the fact that
they successfully finished their mission in so many areas beyond 
combat – in territorial administration, provision of aid, in educa-
tion, and even as police.8

The senator, J. Kerguéris, reminded his peers that “restoring the dignity 
of the repatriates,” and including their works in the instruction of 
history in the schools “would be key to moving past the tragedies of 
the Algerian War, and would be essential to combatting the rampant
communitarianism” that has divided France. 9 Communitarianism 
being a byword for divisive identity politics especially among minori-
ties who have allegedly contested Republican ideals of integration, the 
senator was making a point about the public’s putative disinterest in 
the repatriates and their inverse support for other minority groups.

Conservatives were not alone in their concern for “restoring the
dignity” of the repatriates. In the National Assembly, during a session
that opened in June 2004, communist deputy from the Hérault,
François Liberti, also noted the nation’s duty to honor the pieds 
noirs, the harkis, and their descendants, and to “pay homage to the 
considerable accomplishments of these men and women during the
132 years they were living in Algeria,” which was “a difficult and
most trying land.”10 Diefenbacher interjected to underline the need 
to educate future generations about the “epic of greater France,” and
to “tell the truth about the men and women, who had started out
with only their bare hands who had not yet learned to doubt them-
selves and were only filled with confidence and hope.”11 Socialist 
deputies chimed in, to give their endorsement to the legislative 
project that was being considered by the High Council and the parlia-
ment to make adjustments to the country’s history textbooks. The 
Minister delegate to veterans and a harki repatriate himself, Hamlaoui
Mékachéra, echoed the concerns of the repatriates eager to modify
the textbooks. A working group of specialists was already in place, 
and included members of the High Council of Repatriates, teachers, 
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repatriates from all backgrounds, and officials from the Ministry of 
Education to discuss new textbooks, which would inform students of 
the historical contributions made by repatriates.

In February 2005, as legislators finalized the terms of the law that
would change the content of the country’s schoolbooks, repatriation 
again became a lightning rod for a heated debate over the meaning
of the colonial past. The February Law of 2005 was quickly passed
without fanfare by the French legislature. The law stated that it was
the nation’s duty to recognize the “men and women who partici-
pated in the many achievements in North Africa and in territories 
that were previously placed under French sovereignty.” Article 4 of 
the law, however, provoked immediate and angry responses from 
educators and intellectuals, with its mandate that all schools must 
include history lessons on the positive historical role played by the
French overseas in their curriculum.12 Public intellectuals and univer-
sity faculty members decried the French government’s distortion of 
history and its restrictions on pedagogical freedom. 13 Soon after the
Colonial Law was passed, 1001 historians and instructors signed a
petition opposing the law. The petition was published in Le Monde
in March 2005 and later in the socialist daily Libération in December.
The petitioners called for the abrogation of Article 4, citing the
state’s doctrinaire imposition of a “teleological view of history,” and
denouncing the violation of scholarly “neutrality” and freedom of 
thought “central to the principles of laïcité.”é 14

The petitioners inveighed against the government’s indifference to 
the history of “forced labor, racism, and massacres,”15 and argued that 
the “Colonial Law” as it was now called by the public was an attempt
to shield the nation from its imperial past. 16 Well-known sociolo-
gist Gérard Noiriel expressed his regret that at a time when historical
research has unearthed so many concrete cases of crime, suffering, 
and exploitation connected to colonization, politicians have chosen
to ignore these facts to advance their partisan cause; the law was in
fact speaking for people who have been “condemned by the logic of 
history.”17 Historians Claude Liauzu, Sylvie Thénault and others who  
signed the petition protesting the Colonial Law argued that the histo-
rian’s responsibility lay in transmitting a progressive memory, to inte-
grate every episode of violence that has occurred throughout history 
in all its forms, and to make [these episodes] intelligible so that they 
do not recur in the future.18 In 2006, President Chirac repealed Article
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4, otherwise leaving the law largely intact. If the government’s inter-
vention in education provoked heated opposition, the rest of the law’s 
clauses on indemnities and their moral significance were never made a
point of protest, even though decisions concerning indemnities were
also premised on controversial interpretations of the past.

Repatriation policies concerning the French from Algeria post 1968
have consisted of moral and financial reparations. I have argued that
the government’s acquiescence was owed in part to the political mobi-
lization by repatriates during critical elections. But these concessions
also revealed the shared eagerness among officials since 1962 to bury 
the historical controversies related to the building of a settler society
in which Frenchness was lived and embodied by a diverse mixture of 
ethno-cultural groups whose understanding of greater France differed 
from that of the Metropolitans. Repatriation also gave way to a politics 
of classification and delineating a nationhood whereby all those who 
came from Algeria whether European, Jewish, or Muslim, would be
assembled and merited according to the specific role they played during 
the Algerian conflict. Repatriation implied the ingathering of citizens
who had French status and were “dislocated” from the Metropole prior
to 1962. The category of repatriate thus allowed the Fifth Republic 
to distinguish between those French citizens who were temporarily 
residing outside the country on the one hand – for 132 years in the
case of the pieds noirs, Jews, and harkis from Algeria – and Muslims
from Algeria who might have had French status prior to 1962 but who
could no longer hold this status. The politics of integrating the French 
Muslim repatriates held acute importance in this regard as it distanced
Muslim North Africans from French history and society. 

Repatriation as the integration of the French of Algeria has
remained central to the doubled politics of Republican nation-
building and decolonization in France after 1962. The politics of 
repatriation has been premised on the notion that the Republic
was reclaiming its citizens after 1962, and thus allowed a complete
disavowal of the settler colonial project in French Algeria. Included 
in this category of citizens were the harkis, who in time were set 
apart from other Muslim Algerians in France as having made excep-
tional sacrifices to the nation during the Algerian War. Each leader
of the Fifth Republic tried to identify himself as a strong advocate of 
repatriate needs and rights. Post-1968 presidents paid tribute to the 
compatriots who had, as they argued, brought civilization to Algeria
only to face neglect and discrimination from their Metropolitan
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compatriots. Ironically, repatriation, a policy meant to bury the
Algerian past by turning settlers into returnees, resulted in the
persistence of Algeria in official policies and commemorations an
Algeria made more palatable to Republican cohesion and honor. 

The politics of remembering the Algerian past has been fuelled by the
commemorations pursued by repatriates. These efforts of the French
from Algeria have resulted not just in indemnities, but also in such 
controversial projects such as museums and monuments dedicated to
honoring the history and lives of the French in Algeria. In Montpellier, 
for example, the idea of a museum was put forth by the socialist mayor
of the city, Georges Frêche. 19 Frêche, as mentioned in Chapter 6, was 
endorsed by RECOURS, a pied noir association. 20% of Montpellier’s
electorate happens to be made up of repatriates. The project ran into an 
impasse when the historian Daniel Lefeuvre, who had been invited to
consult on the project clashed with repatriates over the main mission
of the museum. The representatives of the repatriate associations saw 
the museum as a chance to showcase the positive works that they
believed colonization had ultimately brought to Algeria.

The effort of French leaders to maintain good relations with repat-
riates continues today. During his presidential campaign in 2007, 
UMP candidate Nicolas Sarkozy visited pied noir and harki repatri-
ates and promised them his commitment to indemnities and recog-
nition. In May of that year, Sarkozy addressed the repatriates of the 
CLAN-R, the Liaison Committee of Repatriate Associations [Comité de
liaison des associations des rapatriés]. To the pieds noirs, he confirmed
France’s moral debt to the French of Algeria. To the harkis, Sarkozy 
officially recognized France’s responsibility for the unjust treatment 
and abuses the harkis had suffered after their arrival. Finally, the
Europeans who died during demonstrations against Algerian inde-
pendence and the final confrontation with the French military
would be remembered as citizens who “died for France.” By 2008,
new indemnity measures would go into effect, including new rates 
of financial aid and the cancellation of all debt for the retired.20 

Sarkozy urged Algeria and France to rebuild [their future] together,
“without repentance [ repentance], without rewriting history,” contra-e
dicting the very role that the French state has played in rewriting
the settler colonial past. Sarkozy meanwhile took steps to strengthen
economic ties with Algeria: “Algeria has immense energy resources.
France has mastered the technology related to nuclear power-gen-
erated electricity. We must find in this the basis for an equitable
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cooperation.”21 As president, Sarkozy also continued the government’s
business of engineering contracts with the Algerian government. As 
this book shows, Sarkozy was just the latest in the line of French leaders 
to attempt a double-sided politics, combining diplomatic cooperation
with Algeria with the appeasement of the repatriate community.

Today, controversies continue as to the commemoration of repat-
riate history, primarily for the French from Algeria. In Perpignan and 
Montpellier, pied noir associations are battling local opposition as
they continue efforts to erect monuments and museums commemor-
ating their past. Cities along the southern littoral have been witness 
to similar tensions between repatriates and local residents, many of 
whom are of Muslim Algerian descent or background. While histo-
rians have noted the amnesia surrounding France’s Algerian heritage, 
this study emphasizes a politics of remembering, one which fore-
grounds French Algeria as a once glorious national past. It also shows 
how repatriation politics continues as a policy of nation-building as 
it categorizes and arranges the different populations from Algeria in 
the national narrative according to their respective loyalties during 
the Algerian War. As such, repatriation politics remains constitutive
of French decolonization.               

Nicolas Sarkozy visits repatriates in Nice, 2007
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