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 RESEARCH NOTES

 ON THE EVOLUTION OF ALGERIAN WOMEN

 BY ALF ANDREW HEGGOY

 UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA

 ATHENS

 The role of Algerian women in their own society has rarely been
 what it has seemed. Outside observers have often indulged in generaliza-
 tions based on a lack of understanding, in judgments represented by only
 partial truths. David Gordon's recent pronouncement (1968) that "women
 are the serfs of Algerian society" is, for example, a fair enough descrip-
 tion of the position of the majority, but it is, in the end, no more
 accurate than Jacques Berque's (1967) axion that "there were not even any
 bastards" produced by the temporary sexual relations between Algerians
 and European settlers in the 1930s. What is quite clear is that women
 have played and continue to play important roles in Algerian society al-
 though they have always suffered definite legal, social, and cultural
 disadvantages that have not been essentially changed by independence.

 Historically, Algerian women have enjoyed more freedom than is
 usually admitted by Western authors. In rural areas women were allowed
 to go about daily routines without hiding. Only in cities was the wear-
 ing of the veil normal, and even this practice can be easily explained.
 Germaine Tillion's interesting and convincing interpretation (1964) on
 this issue comes to mind: the practice of wearing a veil in countries
 bordering the southern shores of the Mediterranean is simply an attempt
 of basically nomadic peoples to maintain privacy in the crowded cities.
 Nor is this custom unique; Spanish women wear black, a practice that
 serves much the same purpose as the veil in Muslim lands.

 It remains true that the separation of the sexes has usually
 been more thorough in Algeria than in Spain, Italy, or Greece. Indeed,
 Berbers and Arabs have been so strict that Algeria in effect has two
 societies within one, that of men and that of women. This fact has
 always been reflected in social patterns and in architecture. The typical
 architecture of the Mzab, in the Sahara, represents an extreme attempt to
 preserve the privacy of the home; there is a single exterior door, and
 through it is visible only a blank wall. The more usual Algerian houses
 open on private courtyards surrounded by high walls. Only one gate in
 this wall opens into the road. Clearly the women's homes, their private
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 domain, are protected. Women can visit one another at home: the men are
 always out, at work, in cafe's, at the ja'maah (council of elders), or in
 other male preserves. Females also enjoy one another's company at the
 fountain or at baths specifically reserved for them. The truth remains
 that there are two worlds, and this fact is reflected in the linguistic
 division found in colloquial Arabic or in the Berber languages; women
 have their own vocabulary, their own popular tales, even their own magi-
 cal beliefs. Except in urban centers, women stay home; it is the hus-
 bands or fathers who do all the shopping on market days.

 The limitations on women's role in Algerian society grew more
 severe because of the French imperial presence. Jean-Paul Charnay (1965)
 suggests that the colonial society, by denying native men normal pride
 and achievement, forced them to assert themselves even more strongly in
 the family circle, the only arena of free expression open to them. Al-
 though there were already two societies determined by sex before 1830,
 the divisive tendency was clearly heightened by a need to protect the
 women from the foreign conquerors. But the trend was not new; in spite
 of Islamic dogma, for example, Berbers habitually disinherited their
 women to preserve family property. They continued to do so during the
 colonial period. Since a woman, by marriage, passed from one group to
 another, her family's capital (land) would be frittered away otherwise.
 An additional solution to this problem was marriage between cousins.
 This procedure permitted the wife to be somewhat more accepted and
 trusted by her husband's family, to whom she would otherwise be an
 outsider introduced to the group for the purpose of continuing the male
 line. Her primary role, as perceived by all, was the production of male
 offspring. A daughter was less desired for many reasons; she eventually
 joined another group by marriage, so her contribution was lost, and she
 might dishonor the group by losing her virginity before marriage. The
 patriarch of each group decreed when and to whom a girl was to be mar-
 ried. Nor did the bride find new independence as a wife; the authority
 of her father, uncle, or older brother was simply replaced by the equally
 absolute authority of her husband.

 It is easy to understand why Western authors have been tempted
 to compare the position of an Algerian woman to that of a slave or serf.
 But, as Pierre Bourdieu (1962) has explained, a brief description of the
 usual marriage contract will show that there were specific guarantees
 and benefits for the woman in marriage. First, she was not bought. The
 dowry paid to the bride's father by the groom's family was part of a com-
 plicated ritual. It marked the beginning or renewal of an alliance be-
 tween two social groups. Usually a marriage reinforced existing ties;
 only rarely did it create new ones. Certain unions, between tribes
 that were traditional enemies, for example, were clearly impossible.
 Once consummated, the marriage could easily be broken by the husband,
 but the woman could not obtain a divorce so easily. In any case, the
 marriage contract served to keep both parties on good behavior. If the
 husband died first, the dowry would be returned to his family while the
 wife returned to her father's home. If the wife died first, her parents
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 kept the dowry. In another sense, the dowry was a payment for the labor
 lost to the bride's family and gained by that of the groom. It also
 served as an incentive for the wife to behave. If repudiated, her family
 would need to return the dowry, or its equivalent, to the husband's family.

 All these considerations did not really improve a woman's social
 standing. Although she was not a slave, she was both protected and con-
 trolled. To gain any real position in her new family, she needed to
 give birth to a son. All her life she had been trained to expect this,
 and the expectation put her in a difficult situation; there were clearly
 both biological and psychological pressures upon her that definitely did
 put her in a position of servitude. Through a son she might eventually
 gain a voice in policy matters and in the community. The more sons, the
 better. Many sons would establish a woman's reputation and authority;
 she might become the grandmother described in Mouloud Feraoun's Le Fils
 du pauvre (1954), the old woman who controlled the distribution of food
 and who oversaw all activity within the home and whom no one dared chal-
 lenge.

 A daughter was another matter entirely. A girl was always a
 problem. By the time she became strong enough to work effectively for
 the group, she would be married into another group. In the meantime she
 represented a constant danger as well as a financial burden. She needed
 to be fed and clothed, and, as already noted, she might lose her virgin-
 ity and thus dishonor the family. So great were the group pressures
 and the fear of premarital intercourse that girls were forced to live
 cloistered lives from an early age. In any case, the idea of sending
 daughters to schools, especially to French schools, was abhorrent to
 Algerian fathers. Naturally enough, some 98 per cent of all Muslim
 women were illiterate in 1954 when nationalists launched Algeria's war
 of national liberation. Under the circumstances, the education of girls
 was informal and limited, acquired from mothers, aunts, and female peers.
 Another example of the seclusion of women is found among the Touatia, a
 remote desert tribe. In their community, only dark-skinned women, pre-
 sumably the descendants of Sudanese slaves, could be seen in the streets.
 Pale-skinned children bore witness to the existence of fair-complexioned
 mothers, who, as wives of the wealthier local gentry, were totally clois-
 tered.

 How then could women have played an important role in Algerian
 society during the colonial period? They did so first of all by urging
 their men to resist the French conquest even when the odds were over-
 whelmingly against them. General Eugzene Daumas (1847) is but one of sever-
 al officers who noticed this phenomenon. During battles the women would
 shriek encouragement to their men and hurl curses at the foreigners. When
 asked why they fought on, the men shrugged in reply. Had they compromised,
 the women would have refused to receive their husbands or prepare anything
 for them. When the colonial order was established, resistance took other
 forms, but the women were often at center stage.
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 Saadia-et-Lakhdar's L'alienation colonialiste (1961) is parti-
 cularly instructive in this context. The argument is that Algerian
 families turned inward in self-defense and in an attempt to resist all
 French initiatives designed to infiltrate local institutions. Obviously,
 women were central to such a movement. Just as obviously, little change
 could occur with respect to the position of women as long as the Alger-
 ians felt threatened by the foreign presence. French colonial authori-
 ties tried to affect the women through various educational, social, and
 economic programs. In the 1930s and 1940s, for example, the administra-
 tion, together with various state and private institutions, tried to
 begin the task of modernizing Algerian women by getting them to take off
 their veils. Administrators also built more schools for native girls.
 The Muslim families remained unmoved; they kept their girls home. Mean-
 while, Algerian men were directly affected by the developing need for
 workers in France during the First World War and after.

 In the war years Algerian men in ever-increasing numbers migrat-
 ed to France to seek employment, which was unavailable south of the Medi-
 terranean. Hundreds of thousands of men were soon involved in this

 temporary labor flow. The women were left at home to be cared for by

 the remai-n-ing-omale relatives. With massive emigration came more mixed European-Algerian marriages, a threat to Muslim women to which they
 reacted directly. When a male in the village prepared to leave for
 France, the women would behave in ways appropriate for a burial ceremony
 as they expressed sorrow and fear even while they understood the economic
 motivation. Upon his return, the occasion was taken for a much happier
 celebration. If a man returned with a Roumi wife, however, the joy gave
 way to sharp criticism.

 Exposure to European ways did change the attitudes of some of the
 emigrants, even before the outbreak of the Second World War. By the early
 1940s, some Algerian men expressed interest in marrying European women;
 indeed, some such marriages were performed in France. Now mixed marriages
 began to be found in Algeria itself. In 1940, for example, there were
 fifty-one mixed marriages in Algiers. Some of the more assimilated Mus-
 lim men argued that Algerian women were "sluts" and complained of their
 ignorance and lack of education. Such women, it was claimed, would hold
 their men back or pull them down. Few of those who advanced such argu-
 ments stopped to consider that the fault was their own, that the social
 system which they had imposed on Algerian women had created the vicious
 circle of which they now complained. In any case, many of the men were
 becoming evolue; the women were not.

 Informally, many men had gained a bit of education and some
 technical knowledge while working in France. When they returned to
 Algeria, they insisted that their sons should have access to French
 schools and hence to the better jobs in Algeria's small modern sector,
 in the colonial administration, or as temporary but trained emigrants to
 Europe. These rising expectations loosed a veritable flood of students
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 on the colonial French schools and by 1954--the last year of peace--
 there were about 300,000 Algerian children in primary school. It
 should be noted, however, that the total school-age population in 1954,
 children aged five to fourteen, was over 2,000,000. Of the 300,000
 actually enrolled in that year, 218,000 were boys, while only 76,610
 were girls. This ratio became more disproportionate at higher levels.
 In the high schools, for example, there were 952 girls and 5,308 boys.
 Obviously many girls were kept home after completion of the primary
 grades. Many were surely married young. With so few girls completing
 even a primary education, chances were slim that educated boys would
 find equally educated partners. This problem was already obvious before
 the outbreak of revolution.

 During the revolution, the French authorities tried by means of
 social, economic, and political reforms to wean the Algerians from their
 nationalist sympathies. Some of these counter insurgency programs were
 obviously directed at women. In the region around Algiers, for example,
 the enrollment of Muslim girls in primary and complementary courses jump-
 ed from 36,261 in 1955-56 to 61,641 in 1958-59. In the last-mentioned
 academic year, there were also some 6,719 young Algerian women in secon-
 dary schools. This 40 per cent increase in the number of primary school
 students and the equally impressive improvements on the higher levels
 was paralleled by great efforts in public health. Mobile units distri-
 buted medical assistance and an implicit message of the humanitarian
 work of France in Algeria. On a political level, a 1947 reform was
 resurrected to give the vote to Algerian women. In 1958 Muslim women
 voted for the first time in the history of Algeria.

 Nationalists were quick to reply to these French initiatives.
 In voting, the rebels claimed, Algerian women were acting like French
 women; it would be better to take Turkish or Egyptian models of Islamic
 emancipation for women. Education, the nationalists continued, was in
 French and tended to depersonalize Algerians as well as to attract them
 away from Islam. Although unfortunate in terms of Western concepts of
 progress and modernization, the nationalists' claims were hard to dis-
 prove. Their most telling claim--that the French were trying to win
 over the women in order to influence their sons, husbands, and brothers
 who supported the revolution--was particularly convincing. Almost as
 soon as the French authorities began their efforts to improve the stand-
 ing of women in Algerian society, it became obvious that change would need
 to come from within. Unable to impose reform from the outside, colonial
 authorities sought allies within the leadership of the Algerian Islamic
 community. Because of the revolutionary situation, however, the desired
 spokesmen were not found.

 Change came nevertheless. As clearly explained by Frantz Fanon,
 new attitudes toward the role of women came when the nationalists realized

 that they themselves could now select those aspects of French society that
 they wished to adopt. A Dying Colonialism (1967) is a convincing argument
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 that French ways could now be accepted because, after having ruled for
 so long, the French were no longer able to impose anything. Algeria
 was in effect already independent by the end of 1958. But since the
 struggle dragged on, women could remove their veils and thus serve the
 revolution. After all, a Muslim woman without a veil had seemingly
 chosen to support the French cause. She was thus less likely to be
 searched and might carry messages and supplies for the rebels. The radio,
 a hated instrument of French propaganda, could be used by the Algerians
 and turned to serve nationalist aims. As the self-perception of the
 Algerian nationalists changed, so did their attitudes toward much that
 France had tried to offer Algerian society. Women's rights was one of
 the areas where Algerians could adopt new practices.

 Unfortunately for Algerian women, the promises made in the heat
 of revolution were soon forgotten after independence. There is nothing
 as depressing as shattered hope in a situation of rising expectations.
 The veil thrown off at the famous May 1958 Forum demonstration reappeared.
 Even Westernized young ladies who walked the streets dressed in French
 styles wore veils after they married; the weight of tradition and of
 more conservative parents was such that even Westernized husbands dared
 not support their wives' desire to abandon the veil. Single working
 women also began wearing veils. To go without was to invite unpleasant
 comments or worse from men. Under Ben Bella's regime, there were prom-
 ises, promises, but little real change.

 The hopes which Fanon expressed for women's emancipation were
 perhaps unrealistic. After 130 years of French rule, Algerian society
 had hardly changed. The position of women in that society had remained
 particularly static. Under the circumstances, to expect rapid change
 upon independence was not reasonable. The revolution itself was fought
 for contradictory reasons. As David Gordon (1968) noted in the con-
 clusion of his book on Algerian women, the war of national liberation
 was "to bring into being a modern nation along socialist lines [and]..
 to resurrect and restore a culture. . . that was essentially Arabic and
 Islamic." Algerian men, who had traditionally interpreted the Qura'nic
 verses dealing with women in a very conservative vein, continued to do
 so. Even enlightened leadership at the top could scarcely overcome the
 weight of tradition. But the possibility of liberal exegesis exists.

 Ben Bella talked very much about women's emancipation but did
 little. At least he kept alive the hopes born of revolution and the
 expectation of rewards due for feminine participation in the conflict.
 His successor, Colonel Houari Boumedienne, is much more conservative.
 On several occasions he has openly expressed his preference that jobs
 be given to men rather than women. Given the rampant unemployment in
 Algeria, the argument is not without virtue. In any case, it also offers
 some possibility for relief. When full employment is reached, in the
 early 1980s according to present estimates, women will also be hired.
 As women begin to earn incomes, their voices in family and community
 affairs will undoubtedly grow accordingly. In the meantime, the
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 independent government of Algeria does guarantee women equal political
 rights. They may vote and may be candidates for any elective position.
 The administration has also done a great deal in the area of education.
 In 1954/55, 53,120 Muslim girls were enrolled in elementary schools.
 In 1963, only one year after independence, there were 472,373 girls
 enrolled at this level. In secondary school the numbers for the same
 years were 952 and 30,218, respectively, and at higher levels, 22 and
 374. The impressive gains still favored the boys; there were 64510
 male students in secondary education in 1963 and 1,749 at the univer-
 sity. But the imbalance was much reduced.

 In the long run, it is the men who must change. While await-
 ing that eventuality Algerian women have as many political rights as
 other Muslim women. They are also preparing themselves educationally
 and the economic situation is slowly turning in their favor. The inter-
 im may be long, and the few women who succeed will serve as examples
 and inspiration to those who follow. There are already several excep-
 tional women in high positions: Assia Djebar, author and teacher with
 a national reputation; Fadela M'Rabet (1964), also an author and a
 radio personality; Aicha Nekoud, who is subdirector of the Ministry
 of Youth; and Fatima Khemisti, one of a handful of women deputies in
 the National Assembly (Gordon 1968, p. 80). These women and a few more
 like them are visible symbols of what many others hope for and what
 some might attain as men's attitudes change.
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