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Liberalism and the Algerian War: The Case of
Jacques Derrida

Edward Baring

When you say that you have “never heard a French Algerian reply with an
argument,” I can only conclude that you haven’t met enough of them.

—JACQUES DERRIDA, letter to PIERRE NORA, 19611

In 1960 Pierre Nora, a young historian fresh from two years’ teaching in
Algeria, returned to France and resolved to write a book about his experi-
ences.2 Published in 1961, at the height of the Algerian War, Nora’s biting
psychological and social analysis of the Français d’Algérie could not fail to
be political. Describing an inherently racist community, Nora at one mo-
ment asked rhetorically, “if offered genocide at the push of a button, how
many French Algerians would refuse?”3 The depiction of the colonists des-
perate to maintain their privileges enraged those French Algerians among
whom Nora had lived just a few months before. Albert Camus’s friend, the
philosopher André Bénichou, supposedly threw the book out of a window
in anger, catching the head of a passing police officer. Camus’s widow too
was shocked by the book, written by someone who had been a friend.4 But
it was not so much the general condemnation that provoked anger but
rather Nora’s chapter on the French Algerian liberals; for Nora argued that
even the most critical voices in Algeria were complicit with colonial rule.

All translations, unless otherwise noted, are my own.
1. “Quand tu dis que tu n’as ‘jamais entendu un Français d’Algérie répondre par un

argument,’ je ne peux que conclure que tu n’en as pas rencontré assez” (Jacques Derrida, letter
to Pierre Nora, 27 Apr. 1961, fol. 27.6, Institut Mémoires de l’Édition Contemporaine, Caen
[IMEC]; hereafter abbreviated “D”).

2. See Pierre Nora, Les Français d’Algérie (Paris, 1961); hereafter abbreviated FA.
3. “Si on leur offrait le génocide presse-bouton combien de Français d’Algérie le

refuseraient?” (FA, p. 188).
4. See Nora, interview by author, 4 Jan. 2008.
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Using the metaphor of the British parliament, Nora suggested that the
liberals were akin to “Her Majesty’s Opposition,” in the sense that they
were never “in opposition to Her Majesty.”5 In Nora’s estimation, the lib-
erals were incapable of supporting Algerian independence because they
owed everything to France, first and foremost their liberalism (see FA,
p. 203).

One French Algerian reacted with particular strength to Nora’s book,
writing him a private letter that was never published. What Jacques Der-
rida composed on 27 April 1961 was, in substance, a concerted and metic-
ulous effort to distinguish the French Algerian liberals from the die-hard
supporters of colonialism. But it was also a powerfully emotional rejoin-
der, criticizing the “tone” of Nora’s book: “The tone, which in general
reveals the fundamental attitude of the author better than the content,
remains often in your book, it appears to me, rather harshly aggressive, an
intention to humiliate.”6

And though Derrida scrupulously avoided referring to himself in the
letter, it is clear that he did not describe the French Algerian liberal merely
as an abstract ideal type. Nora’s book condemned all but the most militant
French Algerian supporters of the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN).
His indictment made little distinction between moderate opponents of
colonialism and its most fervent supporters. Derrida’s letter was a passion-
ate response because, in defending the French Algerian liberals, he de-
fended himself.

Nora argued that it would have been a performative contradiction for
the liberals to have supported independence, for it would be turning their
liberalism against its very source. But despite this reasoned claim as to its
impossibility, by 1961 many self-professed French Algerian liberals had
come to support independence. Concluding his letter, Derrida remarked
that he was surprised and ashamed to read in his letter “a little of the
aggression for which I myself reproached you.”7 Derrida was repentant

5. “C’est l’opposition de Sa Majesté; il n’a jamais su être l’opposition à sa Majesté” (FA,
p. 196).

6. “Le ton qui, en général, révèle plus que ne le fait le propos lui-même, l’attitude
fondamentale de celui qui écrit, reste souvent dans ton livre, m’a-t-il semble, au principe, celui
d’une agressivité un peu âpre, d’une volonté d’humilier” (“D”).

7. “Un peu de cette agressivité que je t’ai reprochée moi-même” (“D”).

EDWARD BARING is a lecturer in the Princeton Writing Program. He completed
his PhD in the history department at Harvard University in 2009 and is working
on a book manuscript entitled The Young Derrida and French Philosophy, 1945–
1968. His email is ebaring@princeton.edu
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because he agreed with Nora on almost all of his practical proposals, ex-
pressing his “enthusiastic adhesion” to Nora’s programmatic final chapter,
“A New Deal for Algeria.” He had “reacted all the more vigorously against
certain of [Nora’s] book’s details, of which the ensemble appeared just and
strong.”8

It was because Derrida agreed with Nora’s political platform, and espe-
cially the question of Algerian independence, that his defense of the liber-
als was so insistent; Derrida refused Nora’s catch-22 that set limits on
French Algerian liberal opposition. Charting the developing views of lib-
erals in and outside of Algeria, Derrida argued that it was possible to turn
French ideals against French rule. But his opposition to French sovereignty
in Algeria did not entail support of what he saw as closed Algerian nation-
alism. For Derrida, one should not resist French sovereignty by directly
rejecting France, instituting another nationalist regime; he rather hoped
for a Franco-Muslim community that would maintain a robust connec-
tion to France.

The history of French Algerian liberalism provides a crucial and much-
neglected context for understanding Derrida’s philosophy of deconstruc-
tion. Its insights should lead us to reread much of Derrida’s later work,
when he addressed the question of Algeria more directly. But most impor-
tantly, by emphasizing this fraught situation right at the beginning of Der-
rida’s career, it reveals key political stakes in the development of
deconstruction that have been effaced. There have been several attempts to
contextualize Derrida’s thought, and many draw attention to the complex-
ities of his Sephardic Jewish heritage.9 His self-affiliation to the French
Algerian liberals suggests a different, if related, possibility. Torn between a
colonial power towards which he felt grave misgivings and a French re-
publican tradition to which he expressed a strong allegiance, Derrida was
confronted with questions as to the univocity of identity and the structural
limitations of critique—themes that would preoccupy him in his more
theoretical writings. Derrida first developed deconstructive ideas during
this period, from the tortured political stance of a French Algerian liberal.

8. “J’ai réagi d’autant plus vivement à certains détails de ton livre qui l’ensemble n’en a
paru, je le dis encore, juste et fort” (“D”).

9. See Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans.
Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge, Mass., 1987), pp. 161– 81; Judéités: Questions pour Jacques
Derrida, ed. Joseph Cohen and Raphael Zagury-Orly (Paris, 2003); Gideon Ofrat, The Jewish
Derrida, trans. Peretz Kidron (Syracuse, N.Y., 2001); and Robert Young, White Mythologies:
Writing History and the West (New York, 1990).
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The French Algerian Liberals
To understand Derrida’s claims in his letter, we must turn to the French

Algerian liberals, a group that has been sorely neglected in most histories of
decolonization. The term liberal has a complicated history, with a variety
of meanings in different national contexts. In French Algeria, it did not
develop the connotation of free-market capitalism that it had adopted in
the metropole. French Algerian liberalism, rather, came to be a catch-all
label for the large minority of non-Communist French Algerian critics of
the colonial government.10 Lacking any overarching organization and
spanning the spectrum from moderate reformers such as the mayor of
Algiers, Jacques Chevallier, through anticolonial agitators such as the so-
cialist politician Alain Savary, to the increasingly militant readers of Alger
Républicain, the liberals were united by their resistance to a colonial system
that placed severe restrictions on the individual rights of French colonial
subjects.11 The liberals were then particularly sensitive to rising Algerian
nationalism. Recalling his own political activism, Jean Sprecher asserted
that the French Algerian liberal “saw the birth and understood the forma-
tion of a national consciousness amongst the colonized; he was even able
to favor it.”12 It was a recognition that placed the liberals “à contre-
courant” to the “European” community of which they were a part.

It was because of their critical stance towards the colonial government
that many liberals shared Derrida’s ambivalent response to Nora’s book.
Almost all of the reviews in major newspapers were similarly conflicted.
Albert-Paul Lentin and Jean Lacouture praised the book as a work of great
scholarship: “brilliant and profound,”13 “first class.”14 Even Germaine Til-
lion, who was one of the main targets of Nora’s criticism, described it as
“an interesting book, written by a young and brilliant academic,” and
registered her assent with “90 percent” of its claims.15 None of these writers

10. It is difficult to get a sense of the size of the liberal population in Algeria. This is in part
due to the lack of historical study but also because many felt unable to express their political
views; the “anonymous ‘liberals,’ prisoners of their social positions, not daring to stand up to
their retinue, chose silence” (Jean Sprecher, À Contre-courant: Étudiants libéraux et progressistes
à Alger, 1954 –1962 [Paris, 2000], p. 13).

11. See Jacques Chevallier, Nous Algériens . . . (Paris, 1958). Savary was one of the founding
members of the anticolonialist Parti Socialiste Unifié in 1960. See especially his Nationalisme
algérien et grandeur française (Paris, 1960).

12. “Le libéral a aussi vu naı̂tre et il a compris la formation de la conscience nationale du
colonisé, il a même pu la favoriser” (Sprecher, À Contre-courant, p. 12).

13. A.-P. Lentin, “Les Français d’Algérie,” France Observateur, 13 Apr. 1961, p. 15.
14. Jean Lacouture, “Les Français d’Algérie,” Le Monde, 29 Apr. 1961, p. 9.
15. “Bref, un livre intéressant, écrit par un jeune et brillant universitaire.” “90%

d’approbations sérieuses, et 10% de petites critiques” (Germaine Tillion, L’Express, 18 May 1961,
pp. 32–33). See Tillion, À la recherche du vrai et du juste: À propos rompus avec le siècle (Paris,
2001), pp. 283–90.
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was resistant to Nora’s political goals, especially with respect to the coming
independence.

Even though critics agreed with Nora’s practical proposals, they could
not accept some of his criticisms of the liberals. Lentin “refused to follow
the author when he systematically presented today’s liberals as opponents
of change.”16 Though agreeing with Nora’s vilification of Camus, a stance
that elicited several angry letters in the next edition, he staunchly defended
Tillion, remarking that she had gone beyond her purely economic argu-
ments that had been the focus of Nora’s critique. This was also Tillion’s
self-defense when writing for L’Express in May 1961.17 Both complained
that Nora had appealed to Fourth Republic liberalism to attack the liberals
of the Fifth. The times had changed they said, and so had they.

The question of change was particularly important to the French Alge-
rian liberals because of the symbolic fate of Camus. Since before World
War II, Camus had demanded social reform that would improve living
conditions for Arab communities in Algeria, highlighting inequalities in
their access to education and the injustices of a two-tier political system
that treated the vast majority of non-Europeans as subjects rather than
citizens.

But if he had argued for greater political and economic equality, his
argument did not extend to Algerian independence. For Camus, the
French Algerians were inhabitants of Algeria as legitimate as any other, and
he believed that independence would be inimical to their interests. He
dreamt rather of a Franco-Muslim community in which cultural differ-
ences would be accepted within the framework of political equality, guar-
anteed by French sovereignty. Controversially, in 1958 he had endorsed the
plan of Algiers law professor Marc Lauriol, which proposed a federal sys-
tem where a semi-independent Algeria would still be part of France. In the
new system, different laws would apply to the French and Muslim com-
munities; only that which affected all would be decided together. Algeria
would remain part of France, but, in Camus’s eyes, it would be a France
that would have rejected its colonial past.18

Camus’s complaints and proposals, more often than not, went un-
heeded. And, as the continuing violence after the start of the war in No-
vember 1954 forced the two communities even further apart, his refusal to

16. “Je me refuse à suivre l’auteur lorsqu’il présente systématiquement les libéraux
d’aujourd’hui comme des immobilistes” (Lentin, “Les Français d’Algérie,” p. 15). See also
Vincent Monteil, “Les Français d’Algérie: Une Minorité menaçante et menacée,” Esprit 10 (Oct.
1961): 478 – 85.

17. See Tillion, À la recherche du vrai et du juste, pp. 287–90.
18. See Albert Camus, Actuelles, 3 vols. (Paris, 1950–58), 3:209.
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choose one side over the other seemed to unmask him as a supporter of
colonial oppression. At a time when Algerian casualties vastly outnum-
bered the victims of the FLN’s bombs, Camus’s refusal to remain quiet
about terrorism while protesting against torture came to be seen by many
commentators as shockingly disproportionate.19 The infamous outburst in
Uppsala in 1957, where Camus declared that he would protect his mother
before justice, merely confirmed what many already suspected. In Albert
Memmi’s damning judgment, Camus came to be seen as a “colonizer of
good will.”20

This impression was compounded by Camus’s decision to remain silent
after 1958, a silence made definitive by his death in a car accident on 4
January 1960. It froze Camus’s words in time, allowing history and events
to overrun them. By 1960, “integration,” meaning the full absorption of
Algeria into the French legal and political system, had become the rallying
cry of an increasingly desperate pieds-noirs community cognizant of the
compromises required to save their position. Camus’s stance, radical only
a few years before, now seemed perilously close to that of the motorists
who beeped out “Al-gé-rie Fran-çaise” on the streets of Algiers or Paris.

As their most famous representative, Camus’s increasingly anachronis-
tic claims came to stand in metonymically for the liberal political position.
One of France’s most public intellectuals, he was available for commem-
orative appropriation, even more so after he died, and could no longer
lend nuance or seek to qualify his position. As other groups changed their
position on Algeria—the Communist Party of France eventually overcom-
ing its distrust of the FLN around 1960, while support for independence
among intellectuals changed from the exception to the rule—the liberals
seemed stuck in the past and out of touch.

Emphasizing the development in their views from the latter part of the
1950s, then, became a key part of Algerian liberal discourse. Consider the
example of Tillion, just as Nora did in his critique and Derrida in his
response. Although not technically a French Algerian liberal, her long stays
in Algeria and her intimate involvement in Algerian politics during the war
permit us to see her as their representative. In her book L’Algérie en 1957,
she had protested against economic inequalities and the rising humanitar-
ian disaster in Algeria, but, like Camus, she opposed independence. For
her, independence would merely have left Algeria at the mercy of its con-

19. See Benjamin Stora, Histoire de la guerre d’Algérie (1954 –1962) (Paris, 1993), p. 90.
20. See Ronald Aronson, Camus and Sartre: The Story of a Friendship and the Quarrel That

Ended It (Chicago, 2004), pp. 210 –11. The classic historiographical example of this argument is
Conor Cruise O’Brien, Camus (London, 1970). David Carroll gives a more balanced view in his
Albert Camus, the Algerian: Colonialism, Terrorism, Justice (New York, 2007).
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flicted stage of modernization, unable to adapt itself to a mechanized so-
ciety. It was the duty of the French, both financially and technically, to
bring Algeria through the birth pangs of modernity. Ready to put her
theory into practice, she was one of the founding members of the Centres
Sociaux from 1955 that promoted education in poor Algerian communi-
ties, in which traditionally only a small proportion were literate.

The Centres Sociaux was always controversial. This joint project be-
tween French and Algerian intellectuals was often embroiled in scandals
and accused of aiding the FLN. Indeed, it became a target for the terrorist
pro-French Algeria OAS in the early 1960s; six members, including the
Algerian intellectual Mouloud Feraoun, were shot dead on 15 March 1962
outside a school in El-Biar, Derrida’s home town.21 Even if she did oppose
independence, Tillion’s sincerity and her commitment to the material im-
provement of the lives of Algerians cannot be doubted. In 1957, she too
suggested a federal model for French/Algerian relations, where both par-
ties would be “equal members of a powerful community.”22

But by 1960 her earlier pronouncements were no longer appropriate for
the changing situation, and she revised her proposals in a new book, Les
Ennemis-complémentaires. The same arguments remained about the im-
portance of education, of the French republican model, and of the neces-
sity of continued linguistic and cultural ties with France, but now Tillion
was open to the idea of independence.23 The move to independence, then,
was not a move against France. Tillion distinguished between “two
Frances, the Beauty and the Beast”: the France of Voltaire and Rousseau
and that of the tortures and killing.24 Her dearest hope was that Algerian
independence would mean renouncing only the latter.

As Tillion’s story suggests, the views of many French Algerian liberals
changed over the course of the conflict, moving from a critical acceptance
of French sovereignty in Algeria to recognition of the need for indepen-
dence. But despite this significant change in their views, there were impor-
tant continuities. They attempted to find a third way between colonialism,
which they rejected from the beginning, and Algerian nationalism, to-
wards which they harbored certain suspicions, especially of its religious
character. The distrust of Algerian nationalism also stemmed from a

21. See Tillion, À la recherche du vrai et du juste, pp. 245–56. For the Centres Sociaux, see
James Le Sueur, Uncivil War: Intellectuals and Identity Politics during the Decolonization of
Algeria (Philadelphia, 2001), pp. 55– 86.

22. “Membres égaux d’une communauté puissante” (Tillion, L’Algérie en 1957 [Paris, 1957],
p. 119).

23. See Tillion, Les Ennemis-complémentaires (Paris, 1960), pp. 104, 193–99, 211–18.
24. “Les deux Frances: La Belle et la Bête” (Tillion, À la recherche du vrai et du juste, p. 279).
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strong desire to protect the lives and rights of one million French Algeri-
ans, who they feared would flee Algeria, if the nationalists took control, to
the detriment of both groups. The ideals of French republicanism and the
central importance of education were key to their hopes for the Algerian
situation. Drawing on the tradition of the French intellectual since the
Dreyfus affair, the French Algerian liberals deployed these French repub-
lican ideals against the harsh realities of French colonialism. Their resis-
tance to what they saw as the abuses of French authority only further
strengthened their adherence to France as an idea. When the French Alge-
rian communist Henri Alleg ended the account of his torture by French
paras in La Question by saying that he wanted the great French people to
know “what is done IN THEIR NAME,” he performed the constitutive
gesture of French Algerian liberal politics.25

Derrida: Between Judaism and Liberalism
Derrida’s ethnic and sociohistorical background makes his self-

presentation as a French Algerian liberal plausible. He was a Sephardic Jew
whose ancestors had lived in North Africa long before the first French
colonial expansion there in 1830. The Crémieux decree of 1870, however,
had granted all Jews French citizenship, and the following decades saw
significant moves towards assimilation. The Sephardic Jewish population
may have remained cohesive and intermarriage with Christians was rare,
but in terms of language, culture, and economic position there was a clear
alignment with the European population. Describing his own family, Der-
rida said they were “too colonized, too uprooted.”26 If anything, the revo-
cation of the Crémieux decree in 1940 by the Vichy government reinforced
allegiance to a French republican ideal. As Benjamin Stora has said, “the
Vichy regime and the abrogation of the Crémieux decree led the Jews of
Algeria to consider the assimilation promised by that famous decree as
their most precious possession.”27 Derrida himself reiterated this point,
suggesting that the revocation and his corresponding identification by the
Vichy regime as Jewish first and foremost was a great tragedy; it created “a
desire for integration in the non-Jewish community.”28

25. Henri Alleg, The Question, trans. John Calder (Lincoln, Nebr., 2006), p. 96.
26. Derrida, “The Almost Nothing of the Unpresentable,” interview by Christian

Descamps, Points . . . : Interviews, 1974 –1994, trans. Peggy Kamuf, ed. Elisabeth Weber
(Stanford, Calif., 1995), p. 80.

27. “Le régime de Vichy et l’abrogation du décret Crémieux ont poussé les juifs d’Algérie à
considérer l’assimilation promise par ce fameux décret comme leur bien le plus précieux”
(Stora, Les Trois Exils: Juifs d’Algérie [Paris, 2006], p. 106).

28. Derrida, “Unsealing (‘The Old New Language’),” interview by Catherine David, Points . . . , p. 121.
See also Derrida, “L’École a été un enfer pour moi,” interview by Bernard Defrance, Cahiers
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But even if Derrida wished to enter the broader French Algerian com-
munity, this did not entail a wholesale support of colonial politics. In a
1998 interview Derrida stated, “when I was in hypokhâgne in Algiers, I
began to belong to leftist Algerian groups. Mandouze was around at that
time, in ’47, 8 and 9 and I was seventeen years old. I belonged to groups that
took a stance, I was politically aware. Without being for Algerian indepen-
dence, we were against the harsh politics of France. We fought for a de-
colonization by the transformation of the special statutes for Algerians.”29

The claim gains plausibility given the stance of his philosophy teacher at
the time, Jan Czarnecki, who along with André Mandouze was one of
Sartre’s 121 signatories of the famous 1960 manifeste, which asserted the
right of French soldiers to insubordination and that of the general popu-
lation to aid the Algerian nationalists.30

Derrida’s claim to political awareness, however, should be interpreted
in the light of his only surviving contemporary document dealing with this
issue: an essay written in 1952.31 Derrida left Algeria in 1949 to take up a
place at the École Préparatoire of the Lycée Louis-le-Grand in Paris, where
students would study for two or more years in the hope of gaining entrance
to the Grandes Écoles, the pinnacle of France’s educational system. In his
third year, his history teacher Émile Tersen asked him to write an essay on
colonialism. Tersen was himself politically active on the question, having
written a book on that subject for the popular Que Sais-je series in 1950 and
coedited a book on the great French abolitionist Victor Schoelcher with
Aimé Césaire two years before that. No enthusiast of the colonial project,

Pédagogiques, no. 270 (Jan. 1989): 41– 42, and Derrida and Elisabeth Roudinesco, “Of the Anti-
Semitism to Come,” For What Tomorrow . . . A Dialogue, trans. Jeff Fort (Stanford, Calif.,
2004), pp. 109 –12.

29. “Quand j’étais en hypokhâgne à Alger, je commençais à appartenir à des groupes
algérois de ‘gauche.’ Il y avait Mandouze à ce moment-là, dans les années quarante-sept, huit et
neuf et j’avais dix-sept ans, j’appartenais à des groupes qui prenaient position, j’étais
politiquement plus éveillé. Sans être pour l’indépendance de l’Algérie, on était contre la
politique dure de la France. Nous militions pour une décolonisation par la transformation des
statuts réservés aux Algériens” (Derrida, “L’Une des pires oppressions: L’Interdiction d’une
langue,” interview by Aı̈ssa Khelladi, in Aziz Chouaki, L’Étoile d’Alger [Alger, 1998], pp. 130 –31).
Hypokhâgne is the first year of École Préparatoire after the baccalauréat, which Derrida took at
the Lycée Bugeaud d’Alger in 1948 – 49. André Mandouze was a Catholic anticolonial activist.

30. For Czarnecki, see Guy Pervillé, “Remarques sur la revue Christianisme social face à la
Guerre d’Algérie,” Bulletin de la Société de l’Histoire du Protestantisme Français, no. 150 (Oct.–
Dec. 2004): 683–701.

31. See Derrida, “Causes, caractères, et premières conséquences de la colonisation française
de 1888 à 1914,” MS-C001, box 1, fol. 27, Jacques Derrida Papers, Collections and Archives,
University of California, Irvine Library.
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Tersen considered it an ugly combination of economic exploitation and
paternalistic authoritarianism.32

In his essay, however, Derrida strongly identified himself with the set-
tlers. He referred to “our African Empire” and, despite the protests of his
teacher, used the term Algerian to refer exclusively to the colonists, effec-
tively ignoring the non-European Algerian population. Derrida said that it
was the Algerians who sent deputies to Paris and that the Crémieux decree
of 1870 and the naturalization law of 1889 served to unify the Algerian
populations. Tersen corrected the use of the word Algerian, changing it
respectively to colons and immigrés. Derrida particularly emphasized the
benefits of French rule: the development of the railway system in Africa,
the schools, and the University of Algiers.

While Derrida recognized the desire for autonomy, he did not mean
Algerian independence. The two remained distinct. He wrote that “despite
all the happy and prosperous results of the colonial movement, the direct
consequence, which though not always apparent, was nonetheless real. . . .
A desire for autonomy sprang forth amongst the colonial populations.”33

But when using the word colonial, Derrida referred exclusively to the col-
onists, and autonomy was their freedom from metropolitan commercial
control. The indigenous populations were introduced only at the end.
According to Derrida, the role played by colonial troops in World War I
“would seal the colonial empire in the unity of patriotism. Moreover, it
would create, or add a right: that of the indigenous person [indigène] to
demand a true equality with the French; that of the colonial to demand an
ever greater autonomy in the government of his country and the organi-
zation of his affairs.”34 Like the French Algerian liberals of the same period,
he argued for the expansion of political rights to all Algerians, but this
would be understood within the framework of French or French Algerian
tutelage. Although this essay was the work of a twenty-one-year-old and
was written before any of the moves to independence, the language used
and ideas expressed challenge any simple depiction of Derrida as either a
colonial subject or a fervent anticolonial campaigner. Derrida was avow-

32. See Émile Tersen, Histoire de la colonisation française (Paris, 1950), and Victor
Schoelcher, Esclavage et colonisation, ed. Tersen (Paris, 1948).

33. “Malgré toutes les suites heureuses et prospères de ce mouvement colonial, la
conséquence la plus grave et qui pour n’être pas toujours apparente, alors, n’en est pas moins
réelles . . . . Une volonté d’autonomie sourd dans les populations coloniales” (Derrida, “Causes,
caractères, et premières conséquences de la colonisation française de 1888 à 1914”).

34. “Elle scellera l’Empire colonial dans l’unité d’un patriotisme. D’autre part, elle créera
ou elle ajoutera un droit: celui de l’indigène à revendiquer une égalité de fait avec les Français;
celui du colonial à exiger une autonomie de plus en plus marquée dans le gouvernement de son
pays et la gérance de ses affaires” (ibid.).
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edly a pied-noir and thus French, and with respect to Algerian politics he
leaned towards the liberals.

Derrida’s history explains why, on reading the book by Nora, a friend
from his days at the Lycée Louis-le-Grand, he might have felt a close affin-
ity with the accused. Because Nora presented the French Algerian liberals
without differentiating among their positions, his criticism of their com-
plicity must have felt to Derrida like a personal attack.

Les Français d’Algérie
Nora’s book, Les Français d’Algérie, was not intended to be an academic

study; it was a political intervention. Nora felt that the continued link with
Algeria would only precipitate more violence, and so it had to be brought
to an end. Since it was the presence of the French Algerians in Algeria (and
the responsibilities that the metropolitan French felt towards them) that
had made decolonization particularly difficult, Nora saw his work as a
“surgical book”; he hoped it would “cleanly cut” the Français d’Algérie
from France. Indeed, the title itself was controversial, marking a difference
between the French in Algeria and those in the metropole at a time when
many insisted on “our compatriots” or simply “the French.”35

Nora’s book made two assertions that would have been highly conten-
tious from the liberal perspective. Whereas the liberals divided French
colonialism from French culture, rejecting the former in the name of the
latter, Nora refused to see the French Algerians as properly French and saw
them as complicit with colonial authority.36

The first chapter of Nora’s book was dedicated to a refutation of French
Algerian claims to Frenchness. At a time when many were clamoring for
integration with France on the political level, Nora claimed that it was
merely a ruse to protect their privileges; faced with ten million Algerians,
combining with forty-five million metropolitan French would tip the
democratic balance in the French Algerians’ favor (see FA, pp. 51, 72).
Because most traced their family roots to Malta, Italy, and Spain and be-
cause their prolonged stay in Algeria had, in Nora’s eyes, eroded most
European characteristics, their claims to Frenchness rang hollow. Nora

35. Nora, interview by author. Camus, Tillion, and Savary, however, all use the same
expression. For commentary on Nora’s book, see Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization:
The Algerian War and the Remaking of France (Ithaca, N.Y., 2006), pp. 195–204.

36. For an analysis of Nora’s own understanding of French identity and its relationship to
colonialism, see Hue-Tam Ho Tai, “Remembered Realms: Pierre Nora and French National
Memory,” American Historical Review 106 (June 2001): 906 –22.
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mocked the algérois who proclaimed “I am Fronch [froncé], monsieur, I
am just as Fronch as you!”37

Although Derrida did not respond to this argument directly, he did not
waver in his assertion of the Frenchness of the French Algerians. Describ-
ing the French Algerian liberal, Derrida suggested that he “cannot but start
with a reference to France because he is French, from the time of his birth,
by right and above all in fact, in everything, the texture of his culture, his
language, etc. . . . (and all that this supposes). Thus, he is French before
being anything else, a bit like all the French, even those who demand
Algerian independence.” And because this was a “factual belonging to
France (as culture, etc.)” and “not as a sovereign and colonial power,” it
did not, Derrida thought, come into contradiction with the liberal’s polit-
ical position.38 To be liberal was to hold the French government up to the
standards of its republican tradition. The tension between belonging to
France and the critique of French colonialism was constitutive of the lib-
eral political stance.

So, while the liberals felt a strong connection with French culture, they
did not see this as a support of French colonial power. For this reason,
Derrida resisted Nora’s second claim. Nora had tried to place much of the
blame for colonial abuses on the French Algerians alone. When the met-
ropolitan French were actually involved, he explained their actions as a
corruption through proximity. Nora wrote, “we send Soustelle, who
comes back such that Algeria changed him in himself; after him came a
socialist minister, whom Algeria turned into a McCarthyite proconsul. . . .
De Gaulle went, resolute not to pronounce those magic words; three days
later, at Mostaganem a ‘Long Live French Algeria’ was ripped from him.”39

One of the essential rhetorical moves of Nora’s book was to implicate
the French Algerian liberals in the abuses of colonialism. Because they
“owed everything to France, first and foremost their liberalism,” Nora
argued, they had to be loyal to French Algeria, even to the extent of “being

37. “Je suis froncé, moi, Monsieur, je suis aussi froncé que vous!” (FA, p. 52). This must
have been particularly hurtful for Derrida, who was throughout his life embarrassed by his
accent.

38. “Un français libéral d’Algérie se sent d’abord français, ne peut pas ne pas commencer
par la référence à la France parce qu’il est Français depuis sa naissance, en droit et surtout en
fait, par toutes, les trames de sa culture, sa langue, etc. . . . (et tout ce que cela suppose). Alors, il
est Français avant d’être n’importe quoi, à peu près comme tous les Français, même ceux qui
réclament l’indépendance d’Algérie.” “Son appartenance de fait a la France (comme culture
etc.)” “non comme pouvoir souverain et colonialiste” (“D”).

39. “On y envoie Soustelle, qui revient tel qu’en lui-même enfin l’Algérie le change; lui
succède un ministre socialiste que l’Algérie transforme en proconsul maccarthyste . . . . De
Gaulle s’y rend, bien décidé à ne pas prononcer les mots magiques; trois jours plus tard, on lui
arrache à Mostaganem un “Vive l’Algérie française!” (FA, p. 45).
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more indulgent of the crimes [of the French] than [the crimes] of their
opponents.”40 This structural tension in their position led them, in Nora’s
eyes, to pose their complaints at the level of economics, and they bypassed
the central political question of independence; ineffectively trying to cor-
rect this or that abuse of colonialism, they remained blind to its essential
injustice (see FA, pp. 195–228). He took Tillion as a case in point. Tillion
was what Nora has called the “idol” of the Algerian liberals.41 For Nora, this
popularity stemmed from that fact that Tillion had provided them with an
“alibi.” Her book, L’Algérie en 1957, he said, “resembled a crime thriller
where on each page one would discover a body, but on the last, no mur-
derer,” “everyone was responsible, but no one was culpable.”42 Because
Tillion saw the ill effects of colonialism as the unavoidable and irreversible
effect of the meeting of two cultures, she did not attribute any blame and
thus undercut one of the most meaningful arguments for decolonization.
The liberal propensity for inaction was at the heart of Nora’s most vicious
attack, when he denounced Camus. Camus’s decision to withdraw from
the political scene seemed to Nora the ultimate abdication of responsibil-
ity. Nora suggested that it was “a disengagement which operates, like tor-
ture, in the name of efficacy.”43

Derrida’s response was twofold. First, the blame could not be placed
entirely upon the French Algerians; France could not be excused from its
role in the colonial project. To Nora’s claim that “the French Algerians
have always been the ‘artisans’ of their history and their unhappiness,”
Derrida added that, “that is true only if one adds that, at the same time,
every government and all the army (that is, the whole French people, in
whose name they act) have always been their masters.”44 Derrida ques-
tioned Nora’s approach, underlining “isn’t it a little arbitrary to disassoci-
ate, even as the object of study, as a ‘nervus demonstrandi,’ or the target of a
pamphlet, that thing, the French Algerians, who appear to me to have been
constantly and above all (as you say very well yourself in a formula that,
better than its title perhaps, sums up your book) ‘France in Algeria’?”45

40. “Ils doivent être à ses crimes plus indulgents qu’à ceux d’en face” (FA, p. 203).
41. Nora, interview by author. See also the positive comment by Camus in Actuelles, 3:202.
42. “L’Algérie en 1957 ressemblait à un roman policier où l’on découvrirait un mort à

chaque page, mais à la dernière, aucun assassin.” “Tout le monde était responsable, mais
personne n’était coupable” (FA, p. 206).

43. “Or son désengagement s’opéra, comme la torture, au nom de l’efficacité” (FA, p. 215).
44. “Si comme tu le dis, les Français d’Algérie ont bien été les ‘artisans’ de leur histoire et de

leur malheur, ceci n’est vrai que si l’on précise dans le même moment que tous les
gouvernements et toute l’Armée (c’est à dire tout le peuple français au nom duquel ils agissent)
en ont toujours été les maı̂tres” (“D”).

45. “N’est-il pas un peu arbitraire de dissocier, fût-ce comme un objet d’étude, comme un
‘nervus demonstrandi’ ou comme la cible d’un pamphlet, cette chose, les Français d’Algérie qui me
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Distinguishing between the colonists and the colonial government, Der-
rida endorsed Nora’s rather unfortunate parallel of Algeria with a former
British colony: “Algeria is with, in certain regards, South Africa, the only
colonized country of the nineteenth century where a population has de-
veloped which is no longer directly tied to the colonial system.”46

Second, Derrida asserted the heterogeneity and evolution of the Fran-
çais d’Algérie to protect the liberals from Nora’s attacks. Though Derrida
agreed with the veracity of several of Nora’s claims—that they were “true,
I know it, and believable [vraisemblables] for the French Algerian I
am”— he did not think that such charges were true of all of them.47 Derrida
complained that Nora’s examples were “always arrows,” designed to inflict
harm, and that his selection of such examples “was very one-sided.”48 The
liberals were different and, though Derrida conceded Nora’s claim that
they were ineffective, there was no reason to lump them with the procolo-
nialist ultras. There were liberals who supported the Algerian “rebellion,”
Derrida asserted, and Nora could not ignore them. He also emphasized
development over time, charging Nora’s book with asserting a “personnal-
ité de base” for the French Algerians as if it “responded to some eternal
essence, predestined for Algeria, even before colonization itself” (“D”).

The letter culminated in a double defense of Camus and Tillion. Der-
rida disagreed that Tillion’s analyses, by muddying the waters with detailed
economic arguments, had provided another excuse for the French Algeri-
ans: “I understand that in effective action, complication paralyzes, or
serves as an alibi to interests or to cowardice, but what about when, in any
case, one doesn’t act? And when one acts only by speech or writing for one
reason or another, isn’t the respect for complication an imperative?”49 A
large proportion of the letter was spent defending and expanding on Til-
lion’s economic arguments. Like Tillion, Derrida also placed considerable
emphasis on education and educational efforts in Algeria. He condemned

paraissent avoir été constamment et surtout (comme tu le dis fort bien toi-même en une
formule qui, mieux que son titre peut-être, rassemble le sens de ton livre) ‘La France en
Algérie’?” (“D”).

46. “L’Algérie est avec, à certains égards, l’Afrique du Sud, le seul de tous les pays coloniaux
du XIXe siècle où s’est développée une population qui n’est plus directement liée a l’appareil
colonial” (FA, p. 240).

47. “Vrais, je le sais, et vraisemblables pour le Français d’Algérie que je suis” (“D”).
48. “J’ai eu souvent l’impression que le choix de tes ‘exemples,’ qui sont toujours des

flèches, était très unilatéralement orienté” (“D”).
49. “J’entends bien que dans l’action effective, la complication paralyse, ou sert d’alibi, à

des intérêts ou à des lâchetés, mais quand de toute façon on n’agit pas ? Et quand on agit
seulement par la parole ou l’écrit pour une raison ou pour une autre, le respect de la
complication n’est-il pas un impératif?” (“D”).
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Nora’s suggestion that they took part in the “politique discriminatoire,”
operating a tacit “numerus clausus,” limiting the access of non-Europeans
to Algerian schools (see FA, p. 219). Derrida responded, saying that they
“make odious one of the least contestable efforts, despite its insufficiency.”50

Derrida’s defense of Camus went further: “Not too long ago, I often
judged Camus as you do, for the same reasons . . . . I don’t know any more
if that’s honest and if certain of his disclaimers won’t appear lucid tomor-
row, elementary demands. For a thousand reasons, and above all his past,
one can credit Camus with a pure and clear intention.”51 For the question of
Camus’s “objective complicity,” and the depiction of his silence as efficacy,
Derrida reserved one of his most stern reproaches. The accusation, he
stated, “is truly unworthy of Camus. And of you. For finally, either I’m
sleeping, or it is not the same thing, not the same efficacy, nor the same
end, nor the same means.”52 Rather Camus had “acted much more than
many of those who ‘took in interest’ in one side or the other.”53

In a final remark, Derrida responded angrily to Nora’s invocation of the
genocide “pousse-bouton.” After all, Nora had suggested on the previous
page that the Français d’Algérie would refuse genocide because it would
deprive them of that “object which keeps that dream aglow.”54 Derrida
complained sardonically, “the French Algerians are in your eyes doubly
culpable: of genocide ‘at the press of a button’ of which you say they are
capable and of the subtle hyperracism for which they refrain from actual
genocide. What a shame that the Nazis or the Americans had not been
equally racist.”55

For all of Derrida’s defense of Camus, it was clear that Camus’s solution
from 1958 was no longer valid; like many other liberals, by 1961 Derrida had
come to support independence. He defended the time it had taken to
arrive at this position; he suggested it would have been unreasonable to

50. “Rendre odieux un des efforts les moins contestables, malgré son insuffisance” (“D”).
51. “Il n’y a pas encore si longtemps, j’ai souvent jugé Camus comme tu le fais, pour les

mêmes raisons . . . . Je ne sais plus si c’est honnête et si certaines de ses mises en garde
n’apparaı̂tront pas demain comme celles de la lucidité et de l’exigence élémentaires. Milles
choses et d’abord tout son passé, permettent de faire à Camus le crédit d’une intention pure et
claire” (“D”).

52. “Est vraiment indigne de Camus. Et de toi. Car enfin, ou je dors, ou ce n’est pas la
même chose, ni la même efficacité, ni la même fin, ni les mêmes moyens” (“D”).

53. “S’agitait plus que beaucoup de ceux qui ‘s’intéressent’ d’un côté ou de l’autre” (“D”).
54. “Objet qui entretient ce rêve rougeoyant” (FA, p. 187).
55. “Les Français d’Algérie sont à tes yeux doublement coupables: du génocide ‘presse-

bouton’ dont tu les dis capables et de l’hyper-racisme subtil par lequel ils s’abstiennent du
génocide effectif. Quel dommage que les nazis ou les Américains n’aient pas été aussi racistes”
(“D”). Derrida at another point in the letter grouped Nazi anti-Semitism with American
segregation.
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have expected the French Algerians to have supported independence be-
fore the war: “should they have had to demonstrate that Algerian national
sentiment before, when it was the war, and only the war . . . that had—
quite slowly—forged it amongst the Arabs themselves?”56 Furthermore, like
other Algerian liberals, Derrida felt ambivalent towards this national senti-
ment. Defending Camus’s line that it was a “purely emotional formula”57 he
explained why they had rejected Algerian nationalism earlier, when liber-
als refused to “throw themselves into the arms of Messali, at a time when he
was the prophet of fanatic Islam . . . . They [refused] to allow themselves to
be machine-gunned under Thorez and de Gaulle’s orders . . . to boo
Mendès-France as a vulgar ‘ultra.’”58 “Afterwards,” Derrida asserted, “they
evolved, very quickly . . . like everyone. Many of them have never been
retrograde with respect to any Left, on Algeria, but also in Algeria, which is
not nothing.”59

The French Algerian liberals had not, however, fully overcome their
distrust of Algerian nationalism. Derrida hoped that the end of colonial
rule in Algeria would not result in the replacement of one national system
for another. In a move that may seem surprising, Derrida did not whole-
heartedly support the FLN. He asked, “Why should one adhere without
reservations to a nationalism—as such— of the Arab revolutionaries,
when . . . one condemns nationalism— of the French in particular—with
reason, for being reactionary.”60 He hoped in particular that independence
would not result in Algeria losing contact with France. After all, he af-
firmed, citing economic reasons, “we know today that national-political
independence is meaningless, especially for Third World countries.”61

Derrida, then, wished for a special relationship between France and Algeria
postindependence: “Sure, the liberals hope for original and preferential

56. “Auraient-ils donc dû éprouver ce sentiment national algérien avant même que la guerre, et
la guerre seule . . . ne l’aient—assez lentement—forgé chez les Arabes eux-mêmes?” (“D”).

57. “Une formule purement passionnelle” (Camus, Actuelles, 3:202).
58. “Il aurait donc fallu qu’ils se jetassent dans les bras de Messali à une époque où il était le

prophète d’un islamisme fanatique . . . se fissent mitrailler dans les Aurès sur l’ordre de M.
Thorez et de de Gaulle . . . conspuassent Mendès-France comme un vulgaire ‘ultra’” (“D”).
Messali Hadj was the founder of the Mouvement Nationale Algérien (MNA), a rival Algerian
Nationalist group to the FLN. Thorez, leader of the PCF, had originally opposed the FLN.

59. “Après, ils ont evolué, très vite . . . comme tout le monde. Pas mal d’entre eux n’ont
jamais été en retrait, sur l’Algérie, par rapport à aucune gauche. Sur l’Algérie, mais aussi en
Algérie, ce qui n’est pas rien” (“D”).

60. “Pourquoi on adhérerait sans réserve au nationalisme—en tant que tel— des
révolutionnaires arabes, quand . . . on condamne le nationalisme—francais en particulier—
avec raison, comme une valeur réactionnaire” (“D”). Derrida did note that Algerian
nationalism was revolutionary and this made a difference, but not qua nationalism.

61. “On sait qu’aujourd’hui l’indépendance national-politique n’est rien et surtout dans le
cas des pays sous-développés” (“D”).
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relations with France. But wouldn’t one have to be mad, or wedded to ‘the
imaginary,’ to hope for the opposite? . . . Provided, of course, that one only
thinks of the effective liberation of Algeria.”62 Derrida’s move to accept
independence did not mark a rejection of French influence in Algeria. The
relationship between France and Algeria would change, but he did not
want it to be destroyed. In trying to overcome one closed national regime,
it was a mistake to think that one had to replace it by another.

It is for this reason that Derrida was so open to Nora’s plan for Algerian
independence. In his final chapter, Nora had put forward a “New Deal” for
Algeria. In practice, this involved “cutting the umbilical cord,” granting
independence, and abandoning the French Algerians.63 But Nora hoped
that this would force a significant number of French Algerians to recon-
sider their position and look to make a new life within Algeria, to be active
in forming a new “local Franco-Muslim community.”64 As Derrida noted,
this was the same communauté franco-musulmane that Camus had advo-
cated three years before, and Derrida showed considerable openness to the
Lauriol plan that Camus had so controversially endorsed; Camus had “ad-
hered to a plan which was not in itself reactionary, and of which you your-
self say (in a footnote) that ‘effectively implemented five years earlier’ it
would have ‘satisfied the Muslims.’”65 Derrida’s commitment to this plu-
ralistic community was not merely academic. He even encouraged his
parents to stay in Algeria after independence, though they too moved to
France in 1962.66

Derrida’s critique undermined the very rhetorical moves that justified
Nora’s proposed end while simultaneously upholding its conclusions. By
questioning Nora’s representation of both the metropolitan French and
the French Algerian liberals, he had undercut the moral argument for a
desertion of the French Algerians. Derrida did not oppose Nora’s solution
but rather how Nora had got there and the ease with which he had con-
demned the pieds-noirs. Besides, Derrida felt that the time for liberal action
was over. The success of Nora’s plan lay entirely in the hands of the FLN,

62. “Bien sûr, ils souhaitent des rapports originaux et préférentiels avec la France. Encore.
Mais ne faut-il pas être fou, ou voué à ‘ l’imaginaire,’ a quelque point de vue qu’on se place,
pour souhaiter le contraire? . . . Pourvu, bien sûr, qu’on ne pense qu’à la libération effective de
l’Algérie” (“D”).

63. “Trancher le cordon ombilical” (FA, p. 238).
64. “Communauté locale franco-musulmane” (FA, p. 240). Nora expected most to remain,

with only 350,000 of the most vulnerable returning to France.
65. “Donne ainsi son adhésion à un plan qui en lui-même n’a rien de réactionnaire, et dont

tu dis toi-même (en note) que ‘effectivement appliqué cinq ans plus tôt,’ il eut sans doute ‘mis
le comble aux voeux des Musulmans’” (“D”).

66. See Derrida and Geoffrey Bennington, Jacques Derrida, trans. Bennington (Chicago,
1993), p. 330.
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who might or might not allow the liberals a political role in independent
Algeria.67 Responding to Nora’s criticism of their ineffectiveness, Derrida
agreed that the liberals were “useless yesterday and tomorrow” in terms of
“objective, ‘physical,’ spectacular action.” But Derrida suggested that this
was “the destiny of every true Left, especially on the eve of a revolutionary
situation . . . of the French Left in particular (which you disassociate from
the Algerian liberals) if one day the Communist Party should take power[.]
Because, Algerian liberalism will be powerless to the extent that totalitar-
ianism installs itself in Algeria.”68 This apparent subsumption of both the
PCF and the FLN under the banner of totalitarianism spoke to Derrida’s
general concern about the revolutionary parties in France and in Algeria.69

Derrida thought the FLN, like the PCF, had always ignored the French
Algerian liberals and had been fundamental in the depiction of Camus as
an “ultra”: the clearing away of intermediate positions. But if a place could
be made in Algeria for the liberals after the war, then there was a real
chance for an authentic socialism, one that avoided totalitarianism. As an
example of a politics that combined political liberalism and socialism,
Derrida pointed to the newly formed French Parti Socialiste Unifié (PSU).

Traditionally the French intellectual spoke out against injustice, pro-
claimed j’accuse to remind those in power of the gulf that separated their
actions from French republican principles. But the colonial context added
a further complication to the liberal position; no longer urging France to
live up to its ideal, the French Algerian liberals rejected French rule in its
name. The added complexity, however, was ill-suited to the fractious and
ever more polarized situation. The course of the war threatened to turn
any statement, no matter how nuanced, into a weapon for one side or the
other. If Nora’s book was only able to be effective by simplifying the situ-
ation, Derrida’s careful response eschewed action. Derrida did not publish
anything himself and refused to allow Nora to publish the letter; even
action in print was to be avoided. Like Camus, Derrida decided to remain
silent.

67. See Camus, Actuelles, 3:12.
68. “Gauche libérale, hier et demain inutile, n’est-ce pas, apparemment du moins (selon les

critères auxquels tu semble te référer, ceux de l’action objective, ‘physique,’ spectaculaire), la
destinée de toute vraie gauche, notamment à la veille d’une situation révolutionnaire? de la
française en particulier (que tu dissocies des libéraux d’Algérie), si un jour le P. C. prenait le
pouvoir? Car, bien entendu, le libéralisme algérien sera impuissant dans l’exacte mesure où un
totalitarisme s’installera en Algérie” (“D”).

69. Despite an apparent closeness, Derrida had always been suspicious of the PCF,
especially from his time at the ENS (1952–56). See Derrida, “Politics and Friendship: An
Interview with Jacques Derrida,” interview by Michael Sprinker, The Althusserian Legacy, ed. E.
Ann Kaplan and Sprinker (New York, 1993), p. 187.
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Silence and Algerian Politics
Publicly Derrida remained silent on the question of Algeria for most of

his life. What Derrida allowed himself to express in the personal and pri-
vate analyses of his letter to Nora was never repeated in print. In the 1960s
and for most of the 1970s there remains, to my knowledge, only one explicit
published reference to the anticolonial movement. On 4 March 1963 Der-
rida presented his paper “Cogito et l’histoire de folie,” to the Collège Phi-
losophique in Paris, commenting on Michel Foucault’s recently published
Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique. There, Derrida inscribed one of the
central tropes of the French Algerian liberal argument into his broader
philosophical project.

In arguing that the critique of reason could only be made from within
reason, Derrida suggested, in a parallel fashion, that anticolonial thinkers
were only able to fully extricate themselves from Europe using European
ideas: “the anticolonial revolution can only liberate itself from factual Eu-
rope or the empirical West, in the name of transcendental Europe, that is
Reason, and first win with [Western] values, language, sciences, tech-
niques, and weapons; an irreducible contamination or incoherence, that
no cry—I am thinking of Fanon’s— can exorcise, however pure and in-
transigent it may be.”70

It was a classic reaffirmation of the French Algerian liberal creed, of the
importance of French ideas, and the necessity of their use in the critique
and overturning of French power. This reference, however, on further
reflection and the passing of four more years was removed in L’Écriture et
la difference (1967), replaced by a more abstract analysis of the rationality of
history. Part of a more general revision of Derrida’s texts for the anthology,
it was the only one where such explicit political claims were silenced. But in
the first version of this seminal text for deconstruction, the possibility of a
“revolution” from within or, “in the language of a department of internal
affairs,” “disturbance” was framed in the terms of the Algerian War.71

The lack of explicit references to the Algerian War in Derrida’s early
work has vexed several critics. Some, like Lee Morrissey and Robert Young,
have hoped to read a critique of colonial politics into Derrida’s published

70. “La révolution anti-colonialiste ne peut se libérer de l’Europe ou de l’Occident
empiriques de fait, qu’au nom de l’Europe transcendantale, c’est-à-dire de la Raison, et en se
laissant d’abord gagner par ses valeurs, son langage, ses sciences, ses techniques, ses armes;
contamination ou incohérence irréductible qu’aucun cri—je pense à celui de Fanon—ne peut
exorciser, si pur et si intransigeant soit-il” (Derrida, “Cogito et histoire de la folie,” Revue de
Métaphysique et de Morale, no. 4 [1963]: 466). See also his reference to Le Pen in “L’Une des
pires oppressions,” p. 129.

71. Derrida, “Cogito and the History of Madness,” Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass
(Chicago, 1978), p. 36.
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works, while others have interpreted the silence as apoliticism or even as
passive complicity.72 Derrida’s letter to Nora, then, is invaluable in that it
gives a privileged access to Derrida’s political position in the early 1960s. It
shows that especially with respect to the Algerian War Derrida held pas-
sionate and nuanced political beliefs. The fact that Derrida did not come
out with an explicit statement on the Algerian War, that he did not sign the
manifesto of the 121, and did not write articles condemning colonialism
was not a sign of his lack of interest but a response to the complexities of
the situation.

Rather than seeing his silence as apolitical or even complicit with the
colonial regime, we should understand Derrida’s letter as an encourage-
ment to move beyond the simple dualities of, for, or against colonialism,
for or against the FLN, France or Algeria.73 Outlining a position that was
equally distrustful of the French army as it was of the Algerian nationalist
forces, the letter suggests rather that these dichotomies were neither rigid
nor in simple opposition to each other. Derrida’s response should also
make us question whether a just end to French colonialism was possible,
whether circumstances allowed an equitable outcome. The French Alge-
rian liberals worried that independence would cause a mass exodus of the
French Algerians, with all the attendant misery. At the same time they were
pessimistic about the future government under the FLN and concerned
that it would not allow a plurality of political and religious beliefs. Silence
is often the response to a real difficulty, the refusal to succumb to easy
answers or facile identifications where none are to be found. And for the
French Algerian liberals Algeria appeared an irresolvable conflict.

From Français d’Algérie to Franco-Maghrebian
Derrida broke his silence in the 1990s, when he started to talk openly

about Algeria. Though it was a crucial context for the formation of his
ideas, Algeria did not become a specific theme of his work until much later.
The focus was as much a reaction to the closed definitions of Frenchness
advocated by the rising Front National as to the continuing civil war in
Algeria. Now, however, instead of presenting himself as a French Algerian,
a European in Algeria, he termed himself Franco-Maghrebian, meaning a

72. See Young, White Mythologies; Lee Morrissey, “Derrida, Algeria, and ‘Structure, Sign,
and Play,’” Postmodern Culture 9 (Jan. 1999): 38 –51; and Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse
of Modernity, pp. 161– 84.

73. For a subtle and interesting argument suggesting retrospective complicity, see Lynne
Huffer, “Derrida’s Nostalgeria,” in Algeria and France, 1800 –2000: Identity, Memory, Nostalgia,
ed. Patricia M. E. Lorcin (Syracuse, N.Y., 2006), pp. 228 – 46.
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French citizen who by birth was North African, an Algerian in France.74 By
drawing on the ambiguities of his Sephardic Jewish heritage, Derrida ar-
gued that he was “a sort of child on the margins of Europe, a child of the
Mediterranean, who was neither simply French, nor simply African,” im-
plicitly separating himself from the colonists, some of whom he had vocif-
erously defended forty years before.75 Such were the stakes in his 1990
description of himself as a child, “a black and very Arab Jew.”76

But there were traces of the old identity in his later work. In the 1996
autobiographical text, Monolingualism of the Other, Derrida used his status
as Franco-Maghrebian to explain his relationship to the French language.
He was born in a French context and knew no other language apart from
French; it was what he called an “absolute habitat” defining his very rela-
tionship to the world.77 But at the same time French was the language of the
colonizer, disciplined by the usage in Paris, and not fully mastered by the
Sephardic Jew, who must always defer to an external authority.78

First and Foremost, the monolingualism of the other would be that
sovereignty, that law originating from elsewhere, certainly, but also
primarily the very language of the Law. And the Law as Language. Its
experience would be ostensibly autonomous, because I have to speak
this law and appropriate it in order to understand it as if I was giving
it to myself, but it remains necessarily heteronomous, for such is, at
bottom, the essence of any law. The madness of the law places its pos-
sibility lastingly inside the dwelling of this auto-heteronomy.79

But even as we have become accustomed to reading this as the situation of
the subaltern, it repeated the dilemma of the French Algerian liberal, the
colonist and not the colonial subject. For the French Algerian liberals,
Frenchness was the “law” guiding their actions and criticism of the French
administration in Algeria, but it was also their relationship to a colonizing
power. Indeed, the French Algerians were Derrida’s privileged example

74. See Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other; or, The Prosthesis of Origin, trans. Patrick
Mensah (Stanford, Calif., 1998), pp. 29 –30.

75. “Une sorte d’enfant de la marge de l’Europe, un enfant de la Méditerranée, qui n’était
ni simplement français ni simplement africain” (quoted in Mustapha Chérif, L’Islam et
l’Occident [Paris, 2006], p. 56).

76. Derrida and Bennington, Jacques Derrida, p. 58.
77. Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other, p. 1.
78. To be sure, Derrida’s point was not that he was an exception but that he was exemplary;

his own case brings into a sharper focus a more common relationship to language. Language is,
for all of us, the ground of our autonomy, the material of our thought and our analyses, but it is
one that we can never fully control.

79. Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other, p. 39.
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when he first made the monolingualism argument in a 1983 interview.80 In
both cases, the Franco-Maghrebian and the Français d’Algérie, he appealed
to an identity that was riven, hybrid.

Given the homologies between the French Algerian and the Franco-
Maghrebian positions, it is understandable why Derrida’s interventions
during the “Second Algerian War,” most carefully presented in his “Parti
pris pour l’Algérie,” resembled claims he had made in his letter to Nora:
the need to look beyond a closed national solution, tolerance for cultural
difference, the defense of a “Third Estate” opposed to the extremism on
both sides, and a dissociation of the political from the theological.81 Both
documents tried to understand an expansion of republican values that
would not undergird imperialism. As Derrida suggested in a later inter-
view, though supporters of colonialism felt that they could force a lan-
guage, culture, and institutions on others, their error was to think that it
was theirs to impose.82

In the 1950s and 1960s, the French Algerian liberal view was quickly
assimilated to that of the ultras. In the 1990s and beyond it has been cus-
tomary to consider Derrida as a postcolonial thinker, his views as conso-
nant with those of a radical Left. And yet there are substantial parallels
between the two positions. How they could have been interpreted so dif-
ferently is a question for the intellectual historian. In part the change has
come through a shift in the political landscape: the restructuring of the
political Left after the decline of Communism. But the vastly divergent
readings also reflect a common bipolar response to deconstruction. For
Derrida approached texts on their own terms, whether with Lévi-Strauss,
Rousseau, or Plato among many others, and thus seemed to be their loyal
student. Yet, it is only from within those texts and drawing on the semantic
possibilities of their own terms, such as supplement or pharmakon, that he
was able to perform the radical rereadings for which deconstruction is
famous. By refusing to fall into binary oppositions, for or against, Derrida
has always been hard to place on a political spectrum, but this refusal,
resisting not just political positions but the entire system of political logic,
does not mean that he was apolitical.

On 29 June 1961, Nora and Derrida discussed Nora’s book and Derrida’s
response. In a draft of the letter he sent to Nora the next day, Derrida
asserted that their “disagreement . . . is nothing for us but a certain way of

80. See Derrida, “‘There Is No One Narcissism’ (Autobiophotographies),” interview by
Didier Cahen, Points . . . , pp. 203– 4.

81. See Derrida, “Parti pris pour l’Algérie,” Les Temps Modernes, no. 580 (Jan.–Feb. 1995):
233– 41 and “L’Une des pires oppressions,” pp. 131–32.

82. See ibid., p. 126, and Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other, pp. 39 – 40.
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agreeing, together.”83 After the fierce and passionate reaction to many of
Nora’s claims, Derrida refused a schism with his friend. The line recalls an-
other, though this time belated, reconciliation a year beforehand. Jean-Paul
Sartre, in writing the obituary of his erstwhile friend Albert Camus, referred to
“a squabble, it is nothing . . . only another way of living together.”84 The rift
between the French Algerian liberals and those arguing against them in the
metropole was never as total as it might appear today. Both with respect to
France and to their metropolitan critics, for Derrida, Camus, and the
French Algerian liberals absolute agreement was no agreement at all. Like
deconstruction, which mobilizes the resources of a text against itself, the
French Algerian liberals were most faithful to their “French” principles by
criticizing the abuses of French rule, even to the extent of calling for its end.
Faced with the complexities of the colonial system in which they were
implicated, it was only by deploying their French identity against itself that
they could live up to its ideals.

83. “Désaccord . . . qui n’est jamais pour nous qu’une certaine façon d’être d’accord,
ensemble.” Derrida continues, “ou de ne pas être d’accord avec soi. Et comment penser
sérieusement à l’Algérie— ou à autre chose—sans en venir là?” (“D”).

84. “Une brouille, ce n’est rien . . . tout juste une autre manière de vivre ensemble” (Jean-
Paul Sartre, “Albert Camus,” France Observateur, 7 Jan. 1960, p. 17).

Critical Inquiry / Winter 2010 261

This content downloaded from 
�������������130.56.64.101 on Thu, 16 Dec 2021 16:44:48 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


