Algerian Women in the
Liberation Struggle and
the Civil War: From
Active Participants to
Passive Victims?

/

HYMEREDETH

We ha<l visiied the site and noted several possible targets. We had
been told to place two bomhs, but we weie three, and ar the last
moment, .since it was possible, we decided to plant three bombs.
Samia and 1 cairied thtee bombs trom the Casbah to Bab el
Oued. where they weie primed. . . . Fach of us placed a bomb,
and at the appointed time rliere were two explosions; one of the
bombs was defecti\e and didn'i go off.
Djamila B., Zohra 1)., and Samia, .Algiers, September 1956
(quoted in Amrane Minne, 199-5: 97}
In the terrorists" camp, I lived in hell. 1 awoke ai dawn to start
cleaning, washing, cooking, feicliing firewood and water. I
mussed the sick and served the wives of the terrorists, lhe legal
ones thev called "free wonien." Fven' night the terrorists visited
nic, taking their turns. Fhey forced me to have sex several times
a night. Duriug niv |six months'] caplivitv 1 was raped by about
50 diriy, stinking, brutal, violeiu men. . . . The rest ot the night,
tci keep Hie from running away, they boimd tuy wrists atKl ankles
with wire and took awa\' my clothes.
Chr&A Meiiem, March !99S
(as told to Bellouia, 2(KK): 115)
_r ORn-rwo years separate these qtiotations, yet the experiences
described seem to be ceuttiries apart—and in rt^verse order. During the Algerian war lor independence from Franco (1954-1962),
thotLsands oi women were active participants, taking initiative
even on deadly missions. Dttring the civil war of the 199()s, tens ol
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tbousands of woinen and girls were tbe \icliins of terrorists who
denied not just, ihcir womanhood but llieir humanitv. 1 weni lo
Algeria in April 200] to a,sk bow tbis apparent shift frtjra aclivc"
parlicipanl to passi\c victim could bave happened. How is it tbat
Algerian women—whose struggles became, ihrough the pen of
Frani/ Fanon (1924-1961), ihe ballmark of a national revolution's
])otcntial lo liberate women—found ilicmselves the target of a
ci\ii war in tlic 199()s? Flow did Algerian women, whose analvsis
and praxis of women's liberation were so advanced, respond so
increasing restrictions on ilicir lives and the lives of their daughters in the afierrnath of war? What options do Algerian women
think ihcy have now, and wbich arc they pursuing as the civil war
winds down but economic (iifficiLlties incrcasc?

'I he Aliyerian War

The war for independence (usiiallv referred to as the Algerian
wai" in iht' fraucoplione literature) was not ibe llrsi in which
wonu-n participated activel) as combatants. sj)ies, fnndiaiscrs,
and couriers, as well as inn'ses, lainiclerers, and cooks. But liic
Algerian war sel a precedent for African women in libcralion
movements, in part because Fanon inimortali/cd it. Fanon (!96,o
{1959]) dramatized the changes wronght in women and in the
iamily by tbe revolution and In' women's participation in the revoltition, which he saw as necessary, even inevitable. gi\en its
nature.
The ministrv for veterans' affairs rept)rU-(l in 1974 that 11,000
Algerian women had foughl for tfu; lihei-ation of tbcir country
(aboul 3 percent oi all fighters): Amrane Miime (1993: 219)
thinks this a serious micierx\slimanon ot Wonien's participation.
Of this number, 22 percent were nrbanik's and 78 percent came
from rnral areas: these percentages mirror exactly lhe rate of
urhani/alion in Algeria at the time (Amrane Mimie, 1993: 2?^l).
The militants took up arms !o tlgbt for independence from
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France but also political weapons to iree women from ignorance
and .servitiirie. Urban educated women joined the maquis (the
rebel foree.s operating in the mountains) when arrest in the city
was itmninent; living in villages they taught illiterate peasatit
women about their social role and explained colonialism, the
revolution, and the reasons for the independence struggle.
Sometimes, in regions loyal to the National Liberation Front
(FLN), bold educators tried to transform social relations
between men and wometi, which they ibvind shocking (Amrane
Minne, 1993: 83).
The Ftench military and p(jliee did not spare vvometi participants who were captured; about 2,200 mujahidcit (w(,>men eombatants) were arrested atid tortured (Hessini, 1996: 9). The
French killed some women in .shootouts, and they condemned six
\o death (eventually commuting their sentetices) (Amrane
Minne, 1993: 231). Until Amrane Minne, herself a veteran, published her studies in 1993 and 1994, few details about the women
who had fought for liberation were available. A number of survivors are also beginning to tell their stories and publish their
memoirs (see, for example, "Une moudjaliida," 2001; lghilahriz,
2001; "Entretien;' 2001; "La moudjahida," 2000).

llie Aftermath of the Algerian War

After eight years and more than 1 million deaths, Algeria won
independetice in 1962, and wometi secured citizenship, equal
rights to coeducation and health services (both free), and entry
to the professions. Lhe gains were impressive: by 1994-95, 46 percent of primary and 50 percent of secondary school students wet e
girls; lialf of university graduates were women; 50 percent of doetors (and only 48 percent of nurses), one-third of judges, and 30
percerU of lawyers were women (Oufriha, 1999). So much has
been written about the disappointments following independence
(Benndune, 1999; Helie-Lucas, 1999; M'tabet, 1983; Nouredine,
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1991) ihat it is worth rcmcmbcriiig tiow much /\lgerian women
advanreci iii ihc 1960s atid i970s. Most commentators mcniioii
the small j>crcet)tage of women in the paid labor foixc (about 6
percent in J98(l; see United N'atitins, 1993: 142) as indieaiive ol
women's i^eturn to private IKc after (he war; f)ui the lo^v rale is
equally siiggt^stive ol a soeiaiisl eeonomy !)ii()yed by the wealth (.if
the nationa!i/ed oil Heids. Manv iamilie^ in the growing middle
class could allord to withtlraw tlicir daughters from the paid work-^
loree, and ihere was n(.) couipeiltive eajjitalist economy to draft
women into low-paid work (Khalida Messaondi, intei'\iew, 24
April 2001). (In contrast, Moroccan girls starl to work in pet(\'
trade in cities when they are as voung as five.)
if many women fighters withdrc^w from pnbiic life in the aiterniath oi" ihe /Mgerian war. so did many men. Although little
reseai'ch is available on what happens to women combatants who
return to eivihan liie, some evidence suggests that women are
rejected by civilian society (Hale, 2i){H). A rare studv of sexcn
tnujahidal in Aiires (a T'cgion from wln( h inore than (^sne-third of
W'omen fighters eanie) dc-sc ribes their considerable difliculties
reintegrating after the Algerian war (Haddab, 2000). All enlisted
wlu^n vtT) voung and later had marital j)r<)blems. One w<.)nian
never married (her friends think she was raped when she was
arrested and thai she chose to remain alone). One womari was
forced out oi her hospital [uirsmg job h\ hei' tiusband; uvo more
were housewives at their husbands" insistence. Four became
teachers, the most sociallv acceptable work role for a woman. In
the tirst year after indepetKlcuce all participated in the Nalional
I'nion of Algerian Women (L'XFA, a <:rt-ation o! the FIA), novu:
was a member ol' the party. <^n a personal level thev noted thai ii
was time to gel married and have children, fhere was one excej>lion, an nnmarried militanl, an Araliic teacher, win.) was elected in
ihe communal elections of 1974 lo wHaya (provincial) vice president Ibi' social affairs. According lo Maddab (2000: 300) she
described herself as a man: she suppressed her femininity delib<-ratelv and traveled on a bicvcie thai was laiei' motorized. Haddab
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(297) says that although the mujahidat 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 mujahidatwh-dX they did
in the 20 years after independence, they said their struggle had
continued but not publicly; they worked with orphans and mistreated war widows. Having been deprived of family life during
the war, Messaoudi says, tbe mnjahidal were ready to return to
domesticity, never imagining what was in store for Algerian
women. Some women were bitter: Mme Houria linache Rami, a
mujahida, told me, "[in the rnaquis] we were all equal in the war—
it was iiftervvard that our citizenship was taken away from us"
(Interview, Algiers, 26 April 2001). A former tighter told Messaoudi (1995: 94-95) "our domestication didn't start in 1962, it
happened before independence; oven during the war, the FLN
started eliminating women from the w/ujms, sending us to the
borders or abroad. That's when our role was defined, when we
were excluded from public life."
Salali Louanchi, a militant who participated in the FLN's postwar decision-making bodies, told his wife of discussions immediately 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 maintained that "women would fmd satisfaction in Arabo-Islamic values''—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 of the F.cont)mic and Social Oimmission, 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 congress, when the list of central committee members was
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announced, women were allowed !o choose a woman represemaiive: tlu- selettion was to be made on th(; basis ol being a woman,
iioi oEi lhe basis ol' being miliianis wiih their (.)wn identity and
iheii- own progrank Anne-Marie Louanchi (1998: 165) coiisments: "It was thought thai with the construction ol' a more just
society, these problems would take care oi themselves, 1 lu^ future
would tell us that we were wroiig."
Bv \hv 198()s, Algerian women wen' fmding the promissory
uoles of socialist revolution canceled, despite their vigorous
protests. In 1980, a ministerial order forbade any woman from
leaving the coiuitry without a male; it was annulled after women
demonstrated, in I98i women learned of a seccjnd atttMiipt lo
pass a personal code: Ihe law regulating family life ihal had been
under discussion since 1966. Together with mujah'idciL young
women demonstrated aud wroie an open protest letter to President (.^hadli Benjedid in which they listed six demands: same legal
age of majority for women and men; uucouditionai right to work;
equality in marriage and divorce; an end to polygamy: equal
inheritance rights; legal stattis lor unwed mothers aud protcciioii
ol abaudout^d childrt^u (virtuallv the sanse list proposed in 19()4).
("Jiadli backed down, bu! nol for long. Ou [une 9, 1984, [\\v legislature adopted the Family (-ode, even as women were gathering
i million signatm*es on a petition protesting its statutes, l l i e code
made all w<jmeri minors iii ediu;ati<>n, work, marriage, divorce,
and inheritance; and it guaranteed polygamy to men. Also, men
conld di\()iTe unilaterally aud could evici their ex-wives from
iheir homes. Sharia law, whicli is based on lhe Koran aud oiher
sources, defined inheritance: men were entitled to twice as naich
as women. Altht)ngh wonieu wer<; successlul in elimiuatiug some
of the worsi provisions of the oiiginal (h"afi (I.ipperl, 1987), Klialida Messaoudi {1995: 90) calls il a history oi ''crimes againsl
women."
lloW' eonld women (and progressive' and revoluti(.)nai'v meti)
have allowed this to happen? No single factor iu:counts for
women's losses: the\' were the cumulative eflect of a series oi'
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events—the 1965 eoisp that overturned Ahmed Ben Bella's government and instiilled a militaiy regime tinder (x>l()nel Houari
Boiirnedienne; the repressi\e sotiaiist regime that failed to recognize the ynujahidnl <\nd thai gave UNFA a secondary role to play;
and the years of the Chadli administration (1979-1991), which
were particularly inimical to women, manipulating the few who
were in govermnent. (Chadli was known to make compromises
with Islamic opponetiLs to slay in powei, eompromises that sacrificed women's autonomy, ('hadli also accelerated the /\jabi/ation
and Islamization of education. (Classical Arabic became the
medium of instruction, and teligious teaching, which had previously been restricted to Koranic schools and the Islamic Institute,
beeame an integral part of the curricnlnm ((>arlier, 1999: 89).
The wometi's ntovemetit existed but was not organized. "Not
until 1987 when a law was passed authorizing the creation of
NGOs did the women's niovetiient really take off (Nasera
Merah, interview, Algiers, 26 April 2001). In August 1989 a new
electoral law allowed men to vote by proxy for up to three female
members of their families (Hessini, 1996: 12); again, women
protested effeetively atul in 1991 the election law was modified tf>
prohibit men from easting their wives' votes (Martine/, 1998:
76). But in 1992, life was to change dramatically for Algerian
wometi atid men.

The Civil War

Civil war, in which armed Islamist groups attacked ilrst the governmetit atid then the civilian populatior], had been brewing
since the 1980s. In October 1988, thousands of youths joined
"bread riots" and demonstrated in the streets ol Algiers against
the effects of the structural adjusttiient progtam imposed by the
W'orld Bank and the Inlernational Monetary Kund. (International
help in dealing with Algeria's massive ibreign debt, which was a
eonseqtienee of the government's near total dependency on
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volatile oil and gas revenues, had becri made conditional on budg("iarv c uts.) Aliiiough the goverumenr repressed the detnousiraiions !)rutallv, killing hundreds and injuring inaiiv Diore, ihe
workers, students, aufl unemploved voung men who demonstrated did obtain important polilical refortiis: a tree pri-ss. the
right lo organi/,e civil sociel\; the creation ol'new political parties,
and eveutnalh' ihe de})arliii'e of Presidetn < ^hadli four vears later
Anioug the nearly !)() new political parties was the Froni
islamique (hi saint or Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). which
emtM'ged as ,t federation of the hundreds of networks of cells,
including paramilitary groupings, that had coustituied th<'niselves in the 1980s (K;iplan, 1998: 2f»). The FIS carried 54 percent
of the popnlar vote in local eleitions in May 1990: it received
ab(tut 1 million fewer vcJt(^s iu ihe first round of legislative eleciious in December 1991, but the non-Islaimst vote was so badU
fragmented that tiie FIS emerged the overall winner (Pierre ;md
Quaudt, 1995). fearing its imminent lall irom pt)wer, the gov(>rument canceled the second electoral ronnd iu }auuarv 1992 and
the militarv removed (^hadli from power: a new High State (^oimcii took over headeci bv Mohamed Boudiaf. In March 1992 the
i ()un( il dissolved the FTS (the FTS leaders, Abassi Madaui and AH
Benluulj. had been arrested in May 1991). but in June 1992
Boudiaf was assassinated (I'aveau, 1999: 217-21S). Years of violence cnsned. violence so savage and bloody that manv Algei'ians
are still stunned (Rcdha Malek. inlerview. 17 April 2001)- An estimated 80.000 to 100.000 people lost Iheir lives in teii'orisl act.s
{^arried oul bv competing aruied terrorist groups in their bid f(.)r
stiitx' power.
Operaling in th(; name of Islam—Ihe Arined Islamic (^ronp
((.ilA, now number three on the United States lisi of (errorisi
organizations), the Salatist (iroup for Preaching and (-ombat
(CSPC, a iaction of the (^lA), !he Armed Islamic Movement
(MIA), and the Islamic Salvation Armv (AIS, tlu' arrnt-d wing of
the FIS, and which agreed to a triice iu the summer of 1997)—
began to target promintfut women and mt-n (dottois, lawycirs.
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journalists, and other proiessionals and intellectuals who were
secularists, unsympathetic to Islaniism) and individuals connected with the government like the police anci the military. (Military service is compulsory for men in Algeria and young recruits
were regularly targeted.) One analysis of the exceptional violence
is that it grew as it met with governmetit resistance. As the government 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 terrorists again escalated their attacks, descending en masse on popular towns in the Mitidja, the fertile plain that extends to the east
and south of Algiers. On a single night in August 1997 they massacred between 100 and 300 women, men, and children in HaiRais 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 detnanded.
FYom the begiiuiing it was clear that wojnen were both targets
and pawns in the power struggles between the I.slamists and the
government.^ On April 20, 1990, the FIS organized a march of
several hundred thousand to presetit 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
indtistrializing Algeria, and the acceleration of educational
"reform" to protect schools from non-Islamic influences like
coedtication and mixed groups in school Ittnchrooms (Al-Ahnaf,
Botiveau, and Fregosi, 1991: 49-51). Other aspects of the FIS platform included actively discotu aging women from working outside
the home, and creating separate administrative services, public
transport, and beaches fcjr women and men (Hessirii, 1996: 13).
Fntioa (religious coiTiinandments based on scholarly legal decisions) 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 full-length robe; veil is not an accurate translation);
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another falzoa legali/fd kidnapping" and Seniporarv niarriai^e
{Hcssini, 1996: (>7). According to the FT$, Muslim women luive
righls to (rclig-ioiis) educaliori, respect, inheritance, Ireedooi of
opinion, ihc \()te, arul lo refuse an imposed hu.sband. "Fhev do
liof have ihe right to work outside die ht)me, become poliiical
Jeatlei's. or participate in sports. Thev should not wear makeup,
perluine, fitted clothes, or mingle wilh men in public; thev
should wear the hijab, "which not only cslablishes the distinction
belvveeu masculine aud leuiiiiiue, but uuderscores the separation
beUveeu |>uhlic and privaie" (Hessini. 1996; 8). According to Fl
Moiinqvid. lhe ol'tieial FIS journal, the /;;/«/; distinguishes Muslims
irom non-Muslims: it is obligatorv tor Muslim wx>men and not au
individual decision (Imache and \ o u r . 1994: 15).
Islau! Ls the state religion ol Algeria bul Algeria is nol an Islamic
state, wliicli is the goal oi' the Islamists. Women who do not
ol>serve the islamisLs" rules are. bv their dellnition. noi Muslim
wotnen. A ra(li(al interpix'taiion oi jihad, which legitimizes ihe
us<' oltorct; to im[)(>s{.: Islamist l>elieFs on "non-observing'" Muslim
and non-Muslim alike (al-Ashmawy, 1989: iM). justified the declaration thai woineu and girls who refuse to wear the hijah are legitimate murder largets. Kiitia Beugana. a I7--vear~<>ld high school
senior in Blida, had lieen waiiuxl bul sh<" told her mother, "Even
iiOne dav I will be as.sassinaied, I will never wear ////V//^ against in\'
xvill. If I nuist wear sornelhing, il will i>e die traditional (lix'ss of
Kabvlia. raiher than the imported hijab they want to loree on us"
(Taveau. 1999: i 41). On February, 28, 1994, as she left school with
her head uncovered, she was anibuslied. shot, and killed bv a
group ol men. 4'his is one example oi'too many (Aslaoui. 2000:
•137-440).
.According to lhe EIS, Muslim women have the right to respect
and lo lefnsc^ an iniposecl husband. Bul not Yamina, a I6-vear~oid
from l^alhia. a village at lhe fool of the Onai'scuis Mountains, who
v\as forced to cjuit school when lhe terrorists installed in her village burnt it down, and who wore the hijdb (in seli-deiense). hi
December 1994, Nebaa. (he "emir"" oi'thi' lerrorisl baud, forced
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her into a temporaiy marriage with his "lieutenant," Haroitn,
despite her father's protest. The night of the ceremony HaroLUi
raped her in her family home while holding a kniie 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, aud seven mouths later Yamina gave birth to a son whom
the village and the state regard as illegitimate (Belloula, 2000; 3638). Again, this is but one of many examples.
Afativa legalized kidnapping, but how is the treatment that followed justiiied?
women did not have the right to wash or to comb
their hair. We were not allowed to pray, or to cover oiw hair,
or wear a veil, (iirls like me who had worn hijab 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 (Meriem,
C^hrea, March 1998. as told to Nacera Belloula, 2000; H6).
Fven interpretations of Islamic law that justiiy slavery and taking woinen as "wai booty" (ctirrent in Stidan aud Algeria),
would not seem to condone the treatment of Fella Zouaoui, 14
years old, of Sidi 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 GL\ rules, first
he had to offer Fella to Zouabri, the group's "emir," who raped
her every night for a week and then assigned her to Khaled.
Khaled thought he w(juld then keep her for himself and spare
her the collective rape reserved for most captives, flis comrades
disapproved, putting both of their lives in danger. Klialed tried
to flee with Fella but he was intercepted aud beheadt^d 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-eagled, to an
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iron gate on the ground where she was gang raped dailv and
ston![)ef! on by do/ens of terrorists slututing, "Jo hell wiih ihe
sorccu'f^ss!'' Her torturers tore out an eve and stabbed her
repeatecllv. After 12 clavs /ouabri took a sword and cut her bod)'
in two. Althongh her corpse has ne\er been ibniu). Fella's fate is
known because another captive, Djamila, escaped \o tell l\ (Belionla, 2000: 117-120).
The C»1A and other armed Islamist bands carried oui the FIS
policies as they understood them but were bevond Ihe rf-ach ol'
c<-ntral control (Pierre and Onandt, 1995). I h e ideolog) of the
ierrorisis iii Algeria recalls that of the faliban in Afghanistan;
fnan\ Algerians went to Afghanistan io train and io light/' Kvidenec uf the connection between Algeria antl Afghanistan
reeentiv came to tight when Mahfoud Xahnah. a conservative
close io the Vlnslim Brotherhood and leadt;r ot the Monvemeni
de la societe pour la paix (MSP, formerly Hamas), acknowledged
ptjblich that in the earh 1980s he sent "thirty small groups of
Algerians'' to Afghanistan lo llghi the Russian army ('I1e{n<;ani.
2001). These "Afghan-Algerians," as they are called evenUiailv,
became the core ol the (ilA and other armed terrorist groups
(Rashid, 2001: 135).

Algena?/ Women

Algerian women took to the sireeis to (.;ombat the Islamists as
soon as the government legalized tli<' FIS in September 1989
(Khalida Messaondi, interview, Algiers, 24 April 2001). Women
demonstrating against the FiS alternated with FIS snpporiers,
including ai least one large demonstration of s(^\eral shonsand
})ro-FIS women on 21 D.H'emh<-r 1989 (Rosehill. 1990). Ihese
tw'o groups—the Fissisles who supported the FIS and die feminists who opposed the Islanhsis—(^ach had their own reasoned
positions.
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The Fissisles

Women convert to Islamism for a variet)' of reasons. A stndy carried out in Algiers in April-May 1991 of 200 university students,
half of whom wore the hijab, found that the motives for adopting
Islamist behavioral codes varied from conviction to subini.ssion in
the face of threats (Imache and Nour, 1994). Students not wearing the hijab admired women who did but also perceived them as
possibh' having perscjnal problems, or as wearing the hijab to
a\'C)id problems (like being hassled in the street) or attain goals
like marriage.
For some women, marriage to a terrorist leader brought wealth
and stattis. Nadia (a pseudonym), wlio came from a poor peasant
iamily in Hai Bounab. was Hi years old when she met Ahmed
C^haabani. Ahmed became a GIA "emir" nnder Antar Zouabri.
Recounting her marriage, she told Bava Cacemi (1998) that her
husband had more money working as a terrorist than he would
have earned from a regtilar job. The terrorists ran rackets, in
which thev extorted a "tax for the revolution" from all the inhalv
itants; with this rnontr)' they could afiord 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 liouses oi'the people they killed. Nadia related how Ahmed and his followers once
furnished a hotise for her with a truckload of furniture, a stove,
blankets, sheets, dishes, and large basket.s of food stolen from two
patriotes (men ein'olled iti commnnal self-defense groups armed
by the government) whom they had murdered the night before.
"Nothing but expensi\-e products, ft)reign brands. Evervthing was
new. There was e\'en a washing machine, which 1 never used
because I didn't know how to." ((iacemi, 1998: 133-134)
Thoraya x\yad-Bonfarona (inten'iew, Algiers, 20 April 2001), a
radio journalist, suggested that some yoimg women sympathize
with the FIS because strict Islamist rules offer them protection.
She gave the example of a colleague who ^vas married to an abusive husband; when lie converted to Islamism he became more
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rt-spcciiiil other, began iu-lping out at hoiric. and stopped drinking, which meant there was more monev in Ihe home and less violence. To reiniorcc this improvemenl, slie loo con\erted and
siartffl wcarintr the
'ITie Fcmiiiisls

Why were women ihc- iargel?"' (Conservative ideas about the
plaee and role of women in Algerian society are deeply
entr('nehe(.i—a holdover !rom the colonial period wtien a woman
was a symbol and the las! line oi' delen.se against the loss of
iialional identity—and some believe these ideas resuriaeed (with
a vengeance) in re.ietion to the real advances women made aftei'
independence (Benamour. 1993). Salima T!emt;ani. a report(nfor El WaUin, said (hat it uas hecause niost women refused to
accept Islamism, a refnsai thev demonstrated by marching in the
streets and delving boveotts (interview. .Algiers, 22 April 2001).
Algerian women mark International Women's Day on March 8
every \V/A\\ and the press (manv Algerian journalists are women)
carries manv artieles. For example, in 1989 women marclu'd in
Algiers and issn("d a declarasion ealling ior legal equality {Women
Living under Mnshin Law. 1989): in 1990 women marclied in ihe
capital, in Oran, and in Blida, Batna, and other cities C'i'ne liistoire de luttc-/ 1990). On March 22, 1994, at the lieighi oi' the
Islamist terror campaign, thousands oi'women demonstrated in
the shveLs against violence: ttiey carried a ckulit'slines iVoni which
tlu>y lumg men's trousers, and ihey chanted, "Zeronal, don't drop
your pants: no comf)romises with the Islainistsi" (Taveati, 1999:
M2; /eronal was in ret'i-rence to the president, Liamine /eronal).
In Se[)leniber 1994 woTiien defied a (^lA call for a boveott oi~
schools; despite repri.sals—school hurnings .tnd murders of teach("rs—women brought their children to classes, standing in solidaritv with t(-aehers (Alia, 199.5: 9). ht November 199,"^, women
were the iirst to \"ote in the presiciential eleetions, despite tiic FIS
call lor a boveott.
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\\liat have /Mgerian women done in response to the attacks on
their lives and the increasing restrictions on their behavior?
There are dozens oi' active new Algerian NGOs such as SOS
Femmes en detresse (SOS Women in Distress), which was
founded in 1991 to fight conditions that are socially degrading to
women and to help support wonien in psychological, medical, or
legal diffictilties, and R,'\CHDA (Collective against Denigration
and for the Rights of Algerian Women), which was fotinded in
1996. Algerian women holding elective office have created a caucus of women parliamentarians to push for legislative reforms.
One issue is the government's failure to recognize women raped
by terrorists as legal victims of terrorism, which wotild entitle
tliem lo ati indemnity. According to Klialida Messaoudi, there are
2,029 wt)meii who survived rape by terrorists (Dridi, 2001).

'The Future

"[The Family Cx)(le] is our prison," said a twenty-six-year-old
tiurse 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; I hope that my granddaughter will have full rights and respect" (Taveau, 1999: 141).
The Family (>)de is by far the most preoccupying women's issue
in Algeria. Currently there is a project to reform civil codes and
procedures, which Justice Minister Ahmed Oiiyahia has said will
certainly include amendinents to the Family (]ode ("Codes civil et
de procedures civiles," 2001), so women are mobilizing around
the country. Yamina Bettiihar (2000: 55) believes that President
Cbadli's first attempt to pass the code in 1981 gave birth to Algerian feminism and the demand lor full citizenship for women, and
led the mujahidat to question the unconditional support they had
always accorded the FLN. Algerian women place so much emphasis on reforming the code because, as Bcttahar explains (60-61),
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il n.•vcal^ the tailure to distini»-uisli between politics and religion.
The 1984 Fatnilv C<)de exposed secrei negotiations belween politj<;al and religious leaders, and lhe govcmtnent's willingness to sacv\i'n:c women's rights in order to slay in power. This paller'n
eontiiuied in the 199()s: lor example, when l.iamine Zerovial won
ihe presidenlial ei<'c;lioEi iti 1995, !ie fell obliged lo piease lhe
Islamist Mahioiul Nahnali, among llie runners-tip, on snrh issues
as ihe promotion of traditional Isiamic family law and ihe pronioiior) oi Arabic over French (I-Ciiplan. 1999). MessaoncJi ! i995:
188) has said that like every totalitarian nunemeni [he Isiamisls
want ai>solute power over society, and ihey hav<' undcrsiood periccily that such p(twer passes through control of women's sexualitv, which Mediterranean palriarchal society (anci tlie Familv
("ode! laciliiate.
Ssuch aiter SUKIV confirnis how dramaticallv Algerian women's
altitudes .uid li\cs have changed—iu the later age at first marriage
(26 years): in iheir vise of conlraceptiou (60 percent of couples):
:uu\ In tlieir desire lo give birth to daughters. Ouiriha (1999). a
univetsin c<.ononusl, found thai 90 percenl of women reje<te<!
marriage before age 18 for iheir daughtf^rs: 85 percent !)elieved
ihal their daughters and sons should have ihc same amount o!'
(•(lucation; 79 p<'reent wanted Uieir datighiers lo have a universit)
edutalion: 90 percent no longer opposed pair! work Jor Uieir
f)alila l)jerl>ai (interview. Algiers. 26 April), a imiversily sociologisi, conlirnsed these fiiKiings and added that the lack of housing had created new compromises and arrangetnenls, wlucli were
dcparinres from the norm of lhe husband lodging his wife and
ehiidren. if a wife has an apartnient and lier liusband does not,
thev are likely to move inio her home. Djerbal also said that eeonoiiiic necessity lias pushf^d women inlo income-generating activity and thai ihe itureasinglv higli i'ates of liieracy and schooling
tiad prepared them for lhe workfo^c{^ In 1995-1997. 24 percenl
of wonsen were in the adult labor force' (UN. 2000: 144), fn a
siud} ol 555 women 16 lo 40 \'ears ok! in Algiers and Oran,
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Reniaoun (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 Hannotmc is the only woman to lead a political party
(Workers Party); and women held only 2 of 40 ministerial posts in
1999. Nonetheless, the trend lo 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 C'ode, which
deprives women of equalit)' in their private li\es, appears to be
just a matter oJ time; justice Minister Ouyahia recently affirmed
the government's promise to abrogate tlie code (Ababsa, 2002).
The armed Islamists have lost poptilar support, but it remains
to be seen whether the Islamist parties tliat do not espouse violence 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 pro\iding assistance to the
Algerian government by denying Emopean havens to (ilA and
(iSP(^ terrorists (Agence Erance Presse, 2001). Btit it is the economy, currently undergoing rapid liberalization, which will ultimately determine the fate of women and men in rUgeria
(Melbouci, 2001).
Women are represented on the commission to reibrm education (Mahfoud Bcnnoune, interview, Algiers, 16 April 2001).
Knowing the difference i'ree education iias made to women's literacy, which has risen from imder 10 percent to over 60 percent
in the past 40 years, women parliamentarians like Khalida Messaoudi (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 Association El Wasl, which works with the survivors of the massacre at
Hai-Rais, has raised funds to supply free lunches to primary
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school children (interview with Mnie. .Vlalek. Mme. Samson, and
Mme. /aibek. 18 April 2001),
The National Institute of Pnbiic Health is stipporting a siudy of
\iolence against women bv SOS Femmes en detresse and is tni"renilv carrying out a nufltidisciplinar\ pr{.)ieci ors \iolence and
social change to snrvev snlfering, institutional violence, tamilv \ ioience. and a woman's changed identity following the death of a
hnsband and snbseqnent loss of status (intervit^ws with l)i-. Doiulja
Hamouda, Meriem Bellala, Algiers. 17 and 23 April 2001).

' A'.SSOJIS

II tiie Islamists" objective was to persuade- errant Muslims to follow ^\v^\• religiotis leachinejs. one cotild have expected reedncation can)ps for nonconformist women and girls. Ikit it would
seem, as Messaoudi belies es. that their purpose is k>tal population
control as a necessary step lo seizing control of xhv state. Their
novel interpretation of Islam, whi(h draws on the teachiiigs of the
iiicdieval Svrian Suinii scJiolar Ibn Tavnii\ya as reworked in the
tw(Mifi(-th centurv bv the Fgyptian Sawid Qtub (Armstrong,
2000), gave Ihe Islatnists tlu' tools they n(H-dcd lor sociai (M.)ntrol.''
If women cottld be locked in their liomes under die vigilance of
nsale familv members, half the population would be under
Islamisi control.
And initially the Islamists were suecessfnl. for anv nnmber of
reasons: many Algerians were deeply discontcnited with FLX rule
and government corrviption: nianv were willing to auribnte the
decline in living standards to ihe moral (ailures of Algerian societ\: man)' miemployed men were willing to believe that women
were holding prominent jobs ihai "belonged'' to men; and many
jobless yonng men, angiy at the lack of opportunity in legitimate
oc<-upalions and already trading iliegallv in contraband, were willing recrnits to armed groups that otfered then] eniplo\nient,
money, prestige, and power (Martinez, 1998)- The /a/was that reg-
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ulated every aspect oiclaily life, from the most public to the most
private behavior, were instruments to redesign an advanced,
so])histicated societv, whi* h had achieved so much in the 30 years
since independence.
The Algerian model ol' Islamist struggle for control is heroic
and more powerful than e\er in the world of Islam (Carlier, 1999:
88). Erom Sudan to Bosnia and irom Morocco to .Afghanistan,
this model restores prestige, confidence, and pride to those who
have felt humiliated and wronged. In Algeria the Islamists have
consciously reactivated, retbrnuilated, and reinvented memories
of the war for indcpendeiu e; one can see this in the very name
ihey have chosen, Islamic Salvation Eront, which recalls the
National Liberation Front. The heroic mode! 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 ils most nihilistic expression, it draws off and
channels poor delinquents, the dishonest and idle unemployed,
as well as able black market traders, into the armed bands that
recruit the most violent dissidents ol the FIS.
A final reason for the Islamists' initial success was external support: the FiS is part of a pan-Islamic movement, and the armed
Islamist groups rcceivcfl training from Al Qaeda and iioancial
support from Saudi Arabia and elsewhere (Rashid, 2001). It was
this combined force that deiealed Algerian women. When the
tide of public opinion turned againsi the Islamists—in Algeria
from 1994 to 1995 and abroad after tiu- massacres in 1997—both
local and international support was withdrawn, allowing the militan' to gain control and Algerian women to voice their demands
and be heard once mor(;.
Notes
"For gi"aciously spending hoiii-s lalking with me Libout AJgerian historv"
and patiently explaining tlie current silualion in their country, I wish to
thank the ANR, TAssocialion El Wasl, Mahtoiid Beiinonne, la famiile
Cliaulct, Abdt'lkader Djeghloul, Dalila Djerba!, la Fondation Mahfuiicl
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hrK ilu; INSF, Vlaiikii i.atljalJ, Khalula Messaoufii anti RACHDA.
lhe ONDIL iVhnc. Oii/egaiic and Uic mvjahidat, and S.O.S. Fenuiics en
dsiresse. i also want to thank Leonard Markovit/ and Rirhanl .St-nano
for carefiillv reading an eai Her ch-aii. All ihe Fienc li translations are ni\
own. as are an\ errors.
'Independeiit journalisis like I'.l UW/rt»\s Saliina rienicani who visited
these sites innncdialeh aileiward (and who reguiark went u> niori^ues to
eouni i.)odies) inainlain, roiuraiT to aeeusaiions h\ \<'sr'oulah Yous
(200{)) and several inlernational human r-iglits organizations—Ainnestv
hitornanonal. the Internationai Federation for Unman Rights (Messaoudi. quoted in laveau. !999. i3i))—thai these inassa(res were eertairilv the work oC Islamist tcirorists and nol go\eriune!!t foi'ees (Salinja
Tk-mcani, hiteiview. 22 April 200!).
-Isiamisni is a political nioNcnienl and is not the same -is the religion
ai Isiani. Inuiehe and Xoiu (199-!: 26-27) nuike tlie following distinctions in the Algerian eont<-\t: traditionalists are concerned onh' with
liOimauve behavioral values: iundamentahsis, who oppose traditionalists
as supersiitious, wani !o pnnf\ Islam bv returning to the sources- -the
Koran and the Sunna—bin tliey do not confront secular auihorities. and
the}' see the V\'es! as a rnorlel for meeting the manv soeioeeoiKiniic needs
o! poor Muslim soeielies: Islamisls wani to sei/e poliiica! jiower and i'ecogni/e stale [xnver as a ne< es.sai\ step in realizing iJieir global prcjjee t of
.Mnslini ei\in/atit)n.
'Rashid (2001: 111-112) iias an itueresting explanation for rhe
exnx'nie violence against Afghan wonien, sa\iiig thai it was liieil iu aliinale schools and training camps and helj>ed troop moraU^; he seems lo
diink Oiat eventual!}', the \erv lighi restriclions ou women came to lepTcsent what madt- tlie Taliban tnovenient distinci and nnicjne: an amalgam oi'Pnshtuu law and Islamic law. Tlie \i<)!ent Islamist praciiees in
Algeria appear lo have been impoi'ted from Aighauisian; A!gerian
woiueji were a!wa\'.s eomrnentiug to me how foreign thev seemed.
•'For a ven' (.lilferent feading of ihvsv events, see Winter (200!).
-'Qutl> iuis !>een called tin- most iniiuentia! advocate in modern limes
of jihad, or Islamic lioiv wai. and the chief (ieveloper of doctrines iliat
legilinh/e violeru resistance to itrgimt^s whose implemenialion of Islamic
pre(e])ts tlu- Islamists jndge lo be imperfect. See Invin (2001). In ihe
19fi()s and 1970s, when manv Afghan religious scholais came under lhe
influence oi die Muslim Brothertiood. C>ud)"s ideas altraeted parlii nla]interest iu the facu!t\ of religions lau in Kabnl,
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