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Introduction by Denise Brahimi1

Hubertine Auclert was a passionate feminist, driven as much by her emotions as by her political and intellectual convictions. Will France ever see the day when the word “suffragette” will no longer poke fun of those who, like her, fought for decades so that women would finally obtain the vote? Even though today’s laws and mores have at last recognized many feminist claims, the word “suffragette” still evokes the comical image of a fat lady ferociously shaking the ostrich feather of her hat. It is hard to believe, but…

Paradoxically, Hubertine Auclert had everything it takes to embody the most solid virtues of la France profonde.2 Born in 1848 into the provincial bourgeoisie of central France, she received the religious education considered the most appropriate for young women in the Second Empire; she put up with it as well as she could, but apparently did not fight it. In the early 1870s she already showed the originality of character and the commitments that would be hers throughout her life. She entered adult life at twenty-three, which for her meant leaving the province for Paris and, having come into an inheritance at the death of her parents, being financially independent.

Her social situation in the France of the Third Republic certainly had consequences for the nature of her claims in Algeria as well as in France. Deeply involved in the French women’s movement, she found it difficult, despite serious attempts, to associate herself as a feminist with the collectivist-socialist movements, though she was sometimes close to them, especially in the 1880-1890s. In Algeria, she could not bear the sight of misery and destitution and found unthinkable to adopt a life style “à l’arabe” as did Isabelle Eberhardt, who lived in Algeria from 1898 to 1904. One never finds any pity for the poor in Eberhardt’s writings, for she herself was poor, partly out of necessity, partly out of choice. However, it would be absurd to blame Hubertine Auclert (less peculiar on this point than the astonishing Isabelle Eberhardt) for her desire to improve the life of the needy, which the very aristocratic and anti-republican Isabelle Eberhardt contemptuously rejected.

As soon as she was independent and time was her own, Hubertine Auclert devoted herself wholeheartedly to several feminist campaigns, aimed mostly at obtaining the right to vote for women, an option which, even within the women’s movement, was not the majority tendency. She did it as a republican and an advocate of democracy, two traits that would also characterize her reactions to colonial Algeria.

She was a republican, both by family tradition and by personal conviction. Her father, who was involved in political activities in 1848, opposed Napoleon III after the coup d’Etat of 1852 until his death in 1861. The Franco-Prussian war of 1870 triggered in her a great élan of republican patriotism and she felt grateful to the Arab battalions recruited in Algeria for their help at that time. As a citizen of the Third Republic, she was convinced that she lived in a country where all citizens had an equal right to play a part in the political arena and she saw no good reason why women should be deprived of that right. This is why she deemed it essential to work for women’s suffrage, the only way for them to cease being “slaves,” according to the term used by Victor Hugo whom she admired.

She was an activist. In 1876, she founded the society Le Droit des Femmes which became Le Suffrage des Femmes in 1883. In 1882, she founded the newspaper La Citoyenne which received the support of Séverine, a well known feminist.

In addition to her demand for women’s political rights, she fought against the legal rules governing divorce and advocated a marriage contract with the separation of property so that divorced women could have control of their earnings. We shall see how, in Algeria also, she researched the legal conditions of marriage and attempted to improve them.

But before following her to that country where she went as the wife of Antonin Lévrier, it is interesting to know how this feminist managed –or didn’t manage– the privileged relationship with a man; at least we know that he wooed her for years before she consented to marry him.

Although she remained very discreet on this subject, Hubertine Auclert certainly was emotionally lonely for a great part of her life; her extremist and very demanding views alienated her from many people, among them her feminist mentors, Léon Richer (author of La Femme libre published in 1877) and Maria Deraisme (author of a book entitled Eve dans l’humanité in 1868). A feeling of deep friendship bound her to Antonin Lévrier, whereas he was very much in love with her and proposed to her several times. In the early 1880s her refusal was motivated, it seems, by her opposition to the French laws governing marriage and the submission they imposed on the female sex. When Antonin Lévrier, first a lawyer then a juge de paix,3 was obliged to be away from her, particularly when he was appointed to a post in Tahiti, she missed him badly and also felt guilty knowing that he was alone. In the beginning of the year 1888, he obtained a post in Algeria; he was already gravely ill with the tuberculosis that would cause his death; she was fully aware of the facts when she accepted marriage in order to be with him. They probably enjoyed very happy moments together in Algeria: they shared the same convictions and had the same concern for justice, he by profession, she by commitment. However, it took special circumstances for her to accept marriage, only once in her life.

Hubertine Auclert did not decide herself to live in Algeria, since she only went there to accompany Antonin Lévrier, her husband. Nonetheless, one should not speak of it as fortuitous, for it is true that her four years (1888-1892) in that country turned out to be the opportunity to verify, with terrible evidence, the validity of her theses and of her struggles. Her observations in the field, in this jewel of the French colonies, benefited from the work she had been doing in France for the last two decades. When she arrived in Algeria, she was a forty-year-old woman, sure of herself, confident in her skills, and accustomed to fighting for her ideas without being discouraged by setbacks.

To lead the fight in this new terrain, she took advantage of a favorable circumstance, that of being a judge’s wife. Most of her supporting documentation evidently came from the experience acquired by her husband in his role of juge de paix: that is to say, the numerous suits brought by women seeking to obtain a divorce or damages, or sometimes women judged for having committed crimes that were the consequence of polygamy. This is how Hubertine Auclert came to understand one of the main flaws of marriage Algerian style; as a militant feminist she denounced it all the more violently because she was convinced that she was giving voice to the opinion of the “Musulmanes.”4

Furthermore, more than an intellectual she was a field-worker engaged in an independent investigation; this was possible because nothing could be refused to a representative of the French State in an Algeria subjected to the colonial rule. In any case, the Arab women, she said, really wished to be heard, especially by another woman, and wanted nothing more than to talk to her.

Two New Themes

Living in Algeria brought Hubertine Auclert two new themes to add to those that never ceased to be hers. They were on the one hand a very strong reaction to the ambient racism, and on the other a blunt criticism of colonialism as it was practiced, even though she did not question the principle of colonization upheld by the government of the Third Republic which, on the whole, she supported. This is why she cannot be defined by the term “anti-colonialist” despite her vehement attacks against the official or private behaviors she witnessed. At the time of her residence in Algeria, anti-colonialism was still a subject raised by the political right or rights that attacked the republican government. The following decade saw a major change with the emergence of an anti-colonialism from the left, represented by Vigné d’Octon (1859-1943). One of his first books, reedited a quarter of a century ago, was entitled La Gloire du sabre;5 it was an extremely violent pamphlet against the colonial presence in the Maghreb. This confrontation between the two authors reinforces our conviction that Hubertine Auclert was in many ways a precursor.

If further proof were needed, it would be what she wrote about the possible role of Arab battalions used as auxiliary troops in the wars of the Republic. From what she had seen and experienced in 1870-1871, she imagined a possible recourse to these troops, which, as we know, became a reality in the First World War. Nor was it difficult for a woman like her to foresee France’s ingratitude towards them, for which one should still be ashamed today.

Instead of using the word “racism,” she spoke with violent indignation of the “prejudice of race,” this permitted her to assimilate it to the “prejudice of gender,” her favorite subject. Her denunciation of the racial prejudice was both general, of the order of inalienable principles, and particular in the case of Algeria. What struck her in that country was that, to use her words, Arabs were handsome, quick, intelligent – the children, who amazed her, as well as the adults, the men as well as the women. Racism toward them was a kind of denial of reality. So she directly placed herself in the tradition of Enlightenment thinking when she attributed it to prejudice, which is a matter of education, hence the necessity of establishing schools, and a matter of socio-political organization, hence her criticism of the colonial regime practiced in Algeria.

The racial prejudice was part of the colonial system and one of its foundations. It claimed to justify many behaviors that she, on the contrary, violently denounced as not worthy of the French Republic. For those whom she called the Algerians according to the usage of the time, that is, the Europeans, mainly the French implanted in the country, considering the Arabs as inferior beings was a pretext for refusing them all rights and treating them daily in a way unworthy of a human being.

So now more forcefully than ever, she put forth the demands on which she focused in France: the Arabs must have the right to vote, they must be able to defend themselves against the abuses of the authorities by choosing their own representatives.

The democratic component of this demand led her to denounce very precise facts. In Algeria, the French colonial rulers leaned on a very small indigenous “aristocracy” ready to deal with them in order to keep their privileges. Consequently, Arabs should be represented differently, by persons elected by the people, for whom this aristocracy had no concern.

However, it is obvious, as the title of her book indicates, that Hubertine Auclert was touched more by the deplorable condition of women than by any other injustice, and felt the pressing importance to improve it. There is no doubt: she first reacted emotionally to what she saw and what she heard, then soon moved to action in the various militant ways she knew from having practiced them in France. Arab women were miserable in Algeria, scorned and rejected everywhere; in Flora Tristan’s word which was also Hubertine’s they were pariahs; it was necessary and urgent to launch a fight on several fronts, while privileging two in particular: education, by demanding schools for girls, and marriage, by opposing polygamy.

The Education of Arab Girls

Hubertine Auclert’s report on the first question shows the seriousness of her investigations. Indeed, as she recounted, schools for girls had been created in the years 1840 to 1860. Then, probably upon the request of influential notables, it was decided to close them and replace them by some ouvroirs devoted to needlework, even if it meant sending back the courageous female teachers who had come to Algeria to accomplish a mission of education.

Among the testimonies we have on this subject, there is that of Fadhma Aït Mansour Amrouche. In her autobiography, Histoire de ma vie,6 she narrates how things happened in her village in Kabylia and how the school she loved so much was closed in the years 1890-1895. Obviously it takes great perversity to give girls the taste for education then deprive them of it, and Fadhma never forgot her cruel disappointment. This is why in the 1946 dedication of her book, she said she wrote it both in her mother’s memory and in homage to her teacher, “Madame Malaval who gave me my spiritual life.”

The school conceived by Mme Malaval in the early 1890s was the exact copy of the French school, the famous school of the Third Republic, secular, free, and compulsory, the virtues of which are still mourned today. But her success excited jealousy and contestation, and she was fired. Here is what Fadhma wrote in 1893, amply confirming the observations gathered by Hubertine Auclert a little earlier:

People were beginning to demand the emancipation of Muslim women. At that time school was compulsory for boys; if a pupil played truant, the father and son were sentenced to three days in prison and a fine of fifteen francs. So boys attended school regularly. But, alas! Nothing similar was enforced for girls. There was no secular teaching for them, with the exception of our school which unfortunately had to close.

In fact, M. Masselot came to see us and told us that the commune could not bear the costs of the orphanage any longer, so the school must close and the pupils be sent back to their families. He had us stand in rows and said, “I can’t help you. If you were men I’d issue you with a burnouse and give you a job in the police or the horse regiment, but you are girls…” And he added casually, “They’re pretty, they’ll get married…!”

Mme Marval refused to obey; she kept the orphanage going for six months out of her own savings; she moved heaven and earth, writing to members of the government and any influential persons who might help her.7

Even though Fadhma did not say anything about it, one can imagine that Mme Malaval’s action was inspired by Hubertine Auclert’s example a short time earlier.

On the debates sparked by the question of schooling for girls, much information can be found in a study that unhappily limited its investigations to 1880. It is the work of Yvonne Turin, Affrontements culturels dans l’Algérie coloniale, écoles, médecines, religion, 1830-1880.8 To read it is to realize that Hubertine Auclert raised this question on a terrain that had been problematic and troubled for a long time, marked, among others, by Mme Luce’s initiatives recounted in Les Femmes arabes en Algérie. Here, for example, are some reflections on the importance and difficulty of debates concerning this question that lasted for several decades:

The education of girls triggers in all, Europeans or Arabs, Christians or Muslims, a series of passionate reactions which, in a chain movement, achieve nothing less than to make and unmake societies! Some people imagine the possible marriages between students of boys schools and students of girls schools (Mme Luce doesn’t fail to suggest them) and all the offspring of this biracial culture multiplying in geometric progression; others hide their face from the attacks inflicted on a tradition rooted in a socio-religious foundation, attacks that can only bring upon them the punishment of an apocalyptic anger. It is not possible to speak about Arab-French schools for girls without evoking this psychological and passionate foundation: a background that grows as one seeks not only to teach little girls but also to educate them and convert them into the foundations of a new world.9

It is remarkable that the word “passionate,” so appropriate for Hubertine Auclert, is used by Yvonne Turin to describe these debates. At the end of the 1880s, our valiant feminist witnessed more of them, which was certainly not going to make her retreat, but she would surely have needed many more than four years to bring about any progress in this vast area.

Polygamy

There is no doubt Hubertine Auclert found many examples of the ill effects of polygamy, if only the women’s despair when their husbands brought home a new spouse. Here too she carried on the tradition of the Enlightenment, especially Montesquieu. One feels that her book contains several elements of a dossier that she might be building in order to ask “monogamous France” to forbid polygamy in its colony; by confronting these two terms she underlined the incoherence of French policy. It seems, however, that her research and her action were interrupted by her precipitous departure from Algeria, as she said herself. We must take this circumstance into account to understand the somewhat disconcerting form of her book.

It is a known fact that this unexpected departure in 1892 after four years is linked to her husband’s death. Naturally, other tasks were awaiting her in France, and she soon turned to them at the expense of the work she had accomplished in Algeria. This is why her book, which she wanted devoted to Arab women, was published with an eight-year delay in 1900. Very possibly, this delay can also be explained by the publishers’ reluctance to tackle an even more delicate subject than feminism alone, since the polemic included a vehement criticism of the colonial system. It seems, however, that Hubertine Auclert had little time to put much care into this book, even though she had numerous elements to write it. It lacks structure, to say the least, the various fragments being juxtaposed without any apparent thematic grouping. Most of the text was not reread, it might be a first draft; it shows the author’s sincere eagerness, but also her lack of interest in the time-consuming care required in writing.

About the publication of Les Femmes arabes en Algérie, it should be noted that Hubertine presented her book under her maiden name, Auclert, which is not surprising since she never took her husband’s, Antonin Lévrier, despite her great esteem for him. Obviously it was a matter of principle, and it is interesting to see that she did raise that question in the book in a comparison that, this time (and it is not the only one) gives the advantage to the Arab women, whereas the French tradition is severely criticized:

A Muslim woman keeps her name when she marries. Messaouda bent (daughter) Djaffar remains Messaouda bent Djaffar after her marriage to Aïssa ben (son) Lakdar. One would not know her if she changed her name as often as she changes her master. She wisely keeps her own, which is not the case for us, and instead of annihilating her personality like a French woman, she enlarges it; with marriage she acquires a sort of civil and economic emancipation.10

This makes it clear that the militant feminist never forgot her objectives, which as a whole applied even more to France than to Algeria. It is obvious, however, that the women of that other country and of that other culture, as we say today, raised very specific problems for which Auclert had to acquire a considerable amount of information in the space of four years.

Because her book does not present the facts in an organized fashion, a certain impression of confusion can prevail. On the precise subject of the book, that is, the condition of Arab women in Algeria, it is true that Hubertine Auclert put forward a variety of opinions: sometimes she expressed an immense pity for their status of slaves, other times she voiced admiration, even a kind of envy, for advantages or qualities that French women did not have. Yet she did not invent this diversity which, indeed, was very real; but because she was neither a sociologist nor an ethnologist, she did not provide the analysis necessary to explain it.

A Plurality of Life Styles

After more than a century rich in numerous research studies, one can suggest today several paths that created an undisputable plurality. Oversimplifying, it appears that at the time of Hubertine Auclert’s journey, around 1890, the life style of Arab women stemmed from three different sources, and whereas she had the opportunity to observe their manifestations or their effects, she could not always distinguish them clearly.

The first source is the Arab tradition, that is, specifically, the Bedouin tradition. Hubertine Auclert had the opportunity to observe it in the south where she lived with her husband in what at first looked to them like paradise. The women belonging to tribes of nomadic origin often impressed her by the freedom of their ways, their boldness, and their beauty. To evoke them, the feminist recalled the pagan, that is, pre-Islamic Arabia which, as most scholars agreed, contained important traces of matriarchy. Furthermore, the Prophet himself, in the Koran, and the Islamic tradition that followed it closely gave women guarantees and advantages (in the matter of inheritance, for example) that they did not have before. Admittedly, the Prophet was polygamous, but it seems that his spouses enjoyed a wide freedom.

Testimonies abound about the courage of Arab women who lived during these heroic times and about their participation in tribal battles. Evidently, their memory had been rekindled during the early period of the French conquest of Algeria, and Hubertine Auclert had heard about warlike exploits accomplished by courageous, indeed ferocious, women. In his book entitled Femmes d’Algérie: légendes, tradition, histoire, littérature,11 Jean Déjeux evokes some of them, whose names soon became legend. In France, Louis Massignon12 did not hesitate to compare one of these resistants, Lalla Fathma n’Soumeur, to Joan of Arc. Jean Déjeux also recalls Maupassant’s testimony about the frightening involvement of women in the insurrection of Bou Amama in 1881, only a few years before Hubertine Auclert’s arrival in Algeria. Reading her book, one feels that she must have heard stories about these combatants during her inquiries, whereas, more often than not, she could not fail to notice, particularly in the streets of Algiers, the presence of submissive, crushed women.

The second source is the Mediterranean tradition found in many of the countries, Christian as well as Muslim, situated along that sea. It was certainly much less favorable to women than the first one, forcing on them a much harder daily life, which has sometimes been dated back to the Neolithic age when agriculture required a large amount of human toil.

Such is the thesis developed by Germaine Tillion in her still famous and widely used book, Le Harem et les Cousins,13 the essence of which is very clear in the following lines written by the author:

If one examines on the map the distribution of women’s enslavement, one notices that it corresponds to the shores of the Mediterranean, that is, to the most ancient civilized people of our planet, the first beneficiaries of the Neolithic revolution, an optimistic and ferocious revolution to which we owe the bread, the beefsteak, and the butter.

But also war and slavery.14

That was when patriarchy developed in the authoritative form that, until the 20th century, could still be found in some rural societies where it gave a man the power of life and death over his wife and children.

The third source, finally, is the colonial system, from which one might have expected favorable effects for women, but which brought the opposite. It had been in existence for more than fifty years when Hubertine Auclert observed its effects in Algeria, where it led to a considerable debasement of the Arab life style, for men as well as for women. However, women were even more the victims of a perversity inherent in this regime because the French administration struck a horrible bargain at their expense: the colonial authorities would let Arab men treat their wives as they wished and according to the worst of their customs – provided that in exchange the colonial authorities could freely grab the land and despoil the nomadic, semi-nomadic, and sedentary tribes. It was easy for Hubertine Auclert to denounce the hypocrisy of the authorities who rejected, in the name of their respect for Muslim law, any law or decree that attempted to improve the life of women. It was obviously a terrible joke.

In any case, it should be noted that until the eve of independence, the French colonial authorities permitted customary, absolutely shameful and unimaginable behaviors to persist in the middle of Algiers. They knew about them but considered them once more to be the concern of the famous Muslim laws that were none of French business! One of the most unbearable testimonies on this matter is the book written by Zoubeïda Bittari under the very explicit title O mes soeurs musulmanes, pleurez!15 If I am tempted to mention it here, it is because, on this terribly painful subject, it recalls Hubertine Auclert’s tone and style, even though to us it seems excessive at times (but it is true that this arguable opinion may be the way to protect ourselves, even mentally, against recalling unacceptable violence). The book’s author, born in 1939 into a well-to-do family of Algiers’ bourgeoisie, was nonetheless married at twelve and a half against her will, was a mother the following year, then repudiated by her husband, and rejected by her own family. One can see that, for some women at least, the situation was still unchanged sixty years after Hubertine Auclert’s reports.

An argument often invoked against this type of testimony is that the facts she described had nothing to do with Muslim law, but with the total corruption of a certain tradition. It is indeed possible that Hubertine Auclert sometimes confused this law with popular traditional customs. But that is not the important thing, and her reports stay what they are. A militant like her would hardly listen to such quibbling!

Hubertine Auclert was neither a scholar nor an impeccable analyst. But the power of what she wrote will touch the reader deeply; it comes from her ability to communicate her indignation, her pain, and her pity in images. We feel it in the very first lines of her book, when it turns out that “the shocking bundles of dirty linen” that move on Algiers’ cobblestones are Arab women. There are many other examples in the text which is compelling for its emotional strength if not for the rigor of its argumentation.

Denise Brahimi
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1 This introduction was written by Denise Brahimi for the reedition of Les Femmes arabes en Algérie, published in 2009 in Paris by the Editions L‘Harmattan in the collection Autrement Mêmes. I am grateful to the author, the series editor Roger Little, and the Editions L’Harmattan for their generous permission to translate it. JGB

2 These words refer to the deep cultural aspects of French provincial towns and villages, in opposition to the dominance of Paris.

3 Magistrate who rules alone on civil cases only.

4 Muslim women.

5 P. V. d’Octon, La Gloire du sabre, Paris: Société d’éditions littéraires, 1900 (same publisher, same date as Les Femmes arabes en Algérie); reedited with an introduction by Jean Suret-Canale, Paris: Quintette, 1984. See also La Sueur du burnous: les crimes coloniaux de la IIIe République, Paris: Editions Guerre sociale, 1911; reedited with a postface by Maurice Rajsfus, Paris: Les Nuits rouges, 2001.

6 F. A .M. Amrouche, Histoire de ma vie, Paris: Maspero, 1968. In English Fadhma A. M. Amrouche, My Life Story, translated by Dorothy Blair, London: The Women’s Press, 1988.

7 F. A. M. Amrouche, pp. 17-18.

8 Y. Turin, Affrontements culturels dans l’Algérie coloniale, écoles, médecines, religion, 1830-1880, Paris: Maspero, 1971.

9 Y. Turin, pp. 268-269, transl. JGB.

10 See p. 16.

11 J. Déjeux, Femmes d’Algérie: légendes, tradition, histoire, littérature, Paris: La Boîte à Documents, 1987.

12 Louis Massignon (1883-1962), Catholic scholar of Islam and the Islamic world.

13 G. Tillion, Le Harem et les Cousins, Paris: Seuil, 1966. In English: G. Tillion, The Republic of Cousins: Women’s Oppression in Mediterranean Society, translated by Quentin Hoare, London: Al Saki Books, 1983.

14 G. Tillion, The Republic of Cousins, back cover.

15 Z. Bittari, O mes soeurs musulmanes, pleurez!, Paris: Gallimard, 1964.


Arab Women in Algeria

Hubertine Auclert lived in Algeria from 1888 to 1892. She had been a well known militant for women’s political rights in France from the mid-1870’s. She founded the women’s suffrage movement and the first suffragist newspaper, La Citoyenne.

Les Femmes arabes en Algérie was published in 1900 in Paris by the Société d’éditions littéraires which no longer exists; it is my source for the following translation. Auclert’s book is a collection of fragments from different sources - essays, articles sent to La Citoyenne, petitions, correspondence - juxtaposed without any thematic grouping. So, for the sake of clarity, without changing a single word nor the order of the text, I have divided it in seven thematic chapters (and gave them titles), keeping all of Auclert’s intertitles but a few redundant ones, and changing the location of one of them. I have added footnotes and a glossary of Arabic and French terms.

JGB



1 Women, Arabs, and Assimilation

Patriotism and love of liberty
inspire respect for the country
and the liberty of others

When one reaches Algiers, this earthly paradise, and leaves the boat where so many honest people have talked of legitimately acquiring a hundred hectares of land by lending twenty-five louis16 to the Arab owner, one is immediately struck to see, under the brilliant light and the bright blue sky, on cobblestones sparkling like steel, shocking bundles of dirty linen.

These bundles move toward you, and then you notice that they are held by dusty feet, topped by a head so wrinkled, worn, furrowed, and hewn that it no longer is a human face; they are statues of suffering embodying a race tortured by hunger. These ageless and sexless creatures, out of place in this fairy landscape, in their once white rags, are not old women: they recently became mothers. An adorable baby is on their back, entwined in their haik.17

Wives of evicted landowners, famished mouths unwanted by their tribe, these poor females wander, driven away from everywhere, hunted down, brutalized, insulted in all languages by all the races that have settled on their fathers’ lands. When, exhausted, they want to stop and squat down in order to nurse their infant, there is always someone to tell them that they dirty the ground, and to push them away, yelling that their lice-infected bodies block traffic. But hunger has sometimes dried up the mothers’ breasts; so for fear that their starving babies will become corpses in their arms, these heroic women make them suck the blood spurting from their incised veins!

In Algeria, there is but a very small French elite who think of the Arab race as human. Foreigners, French civil servants, Jews, colonists, traffickers, all of them have less consideration for the Arabs than for their sheep; Arabs are here to be crushed. To push them back into the desert in order to seize what has not yet been taken, such is the dream.

French Algerians, declaring that fanaticism makes Arabs non-civilizable, persist in doing nothing to lift them from an ignorance that makes it possible to exploit and dominate them. They have exclusive use of the money taken from the natives who say, “There is a clever system of solidarity between us and the Europeans: we have a common purse where our hands pay in and theirs freely draw from it.”
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When you have looked long enough at these mouquères,18 true living skeletons, thinking that the jewelry case is too splendid for such ugly jewels, the guide who guesses your thoughts smartly says, “There are some beautiful ones,” and his raised finger indicates, at the top of the Algerian amphitheater, a pile of large oddly tumbled sugar lumps: houses with snowy white terraces and multicolored shutters. If you are curious and you question him about this spectacle of whiteness stamped with indigo, he answers with a wink and a mischievous smile, “That is the Casbah!”

Named after the ancient citadel, this Arab quarter presents a vision of paradise but also evokes some frolicsome thoughts; for while it contains hospitable houses, it also conceals Muslim women kept under lock and key by jealous Arabs.

This old corner is less safe, says Councilor Ben Larbey, than the forest of Yakouren19: it is a tangle of multi-tiered alleyways and dead ends darkened like tunnels by ramshackle houses. In the dim light one sometimes sees a man lying in a pool of blood, or a stabbed woman, and always a door half-opened on the azure interior of a house of ill repute. Well-to-do Arabs flee this unsafe quarter, and collectors compete with the government for old ironware and ancient earthenware found in buildings difficult to rent.

All African races can be found in the Casbah. What is interesting is that they all live there oblivious of their neighbors, keeping their costumes, their habits, and their mores. This natural autonomy should be a lesson to the civilized people who attach so much importance to the opinion of their peers.

One sees only men everywhere, walking around, selling, buying, working. Thresholds and stone steps are the natural pillows of the yaouleds (little boys) and serve as workshops for silk winders and leather embroiderers.

This quarter which, like inland Arab towns, has the feel of a male monastery also has the feel of a flower boat.20 Sexual relations are without mystery: not only do Oulad Naïl21 women, lying on cushions, adorned and covered with jewels, offer themselves to the passersby’s adoration like Madonnas on altars, it is not rare to see couples smile, kiss, hug, embrace, tumble right in the street; without any concern for passersby as though hidden by a dune in a fold of the desert, they abandon themselves in full public view to amorous transports!

The tall Arabs, resembling draped sphinxes walking in the Casbah’s tortuous streets, do not look at all like the Kabyles with their brightly colored woolen tunics who, a few feet from them, shout in pidgin French, “Charcoal! Charcoal! Eggs, ladies, oranges, nice! Nice!”

Yet another type is the stall vendor from whom the customer buys, on the street, packages of sardines, honey and vermicelli cakes, vinegar radishes, fried pimentos, red eggs, and finally the famous meat, liver, and kidney shish kebabs, spicy loubia,22 and couscous. Each of these dishes costs one sou; the clear water that Arabs take turn drinking from a common pitcher and Europeans from a glass is given free.

The diversity of races and physical types is particularly obvious in the cafés maures23 where Arabs of all regions and social classes meet. The café maure is a large windowless room furnished with mats, a few benches, an earthenware stove on which the kahoua (coffee) is prepared, and a shelf holding tiny cups, a box of sugar, and one of fragrant mocha. Everything exotic in the Arab world can be found in the café maure; one may see there a tamed lion or else an Aïssaoua24 swallowing sabers and hot coals. On certain feast days, Oulad Naïl girls dance there. The insane, considered saints by the natives, are welcome, and seeresses predicting the future are feasted and attentively listened to. While drinking their one-sou25 kahoua cup, men take wagers, sometimes betting even their own wives! They also tell stories of the conqueror’s misdeeds.

United by their love of gambling and their impatience under the yoke, these men are often totally dissimilar both morally and physically. Depending on their mood, the judicial authorities take or do not take into account their mores and their customs while the administrative authorities crush them all and turn them into sheep in order to fleece them more easily.

1.1 Arabs without Representation in Parliament

Algerian Arabs who make up nearly the country’s entire population – 3,750,000 out of 4,403,000 inhabitants – are not, or only barely, represented in the assemblies whose goal is to defend Algeria’s interests. In communes de plein exercice,26 the natives nominate councilors of their race, but their number cannot exceed one fourth of the elected French councilors. Of course the European majority unites against the African minority. These pariahs, councilors of pariahs, do not have the right to elect either the mayor or the deputy mayors. Needless to say they are unable to effectively defend their constituents’ interests; so they ceaselessly protest against the conquerors’ injustice. For the sake of curiosity, here is one of their protests:

“Gentlemen,
The Corsicans, who gave you so many illustrious figures, fought France for six centuries. You know they have Arab blood, don’t you?
It took France sixty years to complete the conquest of Algeria. During that time, we fought you as befits all patriots defending their land. But now that it is over we recognize that God, master of peoples’ destinies, gave you Algeria, and to this divine decree we bow with the deepest respect.
We accept your domination and this acceptance compels us to march with you. You are the army corps, we are the rearguard, sharing your fate, happy if you are victorious, unhappy if you succumb.
You are six centuries older than we are. This compels you to give us examples of morality and justice.27 We shall gratefully accept all the lessons you will give us so that we can march together with you for the prosperity of the French and Muslim peoples between whom there should no longer be any cause of discord. Who says French must mean Arab too, and who says Arab must mean French too.
In 1884, we protested against the unfair restriction of the right to participate in municipal and senatorial elections that the law had previously granted us. Where is the danger in our playing a part in the election of the mayor and deputy mayors? In my opinion, there isn’t any, neither in this election nor in that of senatorial delegates. This danger exists only in the minds of those who are, and always will be, intent on sowing division between French and Muslim.
Gentlemen, we must unite in a common effort against this disloyal and dangerous spirit. In France, they are starting to understand the powerful advantage presented by the union of our two peoples; I am convinced that we shall march together in that direction and that you will approve my motion.

Ali Ben Omar Bourmady”

Doctor Ben Larbey, member of the Conseil général of Algiers,28 thinks that the natives’ representation is much too small; he would like the Arabs to take part in the various political votes – legislative, senatorial – and a Muslim delegation to be sent to the government of the Republic in Paris. “The only way to win the Arabs is through the Arabs,” he said.

In communes mixtes, many more Arabs than French sit on the Conseil municipal; however, instead of being elected like the French, they are appointed by the administrator. They do not defend the douar’s 29 inhabitants they represent; they are sheep who by their number insure the administrator’s authority in the Conseil. The red burnous wrapped around them is, apparently, more often given to the man who pays for it than to the one who should be entitled to wear it.

Six Arabs with the title of Muslim assessors sit and deliberate in the Conseil général of Algiers, Oran and Constantine. Instead of being elected by the natives, these assessors are appointed by the governor-general; consequently, they represent their fellow Arabs much less than the interests and whims of the governors who placed them in the departmental assemblies.

In the Chambre des délégations financières30 that examine the budget and take care of all Algerian business, the 384,000 colonists and Algerians have forty-eight delegates; the 3,750,000 Arabs have only nine delegates for the civil territories, six for the military territories, and six for the Kabyle territories, only twenty-one delegates in all. But this tiny minority will allow despoiled people to take part in their country’s administration. In the sixty-three-member Conseil supérieur,31 there are three Muslims from the financial delegations and three native notables appointed by the governor.

Everyone knows the natives are not represented in Parliament. However, because the candidates would benefit from an increase in the number of legislative seats through an increase in the number of voters, it has long been proposed to confer civil rights upon the Arabs. The proposal to grant Arabs rights as French citizens was made by deputies elected in France. Some say that instead of revoking the Décret Crémieux,32 one should urge the natives to exercise their political rights so that their influence will counterbalance the excessive Jewish influence.

This solution would put an end to our beautiful colony’s troubles. For what is the real cause of the disputes between naturalized people and Jews? It is the exploitation of their prey, the Arab. If the Arab became the equal of his Algerian and Jewish predators, these two would immediately stop fighting. Naturalized citizens and French civil servants whose money is invested by Jews at high interest, having learned the method, would no longer need intermediaries and would pocket usurious gains in Algeria themselves.

The greatest peril for the colony is the foreigners. In Algeria, they act more like masters than the French. They monopolize work and positions, and being the majority, they run the country. So why shouldn’t Arabs who represent a tenth of France’s population have their place in Parliament?

Algerian Arabs more than anybody have interests to protect; they should at least have a say in the decisions taken about their country. But they have no deputies in the Chamber of Deputies. Their political exclusion demeans them socially and crushes them economically. Because they do not vote, Arabs do not eat, for their work is not valued or remunerated properly because of their abject condition. Until they vote, nobody will notice the sharp intelligence and the spiritual nobility that would make assimilated Arabs an elite in human affairs.

To exist individually and collectively, to be able to defend their person and their property, it is absolutely necessary that Algerian natives be armed with ballots.

1.2 Do Arabs Deserve to Be Given French Citizenship?

During the Algerian upheavals, only the Arabs kept their cool. With dignity they refused to show solidarity with either Semites or anti-Semites. France found in them loyal allies, tools of pacification to whom it is urgent to give the right to serve it.

Tact and rationality are commonly found in the natives. One is sometimes surprised, indeed filled with admiration, at the wisdom uttered by the majestic Arab people. Judging by their offspring, seeing the clever and mischievous young natives who, like the sea, the flowers, the eternal greenery, are part of the Algerian décor, one cannot say that they are an inferior race.

Would European children know, as very young Arabs do, how to cope by themselves? As soon as they learn to walk and talk, these beautiful children with their big velvety eyes follow on your heels, barefoot, asking to carry ... even the newspaper in your hand! They are sometimes so young and so cute that you are tempted to pick them up and carry these persistent little porters for a bit of the way.

In the streets of Algiers, one must often push aside and, to get through, nearly walk on a pack of little shoeshine boys, three to ten years old, who play like children when they are not shining shoes or carrying parcels like men. These Arab fledgelings swoop down around the European, fighting for his smile or his money. When the European walks by, they blare out, “Carry, mister!” As soon as he sits down, they seize each of his feet and shine his shoes. When that is over, the child strikes his brushes one against the other to demand his pay, two sous, and then he runs off to find new customers.

Carrying their shoeshine box by a belt around their neck, these yaouleds are so industrious, so ingenious that the Conseil municipal of Algiers ferociously snatched the meager crust of bread they had earned from their little mouths by imposing a fee of seventy-five centimes a month. This tax must be paid in advance. If it is not paid by the seventh of the month, the poor little ones are beaten and subject to a fine of up to two francs.

Wouldn’t it be better for the Algerian councilors to tax the hoops and marbles of rich foreign children instead of the young Arabs’ and Jews’ cushion and shoeshine box? It is not fees one should demand from this obliging and unwieldy brood, but a few hours of schooling.

1.3 Do Arabs Want to Become French?

No conqueror yet, even among the most civilized, has ever asked those he has defeated about their intentions and aspirations. Senators and deputies who, under the pretense of conducting an investigation, visit our beautiful colony at the expense of taxpayers come back speaking the language of its exploiters, the Algerian vultures and the administration’s locusts. Some elected officials simply consider non-voters scapegoats and then deliver the Arab prey to the despoiling electors.

When politicians want to ask the natives’ views on assimilation, education, and Algeria’s business, do you know what they do in order to discover the secret wishes of the native masses? They question their tribal chiefs! During a diffa,33 they ask the host, “Are you happy with the primary schools?”

“They serve only to associate our fellahs34 with riffraff,” he affirms. “What we need, gentlemen, are good madrasas35 (secondary schools) where our sons would learn to maintain the aristocratic traditions of our race.”

The investigators, forgetting that Général Bugeaud36 said Algeria’s civilization would come from the bottom rather than the top, promise to use funds voted for creating primary schools to reorganize the madrasas.

Then they ask, “Do your tribes want to be assimilated?” “No, no,” answers the chorus of sheikhs!37 And the legislators, enlightened, leave!

So far none of our politicians has had the simple thought that any woman would have had: that the interests of the Arab people and those of their chiefs were diametrically opposed and that, if the latter refused assimilation, there was good reason to believe that the former would gladly accept it.

Indeed, the Arab people have everything to gain from becoming French whereas their masters would lose both their privileges and their best source of income: because the chiefs not only have the honor of carrying the staff topped by a five-franc coin, they are also entitled to a tenth of the taxes they collect. On just one of the taxes levied on the Arab population they collect no less than 1,297,600 francs. Would these kinds of tax farmers renounce this income and adopt the views of the underprivileged Arab mass? Nobody would think so!

Elected French officials cannot investigate the situation in Algeria because their ears do not hear, their eyes do not see, and they know nothing about the wishes of the non-voters who for them do not exist. Only French women could conduct investigations in Algeria because they are in the same situation, outside of the law like the Arabs, and therefore would not blame them for being excluded politically. Women investigators would surely ask the Arab people’s opinion before consulting the presidents of douars. They would question those who are the most oppressed among the conquered people, the most deprived of freedom: Arab women.

If women were asked the following questions, “Would you favor one law for French and Arabs? Would you like to be able to come and go as you please? Would you like to be freed from the trade to which you are subjected?” these women, cloistered, isolated behind walls like Carmelites, from whom France extorts two thirds of their paternal inheritance when there are no grasping males in their own family, these living dead who can be strangled with impunity by their husbands would enthusiastically answer, “Yes!”

The dream of Muslim women whose lives are lived in inner courts and windowless houses is to be assimilated to French women and thereby escape the life of a recluse. They envy the European women’s lot as caged birds envy the life of birds free to fly in the sky. How delighted they would be to express their support for assimilation! But even though this concerns them more than anyone, they will not be asked. Should French senators and deputies traveling in Algeria want to do so, it would actually be impossible: Muslim women being invisible to men, only women could reach them. The Muslim family is inaccessible to men. Consequently, the French government, which has only male inspectors, finds it impossible to enter a house in order to certify a misstatement in the registration of état civil.38

In Algeria, there are many functions only women could fill. The conquerors would be ill-advised if, for lack of female officials, they neglected to strengthen their case by weighing the opinion of Arab women who so very much helped their husbands defend their country against us every inch of the way. Whereas our soldiers cut women’s ears in order to take their large solid gold or silver earrings, the women used incredibly cruel and refined methods for mutilating the invaders.

To really know the opinion of the Arab world about an administration for Algeria, in addition to men one would need women investigators who, with a smattering of Arabic, would neither arouse distrust nor offend Muslim sensitivity. On some pretext or other such as the census, they would bring assimilation to Arab homes. Entering tents and bolted houses, they would introduce women to our way of life and thought. If the Arabs, who already admire the French woman’s practical qualities, saw her pass on her skills, they would be morally won over to our country.

The colonists, who are not in favor of racial rapprochement, do not take walks on Saturdays fearing to be taken for Jews, but neither do they want to mix with Arabs; that is why they object to the presence of natives in reserved railroad cars. Apparently, Arabs are neither humans nor travelers, so the colonists earnestly request that railroad companies reserve special cars for natives as they do for cattle. It is repulsive to sit next to poorly dressed ravaged people, isn’t it?

At railroad stations, settlers and foreigners resort to violence to prevent Arabs from entering their compartments, and when the attendants show their humanity by helping the unfortunate natives, official complaints are lodged. Everybody makes light of the mistreatment meted out to the Arabs, the insults and beatings they receive under the benevolent eyes of the authorities; and sometimes it is the authorities themselves that brutalize them, as shown in the following complaint:

“Mister Mayor,
Yesterday morning, I was peacefully walking with a friend on Sidi-Allal Street when Agent #69 approached me and without any provocation on my part violently kicked me and slapped me three times. I was very surprised by this outburst and witnesses were indignant; without my patience and my self-control, the agent might have had a nasty time of it. I helped him escape, fully expecting you to avenge me. I believe I did the right thing. Mr. Mayor, I want to say it again, there was no provocation, no quarrel, no seditious words, nothing at all to justify this agent’s intervention and certainly not the beating I received.
I have never been imprisoned, I have never received a summons; I don’t understand why he acted this way. I don’t doubt, Mr. Mayor, that you will order his immediate dismissal.
Sincerely,

Ahmed Ben Mohamed”

This aggressive act demonstrates that it is about time we give the victimized Arab a means of defense, the ballot.39 Mr. Henri Rochefort,40 the first to denounce cruelty to natives, is very much liked. When they hear his name, Arabs shout, “Rochefort! He is my father!”

1.4 Who Are the Barbarians?

One would believe it is the conquerors and not the conquered. Administrators, who do not favor assimilation and would like to see Muslims disappear, alienate them instead of bringing them closer. They scandalize them by their brutality and unfairness, dismissing them when they refuse to denounce or slander their subordinates, so that despite memories of the over-zealousness of the Bureaux arabes,41 our Algerian natives strongly clamor for their reinstatement, that is, the replacement of the civil authority that has contempt for them with the military authority that at least respected their bravery. The administration’s henchmen, not content to insult the Arabs, calling them bicot, kebb,42 also kick and cane them. A rich landowner was recently mistreated in front of his family and servants; the administrator went as far as pulling his beard.

Far from the homeland, men who live with men without a feminine presence revert to a state of savagery. The officials’ cruelty to the natives cannot be explained otherwise. In communes, they take advantage of the establishment of a register of état civil for Arabs to give them such odious, obscene or ridiculous patronymic names that the minister of Justice had to call the Conseil supérieur’s attention to this inappropriate way of acting (sic).

One would believe that Algerian civil servants43 cannot walk past an Arab woman without rudely insulting her. Every day new insults are thrown into the faces of poor Muslim women walking by, bent under a load of fire wood. These gentlemen would certainly prefer meeting the beauty queens who, when they approach their tents, run away beating the air with their arms, their veils like the wings of white frightened doves. But should they neglect good manners to the point of offending, through one moukère, the whole female sex?

Outdoing the local chiefs’ cruelty, the rural policeman sometimes confiscates and sends to his house for his personal use the wood that is the livelihood of poor, elderly, native women. And as payment, the famished Mauresque44 receives twenty cane blows.

Général Bugeaud, who wanted to replace the sword with the plough, felt that Algeria, today a vast prison where the mistreated Arab doesn’t even receive the piece of bread due to a prisoner, must become an agricultural and industrial colony. The rigid taskmasters acting as administrators would then be advantageously replaced by agronomists able to develop the country.

It is particularly urgent is to give our North Africa roads and railroads so that both settlers and natives could sell their products. Today’s means of transportation are so limited and onerous that they condemn the farmer to either consume his harvest locally or to lose it for lack of any way to sell it elsewhere. Consequently, it is not rare to see entire villages seized by the bureau of taxation because they are unable to meet their contractual obligations.

Algeria, which has no roads, has an obsession with statues. The French find it in very bad taste that Emperor Wilhelm evokes German victories, yet they imitate him. They fuel the bitterness of belligerent Arabs by putting under their noses the faces of all the generals who defeated them. As though humiliating a noble race would win us their friendship!

They practice the art of tormenting the Arabs. Instead of abolishing the law on indigénat,45 they have extended it for seven years; it prevents Arabs from living where they want, to come and go as they please, to organize a public meal without authorization, to explode firecrackers for a birth or a wedding, to leave their house without a travel permit that needs to be stamped every two minutes. Without motive, the law on indigénat confines to the desert even rich Arabs who displease an administrator.

The natives are crushed under penalties and special taxes added onto existing local taxes. They first have to pay the tithe on cattle the zakkatt, the tithe on harvests the achour, in Kabylia the lezma. Disorder and arbitrary rule govern the Arabs. People only skin and bones, dying of hunger, are sometimes subject to heavy taxation.

According to the law of 17 July 1874, Arabs are collectively responsible for crimes and must jointly pay damages for fires occurring on their territory’s communal grounds. Some tribes have been so stricken that they are unable to either produce anything or pay taxes. This extreme injustice infuriates the innocents who go after the guilty for whom they are paying. Ruined by fires, the inhabitants of a douar recently stood en masse in front of a locomotive because the falling incandescent coal ash and the wind-blown sparks had set fire to dry grasses and lentisks along the railroad; they wanted to stop the incendiary steam-horse and take it to court. It took all of the conductor’s energy to avoid crushing these desperate dispensers of justice.

Poor natives, you are scapegoats! It is not locomotives that set the forests ablaze, it is those whose interest it is to clear the ground where they grow in order to take it and drive you out. The arsonists, clever enough to deck themselves out in a burnous, are going to fear, now that a budget rapporteur46 has declared that when collective penalties are insufficient to punish the natives, the whole population of the guilty douar would be transferred en masse to the south. The excuse for pushing the Arabs back into the desert has been found!

Instead of forbidding Jews and Algerians to fleece the Arabs, the Algerian authorities try to keep the scale even between them. Nonetheless they don’t want to push the natives out. The Arabs are necessary to their existence; they want to see them live, but always segregated from the French. They flatter their fanaticism by helping them build mosques; they show off their industries; they parade their great chiefs during feasts; but their taste for tradition prevents them from changing any of the natives’ habits. Their own interests keep them from thinking that Arabs could walk alone without a leash.

These collectors of curiosities see the Arabs as pretty knick-knacks not to be touched; to them assimilation is a horror that would destroy the picturesque Algerian décor.

This artistic Arabophilia is much appreciated; this is why colonists and workers ask in vain that Algeria become as hospitable to French-Arabs, who own the place, as it is to Italians, Spaniards, Maltese, English and Germans, who speak to them as masters and obtain, in preference to them, state jobs and contracts. Newspapers speaking for the colony vainly shout, “We want to live free without guardians and without masters!” France, with the cruelty of a wicked step-mother, continues to subject its precious colony to exceptional laws and to smother it in unnecessary administrative structures in order to shear the Arabs more easily. They are sheared quite closely; if profit could be had from their skin, they would be skinned, so evil are the conquerors toward the people under their yoke.

Since it is not possible to go back and diminish the Algerian electorate by excluding the Jews, civil rights will inevitably have to be extended to Arabs. Thus the colony will be pacified; civil servants and politicians will have to tend to the large majority of the population instead of a handful of individuals. The freedom of assimilated Arabs will be guaranteed; they no longer will be threatened with truncheons, pits, confiscation of their property, and exile.

Today, they are not allowed to travel for business or to go and embrace a dying father or mother without the permission of the authorities. I have seen a Muslim woman lose an important case because she failed to obtain from the administrator the authorization to travel to go and defend her interests. And yet how could a woman be suspected of traveling in order to incite revolt?

1.5 Must Arabs Remove Their Traditional Garb?

When one speaks of assimilation, a nice Frenchman from Algiers says, “It is not enough to subject Arabs to French laws; dress should be imposed as Peter the Great did to his Russians in order to make them enter the large European family.”

Everybody would miss the sight of Arabs in the picturesque costume that gives Algeria such an original image. It would be difficult to imagine Muslims enclosing their shapely legs into long trousers and hiding their proud bearing in morning coats. The elegantly draped burnous makes these statuesque men look very proud.

But, it must be said, the burnous, for all its local color, can also be a burden for the Arabs. Who has not heard it accused in court? “Do you have any clues that could help track the assassin?” asked the judge. “I have seen two persons running away,” answers the witness, “they were wearing burnouses!” The burnous not only makes Muslims suspect, it also hampers their freedom. However, Arabs do not want to see their costume abandoned, even by children. The Conseil municipal adopted Mr. Chérif Zahar’s wish that native children in Algiers’ public schools receive not European but native clothes.

As for Muslim women, so lovely in their theatrical costume or their Madonna-like attire, so divinely mysterious under their white haik, they would lose something of their great houri47 beauty if they were squeezed in a dark European dress. While a French woman is more attractive in a Muslim garb, a Muslim woman dressed as a French woman is plainer. Everybody can see that.

Whatever costume he wears, the Arab, so sociable, so respectful of the given word, so generous, so hospitable, must not be treated like an enemy when he can be such a precious ally in making Algeria, a land coveted by all nations, an African El Dorado.

Algeria already sends us boatloads of marble, copper, wheat, barley, essences for perfume, pasta, olive oil, white truffles, early fruit and vegetables, its invigorating wine and delicious lambs. It sends esparto grass for paper and other industries. While its continuously fertile soil yields harvest after harvest, while the tree from which fruit were just picked is again in full bloom, Algeria’s subsoil, in addition to layers of oil, antimony trisulfide, nitrates, precious minerals, and prodigious phosphate deposits, contains riches of yet unknown value and range.

That is why, if not for friendship then for self-interest, to benefit fully from Algeria, the French should make Arabs their associates and their equals.
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16 20-franc gold coin. (All footnotes, except when mentioned otherwise, are the translator’s.)

17 Light traditionally white cloth used by Algerian women to cover their head and body, but not their face.

18 Slightly pejorative word designating Algerian women.

19 Populated area near Tizi-Ouzou dominated by tree vegetation.

20 Flower boats, anchored in waterways in South and Central China, offered evenings of entertainment with songs, wine, and women.

21 A Berber tribe whose young single women dance and prostitute themselves in order to raise money for their dowry.

22 Stew of white beans spiced with red pepper.

23 Auclert uses the words arabe and maure interchangeably.

24 Performer of the Aïssaoua Sufi brotherhood.

25 Old French coin.

26 In 1845, a royal ordinance called for three types of administration in Algeria: communes de plein exercice, self-governing towns where Europeans were a substantial part of the population, run by the Conseil municipal, which was dominated by colonists, even where Muslims were the majority; communes mixtes, characterized by a large majority of Muslims, headed by a French administrator with some representatives from the Muslim population; and communes indigènes, under military rule in remote areas not adequately pacified.

27 Author’s italics.

28 Provincial consultative assembly that passed recommendations on legislation and budget to the Conseil supérieur.

29 Small village or settlement.

30 Chamber of Financial Delegations.

31 Consultative assembly for all of Algeria.

32 Gave full citizenship to Algerian Jews in 1870.

33 Reception or meal in someone’s honor.

34 Farmers.

35 Muslim religious schools.

36 Called Bouchiba, father whiteness. (author’s footnote)
Thomas Bugeaud (1784-1849) led the campaign of conquest of Algeria and became the first governor-general.

37 Leaders of Arab family, village, or tribe.

38 Civil status, that is, being single, married, divorced, etc. In 1882, a law created registers of état civil for the native population. Births, marriages, divorces, deaths, any change in civil status, had to be registered.

39 Author’s italics.

40 Henri Rochefort (1831-1915), French journalist and politician.

41 Important tools of the colonial administration, headed by military officers who collected information on the natives and dealt with indigenous affairs; they were eliminated in the 1870s.

42 Both words are derogatory ways of calling a native in North Africa: bicot = kid (young of the goat), kebb = dog.

43 Who are French males.

44 Female Moor.

45 In 1884, the Code de l’indigénat created a humiliating regime of exception which denied Muslims basic civil liberties and criminalized behaviors that were legal for non-Muslims.

46 Member of the commission for the budget of Algeria.

47 One of the beautiful virgins of the Koranic paradise promised to virtuous Muslims; a voluptuous woman; Auclert uses the word in this second meaning, or simply meaning “woman.”


2 Women, Men, and the Arab Family

2.1 Arab Marriage is Child Rape

Most certainly, French and Arabs have different practices and mores. While the consummation of marriage with a prepubescent girl is a crime for the French, it is customary for the Arabs. That is why young girls get married at an age when young French girls still play at being a bride.

Impatiently watching the childlike movements of their daughters, Muslim fathers calculate how many duros48 they will be worth because, unlike the French who only consent to marry a woman who brings them money, the Arabs, instead, are obliged to give some in order to marry. What constitutes a Muslim marriage, what makes it valid, is the dowry paid by the husband as the bride price for the woman.

In cities, the woman’s dowry is calculated in cash (in duros); in the tent, in sheep, camels, and palm trees. In Saharan oases, the black woman’s bride price consists only of jewelry, belts, tulle and cotton rolls. An ordinary woman is worth between thirty and fifty francs. A woman who knows how to weave a burnous is valued between three and eight hundred francs. A twelve-year-old is priced for her figure, a twenty-year-old for her skills.

At the beginning of the occupation, Arab women kept as hostages were exchanged for horses or auctioned off like beasts of burden. In ancient Greece, women were traded for oxen; this is why the Iliad called them “finders of oxen.” In the African South and in Asia, the female sex replaces cash, as do pearls. In Afghanistan, the delivery of several girls is compensation for a murder and that of a woman for a wound.

Depending on her gentleness and her family’s rank, a little girl is worth between three hundred and a thousand francs. Suitors compete for Muslim women trained as teachers and pay from one to three thousand francs for them. The prettier they are the surer young Arab girls are to be bought by an older husband who can afford to pay dearly.

The sale of a Muslim woman is the occasion for haggling between the father and the future husband. The object of contention is not informed of the business before it is concluded. There are seven-year-old girls who draw straws in order to learn to which of the men who bought them they will belong. This proves that in this trade bad faith is not excluded.

In fact, every day Algerian courts hear scandalous revelations and complaints from men who have paid for a woman who was then carried off by another. A great to-do was made in France about the adventure of a young Kabyle teacher, Fathima. Sold by her father for seven hundred and fifty francs to a man named Rhamadan, she then married a young man after her own heart, the teacher Ibrahim, but was claimed by her first buyer. In deference to Koranic law, Mekla’s juge de paix decided in favor of Rhamadan, and it took the pressure of French public opinion, deeply moved by this barbarous custom, to force Tizi-Ouzou’s tribunal to annul the juge de paix’s decision, free Fathima from the contract agreed upon by her father and Rhamadan, and allow her to live out her perfect love story with the teacher she married.

Let us not forget that Fathima and Ibrahim belonged, however remotely, to the academic world, that their superior, M. Jeanmaire, was interested in their odyssey and had brought it to the public’s attention. Without the public indignation aroused by these circumstances, Fathima would have been obliged to leave her second husband whom she loved to go and live with the first one whom she did not know. Clearly, our French tribunals commonly accept Arab anomalies.

However eloquent and imploring ordinary victims can be, their desperate voices move neither the public nor the judges. I have seen some of them wring their hands, writhe on the floor, scream, and bite anyone who came close, when they heard intimidated French judges treat them according to Muslim customary law in outright contradiction with our French law.

Too often judges annul freely concluded marriages in order to deliver a woman to the man who bought her when she was a child. Indeed, some French magistrates even deliver young girls to the men who bought them before they were born! A few years ago, in Ben-Mensour, a father sold his yet unborn daughter. When the little one entered this world, he wished to cancel the contract, but the court decided in favor of the planned marriage and the little girl, sold before her birth, belonged to her purchaser. According to the inhabitant who told me this story, the lawsuit cost seventeen thousand francs.

The fathers, eager to profit from their daughters, do not wait for them to be of age to marry them off. To mask this crime against nature, they make sure to tell the husband to wait four or five years after the marriage before exercising his conjugal rights. The child is nonetheless at the mercy of a man who has no outlet for his passions, who thinks that the little girl he paid for is his possession, and often the little girl has no chance to grow into a real woman.

When such glaring facts reach the ears of the courts, the criminal parents and the man who inflicted not marriage but rape on a child find convenient witnesses who testify to their good faith and they are acquitted. The Cour d’assises49 of Algiers just acquitted a husband from Takement, Medja Iddir ben Mohamed, who raped his nine-year-old50 wife after chaining her down.

To put an end to these marital rapes, the law forbidding girls to be contracted in marriage before the age of fifteen should be applied in all French territories. If women shared power in France, they would not accept that a law permitting child rape exist in a land under French rule. Men tolerate this crime because of solidarity with those who profit from it.

Poignant dramas occurring in the gourbi51 or in the tent are sometimes revealed: I have seen a nine-year-old girl, emaciated and covered with burns, brought before a judge. Her husband, an old man, said she fell into the fire during an epileptic fit. Everyone knows the causes of such nervous episodes so frequent in young Arab wives.

The atrophy they suffered during childhood makes most women small, delicate, and sickly while the men of their race are tall and strong. Will French law always give in to the Koran? Won’t the Republic give assistance to the young victims of Muslim debauchery?

According to Koranic law, no woman can refuse marriage. Fathers have the right to impose it on their daughters. Guardians or cadis (judges) have the power to force orphans to marry.

A Muslim woman keeps her name when she marries. Messaouda bent (daughter) Djaffar remains Messaouda bent Djaffar after her marriage to Aïssa ben (son) Lakdar. One would not know her if she changed name as often as she changes her master. She wisely keeps her own, which is not the case for us, and instead of annihilating her personality like a French woman, she enlarges it; with marriage she acquires a sort of civil and economic emancipation. Not until she marries can an Arab woman decide what to do with herself and her fortune; but from her marriage day on she can manage and enjoy her personal property. She can even testify against her husband without any authorization.

Separation of property is the common law between Muslim spouses. A wife is not bound to spend anything for the household, she does not have to contribute anything, since the first condition required of a man who wants to contract marriage is to be able to support and feed each of the women he marries. However, Arab men often ignore the Koran and exploit their wives instead of supporting them.

Even though a Muslim bride has received a dowry from her husband, on her wedding night she asks him for “the right of first meeting.” Depending on his means, the husband gives her a coin or a bank note. This was the custom in France during the early times of our history. Didn’t Clovis52 marry Clotilde with a golden sou and a silver denier?53 A husband was supposed to buy his wife with these two pieces of money.

Prohibitions relating to Muslim marriage are numerous. There cannot be blood kinship between the engaged couple or milk kinship because marriage is forbidden between children who have suckled at the breast of the same nurse. M’zabites must marry in their tribal area, emigration is forbidden to them. Muslim women may only marry Muslim men while Muslim men may marry women of any race and religion.

2.2 Arab Nuptials

In front of a cadi and two witnesses, the future husband says to the fiancée’s father, “I count out the sum or the remainder of the sum (advances have often been given) agreed upon to buy your daughter.” And the father answers, “Here is my daughter, make her your wife.” The marriage is thus concluded. The sale of a young woman is accomplished as unceremoniously as that of a heifer.

Entertainment starts soon afterwards; a feast takes place – in the desert the choice morsel is a female camel’s hump – and after eating, one examines the presents. The gifts received by the bride are spread on carpets, unlike in Europe where they are exposed on the living room’s furniture. Everywhere one takes the same care to show them off.

Finally, the husband surrounded by horsemen pretends to steal his wife; he lifts her onto a mare harnessed with bright fabrics or into a palanquin carried by a dromedary. The onlookers make room for the procession: first handsome, trigger-happy horsemen; then, on minuscule African donkeys, children wearing a bright white gandura54 and a red chéchia.55

Negroes, castanets in their hands, dance wildly in the middle of the street: they wriggle, turn, crouch, rise up, and jump with a devilish furor as though touched by a magician’s wand. Then come drums, musicians, and women on foot, in a long row, who open their white haik to let out a resounding scream, “yu! yu! yu!”

The nuptial celebration continues in the marital home where the husband receives his spouse like a queen. The young woman, who has expressed her consent by her silence, still seems to have lost her tongue. Propriety forbids her to speak during the entire wedding’s rituals. In some regions, in Ghadamès for instance, a bride must stay absolutely mute for the first seven days. Her mother speaks for her. She publicly overwhelms her with advice, “Be a slave to your husband if you want him to be a servant to you. Prepare his meals carefully and surround his sleep with silence, because hunger makes for bad temper and insomnia for bad mood.”

The crowd of onlookers squats and feasts. Everyone who comes in, however poor, however unknown, is welcome, a guest of God who partakes of the wedding feast. After eating, there is laughter, joyous calling out to one another. Negroes tell jokes that delight the crowd.

An Arab wedding is at once a tournament, a concert, a comedy, and a dance. At night, while the rockets work wonders and the laughter and bravos burst like fireworks under the open sky, the bride and groom, having retired, often talk for the first time.

The door to the newlyweds’ room or tent is soon opened; people rush in, scrambling to be the first to see the bride just out of her husband’s arms, her hair undone, her clothes wrinkled, looking embarrassed and... disillusioned. She is sitting on a carpet, admired, congratulated. Nobody neglects to make loud remarks about her countenance. Happily, pleasure is stronger than curiosity: the vivacious and joyous crowd rush toward the musicians. The almahs’56 dance starts again; finally, unable to keep still, some face each other, some try steps and jumps that one would try in vain to find at our French cities’ balls.

Even though the husband retains the right to forbid his wives from eating garlic and indulging in debilitating occupations, Muslim marriage is more advantageous than French marriage because, far from losing her rights, the wife acquires some and instead of giving a dowry she receives one. On the other hand, this marriage is not based on consent; it nearly always takes place over the young woman’s objection and involves polygamy.

2.3 Polygamy

A military court57 in Oran recently acquitted Rochia, wife of Mohamed-Ould-Saïd, chief of Douar Marnia. After a scene of jealousy, this woman came to blows with Saïd’s second wife, Aisha, and killed her outright with a stick. The proceedings revealed curious details about polygamy, the cause of this tragedy.

Polygamy, which forces women, condemned to put up with it, to use the sword or poison to eliminate a rival, leads men to homosexuality. Because women – rare in Arab country to begin with since they are twenty-two percent fewer than men – are snatched up by those who can afford to buy them, it is often impossible for the poor to have a wife; so they take... men! Some are even occasionally caught behind a tuft of lentisks in criminal conversation with… a she-goat or a ewe! These primitive beings should not be accused like ultra-civilized people who look to pederasty as a refinement of debauchery. If they resort to unnatural means of satisfying their amorous instincts, it is because the polygamists make a clean sweep and cause a dearth of women.

It is known that, under of Koranic law, the Muslim man can display the most dissolute habits. Possessing a large number of wives makes his opulence undisputable; so he spends a fortune on wives as Europeans do on horses. First, he marries over and over again! Then he saddles himself with concubines, to the point of being unable to maintain his household expenses. Then, to lighten his obligations and still carry on his amorous fantasies, he ousts wives and concubines and takes on some others. The renewal of his female personnel is his greatest entertainment. “Woman has been created for man’s pleasure,” say the Arabs, “how could only one wife amuse a man his whole life? Polygamy and repudiation are necessary.”

According to Mohammed’s dictates, each wife of the same husband should have her own house, but that is not the case; usually, the husband and all his wives live in total promiscuity in order to avoid the expense of separate lodgings.

The Prophet, appropriating a fifth of the loot and a fifth of gifts and presents, was able to possess at the same time, thanks to his considerable fortune and disregard for the law, seventeen legitimate wives and provide a certain comfort to each of them plus his eleven concubines. Unfortunately, all Muslims do not have as high an income as their religion’s founder; most often, their home is a tent separated in two parts by a large curtain. On one side are all the women (the Muslim who admits to four wives usually has six), on the other side is their husband lavishing his caresses on the favorite of the day.

All peoples have practiced polygamy. Israel’s kings were polygamists. Salomon had sixty legitimate wives and eighty concubines. The Franks too were polygamous. Charlemagne had eight wives. Historians say the emperor fought battles against them in Aachen’s mud huts, but despite his iron gauntlet, while victorious elsewhere, he was often vanquished there.

Mohammed was not any happier with his seventeen spouses. When he did not trade blows with them, he traded insults; he was ceaselessly obliged to call upon God to curb their irreverence. One day his fifteenth wife, Zeinab, served him a poisoned lamb shoulder.

“Why,” asked Mohammed, “did you commit this crime?”

“I wanted to ascertain that you really were the Prophet,” answered Zeinab, “whether you could protect yourself against poison or, otherwise, to deliver my country from an impostor and a tyrant.”

His favorite, Aisha, was so unfaithful that, in order to silence his scandalized contemporaries, he put these words in chapter 26 of the Koran: “Those who would accuse a woman of adultery without producing four witnesses will be punished with eighty lashings.” Aisha’s virtue, besides the fact that she was a remarkable woman, was no longer in doubt after this verse. Even though he found it impossible to live in harmony with so many legitimate or illegitimate spouses, Mohammed never renounced his passion for the female sex. “The two things I like most in the world,” he often said, “are women and perfume.”

All the chorfa (religious leaders) are polygamous like Mohammed. Morocco’s former sultan had hundreds of wives; a new spouse entered his harem every Friday. Norodom, king of Cambodia, gives a utilitarian aim to polygamy: he assigns each of his five hundred wives an occupation in his palace; the luckiest ones are comedians or dancers, the others are cooks, dressmakers, etc. For Arabs too, the other women are servants of the momentary favorite. But today’s chosen one cannot be sure that she will not be repudiated tomorrow, so mercurial is the Arab.

Civilization drove out polygamy as against nature and contrary to human dignity. So why did monogamous France, when conquering Algeria, let it subsist there? It is strange that having several wives, though condemned in France, is permitted on our French African soil. If French women voted and legislated, their African sisters would have long since been delivered from the offensive polygamy and intolerable promiscuity with co-wives.

It is when one sees the prejudice of race dominate everything in Algeria that one understands the absurdity of the prejudice of gender. The Arab race, so handsome and so talented, is absolutely despised by Europeans who rarely are as handsome or exhibit as many natural aptitudes as do the Arabs. And look at this contradiction: the victorious French say to the Muslims: “I despise your race, but I make my law subordinate to yours; I give precedence to the Koran over the Code.” The French allow the Arabs to practice the polygamy that they forbid themselves. To mask their faulty logic, they declare that the Africans have needs unknown to Europeans and that it is to satisfy these needs that they allow them to have so many wives. If polygamy is a necessity for Arabs, then the rich alone can be satisfied; so then how can the poor, much more numerous than the rich, bear the pain of their deprivation?

I have seen with my own eyes examples that contradict this assertion: Arabs, healthy while they had one wife, became weaker and lost their health as soon as they had several. Polygamy not only hastens physical decrepitude, it brings with it intellectual degeneration. Concentrating their cerebral activity on bestial instincts, it destroys their intelligence and atrophies their brain.

Getting closer to death and preparing for the end of his race, is the polygamist any happier? I have questioned quite a few men about this matter; they have all confessed to me that having several spouses engenders domestic disputes and that the state of war is permanent in the house of the man with several wives. Mohammed, despite his many carnal desires, bitterly related the complaints showered on him by his numerous wives and concubines. At the time of Gladstone’s golden wedding anniversary, the late Persian shah, Nasr-al-Din Shah, who had nineteen legitimate wives and two hundred concubines, repeated to whoever listened, “It is better to live fifty years with one woman than one year with fifty.”

It should be known in France that polygamy deeply offends the Arab woman. The young wife of a polygamist nearly always responds to her husband’s first compliments with insults. It is the very weak expression of her horror and disgust for what she calls the “conjugal kennel.” Many Arab women repeat all day long to their husband that they cannot willingly live with a man who has several wives, and only remain in his house by force.

In Muslim country, when a newlywed enters the door with his new wife, it is not rare to see the official first wife leave by the window and run to her parents. Reconciliation is attempted; the polygamist claims that he brought a second woman to his house in order to have her do his mother or sister’s chores without pay. When the cadi forces the woman, outraged in her dignity, to go back to the conjugal house, a terrible war breaks out between the wives. These rivals, who share in turn the master’s blows and kisses and who call each other “my insult,” work to have the other ousted and repudiated. “Two women spy on each other; three, four wives of the same husband spy even more.” In this household of four or eight there is no love but a fierce jealousy that engenders crime and almost makes it inevitable in this pernicious atmosphere.

Children do not escape this jealous furor; to each baby of a polygamous family his father’s other wives are wicked step-mothers who often resort to more than just torture. Just the other day, a young Arab woman held between her legs a handsome two-year-old cherub, her rival’s child, and slit his throat like that of a kid. These step-mothers of sons and daughters of the same father usually act surreptitiously and even if they are suspected, nobody can convict them of having crippled or blinded their rival’s child.

Does polygamy at least populate Algeria’s immense territory? No, because polygamy does not increase but reduces the number of births. Large Muslim families do not exist; despite his wish for paternity, the husband with four wives does not have more children than the European with only one. Two linked reasons combine to limit reproduction: the polygamist’s excessive brutality and the woman’s sterility due to the atrophy she suffered during childhood. Because polygamy is practiced without women’s consent and brings no benefit to either the individual or the collectivity, the following petition asked that it be abolished:

“Messieurs the Deputies, Messieurs the Senators,
I would like to call your attention to the plight of Arab women who, with France’s tacit permission, are so barbarously treated.
The Arab woman sold to a husband as a child is sequestered by that husband in the “conjugal kennel” with her co-wives and then repudiated without cause to make room for another.
We have permitted the Arabs to keep their laws, their mores, and their language for too long. Don’t you think it is urgent to make them children of the Republic, to educate them, and to assimilate them to the French?
I beg you, Messieurs, to replace barbarism with civilization on our African soil by ordering the abolition of polygamy to which Arab women are subjected by force and which is offensive to the whole female sex. I also ask you to forbid the marriage of young prepubescent girls.
Child rape under pretext of marriage, plurality of wives, and their sequestration in matrimonial prisons are laws and practices against nature; they hinder the increase of population instead of favoring it and impede the desirable fusion between the Arab race and ours.
The Republic – unless it contradicts its own principle – cannot keep encouraging polygamy and marriage of prepubescent girls on one side of the Mediterranean and punish it on the other.
I hope, Messieurs, that you will be inspired by civilization’s interests and will abolish the inhuman laws that govern the majority of French Africa’s inhabitants.

Hubertine Auclert”

 This petition triggered comments in the press. “Now,” said some newspapers, “here comes a French Algerian woman to help the senators! It is inexcusable that she has not seen anything for she was in a position to observe everything when she lived in Algiers, Laghouat, and the southern Oran region.” “Polygamy is in our mores,” affirmed some chroniclers.

If polygamy is in our mores, it is not in nature. Thus, women, less sophisticated than men and closer to nature, are absolutely monogamous, and are even monogamous when they are morally demeaned: the “party girl” always has a sweetheart and the lowest prostitute takes a pimp in order to have her own man.

Far from moderating passions, polygamy exacerbates them; the polygamist is even much more unfaithful than the monogamist. He is legally accustomed to change.

In any case, if polygamy is such a good thing, if Arab men want to go on having several wives, the most basic equality demands that Arab women have several husbands, as they did before Mohammed. Muslim men being much more numerous in Algeria then women, it is polyandry and not polygamy that should be practiced. Polygamy is for all or else, “Down with polygamy!”

The president of the Chamber of Deputies – to whom my petition was forwarded – conveyed to me the minister’s unfavorable decision about the Arab woman’s juridical and social condition. “It does not seem possible,” says the minister of Interior, “to give satisfaction to the petitioner’s wishes, at least for the moment, as Algeria’s governor-general remarked. The Arab woman’s situation could not be modified without altering the Muslim personal and inheritance status that has always been respected by the Algerian legislation. It would actually be foolish to place such a serious question under consideration: besides the obvious impossibility of reaching a practical solution, it would provoke within the native population, already preoccupied with projects of reform, an agitation which would be better avoided.”

The minister of Interior is more Muslim then Mohammed himself. While he invokes an imaginary danger, a good Muslim, Kassim-Anim Bey, member of Cairo’s Court of Appeals, is calling for a law forbidding polygamy and repudiation, and for giving women an education, letting them be independent and free to choose their husbands.

Well! Ideas are in the air, progress pushes men forward, so why would only those conquered by the French Republic remain stuck into their old errant ways? Should Muslim Algeria hold the status quo while everything around it is moving forward? The statutes invoked to refuse modifying the Arab woman’s situation have been violated many times by the administrators when they wanted to bar the natives or exact a ransom from them. In any case, these statutes, to which the minister seems to attach such importance today, have been disregarded by the Arabs themselves who, ignoring agreements, have not ceased to be belligerent and try to recover their independence since Algeria’s annexation.

 France, under the cover of its civilizing mission, has dispossessed Arabs of Algeria’s territory, and now it claims its respect for the barbarism of the vanquished in order to keep them outside the very civilization in the name of which it conquered them! This is unimaginable!

It is not impossible, as one would believe, to reach a solution suppressing polygamy in the Muslim world. I have studied this matter. I found out that many Arabs too poor to marry have no other alternative than unnatural means to satisfy their sexual appetites. Most others are monogamous and frequently resort to divorce. So, in fact, the number of Arabs practicing polygamy is small, and educated men with only one wife are not included in this number. An Arab municipal councilor visiting me recently in Paris said to me, “It is already rather difficult to please one woman, how could one please several?”

As for our native sisters, as soon as they learn about our life, they feel disgust for their condition of “herd-women” and refuse to go back to an environment where they are forced to put up with polygamy and sequestration.

Despite the Koran, Tuareg women have forbidden polygamy and one does not find in their tribes any instances of men with second wives.

As for the momentary unrest which will resurrect the Arab race’s noble past and set it on the path to progress, it is childish to try to avoid it. This unrest will inevitably take place at the time of assimilation. Polygamy, an obstacle to the fusion of our two races under one law, must be sacrificed to French unity.

Few Westerners are really monogamous. They have successive and sometimes multiple liaisons, but at least this polygamy is hidden in monogamous countries. If a man took it into his head to have his wife meet his mistress, he would be called a heel by his fellow-men. Well, Arab women have those same delicate feelings understood by European men and they should be respected. There is no sky under which a woman who gave her heart wants to share with others the man she loves.

2.4 Repudiation

The vultures who do not want the Arab prey to escape them by becoming French pretend to fear uprisings and unrest in order to abstain from curbing the depressing sexual excesses of the conquered. While the exhausted polygamist fights in the “conjugal kennel” with the many wives-workers who enable him to be majestically lazy, he does not think of defending either his liberty or his property. “Out of there, polygamist, make room for me!” thinks the colonizer. Those who cannot exterminate the Arabs are delighted to see them emasculated by their multiple wives and the rapid change of their female personnel through the little game of repudiation.

In pre-Islamic times, Arab women had the right of repudiation, but the founders of religions are like the makers of laws, partial to their own sex. Mohammed reserved the privilege of repudiation for men and took it away from women. A man may rightfully repudiate his wife whenever he wants to without having to give other reasons than his whim. Repudiation occurs without procedure. It is an intimate performance accomplished by the husband’s thought and consecrated by his mouth with words along these lines: “Go away! I give you to yourself! You have free rein!” In the matter of repudiation, the courts only intervene in case of disputes.

The husband who has repudiated his wife twice with the formula mentioned above may marry her again in return for a new nuptial donation; but if he has offended her with these outrageous words: “You are like pig’s flesh for me,” he cannot marry her again before she has been married to another man. There is only one case that annuls or rather defers the third repudiation: when it was pronounced during the woman’s menses. You see how uncertain the Muslim woman’s condition is. Today she is a wife; tomorrow she will be repudiated, driven out from the tent or the house where she lived. No Muslim woman exists who has not been repudiated at least three times. This custom is so widespread that it does not even discredit her. However, there is no reciprocity; if her husband displeases her, she cannot use repudiation to get rid of him.

For the polygamous Muslims, when a woman no longer pleases or when her work does not bring in enough to her husband, there is no torture he does not use before resorting to his right of repudiation. Some husbands swing the woman they no longer want over a plank spiked with nails, so that her legs and back are covered with blood. Others contrive to have her bring her chest forward and then squeeze her long breasts in a half-opened door. This savagery takes place under the aegis of our civilizing government! What are we waiting for to put an end to this barbarism? That people more diligent and clever than we are impose their laws on the Arabs!

2.5 Divorce58

“Let them give us lizards for husbands instead of polygamists!” shout handsome divorce seekers in the tribunals. If one marries often in a Muslim country, one divorces nearly as often. It is because Arabs are not yet subjected to the prejudices that force civilized people to voluntarily put up with torture. When they are unhappy in marriage, they very wisely separate.

 Men have several ways to break the conjugal knot: they can dissolve the marriage by different procedures: the talak,59 the ila,60 or the lia.61

They rarely use the moubara, divorce by mutual consent, which doesn’t cost anything to the wife. The husband sometimes asks for such a large sum of money to give his wife her freedom that no buying suitor wants to pay the price, and the wife-merchandise then remains available. In general, the husband accepts a separation only when his wife proposes a sum as compensation, which is the khul divorce in which the wife divests herself so as to pay her husband the ransom of her freedom. Price plays a role in this divorce; the woman’s honor requires that she does not get her freedom for too low a price; so she leaves part of her dowry, if not all of it, to the husband from whom she wants to be freed.

In the Arab world, a woman who has ceased to please must reimburse the sum the man paid for her. The cadi lends the husband a hand: he only pronounces the khul divorce, so when the Muslim woman has a case that can be decided by the authority of the law, she prefers to appeal to the impartiality of French tribunals. These can automatically pronounce the divorce against the husband’s will if he mistreats his wife, does not support her sufficiently, or is unable to perform his conjugal duties. This is the case most often alleged by the women.

In Algeria, doctors complain of being relentlessly pursued by Arab women who want them to certify that their husband is impotent. It is not rare to see these women start a divorce procedure, with or without certificates, asking the French tribunals to grant them a few thousands francs for damages because their spouse has not been a regular husband for some time.

The Muslim woman who asks the court for a divorce exposes her grievances to the judge who, after hearing her, puts her and her husband in adala (observation) for a week with a reliable person. At the end of that time, their monitor writes a report declaring which of the pair is in the wrong. As for the judge, he gathers the facts, and when he is sufficiently enlightened, he pronounces the divorce.

It is during their divorce procedures that Arab women really show what they are. Their sheepish husbands hang their heads while the women display such eloquence one would take them for the resurrected great speakers of pagan Arabia. They vehemently protest the plurality of wives. They declare that they prefer prison to the harem. “Let them give us lizards for husbands instead of polygamists!” Being born free, Muslim women fear neither beatings nor imprisonment. That is why, if they are unhappy, they want to be out of their marriage as soon as they enter it. The only question for them is how to leave their marriage with their pride intact without losing money, even if it means spending some.

 The Arab woman never bargains when she wants to free herself. Often, before obtaining her divorce, she is impoverished by minor judicial clerks, if not by the judges themselves. Intelligent Muslims who watch what goes on inside and outside the courtroom believe that all French consciences are for sale, so they persistently solicit and pay for the civil servants’ connivance. Algiers’ Cour d’assises condemned Cadi Ali M... to a four-month prison term for attempting to bribe an appraiser. He had offered him an envelope containing a thousand francs saying “for coffee!”

Arab justice, where without expense, without waste of time the case is heard and judged forthwith by the cadis, is as expeditious as French justice is slow and onerous; but despite days of waiting and considerable cost, the quibbling Arabs are constantly in court. It is true that tribunals sometimes show pity for these dispossessed people whose instinct pushes them to try anew. Much before judge Magnaud62 became famous, a humble juge de paix acquitted a poor Arab who, having not eaten for five days, stole a goat and sold it for five sous.

Muslim litigants rely much less on their rights than on their purse to win their cases; as soon as they have any problems with the law, they want to get everybody on their side, so they offer money to the judges and their ancillaries. Women act like the men; when they go to court to obtain a divorce, if they cannot bribe the judge they will try to corrupt his wife.

On a day of Muslim hearings, a pretty Mauresque was introduced to me. After making sure that I was alone and that doors and windows were closed, she approached me and with a thousand signs of affection handed me some papers. While I was reading she kissed my hands and clothes, lay down at my feet and put her lips to the hem of my dress. She suddenly got up and took handfuls of duros from a bag hidden under her melhfa (dress) and, putting a finger over her mouth, handed them to me. When I indignantly refused to let her buy my intercession with the judge, my husband, her surprise was unimaginable.

A Muslim can divorce the same woman twice and take her back legally after three months and ten days. If he divorces her a third time, he will not be allowed to take her as his wife before another man has married and repudiated her.

When judges ask the Arabs appearing before them how old they are, they often answer, “We are like sheep, we have no age.” An oath is never taken in court but it is accepted when it is called upon a venerated marabout63 or upon the Prophet’s banner floating above incense burners on a Friday before noon in a mosque.

The best situation for well-to-do Arab women is to be divorced or widowed; then only are they free to participate in the life of the outside. They preside at meetings where matters of tribe and race are discussed. In this country where poets, a sort of troubadours, go from douar to douar, a woman’s recitations about love and gallantry do not discredit her but give her prestige. It is said that such women have legions of platonic adorers.
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48 Units of currency; ancient Spanish silver coins.

49 Court composed of judges and a jury.

50 Author’s italics.

51 Poor Arab dwelling; Algerian word.

52 King of the Franks from 481 to 511.

53 Old French coin.

54 Shirt; sleeveless tunic worn under the burnous.

55 Fez.

56 Almahs are dancers and singers.

57 In military territories, military tribunals replace civil courts. (author’s note)

58 Several legal systems were at play: the French colonial system, and the other, i.e. the religious, Koranic system which often applied customary law.

59 In Muslim law, it means to untie the matrimonial knot by articulating a word denoting divorce three times; it is the repudiation procedure described above.

60 An oath the man takes to abstain from sexual intercourse with his wife for four months and carries it out.

61 Procedure used in cases of accusation of adultery.

62 Paul Magnaud (1848-1928) was famous for having acquitted a woman who stole bread.

63 Holy man, saint of Islam; tomb of the saint.


 3 What Arab Women Say about Love

If a suitor asks, “Khaira, will you love me?”
“Macache!” (no), answers the houri.

Did she know it before birth? Be that as it may, it seems that the Arab woman has always known that to love is to suffer! But although she fears love, she ardently wishes to be loved and nobody better than she knows the arts of seduction and bewitchment.

While orgies take place in the streets of Algiers’ Casbah, from prison-houses along these streets where Arab women live cloistered behind walls, their dreams, their longings of love rise up to the sky like clouds of incense! These women sold like animals, these women forced to endure polygamy, are seekers after ideals! Ask them about love, they will answer, “Love! It is a quick look, it is the embrace of arms and hands, it is a kiss! But love exists only then! Once a man is married, it is over! Over! The arms extended for an embrace drop down and cling to the body!”

Loved though they may be, Muslim women do not get attached to a polygamous husband who hurts them in their pride by sharing his heart and his favors. Their soul withdraws unto itself like flowers closing their petals as soon as they are crumpled and mutilated. These Arab women, whose delicacy no one cares to respect, are sensitive plants that tremble, rebel, and hate coarseness. More than any others in the world, these Muslim women feel deeply, having been borne by poet-mothers.

In ancient Arabia, all women were poets; the most famous was Kanza. Her renown equaled that of the illustrious Khindif who gave his name to the tribe of the Beni- Mondar who, under the name of Khindifides, inhabit the Hedjâz and the Nedjd. Pagan Arabia had four sages, all of them women. Their names were Sohr, Amrah, Djoumah, and Hind who in time of war made necklaces of the enemies’ noses and ears. The most remarkable women of Islam were Aisha, the Prophet’s favorite wife who taught poetry to children because rhythm purified the language, and Zobaidah, wife of Harun-al- Rashid whom she influenced in state affairs.

Muslim women are independent in a way that most French women are not. The moral subjection we call duty is unknown to them. Since their sensibility is not overstimulated by novels and religion, they do not know the bursts of passion that would drive them to sacrifice and subordinate their happiness to that of a man. They want to be happy and to find complete satisfaction for themselves.

Their lofty aspirations date from long ago, from the times of pagan society when women had the freedom to choose the life companion they liked; their aim was to enter into a marriage of “understanding;” they looked for a sympathetic husband.

Unlike women of other races who were seduced by physical beauty, they preferred moral beauty and intellectual superiority to everything else; they married the most generous, the most sensitive man. Before marrying, they put men through ordeals. That of the stove and perfumes64 was infallible to distinguish a man of humble birth from a man well-born.

Today’s Arab woman, however crushed she might be, remembers her female ancestors and directs all her aspirations toward the highest, as testified by this proverb that heightens the vigilance of her Muslim husband-jailer: “When the wife sees the guest she no longer wants her husband.” Of course the guest, nearly always European, represents for her superior education and intellectual development. What feeling other than contempt could the Muslim woman have for her jealous, lazy, distrustful master, who pockets the house key when he goes out? This is why as soon as she can escape confinement, she throws the Koran out the window and would rather give herself to twenty Frenchmen than to be bought by one Muslim husband.

3.1 Love in the Tent

In the past, the Mauresque did not hate the men of her race. Twelve hundred years ago in Arabia, spouses called out to each other with these sweet words: “You who belong to me!” Now that young girls – children rather – are sold by their father to a husband who could be their grandfather, love does not exist in marriage and beatings are powerless to ensure a wife’s fidelity. The young wife’s nature is brutalized, but one day it claims its rights and the little organ she has in her chest begins to stir, sometimes for a man she has never seen but who, when she lifted her haik, stole a glance of her murderous eyes.

“The heart is the shortest way to reach the heart,” say the Arabs, so when they want to be loved, they begin by loving. The women encourage them with their flirtatious indifference, but they do not like their lovers any more than they do their husband; they are but dilettantes of infidelity. Arab women gamble their life when they betray those who love them for a jewel, or even for nothing.

In Biskra, if a woman so much as looks out the window, her husband buys one of the excellent guns made in the city and shoots her. She risks her life for a lifted corner of her veil, for a simple look. One can imagine the joy this platonic infidelity represents for the one so honored. So despite all perils, the lovers’ ardor does not abate any more than the temerity of women, who are always ready to provoke the anger of the men who bought them. Arab lovers feel a violent passion for their lalla; theirs is the enthusiastic worship of knights of the Middle Ages for their valiant lady.

In the desert, Muslim women have not lost their power and play a big role in tribal wars. The most beautiful among the most beautiful women of the tribe follow the warriors, seated in rich palanquins, which are like portable boudoirs hoisted on camels. Their songs, recitations, joyous or scornful screams inspire the combatants. After victory, the houris’ participation is rewarded with a share of the loot. In pagan Arabia, some women went so far as being immodest to save their tribe: it is told that during the battle of the “Coupe des Toupets,”65 the poet Hind’s daughters shed their clothes and advanced completely naked among the combatants, encouraging them with their screams, “Warriors, swoop down on the enemies, bring them down, and we shall embrace you with open arms.”

3.2 The Cost of Adultery

When the wives of polygamists are unfaithful, they are cruelly punished. The Koran is not lenient toward adultery. In chapter 24, it prescribes one hundred lashes to both guilty parties in the presence of a crowd of believers. Verse 19 of chapter 4 is even more severe. Read and tremble: “If your wives commit the infamous action, call four witnesses; if they are in agreement against them, lock the wives up in a house until death will visit them.” Doors and windows were sealed. How many human lives have been taken by this barbarous article invented by Mohammed’s jealousy?

In Oceania, adultery is atoned for with a fine of six wild pigs given by the lover to the seduced woman’s husband.66 In the Sahara, the tribe’s chief, who dispenses justice, puts a high price on curiosity: the man who enters a tent to look at his neighbor’s wife must compensate him with ten ewes. In the Touat, adultery is punished by a severe thrashing.

In Algeria, the adulterous woman is sometimes scalped. An Arab from Douar Ouana, Afsa Essaïd, recently applied a red hot cleaver to the private parts of his cheating wife, Meyriem bent Afar. In the southern Oran region, I have seen husbands abandoned by their wives bring the unfaithful women to court in order to obtain from them five francs of damages per night spent out of their houses. Other husbands want to be compensated for any word uttered or gesture made against their wife, the property they bought. As you see, the Muslim man has a thousand small ways to get income from his wives, so it is not surprising that he marries so many of them.

3.3 Thirteenth Century Feminists in Miliana67

To marry is easy, to subjugate much less so. Among independent women, the Arab woman is a rebel. That is because she was not always treated as cattle.

In the times of idolatry, when Mohammed had not yet proclaimed man’s superiority over his female companion, the Arab woman enjoyed the same rights and even more consideration than her husband.

Men and women, endowed with the same prodigious memory, acquired the same knowledge; they knew the same orally transmitted traditions and poems because writing and books were unknown. Emotions were expressed in verse. Women were not content to be fine talkers; they had a marvelous poetic talent which they mostly used to glorify the heroes who had died defending their tribe. Identified with poetry in the Arabs’ admiration, the woman was worshipped like a kind of divinity.

Mohammed overturned her altar and made her an instrument of carnal pleasure. But this decline, this annihilation was only superficial: Islamic law could not overcome this atavism and Muslim women preserved their ancestors’ love for independence in their marital prisons. Arab women raised the banner of emancipation well before European and American women did. Five hundred years ago, women from Miliana revolted against “masculinism.” They were rebuked in the thirteenth century by the Arab saint Sidi-Mohamed-ben-Yusset who reproached them for “usurping the role of men, commanding instead of obeying, and finally revolting against men’s rights and doing their best to abrogate them.” Bravo for our ancestors!

3.4 A Five-Year Gestation

Because she feels so strongly about liberty the Arab woman also feels responsible. During the whole time of gestation she is concerned with the work in progress in her body. The child she is making must be handsome! This is why, like an artist who wants to produce a work of art, she surrounds herself with creation’s most charming things. Gazelles are brought to her; she gazes at them for hours every day, she licks their eyes and teeth so that the child inside her will have their white teeth and their large caressing eyes. The little one she delivers after these efforts of will is usually marvelously pretty. Is it the sun that helped the mother to mold him so well?

In Arab country, a midwife is first to arrive. When she is seen running to a tent, she is questioned, “Mra (woman), where are you going so fast?”

“I am going to divide one life into two,” the woman answers, which means “I am going to deliver a woman.” This village midwife, who received no other teaching than that of tradition and experience, complicates the labor of childbirth instead of easing it. Her barbaric practices triple the pains of women going through the ordeal of giving birth. In order to lower the high mortality of new mothers, ignorant matrons are now being replaced by qualified mid-wives, to the great joy of the natives.

Women who give birth to a son receive jewels from their husbands; those who deliver a girl are insulted, cursed, beaten! For, although girls are no longer buried alive at birth on Mount Abou-Doulamah or Mount Ben-Dalmate to be spared the misery of womanhood – as was done in the times of the poet al-Farazdaq’s68 ancestor, who saved them from death by giving their parents a ransom of one female and two male camels – the birth of a girl is nonetheless considered a great misfortune for poor families.

Arab women consent to become mothers only when they are sure of wanting for nothing and being able to live with the man they married.69 After they enter their husband’s dwelling, for years they turn round and round in the house or in the tent. If they find their nest sufficiently soft and warm, they will give birth to a child, rarely to several.

A poetic interpretation is given to this postponement of motherhood. The child is believed to be sleeping for a long time in his mother’s womb before being born. Because of this belief, a child can be attributed to a husband five years after his death. According to Muslim law a pregnancy can last five years. “It is the maximum term of gestation indicated by God,” say the legists. However, some of them dispute this duration and indicate four years as the usual term.

Even though the Koran is mute on the topic, cadis are in complete agreement with this, which gives rise to many lawsuits. The Cour d’Alger70 surprises the Arab world each time it declares that the longest pregnancy does not exceed ten months. This puts an end to the demands of former brothers-in-law that a child delivered by a sister-in-law – remarried for three or four years – be considered the son of their brother deceased five years earlier. But the Cour d’Alger has also pronounced grotesque judgments, like the one that legitimized a child born more than two years after his putative father’s death.

M’zabites who emigrate to work in coastal towns and leave their wives in their country recognize children born to them as their own, sometimes after being away for several years. “The besieged woman is always defeated,” say the Arabs about a seduced woman. The Koran, remembering that Arabs descend from Ishmael, the natural son of Hagar and Abraham (whereas their Jewish brothers descend from Isaac, the legitimate son of Sarah and Abraham), denies the existence of illegitimate children. Babies born here and there to women during their adventurous life are recognized and raised by their mother’s tribe.

The Arab woman nurses her baby; her breasts, elongated by being pulled, even sometimes drooping down to their thighs, serve to amuse as well as nourish the child.

Instead of carrying their baby in their arms as we do in France, Moroccan mothers carry them astride on their hip in a fold of their haik.

Arab mothers carry their children on their back, but only to take them from place to place; because in the house or in the tent they are put down naked on the bare earth, which forces them to struggle, to work their arms and legs in order to move. This kind of upbringing makes them vigorous and bold, that is, apt to walk early. In Algiers, the little Arab boy is supposed to bring money home as soon as he walks steadily.

“Why aren’t little girls sent to the markets like little boys?” I asked one day to an older yaouled who was helping me.

“Because,” he answered, they would be stolen instead of bought.”

If little girls do not live outdoors like little boys, they are not inferior in intelligence: a four-year-old little girl already possesses all the seductive arts of a young woman. When a man teases her, instead of crying like a little European would do, she retorts with a woman’s temerity.

One day, the chaouch71 of a provincial tribunal of the department of Algiers confided in me with great emotion, “Would you believe, the French clerk maintains that my wife and I made our children! It is neither I nor my wife! It is God! Have you ever known anyone who could make a mouth, a nose, and eyes? ‘Try yourself,’ I answered the clerk, ‘try to make a human face!’”

“What did he answer?”

“The clerk? He burst out laughing and the entire court laughed with him.”

This story alone would prove that Malthus has no disciples among naïve Muslims. Many young women, not mature enough, die in childbirth. And innumerable children of immature wives die before their sixth birthday.

In Arab countries, when a barren woman wants to have a child, she touches the tip of her finger to the lion brought by the marabouts from douar to douar, from town to town, and shown for money. This lion who can be touched with such prolific consequences is not the ferocious animal we know. It is a sweet, obedient, well behaved lion, raised in a koubba that sometimes fills North Africa with the rumors of its miracles. Every month barren women hang, on a blessed bush or an isolated tree, a piece of cloth impregnated with their menstrual blood; it is an infallible way to become fertile.

The Negro slave made a mother by her master takes the name of Ouem-el-Ouled, the child’s mother, and enjoys the consideration due to legitimate wives. Her son is not a bastard but his half brothers’ equal; like them he belongs to the tent, like them he inherits. When Negro children are six years old, their mother etches on their face with a red hot knife indelible signs which will indicate all their lives to which tribe they belong.

The Tuareg Imouchar, free men, kept the traditions of matriarchy: the child always follows the mother’s blood. “It is the belly that dyes the child,” says a formula of their traditional law. The son of a noble mother and a slave father is noble.72 The son of a noble father and a slave mother is a slave. It is not the chief’s son who succeeds his father, but his elder sister’s son. This is our Salic law73 upside down.

In Ivory Coast and in Gabon, for the Nigritians and the Tuareg of north and south, ben-oumnia, the mother’s son, customary law is faithfully observed. At the death of the head of the family, his possessions are divided in two parts, the “possessions of justice” acquired by his labor and the “possessions of injustice” acquired with weapons; travelers report that the first are equally divided between all children without distinction of gender, and that all the “possessions of injustice” go to the elder sister’s older son. When a conquered territory has to be distributed among tribes, it is given to the nobility’s dowagers. Many Berber tribes are ben-oumnia; in Rhat, Berber law gives the management of the inheritance to women representing the former masters of the land; they alone can dispose of the houses, springs, and gardens. According to M. Duveyrier,74 they are in no way inferior to men in management and commerce. The elder sister’s son inherits the rights of command over serfs and the fees paid by travelers.

3.5 When Prostitution is a Priesthood

Among Arabs where women are twenty two percent fewer than men, where polygamy, which stimulates sexual appetite and encourages the monopoly of a few, causes scarcity of the female sex on the marriage market, it is not surprising that sacrifice to love is a pious deed and that prostitution is a priesthood in Algeria. The women, who follow this calling in order to please Allah, gather honors, consideration, and riches everywhere.

This tribe of love’s priestesses – whose tents of a dark red color are different from those of their co-religionists, the Oulad-Sidi-Cheikh, that are grey and brown topped by a panache of ostrich feathers – occupies an immense area at the furthermost bound of the large desert between Bou-Saada and Laghouat near Djelfa. Here, men and women are the most perfect types of Arab beauty. The delicate men are poets and play the flute. The tribe’s little girls learn to dance to the sound of that instrument when they take their first steps.

When they are nine or ten years old, when they know how to sing and dance delightfully and smoke elegantly, they emigrate in large numbers to coastal towns where they practice their profession, which consists of charming and bewitching, freely giving or selling themselves. These desert children do not accept the rules of prostitution.

The Chambaa, alerted that El-Goléa’s garrison would be provided with houses of prostitution, let it be known very loudly they would rebel if women of their race were taken for this patented commerce. But they added “one can do what one wants with Negresses, they are not human beings.”

The pretty almahs, the Sahara’s wild virgins, delight Europeans. These houris enchant the regular visitors of cafés maures, who, in watching them dance, get a foretaste of Mohammed’s paradise. The rich pour out on their hands amphorae filled with perfumes. The audience is fascinated when the charming Oulad Naïls, sparkling from head to toe with precious stones and diamonds, swathed in aromatic smoke, rise slowly one by one, as if hesitating, and enter the circle of spectators, swinging their hips in a lascivious movement. One almah follows another, offering the same irresistible, mysterious attraction, then the whole troupe parades, simulating the most provocative things, revealing under their Arab costume moving hips and bellies as distinctly as if they were bare. This belly dance75 is love without love; it causes an ecstasy of the senses of which the spectators never tire.

The music, if deafening, is stirring; next, a Negro holding iron castanets or a clarinet in his hand goes to each onlooker, and even the ragged ones give him ten to twelve duros. Poor Arabs who want to have the pleasure of pretending to be rich in front of the beautiful dancers borrow this money from Jews.

When these friendly young girls have made enough money by selling themselves to everybody, they return to their tribe and are fought over by suitors; because along with the gold, they bring a little bit of civilization in the pleats of their brocade and silk melhfa.

It is not their poverty that brought about the widespread custom of offering their daughters for a small fortune to everybody and anybody, but a belief that in so-doing they honor Allah. Convinced that women do a great deed by prostituting themselves, they encourage them in that path. According to them, renouncing this custom would attract the worst evils on their tribe. The tithe of young flesh paid to this Minotaur,76 i.e., vice, seems to them a guarantee of security. So it was in vain that Abd-El-Kader should stop them from prostituting themselves in all of Algeria: when a drought occurred, it was attributed to Allah’s wrath and the old custom was reestablished.

The noble Oulad Naïls, that is, of a noble tent, act royally with their one-hour lovers; when one of them admires a rare object or one of the carpets making up the altar of love’s sacrifice, they have it brought to him by their servants.

Ghadamès, more prudish than Algiers and other coastal towns, prohibits prostitution and drives prostitutes out of its walls. The kingdom of Haoussa treats them even more cruelly: in that kingdom women accused of prostitution are hanged on the public square on market day. To compensate this severity, Biskra, compared by a poet to an emerald in a golden gem, invites and adulates courtesans. They occupy one whole sector of this oasis of one hundred and fifty palm trees and they contribute to attracting winter residents at least as much as do the mehara77 races.

In the Saharan steppes, Berber marabouts called tagama (saints), who let their hair grow into long tresses so as to be noticed from afar, have a traditional industry: they offer their women for sale to foreigners. These mores can be found in tribes of Berber origin in Tripolitania.

Herodotus relates that women from Lydia indulged in prostitution. They practiced this profession until they found someone to marry. That was the way they were able to choose a husband.
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64 Heating several different perfumes in a portable stove was said to fend off the evil eye and let girls see the man they were going to marry.

65 This is the legend of the poet Hind (the nickname of the poet Chahl) and his daughters. Coupe des toupets means “cut of a tuft of hair.” There was nothing more humiliating for prisoners than having a tuft of hair cut from the top of their head and then be sent back to their own people to show their defeat. (N. Perron, Les femmes arabes avant et depuis l’islamisme, Paris: 1858)

66 Obviously not a Muslim society for Muslims are forbidden to eat pork.

67 Town in Northwestern Algeria.

68 Islamic poet, born c.641. died c.728 or 730.

69 Are they initiated in M. Paul Robin’s scientific method? (author’s footnote)

Paul Robin (1837-1912), libertarian educator, proponent of “coeducation of the sexes.” He intro- duced in France the neo-Malthusian principles from England and campaigned in favor of birth control for the working class in order to better their condition.

70 Highest French appeals court to which Islamic and customary cases could be raised.

71 Bailiff, attendant, guard.

72 Uterine nobility existed in France in the feudal period. A noble mother gave birth to a noble son even though the father was a commoner. (author’s note)

73 Legal Code of the Franks.

74 M. Duveyrier lived for a long time among the Tuareg. (author’s footnote)
Henri Duveyrier (1840-1892), French explorer of the Sahara.

75 The grotesque spectacle we see in France is but a horrible imitation. (author’s footnote)

76 Flesh eating monster of Greek mythology.

77 Camel.


4 Arts, Crafts, and the Education of Arab Women

While enjoying the sacrifice of the exquisite Oulad Naïls, the polygamist demands that Muslim women be regenerated through work. His wives’ daily labor is a nice source of income for him. This is why he snatches up the skilled workers in the marriage market. Isn’t it a good investment to pay three hundred francs for a worker-wife who will bring him a thousand francs a year?

Of course beauty is prized in Africa as it is everywhere, but feminine skills are even more appreciated here than they are in civilized countries. For if he is not rich enough to have slaves, the lazy, impractical Arab leaves to his wives the care of weaving his clothes, weaving his mobile home, the tent, preparing his food, which does not only consist of making couscous and honey cakes, but also involves laboriously grinding barley and wheat in a primitive mill made of two stones tightened with a screw, making butter, collecting wood, working the billy-goats’ skins, fetching water, tending to the horses and camels, and finally taking down the tent and putting it back up during migrations. These delicate, often exhausted women, who even hold up the stirrup for their lazy husband, go on foot, a child on their back, their arms heavy with food supplies or kitchenware while he lolls on a horse.

The relative comfort or lack of it of a Muslim man depends on his wives’ abilities. This is why he does not want them to go to the emancipating school which would remove them from his tyranny, but he is totally in favor of their manual development. This barbarian who does nothing but gaze at his navel is happy to have his wives initiated in skills the products of which encourage his idleness.

But the trades available to Arab women demand, in order to be lucrative, a certain intellectual development. So the man’s interest will eventually allay his dread of a school for girls. It is all very nice to make pottery from the soft earth with many colors that is so abundant in Algeria; however, if the Muslim woman could add to the routine that directs her hand some notions that would enlarge her intellectual horizon, the clay she molds would triple in value.

Today, in several regions, Arab women make cups, amphorae, stoves, dishes for baking bread, couscous or meat, and vases of all shapes. They glaze their pottery with a mixture of oil and resin.

Kabyle women not only pull the plough, they also make five-foot high jugs: one of them climbs inside, kneads the clay and gives it the required shape while others take care of the outside. The first woman is pulled out when the vase is completed; it is then put to bake in the sun. Touggourt’s residents make wheel-turned pottery. When Arab women will receive vocational training along with an elementary education, they will use kaolin, become expert porcelain workers, and Algerians will no longer have to import their china from France.

Throughout the Algerian territory, native women are working at thousands of looms resembling our former weaving frames; they weave wool, silk, goat and camel hair as well as esparto grass and filaments of dwarf palm trees. Before they start weaving, they wash the wool, not with their hands but with their feet, then they spin it, and finally they dye it with extracts of Algerian plants which, like indigo, saffron, and madder, produce colors as bright as they are strong. The more goat and camel hair is mixed with the wool during the spinning, the stronger the woven cloth will be. The felidg78 of the tents contains as much hair as wool. The largest width of cloth woven by Muslim women is two meters, the average length six meters.

In the Soûf, five thousand looms work ceaselessly; the women make haiks, rugs, and seventy thousand haoulis79 per year are sold on the average for twenty-five francs each. This being so, one understands that the Arab man wants to have flocks of wives making nice profits while he smokes cigarettes and savors mocha. Women from Figuig are also very skilled workers, weaving cotton, wool, and embroidering haiks. Chambaa women weave and embroider cloth. But the most beautiful haiks, white with a thin woolen woof and a silk warp, are woven by Moroccans.

Arab women have no workshops; very ingenious like all daughters of nature, they stick four big stakes in the ground to which they attach wooden cross-pieces that support a ceiling of branches of oleanders, lentisks, or dwarf oaks; the same branches protect the bottom and the sides of this flowered dwelling under which the frame is installed. To work they use only their hands and a small iron tool which they swiftly run on the warp to regularize the weaving. With fine merino wools, Muslim women manufacture haiks and burnouses; for waterproof tents, they join common wools to camel hair and palm-tree filaments to weave one-centimeter thick cloth.

The great pleasure of Arab women is to make carpets of sparkling colors. The Khairas and Yaminas who have a carpet on the loom are heroines in their tribe and in the tent; people come from far to admire and appraise their work. It seems that the charming Muslim weavers are the ancestors of the Aubusson weavers. The industry and manufacture of carpets is said to have been imported to Europe by the Arabs who conquered Spain and invaded France. The Aubusson factory might owe its creation to one of the Arab tribes conquered by Charles Martel around Poitiers in 732.

There are women who know only how to weave, others how to execute the drawings; so the former buy the talents of the latter for one franc a day during the three weeks that the carpet is on the frame.

The manufacture of carpets today suffers from competitors in metropolitan France, specifically in Lyon and Nîmes. Despite that, Arab thick-pile carpets from the region of the plateaus are so much in demand that a native vocational school was created in Algiers by Mme Delfau to manufacture them. This school, which receives encouragement and subsidies from the administration, trains monitors who then teach the women of their tribe to make carpets for the Europeans’ tastes while keeping their original character. For the Moorish carpets to be as popular on the European market as are Indian and Persian rugs, it will suffice to channel the manufacturing women’s artistic sense, to teach them to show their originality, to give them, by developing their intellect, the key to better understand and reproduce the emblems and symbols that constitute Arab art.

In the Fezzan, women from Gatroûn make pretty baskets which are exported in all neighboring oases. Ghadamesians embroider leather with inimitable talent. Women from Agadès weave mats and make interesting leather objects. Cheeses made by women of the Aïr are famous throughout the Sahara. Women of Ouargla, Negresses mostly, make the mdal, big straw hat adorned with small silk squares of all colors, worn by Arabs over their turbans or chéchia. Another Algerian specialty is embroidery on silk or on so-called oriental baptiste.

In Algiers, when Mme Luce,80 founder of one of the first French-Arab girls’ schools, was forced by the Conseil général to transform her institution into an ouvroir, she taught young Moorish girls to create original embroidery, sometimes simple, sometimes sculpted like lace, as evenly as if it were made by machine. From 1862 to 1878, the Luce vocational school was supported by a grant of the Bureau of Muslim Aid amounting to 1800 francs a year and an odd and vast house for living quarters. In 1878, house and subsidy were taken away; Mme Luce Ben-Aben, Mme Luce’s granddaughter and successor, had to conduct in her apartment – where it was impossible to receive many pupils – this teaching that gave so much to art and the French motherland. Foreign winter residents pay good money for this embroidery which they carry away as souvenirs of African industry. Visitors to English and American exhibits admire it; French exhibits give it a gold medal. But how many French and Algerians ignore the existence of this artistic embroidery with its Arab themes?

Mme Luce should be praised for opening her pupils’ mind as well directing their hands. While exposing them to the refinements of artistic embroidery and teaching them to follow or trace a drawing, a figure, or a cabalistic sign, she secretly teaches them to speak and write French. I have had in my hands letters written by these young Mauresques that a Parisian school girl would not have to be ashamed to sign.

As soon as they are educated and aware of our mores, Arab women become unwilling to accept polygamy. They prefer to prostitute themselves than marry a polygamist. This instinctive repulsion proves that polygamy does not bring happiness to the female sex. A creature kept for profit condemned to the ceaseless toil of a mercenary or a creature of luxury doomed to the perpetual immobility of a mummy laying on cushions, the Arab woman, whatever her condition, in a house or in the tent, is not interested in the details of domestic life. She neither feels nor is at home in her husband’s abode.

However, some Mauresques sometimes have, like European women, modest culinary talents. They make honey cakes, gold, sweet, and transparent flaky pastries that the administrators find delectable. They methodically work barley flour to obtain granules which, steamed in chicken or lamb consommé and generously basted with a very spicy gravy, make up the famous couscous. Most often it is the husband who prepares the couscous because the wives who do not have servants to do it either do not know how to cook or cannot be taken away from their work, a work that would be profitable if, instead of being accomplished without training, it were done with a method acquired through a rudimentary education.

The Arab woman, whose skills are weaving, common pottery, basketry, as well as leather, velvet, silk and artistic embroidery, needs a certain intellectual development to be able to earn a living from her work. And although this intellectual development prevents her from accepting the customs of her race and the whims of polygamists, she should still receive it because, in Algeria as in France, life depends on couscous or bread, not prejudice.

4.1 The making of a Muslim Female Physician

How could the Arab woman be more enlightened, more refined, and qualified to perfect her skills to make them more profitable as long as there are no schools where she could be taught? During my stay in Algiers, I was surprised to find out that Algeria’s capital had no schools for native girls. The following is what happened.

A former resident of Algeria had conceived the plan to have, at her own expense, a Mauresque initiated in the art of healing. She wanted the new doctor, once she had received her diploma, to keep the costume and customs of her race in order to inspire confidence, and to devote herself to ease the ills of women, her compatriots and co-religionists. Since this commendable objective would help liberate the Arab woman, I started to look for a young Moorish girl whose intelligence would qualify her to profit from medical studies. Thinking that nowhere better than in her school would I be able to get information about the aptitude of a nine or ten-year old girl, I asked where to find the Arab schools for girls. Several people gave me answers that proved they did not understand what I was asking for; then remembering the zawayas (schools maintained by mosques) I walked toward the Place du Gouvernement and entered the grand mosque, so prettily illuminated at the end of Ramadan by sparkles of studded emeralds (simple green Chinese lanterns). The taleb (scholar) I spoke to also seemed surprised by my question. He thought for a long time and finally assured me there were no Arab schools for girls in Algiers.

“Has there ever been one?”

“Yes.”

“Are there any somewhere else?”

“Yes.”

Well, asking one question after another, I succeeded in learning the name of an ex-directress of Algiers’ schools for Arab girls, and after much back and forth the address of her granddaughter who told me many things; but I wanted to check everything out.

In search of precise and exact information I scanned official documents in libraries, I read the reports of general councils and everything relating to public education since the annexation. I learned that before the decree of July 14, 1850 that organized Muslim teaching and created in Algiers, Oran, Constantine, and Bône schools where Arab girls received a primary education, there was a school for Muslim girls in Algiers; however when France took away the habous81 holdings on which it subsisted, it had to close its doors. In its session of 1861, the Conseil général of Algiers took away the allowance intended for Arab girls’ schools, asserting that pedagogical teaching did not suit the women’s condition in Muslim society and that it could not be reconciled with the duties and mores imposed on women by Muslims. Educating them would therefore do young girls a disservice; no self-respecting Muslim would send his daughter to school or take a wife there, because it was well known that when young girls had gone to school they were less flexible and did not easily accept the customs of their race.82

No schools, consequently no students. So I had to contact families directly to find the person I was looking for. I approached several families who were quite willing to sell their little girls to a man, but refused, despite offers of compensation equal to a dowry, to entrust them to me to be educated. While these steps were fruitless with regard to my objective, they were very profitable to my curiosity and my research on the habits and customs of Arabs.

In all human societies, the rich class holds more prejudices than the less rich. I thought my proposition’s only chance of acceptance was by the poor; so I knocked at the door of the Bureau of Muslim Aid. The treasurer, who had seen a young Muslim woman be successfully educated, seemed willing to help me find the future doctor. He mostly saw the humanitarian aspect of the question; as for assimilation, he had lost hope, he said, and compared Muslim fanaticism to that of Saint Louis83 who spoke of driving his sword to the hilt in the unbeliever’s body. But education kills fanaticism, and the French who really want to conquer Arab fanatics would do well to imitate Egypt’s viceroy Mahomed-Ali who had children picked up in the streets and public squares to take them to school. That is how he reformed his country.

However, time was going by and we had not yet chosen a poor girl. It was important to find a child who could at least read and speak some French. I contacted everybody everywhere; no need to describe the vain searches, disappointed hopes, the right child found and lost numerous times before being discovered. Finally, I went to the principal of the Académie d’Alger. M. Jeanmaire declared himself in favor of the idea of educating a Muslim girl. He advised choosing a Kabyle and kindly offered to find an intelligent child. She should be sent to study in Paris because, if she stayed in Algiers, Arabs would not have as much consideration for her as if she came back from France. Her education should be facilitated, obstacles waived, and she would graduate as a health officer. Her example would encourage other Arabs to enroll their daughters in medical studies and motivate the government of the Republic that furnishes Arab physicians, who receive remuneration as colonization’s doctors, to do the same for women. Furthermore, it would cost less: girls assimilate right away whereas it takes boys four years.

My abrupt departure from Algeria inevitably adjourned the plan to have a Muslim woman become a doctor. But the idea will be taken up again before long; I am certain the girls of our North Africa will not be reluctant to choose serious studies.

It is urgent, as much from a patriotic as from a humanitarian point of view, to have Muslim women doctors, because the English octopus is trying to squeeze our beautiful colony in its tentacles; after providing arms and powder to belligerents and bandits in order to “do us in” in Algeria’s chaos and troubles, it is trying to conquer the country morally. It is sending to Arab tribes legions of alleged women doctors who, under the pretext of treating Muslim women and giving them medicines, enter the tents to disparage and slander France while vindicating England. When these deaconesses are thrown out, they come back as winter residents.84

4.2 Algiers without Arab Schools for Girls

The two thousand Arab or Kabyle little girls scattered in the French schools of Algeria’s territory give the lie to those who affirm that the natives are incapable of benefiting from the education given to them. These young Muslim girls not only show remarkable intellectual abilities, but at the end of the school year their parents have every right to be proud of their accomplishments, for they successfully pass the exams and come away with prizes.

These guarantees of intelligence have not decided the rapporteurs for Algeria’s budget to propose educating Arab girls: “No school for them,” they say, “they would be déclassé.” Schooling has the same effect in France as in Algeria: by morally elevating those who received it, it removes them from their social class and creates needs. Would one want to suppress education and halt progress just to avoid the difficulty of a short transition? No one thinks so. Everyone agrees to organize society better so that an educated humanity can satisfy its needs.

A wish has been expressed in the Conseil général of Algiers in favor of the creation of a vocational institute for Muslim girls; but Arabophobes85 together with Arabs seated in that assembly, have recognized that this would lead to the opening of a school for girls, and voted it down. “Girls coming out of school,” exclaim the terrified Algerians, “would no longer want to be sequestered!” Yet it is this sequestration of women that keeps men under the yoke and makes them an easy prey. The city of Algiers, inhabited by many natives, is thus deprived of schools for native girls because of the whim of enemies of the union of the French and Arab races.

It is absolutely impossible for young Muslim girls who cannot attend French schools for lack of knowing French to get an education in Algeria’s capital. But we are working for them. We have petitioned the authorities, pointing out that Arab girls should not be condemned to greater ignorance in 1900 than between 1845 and 1861 when they did have schools.

The French, who dare to argue that, on account of the statutes, Arab girls escape us when it comes to education and that we have to respect Muslim inheritance laws that despoil them of their heritage, should confess that it is in their interest to authorize Islamic tyranny because women’s ignorance opens the way to exploiting the entire native race. When a Muslim woman, who is only entitled to a third of her father’s inheritance, has no male co-inheritor, France takes the other two thirds. No law sanctions this despoliation of the Arab woman; the established custom rather resembles a tacit agreement between thieves when the French appear to say to the Muslims, “We shall let you rob your women provided that we shall rob them when you are not there!” The French Government cannot continue to give the example of thievery by taking the Arab girls’ wealth or allowing it to be taken.

The rapporteurs for Algeria’s budget who are asking for a decrease of boys’ primary schools are not surprised, of course, that cities like Algiers and Oran are deprived of Arab schools for girls; on the contrary they are quite ready, like simple Muslim jailers, to denounce the danger of a school that will emancipate girls. Because having women read seems as inappropriate in Algeria as having them vote is in France. Everyone praises the benefits of education, but refuses to spread it throughout Arab society.

Yet it could be done at little cost if, instead of creating entirely new and expensive schools for Muslims only, access to existing French schools were facilitated for native girls and boys by hiring male and female Arabic-speaking teachers to assist the directors and directresses of these schools.

Would children, playing the same games, competing with each other and working hard together, not nip in the bud the ridiculous prejudice of race that makes us believe that our superiority of education is tantamount to an inborn superiority? Even in centers where few Europeans have settled, all that would be needed are French-Arab schools. Why confine the natives, whom we want to assimilate, to schools exclusively reserved for their race? Is it by separating children that we shall succeed in uniting adults? Consequently, there should be no religious teaching in school; instead of respect for Muslim beliefs – which would encourage keeping these beliefs – there should be neutrality, indifference toward the pupils’ different religions.

Contrarily to those who demand fewer Arab primary schools, I, having lived for four years among the natives as a curious investigator, I shout, “Schools, more schools!” We complain that Arabs stay untouched by our civilization, but we refuse to teach them what we reproach them for not knowing! What would be the excuse for the conquest if the Arabs we have subjugated in order to civilize them (sic) continue to live in a state of nature?

Assimilation would be near, if not already done if, in the memorable debate that took place in the Conseil général of Algiers in 1861, the Algerians had not quietly allowed the Arabs who abhor the emancipating schools for Muslim girls describe these schools as imitations of Athens’ and Corinth’s gynoecia and take advantage of their number to vote their closure. Because the women, easily won to our civilization, would have strongly helped us to win over the Arabs and to provide us with contacts in the Muslim world.

The shrewd natives know very well that the bell of the common school for French and Arabs would ring the knell of their resistance to assimilation. Consequently, they are hostile to mandatory education for boys and unamenable to any woman’s intellectual development: “If our women were educated,” say the Muslims, “they would become allied with Christians.” So let us no longer ask them in the municipal or general councils whether it is opportune to open schools for native girls since we know in advance that the response will be negative.

The male sex is always and everywhere decided to smother the female sex; that is why it is necessary that each and everyone, man and woman, have the right to intervene on his or her own behalf in administrative or legislative assemblies.

For us French, our interests in Algeria should take precedence over everything. Now, we have a real interest, a political interest, in educating Muslim women,86 for they would help us overcome prejudices and make Muslims happy despite themselves. The Arabs will be very happy if, thanks to us, their wives have some intellectual culture. Witness these words of the ex-rebel chief Kada to a French woman whose renown had preceded her in Laghouat: “As for me, I only have a stupid wife... Your husband is lucky to have you! Where did he find you? If I had had a wife like you who understands everything and knows everything, I would have become the great Sultan of France!”

4.3 Adornments, Costume, African Women’s Art of Being Beautiful

One pretends to fear the polygamists so as to avoid educating Muslim women, their chattel, even though it is more than a half century since Général Bugeaud said, “Arabs elude us because they conceal their women from our eyes.”

Far from taking these words into account, one government after another since Algeria’s conquest allowed the Arabs to sequester and veil their women; and didn’t a minister of Justice recently positively forbid Algerian lawyers to ask Muslim fiancées to lift their veil during the signing of their contract? And a more recent memorandum ordered examining magistrates and criminal investigation officers to keep native women veiled in their offices. This homage to the Koran favors falsehoods and substitution of persons. This is how a young woman named Kheira could recently pass for an old one named Kheltoum in front of an attorney in Orléansville; this substitution permitted a son-in-law to appropriate his mother-in-law’s property.

The daughters of noble tents are veiled at the age of six. They are tattooed around their fifth birthday like girls of all conditions. Beauty spots, little flowers, small crosses adorn their face, nicely accentuating the whiteness of their skin. Each tribe has its own mark and an assigned place for it; it is like a coat of arms that distinguishes from afar those whom it adorns. In Algiers, when an Arab dies in the street, there is always someone in the crowd who recognizes by the tattoo the tribe to which he belongs.

Muslim women have been taught to believe that the woman whose face is seen is somewhat dishonored, so while their bare body might appear through the gap in their peplum, they carefully hide their nose. They are not allowed to leave their house any more than to show their face.

“What do you mean! There are women in the streets of Algiers!”

“Yes, but they are not refined Muslims, they are prostitutes or licentious women.”

Mohammed, a very jealous husband, wanted to guarantee the virtue of his seventeen wives and therefore dictated that all Muslim women be veiled and not seen by strangers. This precept, followed a little more loosely in the countryside, is rigorously respected in the cities; this is why women detest the cities which they rightly consider as tombs where their life behind walls is plagued by physical infirmities as well as moral subjection.

In and around Algiers, women hide their face behind a sort of mask made of a handkerchief showing only their handsome eyes. They are not hindered by skirts. Under the haik, they wear baggy, puffed, very long, nearly always white pants and a pretty light silk vest that suits them very well. Under the haik, jauntily perched on their long black tresses, is a little cap tinkling with coins from which escapes their naturally curly hair.

Women from Laghouat all wear a costume that, even if made of rags, is very theatrical. This costume, kind of an ancient peplum, is open on the sides and held on the shoulders by massive silver pins; a long raised floating veil is tied below the neck and comes down in a train to form a cloak. On their head, they wear a regal headband.

Women from many regions are dressed almost exactly like the Madonnas of our churches. They wear nothing sewn because they do not know how to work a needle as Europeans do. They wear the melhfa, made of a seamless piece of white cloth – wool, calico, or muslin – draped around their body and tied on the shoulders or attached with a silver pin adorned with gems. Their arms, heavy with bracelets, emerge from this dress; their bare breasts are visible from the side, breasts usually so thin there is no indecency in showing them. The melhfa is tightened at the waist with a brocade belt or a skein of multicolored wool.

As a belt, rich Muslim women wear a twenty-centimeter wide silver breast-plate. With their head and neck chains, their bracelets and anklets, they produce a metallic sound when they walk, a kind of sword rattle or spur clangs which make these houris sound like men-at-arms.

Jewels are an integral part of clothing; Arab women wear them every day. Necklaces are displayed on their chest deformed since childhood by their mother who pulled on their breasts to lengthen them to the waist. Their headdress is half turban, half miter. A golden silk scarf envelops the head on which sparkles a diadem incrusted with gems; attached to this wrapped scarf and bound by a cameo, are gold and silver chains holding huge and heavy earrings. Without these chains, the enormous set of jewels made of coral plates and rings embedded in solid gold or silver would cut their ears within an hour. O Sarah! When to take revenge on your rival Hagar for having seduced Abraham you had her ears pierced, could you have guessed that all these women would want to bear the shameful mark you inflicted on your slave and hang car wheels there as ornaments? There are earrings measuring thirty centimeters in diameter! These crude jewels are made by itinerant merchants who go to the villages, melt the duros given to them, and transform them into necklaces and bracelets according to the wishes of their owner.

Muslim women in nearly all regions wear the haik, a long white veil; they modestly bring it to their face with their hand when by chance they go out to ride in a kind of prison-car with drawn curtains.

Saharan women, all of them pretty, wear white, blue or red clothes; they wear a melhfa and to go out put on a coat called ghansa. For jewelry they have a necklace made of coins, grains of coral, and cloves. Their earrings fall to their shoulders.

The handsome, Greek type, Ghadamesians wrap themselves in a piece of cloth that passes under the right arm, attaches on the left shoulder, leaves one breast bare, and is held to the body with a red belt. A white scarf floats around them giving them a vaporous and ethereal look. Their gold or bronzed diadem holds a big red pompom hanging in the middle of the forehead, symbol of the freedom forbidden to slaves. On their feet they wear richly embroidered red leather shoes.

The Chambaa women have a sleeveless gandura, open on the side; their black curly hair escapes from their turban and falls on their shoulders; they are not veiled. The women from the Touat do not wear any veil either. The mixed-blood Tuareg women are clothed like their husbands in goat skins and dirty haiks; their hair, never combed, is untidy. The pure race Tuareg women are very beautiful; they only veil their face in front of strangers as a token of respect.

“The remedy to poverty is Sudan,” says an Arab proverb. The Sudanese women, with unraveling cloth and rows of strung shells hiding their nudity, do not reveal wealth. The Negro Koholanes, neighbors of Sudan, have as only clothing the fouta (handkerchief knotted on the hips); others wrap themselves in a piece of blue linen one end of which serves as a headdress that shows only the earrings. The women from Fulani too wrap themselves in a piece of cloth, but do not hide their handsome hair that falls on their shoulders in heavy woolly tresses adorned with glass, shells, and brass. Large earrings made of five or six rows of coral, glass, and unusual seeds are striking against their face’s golden skin, and large oudâa,87 amber, or clove necklaces roll on their chest, attached by a bright red silk strip passing between the breasts and ending on one of the hips. This get-up contributes more than a little to make them pretty.

Like the costumes, modesty varies from country to country. In Egypt, women bare the breast and veil the face. Kabyle women do not subject themselves to Arab customs; under their small black headdress they keep their face uncovered and freely go out like Europeans; their short melhfa exposes their bare legs adorned with bracelets on the calves and ankles.

In every Muslim headdress is nested a small mirror, accessible and apparent, which women use to put on the kohl that gives brilliance to their eyes, accentuates the arcs of their brows, and shades their lashes. The women from the Tell and the Sahara, like those of the South, enlarge their eyes with kohl. Even Negresses use kohl which, among other properties, has that of stopping tears. It is said that those using it acquire a clear and piercing sight. It is known that the basis of kohl is antimony trisulfide; Mohammed orders to use it and Arab doctors prescribe it. Arab women also use henna to redden their cheeks, lips, toe and finger nails; the poets say it makes them look like fruit of the jujube tree.

Everywhere the women’s neck and chest are adorned with necklaces made of glass, coral, gold sequins, and cloves; their face is decorated with small blue drawings that accentuate their golden, creamy, pearly, or luminous skin. Their red mouth often conceals dazzling pearls.

The Arab woman walks with small steps, chewing the swak88 that perfumes her breath, makes her lips purple, and her teeth shiny white. One sees at the same time the movement of her feet and the swaying of her hips; she proudly arches her waist; a strange seduction – of which she is well aware – emanates from her whole person.

Winter and summer she wears the same clean or dirty white costume, with or without a colored sheer layer. At night, if she is not rich enough to sleep on a carpet or a mat, she simply lies down, lightly clothed, on the bare earth.

Why is she prevented from wearing a burnous which would envelop her so usefully, just as the French woman is prevented from wearing pants which would make her three times more agile? Mohammed forbade her to wear a burnous because, with this cloak, “women would be able to have a life outside and would cheat even more often on their husbands.” But even without the burnous, they have no qualms about doing it. The Arabs sadly confess that their companions, unlike European women, do not get attached to their husbands.

Is the Muslim woman’s heart this indifferent? Or is she not taking revenge by her deliberate coolness and her calculated coquetry for being, like cattle, an object of traffic?

Be that as it may, her thinly covered chest is very sensitive to the cold. Who knows how many pretty Moorish women are laid to rest on the Algerian plateaus every winter? If prejudice is torture in civilized countries, it can be said that in barbarian countries prejudice kills.
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78 Saharan fabric woven mainly from camels’ manes.

79 A haouli is a long piece of fabric woven with wool and used as a turban, a rug, or a tapestry.

80 Came to Algiers shortly after the conquest; she opened a school for Arab girls in 1847, pledging that she would not instill her own religion.

81 Collective inalienable assets; charitable and religious foundations, or property belonging to religious institutions.

82 Mohammed Kamal, editor for the newspaper Le Mobacher, forcefully demands education for Arab women. (author’s note)

83 Pious king of France from 1226 to 1270.

84 Who were mostly English; Algeria had become a favorite tourist destination for the British due to its climate.

85 Author’s italics.

86 Author’s italics.

87 Small shells used as money in sub-Saharan Africa, they sometimes alternate in necklaces with coral, silver pieces and cloves.

88 Natural bark of the bush of the same name.


5 Arab Customs and Beliefs

5.1 Arab Death

If the deadly cold weather fatally freezes the Muslim woman in her tulle or calico dress, it is not because her race ignores the art of preserving life: ousted from their land by our administration, despoiled, overcome by privations and dying of hunger in the countryside, or haggard, emaciated, and dying in the city, Arabs possess more than other people in the world the ability to delay the time of death. First, they are sober like their camels, they practice hygiene89 according to their religion; then, they have remedies for all diseases.

The Arab, essentially an observer, is considered dirty by ignorant Europeans when he prefers cloudy and healthy water to the clear and fresh water that causes colic and fever. What way of easing pain or healing do we have that native Algerians do not? It is from them we have learned to apply fire to the diseased part of our body. Well before Pasteur’s inoculation against rabies and before Jenner’s vaccination, they vaccinated themselves against small pox to lessen its effects. To do this they make an incision between the thumb and index finger and put in it the pus of a small pox sufferer. But they do not want this pus to come from a cow or a Jew, not wanting, they say, to “cow or jew themselves down.” This explains their resistance to official vaccination.

When they are ill, Muslims not only cover themselves with amulets, they also take multiple Moorish baths. “The bath is a silent doctor,” says an Arab proverb. The Saharan who suffers from colic or fever believes he will heal if he tightly squeezes his big toe with a silk thread; he does not neglect, however, to wrap his belly in sheep’s skin. The sick inhabitant of the Tell is not content to get his health back by eating on a foreigner’s grave, he also uses medicinal herbs; his toubibs (doctors) have taught him the virtue of the plants he tramples underfoot. He knows when to use the bou-afia (father of good health) which gave us the thapsia, mustards, sarsaparilla, bittersweet, soapberry, the big mallows, terebinth, anise, fennel, chamomile, pyrethrum, ricin, saffron, sage, lavender, mint, verbena... But his medication of choice is the onion! Should he have a stomachache, he eats onion; should he have colic, he wraps his belly in a cataplasm of cooked onions.

If this panacea protects him for a long time, it does not prevent him from getting to our common end, death. He is actually resigned to it and often repeats this proverb:

It is better to be sitting than standing;

It is better to be lying down than sitting;

It is better to be dead than alive.

His fatalism makes him bear pain heroically. When an adored son or a favorite dies, he stoically exclaims Mektoub! (it was written). Not only is the Arab resigned to death, but he is often so tired and desperate, that he wishes for it when he falls on the side of the road, where wild animals devour him sometimes before he is a corpse.

Like the Greeks, the Gauls, the Romans, and the Germans who wanted their dear departed to enter the paradise of their dreams dressed up and attractive to the eyes, the Muslims lay out the body of their dead.

As soon as somebody dies, the corpse is carefully washed and perfumed. Herbs, camphor, and cotton are put in each natural cavity. If the dead has been guillotined, the head is carefully sewn back to the torso so that Allah will have no difficulty in recognizing him. If the deceased is a woman, her hair is carefully combed, divided by a part in the middle of her head, and gracefully let down on her chest; then her body is wrapped in five white sheets. A man’s body is wrapped in only three pieces of cloth.

Mohammed was a hygienist and did not want the dead to pass through the mosque, compromising the health of the living; so they are taken straight from their dwelling to the cemetery, like free-thinkers. Surprised foreigners stop when in the streets of Algeria’s towns or villages they meet large crowds, including Aïssaouas with their unfurled flags, or a small group of silent Arabs holding on their finger tips, according to the custom, a long shapeless package covered with a moiré cloak trimmed with gold, which they pass on from fingers to fingers. It is a dead person brought to his or her final resting place, without speech or flowers, and without a coffin. The corpse will lie in the bare earth; so Arabs want to protect it from the teeth of jackals and hyenas that plague certain regions. As soon as it is buried at a depth of thirty to forty centimeters, they construct a little piece of masonry around the grave and also place on it rough stones covered with epitaphs. This does not prevent many fenceless Arab cemeteries, like those I have seen, from being visited at night by wild animals which, smelling the corpses and being unable to unearth them, scare the living with their roars and roam around the houses for hours when leaving the cemeteries.

M’zabite funerals take place at night and in the utmost secrecy; they must not be seen by strangers to their religion. The Kabyles dig the pit before the death of the sick person, who is buried as soon as breathing stops, with the result that someone who has fainted can be taken for dead. When these unfortunate people awaken in their pit and moan and bang, it is said that they are being hit with a “truncheon” as punishment for their sins, and instead of opening the grave, the living kneel on it and pray. Our inhuman administration is indifferent to the torture of those buried alive.

In the past, when the king of the Congo died, his body was kept for several months and then brought in a straight line to the grave, with everything destroyed in its passage. The kings of the Roua are buried with living women in a river bed. The Dahomean chiefs are buried exactly where they expired. The Pahouin widows are buried naked and painted green. Numerous African peoples bury their dead chiefs with several living virgins. The body of the Hova sovereign is enclosed in a silver canoe. The Zabarat, Arab tribes of the Sudan, who adore the purifying fire and the invigorating sun, bury their dead with the head turned toward the rising sun, then they light a pyre on the grave to carry away the deceased’s soul in a whirl of flames and light. The simoon,90 which buries caravans in the desert, has taught most inhabitants of Africa to have burials. They often leave food near the dead.

Great Arab men, saints, marabouts, as well as heroines and prophetesses, are buried in a koubba in a mosque. It is their Pantheon. Before entering these white koubbas that dot the Algerian landscape with their square cupolas, these individuals have gone through an embalming that has mummified them. They rest in the funerary room on a kind of big bed, or catafalque, adorned with piles of old multicolored silk finery, green flags with golden crescents, necklaces, rosaries, ostrich eggs... As I mentioned before, there are also women’s tombs in the koubba, such as that of Lalla Khedidja on the mountain of the same name, the snowy crest which is visible from Algiers, one hundred kilometers away.

It is always around venerated tombs that oaths are taken, orders given, insurrections prepared. In all of Algeria, these tombs are devotedly visited by Muslims; some of them ask the marabouts who live there for help, courage, and inspiration; others bring them offerings. On all feast days, women go in a procession to the marabouts’ tombs. Dressed in white, they walk in single file, filling the air with their pathetic lamentations; when they arrive near the koubba, they surround it and sing their own kinds of litanies in a shrill, discordant voice. Then they sit down on the ground paved with varnished earthenware and, laughing and eating, tell each other about their good fortunes and amorous disappointments.

On Fridays, many Mauresques of Algiers go to the mosque of Abd-er-Rahman-el-Tcalbi on a plateau that dominates the sea above the Jardin Marengo, where – when I was tired of breathing the salty breeze – I entered only after removing my shoes; only with bare feet can one walk in a mosque. The women bring small objects with which to touch the tombs, and they encouraged me to also touch the tombs with something, saying it would bring me luck. In a small niche in the mosque stands a ewer filled with water. One after the other the visitors drink from this stagnant water with which the saint is believed to have quenched his thirst since the preceding Friday. Friendly Arab women have often paid me the compliment of inviting me to drink before they did.

In the Arab world, rags are a sign of mourning. In the extreme south, Negroes attach a bolus of hay to their belt when they are bereaved. In the African north, men do not go into mourning for their wives, which does not prevent them from sometimes lamenting and saying when they lose a spouse, “I have lost part of my fortune, my wife cost me one hundred duros! She made such good honey crêpes and couscous!”

When their husbands die, Muslim women are expected to show great sadness. As a sign of mourning they must abstain for four months and ten days from kohl, henna, and swak, that is, they must renounce being beautiful. They are obliged to leave their embroidered muslin and tulle dresses, their pretty sateen vests, their fine haiks, and to drape themselves in camel hair sacks and in old remnants of tent cloth. They blacken their cheeks with soot, scratch and tear their face with their nails until it bleeds, so that even though their heart is most often indifferent toward the deceased, they appear to shed red tears; their face is covered with blood as ours is flooded with tears.

When friends and relatives of a deceased shout and cry on his grave after the funeral, the tolba91 and the marabouts harangue them with these words: “Women! Let the dead deal with Azraïl (the angel of death) who weighs his good and bad actions. Your lamentations are a revolt against the will of God!”

In Algiers as well as in Constantine and Oran, Muslim mortality is higher than natality. Everywhere else there are more births than deaths: the Algerian Arab population has known a large increase in the last ten years. The Algerian climate numbs and saps people’s energy. A languor of the whole being takes away the power of thinking and willing, and death enters insidiously without being recognized.

After the funeral the rich serve an immense diffa to the poor. This is quite as good as the funeral meal shared by the heirs of our dead, albeit gritting their teeth.

The Tuareg, so courageous, so brave, are terribly afraid of spirits and ghosts, so they refrain from crying for their dead for fear of seeing them resurrect. As soon as the funeral has taken place, they move their camp to put some distance between the living and the dead; they do not even give the name of the father to the son; the name dies with the man who had it. This annihilation of a dead person’s memory clashes with the Arabs’ cult of their great dead and is characteristic of the real differences in the customs of the Saharan nomads and the inhabitants of the Tell.

5.2 Houris and Paradise

Islam maintains in paradise the inequality of the sexes it has established on earth; for even though it has given legal rights to women, dead or alive, in heaven or in the desert, they are there for man’s pleasure. It is known that one may not touch the Koran without first performing an ablution; but even water does not clean under certain circumstances. During menses and childbirth, a woman is forbidden to touch the Koran, even after one hundred ablutions. She takes what she wishes from the common belief; her faith is of very little concern.

“Woman has the soul of a dog,” and so it is pointless for her to go to the mosque because the presence of this creature without qualities would bother men. No need then to point out that if any Muslim believer may on occasion act as a priest, women may not act in that capacity. As you see, we are far from the times when Sheikhess Chohdah, nicknamed Women’s Glory and listed among Islam’s scholars, gave public lectures in the great mosque and discussed the book of the Défaites et infortunes des amants.92

Friday is the Arabs’ Sunday. But on this day devoted to God, women must weave carpets and burnouses just as on other days, and grind barley flour because the Koran condemns those who imitate Christian and Jewish infidels by abstaining from work on that day.

Liberal and anti-semitic French Catholics are in favor of a Franco-Arab alliance but not of a union, because of their prejudice of race. How much better inspired was the late great “metteur en scène” Lavigerie93 who, not content to have Arab orphans plant, at the expense of taxpayers and charitable people, thousands of hectares of vineyards on his family’s land, also lifted the Negroes’ spirit when he honored at Notre-Dame d’Afrique a most beautiful black Madonna, a Negro Virgin!

The mosque sees but half of the Muslim people on Fridays: men. The few women there have come to talk, not to pray. I remember them, these women squatting in an aisle, separated from the men, chatting about everything but religion. They would force me to squat with them, which hurt my legs; they counted my skirts, observed my clothes. On the other hand, it is true that they obligingly satisfied my curiosity by lifting the veils that covered their faces.

In the Sahara, there are women who pronounce oracles in the zawayas like marabouts. People come from far away to ask them to resolve disagreements, and they submit to their judgments.

All Tuareg women know how to read and write whereas, thanks to us civilizers, Algiers’ Arab women languish in total ignorance.

The women who went on pilgrimage to Mecca are famous among their tribe for the rest of their lives. However, after their death, like all other Muslim women, they are entitled to only a seventy-second of a husband; in other words, a man has seventy-two houris for himself alone. Since there is not even one woman for each man now, how will Mohammed give seventy-two of them to each Muslim? Will there be a multiplication of women as there was a multiplication of bread? Probably, because according to the Koran woman was created uniquely to build an eternal harem for man and provide him with uninterrupted joys and pleasures.

“In the other world, to whom does the woman who married several men belong?”

The Prophet answers that her husbands will draw lots.

Given this divine cruelty toward them and men’s custom of excluding them from their religion, Arab women are not much interested in the afterlife. Not expecting to find happiness in heaven, the Arab woman looks for it on earth. For her the supreme felicity is to please, to inspire love; so when she complains to the cadi that she is not satisfied with her husband, he often finds in her favor saying, “I understand you because I know that women’s religion is love!”

5.3 Women Soothsayer

While Muslim women do not believe in another life and do not make any effort to deserve it, they believe that occult influences have the power to help them enjoy this life’s pleasures to the fullest. So they readily consult women soothsayers and display a true oriental credulity.

Africa is a blessed region for female magicians. Fortunetellers do not wait for clients in their apartment or their moveable home, they make house calls. They announce their presence in Algiers’ streets shouting, “Guézano! Guézano!” (I tell fortunes). They usually are former loose women who escape poverty by claiming the prestigious power of knowing the future. When they hear “Guézano!” laughing Europeans appear at balconies and sometimes signal to the sibyl to come up. After numerous invocations this woman examines their hands and makes predictions which sometimes luckily come true.

These eaters of hot iron and ground glass who terrify and stupefy regular customers of cafés maures in coastal cities, juggling with horned vipers whose bite kills, are most often accompanied by young and pretty Negresses and old toothless gazanas with their tobacco-filled noses, who tell everybody their fortune. These soothsayers work together in groups of three or four; men stop them on their way and right there, in the middle of the street, the women tell them what will happen to them, poverty or riches, life or death, success or not in love! All that in a picturesque language accompanied by many gestures. Everybody laughs, the women don’t mind and laugh also, then collect their due and go cheerfully on their way to find other customers.

What a difference between them and our irascible sibyls who insult the naïve lover when he admits that he does not see in the pail of water the portrait of the one who is going to love him! But the women are many and the clients are rare; so on rainy days these witches, their melhfa and haik spattered with mud, pursue a woman on her walk with their offers of service all the way to the carriage gate where she looks for shelter. They take her hand, whether she likes it or not, and seeing her alarm, they say, “Don’t be afraid, you are a woman and I am a woman, put a coin in your hand and I shall tell you your past, your present, and your future.”

The Arab witches not only claim to predict what will happen to each person, they are also supposed to know the properties of herbs with which they concoct beverages that can lessen or augment fertility at will, force gaiety and love, or satisfy hate. In the Sahara, men and women ask old mulatto women and tolbas who combine the functions of alchemists and magicians, to make a potion of special herbs prepared with frightening invocations, which they will put into the food of the one by whom they want to be loved. It is well known that burning together a male toad and a female desert snake will produce a powder that will make the person who has ingested a pinch of it do what you wish. In Algeria, fortunetellers usually carry their working tools with them: a vase with burning incense, a cane for tracing cabalistic signs, and an emerald that ensures clear vision.

Negresses heal dejected souls whose melancholia has resisted the saliva passed behind the ears, by anointing their foreheads with the warm blood of a half-dozen fatally wounded hens. In order to find enough hens for this sacrifice, they have taught the natives to enter the hen runs on all fours, their naked body coated with a hyena’s fat. The dogs, terrified by the hyena’s smell, do not bark: the thieves put the hens to sleep with resin smoke and carry them away in their baskets. Some soothsayers observe the movements of snakes, others the movements of clouds. The first ones read in the stars, the second ones interpret the sounds of sands and decipher what is written on rocks.

Toledo is the capital of magicians; but the marvels of the magic world are to be found in Morocco: twenty days away from Souss, near a “speaking mountain,” live the most famous male and female witches in the world; the school for alchemy and necromancy they have established there attracts many students, who later visit African tribes where they are always welcome.

A soothsayer earns a very good living from Arabs, who protect their dwellings with a five fingers mark and also believe they can get rid of their diseases by making them pass into the stems of esparto grass. Travelers in the desert can frequently be seen dismounting from their horse or their camel and squatting near a tuft of esparto grass. Tying together its new shoots, they believe that they are attaching their suffering there.

Everything is supernatural for these burnoused dreamers. They are greatly impressed by artesian wells; they say, “The French, creators of pure flowing water, have discovered the key to the subterranean water hidden by the magicians.” They attribute a sometimes prodigious power to plants and animals. If touching the lion has procreative effects, the big one-meter Saharan lizards can make a woman barren and a man impotent by hitting them with its tail.

Certain African tribes keep a tiger adorned with fetishes in the depth of a sanctuary. It is offered sheep, fowl, and maize; dances are executed in its honor. Elsewhere, the crocodile is the sacred animal; to agitate a blade above the water where it resides is a capital crime. For five hundred years all of Israel prostrated itself before the bronze snake. The bear is a divinity in the north, the jaguar in Brazil, the toad in South America, the spider in islands of the Pacific.

Every year, with great pomp, an Egyptian executioner throws a magnificent doll into the Nile’s devouring waters. In the past, it was a live young girl who was ritually tossed into the river to obtain a good harvest thanks to this sacrifice.

According to Arabs, fortunetellers94 are inspired by the devil more than by God; however, these same Arabs who praise Allah claim miracles when they receive from them, in the form of amulets, small, entirely white papers which, after being carried for three days on their bare skin under the gandura or the melhfa, are transformed by ingenious formulas and appear covered with writings. O sacred chemistry! How many miracles have you authored?

5.4 A Little Girl’s Brain

In the Arab world, where girls are married nearly as soon as they are born, a virgin is a rarity. She is all the more prestigious: her hair and henna-painted nails are capable of holding back, suspended in the air, the rock detached from the mountain for as long as the man who carries it is in danger of being crushed under its weight. Carrying a little Moorish girl’s tooth gives its owner the power to have the most ferocious animals lie down at his feet. But the part of her body that possesses the supreme quality is her brain!

The brain of a Muslim virgin not only protects from all evils, not only heals from all diseases, but gives those who are so fortunate as to possess it and wear it locked in a metal case under their turban the ability to understand all that is hidden and to be enlightened in all sciences. If Mohammed was a remarkable man, they say it is because he wore, held on his head, a young girl’s brain. As you see, these good Arabs are helping M. Manouvrier95 to rehabilitate the female brain!

To obtain the magic brain there would be no hesitation to pull it out of a living child’s head, but this crime is impossible because the little Arab girls, being so valuable, such a priceless commodity, are very closely watched. So in order to get a virgin’s brain, graves are desecrated. A sheikh recently informed the court that the young Sahéli Halima Bent Amar, buried the day before in Mansouriah, had been unearthed during the night and her brain extracted from her cranium.

5.5 Love as a Talisman

Among naïve people’s amulets, some are worthy of the respect of civilized people; such is the amulet made of earth shaped with tears, which is ceaselessly brought to one’s lips during the absence of a loved one. When Arabs leave their home for an expedition, a war, or a long trip, they do not bid adieu to any woman of their family; it is said to bring bad luck. But their mothers, wives, and daughters, accompanied by relatives and friends, furtively follow them and bathe their footprints with tears. When the men mount their horses and disappear over the horizon, those who love them bend over the road to collect the precious earth on which they walked. Amulets are then fashioned with that earth wet with tears; those who love the traveler wear them on their hearts like relics, in the belief that this token of affection will bring them back safe and sound. This love-talisman is very suggestive. We, the civilized, have not found, to prove our attachment, anything as truly touching in its simplicity.

If a man wants to be loved by an indifferent woman, he should wear an amulet written by a naked taleb with a pen carved from the wood of a male oleander and dipped in yellow ink. A famous marabout sometimes asks four or five duros to write an amulet that protects against diseases or thieves. But there are also dreadful amulets. Those containing jackal’s hair make the heart cowardly; those on which one has spat three times bring death to the person wearing them.

The French often make fun of these amulets. However, are the small leather bags containing verses of the Koran, worn on the heart or attached to the neck or the arm, more ridiculous than our scapularies and our medals?

[image: Image]

89 According to Dr. Grenier, the science found in the Koran about hygienic prescriptions goes further than the base of knowledge acquired by humanity before Mohammed. (author’s footnote)

90 Strong, hot, sand-laden wind from the desert.

91 Scholar; Arabic plural of taleb.

92 Defeats and Misfortunes of Lovers.

93 Charles Lavigerie (1825-1892), French cardinal who landed in Africa in 1868 in a time of famine; he adopted 1700 Muslim orphans, baptized them, and placed them in newly-created Christian villages. A metteur en scène is a person who directs the staging of a dramatic work.

94 In his book Respect aux droits de la femme dans l’Islamisme (Respect for Women’s Rights in Islam), Mohammed Kamal calls them “masters of knavish tricks.” (author’s footnote)

95 Léonce Manouvrier (1850-1927), French anthropologist.


6 Some Aspects of Life in Algeria

6.1 Caravansaries – The Desert – Laghouat

The beliefs of primitive beings awaken a burning curiosity among the civilized people who build on hypotheses. As soon as they disembark in Algeria, Europeans dream of knowing this beautiful, mysterious, and magical country; however, they would like to visit it as they have visited France and Italy, that is, in comfort. They take the railroad to Oran, Constantine; some push as far as Biskra, still by rail; but when it becomes necessary, for good reason, to leave this mode of transportation common in civilized countries, they hesitate and finally give up traveling through the petit désert,96 instead of climbing into one of the old rattletraps where trip organizers pack their customers.

The stagecoach is already full of baskets, bundles, bassinets, and their Arab owners when the Europeans pile in, unable to move at all, not one foot, for hours and hours. This torture, being squeezed and forced to the utmost immobility, hurts the body and shatters the nerves.

In the immense solitude of endless horizons and frightening silence, one does not see a bird fly nor meets any human, animal or tree; above one’s head are the sparkling blue sky and the burning sun and under one’s eyes sand or rock. Yet desert inns, called caravansaries, have been created here, at intervals, to ensure the relay of horses and the needs of voyagers. They cannot be seen from afar, for they seem to hide. They consist of four buildings, sometimes fortified, with a large courtyard in the middle of which is a fountain shaded with greenery. Low walls surround the even lower buildings.

In the evening, stagecoaches full of voyagers arrive from every side, as do caravans and conveyers, long lines of camels loaded with merchandise and precious products, horsemen of different races and costumes. The desert inns accept all nations and hear all languages; they are the tower of Babel.

An old native man, sitting at the caravansary’s entrance, graciously welcomes everyone, the poor fellahs as well as the rich conveyers from distant regions. The owners of caravansaries are watched and inspected by the authorities; the buildings and the meals are taxed. Perhaps that explains why they serve thirty persons a dinner for three. Their food supplies are not expensive though; we have witnessed the coachman haggle and buy for them one sheep out of a shepherd’s immense flock for one franc and fifty centimes. But what is consumed outside of the table d’hôte escapes the fixed rate and, as a result, the rapacious innkeepers demand a high price; but in the desert hunger and thirst are too violent for negotiations.

 Well before one reaches the Rocher-de-Sel,97 the ground is sprinkled with white and sparkling matter. There is salt on the banks of brooks, streams, and rivers. Finally the eyes are dazzled by this fairy landscape, a mountain of salt turned gold and silver, draped in the most pleasant colors by the sun. This rock of salt fills voyagers with wonder, appearing to them like a block of diamonds and precious stones.

After a succession of overlapping basins that remind the traveler of lost lakes and seas, come hillocks of pink, lilac, gold, and silver dust whirled by the wind, filling the air with a music enchanting for the ears. This phenomenon of the sonorous sands simulates both the hiss of the waves and the sound of the drum.

One can go for miles and miles without seeing a man, spend a half-day without seeing a bird. Frightening solitude, gloomy silence, such is the petit désert that travelers have to cross, burning by day, freezing at night. In these immense spaces the air is extremely healthy and invigorating. One would be ill elsewhere if subjected to the fatigue, sleep, and food deprivations one has to endure there. But despite all the sufferings, one feels an increased vital energy. Why hasn’t a daring doctor established a sanatorium for anemic people in the petit désert?

The stagecoach having been attacked during the previous trip, a small troupe of armed men escorted us in the dangerous passage; from one relay to another, spahis98 galloped near the door, their brilliant uniforms alleviating the monotony of the landscape and their joyous jeers the desert’s terrifying silence. One of them was kidnapping a Mauresque; in order to throw her husband and Arab pursuers off the track, he had dressed her up in European attire; this made her ungraceful without hiding her origin written over her face and her hands by tattoos. This woman, as good a mother as she was an unfaithful wife, had refused to be separated from her darling little three-year-old whom she devoured with kisses. Needless to say, all the voyagers were interested in the lovers. We poor humans know so well that the only good thing in this sad life is love that our hearts instinctively go out to those who suffer for it or enjoy it! We soon came under real rifle fire: it was not thieves who appeared suddenly but the outraged husband who was demanding his property.

To the sound of the trumpet the stagecoach triumphantly entered Laghouat. Everyone was in the street to look at it, and then followed it to where it stopped. The arrival of a stagecoach is an important event; doesn’t it bring the mail in its belly, that is, news from Algiers and from metropolitan France?

Laghouat is a strange place where nothing resembles anything seen elsewhere. The women wear a theatrical costume; brocade or rags, they all wear this antique peplum with elegance. In the morning, the inhabitants are awakened by fife-players, shepherds who take to the fields the natives’ huge herds of goats and sheep; these animals wear, suspended from their necks, small bells that chime gaily. Then come the Algerian infantrymen with their picturesque uniforms and their musettes, which in these wild landscapes play tunes one has never heard.

It is surprising to find a desert outpost of fewer than four thousand residents to be so nice. The streets are wide; the lined-up red brick houses all have arcades; gardens are everywhere overflowing with greenery and, were it not for the blocks of Arab dwellings built with sun-dried earth, without windows, without outside light, one could believe oneself in a coastal town. The mosque, situated on a hill, is prettily adorned with green earthenware.

The day after our arrival, we were handed a cherry tree branch heavy with fruit. Yes, European trees grow there as well as palm trees, and Laghouat is surrounded by vegetable gardens and orchards. When digging the ground one finds no sand, no rock, no stone, but black humus at a depth of more than one meter; thus everything grows vigorously: vegetables, flowers, and fruit. It is true that in that burning hot country humidity is carefully maintained around the plants. Watering is officially administered on a stated day and hour when a stream is cleverly diverted from the M’zi.

One day, in our garden, I saw an Arab who had climbed to the top of a palm tree; he was singing at the top of his lungs. Intrigued, I asked around and was told that the singer was in the process of fertilizing the female palm trees by placing in their blossoms pollen from the male palm trees. Once the act was accomplished, the operator was given a coin.

The exuberance of life manifested in the oasis of Laghouat has a few disagreeable drawbacks for the inhabitants. Not only do plants grow and multiply rapidly, but so do insects and so do reptiles. It is not rare, when getting up in the morning and putting on your slippers, to feel a cold and soft obstacle moving under your foot. It is a toad.

Mice build nests in your bed’s box springs, which does not make for a good night’s sleep. At night, when you are reading your newspaper, they climb two by two on your shoulder, looking at you with curiosity and twitching their tails. As for snakes, they are so numerous that they unceremoniously enter your house through the window when the door is closed. And let’s not forget the lice found daily, despite the most meticulous cleanliness, in your clothes and your bed.

Despite these small unpleasant occurrences, Laghouat cannot be forgotten; once seen, one dreams of seeing it again. Will it be as attractive when it becomes possible, thanks to the rail road, to visit it more easily? Yes, because we will want to look again at the stars, which in Laghouat are as luminous as suns, and breathe in the healthy sand-sea breeze so much purer and invigorating than that of the oceans.

6.2 Locusts

Along with its lice and snakes, radiant Algeria harbors destructive locusts. On the hot days of July, when Parisians in the Bois de Boulogne enjoy catching the pretty green or grey grasshoppers that enliven nature and blend into its harmony, do they know that one day away from France, bigger and more colorfully arrayed grasshoppers than those under their eyes are a scourge, a calamity fought at times by the efforts of all of Algeria.

When a famine pushes them, these locusts of the desert act exactly like famished people who, under the pretext of war, flee to their neighbors to recover. They form myriads of legions that swoop down upon luxuriant Algeria and devour all vegetation. But that is the least of it: these grasshoppers are so numerous that they become clouds, block the light of the African sun, stop the movement of cars and trains, and lay, where they stop, eighty to a hundred eggs each, which once they hatch become these voracious crickets that clean the ground better than fires. It is said that “when there is no grass they eat wood, when there is no wood they eat stone!”

Of course, the inhabitants chase these destructive creatures as best they can. During one of the latest invasions, a mayor hired many Arabs to kill the crickets on his land of Belkacem. As he was not paying them, the Arabs worked for three days, then refused to let their own harvests be devoured any longer while they spent their time protecting those of the mayor without pay. The municipal magistrate took down the particulars of this offense and the juge de paix of Dellys condemned seventy-two of them to five days in prison and a fine of fifteen francs. The governor, to whom this unjust sentence was appealed, refused to reverse it, thereby confirming the Arabs’ free and mandatory subjection to the French Algerian authorities.

The locusts fear only storks in battle formation, pecking into their living, flying wall. Unperturbed by noise, smoke, and stretched sheets (a Cypriot device), the terrible acridians proved that they mock these obstacles as they swooped down on Algiers. A few companies of scouts appeared (males first), then came not just companies of locusts, but the ceaseless swirl of an army of golden scarabs sparkling under the sun in the blue sky, resembling in number and speed – but not in color – the swirl of snowflakes.

In their breathtaking flight these living golden flakes advance in layers: some touch the clouds, others graze the ground. After their passage terraces and balconies are stained with the proofs of their digestion. The creatures do not turn up their noses at flowers and greenery; great numbers of them fall into chimneys.

This invasion of locusts amuses the inhabitants of Algiers, but is the despair of colonists and natives. Announcing to all the coming of a famine, it offers a strange spectacle: drinking and eating are forgotten in favor of watching the flights; children and adults grasp passing insects and laughingly throw them to each other; this calamity looks like a party. Some make grasshopper rosaries, some put a few under a glass; everyone is eager to try a little experiment with having eggs laid and crickets hatched in a bowl. I did as everyone else; upon seeing this, our Arab asked me, “You want to eat some?” I did not dare to taste them, for our prejudices about anything relating to food are very strong. I have been assured that their thighs taste somewhat like crayfish, and a chemist who analyzed them certifies that they are eleven times more nutritious than beef.

 In southern Africa, these salted, dried insects are the basic food staple of many tribes; some grind them into a powder for making bread. Nomads eat them raw and cooked; for them they are manna from heaven. In the Koran, Mohammed authorized the use of locusts, but I do not believe many residents of North Africa will take it into their heads to eat them; however, it might be sensible to preserve them to be eaten during a drought, when the fertile Algerian plains will be transformed into an immense swarming yellow sea.

Without a break, winged battalions after battalions form huge clouds rising from the south to the north, poisoning cisterns and streams with the corpses of their laggards.

In the presence of this catastrophe one must wonder why men, who are not able to stop either destruction or death, are alone at the helm. If women had a place there, can we be sure that they wouldn’t have found a way – thanks to their foresight and intuition – to paralyze the action of the locusts?

The poor – men, women and children – pick up the locusts, which are then bought by the Algerian municipality for one franc a bag of twenty-seven kilos. The people do not respond in great numbers to the feeble appeal to fight this plague, even though all of Algeria should enthusiastically rush out to fight this monstrous invasion. The clever and the protected obtain large compensation from the accounts created to organize help and defense. But what about the small settlers? What about the natives? Who thinks of them? Will they always be condemned to die of hunger as they did in 1867 and poison the air with their corpses left unburied in their devastated fields?

Let us not forget that in taking possession of Africa the French have taken upon themselves, at the same time as power, responsibility for people and things. They have charge of bodies and charge of land. The Arabs expect from the French occupiers – who, despite their science and their civilization, have been unable to foresee or prevent the locust invasion – the possibility of subsisting after the insects have devoured their harvests.

Everyone agrees that our vast African territory should be populated and everyone agrees that this is not so easy. Well! Let us start then by preventing the Arabs who inhabit this territory from dying of hunger. Only our solicitude for them can protect the results of human efforts in French Africa.

6.3 My Gazelle Yzette

Traveling toward the south of Algeria, along barely traced paths, in one of those rattling primitive coaches, one often meets gazelles in groups of seven or eight. Seeing them flee hardly touching the ground, like birds, the most blasé travelers let out a shout of admiration; however fleeting their apparition, everyone is seduced by their irresistible charm and entertains the hope of owning one or two and bringing them back to Algiers, where they would live just long enough to be adored, then leave their adoptive parents inconsolable. That is probably the reason why they are called “bêtes à chagrin.”99

However, isn’t it for the gazelles that have been created on the fourth floor of so many houses in Algiers the terraces we see, true hanging gardens with bowers fragrant with the scent of honeysuckle? But what are a few square meters for creatures used to leaping in the immensity of the desert? The people who sequester them there are soon punished for this crime, seeing them die at the peak of their charm, kindness, and familiarity.

During a stay in the southern Oran region, we too were captivated by these sirens of the desert, and we raised three gazelles: Mina, whose size forced us to leave her in the care of friends, and Ali and Yzette, a delightful couple we brought to Algiers with the intention of bringing them to France.

Ali, our little male gazelle who smiled showing his teeth, immediately became friendly and affectionate. He would stand erect on his hind legs, leaning his front legs on my belt, articulating sounds similar to a child’s lisp, so it was said that I had a talking gazelle.

Yzette was the perfection of her race in beauty and intelligence. When she was brought to me, very young, her coat was silk, her legs matchsticks, and her eyes immense, radiant! I had never seen anything so beautiful. Filled with wonder, I took her in my arms from which she escaped, or rather flew away like a bird. My admiration for this little jewel of the desert drove me constantly to pick her up, press her to my breast and cover her with kisses. Each time she would escape with the same impetuosity, hurting her thin legs, giving me black-and-blues and tearing my dress from top to bottom.

It was Yzette who sucked most of the milk from the white goat that was also Ali and Mina’s nurse. When we took our gazelles to graze on the flowers – flowers of our French gardens that grow wild on the Algerian plateaus – I held the ribbon attached to Yzette’s collar; at the same time as her mouth, my hand picked her favorite plants to offer them to her.

The nervousness of this little electric being cannot be described: as soon as she saw an animal or a person, she ran, terrified. With the prodigious strength stored in her tiny body she pulled me home, where she arrived out of breath, sweaty, her little grey tongue hanging out of her mouth.

It is very difficult to transport gazelles from one country to another without hurting them. To take them to Algiers we put Yzette and Ali in a basket with a well padded bottom and a top covered with a veil to protect their pretty heads. During the trip we would neglect to eat in the stagecoach post-houses, we would forget to register our luggage at railroad stations, so concerned were we with them! In Relizane, despite our pleading, they were put in with the freight; then each time the train stopped for a few minutes, I would run to their car, kneel in front of their basket, and drop grapes into their mouths. When we arrived in Algiers, Yzette and Ali, exhausted by three days of immobility, refused to eat for twenty-four hours.

We were allowed, after much pleading, to keep them in our hotel, in a living room adjoining our bedroom. These pretty creatures, full of vigor, were not always good. One night, our neighbor, a priest, heard their stamping, groans, and squeals. Frightened, he went down to the office and said to the owner, “Madame, there is someone very ill in room number 6; there is a man who won’t live through the night, I believe he is dying; when I heard him hiccough, struggle, fight death, I got up and I have come to ask you to offer him the assistance of our holy religion.”

The boys who were called affirmed there was no one ill in the hotel, that the priest had had a bad dream or was the victim of a hallucination. The next night, same uproar; the priest again came to the office and said to the owner, “I was wrong, it is not a sick man, it is an epileptic; he bumps into everything in his convulsions, he complains, he shouts, he screams! It is awful!” And the priest offered to help the body as he had offered, the night before, to help the soul. Even though he spent nights holding his breath, his ear against the wall, he left the hotel without suspecting that it was two innocent gazelles that caused all the commotion. However, fearing more complaints, we boarded our gazelles. Every morning I would bring greens to them; it was a great joy for us to see each other again; they wanted to follow me when I left.”

As soon as we rented an apartment with a terrace for them, we had them brought to us and they really became part of our lives. During meals, Yzette and Ali, one gentler than the other, would approach the table, making a little squeal resembling “eh-eh? Don’t you give us anything?” And their pretty muzzles would pick the fruit off our plates. They liked all raw or cooked vegetables. Ali even enthusiastically devoured fish and meat. Both were very fond of things of the earth. After our meal came theirs. They would eat artichokes, cabbages, carrots, branches of vine, and honeysuckle, geranium flowers, and barley morning and evening. The bag of barley had a magical effect on Yzette and Ali: as soon as they saw it, joy would light up their big eyes; they would put their small feet on ours to bring their sweet muzzles closer to it. We would fill our hands with barley and how they ate it! Sometimes their two heads were in the same hand, I was going to say in the same plate. When the barley was gone, they wanted to play with us as they would have done with friendly gazelles.

To make them lie down, we would stretch a carpet in front of them, but that was for Yzette the signal of playtime; she would step on it with impatient feet, she would lower her horns to the ground in front of one of us, then brusquely lifting them up, she would forcefully inhale and start a series of leaps and graceful movements that delighted us and made us drop our pen or our newspaper.

If one pursued Yzette she in turn pursued, played hide-and-seek with more skill than her partner. She would dance, turn, jump way up on four legs, making this nervous “squeaky” noise which, they say, is a sign of the greatest pleasure for gazelles. When we found them destroying the curtains or the furniture and slapped them, Ali would come and lick the hand that had hit him; on the contrary Yzette pouted, stayed aloof, and one had to show her a lot of kindness to make up with her and regain her good graces.

In the presence of a dog, Ali and Yzette would take a combative stance: hocks arched, head bent, they presented their little horns. In this defensive posture they brought to mind their desert siblings, who, in time of bad drought, unite in herds of ten to twenty thousand and look for a cooler climate. Pursued by lions and panthers, they fight strength with numbers, march in tight columns, form circles, and offer their ferocious assailants a wall of sharp horns.

Yzette and Ali, who seemed happy only when they were with us, were at once our joy and our treasure; we showed them with pride to anyone who entered our home. Visitors compared their beautiful eyes, so vivacious and yet so gentle, to big black diamonds.

Alas! Good things soon come to an end; a cruel fate snatched our gazelles. Ali died first. Yzette really grieved for her playmate; for a week she was in despair, did not come to us, refused food, and cried like a human. We showered her with love. We had the idea of letting her roam freely on the terrace and in the apartment. This semi liberty consoled her. After fearing to see her die of sorrow, we had the joy to see her play again and still grow in strength and beauty.

Ali’s death had triggered in Yzette an extraordinary sensitivity. Being alone was unbearable for her; she followed me in the apartment, lay down at my feet when I sat and, at the time of my siesta, stretched on the carpet next to my bed. It was no small matter to leave this sensitive little creature: long before leaving the house, I would do my utmost to distract her, I played with her, I showered her with flowers and barley, all in vain; the dear little animal ran terrified, raised herself on the tips of her feet to be sure that I was no longer there, and oh, how she moaned! Her sorrow persisted long after I came back. How I avoided being absent!

Yzette would stamp her feet when I brushed her, but when I smoothed her coat with a comb, she licked my hands. Ah! What skin! What a superb coat covered her elegant curves! Never a louse, never a flee; a speck of dust falling on her was speedily removed with a fast kick of her little foot.

Gazelles smell of the musk they produce naturally. The Arab nomad has no other perfume than the gazelles’ musky droppings.

Yzette’s eyes sparkled with intelligence like those of the most talented human being. She was for us a companion who understood and felt everything that moved us. Gazelles are true companions for those who have adopted them. Yzette shared our joys and our sadness, she identified with our moods.

When we called her by one of her names, Yzette, Zizie, she would answer, “eh? eh?” When, not seeing her and looking for her we would find her lying down in an adorable posture, her legs stretched out, we would call each other to come and admire her. “Oh,” we said, “How pretty she is!” and we would spend several minutes in rapture before her.

 One morning, I was awakened by our little friend’s halting respiration; her throat was constricted. We immediately called the veterinarian who wrote a prescription. But remedies did not cure Yzette, she lost her strength, she began to bump into the furniture. Whereas when she was little she would bleat and fight me when I took her in my arms, now that she was tall and strong she would let me carry her without resisting. When she fainted, our kisses would bring her back to life; then I would bring her flowers which she ate avidly.

One night she had terrible convulsions, raspy and guttural shrieks came out of her throat; she opened her mouth wide, her eyes turned and went dark. Yzette was dead! The disease had not marked her handsome body; even in death she was radiant. Seeing her so beautiful, even the taxidermist was in awe.

More than once I saw my little gazelle Yzette in a dream, stretching out her two pretty paws toward my neck, standing up and leaning against me, happily eating grass and flowers.

I gaze at her body placed on a cushion that simulates an altar. This bewitching little creature evokes for me the sea of golden sand, the music of the wind in the desert’s immensity. In this misty and cold Paris, it gives me the illusion of the wonderful warmth of sunny Africa.
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96 Small desert, so as not to be confused with the Sahara.

97 Rock of Salt.

98 Members of native Algerian cavalry in French service.

99 More trouble than it’s worth.


7 Arabs and Settlers

I have considered it necessary to narrate now a series of observed facts that show how the proud Arabs live under such a painful crushing.

7.1 The Arab Soldier

North Africa, so favored by the gods, has natural defenders, the Arabs, who are born warriors. I was once approached in a street of Algiers by an Arab who told me in good French, “I am going to Paris, do you have any errands?” He was shabby-looking, even though royally draped in a rag. As I was looking at him with incredulity, he said: “You think one needs much money to go to Paris? I don’t have any but I am going anyway... I shall walk from Marseille to the capital... On the road I’ll ask for a crust of bread.”

“What are you going to do in Paris?”

“I have a business with the Conseil d’Etat,100 my lawyer lost my case, I want to plead my cause myself. France’s justice is fair... I am within my rights... Read, you will see that I am bound to win the judges over to my cause. Take these papers home, you will give them back to me tomorrow.”

And he put in my hand a bunch of letters and documents from which it emerged that my interlocutor, Salah ben Abdalhah, was enrolled in the First Colonial Infantry under the regimental number 8471. He belonged to the glorious phalanx of more than twenty thousand Arabs massacred on the eastern border in 1870, defending our French soil. These infantry men had aroused so much admiration in the conquerors of Wissembourg and Woerth that, when those who escaped death were taken as prisoners to Berlin, the enthusiastic ladies offered them, to the deep indignation of the male population and of the local press, a banquet of honor served by their own hands.

Once free and healed of his wounds Salah went to Tunisia, then to Tonkin, where he was proposed for the military medal; he would have received it ten times if, instead of being born an Arab, he had been born a Frenchman. For, like all the men of his race, Salah naturally did wonders on our battlefields.

The Arabs are born warriors, powder and bullets electrify them, danger makes them mad with audacity and temerity. If our rulers were wise, they would pass a law establishing the draft of Arabs. This would give us a contingent of more than a hundred thousand men who, well trained by the French troops, would fight like so many wild lions of the Atlas and would help us defeat the enemy in the next war.

Salah served France with passion until one day he was wounded following an effort in a military exercise. When an animal is wounded, it is labeled “good for quartering!” If one is not grateful for its services, at least one kills it to put an end to its suffering. But the colonel of the First Infantry only said, “You’re no longer any good, leave!” to Salah whose body was slashed with scars and bullet holes, Salah who for twenty years had risked his life to save that of France.

This courageous Arab’s ideas of justice and loyalty were shaken when he heard his superior officer; after all, a covenant had been signed with him! When he entered the regiment he was told, “If you serve France like your mother, she will treat you like a son.” And now that he was a human rag, worn out by years of offering his breast to defend her, France was rejecting him!... France!... No, it was not possible! It was only the colonel who had screamed, “Leave!” He appealed the colonel’s decision to the minister of War who referred the matter to the doctor of the Dey’s Hospital. The doctor examined Salah and concluded that he was still fit for service and could wait for his retirement.

The colonel did not agree with this opinion and the next day had four men throw Salah out of the barracks. It was an appalling scene: number 8471 did not want to be ousted, he pleaded, he begged, “I am all alone in the world... My tribe cursed me when I enlisted... My companions in arms are my parents, my friends!... My home is the regiment!” Since he was not allowed to receive his rations, he refused to leave without compensation. “A pension or the ration,” he repeated, holding on, forcing the four men to drag him to bring him outside.

Indeed, either Salah is fit to be a soldier, as the doctor of Algiers’ military hospital declared, and then he can finish his term and wait for his retirement; or then he is unfit for service because of disabilities incurred during his military career, as the colonel maintains, and France must indemnify him. The minister, asked to resolve this dilemma, refused to grant him a pension. The discharged soldier then took his request to the Conseil d’Etat which rejected it, putting forward a whole set of contradictory reasons too long to relate here.

It is this judgment that Salah wants to fight, arguing logically that he, an Arab who was accepted to come under enemy fire, cannot be refused the indemnities allocated to the French in the same circumstances. He had succeeded in borrowing money to pay for his passage from Algiers to Marseille on the deck of a boat; but in order to embark he needed the permission to leave Algiers. This veteran, who mixed his blood with that of the French on the battlefields, did not acquire the right to benefit from their laws; he remains subject to the humiliations of the Code de l’indigénat that forbids any Arab to travel without the consent of the administration.

Salah is still waiting for the authorization to go to France. To earn a living he is trying his hand at commerce, unsuccessfully of course. One can see him, in tatters, half naked, but always dignified, pacing up and down Rue de la Lyre, a basket in his hands, trying to imitate his co-religionists’ accent, and shouting, “Eggs! Eggs!” His eggs, cooking in the sun, bring him more setbacks than profit. Happily, his hope compensates for the bread he does not eat. “This too shall pass,” he heroically says, “as soon as the Conseil d’Etat has my documents in its hands, it will agree to give me my due.”

Naïve infantry man! Will the Conseil d’Etat say yes after the minister of War said no? While they will waste money on the Rue Saint-Dominique, there won’t be any money to indemnify the Arabs who waged war for us for twenty years. When, spurred on by need, France’s ex-soldier Salah ben Abdalhah, who knows no other way to earn a living than a military career, shame-facedly goes to his co-religionists and asks for “God’s share” or solicits help from his tribe, he is slapped with these words: “Are those whom you have served so ungrateful that they cannot satisfy your hunger after using you for their glory?”

Even though they are treated so odiously and cannot attain in our army a rank higher than that of lieutenant despite their fighting qualities, the Arabs remain ready to share our perils when hardship strikes us. In 1870, they offered us their devotion, their blood, and their money; but later the Bureaux arabes insolently answered them that France did not need them to oust the enemy. Algerian natives voluntarily followed us to the Crimea, Mexico, Italy, to the Vosges, and to Tonkin, accomplishing everywhere prodigious deeds of valor. More than six thousand of them went to Madagascar,101 attempting to bring victory to our flag which they carried together with the green banner of the Prophet. For the pleasure of waging war these naïve losers helped us to deprive the Hova of their land as we had deprived them of theirs.

Although our commitments have not been kept, whenever France will fight a war, her Arab sons, whom she treats as a wicked step-mother, will rush to her aid, will die for her.

7.2 The Beni-Gharaba

Before the food shortage that is starving Algeria’s Arabs, the tribe of the Beni-Gharaba, renowned for its warm hospitality and its spirit of independence, held what we might call open tent; it spent a fortune in diffas while getting from the soil, with little or no cultivation, wheat, barley, maize, tobacco, beans, and olives. But two successive harvests failed, the silos (underground storage) are empty and – by pure coincidence, of course – fines are raining in now that the tribe can no longer roast whole sheep and prepare chicken couscous for the authorities.

In turn, its camels, horses, cattle, herds of sheep and goats have been brought to market. Unhappily, prices are at their lowest because of the abundance of arrivals; everything is sold for a pittance, and then it just so happened – on the day when bulls and cows were taken to the market – that the administrator of the area that includes the tribe of the Beni-Gharaba needed two milk cows; he chose the two best ones in the herd and, while bargaining over them, recited, out of habit, the fines he had in reserve for the tribe.

How can you sell your cows to an individual who holds the lives of the douar’s seventy tents in his hands? You are only too happy to make a sacrifice to appease him.

“Here, Monsieur l’administrateur, take these cows! Have them taken away! For anyone else they cost 180 francs each, for you nothing.”

Indignant, the administrator raised his voice.

“You wretch, do I want your cows for nothing? Look at these people, they are starving to death and yet they talk of making gifts!”

With an air of authority, he slipped a coin of one hundred sous in the salesman’s hand and went to his club to tell his colleagues that the Beni-Gharaba had the temerity to want to give him the two cows he had bought.

The sale of the herds provided enough to feed the tribe; however, financial difficulty soon arose again. The poultry was brought to market: chickens, turkeys, guinea-fowls that lived freely in the douar and enlivened it with their songs and their cackling; fate decided that, on that very day, two or three officials were replenishing their farmyard. They had come to buy especially from this tribe, they said, making sure to show them the sword of Damocles hanging above their heads.

In the delicate situation of the tribe it would have been unwise to make them pay. The interpreter, a Jewish moneylender – it is true that the interest was one hundred and thirty percent per month – had to be dealt with carefully. And it would have been a mistake not to offer something to Mr. bailiff who could seize everything at any moment. As for the rural policeman, who was also the jailer, he often booked those who were not his friends; and furthermore, there were always some Beni-Gharaba in prison. It is so easy to impose it, this prison, thanks to the Code de l’indigénat or simply on a whim, that the Arabs subjected to it are not too perturbed. However, it is best to stay in the good graces of the jailer, for he could be distracted and sometimes forget to distribute the bread and water.

The Beni-Gharaba in charge of the sale of the douar’s fowls, Yaya ben Yaya, Abdelkader, Larbi, and Ali ben Belkaseem, looked at and understood each other. Even though they depended on the sale of the poultry to buy barley and wheat, they divided nearly all the chickens, turkeys, and guinea-fowls among the officials who had come to buy, separately and unbeknownst to each other. Their servants’ arms and hands were loaded and, furthermore, a huge wreath of hens hung down to their hips and knees. Like their masters, these vigorous boys, bent under the loads, seemed to find it very natural to despoil the Beni-Gharaba for their own profit. It has to be said, however, that the clerk-notary, a thick squat little man who earns piles of money, licked his chops when he saw the very plump turkeys and had a generous impulse, “All right, ben Yaya, all right, to please you I accept, but tell them at home that when you invite us for a diffa, Madame will bring sticks of barley sugar for the douar’s babies!”

In order to survive, the Beni-Gharaba sold everything and soon had nothing left but their tents. They sold their old and new carpets, they sold their wooden and metal bowls, their silver trays. They sold their wolfhounds, vigilant sentries that smell animals and men two kilometers away and tear to pieces with their fangs the prowler or the fool who dares to approach. Finally, having exhausted all resources, they sold to a horse dealer for very little hard cash their superb horses, friends that always waited for them, saddled, at the entrance of the tent. This supreme sacrifice kept them from starvation, but only for a very short time, because, however great their sobriety, the Beni-Gharaba had more than fifteen hundred mouths to feed!

And now there is nothing left in the tent, no money, no supplies, and nothing to be found in the immense, arid plain where the douar is planted.102 For a long time, the wild asparagus, which the Algerian French find so delectable in the winter, has been picked to the roots; for a long time, even young thistle plants, eaten instead of artichokes and of a more refined taste, have been pulled out. People in groups abandon the silent, moribund douar to go to the city; people pour out into the paths leading to neighboring villages. Those who stay with the dying children drink water to quench their hunger, but this false satiety does not prevent their stomach from twisting and screaming.

The least feeble of the remaining people dig in the sand everywhere with their truncheons. When they suspect the existence of some roots, they throw themselves full length on the bare and golden ground. Their fleshless fingers seem unable to bring what they find quickly enough to their mouths. Then, like the animal forbidden by Mohammed, they feverishly stick their face in the ground, their famished teeth rummaging through the earth and avidly devouring the roots.

Suddenly one of these human rodents, Yaya – two of his sons have died of hunger that morning – straightens up, his eyes wild, his mouth wide open, then falls backward with horrible convulsions; he is dead! His body will feed the jackals; but what about his wives, what about his children who are still alive? His third and very young wife, Kheira, nurses her beautiful seven-month-old baby called Ali. I said “nurses!” Alas! Hungry mothers have no milk! Since the day before, Kheira, with the contempt for suffering that distinguishes her race, Kheira has been piercing her nipples with a needle so her child can suck the drops of blood! Despite this horrible torture, however, this child will go to sleep like his brothers and his father; this fear triggers in her a bright idea... No, Ali ben Yaya, you won’t die! In order to save him, she will sell him, if necessary! At the town market she will find the men who bought the douar’s lambs and kids; they will buy her pretty little one and will feed him.

With wild energy, her silent child on her back, she leaves. At each step, the excessive water she absorbed to sustain herself during the trip flows from her as from a squeezed sponge... She has overestimated her strength... Her heart is breaking! Happily, two co-religionists on mule back soon pick her up.

Located in a fold of the land, on a slope, the market is alive with the bleating of sheep and goats, the hailing of sellers and buyers, the individual announcements of those who have lost a purse or an animal. On arriving, all plant a stake in the ground and attach their horse or mule. These animals are touched and pushed, but still stay calm and harmless.

Kheira, squatting, the skins of her breasts in her baby’s mouth, leans against the tent of a fancy goods store. But she no longer sees the tulle dresses with their multicolored sheer layers, the brocade belts, the finely embroidered slippers. Everything is spinning around her, as when she tried to dance a French waltz one day. Will she be able to stand up? The ground is swaying under her feet. But... little Ali... he no longer even closes his lips on the soft breast that is in his mouth... She walks, she staggers... A civil servant, whom she touches, pushes her back brutally with his cane and seeing her fall, shouts, “Dirty moukère! She is drunk on absinth!...” Kheira does not hear, the skin that is her breast has come out of her son’s mouth! Is she going to let him die?...

Still staggering, she comes to the town, a road where a few houses line both sides; she drags herself there, offering dying Ali to all, moaning, “Pretty little one... buy... hungry... buy pretty little one... eat... pretty little Ali... buy…” A crowd gathers around her. The administrator, the same man who bought for one hundred sous the two prettiest cows of Kheira’s douar, appears, shouting, threatening, “What! Is it this wretch who is causing this disturbance? Take her away!” he orders the rural policeman who is also the jailer.

Kheira, exhausted by her last maternal effort, collapses; her child escapes from her arms and falls onto the road. A woman with opulent breasts picks him up, saying, “What a handsome little bicot!” She shoves his head under her blouse, he is saved! Unconscious, Kheira is taken to the jail; boys and passersby follow, howling, “Eh! Drunkard! Drunkard!” Human cruelty knows no country. The young mother is locked up in a shed, laid on a plank used as a bed, and ... abandoned! The next day, she still does not move. But she should have digested her absinth by now... The jailer finally worries. A doctor is sent for, he is told that the prisoner was arrested for being drunk; he examines her carefully; then, his voice trembling with indignation, he exclaims, “Ignorant animals! This woman died of hunger!...”

7.3 The Fantasia103

In a commune mixte of the province of Algiers, our colorful flag flew in several windows, the streets were decked with branches of palms and a triumphal arch was built of oleanders. Europeans and Arabs competed to give to the center of the county seat an enchanting appearance, because the person who was expected can at will ruin the country or make it prosper; the administrators of the region make very sure they are attentive toward the person who bestows favors and promotions.

The administrators came escorted by their staff and their family if they could requisition the horses to bring them. But the Arabs adore shining in the fantasia; so instead of lending their horses to bring the administrator’s wife and brood to the feast, many of them preferred mounting them to attend themselves. Result: five days in prison and a fine of fifteen francs. But it is well worth taking the risk for the joy of joining the goum,104 wearing red boots and riding under the unfurled green banner with horsemen spread out in the plain, and seeing the great marabouts, the great notables.

In all countries, men in high places have a special way of distinguishing themselves from ordinary mortals. The Arab notables who came to the fantasia were decorated in a way as incongruous as it was original: they were decorated... with droppings!... Yes... falcon droppings! They wore on their burnouses traces of this hunting bird’s excrements; in the desert that is the mark of a gentleman. Isn’t it every bit as good as the piece of ribbon or the hardware worn by Europeans who want to be noticed?

The governor-general of Algeria, in whose honor all these preparations were made, was coming back from the south. He was bringing back cars full of rare things; he had received loads of presents from the mouaddine105 as a sign of submission. But he was not coming back on the superb black horse, nor on the handsome white dromedary given to him by the natives of the south; he was coming back from Biskra by the express train; and like a god preceded by a sun or a king by an army, he was preceded by a crazy machine that ran as a scout before the governmental train. Telegram after telegram signaled the governor’s approach. There he was!

As soon as he appeared the bugles sounded and the drums beat the general salute. The horses that had impatiently reared up hurled themselves forward, then rapidly ran back as if swept up by the wind. The horsemen who mounted them stood up straight on their saddles, shrieking at the top of their lungs and firing their guns in the air. Intoxicated by the gun powder they fired into the air, they rushed again, animated by a devilish furor. The men, one with their horses, communicated to them their feverish enthusiasm and soon the spectators, electrified, applauded them and shared their delirium.

All the horses that participated in the fantasia were handsome; their fine heads and their elegant shapes aroused the crowd’s admiration. But among them there was one with an ebony coat and a proud neck that attracted all eyes. It was the mare belonging to Lagdar-ben-Djali of the Oulad-Mokran tribe, called Rihana, Fast as the Wind.

Over there, the horses are treated like humans and have names; the Arabs certainly take better care to educate a horse than Europeans do to educate a man; so they succeed in developing in the horse more than instinct, namely, intelligence. That is how they can teach a horse that has thrown its rider to stop instantly. Like a faithful dog, this noble animal stays near the injured or dead horseman.

Rihana was not only the joy of her owner, but also the glory of the tribe. She won prizes in races, she was applauded in the fantasia, she could kneel and straighten up without alarming her master.

The administrator of M... had his eye on that handsome horse. The sight of the horse brought back by the governor excited his desire to possess Rihana. Finally, unable to contain himself, he approached her owner.

“Ladgar,” he said, “how much do you want for this horse worthy of a sultan?”

“It is not for sale,” answered Ladgar.

“I know you are financially comfortable, but well, to please me, put a big price on it and let me have it.”

“My pleasure is worth as much as yours, it pleases me to keep it.”

The administrator bit his lips. When the party was over and the governor gone, he was still thinking about the horse. He told his story to old Chaya whom he employed as an intermediary when he lent money at one hundred and twenty percent. Chaya filled his heart with hope.

“This comes at an ideal moment,” he said. “Bouziane, Ladgar’s neighbor, owes me, I shall have him seized.”

“But... what is the connection?” asked the official.

“I know what I am doing; I’ll speak to the bailiff, he will find a way to get the mare.”

The bailiff did not find much in Bouziane’s miserable gourbi.

“There isn’t enough here, let us look over there,” he said, climbing over the neighbor‘s fence.

Seeing Rihana near Ladgar’s home, he went straight to her and seized her. When Ladgar indignantly protested, affirming that he did not owe anything to anyone, the bailiff only replied, “Put in a claim!”

Ladgar, of course, sought the help of the court to recover his property. Despite the many witnesses who swore that Rihana was born at Ladgar’s, despite tax receipts establishing his ownership of the horse, the court, leaning on some judicial subtleties, dismissed his suit, condemned him to pay the expenses, and validated the seizure.

Put up for sale, Rihana was bought on behalf of the administrator, who mounted her as soon as she was his, and from then on looked scornfully and insolently at Ladgar, who was distraught at having been despoiled of his animal. When Ladgar was within earshot, the administrator would shout, “Villain, you refused to sell me your mare, and two weeks later, you had it sold by the authority of the law! I’ll get even with you for that!”

Rihana’s abduction particularly upset Nedjma, Ladgar’s favorite wife. She had never eaten a honey cake, a handful of dates, or a fried morsel of roasted lamb without sharing it with Rihana, who seemed to echo this attention and neighed with pleasure when seeing her handsome mistress. One day, when the administrator, on an inspection tour in the douar of the Oulad-Mokran, left the horse with his chaouch, it instinctively came to Ladgar’s door. Nedjma innocently thought that Rihana was given back to them. Happy, laughing and crying, jumping and dancing, she ran to her, caressed her chest, took her head in her little hands and, lifting her haick, kissed her over and over again. Then, hearing steps, she quickly lowered her veil and ran away in distress. But the administrator, who had hastily come back, saw Nedjma; less perhaps than her beauty, her lively and passionate exuberance awakened in him one of those mad feelings that can neither be reasoned with nor conquered.

He could not stop thinking about her. During the day he tried to see her; at night he dreamed of her. His passion grew to the point that, unable to hide it, he confided his torment to the Jew Chaya.

“The devil take me,” said Chaya, “it is less easy to take a woman than a mare!”

But he was a scoundrel, unfazed by crime, and one day he said to the bashful lover, “Eureka!” He had implicated Ladgar, a friend of France, in a trumped-up plot of rebellion against it. With money and means of intimidation witnesses can always be found. Some of them affirmed that Nedjma’s husband, bought by the English, was stirring up the south and plotting a trap for our troops. Despite the implausibility of the accusation and the lack of evidence, Ladgar was found guilty, condemned, despoiled of his property, and sent to Nouméa. Nedjma, terrified by this judgment, submitted to what was demanded of her.

And while the husband of the woman and owner of the horse is in a penal colony, the administrator calmly enjoys the wife and the mare.

7.4 Divorce Seekers

After the sirocco that unleashed a fifteen-hour sand storm came the torrential rain, a downpour that dug ravines in Africa’s warm earth and made a swamp out of the scorched plain divided by a white ribbon which is the road where Le Rocailleux, a small town in the department of Oran, is located. Numerous groups of people in burnouses and haiks have left the village despite the terrible weather.

Women and men, without the portable tent we call an umbrella, appear much less troubled by the weather than by the storm raging inside them; their tense mouths utter piercing exclamations, their eyes throw flashes of lightning! This crowd is going to the top of the hill; a town is perched there, so as to dominate the Arab quarter and signal that this is a French town. It has four vast buildings: the luxurious and comfortable hotel of the administration; the gendarmerie106 that looks like a barracks, whereas the soldiers’ barracks look more like villas behind their screens of oleanders; then a low house that is visibly trying to hide as if it were ashamed to be there: this is the prison; and finally there is a parallelogram made of red bricks, the temple of Themis107. From fifty meters away you would believe it is surrounded by a herd of sheep; but as you approach, you see that what appeared to be sheep are in fact men wrapped in their burnouses, squatting close to one another. There they are, three or four hundred of them, in the torrential rain, waiting for the Muslim tribunal.

Grouped apart from the men, their small hands and nails reddened with henna, the women hide their faces with their haiks, which are blown off at times by the indiscreet wind, giving fugitive apparitions of houris. These women, nearly all of them young and pretty, are there to obtain a divorce.

The court’s large double door finally opens and while the Arabs, soaked to the skin, squat in the immense room, the chaouch in his sparkling white costume solemnly announces, “The Court is now in session!” As soon as the judges are seated, the litigants come to the bar one by one. Even when they have good reasons, if they have neglected to pay the interpreter – judges and Arab litigants do not speak the same language and therefore do not understand each other –he will translate the contrary of what they are saying and they are often condemned.

Besides the frequent accusations of robberies, blows, and wounds, strange claims are heard in the court. Here, for instance, is the case of Yamina bent Aïssem against Larbi ben Ali. A woman of elegant appearance approaches the bar; she slightly opens her haik, which excites some curiosity, and with precise details she tells the judges that her husband has not kissed her in six weeks! For this wrong, this offence, she is demanding one hundred francs of damages. The laughing judges seem to think that the husband has punished himself enough.

But here is an opposing view. A husband named El-Abib whose wife just ran away demands three francs of damages for each day she has spent outside his home. His suit being dismissed, he leaves, uttering against the judge this malediction so frequent in Arab country:

May God curse all yours!

May He make yours blind!

May He destroy your harvests!

May He make you ill, cripple!

Meryem bent Djabis, whose husband agreed to accept only a khul divorce whereby he would receive a large sum of money, has succeeded in obtaining a doctor’s certificate testifying that she was ... a maiden; she obtained her freedom without having to pay any ransom to her husband.

The main cause of most divorces is polygamy, even though polygamy is not grounds for divorce. Many women who come and expose their grievances for the first time vehemently protest against the plurality of wives. The judge puts them and their husbands in adala for a week with an observer who will decide which spouse is in the wrong.

But look at this young girl at the bar, her haik immodestly raised, her face in tears; she speaks rapidly; the words “betrayal” and “divorce” come over and over again from her mouth. It is Kanza, a pretty fourteen-year-old adolescent; her husband, returning from his wedding, introduced to her a Negress as her co-wife. Furious, indignant, Kanza tried to run away to avoid this promiscuity; her husband barricaded the door; terrified, the poor child, risking her life, jumped through the window into a ravine. The court reprimanded the husband, Amed ben Assem, a puny eighteen-year old, ashen and sickly, who protested his love for his first wife and declared that if he took a second one, it was simply to have her work for his mother... Furthermore, Muslim law gives him the right to marry four wives!

Unable to obtain a divorce, Kanza cried out, “Give me a lizard, a dog as a spouse, but not a man who has another wife!” Then she dashed outside, hurried off and ran so fast that neither her parents nor her husband could follow her. She rushed down the hill and came to a colossal tree, the only one of a burned-down forest still standing; newly skinned sheep were swinging from its branches. This tree is the town’s abattoir, where at any hour lambs and oxen are killed under its shade. Two men throw the victim to the ground, hold it there while a third one seizes the animal at the throat and slits its carotid with a knife.

There was a pool of blood where a white goat with a long silky coat and a slender head had just been killed, screaming like a pretty woman under the executioner’s knife. In despair, little Kanza lay down in the steaming blood; her melhfa and her haik took on a purple hue; she put her head on the block, her heart broken, her voice full of sobs, she said to the butcher: “I am too unhappy... too... unhappy..., bleed me!”

7.5 Sadia

Everyone is struck by the Arabs’ noble air and the regal majesty with which the poorest among them drape themselves in their ragged burnouses. This is not the exclusive privilege of men; many women – if they could be seen – would be hailed as queens in the most aristocratic circles of our civilized cities. Sadia is among the most triumphant of these queens.

The Arab woman is generally short. Sadia is tall, graceful, elegant! Her voice is harmonious, her charm disturbs and fascinates. But her reputation for coquetry is as widely spread as that of her beauty.

Is Sadia a courtesan? Not at all! When you enter her spacious house, the most beautiful in the country with its ornaments and crescents in varnished earthenware, you see in the immense rooms stacks of carpets that serve as hangings, furniture, and seats. You see oak trunks overflowing with jewelry, lace, silk and gold embroidery, beautiful fabrics, fans, and a thousand artistic nothings; but no man.

It is among women that you drink, burning your lips, the obligatory boiling hot coffee served in solid gold cups on silver trays of a one-meter diameter. And it is to women that Sadia shows her riches, wanting to give them when her guests marvel at them. But her European airs, her audacity in refusing the seclusion imposed on Muslim women, and finally her three successive divorces before the age of twenty-five, have given her a reputation of flirtatiousness; her beauty is scrutinized as her jewels are appraised.

Sadia goes out, but after sundown as prescribed by Mohammed. She wraps herself in a white silk haik with pink stripes that reveals only one of her eyes. She only goes to those houses of notables where she is welcomed. She arrives around eight o’clock, preceded by servants, accompanied by her mother, a common matron, and by her young sister, an eight-year-old child already married. Those honored by her visit serve her a light supper; and with what supreme elegance does Sadia bring the goblet to her lips or eat a piece of cake!

She must be really seductive, she must be really incomparable, this Sadia, because her divorced husbands cannot forget her! Then why all these divorces? Here is her odyssey with her last husband, the caïd108 Muhamed, son of a bachaga,109 if you please.

The caïd Muhamed, from around Tiaret where are born the most handsome men, had seen Sadia walk by and had fallen head over heels in love. Passions are not patient in Algeria, so to satisfy his, Muhamed bought Sadia for thirty thousand francs. The nuptials were celebrated with pomp despite the sour faces of the husband’s family, who claimed he was marrying beneath his station (questions of genealogy, of birth, are extremely important in Arab society; according to his parents, the caïd Muhamed was supposed to marry a girl of noble tent, not the handsome Sadia). Entire flocks of whole sheep were roasted, a thousand chickens killed, two hundred kilos of honey cakes baked, and all the mouths of the region, rich and poor, feasted on the couscous. For one does not need to be invited to go to a wedding in Arab country: however poor one is, everyone is always welcome at a marriage banquet. A rich groom offers copious meals; a poor one offers neither food, nor drink, but still attracts a large attendance because, for this congenial race, every special feast becomes a general celebration and provides the opportunity to get together, to “make the powder speak,” to laugh, to listen to music, and to dance.

Several fantasia were organized for the caïd’s nuptials; when the last kilo of powder was burned, the enchanting Sadia, hoisted on a mule superbly harnessed, saddled with a fringed red carpet, and led by two Negroes, was triumphantly brought to her husband; she was going to be a woman of noble tent! Over there, this title means as much as lady of the manor is in our country. The whole town escorted Sadia; a delegation of Muhamed’s tribe came to meet her; excited by the gunfire, everybody walked in a cloud of smoke to the infernal sound of drums and music, songs, and gunshots. Women, two by two in palanquins draped with multicolored fabrics, waved their white haiks and encouraged the fantasia’s horsemen to show off, shouting: “Yu! Yu! Yu! Yu!”

When a panel of Muhamed’s tent opened before the radiant face of the new bride, it was like seeing a goddess! But her delighted smile soon disappeared, she knitted her brows. In the tent she had seen ... women!

“Muhamed!” she said, pointing to them, “are they yours?”

“Yes,” he answered.

“Then,” she said, “adieu! I am leaving... I refuse to share my husband.” She left, majestically, then mounted the mule and went back home, to the great disappointment of the entourage that had come to the wedding feast. When the caïd got over his amazement, he jumped on his best horse and raced after his wife; he went through every declaration of love, in vain... “I love you,” repeated Sadia, “that is why I don’t want you to belong to anyone else but me. Send your wives away and only then may you come to get me.”

Divorce is not difficult to obtain in Arab society. However, there were for Muhamed some issues impossible to resolve; he could not repudiate his other wives without losing his standing. So it was Sadia who asked for a divorce and obtained it.

Do you think the caïd gave her up? No! He is still wooing her as assiduously as the most passionate lover and asks to see her while, urged by his family, he sues to be reimbursed the price he paid for the pretty woman he does not have. Each time he obtains an amorous encounter, he signs a note of five hundred francs.

Sadia adores the caïd; the torments her coquetry inflicts on him are a proof of it. But this proud and beautiful Mauresque prefers to be Muhamed’s lover, his unique favorite, than the wife of a polygamist.

[image: Image]

100 Highest French administrative jurisdiction.

101 Formerly an independent kingdom, Madagascar became a French colony in 1896; it gained its independence in 1960.

102 Algeria suffered terrible famines in the 1870s and 1880s: severe droughts, failed crops for several years, and invasions of locusts caused starvation.

103 Equestrian entertainment.

104 Algerian military contingent from a village into the French army.

105 Man calling to prayer.

106 French military police.

107 Personification of law and order in Greek mythology.

108 Muslim official, at once judge, administrator, and chief of police.

109 Title of a high Muslim notable.




 Conclusion

In taking possession of Algeria, France assumed responsibility for the Arabs’ happiness. Nevertheless, instead of offering them the advantages of civilization, it has been keeping them for seventy years under a barbaric oppression.

The vanquished Arabs, unarmed, ridiculed, exploited, and despoiled by the authorities and individuals, are torn between our laws and theirs, relegated to the Code de l’indigénat when they escape the French or Muslim legislation. In order to justify our cruelty and extortions, we pretend to be in a situation of self-defense, as if facing an enemy.

While France tyrannizes Arabs and, to compensate them for the loss of their freedom and property, grants them the right to deaden their minds when they rape children and abuse women whom they can sequester at will, it opens its maternal arms to foreigners! Foreigners suckle at Algeria’s breast, and when they are restored, they go back and spend their acquired fortune in their own country while the Muslims die of hunger.

Can the Republic keep at its door a rich and wonderful country without developing it and with the sole intention of engaging an army of civil servants to abase a race of four million individuals?

The reader who followed me and looked with compassion at the instinctively idealistic Arab woman handed over to brutish savagery, and at the Muslim man whose bloody wounds are ceaselessly deepened by the vultures whose prey he is, is forced to conclude that in order to achieve French unity in Algeria, to combine both races, it is necessary to have one law common to both French and Arabs.

Furthermore, it has been too long that those whose country was taken have been excluded from its administration. The best way to prevent them from rebelling is to ask them to work toward making their country prosperous and free. There will no longer be any conflicts between French Algerians and Jews when the Arabs, over whose skin they fight, will be able to defend themselves with ballots.

As soon as the natives are educated, they adopt our mores. In fact, even though southern French and Corsican customs differ from those of the inhabitants of northern France, they all are nonetheless bound to the same legislation. It did not take Germany as long to make Alsace-Lorraine bow down before its laws as it is taking us to impose our language and our civilization on Algeria’s natives.

By treating desperate Arabs as equal to the children of its own bosom, by using their endurance for the colony’s development and their fighting courage for the territory’s defense, France could increase Algeria’s strength and wealth tenfold, and make this country, where one hears nothing but words of hatred, screams of anger, and lamentations, a serene earthly paradise where inhabitants would live united by a community of interests and houris with beautiful eyes would no longer be sold or sequestered.


 Glossary

I have used the spelling given in The American Heritage of English Dictionary for Arabic words that have come down to English speakers (I have footnoted them the first time but did not italicized them) and kept the author’s French words for those found Le petit Robert (these words have frequently been rendered into French from Berber or Arabic colloquial forms). I have changed Auclert’s spelling of Arabic words into today’s Arabic, but kept her spelling of proper nouns, except known ones. Auclert’s has explained some words in the text, I have footnoted some others on their first occurrence, and included all of them in the glossary.



	achour
	tithe on harvest



	adala
	observation



	almah
	dancer and singer



	Aïssaoua
	performer, member of the Sufi brotherhood



	bachaga
	title of a high Muslim notable



	ben-oumnia
	mother’s son



	bicot
	kid (goat’s young); derogatory way of calling a native of North Africa



	bou-afia
	“father of good health”



	burnous
	woolen, sleeveless, hooded cloak



	cadi
	Muslim judge with civil, judicial, and religious functions



	caïd
	Muslim official, at once judge, administrator, and chief of police



	chéchia
	fez



	chaouch
	bailiff, attendant, guard



	chorfa (plural)
	religious heads



	commune
	smallest administrative division



	couscous
	North African dish of crushed grain steamed and served with various meats and vegetables



	denier
	old French coin



	diffa
	reception and meal in someone’s honor



	douar
	rural division; village



	duro
	unit of currency; ancient Spanish silver coin



	fantasia
	equestrian entertainment



	felidg
	Saharan fabric woven mainly from camels’ manes



	fellah
	farmer



	fouta
	handkerchief tied on the hips



	gandura
	shirt; sleeveless tunic worn under the burnous



	gazana
	fortune teller



	gendarmerie
	French military police



	ghansa
	coat



	 goum
	Algerian military contingent from villages into French army



	gourbi
	poor Arab dwelling



	habous
	property belonging to religions institutions



	haik
	rectangular piece of cloth in which Arab women drape themselves as in a coat



	haouli
	a long rectangular piece of fabric woven with pure wool, it can be used as a turban; rug, tapestry



	houri
	one of the beautiful virgins of the Koranic paradise promised to virtuous Muslims; also, voluptuous woman



	ila
	procedure of divorce: an oath a man takes to have no intercourse with his wife for four months; waiting time



	juge de paix
	justice of the peace



	kahoua
	coffee



	khul
	annulment of the marriage contract by the wife who wants to get rid of her husband by paying for her freedom



	koubba
	small sanctuary topped by a cupola, saint’s tomb in a mosque



	lalla
	lady, mistress



	lezma
	obligation; necessity



	lia
	a procedure of divorce in cases of accusation of adultery



	loubia
	Algerian stew of white beans, spiced with red pepper



	Mauresque
	female Moor



	madrasa
	Muslim religious schools; in the text, Auclert calls them “écoles supérieures.”



	mdal
	straw hat



	mehara
	camel



	melhfa
	dress



	mouaddine
	man calling to prayer



	moubara
	divorce by mutual consent



	moukère
	Algerian woman; Algerian word from the Spanish “mujer;” pejorative today



	ouvroir
	workshop



	petit désert
	small desert; “petit” so as not to be confused with the Sahara



	rapporteur
	member of the commission for the budget of Algeria



	sheikh
	leader of Arab family, village or tribe



	sou
	old French coin



	swak
	natural bark



	spahi
	member of native Algerian cavalry in French service



	tagama
	saint



	talak
	procedure of divorce: the word means “to release;” in Muslim law it means to untie the matrimonial knot by repeating the word three times; the dowry is returned to the wife or her family



	taleb
	scholar; marabout



	tolba
	Arabic plural of taleb



	toubib
	doctor; witch doctor



	yaouled
	little boy



	zakkatt
	tithe mandated of Muslims who have a certain amount of wealth; part of the socio-economic system of Islam



	zawaya
	school maintained by a mosque
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