Algerian Women in the
Liberation Struggle and
the Civil War: From

Active Participants to

Passive Victims? BY MEREDETH TURSHEN

We had visited the site and noted several possible rargets. We had
been told to place two bombs, but we were three, and at the last
moment, since it was possible, we decided to plant three bombs.
Samia and I carried three bombs (rom the Casbah to Bab el
Oued, where they were primed. . . . Each of us placed a bomb,
and at the appointed time there were two explosions; one of the

bombs was defective and didn’t go oft.
Djamila B.. Zolira 1D, and Samia, Algiers, September 1956
(quoted in Amrane Minne, 1993: 97}

In the terrorists” camp, I lived in hell. 1 awoke at dawn to start
cleaning, washing, cooking, fetching firewood and water. ]
nursed the sick and served the wives of the terronists, the legal
anes they called “free women.” Every night the terrorists visited
me, taking their turns. They forced me to have sex several times
a night. During mv [six months’] captivity [ was raped by about
3l direy, stinking, brutal, violent men. .. . The rest of the night,
to keep me from running away, they bound my wrists and ankles
with wire and took away my clothes.
Chréa Mériem, March 1998
{as told to Belloula, 2000(: 115)

F()R’l\"—l*w() years separate these quotations, yet the experiences
described seemn to be centuries apart—and in reverse order.” Dur-
ing the Algerian war for independence from France {1954-1962),
thousands of women were active participants, taking initiative
even on deadly missions. During the civil war of the 1990s, tens of
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thousands of wormen and girls were the victims of terrorists who
denied not just their womanhood but their humanitv. 1 went 1o
Algeria in April 2001 to ask how this apparent shift from active
participant to passive victim could have happened. How is it that
Algerian womcen—whose struggles became, through the pen of
Frantz Fanon {1924-1961 3, the hallimark of a national revolution's
potential o liberate womien—found themselves the wrget of a
cvil war in the 1990s2 How did Algerian women, whose analvsis
and praxis of women's liberation were so advanced, respond 1o
imcreasing restrictions on theis lives and the lives of their daugh-
ters i the aftermath of war? What options do Algerian wornen
think they have now, and which are they pursuing as the civil war
winds down but economic difliculties increasc?

The Algerian War

The war for independence (usually referred to as the Algerian
war in the francophone literawre) was not the first in which
women participated actively as combatants, spies, fundraisers,
and courters, as well as nurses, launderers, and cooks. Bur the
Algertan war set a precedent tor African women in liberation
movements. in part because Fanon immoertalized 1t. Fanon (1965
(19591} dramatized the changes wrought in women and in the
tamily by the revolution and by women's participation in the rev-
olution, which he saw as necessary, cven inevitable, given its
rature.

The ministry {for veterans’ atfairs reported in 1974 that 11,000
Algerian women had fought for the liberation of their country
(about 3 percent of all fighters); Amrane Minne (1993: 210}
thinks this a serious underestimation of women’s participation.
Of this number, 22 percent were urbanites and 78 percent came
from rural areas; these percentages mirror exactly the rate of
urbanization in Algerta at the time {(Amrane Minne, 1993: 2315,
The militants took up arms to fight for independence from
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France but also political weapons to free women from ignorance
and servitude. Urban educated women joined the maquis (the
rebel forces operating in the mountains) when arrest in the city
was imminent; living in villages they taught illiterate peasant
women about their social role and explained colonialism, the
revolution, and the reasons for the independence struggle.
Sometimes, in regions loyval to the National Liberation Front
(FLLN), bold educators tried to transform social relations
between men and women, which they found shocking (Amrane
Minne, 1993: 83).

The French military and police did not spare women partici-
pants who were captured; about 2,200 mujahidat (women com-
batants) were arrested and tortured (Hessini, 1996: 9). The
French killed some women in shootouts, and they condemned six
to death (eventually commuting their sentences) {Amrane
Minne, 1993: 231). Untl Amrane Minne, herself a veteran, pub-
lished her studies in 1993 and 1994, few details about the women
who had fought for liberation were available. A number of sur-
vivors arc also beginning to tell their stories and publish their
memoirs (see, for example, “Une moudjahida,” 2001; Ighilahriz,
200H; “Entretien,” 2001; “La moudjahida,” 2000).

The Aftermath of the Algerian War

After cight vears and more than 1 million deaths, Algeria won
independence in 1962, and women secured citizenship, equal
rights to coeducation and health services (both free), and entry
to the protessions. The gains were impressive: by 1994-95, 46 per-
cent of primary and 50 percent of secondary school students were
girls; half of university graduates were women; 50 percent of doc-
tors {and only 48 percent of nurses), one-third ot judges, and 30
percent of lawvers were women {(Ouiriha, 1999). S¢ much has
been written about the disappointments following independence
(Bennoune, 1999 Helie-Lucas, 1999; M’rabet, 1983; Nouredine,



#02 SOCIAL RESEARCL

1991 that it s worth remembering how much Algerian women
advanced i the 1960s and 1970s. Most commentators mention
the small percentage of women in the paid labor force (about 6
percent in 1980; see United Nations, 1995 142) as indicative of
women’s return o private life after the war: but the low rate is
cqually suggestive of a socialist economy buoved by the wealth of
the nationalized oil fields. Many families in the growing middle
class coudd afford to withdraw their daughters from: the paid work-
lorce, and there was no competitive capitalist economy (o draft
wornen o Jow-paid work (Khalide Messaoudi, interview, 24
April 2001). (In contrast, Moroccan girls start to work in petty
trade in cities when they are as yvoung as {ive. )

I many women fighters withdrew from public lite in the after-
math ol the Algerian war. so did many men. Although litde
research s available on what happens 1o wormen combatants who
return to civilian life, some evidence suggests that women are
rejected by civilian society (Hale, 20013 A rarve study of seven
mujahidal in Aurcs (a region from which more than one-third of
women fighters came) describes their considerable ditficuities
reintegrating afier the Algerian war (Haddab, 20003, Al enlisted
when very voung and fater had marital problems. One woman
never married (her friends think she was raped when she was
arvested and that shie chose to remain alone). One woman was
forced cut of her hospital nursing job by her husband; two more
were housewives at their hushands™ insistence. Four became
teachers, the most socially acceptable work role for a woman. In
the tirst year after mdependence all participated i the National
Union of Algerian Women (UNFA, s creation of the FLN), none
was a member of the party. On a personal level they noted that i
was time 1o gel marricd and have children. There was one excep-
tior, an woanarried militane an Arvabic reacher, who was clected in
the communal elections of 1974 o wilaye (provincial) vice presi-
dent for socal affairs. According to Haddab (2060 300) she
described herself as a man: she suppressed her femininity delit-
erately and traveled on a bicyele that was Tater motorized. Haddahb
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(297) says that although the muwjahidat were admired for their
patriotism and courage, they also were perceived as different and
not marriageable because they had frequented men.

When Messaoudi (1995: 94} asked the mujahidat what they did
in the 20 vears after independence, they said their struggle had
continuwed but not publicly; they worked with orphans and mis-
treated war widows. Having been deprived of family life during
the war, Messaoudi says, the muwjahidal were ready to return to
domesticity, never imagining what was in store for Algerian
women. Some women were bitter: Mme Houria Imache Rami, a
mujahida, told me, “[in the magquis] we were all equal in the war—
it was afterward that our citizenship was taken away from us”
(Interview, Algiers, 26 April 2001). A ftormer fighter told Mes-
saoudi (1995: 94-95) “our domestication didn’t start in 1962, it
happened before independence; even during the war, the FLN
started eliminating women from the maguis, sending us to the
borders or abroad. That’s when our role was defined, when we
were excluded from public life.”

Salah Louanchi, a militant who participated in the FLN’s post-
war decision-making bodies, told his wife of discussions immedi-
ately after independence about whether allowing women to take
paid jobs would dislocate the family (Louanchi thought women
should work, at least in the transitional period); most men main-
tained that “women would find satsfaction in Arabo-Islamic val-
ues’—to which his wife retorted, “couldn’t the same be said of
men:” {Louanchi, 1998: 165) Only the delegates from the city of
Mostaganem demanded that women be allowed to work in the
ranks of the party. In April 1964 at the party congress ot the Eco-
nomic and Social Commission, an UNFA spokeswoman called for
equal responsibilities for women militants at every level of the
party, an end to polygamy, regulated daycare for children, new
adoption laws, and new laws concerning legitimacy. None of this
was taken into account, and neither the FLN nor the UNFA
returned to these problems at the meeting. At the end of the con-
gress, when the list of central committee members was
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announced, women were allowed 1o choose a woman representa-
tive; the selection was to be made on the basis of heing a woman,
not on the basis of being militants with their own identity and
their own program. Anne-Marie Lovanchi (1998: 165} com-
ments: It was thought that with the construction of a more just
society, these problems would take care of themselves. The future
would tell us that we were wrong.”

By the 1980s, Algerian women were finding the promissory
notes of sociadist revolution canceled. despite their vigorous
protests. Inn 1980, a mimisterial order torbade any woman from
feaving the country without a male: it was annuiled after womcen
demonstrated. In 1981 women learned ol a second attempt o
pass a personal code: the Taw regulating family hfe that had been
under discussion since 1966, Together with smujahidai, vounyg
women demonstrated and wrote an open protest letter wo Presi-
dent Chadii Benjedid in which they listed six demands: same legal
age of majority for women and men; unconditonal right 1o work:
equality In marriage and divorce: an end to polygamy: equal
inheritance rights; legal status for unwed mothers and proteciion
of abandoned children (virtually the same list proposed in 1964},
Chadli backed down, but not for long, On June 9, 1984, the leg-
istature adopted the Family Code, even as women were gathering
I million signatures on a petition protesting its statutes. The code
made all women minors in education, work, marriage, divorce,
and inheritance; and it guaranteed polygamy to men. Also, men
could dwvorce unilaterally and could evict their ex-wives from
their homes. Sharia law, which is based on the Koran and other
sources, defined inheritance: men were entitled 10 twice as miuch
as women. Although women were successful in eltiminating some
of the worst provisions ot the original draft (Lippert, 1987}, Khal-
ida Messaoudi (1995 9} cails it a history of “crimes against
women.”

How could women (and progressive and revolutionary men)
have allowed this to happeny No single [actor accounts for
women's losses: they were the cumulative effect of a series of
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events—the 1965 coup that overwrned Ahmed Ben Bella’s gow-
ernment and installed a military regime under Colonel Houari
Boumedienne; the repressive socialist regime that failed to rec-
ognize the mujehidat and that gave UNFA a secondary role to play;
and the vears of the Chadli adminisuation (1979-1991), which
were patticularly inimical to women, manipulating the few who
were in government. Chadli was known to make compromises
with Islamic opponents to stay in power, compromises that sacri-
ficed womnen’s autonomy. Chadli also accelerated the Arabization
and I[slamization of education. Classical Arabic became the
medium of instruction, and religious teaching, which had previ-
ously been restricted to Koranic schools and the Islamic Institute,
became an integral part of the curriculum (Carlier, 1999: 89},

The women’s movement existed but was not organized. “Not
until 1987 when a law was passed authorizing the creation of
NGOs did the women’s movement really take oft” (Nasera
Merah, interview, Algiers, 26 April 2001). In August 1989 a new
electoral law allowed men to vote by proxy tor up o three female
members of their families (Hessini, 1996: 12); again, women
protested effectively and in 1991 the election law was modified to
prohibit men from casting their wives’ votes (Martinez, 1998:
76). But in 1992, life was to change dramatically for Algerian
women and men,

The Crod War

Civil war, in which armed Islamist groups attacked first the gov-
ernment and then the civilian population, had been brewing
since the 1980s. In October 1988, thousands of vouths joined
“bread riots” and demonstrated in the streets of Algiers against
the effects of the structural adjustment program imposed by the
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. (International
help in dealing with Algeria’s massive foreign debt, which was a
consequence of the governmment’s near total dependency on
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volatite o1l and gas revenues, had beeny made conditional on bud-
getary cuts.) Although the government repressed the demonsura-
tions brutally, killing hundreds and imjuring many more, the
workers, students, and wnemploved veung men who demon-
strated did obtain important political reforms: a free press. the
right to organize cvil society, the creation of new political parties,
and eventually the departure of President Chadli four vears later.

Among the nearly 66 new politcal partics was the Frone
islamigque  du salue or Iskamie Salvation Front (FIS). which
emerged as a federation of the hundreds of nemworks of cells,
imciuding paramilitary groupings, that had constituted therm-
selves in the 1980s (Kaplan, 1998: 26}, The FIS carried B4 percent
of the popular vote in local elections in May 1990: 1 received
about 1 mallion fewer votes in the first round of legistative elec-
ttons in December 1991, but the non-Islamist vote was so badly
fragmented that the FIS emerged the overall winner {(Picree and
Quandt, 1995). Fearing its imminent {all from power, the govern-
ment canceled the second electoral round i January 1992 and
the military removed Chadl from power; a new High State Coun-
cit took over headed by Mohamed Boudiat, In March 1862 the
council dissclved the FIS (the FIS leaders, Abassi Madani and Ali
Benhad;, had been arrested in Mayv 19915, but in junc 1992
Boudiaf was assassinated {Taveau, 1999 217218}, Years of vio-
lence ensued. violence so savage and bloody that many Algerians
are sitll stunned (Redha Malek. iterview, 17 April 2001 A estl-
mated 80,000 to 100000 people lost their lives in terrorist acts
carrted out by competing armed tervorist groups in their bid for
STALE POWET

Operating in the name ol Islam—the Armed Islamic Group
(GIA, now number three on the United States list of terrorist
organizatons), the Salaiist Group for Preaching and Combat
(GSPC, 2 faction of the GIA), the Armed Islamic Movement
(MIA), und the Islamic Salvation Army (AlS, the armed wing of
the FIS, and which agreed 1o a truce m the summer of 1997}
began to target prominent women and men (doctors, lawvers,
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journalists, and other professionals and intellectuals who were
secularists, unsympathetic to Islamism) and individuals con-
nected with the government like the police and the military. (Mil-
itary service is compulsory for men in Algeria and voung recruits
were regularly targeted.) One analysis of the exceptional violence
is that it grew as it met with government resistance. As the gov-
ernment responded with force, the terrorists stepped up their
activities, establishing roadblocks and killing everyone ambushed
in this way. As the government reacted to this new tactic, the ter-
rorists again escalated their attacks, descending en masse on pop-
ular towns in the Mitidja, the fertile plain that extends to the east
and south of Algiers. On a single night in August 1997 they mas-
sacred between 100 and 300 women, men, and children in Hai-
Rais and in September they slaughtered between 300 and 500 in
Bentalha.! They also kidnapped young girls and women, forcing
them to serve as cooks and cleaners in their forest camps and to
provide sex when demanded.

From the beginning it was clear that women were both targets
and pawns in the power struggles between the Islamists and the
government.2 On April 20, 1990, the FIS organized a march of
several hundred thousand to present their platform to Chadli;
among the points were a call for the application of the Sharia, a
code that would further curtail women’s rights in urbanizing and
industrializing Algeria, and the acceleration of educational
“reform” to protect schools from non-islamic influences like
coeducation and mixed groups in school lunchrooms (Al-Ahnaf,
Botiveau, and Frégosi, 1991: 49-51). Other aspects of the FIS plat-
form included actively discouraging women from working outside
the home, and creating separate administrative services, public
transport, and beaches tor women and men (Hessini, 1996: 13).
fatwa (religious commandments based on scholarly legal deci-
sions) singling out women followed in rapid succession. A 1994
FIS fatwa legalized the killing of girls and women not wearing the
hijab (which in Algeria consists of a scarf that hides the hair and
neck and a fulllength robe; veil is not an accurate translation);
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another fatwa legalized kidnapping and temporary marriage
{Hessini, 1996 6-7). According to the FIS, Muslim women have
rights to (religious) education, respect, inheritance, freedom of
apinion, the vote, and to refuse an imposed hushand. They do
a0t have the vight 10 work cutside the home, become political
leaders, or participate in sports. Thev should not wear makeup,
perfume, fitted clothes, or mingle with men in public; they
should wear the fizjab, “which not only establishes the distinetion
between masculine and feminine, but underscores the separation
between public and private” (Hessini, 1996: 8). According to £/
Maoungiead, the official FIS journal. the Azjad distinguishes Muslims
from non-Muslims: it is obligatory for Muslim women and not an
mdividueal decision (Imache and Nour, 1994: 15),

kslam is the state religion of Algeria but Algeria is notan Islaniic
state. which is the goal ol the Islamsts, Women who do not
obscerve the Islamists™ rules are, by thewr definition. not Muosiim
worners. A radical interpretation of jihad, which legitimizes the
wse of force to impose Islamist beliefs on "non-observing™ Muslim
and non-Muslim alike (al-Ashrpawy, 19849: 67). justified the decla-
ration that women and girls who refuse to wear the hijab are legit-
imate murder targets. Ratia Bengana. a 17-vear-old high school
senior in Blida, had been warned buc she told her mother, "Even
if one day I will be assassinared, T will never wear higjad against my
will I T must wear something, it will be the taditionad dress of
Kabyhia. rather than the imported fujab they want to force on us”
(Taveau, 199%: 1413, On February, 28, 1994, as she left school with
her head uncovered, she was ambushed. shot, and killed by a
group ol men. This is one example o oo many (Astaoul, 2000
137.440),

According o the ¥FI5, Muslim women have the right to respect
and to refuse an imposed husband. But not Yarnina, a 16-vear-old
from Bathla, a village at the {oot of the Quarsenis Mountaing, who
was forced o quit school when the tervorists installed in her vil-
lage burnt it down, and who wore the fgad (in scif-defense). In

December 1994 Nebai. the “emir” of the terrorist band, torced
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her into a temporary marriage with his “lieutenant,” Haroun,
despite her father’s protest. The night of the ceremony Haroun
raped her in her family home while holding a knife at her throat.
Over the next two months, he repeatedly beat her with a belt and
raped her. Then he was killed in a shootout with government
forces, and seven months later Yamina gave birth to a son whom
the village and the state regard as illegitimate {Belloula, 2000: 36-
38). Again. this is but one of many examples.

A fatwa legalized kidnapping, but how is the treatment that fol-
lowed justified?

Captured women did not have the right to wash or to comb
their hair. We were not allowed to pray, or to cover our hair,
or wear a veil. Girls like me who had worn Agab no longer
had the right to do so. All of the daily [religious] duties
became privileges granted only to the so-called free women,
the wives. mothers, or sisters of the terrorists (Mériem,
Chréa, March 1998, as told 1o Nacéra Belloula, 2000: 116).

Even interpretations ol Islamic law that justify slavery and tak-
ing women as “war booty” (current in Sudan and Algeria),
would not seem 1o condone the treatment of Fella Zouaoul, 14
vears old, of 5idi Moussa. Khaled Ferhah, a GIA operative who
coveted her, organized a raid on her home to kidnap her and
take her to his camp as “war booty”; in the course of the raid, his
band murdered all the members of her family at home (three
happened to be in town that day). According to GIA rules, first
he had to ofter Fella to Zouabri, the group’s “emir,” who raped
her every night for a weeck and then assigned her to Khaled.
Khaled thought he would then keep her for himsell and spare
her the collective rape reserved for most captives. His comrades
disapproved, putting both of their lives in danger. Khaled tried
to flee with Fella but he was intercepted and beheaded on the
spot; Fella was tied with wire and dragged back to Tala-Acha, the
camp where Zouabri condemned her to death. Blamed for
Khaled’s attempted escape, she was tied, spread-cagled. to an
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iron gate on the ground where she was gang raped daily and
stomped on by dozens of wrrorists shouting, “To hell with the
sorceress!” Her torturers tore our an eve and stabbed her
repeatediv. Alier 12 davs Zouabri ok a sword and cut her body
in two. Although her corpse has never been found. Fella's fate 1s
known because another captive, Djamila, escaped to tell it (Bel-
toula, 20000 117-120).

The GIA and other armed Islamist bands carried out the FIS
policies as they understood them but were bevond the reach of
central control (Pierre and Quandy, 19953, The ideology of the
rerrorists in Algeria recalls that of the Taliban in Afghanistan;
many Algerians went to Afghanistan o train and o fight.” Evie
dence of the connection between Algeria and  Afghanistan
recently came to dight when Mabfoud Nahnab, a4 conservative
close o the Muslim Brotherhouod and leader of the Mouwvement
de La socicéte pour a paix (MSP, formerty Hamas), acknowledged
publicly that in the early 1980s he sent “thirty small groups of
Algerians” to Afghanistan o fight the Russian army (Tlemgani.
2001). These “Afghan-Algerians,” as they are called eventually,
became the core of the GIA and other armed terrovist groups
(Rashid, 2001: 135},

Algerian Women Respond

Algerian women took to the streets to combat the Istamistes asg
soon as the government legaliced the FIS in Seprember FO8Y
(Khalida Messaoudi, interview, Algiers, 24 April 2001}, Women
demonstrating against the FIS alternated with FIS supporters,
mciuding ar least one large demonstration of several thousand
pro-Ils women on 21 December 1989 {Rosehill, 1994}, These
two groups—the Fissistes who supported the FIS and the fems-
nists who opposed the Islamists—eaclh: had their own reasoned

[POSICROTES,
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The Lissistes

Women convert to [slamism lor a variety of reasons. A study car-
ried out in Algiers in April-May 1981 of 200 university students,
half of whom wore the Aijab, found that the motives for adopting
Islamist behavioral codes varied from conviction to submission in
the face of threats (Imache and Nour, 1994}, Students not wear-
ing the hijab admired women who did but also perceived them as
possibly having personal problems, or as wearing the Agjab to
avoid problems (like being hassled in the street) or attain goals
like marriage.

For some women, marriage (o a werrorist leader brought wealth
and status. Nadia {a pseudonym), who came from a poor peasant
familv in Hai Bounab, was 16 vears old when she met Ahmed
Chaabani. Ahmed became a GIA “emir” under Antar Zouabri,
Recounting her marriage. she told Bava Gacemi (1998) that her
hushand had more monev working as a terrorist than he would
have carned from a regular job. The terrorists ran rackets, in

N

which they extorted @ “tax for the revolution” from all the inhab-
itants; with this money they could afford to dress in name-brand
clothes and wear Reeboks, Nikes, or Filas. They also ate well;
Nadia described the elaborate meals she prepared for Ahmed’s
band. Some of the goods were stolen from the houses of the peo-
ple they killedt. Nadia related how Ahmed and his followers once
furnished a house for her with 4 truckload of farniture, a stove,
blankets, sheets, dishes, and large baskets of feod stolen from two
patriotes (men enrolled in communal self-detense groups armed
by the government) whom they had murdered the night betore.
“Nothing but expensive products, foreign brands. Evervthing was
new. There was even a washing machine, which 1 never used
hecause | didn’t know how 10,7 (Gacemi, 1998: 133-154)
Thoraya Ayad-Boutaroua (interview, Algiers, 20 Aprit 2001), a
radio journalist, suggested that some voung women sympathize
with the FIS because strict Islamist rules offer them protection.
She gave the example of a colleague who was married to an abu-
sive husband; when he converted to Islamism he became more
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respectful of her. began helping out at home, and stopped drink-
ing, which meant there was more moeney in the home and less vie-
lence. To reinforce this improvement, she too converted and

started wearing the Azjab.

The Feminists

Why were women the lzu‘g_{vl?'E Conservative ideas abour the
place and role of women in Algerian society are deeply
entrenched—a holdover trom the colonial period when a woman
was @ symbol aud the last line of defense against the loss of
national identitv—and some believe these ideas resurtaced (with
avengeanced in reaction w the real advances women made after
mdependence (Benamowr, 1995). Salima Tlemgani, a reporter
for ki Watan, said that it was because most women refused 1o
accept Islamism, a refusal they demonsurated by marching in the
streets and defving boveotts (interview., Algiers, 22 April 2001).
Algerian women mark International Women's Dav on March &
every vear, and the press (many Algerian journalists are women)
carries many articles. For example, in 1984 women marched in
Algicrs and issued a declaration calling {for legal equality (Women
Living under Muslim Law. 1989): in 19490 women marched in the
capital, m Oran, and in Blida, Batna, and other cities (*Une his-
toire de lutte,” 1990). On March 22, 1994, at the height of the
Iskamist terror campaign, thousands of women demonstrated in
the strects against violence: they carried a clotheslines from which
they hung men’s trousers, and they chanted, “Zeroual, don't drop
your pants: o compromises with the Iskomists!” (Taveaw, 1994
142; Zervoual was in reference to the president, Liamine Zeroual).
I September 1994 women defied a GIA call for a boveou of
schools; despite reprisals—school burnings and murders of teach-
ers—women brought their children to classes. standing in soli-
carity with teachers (Alia, 1995: 9. In Novernber 19495, women
were the livst to vote in the presidential elections, despite the FIS

call {for a boveott.
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What have Algerian women done in response to the attacks on
their lives and the increasing restrictions on their behavior?
There are dozens of active new Algerian NGOs such as 508
Femmes en détresse (SOS Women in Distress), which was
founded in 1991 to fight conditions that are socially degrading to
women and to help support women in psychological, medical, or
legal difficulties, and RACHDA (Collective against Denigration
and for the Rights ol Algerian Women), which was founded in
1996. Algerian women holding elective office have created a cau-
cus of women parliamentarians o push for legislative reforms.
One issue is the government's failure to recognize women raped
by terrorists as legal victims of terrorism, which would entitle
them to an indemnity. According to Khalida Messaoudi, there are
2,029 women who survived rape by terrorists (Dridi, 2001).

The Future

“[The Family Code] is our prison,” said a twenty-six-year-old
nurse who in 1997 was collecting signatures on a petition to
abolish it; “I am fighting for women’s rights . . . but not for
me, not even for my daughter; [ hope that my granddaugh-
ter will have full rights and respect” (Taveau, 1999: 141).

The Family Code is by far the most preoccupying woimnen’s issue
in Algeria. Currently there is a project to reform civil codes and
procedures, which Justice Minister Ahmed Ouyahia has said will
certainly include amendments to the Family Code ("Codes civil et
de procedures civiles,” 2001), so women are mobilizing around
the country. Yamina Bettahar (2000: 55) believes that President
Chadli’s first attempt to pass the code in 1981 gave birth to Alger-
ian feminism and the demand for full citizenship for women, and
led the mujahidat to question the unconditional support they had
always accorded the FLN. Algerian women place so much empha-
sis on reforming the code because, as Bettahar explains (60-61),
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it reveals the tailure to distinguish between politics and religion.
The 1984 Family Code exposed secret negotiations between polit-
ical and retigious leaders, and the government’s willingness to sac-
rlice women’s rights in order to stay in power. This patern
continued in the 1990s: for example, when Liamine Zeroual won
the presidential election o 1995, he felt obliged to please the
Islarist Mahtoud Nahnah, among the vunners-up, on such issues
as the promotion of traditional Istunic family faw and the pro-
mation of Avabic over French (Kaplan, 1999). Messaoudi (1495
1833 has said that like every toralitarian movement the Islamists
want absolute power over society. and they have understood per-
fecidy that such power passes through control of women’s sexual-
v, which Mediterrancan patriarchal society {and the Family
Code) factlitate.

Study after study confirms how dramatically Algerian women's
attitides and lives have changed—in the later age at first marriage
(26 vears): m their wse of contraception (60 percent of couplesy;
and i their desire to give birth to danghrers. Qudriha (1999, a
university cconomist, foand that 96 percent of women rejected
marrtage before age 18 for their daughters: 85 percent believed
that therr daughters and sons should have the same amount of
cducation: 79 percent wanted their daughters 1o have a university
education: 9 percent no longer opposed paid work for dheir
daughters,

Dradita Djerbal {interview, Algiers, 26 April), a university sociol
ogist, contirmed these findings and added that the lack of hous-
g had created new compromises and arrangements, which were
departures from the norm ol the husband lodging his wife and
children. H a wife has an apartment and her husband doces not,
they are likely 1o move into hier home. Djerbal also said that eco-
nomic necessity has pushed women intw income-generating activ
ity and that the increasingly high rates of literacy and schooling
had prepared them for the worktorce. In 1995-1997, 24 percent
of women were in the adult labor force (UN, 2000: 1443, In a

study of B5H women 16 1o 40 vears old in Algiers and Oran,
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Remaoun {2000: 83) found that more than half of women work
in the informal sector, and most of the women she interviewed
did not face family opposition to their activity.

Women hold 5 of 380 seats in the National Assembly {(APN);
Louisa Hannoune is the only woman to lead a political party
{(Workers Party); and women held only 2 of 40 ministerial posts in
1999, Nonetheless, the wend to women's participation in public
life, which I see as a gain from the Algerian war and women’s roles
in it, seems irreversible. Overturning the Family Code, which
deprives women of equality in their private lives, appears to be
just a matter of time; Justice Minister Quyahia recently affirmed
the governiment’s promise to abrogate the code {Ababsa, 2002},

The armed Islamists have lost popular support, but it remains
to he seen whether the Islamist parties that do not espouse vio-
lence will gain or lose at the polls. The attacks on the United
States on September 11, 2001, have spurred the major industrial
nations to fight terrorism, including providing assistance to the
Algerian government by denying European havens to GIA and
GSPC terrorists {Agence France Presse, 2001). But it is the econ-
omy, currently undergoing rapid liberalization, which will uld-
mately determine the fate of women and men in Algeria
(Melbouci, 2001).

Women are represented on the commission to reform educa-
tion (Mahfoud Bennoune, interview, Algiers, 16 April 2001).
Knowing the difterence free education has made to women's lit-
eracy, which has risen from under 10 percent to over b) percent
in the past 40 years, womnen parliamentarians like Khalida Mes-
saoudi (interview, Algiers, 24 April 2001) are worried that poverty
is forcing many parents to keep their daughters out of school
because there is not enough money to buy them proper clothes.
Mujahidat like Myriam Benhamza (interview, Algiers, 24 April
2001) worry that there are no more free school lunches and that
children arrive hungry and do not bring food to school. The Asso-
ctation El Wasl, which works with the survivors of the massacre at
Hai-Rais, has raised tunds to supply free lunches to primary
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school children (interview with Mme., Malek, Mme. Samson, and
Mine. Zaibek, 18 April 2001),

The National Institute of Public Health is supporting a study of
violence against women by SOS Femmes en déuesse and 1 cur-
rentlv carrving out a multidisciplinary project on violence and
social change to survey suffering, institurional violence, family vio-
lence, and a woman’s changed identity following the death of a
hushand and subsequent loss of status (interviews with Dr. Doudja
Hamouda, Merviem Bellala, Algiers, 17 and 2% April 2001,

Fessons

It the Islamists” objective was to persuade errant Muslims to fol-
low new religious teachings. one could have expected reeduca-
tion camps for noncontormist women and girls, But it would
scemy, as Messaoudi believes. that their purpose is total population
conurol as a necessary step 1o seizing control of the state, Their
novel interpretation of Istam, which draws on the teachings of the
medieval Syrian Sunni scholar Thn Tavmivva as reworked in the
twentieth century by the Egyptian Sayvid Quub (Armstrong,
2000, gave the Islamists the tools they needed for social control.”
If women could be locked in their lromes under the vigitance of
male family members, hall the population would be under
Islamist control.

And imitally the Islamists were successful, for any number of
reasons: many Algerians were deeply discontented with FLN rule
and government corruption; many were willing to auribute the
decline i living standards to the moral failures of Algerian soci-
etvi many unemployved men were willing 10 believe that women
were holding prominent jobs that “belonged™ 1o men; and many
Jobless voung men, angry at the lack of opportunity in legitimate
ovccupations and already rading illegally in contraband, were will-
g recruits to armed groups that offered them emploviment,
money, prestige, and power (Martinez, 1998}, The fatiwas that reg-
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ulated every aspect of daily lite, from the most public to the most
private behavior, were instruments to redesign an advanced,
sophisticated society, which had achieved so much in the 30 years
since independence.

The Algerian model ol Islanist struggle for control is heroic
and more powerful than ever in the world of Islam (Carlier, 1999:
88). From Sudan to Bosnia and rom Morocco to Afghanistan,
this model restores prestige, contidence, and pride to those who
have felt humiliated and wronged. In Algeria the Islamists have
consciously reactivated, reformulated, and reinvented memories
of the war for independence; one can see this in the very name
they have chosen, Islamic Salvation Front, which recalls the
National Liberation ¥ront. The heroic model gives to disciples of
difference (that is, those who insist that “we in the Arabo-Islamic
world are different from you in the West”) a positive new identity
in the mirror. In its most nihilistic expression, it draws off and
channels poor delinquents, the dishonest and idle unemployed,
as well as able black market waders. into the armed bands that
recruit the most violent dissidents of the FIS.

A final reason lor the Islamists’ initial success was external sup-
port: the FIS is part ol a pan-Islamic movement, and the armed
Islamist groups received training from Al Qaeda and financial
support from Saudi Arabia and clsewhere (Rashid, 2001}, Tt was
this combined force that defeated Algerian women. When the
tide of public opinion turned against the Islamists—in Algeria
from 1994 1o 1995 and abroad after the massacyes in 1997—both
local and international support was withdrawn, allowing the mili-
tary to gain control and Algerian woren to voice their demands
and be heard once more.

Notes

“For graciously spending hours taiking with me about Algerian history
and patiently explaining the current situation in their country, | wish 1o
thank the ANR, I'Association El Wasl, Mahtowd Bennoune, la famille
Chaulet, Abdelkader Djeghloul, Dalita Djerbal, la Fondation Mahfoud
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Boucebhci, the INSP, Maiika Ladjali, Khalida Messaoads and RACHDA,
the ONDH., Mme, Quzegane and the mujabidas, and S.0.8. Femmes en
détresse, I also want to thank Leonard Markovitz and Richard Serrano
for carefudly reading an earlier dvafc All the French vanslations are my
OWIL A8 2rC any ¢rrors.

‘Iutft‘pt—-ndﬂnj{)umalisls like £ Walan's Salima Tlemcani who visited
these sites immediately atterward (and who regularty went to morgues to
count bodies) maintain, contrary to accusations by Nesroulah Yous
(2000} and several internatonal human rights organizations—Amnesty
International, the International Federation for Human Righis (Mes
saowdi, guoted in Taveau, 1999, 136 —that these massacres were cor-
tinty the work of Istamist terrorists and not government forces {Salima
Tlemecani, interview, 22 April 2061 ).

Telamism is a polical movement and is not the same as the religion
of Islam. Drrache and Nour (1994 26-27) muake the following distine-
tons in the Algerian context: tradifionalists ave concerned onlv with
normative behavioral values: fundamentalists, who oppose traditionalists
as superstitions, want 1o purify Islam by returning o the sowces-—the
Koran and the Sunna—hut they do not confront secutar authorities, and
they see the West as u modtel for meeting the many sociocconomic needs
of poor Musiim societies; Ishamises want (o seize political power and rec-
0gnizZe Stale POWET 48 4 NeCOSSREY step in realizing their global project of
Muslim eivilization,

SRashicdd (2001 T11-112) has an interesting explanagion for the
extreme violence against Afghan women, saving that it was bred in all-
male schools and training camps and helped troop morale; he scems to
think that eventually, the very tight restrictions on women cune to vep-
resent what made the Taliban moverment distinet and unique: an amal-
gam of Pushtun Taw and Islamic faw. The violent Islamist practices in
Algeria appear to have been imported from Afghanistan; Algerian
wotnen were always cormmenting to me how foreign thev seemed.

For avery different reading of these events, see Winter (20013,

‘UJQEIE]) has been called the ymost influential advocate in modern times
ot jihad, or Ishunic holy war, annd the chief developer of doctrines that
legitimize violent resistance to reglimes whaose implementation of lstamic
precepts the Istamists judge 1o be imperfect. See Irwin (2001). In the
Ta60k and 1970s, when manv Afghan religious scholars came under the
mthzence of the Muslim Brotherhood, Quib's ideas attracted partieudar
interest in the faculty of religicus law in Kabul,
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