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Abstract

Arab nationalism is not a monolithic construct. In the case of Algeria, the nationalist 
period undoubtedly played a significant role in determining the nature of its national-
ist movement, its foundational principles and the nature of the future independent 
country. It was during the nationalist period that disputes regarding the colonial order, 
autonomy versus independence and the definition of Algerian identity emerged.

The anti-colonial revolution occurred after a long period of gestation, the result of 
a combination of people’s spontaneous initiative, the action of forces fed by new or 
existing ideas and the influence of the international context.

This article provides an overview of Algerian nationalism—including both Arab 
and Berber nationalisms—from the 1920s to the 1950s, identifying parties, leaders and 
currents of thought.

Keywords
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 Introduction

A new model of political discourse emerged during the first three decades of 
the nineteenth century, one that subsequently led to the development of ide-
ologies such as liberalism, conservatism, socialism, anarchism, communism 
and nationalism. Of these ideologies, nationalism is perhaps the most difficult 
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to comprehend in a way that adequately captures its origins, paradigmatic 
examples, nature, variety and content.1

According to the famous words of Ernest Gellner, “it is nationalism which 
engenders nations, and not the other way round”.2 Nationalism does not repre-
sent “the awakening of an old, latent, dormant force, though that is how it does 
indeed present itself. It is in reality the consequence of a new form of social 
organization, based on deeply internalized, education-dependent high cul-
tures, each protected by its own state. It uses some of the pre-existent cultures, 
generally transforming them in the process”.3 At the same time, the nation “is 
an imagined political community—and imagined as both inherently limited 
and sovereign”.4

Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, European nationalism5 became 
simultaneously exclusive and aggressive, which resulted in an understanding 
of nationalism as apolitical projection of national competition6 in time and in 
space whose demands were based on national identities with unique ethnic 
and linguistic characteristics.

In the twentieth century, colonised parts of the world also experienced 
nationalism, but their nationalisms differed from the nineteenth-century 
European variety in several regards, particularly because they were victims of 
European colonial rule. Arab nationalism, for example, was distinct in various 
ways, and it was only after the First World War that a comprehensive doctrine  

1   Parekh, Bhikhu. “Ethnocentricity of the nationalist discourse”. Nations and Nationalism, 1, 
1995, p. 25.

2   Gellner, Ernest. Nations and Nationalism. Ithaca, New York, Cornell University Press, 1983,  
p. 55.

3   Gellner. Nations and Nationalism. 48.
4   Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism. London, Verso, 1983, p. 6.
5   Especially relevant to the broader development of the study of nationalism were 

Armstrong, John A. Nations before Nationalism. Chapel Hill, The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1982; Breuilly, John. Nationalism and the State. Manchester, Manchester 
University Press, 1982; Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London, Verso, 1983; Gellner. Nations and Nationalism; 
Smith, Anthony D. The Ethnic Origins of Nations. Oxford, Blackwell, 1986; Hobsbawm, Eric 
J. Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality. Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1990; Greenfeld, Liah. Nationalism: Five roads to modernity. Cambridge, 
MA, Harvard University Press, 1992.

6   Betts, Raymond F. L’alba illusoria. L’imperialismo europeo nell’Ottocento. Bologna, il Mulino, 
2008, p. 23.
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of Arab nationhood was elaborated.7 The main question was not what the 
Arab nation was, but the meaning nationalism itself.8 In general, Arab nation-
alism was defined as “consciousness among Arabs of their complete social 
existence, a consciousness that is internal and not merely external objective 
knowledge, so that the image of the Arab community as a spiritual and living 
complex is ever present in Arabs’ conscience”.9 As well as national claims in the 
strict sense, related to a well-defined territorial and geographical entity, Arab 
countries also promoted a common Arab and Islamic identity, the ummah 
al-ʿarabiyyah, or Arab nation. Colonial nationalisms, including Arab national-
ism, were understood as an attempt to achieve the “recovery or ‘renewal’ of the 
world and the community lost, at a moment of interruption in ‘natural’ histori-
cal time, by the unnatural irruption of foreign domination into the space of 
national evolution”.10

Obviously, Arab nationalism is not a monolithic construct,11 and it dif-
fers across countries. In the case of Algeria, the nationalist period between 
the 1920s and 1950s undoubtedly played a significant role in determining the 
nature of its nationalist movement, its foundational principles and the nature 
of the future independent country. It was during the nationalist period that 
disputes regarding the colonial order, autonomy versus independence and the 
definition of Algerian identity emerged.

According to the canonical narrative, the chronology of Algerian history 
from the French occupation to independence can be divided into five spe-
cific phases. The first spanned from 1830, the year of the conquest—and the 
capitulation of the Ottoman Empire’s Mediterranean Muslim domains to 
a modern European power—to 1870, the year of the first resistance against 
France, especially among Berbers. The second phase, from 1870 to 1919, was 
a status quo period after the full pacification of the Algerian territory by the 
French. The third, from 1919 to 1945, was a crucial moment of awakening, the 
moment when Algerian nationalism was born: after the end of the First World 
War, the foundations of nationalism were established and global perceptions 

7    Haim, Sylvia G. Arab Nationalism. An Anthology. London, University of California Press,  
1962, p. 3.

8    Ivi. 39.
9    Ivi. 120.
10    McDougall, James. History and Culture of Nationalism in Algeria. Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 2006, p. 28.
11    For a historical reconstruction of Arab nationalism, see Choueiri, Youssef M. Arab 

Nationalism. A History. Oxford, Blackwell, 2000; Khalidi, Rashid; Anderson, Lisa; Muslih, 
Muhammad; Simon, Reeva S. (eds). The Origins of Arab Nationalism. New York, Columbia 
University Press, 1991.
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of colonial questions changed. The decade from 1945 to 1954, the fourth phase, 
was characterised by the proliferation of strictly Algerian parties, and it was 
followed by the fifth phase, the War of Independence, from 1954 to 1962. The 
anti-colonial revolution occurred after a long period of gestation, the result of 
a combination of people’s spontaneous initiative, the action of forces fed by 
new or existing ideas and the influence of the international context.

Between the First World War and the 1950s, it is possible to identify three 
strands of a common thread, each of which contributed a distinctive element 
to the nation’s reality. The first was the évolués, the French-schooled notables 
who, by appealing to the principles of equality and freedom, believed that 
assimilation with France would result in cultural promotion. The second was 
the reformist ʿulamāʾ, who considered religion the true source of Algerian 
identity. The third was the proletarian current, which was promoted by differ-
ent parties—in chronological order the Etoile nord-africaine (ENA), the Parti 
du peuple algérien (PPA), the Mouvement pour le triomphe des libertés démocra-
tiques (MTLD) and the Front de libération nationale (FLN)—and prominent 
personalities, including, to name only a few, al-Amīr Ḫāled, ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd Bin 
Bādīs, Farḥāt ʿAbbās and Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ, who became spokes persons for spe-
cific interests.12

But Algerian nationalism, in its many variations, was also influenced by the 
international context. The end of the First World War, the principle of self-
determination and the Russian Revolution contributed to an increased aware-
ness of the cause of Algerian independence. In its essence, the nationalist 
current found its raison d’être in the popular rejection of the colonial order.13

 The 1920s and the “Awakening of Peoples”

The French presence in Algeria was never really accepted. Since the beginning 
of the twentieth century, the Muslim community was touched by currents of 
innovative thinking.14 A nationalist movement in the proper sense did not yet 
exist in the first decade of the century, although in 1912 the Jeunes algériens 
movement advocated for greater Arab representation in French elected bodies. 
But the group was still split between those who insisted on equal rights, those 

12    Harbi, Mohammed. La guerre commence en Algérie. Bruxelles, Editions Complexes,  
1984, p. 6.

13    Kaddache, Mahfoud. Histoire du nationalisme algérien. Question nationale et politique 
algérienne, 1919-1951. 2 vol. Alger, SNED, 1981, p. 8.

14   Harbi. La guerre commence en Algérie. 8.
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who opted for assimilation, and those who advocated for religious autonomy 
and the defence of Islam.

In tandem with the “awakening of peoples” across France’s colonial pos-
sessions, the Algerian population’s receptivity to the cause of independence 
increased significantly after the First World War, in which 17,500 Algerians had 
participated as part of the French army.15 Concretely, the Algerian elite were 
alienated from French rule as a result of France’s refusal to implement the 
modest reforms they had asked for.16 Rebellious sentiment was also reinforced 
by the Rif War in Morocco, led by Spain, later joined by France, against ʿAbd 
al-Krīm between 1924 and 1926.

The emergence of Algerians’ nationalist demands is generally dated to pro-
letarian engagement in political organisations among interwar emigrants to 
France. The ENA was born in Paris in 1926, a proletarian and revolutionary 
party that brought together workers engaged in Maghreb French industries 
and addressed, as its name indicates, to the entire North African region, spe-
cifically Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, all of which were colonised by France.

The ENA’s main objective, as clearly stated in its statute, was national 
independence:17

The association has as its fundamental objective the organisation of the 
struggle for the independence of the three countries of North Africa. It 
reports and fights against all colonial oppression, and mainly deals with 
the defence of the material, moral, political and social rights of the North 
African populations.18

Algerian demands—the most fundamental of which was independence—
were outlined by Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ in Brussels in 1927 during the Congress of the 
League against Colonial Oppression (Ligue contre l’oppression colonial).

The ENA, dissolved by the French government in 1929 for fear that its 
demand for independence would prove contagious, found its strength in 

15    Collot, Claude; Henry, Jean-Robert, Le mouvement national algérien. Textes 1912-1954. Alger, 
Office des Publications Universitaires, 1981, p. 30.

16   Kaddache. Histoire du nationalisme algérien. 7.
17    On May 1922, the Executive of the International had published a manifesto calling for 

the liberation of Algeria and Tunisia (Appel pour la libération de l’Algérie et de la Tunisie). 
For further details, see Ageron, Charles-Robert. Politiques Coloniales au Maghreb. Paris, 
Presses Universitaires de France, 1973.

18   Art. 3 of the statute of the ENA (cited by Collot and Henry. Le mouvement national algérien. 
38-39).
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Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ, its prestigious leader, and, after some years of clandestine 
propaganda, resumed its activities in 1933, still under the direction of Meṣṣālī 
al-Ḥāǧǧ (assisted by Āʿmar Imāš and Krīm Belqāsim). Independence was again 
its main focus, together with clear opposition to the Blum-Viollette proposal 
(1936). The proposed legislation, spearheaded by Léon Blum, leader of the 
Popular Front, and Maurice Viollette, Algeria’s governor, envisaged granting 
French citizenship to 20,000 to 25,000 Algerian Muslims who fell into certain 
categories, including army officers, graduates and government officials. The 
proposal, like the subsequent granting of the right to vote, divided the Algerian 
population and created some hope that the French government would accom-
modate Algerian demands, and thus functioned to defuse the growth of Al ge-
rian nationalism. It was a further attempt to rule through the policy of divide et 
impera, which the French had been pursuing for some time.

The French government also intervened in the religious sphere, and it cre-
ated an Advisory Committee of worship in every department (Algiers, Oran, 
Constantine) in 1930, the same year it promulgated the famous Berber Ḍāhir in 
Morocco, a decree that prohibited Moroccan Berbers from accessing Quranic 
courts.

In October 1936, the ENA had 11,000 members19 and, although it was politi-
cally close to the left-wing scene, it represented a danger to the leftist Blum gov-
ernment, which found itself surrounded by totalitarian regimes in Germany, 
Italy, Portugal and Spain. The ENA was therefore thought by France to pose a 
threat to the already unstable international situation. All this, together with 
the internal situation in Algeria—which had celebrated the centenary of the 
conquest in 1930, and in which opposition was fomenting, led Blum to ban the 
party in January 1937.

In his description of the ENA, Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ revealed the party’s disap-
pointment at the French government’s lack of understanding of its purpose:

The ENA, which fought against the reactionary governments with an 
energy and mordancy of which the whole world is aware, has, as a result 
of the advent of the Popular Front government, adapted its policy to the 
new circumstances with the objective of facilitating the tasks of the gov-
ernment domestically and internationally. [. . .]

19    Julien, Charles-André. L’Afrique du Nord en marche. Nationalismes musulmans et suve-
rai nété française. Paris, Julliard, 1952, p. 118.
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The ENA is essentially a proletarian organisation, grouping not only 
workers, but also pariahs who have increasingly been exploited by impe-
rialism, fascism and feudalism.20

But the dissolution of the ENA did not put an end to the problem of Algerian 
nationalism, which had become an unstoppable force. Indeed, the period 
spanning the 1930s and the 1940s was distinguished by the introduction of a 
new space for politics and the spread of nationalism in Algeria. The ideas were 
born mainly in France, but they took root in Algeria, where they spread rapidly. 
Algerian nationalism came to Algeria from France, in the person of Meṣṣālī 
al-Ḥāǧǧ.

 The 1930s: Assimilation or Independence?

Algerian nationalism and the creation of political parties are widely discussed 
and debated in contemporary Algerian historiography,21 and it is worth out-
lining here the creation of the various movements and parties in the 1930s in 
order to understand how the intellectual foundations and political militancy 
of the nationalist movement were created during this decade.

The Fédération des élus musulmans was established in 1927, and its leader, 
Farḥāt ʿAbbās, became the most important advocate for assimilation. The 
triumphant celebration of the centenary of the conquest of Algiers revived 
nationalist sentiment and led the reform movement to create the Association 
des oulémas réformistes in 1931, and its leader, ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd Bin Bādīs, became 
the strongest and most highly regarded advocate of Islam in the Maghreb. The 
positions of these two men were diametrically opposed. Farḥāt ʿAbbās consid-
ered assimilation the only viable option,22 and he denied the existence of an 
Algerian nation:

20   Messali Hadj in “La dissolution de l’Etoile nord-africaine”. La Gauche Révolutionnaire, n° 
15, 1er mars 1937, cited in Stora, Benjamin. Le nationalisme algérien avant 1954. Paris, CNRS 
Editions, 2010, p. 320-321.

21    On Algerian nationalism, cf. in particular, Nouschi, André. Naissance du nationalisme 
algérien 1914-1954. Paris, Edition de Minuit, 1962; Stora, Benjamin. Les sources du national-
isme algérien. Parcours idéologiques, origine des acteurs. Paris, L’Harmattan, 1988; Kad da-
che, Mahfoud, Histoire du nationalisme algérien. Question nationale et politique algérienne, 
1919-1951. 2 vol. Alger, SNED, 1981; Saadallah, Abdoul Kassem, La montée du nationalisme en 
Algérie. Alger, ENAL, 1983.

22   The collection of studies, written between 1920 and 1930 and gathered by Farḥāt ʿAbbās 
in a volume (De la colonie vers la province. Le Jeune Algérien, 1931), had a great influence 
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If I had been able to discover the “Algerian nation”, I would be a national-
ist, and I would not be ashamed of such a crime. The men who died for 
the national ideal are honoured and respected every day. My life is not 
worth more than theirs. And nevertheless, I will not commit this sacri-
fice. Algeria as a country is a myth. I have not discovered it. I questioned 
the story, I questioned the living and the dead, I visited cemeteries, and 
no one told me about it.23

Bin Bādīs, in contrast, emphasised the existence of a cultural nation and pro-
claimed Algeria’s individuality with a singular force:

We searched in the past and present, and we noted that an Algerian 
Muslim nation was created and continues to exist. We discovered how 
nations were formed, and that there are nations all across the world. The 
Algerian Muslim nation has its own history, marked by great deeds; it 
has its religious and linguistic unit; it has its own culture, its traditions 
and its specific characteristics [. . . . We] affirm that this Algerian nation 
is not France, cannot be France and does not want to be the France. It is 
impossible that it will be France, even if it wanted to assimilate. It has 
determined that its territory is Algeria with its current borders.24

Bin Bādīs and the ʿulamāʾ were advocates for a nationalism linked to Islam 
and Arabism, a nationalism that was contained in an important slogan of the 
period—“Algeria is my country, Arabic is my language, Islam is my religion”—
which emphasised that the Algerian community had three instruments—
homeland, language and religion—through which to break free from French 
hegemony.

With the Association des oulémas réformistes, nationalism in the proper 
sense was born in Algeria, and the organisation was able to ensure the presence 
of a dense network of religious schools, places of worship and cultural circles. 

on indigenous youth and constitutes an important document for the study of the birth 
of nationalism. In addition to this 1931 work, ʿAbbās wrote several books in which he dis-
cussed Algerian nationalism and the War of Independence from his perspective: Guerre 
et revolution d’Algérie. La nuit coloniale. Paris, Julliard, 1962; Autopsie d’une guerre. Paris, 
Garnier, 1980; L’indépendance confisquée, 1962-1978. Paris, Flammarion, 1984.

23   Ferhat Abbas, L’Entente franco-musulmane. 1936 (cited in Collot and Henry, Le mouvement 
national algérien. 65-67).

24   Extract of the monthly magazine directed by Ben Badis, Al-Chihab (Meteor), 1936 (cited 
in Julien. L’Afrique du Nord en marche. 114-115 and in Collot and Henry. Le mouvement 
national algérien. 67-69).
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Together with the Parti communiste algérien (PCA)—which was modelled  
on the Parti communiste français (PCF)—and the Fédération des élus musul-
mans, the Association des oulémas réformistes founded the Muslim Congress 
in 1936. The Congress was the first Algerian political front, and it was able to 
reconcile the differing positions of Farḥāt ʿAbbās and Bin Bādīs. The Congress 
expressed converging claims and looked for a way to conduct joint action 
based on a minimum program.

The PPA,25 successor to the banned ENA, was born the following year, spear-
headed by Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ. By including the term “Algerian people” in its 
name, it was clear that the party intended to appeal specifically to Algerians, 
and thus to promote the nationalist cause, and no longer that of the Maghreb 
as a whole:

The PPA rejects any policy of assimilation because assimilation is con-
trary to the traditions of the people and their past, and also contrary to 
the Convention of July 5, 1830, which absolutely confirms compliance 
with Islamic traditions, trade, liberty and property. Assimilation is a 
chimera and it is, in the end, a policy of annihilation for the benefit of 
the colonisers. Algeria, composed of more than six million people who 
speak the same language and have the same religion and the same past, 
to which the people remain faithfully attached, cannot be assimilated.26

At the same time, the PPA recognised its common anti-colonial cause with 
other movements in the Maghreb:

All movements and democratic national parties have similar programs. 
There are many differences between them due to local particularities, 
including, for example, in the programs of the Destour and of the Parti du 
peuple algérien, and in the reform plans of the Action marocaine. These 
organisations are obviously linked to each other.[. . .]

These democratic national organisations help the masses develop 
their own consciousness, react against passivity and ignorance, against 
arbitrary acts, against backward and brutalised forms of religion, even 

25   For an analysis of the PPA, including a list of its members, see PPA (1939-1949), Ministère 
de la Justice Correspondance générale de la Division criminelle. In: Centre dʼaccueil et de 
recherche des Archives nationales -CARAN, Paris, BB18 7079.

26   “Déclaration du Bureau politique du Parti du Peuple Algérien (avril 1937)”. El Ouma, n° 49, 
10 avril 1937 (cited in Collot and Henry. Le mouvement national algérien. 92).
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when there is still inside them a religious sentiment—as is the case in 
North Africa.

[. . . A] democratic National Movement will belong to indigenous work-
ers in whom class consciousness has been developed, and the best condi-
tions will be realised if this indigenous proletariat can become hegemonic 
in the democratic and anti-imperialist struggle.27

Algerian politics was constantly evolving, stimulated by what was happening 
both inside and outside the country, including, of course, in France. Con se-
quently, the Algerian nationalist movement’s ideology and actions were not 
rooted only in the North African political context, but also shaped by the 
French social, economic and political arena.28

A key moment in the affirmation of nationalist ideology was linked to the 
withdrawal of the Blum-Viollette proposal in the spring of 1938 and the subse-
quent creation of two poles corresponding to two political visions: the ʿulamāʾ 
congregated around Bin Bādīs, and it was able to unite various social, politi-
cal and ethnic groups in the religious sphere, while the Arab-Islamic fraction 
of the National Movement was attached to Meṣṣālī. Consequently, Meṣṣālī 
al-Ḥāǧǧ—arrested by the French police for the last time in 1939 and released 
in 1946—became the personification of nationalism in the eyes of Algerians. 
Nationalism effectively became Messalism.

 The 1940s and Political Maturation

Since 1940, with the establishment of the authoritarian Vichy government, led 
Marshal Pétain, the situation for overseas territories became particularly com-
plicated. In addition to calling into question the values of the Republic and the 
conquests of the Popular Front, the Vichy government applied its anti-Semitic 
legislation especially rigorously in Algeria; for instance, it abrogated the 1870 
Crémieux Decree, which granted French citizenship to Algerian Jews.

During the Second World War, the relationship between the metropoli-
tan government and Algeria changed, and the divisions between the various 

27   Ferrat, André “Les mouvements démocratiques des colonies”. Que faire?, n° 34, 30 octobre 
1937 (cited in Stora. Le nationalisme algérien avant 1954. 330-331).

28   For further details, see Aissaoui, Rabah. “Algerian nationalists in the French political 
arena and beyond: the Etoile nord-africaine and the Parti du peuple algérien in interwar 
France”. The Journal of North African Studies, 2010, 15:1, p. 1-12.
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currents of Algerian nationalism became especially marked.29 Like the First 
World War, the Second directly involved the civilian population. Unlike in 
the First, however, in which North Africa was an external front, in the Second 
World War it became an internal front, as was confirmed in 1942 and 1943, 
when Algeria, together with the rest of French North Africa, was the scene of 
the so-called Operation Torch, the landing of the Allies.

At the end of the conflict, there was a change in the global balance of power: 
on the one hand, the world was polarised into two blocs and, on the other, 
Europe was weaker, exhausted and divided into areas of influence, but it still 
refused to give up its colonies. From the point of view of Algeria, “French lead-
ers [. . .] have not made any effort to adapt to the imperatives of the post-war 
period. They have deliberately refused to recognise the nationalism of overseas 
peoples”.30

For Algerian nationalism, the 1940s represented a period of political 
maturation:31 the idea of independence came to predominate, and all par-
ties were united behind a strong anti-colonial stance. In the course of a few 
years, the following parties emerged, in chronological order: the Manifeste du 
peuple algérien (1943), the Mouvement des amis du manifeste et de la liberté 
(AML, 1944), the Union démocratique du manifeste algérien (UDMA, 1945) and 
the MTLD (1946). Farḥāt ʿAbbās recognised that his assimilationist project had 
become impossible, and he proposed the creation of a federation that would 
allow the Algerian state to have political autonomy. In 1943, together with  
27 other members of the Fédération des élus musulmans, he signed the Manifeste 
du peuple algérien. The AML, officially created in 1944, was the second Algerian 
political front to unite the ʿulamāʾ and Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ.

Farḥāt ʿAbbās, having changed his views, summarised his new goal as fol-
lows: “[. . .] to familiarise Algerians with the idea of an Algerian nation, and 
with the desirability of establishing Algeria as an autonomous republic feder-
ated with a renewed, anti-colonial and anti-imperialist French Republic”.32 The 
nation, based on an act of will and freely chosen membership in a social pact, 
had to be open to all Algerians and to allow their full participation. The idea 

29   Bozzo, Anna. “Société civile et citoyenneté en Algérie: essor et déclin d’un mouvement 
associatif indépendant (XIX-XX siècle)”. In: Bozzo, Anna; Luizard, Pierre Jean (sous la 
direction de). Les sociétés civiles dans le monde musulman. Paris, La Découverte «TAP / 
Islam et Société», 2011, p. 110.

30   Abbas. La nuit coloniale. 32.
31    For further information, Nationalisme ALG GGA 9H51 (42) and Mouvements nationaux, 

ALG GGA 43 MIOM 2. In: Archives nationales d’outre mer-ANOM, Aix-en-Provence.
32   Julien. L’Afrique du Nord en marche. 297.
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of independence, and a nationalism with a strong anti-colonial connotation, 
soon came to predominate. Internationally, this emphasis was confirmed by 
the constitution of the Arab League, signed in March 1945 in Cairo. The League 
was founded in order to facilitate and support the liberation of Arab coun-
tries that were not yet independent, and Algeria joined it once it had gained 
independence.

Even for Berbers, the development of personal consciousness and politi-
cal maturation were the main priority. Berberists wanted to integrate a Berber 
dimension into the nationalist movement, which was based on Arab-Islamic 
ideology and was therefore unable to accommodate them adequately. But 
these issues were postponed as a result of the French repression, in May 1945, 
of nationalist demonstrators in the Little Kabylia and in the territory north of 
Constantine, in Sétif and Guelma. It was the first time white-green flags with 
a red star and crescent, the emblem of the Emir Abdel Kader, were waved, an 
emblem that was later chosen for the Algerian flag. It was a demonstration 
with “a political nature aimed at achieving full Algerian independence and 
refusing French control over the Mediterranean”.33

The demonstrations ended in a bloodbath.34 According to the French Min-
ister of the Interior, 88 Europeans died and about 150 were injured. Estimates 
of the number of Algerian victims differ. The French government claimed 
that about 1,500 Muslims were killed, the military claimed the number to be 
between 6,000 and 8,000 and Algerian militants claim edit to be 45,000.35

Regardless of the actual figure, the event—besides being the first colo-
nial massacre perpetrated by the Fourth Republic—followed by another in 
Haiphong in 1946 and yet another in Madagascar in 1947—represented the 
final rupture between Muslims and Europeans and marked the new genera-
tion of nationalist activists, who were more decisively opposed to France.

In 1945, with the exception of Fédération des élus musulmans, political parties 
were suppressed. In the following years, the évolués, including the liberal bour-
geoisie, united behind the UDMA, a moderate movement similar to the ALM, 
founded by Farḥāt ʿAbbās. In 1947, during the PPA’s clandestine congress—the 

33   “Emeutes indigènes en Kabylie algérienne, Alger, le 12 juin 1945”. Consulat de Suisse 
en Algérie, Swiss Federal Archives, Bern, E 2300 Algier/ 2, Diplomatic Documents of 
Switzerland, Dodis-1720.

34   A detailed chronicle of the events of 8 May 1945 is reported in Ainad-Tabet, Redouane.  
Le mouvement du 8 mai 1945 en Algérie. Alger, Office des publications universitaires,  
See also Rey-Goldzeiguer, Annie. Aux origines de la guerre d’Algérie, 1940-45: de Mers- 
El-Hébir aux massacres du Nord Constantinois. Paris, La Découverte, 2002.

35   Kaddache. Histoire du nationalisme algérien. 718.
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first since its creation—the MTLD was officially institutionalised. The party 
had already taken part in the 1946 National Assembly elections and won five of 
the twelve seats reserved for Algeria.36 Its birth was described as follows:

The MTLD was created in 1946 to replace the PPA, which had been dis-
solved in 1939, and to give extremist nationalists a “legal means of expres-
sion”. [. . .] In favour of this legality, we are reorganising the secrecy. The 
MTLD’s goals have been indicated by its leaders on several occasions. 
Algerian independence will have to be obtained through force and armed 
struggle. In the event of international conflict, the party must be able to 
engage in sabotage and intimidation, creating a climate of war to force 
the hand of the eventual occupant and achieve national independence.37

In its legal form, therefore, the party demanded independence and an assem-
bly elected by universal suffrage; in its illegal form it used the Organisation 
spéciale (OS),38 a clandestine paramilitary organisation founded in 1947. Until 
its discovery by the French and its subsequent dissolution by the MTLD in 1950, 

36   “In November 1946, judging itself to be quite powerful, the PPA presented some candi-
dates for the National Assembly elections under the name of Mouvement pour le Triomphe 
des Libertés Démocratiques (five elected). In 1947, the party achieved important successes 
in municipal elections. It was at the top of its power. Parallel to the PPA was the MTLD, 
which served as a vehicle for pseudo-legal activities. The MTLD was only accessible to 
certain militants, and it enabled supporters to gather and raise funds. Autonomous shock 
groups were also established. The PPA believed it was well prepared to achieve a great vic-
tory in the April 1948 Algerian Assembly elections. But the new Governor General acted 
to ensure the PPA’s failure, and then its decline. The versatility of the Muslims, who had 
previously favoured the party’s rise, contributed to this decline. [. . .] The PPA set up an 
independent paramilitary group, discovered in 1950, parallel to its political organisation”. 
Gouvernement Général de l’Algérie-GGA, Fonds de la Direction de la sûreté nationale en 
Algérie. In: ANOM, Aix-en-Provence, GGA 7 G 1182.

37   Note de renseignements relative aux activités sur le plan criminel du Parti Nationaliste 
Extrémiste Algérien qui se réclame de Messali (PPA et MTLD). GGA, Fonds de la Direction 
de la sûreté nationale en Algérie. In: ANOM, Aix-en-Provence, GGA 7 G 1181.

38   “The ‘shock groups’ were formed in 1943. They intervened each time direct action was 
required—in elections, terrorist attacks, sabotage and fighting the opposition and dis-
sidents. The members of these groups belonged to the PPA, but the units were often 
autonomous. [. . .] At the end of 1947, [the PPA] replaced the ‘shock groups’ with a para-
military organisation, the Organisation spéciale (OS)”. Département d’Alger Le PPA-MTLD 
Organisme centraux, Structure et implantation dans le département d’Alger, Organisations 
satellites ou connexes. GGA, Fonds de la Direction de la sûreté nationale en Algérie. In: 
ANOM, Aix-en-Provence, GGA 7 G 1182.
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the OS was received with indifference and even relief on the part of MTLD 
leaders. After 1950, however, the party embraced legalism and was eager to 
break free from the paramilitary organisation, which had come to compromise 
the party’s legitimacy.39 The party’s terminology is revealing in this regard: it 
described the OS individuals wanted by French police as “heavy individuals”40 
who were unmanageable by the party leadership, and even a burden.

Although they were both nationalist, the PPA and the MTLD differed substan-
tially. The PPA arose from the ENA and remained within a popular framework; 
the MTLD, in contrast, was born from the personal will of Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ in 
order to participate in the 1946 elections, as a result of which it had to partially 
accept French colonial policy.41 It was precisely for this reason that the MTLD 
needed the OS. In any case, the MTLD managed to obtain electoral support for 
its demand for independence. This demand was not simply an empty patriotic 
claim, however. Instead, it “resounds in the consciousness of the masses as the 
claim for a ‘home’, a space in a new civil society”.42

Algerian nationalism was becoming more clearly defined as

a reaction to attacks against national integrity, a reaction against annexa-
tion, an affirmation of national values and the will to achieve these val-
ues. This type of nationalism is a liberating nationalism, in the sense that 
it strives for freedom and the full dissemination of national values. [. . .] 
Algerian nationalism, the reaction of an oppressed nation against impe-
rialism, is a liberating nationalism[. . . . It] is the will to fight for political 
liberation, and for the economic, social and cultural development of the 
Algerian people.43

39   MTLD (1954-1957). Ministère de la Justice Correspondance générale de la Division crimi-
nelle. In: CARAN, Paris, BB18 4224-4235.

40   Chick, Slimane. L’Algérie en armes ou le temps des certitudes. Paris, Economica, 1981, p. 85.
41   Muḥammad Bū Diyāf, who was directly involved in the events, recalled the transition as 

follows: “The transition to electoral politics had a decisive impact on the party’s positions. 
The military had to change their mentality and their working methods. They were forced 
to come out of hiding to conduct legal actions, organise meetings, and fight the candi-
dates of the other parties, and to present themselves as candidates”. Boudiaf, Mohammed. 
La préparation du 1er novembre. Paris, Editions Libraire de l’Etoile, 1976, p. 13.

42   Harbi. La guerre commence en Algérie. 18.
43   “Réalités algériennes, Alger, MTLD”. Paris Imprimerie SEDIC, 1951, p. 133-136 (cited in 

Collot and Henry. Le mouvement national algérien. 301.
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The period between 1945 and 1954 was fundamental to the development of 
Algerian nationalism: Algerian parties reached maturity and clarified their 
objectives and operational strategies.

 Berber Nationalism

As mentioned above, recent Algerian historiography has been overwhelmingly 
dominated by a nationalist reading of a unified people with a single unique 
identity. This vision attempts to avoid inconsistencies and marginalise ele-
ments considered a source of potential conflict. In reality, however, the nation-
alist movement was rather varied,44 and even Berbers attempted to insert 
themselves in it.

The year 1949 marked the beginning of the Berber political issue:45 in 
fact, the Parisian headquarters of the MTLD—which, after its success in the 
municipal elections of October 1947, became truly hegemonic over the entire 
Algerian National Movement—was shaken by an internal crisis caused by 
the opposition of the two political currents: supporters of Algerian Algeria 
on the one hand and supporters of Arab-Islamic Algeria on the other. This 
was the so-called Berberist crisis; it exploded in the migratory context in 
which the nationalist and other parties had originated.

The conflict within the party revolved around two issues—whether Algeria’s 
territorial organisation should be based on linguistic criteria, and how to 
define Algerian identity. Berberist militants found it “too simplistic to define 
the Algerian nation through the Arabic language and the Muslim religion”46 
and tried to base Algerian nationalism on a foundation that more accurately 

44   The major currents that have been discussed so far were not the only components of the 
nationalist movement. Some of the other associations had some power as well, granted to 
them by the party that created them, including, for example, the Association des Femmes 
Algériennes, pro-MTLD, the Union des Femmes, pro-PCA, and the Union de la Jeunesse 
Démocratique, pro-PCA. Others had an influence beyond the party that controlled them, 
as with the Scouts Musulmans Algérien (SMA), the Comité National des Chomeurs, the As so-
ciation des Etudiants Musulmans Algériens Nord-Africains (AEMANA) and numerous cul-
tural and sports associations. For further information, see Harbi. La guerre commence en 
Algérie. 15-18.

45   For further details, see Fois, Marisa. “Identity, Politics and Nation: Algerian nationalism 
and the ‘Berberist Crisis’ of 1949”. In: White, Benjamin Thomas; Tejel Gorgas, Jordi. “The 
Fragments Imagine the Nation? Minorities in the Modern Middle East and North Africa”, 
British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies—BJMES, Volume 43, Issue 2, 2016, p. 206-218.

46   Harbi, Mohammed. Le FLN, mirage et réalité. Paris, Editions Jeune Afrique, 1980, p. 62.
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reflected the nature of Algerian society. The reason for the crisis was related to 
the conception the Berberists had of their country: Algeria was not Arabic, but 
Algerian.

The latent antagonism within the MTLD thus turned into an open conflict 
between “the partisans of the new trend called Berberism”47 and the Arab 
leaders who tried to maintain unity within the party.

In March 1949, the majority of the Directorate of the French Federation of 
the PPA-MTLD, adopted a position contrary to the general orientation of the 
party, which however tried to come to an agreement on to how to define the 
national identity.

The event was recorded in the minutes as follows:

The Federal Council of the French Federation of the MTLD was brusquely 
dissolved by high-ranking PPA officials and replaced by a provisional 
Executive Committee. [. . .]

It appears that the facts and causes can be reconstructed as follows: in 
Algeria, hostility has always existed between the several ethnic compo-
nents of the autochthonous populations. Although such hostility is quite 
often dormant or blocked for general or specific reasons, it periodically 
comes to the fore [. . .].

The troops of the MTLD in France are mainly recruited from among 
Algerian workers, for the most part Kabyles. But those in the highest posi-
tions are not Kabyles, which has led the bravest to exert the force of their 
numbers to obtain higher positions in the party hierarchy.

Opposition was based on the following arguments:
–  Contrary to what certain leaders hold, Algeria is not Arab, but Algerian.
–   For the same leaders, the party has become a source of private income, 

and this represents a betrayal of the Algerian people.
–  The leaders behave like true dictators.48

47   “Copie d’une note de renseignements établie par les Services de la Sûreté Nationale sur 
le conflit ‘Berbérisme-Arabisme’, 20 Septembre 1949”. In: Berbérisme. Bulletin intérieur, été 
1949, GGA, fonds Centre d’information et d’étude—CIE, Service d’information et de docu-
mentation musulmane—SIDM, Service de liaisons nord-africaines—SLNA, Services des 
affaires politiques. In: ANOM, Aix-en- Provence, GGA 40 G 73.

48   Berbérisme, cit., GGA, fonds CIE, SIDM, SLNA, Services des affaires politiques. In: ANOM, 
Aix-en-Provence, GGA 40 G 73.
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Berberism was a reaction to Arab-Islamism, but on joining the National Move-
ment it discovered it differed from it but could not succeed in withdrawing 
from it. In the party’s archival documents, for example, Berberism is often sim-
plistically analysed as a branch of the secessionist PPA-MTLD, limited to met-
ropolitan France (as it had originated among Kabyle emigrants).

According to the available data, the sections of the MTLD consisted mostly 
of Kabyles who, however, did not occupy executive positions in the party. This 
situation led to demands for greater recognition of their numerical weight and 
a greater role in the party hierarchy. A 1954 document from the Service de liai-
sons nord-africaines (SLNA) Cabinet is clear:

At the time that Berberism emerged, its promoters emphasised that the 
majority of party members were Kabyles. They were in fact, or claimed 
to be, about 11,000 out of a total of some 20,000 militants (of the remain-
ing 9,000, 4,000 came from Algiers and 5,000 from the rest of Algeria). 
But in the Central Committee only three of the 28 members were  
Kabyles.49

The Berberist crisis marked an important step in the divisions between Arabs 
and Berbers within the party. It marked the beginning of a metamorphosis in 
the nature of Algerian nationalism, as it brought some important issues to light 
that had not been taken into account in the Party Congress of February 1947. 
First of all, it called into question the nature of the nationalism that would be 
used in the struggle for the liberation of Algeria and raised a question as to the 
choice of allies. Second, it led party members to reflect on one consequence 
of colonialism: the existence of majority and minority populations. Compared 
to Arabs, who were politically and socially more powerful, Kabyles were cer-
tainly a minority. But they constituted the cultural majority among the minor-
ity of Algerian immigrants in France, the linguistic majority in Kabylia and 
the largest minority in Algiers. The concept of “minority” would be discussed 
and analysed from various points of view in the following years, but rather 
than a minority, the Berbers felt themselves to be one of the components of 
the Algerian nation—a component defined by its “Berberity”, but which was  
 

49   PPA, mouvements dissidents et berbéristes (1949-1956). GGA, Cabinet SLNA. In: ANOM, 
Aix-en-Provence, FR CAOM 91/4 I 9. The same fact is also present in: Renseignement. 
Mouvement dissidents du PPA: 1. Berbéristes. GGA, fonds CIE, SIDM, SLNA, Services des 
affaires politiques. In: ANOM, Aix-en- Provence, GGA 40 G 73.
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ignored in the nationalist discourse, in part as a reaction to the history of 
colonialism and in part because of the belief that national unity could not be 
achieved if all groups were accommodated.50

Although it started in the context of migration, the Berberist crisis had 
direct consequences in Algerian territory, where protests continued—in dif-
ferent ways and with various results—into the post-independence period.

 Toward the Algerian War of Independence

The leaders of the MTLD, especially Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ, were not willing to allow 
the Berberist crisis to undermine the unity of the party and consequently the 
future Algerian state. After the Berberists had been eliminated from the party, 
the MTLD was polarised between two currents. The “centralist” current, sup-
ported by the majority of the members of the Central Committee, proposed 
confidence in the liberal evolution of France. The “Messalist” current was in 
favour of non-collaboration with the colonial power. The two tendencies con-
tinued to grow further apart from each other: in April 1953, Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ 
was placed in a minority in the Central Committee in Algiers; in the congress 
held in Hornu in July 1954, he was named president for life and the Central 
Committee was replaced by the National Council of the Revolution. In August, 
an extraordinary congress of the Central Committee expelled Meṣṣālī al-Ḥāǧǧ 
from the party on the basis that he was using it to promote a cult of personality. 
The party was dissolved.

Since March 1954, an old OS militant, Muḥammad Bū Diyāf, had been con-
vinced of the need to create a third force to unite the party and begin the armed 
struggle immediately. From his proposal emerged the Comité révolutionnaire 
d’unité et d’action (CRUA), which became the bearer of the anti-colonial and 
revolutionary project. As Muḥammad Bū Diyāf explained it,

The CRUA was neither an organisation nor a political party[. . .]. Its 
purpose was to launch a movement of opinion capable of welding 
the militant base, to prevent it from joining one or the other of the  
 

50   Gadant, Monique. Islam et nationalisme en Algérie: d’après ‘El Moudjahid’, organe cen-
tral du FLN de 1956 à 1962. Paris, L’Harmattan, 1988, p. 58. In the Moudjahid, the organ of 
the FLN, when the Algerian nation is analysed no mention is ever made of its different 
components.
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antagonists and to impose a unitary Congress that would save the party 
from division.51

The meeting to found the CRUA, held in June, established the “Committee of 
22” and divided its organisation into six territorial regions, or wilāyāt.

On 1 November 1954, the armed insurrection against France began, led by 
the FLN. It goals were independence, political sovereignty and an Arab-Islamic 
Algerian identity. The enemy was France, against which “all Algerian patriots 
of all social classes, belonging to all purely Algerian parties and movements”52 
united to achieve independence in 1962. Presenting itself as the defender of 
national culture, the FLN became the legitimate representative of the Algerian 
people, the depositary of an inheritance that had been transmitted across gen-
erations despite 130 years of French colonialism.53

 Conclusion

The Algerian nationalist movement evolved between the 1920s and the 1950s, 
and this evolution was both reflected in and constituted by the emergence of 
numerous parties. The FLN was the culmination of a long process that began 
with the ENA and continued with the PPA and the MTLD.

Alongside these political formations, which made independence—first of 
North Africa as a whole and then specifically of Algeria—their goal, others also 
emerged, such as the Fédération des élus musulmans, the Association des oulé-
mas réformistes, the PCA and the UDMA, as well as the two fronts, the Muslim 
Congress and the AML.

The evolution of this political effervescence was distinguished by two char-
acteristics. First, over the decades the genesis of political parties changed. 
At first, the relationship between France and Algeria, which was reflected in 
Algerian political leaders’ migration to France, made Paris and major French 
cities the birthplace of Algerian ideas, movements and groups. It was in Paris 
that Algerian nationalist forces coalesced and that the first parties were 
founded, most importantly the ENA. Similarly, the Berberist crisis of 1949 broke 
out in Paris, in the French Federation of the MTLD, and then spread to Algeria. 

51    Boudiaf, Mohammed. Où va l’Algérie? Notre révolution. Paris, Editions Libraire de l’Etoile, 
1964, p. 69-70.

52   El Moudjahid, 1954, Presse, 30699. In: ANOM, Aix-en-Provence.
53   Gadant. Islam et nationalisme en Algérie. 47.
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Beginning in the mid-1930s, however, it became possible to speak of Algerian 
nationalism proper, in the sense of Algerian nationalism that was born and 
spread in Algeria.

Secondly, the understanding of nationalism itself changed. At first, assimi-
lation was considered the only viable option through which to emphasise the 
uniqueness of Algeria, with a very distinct personality from France. The shift 
towards a desire for independence was reflected in the slogan “Algeria is my 
country, Arabic is my language, Islam is my religion”, which summarised the 
importance of the country-language-religion triptych as the new basis for 
Algerian nationalism. This Arab-Islamic understanding of the Algerian nation 
was incompatible with the Algerian-Algeria understanding advocated by the 
Berbers, however, and the conflict between these two understandings remains 
unresolved to this day. In the 1940s and 1950s, nationalism became synony-
mous with independence, and the National Movement became identified with 
the FLN.
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