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Abstract 

This study examines how French communication and media discourse affected the 

experiences of belonging and exclusion of the Jewish Algerian populations during the 

colonial period and in the aftermath of Algerian independence. It does so through the in-

depth study of two key literary sources that are partly personal testimonies, through the 

analysis of an in-depth interview with a Jewish Algerian woman who lived in Algeria 

for a significant part of her life, and through a discussion of French media discourse and 

of relevant Jewish Algerian voices in exile. A postcolonial lens is applied to the study 

and pre-colonial and post-colonial periods are also discussed for a more complete 

comprehension of how the French colonials were motivated and managed to mobilize 

efforts to partly assimilate Jewish Algerians into French secular culture, using them as a 

strategic asset, and of how this resulted in most Algerian Jews becoming exiled in 

metropolitan France around the time of Algerian independence. 

The analysis suggests that French communication had profound and lasting impacts on 

the experiences of belonging and exclusion for Jewish Algerian populations. 

Assimilation is likely to have been a survival strategy for the Algerian Jews, at least in 

part, resulting in internalized otherness. The analysis, moreover, shows that Algerian 

Jews are often made invisible in French, Algerian, and postcolonial discourses. To the 

French, at Algerian independence, the Algerian Jews were simply a part of the French 

pieds-noirs (colonials) rather than an Algerian indigenous population. To the Algerians, 

the Jewish populations were seen as a homogenous block that had been assimilated into 

French culture. In postcolonial discourse, the experiences of the Algerian Jews and of 

other minorities are frequently left out, even when the Algerian war or colonial Algeria 

are directly discussed.  

The study highlights the need to more systematically include the voices of the doubly or 

triply marginalized, such as minorities or women within marginalized groups, given that 

they are often not represented and that their needs may differ from those of the more 

dominant groups. Being seen and heard is essential to inclusion as society members 

who count and who can speak up to demand their needs be met.  

Key words: Algerian Jews, Pieds-Noirs, Algerian War, French Algeria, Assimilation. 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1. Introducing the Topic  

Even though Jewish populations have lived in Algeria since around 600 B.C., their 

historical presence in the country is not often discussed (Bensahli, 2024, p. 15). During 

the colonial period, Jewish Algerian identities were transformed through French 

colonial strategies and, in big part, blended with the French colonial “pied-noir” identity 

(initially in reference to the French colonials’ black boots). Given that the Jewish 

populations constituted a minority, the lived experiences of Jewish Algerians are often 

not represented in discussions about French Algeria, even less so those of Jewish 

Algerian women. A few well-known French figures of Jewish Algerian descent have 

spoken of their pain related to exile publicly although this is rare. Arabo-Muslim 

Algerian author, Hédia Bensahli, feels Algeria without its Jewish populations is like a 

hand that has lost one of its fingers and remains aware of its absence (Bensahli, 2024, p. 

339).  

Postcolonial thought focuses mainly on the power structures that remain following 

European colonialist projects from around the 15th century and onwards. Earlier time 

periods, before the French colonial period in Algeria, are also relevant to the French 

Algerian case because the relationships between ethnic and religious groups during pre-

colonial times partly shaped later colonial and postcolonial alliances and identities. 

Specifically, pre-colonial relationships in Algeria were used by French colonials to 

manipulate exclusion and belonging through the creation of new alliances. Important 

lessons for development communication may be drawn from considering how a 

minority group can become largely invisible in discourse. 

 

1.2. Background and Context  

Up until today, Jewish populations are frequently treated as an Other through the 

minimization, and even denial, of their presence in Algeria during a period of over two 

thousand years (Bensahli, 2024, p. 22). In an apparent willingness to bring Jewish 

cultural heritage in Algeria to light, Bensahli wrote the book L’Algérie juive. L’autre 

moi que je connais si peu [Jewish Algeria. The other me I know so little about] 
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(Bensahli, 2024). However, it was banned by Algerian authorities only a few months 

after its publication in 2024 following a letter published by an Algerian lawmaker. 

Maghreb Insider states that it was Islamist lawmaker Zouhir Fares who published a 

letter against the book and that the Algerian government subsequently suggested that 

the book’s upcoming reading event should be cancelled, citing its ill-timing in light of 

the Israeli-Gaza war (Maghreb Insider, 2024, para. 1). Author Bensahli responded that 

her book is about Algerian history and cultural heritage and not about any other part of 

the world (Maghreb Insider, 2024, para. 6.) Furthermore the Frantz Fanon publishing 

house in Boumerdes, Algeria, was ordered closed for six months in early 2025 for 

having published the book (North Africa Post, 2025, para. 1). Speaking of the Jewish 

cultural heritage in Algeria post-independence is often not well received and the 

Algerian Jews are regularly forgotten in studies about contemporary Algeria (Stora, 

2006, p. 10).  

In addition, Algeria and France are currently involved in the most serious diplomatic 

crisis since the end of French colonial rule (Lokmane, 2025, para. 1). The current 

tensions were triggered by French president Emmanuel Macron expressing his support 

for Morocco’s claim of sovereignty over Western Sahara in July 2024 (Lokmane, 2025, 

para. 2). Algeria supports independence for the people of Western Sahara. In April 

2025, both France and Algeria expelled diplomatic officials from each other’s countries 

(Schofield, 2025, para. 1). French historian and author Benjamin Stora believes there is 

an obsession with Algeria in France at the moment, with a daily repetition of grievances 

(Lokmane, 2025, para. 17). Former Algerian diplomat and minister of culture, 

Abdelaziz Rahabi, states that “it feels like we are back to the time of the colonies” 

(Lokmane, 2025, para. 21). The two countries have a close cooperation in the economic 

and security domains. It is believed that the current deterioration in bilateral relations 

could have a high human cost. “Hundreds of thousands of people who have ties on both 

sides of the Mediterranean risk being impacted by the crisis” says Stora to the Middle 

East Eye (Lokmane, 2025, para. 59). There are still deep wounds in the relationship 

between Algeria and France and the people most affected by this often hold complex 

identities that are tied to the two countries’ shared history. 
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1.3. Research Purpose  

The Jewish communities of colonial Algeria held an ambiguous position within colonial 

hierarchies: granted French citizenship and, yet, seen as an Other by both Muslim 

Algerians and French colonials. Discussions within postcolonial thought on topics such 

as othering, internalized otherness, and assimilation rarely include mentions of Jewish 

populations or other minority groups in Algeria. My research aims to examine how 

French colonial communication and media discourse affected the experiences of 

belonging and exclusion for Algerian Jews and contributed to their identity being partly 

erased. It does not aim to describe the experiences of other Jewish populations nor to 

discuss the position of women in Algerian society in general although efforts are made 

to include the viewpoints of women and to expose some stereotypes of women under a 

colonial gaze.  

My literature review discusses texts that are relevant to discourse on pre-colonial and 

colonial Algeria as well as on colonized women and societal discourse. My research 

involves the analysis of two literary sources that are also personal testimonies, an in-

depth qualitative interview, selected media discourse, and Jewish Algerian voices in 

exile in metropolitan France. Supporting sources provide historical accuracy and texts 

by postcolonial theorists provide the theoretical framework in great part. Texts by 

francophone authors with experience in the region are given priority in my discussions 

since they represent a more direct source. 

The main objects of my analysis are the following:  

1. Hédia Bensahli’s book L’Algérie juive. L’autre moi que je connais si peu 

[Jewish Algeria. The other me I know so little about] (2024) on Jewish presence, 

belonging, and exclusion in Algeria throughout history. Bensahli is an Algerian-

French teacher and author who lived in Algeria up until 2000, when she moved 

to France. She is of Arabo-Muslim background with some Berber heritage. She 

has previously written a novel on the condition of women in patriarchal society.  

 

2. Benjamin Stora’s book Les trois exils, juifs d’Algérie [The three exiles, Jews of 

Algeria] (2006) on how, with French colonialism, Jewish Algerians had to 

abandon their cultural heritage in different stages. Stora is a French historian and 
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author who was born in French Algeria. Of Jewish Algerian origin, Stora left 

Algeria for France as a child, at the time of independence, along with his family. 

He has written extensively on the Jewish Algerian experience and is considered 

one of France’s leading historians on the history of North Africa, colonialism, 

and immigration.  

 

3. Information obtained through in-depth interviews with Fanny; a Jewish Algerian 

woman who grew up in Algiers and lived there during World War II and the 

Algerian War. Having spent time in Algeria as an adult, she possesses direct 

memories of belonging and exclusion that Stora does not. She also knew an 

Algeria that Bensahli has only heard of. Fanny and her family, like Stora, did not 

have the possibility to stay in Algeria after the country’s independence in 1962 

even though they were not of French origin (other than having been considered 

French during parts of the French colonial period).  

 

4. Voices of some of the few French public figures of Jewish Algerian origin who 

publicly speak out expressing a longing for Algeria and talking about their 

trauma as well as French media coverage related to Jewish Algerian and pied-

noir identities. The lack of media coverage mentioning the Algerian Jews is 

perhaps just as telling as the media coverage of the French colonial population 

that did take place at the time of Algerian independence as we shall see. 

Similarly, it is not only the Jewish Algerian voices in exile that tell a story but 

also the fact that they are so few. 

The analyses highlight the need to question assumptions about marginalized peoples 

and to include also the voices and testimonies of the marginalized within the 

marginalized. Our understanding of colonial and postcolonial power distributions often 

stems from knowledge coming from stories told by (and about) dominant groups within 

colonized populations.  

In Communication for Development, as in all social sciences, it is useful to ask whose 

story is being told and avoid reinforcing an already imbalanced discourse. This 

improves the chances of the doubly or triply marginalized being heard and successfully 

organizing to demand that their needs be met. Sometimes in the text, the word “Algeria” 

is used in reference to this North African territory in time periods before its current 
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borders and “Algerian” is used in reference to people who were born in Algeria or who 

have lived in the territory for an extended period of time even if they today live in exile. 

By “Jewish Algerian” is meant people of Jewish faith who have personally lived in 

Algeria. 

 

1.4. Research Question 

In my exploratory research, I will attempt to answer the following main question:  

How did French communication contribute to new experiences of belonging and 

exclusion for Algerian Jews during the colonial period and following Algerian 

independence?  

I will also attempt to answer the following subquestions:  

1. How did this affect the identity of the Algerian Jews?  

2. Where are the voices of the Algerian Jews today?  

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1. Precolonial Algeria  

French historian on colonialism and decolonization, Geneviève Dermenjian, describes 

the origins and activities of the Jewish populations as well as the rules for minorities in 

Algeria prior to French colonization in her academic article Jews, Moors, Arbas and 

Kabyles of the Regency of Algiers Under European Gaze (16th Century-1830) (2017). 

Compiled from historical records, it provides key information on the living conditions 

of minority groups, which is relevant for several reasons: it provides insight into the 

position of Algerian Jews in society before French colonization, including experiences 

of exclusion, and it explains how later French colonial strategies could successfully use 

those experiences to manipulate allegiances. It also helps us see where some of the later 

anti-Jewish stereotypes likely came from.  

Non-Muslims were considered inferior citizens and held an inferior legal status. Jewish 

citizens, whose origins were mostly Berber, Moorish, or Sephardic, had the lowest 
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status of all in society. Some “Franc Jews” (mainly from Livorno, Italy) were treated 

slightly better, as were Christians and Janissaries (Christian boys converted to Islam and 

trained as elite military corps by the Ottomans). Jews were not allowed to defend 

themselves in a court of law nor from physical or verbal violence (Dermenjian, 2017, p. 

239). They were also not allowed to work in all domains and often came to work as in-

betweens in financial transactions (Dermenjian, 2017, p. 238), which likely contributed 

to later stereotypes about Jews controlling finances. Dermenjian quotes the United 

States Consul in Algiers between 1815 and 1828, William Shaler, who, in 1830, wrote 

about the Algerian Jews that they were regularly chased by children through the streets 

and were allowed to drink water from fountains only once everyone else had drawn 

water, “even Moors and slaves”. (Dermenjian, 2017, p. 239.)  

Dermenjian’s work is highly detailed and valuable since it contains real observations 

from the period in question. It does not, however, contain testimonies from Algerian 

Jews. Obtaining any written accounts from the minorities who were living in Algeria at 

the time would, of course, be extremely difficult, if not impossible, given that the 

literacy rate was very low. It nevertheless tells us that Jewish Algerian populations were 

through dhimmitude already subjected to certain forms of exclusion in society before 

the 19th century. 

Dermenjian describes how French authorities at the time of French colonization in 1830 

were afraid Algerian Jews might keep economic activity in “native hands” and hesitated 

between expelling the Jewish populations or convincing them to become allies. 

Stereotypes were common at the time with Kabyles (one of the Berber groups) being 

viewed more favorably than Arabs while Jews were considered “unreliable, mentally 

weak and in need of education” (Dermenjian, 2017, p. 242).  

According to postcolonial theorist Edward Said, degrading stereotypes in discourse help 

not only justify colonialism but also create a rationale for it in advance (Said, 

1978/2003, p. 39). Said himself does not specifically discuss stereotypes about minority 

groups within colonized populations, such as the Algerian Jews. However, 

communicating that Algerian Jewish populations were in need of “education” likely 

served to prepare the idea that achieving power over them was for their own good. 

Said’s description of how colonialism may be justified in discourse is therefore relevant 

to Algeria.  
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2.2. French Colonialism 

Tunisian-French writer Albert Memmi discusses, in his book The colonizer and the 

colonized (2003), how colonialism is a system of oppression that destroys cultures, 

languages, and self-worth. He describes the lighthearted attitude of the colonizer who 

takes advantage of a profitable colonial lifestyle as long as possible, knowing that if one 

day his livelihood is seriously affected, he will return to his own land (Memmi, 2003, p. 

50). The North African Jews he describes as “hesitant candidates refusing assimilation” 

(Memme, 2003, p. 59). He states that they wish to escape their colonized condition and 

therefore seek to resemble the colonizer, to no longer be different from them. They are, 

however, rejected by the colonizer, according to Memmi, all while themselves rejecting 

the values of the other colonized people as belonging to a “decayed world from which 

they eventually hope to escape” (Memmi, 2003, p. 59). Memmi considers the Algerian 

Jews to have been simultaneously elevated through the Crémieux Decree and 

discriminated against by the French while seen as “traitors” by the Algerian Muslims. 

No other North African Jews were automatically made French citizens like the Algerian 

Jews.  

Memmi’s belief that French colonizers did not seek religious conversions because that 

would have made colonial subjects more equal (Memmi, 2003, p. 116) may stem from 

his own experience in Tunisia. It, however, ignores a historic reality: French 

revolutionary and secular ideas had come to dominate during the Napoleonic era 

following the French revolution. Assimilation of all religious people was the goal, not 

conversions to Christianity. In Algeria, French authorities sought to involve the state in 

all religious affairs in the image of what Napoleon had already done in France. Jewish 

French rabbis were even sent to influence Jewish Algerian rabbis as part of a “civilizing 

mission”, as we shall see. Communicating the superiority of French secular values and 

lifestyle to achieve a harmonious society was likely considered more important than 

recognizing the needs of colonial subjects. 

Memmi describes the distance with which the colonialists regard their colonial subjects; 

he states that even their expressions of desperation and profound grief remind the 

colonialist only vaguely of the kind of emotions someone like himself would experience 

in a similar situation (Memmi, 2003, p. 130). One might argue that it is perhaps not only 

the expressions of grief and desperation that the colonialists do not fully recognize but 
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any expression at all in the colonized, whether it be personal or political. This is a 

perfect illustration of dehumanization. Dehumanizing language, stereotypes about 

“natives”, and colonial power structures encourage a relationship between colonizer and 

colonized in which empathy is rarely present. Memmi’s writing is limited concerning 

specific Algerian experiences, himself being a Tunisian Jew and having never lived in 

Algeria. 

 

2.3. The Algerian War 

French psychiatrist and postcolonial theorist Frantz Fanon’s book The Wretched of the 

Earth (2001 [1961]) discusses the psychological impact of colonialism, with specific 

examples from the Algerian war. Fanon emphasizes the devastating psychological 

effects of discriminating against people on the basis of ethnicity or religion. He states 

that racist colonial systems have a damaging impact on the psyche of both colonizers 

and colonized people (Fanon, 2001 [1961], p. 200). His writing even expresses the 

belief that colonialism creates specific mental pathologies and disorders. For example, 

he describes an individual with “accusatory delirium and suicidal conduct” as a result of 

his involvement in the Algerian war of independence (Fanon, 2001 [1961], p. 219).  

Discussing trauma and psychological impacts of colonialism for colonized peoples is an 

important contribution by Fanon since colonized peoples have often been dehumanized 

and seen as mere objects without a real inner life. In Black Skin, White Masks (2008 

[1952]), Fanon discusses assimilation in a framework that may be applied to the 

Algerian Jews in terms of identity conflict, internalized inferiority, and estrangement. 

However, he does not mention the experiences of colonized minority peoples. Not even 

in his later book A Dying Colonialism (1965 [1959]), that is entirely dedicated to 

Algeria, does he mention Jewish Algerians.  

His writing may be said to lack nuance because it presents a simplified version of reality 

and of events; the colonized in Algeria are seen as a homogenous group of people. He 

states, for example, that “The Algerians, the veiled women, the palm-trees, and the 

camels make up the landscape, the natural background to the human presence of the 

French.” (Fanon, 2001 [1961], p. 201). As if all Algerian women were veiled and as if 

there were a unified French oppressor against a unified Algerian oppressed people. 

Binary representations like these may be said to be the cousins of stereotypes and are 
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therefore generally not helpful within the realm of Communication for Development 

where the aim is, in part, to expose the imaginary identities imposed from the outside 

for what they are; stereotypes.  

With regards to assimilation, it is curious that Fanon sees it as being psychologically 

harmful to colonized people and yet does not mention that the Algerian Jews were 

partially assimilated by the French colonizers. Was their (partial) assimilation not 

harmful to them? Furthermore the section of The Wretched of the Earth (2001 [1961]) 

in which Fanon discusses mental health patients he received during the Algerian war, 

mentions almost exclusively men. Not even when it becomes clear that a patient’s ill 

health is partly due to his wife having been raped (Fanon, 2001 [1961], p. 204) does he 

discuss the mental health of the raped woman. Nor does he attempt to see her and help 

her. At least the book reveals nothing in this sense. The few women mentioned in the 

text are mostly described in relation to male patients and portrayed as passive and 

helpless victims. However, apparently not victims that need saving, like his male 

patients. In the later A Dying Colonialism (1965 [1959]), he does discuss the role of 

women in the liberation struggle. 

Leaving out the Jewish Algerians (and other indigenous minorities) in writings on 

colonial Algeria contributes to their invisibility in postcolonial discourse and in the 

collective mind. Being “invisible” in this manner is obviously an obstacle to existing in 

the eyes of society and being able to demand one’s needs be met. Fanon, as a French 

thinker and writer, may in this aspect be considered to have reinforced dominant French 

discourse. 

 

2.4. Colonized Women 

Indian Gender Studies professor and author Chandra Talpade Mohanty discusses, in her 

academic article Under Western Eyes (1984), how Western feminist discourse often 

operates according to binary power divisions; the oppressor versus the oppressed with 

colonized women often being seen as the oppressed and completely without agency 

(Mohanty, 1984, p. 350). She describes how colonized women may be stereotyped and 

marginalized even within discourse coming from Western feminists. Mohanty states 

that women in non-Western countries are frequently seen as helpless and basically all 

the same; with the same needs, hopes, and aspirations (Mohanty, 1984, p. 344). This is 
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the case for colonized Algerian women; in addition to being stereotyped they have often 

been considered all the same in postcolonial literature and media discourse. Jewish 

Algerian women and women from other minority groups are not mentioned. 

A strength in Mohanty’s text is her identification of not only a binary narrative but also 

a homogeneity bias within what she calls a typical Western feminist discourse regarding 

women in non-Western countries. The homogeneity bias, believed by some to be at the 

heart of othering, tends to encourage people to create large and sweeping categories 

about those they know less well while people in one’s own group are seen as unique 

individuals who possess a variety of personalities, views, and interests (Geher, 2019). 

Unfortunately, Mohanty herself does not particularly mention women from minorities in 

her writings on colonized women. 

In the book Voice and Matter by Oscar Hemer and Thomas Tufte, Indian urban planner 

Sheela Patel describes how her organization Promotion of Area Resource Centers 

(SPARC) managed to shift balances of power through strategies that encouraged village 

women moving to Mumbai to find a collective voice and put political pressure on 

authorities that normally would not have listened to them (Patel, 2016). Patel thus 

helped organize and formalize the demands of triply marginalized and “invisible” 

people (women, poor, and newcomers), within a previously colonized population, in a 

way that was met with respect. This could only happen once she had knowledge that 

this group existed. 

Although the needs of the Algerian Jews are very different from those of the poor 

village women that Patel helped to organize, and although we cannot prevent the 

identity erasure of Algerian Jews that already took place, bringing awareness to their 

story and needs may reduce their historic invisibility and also teach us something. 

Identifying assumptions and discourse that act as obstacles to empowerment for 

marginalized groups is central to Communication for Development.  

Indian postcolonial theorist Gayatri Spivak discusses in her book Can the Subaltern 

Speak? (1988) how colonized women are often marginalized by both colonial and 

patriarchal structures that erase them from representation and historical narratives. Her 

writing is relevant to the case of Algeria, when we ask whose story is being told. Spivak 

states: “If, in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot 
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speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in the shadow” (Spivak, 1988, p. 

287). By “subaltern” is meant the most marginalized. Spivak, furthermore, criticizes 

well-meaning scholars who tell the story of marginalized people for them, without 

addressing the complexities of their experiences, leading to further silencing. The 

experiences of the colonized minorities in French Algeria may represent such a case, in 

which “complexities” seem to be frequently swept under the rug in the name of a 

simplification that allows scholars to describe historical events more easily.  

Spivak contributes significantly to the understanding that realities often are more 

complex than what may fit into binary ideas and theories. However, her concept of 

internalized otherness is in itself highly complex and hard to measure. For example, 

given that mimicking is so common among human beings and that people regularly 

adopt new ideas and ways of life, whether they are a part of a colonized population or 

not, it can be hard to isolate behaviors and beliefs that are exclusively indicators of 

internalized otherness. 

 

2.5. Whose Story is Told? 

In his book Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 

(1980), French philosopher Michel Foucault describes power as being deeply tied to 

knowledge. He describes it as being “deployed and exercised through a net-like 

organization” (Foucault, 1980, p. 98) manifesting in collectively held beliefs as a result 

of knowledge production by a dominant group (Foucault, 1980, p. 94). This 

phenomenon may be said to also take place within colonized or otherwise marginalized 

populations. They too have dominant groups that have a greater chance at telling their 

story than the marginalized within the marginalized.  

What is today called Foucauldian discourse analysis is well-suited for interdisciplinary 

analyses, like that of the Jewish Algerian experience, since it allows for a questioning of 

the knowledge source and the angle chosen for each discussion. The approach is an 

excellent tool for challenging beliefs that seem taken for granted; like for example that 

Algerians (or any people) are a homogeneous group.  

This form of analysis may take on power imbalances and help shift them by questioning 

why society, or the international community, focuses on certain issues and not on 
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others. It may be useful in development work that seeks to empower repressed or 

ignored groups and help encourage people to take back the power over their stories and 

their lives. A relative weakness of this approach, however, is the fact that excessive 

reliance on societal mechanisms as vehicles for knowledge may lead to the belief that 

all knowledge is just a sinister tool for power and dominance. Representing the voices 

of Algerian Jews could also be seen as just “discourse” aiming to dominate in one way 

or another. Nevertheless, with regards to Algeria there seems to be a dominant narrative 

within both academic and media discourse; one that largely ignores the experiences of 

the country’s minority groups.  

 

3. Theoretical Framework 
 

3.1. Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonial theory is a broad theoretical approach that has seen significant debates 

about its definition. Nevertheless, we may largely consider it a “theoretical approach 

that examines the past and present impact of colonialism and racism on social, political, 

and economic systems” (Grewal, 2008, p. 658). It examines how groups of people in 

colonial settings have been marginalized and excluded as well as represented in ways 

that devalued and dehumanized them. Having their stories largely erased from history 

has also been a common feature. The concepts of othering and internalized otherness 

have been formulated within postcolonial thought. 

 

3.2. Othering 

Among the most basic available definitions of othering is the following Cambridge 

encyclopedia definition: 

‘The act of treating someone as though they are not part of a group and are different in 

some way’ (Cambridge University Press, n.d.).   

In postcolonial theory, the concept of othering is discussed mainly in relation to 

sociocultural, historical, and ideological forces that shape the dynamics of power, 
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identity, and marginalization. Othering is treated as a process rooted in colonial history, 

power imbalances, and the construction of racial, cultural, and national identities in 

relation to the colonizer versus the colonized. Said is one of the first scholars to discuss 

this as an “us” versus them” process. While living in the United Kingdom and the 

United States, he observes that Europeans have created an Oriental Other with a set of 

stereotypical characteristics; people from non-Western countries are seen essentially as 

“childlike, irrational, depraved, and different, in contrast to the supposed Western traits 

of maturity, rationality, morality, and normality” (Said, 1978/2003, p. 206).  

As mentioned, Said viewed this kind of stereotype as justifying colonization in advance 

by planting the idea that colonialism is not only financially interesting for the colonizer 

but also helps elevate the colonized through exposure to a better and more rational 

society. During French colonialism in Algeria, the othering of Muslims and Jews was 

strategically used, with different kinds of treatment for each group, in order to achieve 

French financial objectives (Schreier, 2010, p. 4). Both Muslim and Jewish Algerian 

populations were essentially portrayed by the French as irrational and depraved. This is 

also part of what Fanon describes as a Manichean division between the colonizer and 

the colonized that the former imposes in order to keep the latter in a state of 

dehumanized otherness (Fanon, 2001 [1961], p. 34).  

 

3.3. Internalized Otherness  

Internalized otherness refers to a process whereby members of minority groups who 

have lived for some time in a society that collectively holds an othered view of their 

own social group come to integrate this view and see themselves as an Other. Signs of 

internalized otherness may include speaking the language of the dominant group, 

silencing parts of themselves that would be deemed unacceptable in the dominant 

culture in a form of censorship of the self, accepting the idea that they are inferior, 

playing a role and doing what is expected, as well as having difficulty recovering lost 

traditions or voices.  

As mentioned, Spivak’s discussion on what she calls the “subaltern” is highly relevant 

to the concept of internalized otherness. She states that the category of subaltern does 

not fit into clear-cut descriptions, especially with regards to women (Gayatri, 1988, p. 

294). Jewish Algerians in Algeria constitute a complex population for theory; 
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discriminated against before French colonization and during French colonialism, 

although also “elevated” to French citizenship, and discriminated against in 

metropolitan France after Algerian independence. They were able to speak up as French 

citizens but not as Algerian Jews since French belonging depended on giving up their 

earlier identity.  

As mentioned, pied-noir came to mean any French citizen who left Algeria for 

metropolitan France at the time of independence; mainly French, Italian, and Spanish 

Catholics as well as Algerian Jews. Still today in France, people often refer to French 

Jews of Algerian origin as pieds-noirs. It is not widely known among French people that 

the Algerian Jews did not arrive in Algeria with the French colonials (Stora, 2006, p. 

10). The writings of postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha indirectly describe well the 

situation of the Algerian Jewish culture and identities; in-between moments, hybridity, 

ambivalence, and uncertainty rather than absolutes (Bhabha, 1994, p. 86). He suggests 

that the process of colonialism produces such an “ambivalent space between the 

colonial power and its subjects” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 112).  

3.4. Assimilation 

Fanon states that assimilation involves abandoning one’s original identity and that this 

is impossible. Even if colonized people temporarily try to assimilate and imitate the 

cultural habits of the colonizers, they will end up going back to their origins (Fanon, 

2001 [1961], p. 175). In postcolonial theory, there is a theoretical gap in relation to the 

experience of the Algerian Jews. If assimilation is impossible, or psychologically 

harmful to colonial subjects, where do the Algerian Jews fit into the discussion? How 

come, within postcolonial theory, the psychological harm done to them through 

assimilation is rarely mentioned? As mentioned, not even when Fanon directly 

discusses Algeria in his books does he acknowledge the presence of colonized minority 

groups.  

Mohanty’s discussion on how colonized women’s voices often are homogenized and 

silenced even in the discourse of Western feminist scholars includes the observation that 

non-Western peoples are in discourse often seen as passive victims that should stay 

victims (Mohanty, 1984, p. 344). Individual testimonies by colonized women may 
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counter such discourse and contribute to realizing they are complex human beings like 

everyone else and not merely victims. 

 

3.5. Communication for Development 

Questions of identity and visibility are deeply relevant to the field of Communication 

for Development because they affect people’s participation in society and their ability to 

communicate. Individuals who are marginalized may, not only have less access to 

information, education and work contacts, they may also feel like they do not belong 

and therefore be less likely to become agents of change. As mentioned, Foucault 

discusses how existing hierarchies often determine society’s production of knowledge-

power; a force that organizes both productive and repressive societal developments and 

thereby gradually reinforces its own hold on dominant discourse (Foucault, 1980, p. 

119). The likelihood of marginalized groups’ stories being told may be said to remain 

low due to this dynamic. In French communication, the Algerian Jews were often made 

invisible and at other times portrayed through Oriental or anti-Jewish stereotypes. Their 

own voices were, however, rarely represented. 

 

 

4. Research Methodology 

 

4.1. The Choices 

Bensahli’s book on Jewish Algeria was chosen not only because it is highly relevant in 

the current tense situation between France and Algeria but also because it represents a 

shift in discourse and an invitation from an Arabo-Muslim Algerian woman for her 

country to acknowledge the historical belonging of the Algerian Jews in the land. My 

interest in communication around the subject of colonial Algeria is informed by having 

worked in education and observed an overly simplified discourse in relation to the 

subject also in France. In addition to analyzing Bensahli’s recent book, I initially 

wanted to interview several Jewish Algerians living in metropolitan France who hold 

experiences of living in Algeria as adults to compare their respective senses of 

belonging today. However, because they are now elderly, my choices were limited and I 
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chose to instead analyze one more francophone book that is key to understanding 

Jewish Algerian history in depth; Stora’s personal testimony. His book on the three 

exiles of the Algerian Jews is representative of his own family’s history and thus 

includes knowledge and stories from his parents who lived in Algeria as adults. To 

analyze the subject through the analysis of a book by a Jewish Algerian refugee who 

was born in Algeria and who additionally is one of France’s most prominent historians 

on the subject seemed to complement well Bensahli’s book that is also partly built on 

personal experience.  

I could have chosen to analyze Joshua Schreier’s book Arabs of Jewish faith: the 

civilizing mission in colonial Algeria (2010) rather than Stora’s book. However, it 

seemed less complete for an in-depth analysis that also includes other time periods. In 

addition, its title (likely meant to be thought-provoking) may have been misleading to 

the reader since most Jews who lived in Algeria were not of Arab origin. I could also 

have chosen The invention of decolonization: The Algerian War and the remaking of 

France by Todd Shephard (2006). However, analyzing the writing of a francophone 

person who personally lived through a big part of what is described in the book, like 

Stora did, seemed to represent a more direct source. 

I combined my analyses of these two books with an in-depth interview with a Jewish 

Algerian woman I did obtain. She was older than Stora at the time of Algerian 

independence and could therefore share information about her upbringing and life as an 

adult in Algiers. This filled a gap with regards to the lack of earlier first-hand 

experience and also with regards to the lack of female testimonies from colonial 

Algeria. I additionally decided to include Jewish Algerian public voices in exile 

although I found there are few. Stora makes the same observation; he states that French 

voices of Jewish Algerian origin who speak in the name of Algerian Jews are rare 

(Stora, 2006, p. 10).  

I searched in French media specifically for Jewish Algerian voices and found only a 

small number. This may have been surprising. However, after my analyses concerning 

the effect that French communication, media discourse, and policies had on the identity 

of the Algerian Jews, it seemed a natural consequence. I analyzed the voices I did find 

for common themes and included those of the most relevant public figures in my 

discussion. I hesitated whether to include the voice of a Jewish Algerian artist who tells 
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stories of Muslim Algerian life and decided not to since I also did not include voices 

that speak of French life in general rather than focusing specifically on Jewish Algerian 

themes.  

I did not present the viewpoints of descendants of Jewish Algerians as being those of 

Jewish Algerians because my main focus is lived experience in both Algeria and France. 

I also did not identify the voices of prominent French people who happen to be of 

Jewish Algerian origin as Jewish Algerian voices unless they purposefully speak out as 

such. 

 

4.2. Thematic Content Analysis  

In qualitative research, content analysis is interpretative and involves a close reading 

that recognizes the specific context in which the information was obtained (Julien, 

2008, p. 120). Whether the research involves literary sources, a large set of data, or in-

depth interviews the analysis may identify patterns and focus on specific themes to 

derive meaning in relation to certain questions more than others. I analyzed the books 

by Bensahli and Stora to identify the French communication, whether planned or not, 

that most affected the experiences of belonging and exclusion of the Algerian Jews. 

Reading the books was enriching and also challenging since I could not include every 

piece of information that was relevant. Respecting the context and choosing the right 

wording in English while deriving meaning from French texts required sensitivity and 

balance. I decided to often weave my analyses into a story with a historical timeline to 

let my work partly take the form of storytelling. Thematic content analysis was also 

used to analyze the interview material and the voices of Jewish Algerian public figures 

in French media.  

 

4.3. The Interview 

The purpose of my in-depth interview was not simply to obtain answers to questions but 

to attempt to understand the experiences of the participant as well as the meaning they 

hold and tie this knowledge to that obtained in the analyzed literature. In-depth 

interviewing involves engaging in detailed narratives rather than covering many 

participants or themes. This allows for unique insights into social issues (Seidman, 

2013, p.17). The relationship with Fanny was an important consideration for me. I 
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wanted to provide her with as much clarity as possible and for her to feel comfortable. I 

did not want my questions to come across as naïve or ignorant and I also wanted to be 

sensitive to her becoming tired during our conversation. We had already spoken in 

person for about 20 minutes at a formal gathering, as well as a few times over the 

telephone, before meeting up for the first interview.  

When I arrived at Fanny’s home after an hour and a half drive, we spent around 30 

minutes talking about current affairs before transitioning into the interview. The 

questions I had prepared aimed at encouraging her to talk about her life and to share 

some of her experiences in Algeria and France in a way that would demonstrate her 

relation to the two countries, as well as indicate who she viewed as “us” and “them” 

respectively, in different contexts and situations. The interviews were semi-structured in 

the sense that I often stayed within the theme of the open-ended questions that I had 

prepared in advance while also letting the interview take new directions according to 

what Fanny brought up. It was slightly challenging for me to transition from the initial 

conversation with Fanny to the actual interview because I did not feel it was appropriate 

for me to abruptly change the tone of our conversation by suddenly reading off scripted 

questions. During the conversation that followed, I was aware of where it was going and 

questions that did not belong in the moment were put on hold.  

Carrying out several interviews with the same person allows both for the interviewer to 

check for consistency and meaning and for the participant to better digest the process 

and make meaning of the lived experiences (Seidman, 2013, p. 25). The first interview 

lasted 75 minutes and was recorded. It ended up involving both situating the interview 

within a context and going into quite a few details. The second interview lasted around 

one hour and was documented through notetaking. We went over information that still 

needed more clarification. During our third meeting, that also lasted around one hour, 

we discussed the interview material and its place within my project for Fanny to be able 

to reflect on the meaning of her interview experience. 

 

4.4. Transcription and Translation  

Information obtained must always be considered within the context in which it was 

shared and transcribing interviews additionally necessitates sensitivity to the differences 

between oral speech and written texts. I, however, decided not to completely transform 
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the participant’s speech into formal written speech. Instead, I kept many of Fanny’s 

actual sentences. After transcribing the interview, I analyzed the information through 

thematic content analysis, selected the participant’s most relevant answers, translated 

them from French into English, and removed my own questions. Making sense of 

interview data in this way allows the interviewer to craft a first-person story that reflects 

the participant’s consciousness (Seidman, 2013, p. 120). I thereafter analyzed the first-

person story in relation to the information provided by Bensahli and Stora and 

incorporated the most relevant information into my analysis section.  

 

4.5. Ethical Concerns and Consent 

I approached the analysis of the books by Bensahli and Stora in a manner that was 

sensitive to their historical and cultural contexts. Supporting sources were used for 

accuracy and to provide a “bigger picture”. I also evaluated possible ethical concerns 

regarding the interview with Fanny. One potential issue with in-depth interviewing is 

that conversations can take on a private nature that can affect the relationship between 

the interviewer and the participant (Brinkmann, 2008, p. 472). My interviews with 

Fanny did not go into such sensitive territory. For confidentiality, names and pieces of 

information that could be used to identify Fanny have been modified in the transcript 

and throughout my work. I also ensured informed consent in which was covered 

Fanny’s rights, potential benefits and risks of participating, confidentiality, 

dissemination, and my identity. She did not appear confused during the interviews and 

our interactions were warm and friendly. She, furthermore, seemed to enjoy our 

conversations and said so. I did not approach Fanny with any kind of feeling of 

superiority or as someone who “already knows”, on the contrary.  

I included only an image of a public decree and the cover of a French newspaper that is 

old enough to be shared according to French copyright law. I did not want to publish 

photos from Algeria that may show people who cannot consent to their image being 

used. With regards to the Jewish Algerian voices discussed, I have lived long enough in 

France to know that it would (rightfully) be considered a serious ethical breach to 

include voices that do not speak for Algerian Jews. Jewish Algerian public figures that 

voice mainly universalist French Republican ideas were therefore not included as 

Jewish Algerian voices.  
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4.6. Successes and Limitations 

My thematic content analysis allowed me to conclude with certainty that French 

colonial communication and media discourse significantly impacted the experiences of 

belonging and exclusion for the Algerian Jews, both in Algeria and in France. I was also 

able to draw tentative conclusions concerning how this affected the Jewish Algerian 

identity and where their voices are now. 

I consider the thematic content analyses of Bensahli’s and Stora’s respective books a 

success in terms of making meaning of their experiences within a postcolonial 

framework. Moreover in analyzing the interview material, Fanny’s words were very 

clear on who her in-groups and out-groups were at every step of the way. This made 

them easy to analyze post-interview. The possibilities of including Jewish Algerian 

voices were limited because most Jewish Algerians in France do not seem to speak up 

in connection to this group. Though I have not found any statistics that confirm this, I 

have encountered this reality in my work and it is also stated by authors like Stora.  

I, furthermore, felt limited in my ability to obtain Algerian media material from the 

years following independence. Bensahli’s accounts filled some of the gaps since she has 

spent most of her life in Algeria and discusses Algerian media discourse on the subject 

of the Algerian Jews in her book. Another general limitation is access to the experiences 

of women historically since most events throughout history have been documented by 

men. Naturally Fanny’s experiences may not be said to represent those of Algerian 

Jewish women in general and we can also never be entirely certain of the veracity of the 

information obtained in interviewing which may be said to be a limitation in most social 

science research.  

My research is not quantitative and may not be generalized. However, it may be said to 

be transferable; its insights may apply in other contexts that are similar although not 

identical. It may encourage future studies to pay attention to marginalized groups within 

colonized peoples or within other marginalized groups. The doubly or triply 

marginalized, who may be an ethnic or religious minority group within a marginalized 

group or simply women within a marginalized group, may have yet another story to tell 

than the “dominant” people within the marginalized group.  
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5. Analysis 

 

5.1. The Jewish Population in North Africa from around Year 600 B.C. 

In her book, L’Algérie juive. L’autre moi que je connais si peu [Jewish Algeria. The 

other me I know so little about], the Algerian author Bensahli expresses a longing for 

her country’s lost Jewish populations and attempts to trace Jewish history in the 

country. She discusses the Jewish cultural heritage still tangible in Algeria despite the 

fact that fewer than 200 people of Jewish faith are estimated to live there today. Why 

does her aunt speak of “preparing a Jewish pancake” (without animal fat and yeast)? 

Why did her grandmother never cook meat in the pot in which she boiled milk? Why is 

the market street in Blida called “Zen ‘qet lihoud” (street of the Jews)? Why is the 

Algerian word for shop “hanout” (the word the Jewish Algerians used) while in other 

Arab countries it is “mahal” or “dükkan”? (Bensahli, 2024, p. 13). Bensahli argues that, 

just as Algeria has recently admitted that there is a Berber Algeria, it should admit that 

there is a Jewish Algeria (Bensahli, 2024, p. 14).  

Apart from biblical stories about Hebrews in Egypt, many believe Djerba, currently 

Tunisia, was the first place in North Africa to which Jewish populations arrived after the 

destruction of the first temple by Nabuchodonosor in 586 B.C. (Bensahli, 2024, p. 22). 

Written records show that Christians were confronted with resistance from Jewish 

populations who already lived near the North African coasts, for example around 

Carthage, when Christianity started to spread in North Africa in the early first century 

A.D. (Bensahli, 2024, p. 23). There was simultaneously also another separate Jewish 

population already living in the region, slightly further south; the Berber Jews (Marcel, 

1946, p. 2).  

 

5.2. Minorities in Algeria from the 8th Century Onwards 

Significant in the testimonies of both Bensahli and Benjamin Stora, in his book Les trois 

exils, juifs d’Algérie [The three exiles, Jews of Algeria], is the discussion on how the 

system of dhimmitude, imposed on non-Muslim citizens from the arrival of the Arab-

Islamic empire in the 7th century and up until French colonization in 1830, shaped 

belonging and exclusion among groups and encouraged phenomena of othering. The 
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Jewish populations in North Africa had diminished with mass conversions to 

Christianity, and later to Islam, without ever completely disappearing (Stora, 2006, p. 

11). Dhimmis had to be discreet, not leave their houses after dark, and wear certain 

designated colors (often blue or yellow) as well as shoes that were too small for their 

feet and let the heel touch the ground. They were not allowed to possess weapons and 

had to step aside when Muslims passed them in the street. The murder of Jewish 

dhimmis did not carry the death penalty (Bensahli, 2024, p. 65).  

Meant as a compromise for vanquished populations, in practice dhimmitude was a form 

of marginalization. It is not hard to imagine that Jewish populations experienced 

exclusion from the dominant population and, conversely, more belonging with members 

of society that held a similar status to theirs. It also partly explains why the “liberation” 

that the French colonials later promised the Algerian Jews seemed attractive to many of 

them. The system of dhimmitude may remind us of the situation of marginalized 

peoples in other parts of the world. Even in places where the formal rules for minorities 

are less discriminatory, their presence may be merely tolerated and only when they 

make themselves small, almost invisible. 

Bensahli points out that the existence of the system of dhimmitude has sometimes been 

used to deconstruct Said’s Orientalism (in particular his criticism of the Christian 

European stereotype about Arabs as being inherently violent) because some people 

claim the dhimmitude system does show an inherent racism among Arab Muslims 

which is a form of violence (Bensahli, 2024, p. 58). On this subject, it seems reasonable 

to point out that both a vision of any particular group of people as inherently violent and 

a vision of any particular group of people as inherently non-violent would be 

stereotypical and therefore incorrect.  

It is unclear to which point all of the rules for dhimmis were always enforced in Algeria 

(Bensahli, 2024, p. 66). All of the rules do not seem to have been enforced all of the 

time, nor for all non-Muslims, nor in all places (Bensahli, 2024, p. 63). Certain kings 

were also likely more favorable of Jewish populations than others. For example, in 1792 

the Ottoman bey Mohamed Ben Osman offered the Jewish community of Mascara to 

move into a neighborhood in Oran from which he had evacuated a Spanish population 

(Bensahli, 2024, p. 71).  
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5.3. Ethnic and Religious Groups During the French Colonial Period 

Winning the Algerian Jews’ allegiance was key in France’s colonial strategy and this 

was reflected in its communication. In 1827, the French consul Pierre Deval was 

slapped with a flywhisk at a public event by the Algerian king because of a debt from 

wheat purchases that Napoleon Bonaparte’s France was no longer able to pay after their 

defeat at the Battle of Waterloo (de Lange, 2021, p. 943). Two Jewish in-betweens were 

involved in the transaction and found themselves unable to pay their debt to the 

Regency of Algiers unless France first paid its debt to them (Abun-Nasr, 1987, p. 260). 

The conflict escalated into a blockade and in 1830 France seized Algiers and other 

Algerian coastal communities. Shortly after, Hussein Dey, the ruler of the Regency of 

Algiers, affiliated with of the Ottoman Empire, fled the country.  

Algeria was considered the most important of all French colonies because of its fertile 

coastal regions, because oils and minerals found there were essential to the French 

economy, (de la Rosa, 2022, p. 63) and because the land was also a convenient gateway 

into Equatorial Africa. The fear among French decision-makers that Jewish Algerians 

in-betweens and merchants may not cooperate with their colonial goals prompted them 

to develop strategies for them to become French. The fact that French rabbis were sent 

to Algeria in a “civilizing mission” to influence Algerian Jews to abandon their social, 

political, and clothing habits and become more “modern” (Stora, 2006, p. 45) does not 

seem to be frequently mentioned in postcolonial literature that discusses Algeria. 

Algerian rabbis were described as fanatical, loud, and illiterate (Stora, 2006, p. 47) 

which helped justify the intervention. 

Following the reorganization of Catholic and Protestant affairs in France through Le 

Concordat and Les articles organiques in 1801-1802, Napoleon had decided to also 

verify the compatibility of Judaism with the Napoleonic code (French civil law) through 

an official consultation with high standing Jewish members of French society called Le 

Grand Sanhedrin in 1807 (Bensahli, 2024, p. 126). French Jews had also only recently 

been accorded citizenship, in the aftermath of the French Revolution, and efforts to 

assimilate them were thus under way. This contributed to making it seem acceptable 

that the Algerian Jews also become French while a separate family law system was 

created for Algerian Muslims. Power over Jewish affairs was given to the state, in the 

image of what had been organized by Napoleon in France. (Bensahli, 2024, p. 169). 
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Rabbinical courts were removed, and several French Jewish consistories (state-regulated 

religious councils over Jewish affairs) were set up in Algeria. Only strictly religious or 

family affairs were to stay under the influence of rabbis while French civil law took 

precedence.  

Communicating the values of the French Republic in Algeria was a fundamental part of 

the colonial strategy. When prior to Algerian Jews being accorded French citizenship 

through the Crémieux Decree it had been proposed to both Muslim and Jews to become 

French citizens on the condition of partly abandoning their religious and cultural 

practices, there had, however, been a very low interest. With the Crémieux Decree, 

Algerian Jews came to share the same nationality as the colonials whether they wanted 

to or not. Though many had previously been opposed to the French invasion (Stora, 

2006, p. 41), they now began abandoning the Arab language and started to speak French 

instead (Stora, 2006, p. 13). Communication alone had in this case not been enough. 

 

 

The publication of the Crémieux Decree (Gouvernement de la Défense nationale, 1870). 

 

Around 35,000-37,000 Algerian Jews ended up gaining automatic French citizenship in 

1870. Some of the Jewish populations in Algeria were Sephardic and Livornese Jews 

whose descendants had been expelled from Spain, Portugal (Sephardic), or Italy 

(Livornese) some generations earlier. Others were older Jewish populations of Berber or 

Moorish origin, as previously mentioned. American historian Sarah Abrevaya Stein 

discusses an exception to the Crémieux decree in her article Dividing south from north: 
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French colonialism, Jews and the French Sahara (2012). Southern Saharan Algerian 

Jews were not granted French citizenship like the other Jewish Algerian populations 

because they lived in an area in which this would likely have caused tension and unrest 

for the French. Groups of Algerian Saharan Jews petitioned and wrote letters to French 

authorities to demand that also they obtain automatic French citizenship but were 

rejected and said to seek only the benefits of citizenship without the obligations such as 

military service (Abrevaya Stein, 2012, p. 781). This demonstrates how, also within the 

Jewish Algerian populations, there were groups that were even more marginalized; the 

marginalized within the marginalized. It also demonstrates how many Algerian Jews 

were favorable of becoming French. 

Stora, however, considers the passage from dhimmitude to equality with other 

indigenous populations in Algeria to represent the first of the three exiles discussed in 

his book. He considers it an exile not because Algerian Jews were no longer dhimmis 

but because they lost so much of their culture in the process. According to Stora, there 

was an almost messianic hope among many Algerian Jews when the French promised 

them citizenship. However, the Messiah did not manifest a Jewish Algerian dream but a 

French one. He quotes Grand rabbi Emmanuel Chouchana who describes how there was 

an expectation on Algerian Jews to no longer be religious because that would signify a 

failure to respect their duties as French citizens (Stora, 2006, p. 55). 

Before French colonization, Jewish populations were mostly living in poverty in the 

countryside, only the richer Livornese (Italian) Jews had been living in the cities (Stora, 

2006, p. 136). With mandatory French schooling, the French lifestyle was 

communicated and imposed, Algerian Jews started moving into the cities, and what 

followed was an ambivalent and hybrid position in society. Some Jews “forgot they 

were Berbers”, Bensahli states (Bensahli, 2024, p. 174). The pressure on colonized 

Jewish Algerians to not only conform to a more European way of practicing their 

religion but also to behave in line with French secular norms likely caused internalized 

otherness in many. French citizenship and belonging were conditional and depended on 

giving up parts of the self. This is not in contradiction with the fact that there were 

perhaps Algerian Jewish women (and men) who were also partly relieved by the 

introduction of the French secular culture since it did, in some respects, offer them new 

possibilities. As mentioned, colonized people are not passive actors without agency and 
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Jewish Algerians likely responded to French colonial strategies with their own strategies 

that would increase their chances of survival and livelihood. 

The colonized Algerian population seems to have often been perceived and spoken of, 

by outsiders, as more homogenous than it really was. This is consistent with the 

homogeneity bias which may have led several postcolonial theorists to believe that the 

Algerians were a rather uniform population. Unless there were other reasons for not 

mentioning its minorities. The homogeneity bias also encourages the creation of 

stereotypes particularly about other groups than one’s own because a stereotype is more 

easily developed about a group perceived as homogenous. Out-groups are believed to 

consist of people who all think, believe, and want the same thing. Examples of common 

terms that likely stem from a homogeneity bias include “The Muslim World”, “The 

Jewish Community”, and “the Western world”. Furthermore it should be noted that the 

modern umbrella term “Mizrahi Jews” (Eastern Jews), for Jewish populations with 

origins in the Middle East and North Africa, became more commonly employed only in 

the 20th century and was not used in 19th century Algeria. 

Bensahli describes precisely this bias that she has observed in her country, Algeria, in 

discourse today concerning its Jewish populations. She states that Algerian Jews are 

often viewed by Algerian Muslims, in historical contexts, as a uniform and homogenous 

block of people that was assimilated into French culture (Bensahli, 2024, p. 255). The 

number of Jews living in Algeria today is close to zero, as mentioned. Many Algerian 

Jews also do not feel completely at home in France. This is stated by Stora and also 

shows up in the voices of other Algerian Jews in exile, as we shall see. Memmi, 

furthermore, describes in his 1962 article Am I a traitor? how Algerian Jews were 

considered traitors by both independent Algeria, for being too close to the French 

colonizers, and by the French for not being loyal enough (Memmi, 1962).  

When Said discusses how colonialism and imperialism operate through cultural 

imagination and stereotypes, and identifies a construction of an Oriental Other, he 

portrays this as being applied against all people inhabiting the Ottoman Empire (Said, 

1978/2003, p. 207) without discussing the specific experiences of doubly marginalized 

populations who are: (1) colonized, and (2) already marginalized within their own 

society. In the case of Algeria, Jewish Algerian women were also viewed through the 
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lens of an Oriental stereotype just like the Muslim Algerian women (Bensahli, 2024, p. 

109). Yet, they were marginalized partly in different ways.  

Fanon’s simplified view of a unified oppressor against a unified oppressed in Algeria 

may likewise stem from a homogeneity bias. Taking into account complexities and 

moving away from binary representations may give us a more accurate picture of 

colonial Algeria. Although we may never be able to completely escape our own 

homogeneity biases, keeping in mind that we often have them can go a long way to 

correct misinterpretations of situations and events when they occur and additionally 

encourage the inclusion of minority voices. 

Despite having French citizenship, Jewish Algerian populations were still generally 

regarded as inferior indigineous populations by the French colonials present in Algeria, 

like the Muslim populations (Bensahli, 2024, p. 151) and were often represented with 

hostility in media discourse. Several French publications circulating in Algeria even had 

clear anti-Jewish names such as L'Antijuif algérien [The Algerian Anti-Jew] (1897) 

founded in Algiers by Max Régis, and L'Anti-Juif [The Anti-Jew] (1898), founded in 

Paris by Jules Guérin. French anti-Jewish sentiment during the 19th century included 

stereotypes about Jews being wealthy and the Jewish Algerians were used in campaigns 

by French extremist politicians who traveled to Algeria to demonize them for political 

gain by claiming that they were rich. However, Bensahli notes that even in the years 

leading up to World War II, out of 12,000 Jewish inhabitants of Algiers 8,000 survived 

thanks to community donations. In the city of Constantine, only 20 out of 1024 Jewish 

voters were property owners (Bensahli, 2024, p. 105). 

In 1940, the French Vichy government, allied with Germany, revoked French 

citizenship for all Algerian Jews. This is the second exile for the Algerian Jews 

discussed by Stora in his book. Jewish public civil servants were laid off, Jewish 

businesses were forced to close, and Jewish children were forced to leave the public 

schools (Bensahli, 2024, 187). Three years later, French President in exile, Charles de 

Gaulle, decided to give Algerian Jews their citizenship back as he arrived in Algiers in 

May 1943 to gather support for the French resistance following his exile in London. 

This support was an essential contributing element to the allies winning World War II. 

Moreover many Algerian Jews (and Algerian Muslims) fought alongside French 

soldiers against Nazi Germany and its allies during the last years of World War II. 
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The revocation of the Crémieux Decree on the front page of Le Matin (1940). 

 

5.4. Algerian Independence 

In the early 1950’s, the Jewish populations in Algeria counted around 130,000 people 

out of approximately 10 million people in total in the country (Stora, 2006, p. 136). Out 

of the 10 million people, around 9 million were Muslim and around 1 million counted 

as French (the Jewish populations included). De Gaulle resisted Algerian independence 

calls during the first years of the Algerian War that started in 1954. However, 

international pressure increased and de Gaulle gave in. Many pieds-noirs did not 

perceive him as honest and straightforward about his plans until a referendum on 

January 8th 1961 showed that 75% of people in France and 70% of people in Algeria 

were in favor of de Gaulle’s policy of self-determination for the country (Alexander and 

Keiger, 2002, p. 146). 

During the last years of the Algerian War (that lasted from 1954 to 1962) leading up to 

Algerian independence, life was becoming almost impossible for the Jewish 

populations. Synagogues and other Jewish sites were incessantly targeted with deadly 

attacks (Abitbol and Astro, 1994, p. 248). Bensahli and Stora both describe, however, 
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how parts of the Algerian Jewish communities fought alongside the Algerian Muslims 

for independence. According to Stora, Algerian Jews generally could not imagine 

staying in independent Algeria because they were afraid of becoming dhimmis again 

and thereby being marginalized and excluded (Stora, 2006, p. 130). Most Algerian 

Jews, around 110,000-120,000, left permanently for France along with the other pieds-

noirs around the time that France declared Algeria independent in 1962 (Stora, 2006, p. 

170). Some managed to buy plane tickets for Paris after queueing for several nights. 

Most traveled by boat and arrived in the south of France where they were housed in 

camps for months. This is the third exile for the Algerian Jews discussed by Stora in his 

book; being forced to leave Algeria. Those who left shortly before independence had to 

leave all of their property and assets behind. 

Despite this, the situation of the Algerian Jews was not discussed in French media. The 

Algerian Jews were generally perceived as pieds-noirs in France and it was not well 

understood that they were an old Algerian population whose ancestors had a long 

history in the land alongside Muslim Arabs and, even earlier, alongside Berber North 

Africans (Stora, 2006, p. 10). Stora points out that although French anti-Jewish 

sentiment had singled out Algerian Jews during several periods of colonial history, the 

Algerian Jews were later rarely called “the Algerian Jews” by the French. Following 

Algerian independence, they were not referred to as “the Algerian Jews”, in the way the 

French spoke of “the Moroccan Jews” or “the Tunisian Jews”. They also did not refer to 

themselves as “Algerian Jews”. That is how diluted in the French pied-noir identity the 

historic reality of the Algerian Jews had become (Stora, 2006, p. 10). Furthermore in 

France, the Algerian Jews generally did not feel a strong belonging with the French 

Ashkenazi Jews, according to Stora, since they were culturally different, nor with other 

North African Jews who were much less assimilated into French secular culture (Stora, 

2006, p. 172).  

The pieds-noirs saw themselves as separate from the metropolitan French population 

and the feeling was mutual according to Fiona Barclay in her article Reporting on 1962: 

the evolution of pied-noir identity across 50 years of print media (Barclay, 2014, p. 

199). They were not given a voice in the 1960’s and media coverage portrayed them as 

exclusively extreme-right and European although many of them of course were neither. 

The cover of Paris Match from June 2, 1962, shows a photo of a father with his blonde 
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child in his arms and his wife by his side crying into a handkerchief. The translated 

headline reads: Does France still love us? (Barclay, 2014, p. 201). This participated in a 

broader dehumanization of the pieds-noirs in the French press. While they had to leave 

all of their belongings and livelihoods behind and complained nothing was being done 

to help them, the media focused on the cost of bringing them to metropolitan France. 

The mayor of Marseille, the southern French city where many pieds-noirs had arrived 

by boat, told journalists: “They must leave Marseille quickly” and stated off the record: 

“The pieds-noirs must be thrown into the sea!” (Barclay, 2014, p. 201).  

Bensahli feels Algeria without its minority populations became more closed and 

focused on one single Arabo-Muslim identity for the whole country. Berber populations 

were marginalized and some of them (especially Kabyle populations) protested. Stora 

believes Algerian Muslims generally had failed to understand that French citizenship 

had ended up representing an emancipation for the Algerian Jews and were taken by 

surprise by them leaving the country at independence (Stora, 2006, p. 14). 

Simultaneously a clause in the new Algerian constitution specifically stated that all 

Algerians must be Muslim (Bensahli, 2024, p. 261).  

Bensahli considers both the main occidental and the main Arabo-Muslim world views 

often represented in media to be Manichean, over-simplistic, and domineering. She 

wishes for the development of more grounded visions of history and of the world 

(Bensahli, 2024, p. 266). The message of her book is clear: Algeria is the home of not 

only Arabo-Muslim populations but also of Jewish Algerian populations and other 

minorities. A strength in her text is that she considers historical complexities and 

recognizes that the Algerian Jews were also colonial subjects.  

Stora’s description of the Jewish Algerian experiences represents, as mentioned, a 

personal testimony thanks to him having personally lived through the exile of 1962 and 

also having done extensive historic research on Jewish life in Algeria. Most of the 

information in his book, however, reflects the experiences and viewpoints of men. This 

is partly a result of men having held more important positions in society during the time 

period discussed. There were, for example, no female rabbis at the time who could 

express themselves on Jewish life in Algeria before and during French colonial rule and 

women did not document their lived experiences and opinions to the same extent as 

men.  
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5.5. A Colonized Woman’s Perspective  

Bensahli wonders about “The other me that I know so little about” in her book. The 

interview with Fanny respresents an additional personal testimony and a way to answer 

Bensahli. She is a woman born only a few years before World War II, a period during 

which the persection of Jews was intensified even though Algerian Jews were not 

deported to the death camps in Europe. Fanny now lives in metropolitan France where I 

interviewed her.  

Fanny’s family was completely francophone during her childhood. One thing that 

immediately stands out in her story is that, while living in Algeria, she considers herself 

to be part of the French. It is her in-group. She says: “We were one million and they 

were ten million”. “They” being the Muslims, the non-French. When she states there 

were never any “mixed weddings”, she apparently does not include her own wedding in 

this category even though she married a Catholic Spanish man. This signals belonging 

with the pied-noir culture rather than with the Jewish Algerian culture. At the same 

time, she says she was born in Algeria, not in France, and it is in North Africa that she 

feels at home. This reflects a hybrid identity. Sometimes she refers to her out-group in 

Algeria as “the Muslims” and sometimes as “the Algerians”. Conversely, sometimes she 

refers to herself as French and sometimes as Algerian. However, when Fanny describes 

arriving in Paris around the time of Algerian independence, she refers to “the French” as 

being the people from metropolitan France and no longer includes herself in this group. 

Suddenly, the French are “the others” in relation to herself and her in-group is now the 

pieds-noirs from Algeria.  

Their lifestyle in Algiers, including the food they ate, indicates a hybrid 

Algerian/French/pied-noir culture; oysters and white wine for breakfast on a Sunday 

morning in the harbor of Sidi Ferruch with her fiancé, merguez and Spanish bread on 

the beach with her friends, couscous at home cooked by her mother. Fanny’s identity in 

relation to the French does not seem fixed. Her in-group and out-group both change 

when she changes countries. This is an example of how the relationship between the 

colonizer and the colonized may become ambivalent and hybrid. Bhabha calls it 

“mimicry” when the colonized internalizes the norms and values of the colonizer and 

subsequently both desires and resists the colonial power (Bhabha, 1994, p. 86).  
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The Algerian Jews thus appeared to be more secular and assimilated than several other 

Jewish populations in France during the decades following Algerian independence 

(Stora, 2006, p. 173). One can sense the French pied-noir identity in Fanny’s story. Her 

word choices seem to translate a closer identification with the pied-noir culture than 

with any other. It is, moreover, interesting to note that Fanny says she feels closer to 

Arab second-generation immigrant women of North African origin than to French 

women of metropolitan French origin and more easily becomes friends with the former. 

They have “things in common”.  

Fanny does not resemble a victim stereotype of a colonized woman. She appears strong 

and determined. For example, when her new Parisian colleagues exclude her because 

they assume all French citizens arriving from Algeria around 1962 are OAS (the Secret 

Armed Organization) and extreme-right, she confronts them and they admit they are 

wrong. The French metropolitan political and media discourse at the time was simplistic 

and binary, ignorant of the realities and lived experiences of the people on the ground 

(Macé, 2014, para. 12), which likely influenced Fanny’s colleagues’ understanding of 

Algeria and the way they treated her.  

“We did not know France had colonized Algeria, no one told us. We were at home; it 

was our country”, Fanny says about her childhood. She wishes de Gaulle had been 

honest with them in the last years of colonial Algeria. She wishes for her husband they 

had not been forced to leave Algiers and start all over in Paris; a city he was never 

happy in. She wishes they had not lost everything. She says she has never returned to 

Algeria after that day in June 1962 when they pretended they were just going to France 

on vacation. However, arriving in Tunisia years later on a visit, feeling the atmosphere 

and smelling the air, she thought: “I am home”. This indicates the kind of belonging that 

transcends papers and passports. 

 

5.6. Public Voices in Exile  

Reconciliation attempts with the pieds-noirs have later been made in France according 

to Barclay, especially around 2012 (50 years after the exile). Headlines giving voice to 

pieds-noirs started appearing. Translated, they read: For us the scar never heals in Le 

Figaro, January 27, 2012, and We were sacrificed as well as I still dream about Algiers 

almost every night in Le Monde, March 19, 2012, (Barclay, 2014, p. 207). It should be 
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noted that this media coverage speaks of the experiences of the pieds-noirs, not 

specifically of those of the Algerian Jews. Few Algerian Jews seem to speak up publicly 

as such because most consider themselves pieds-noirs or simply French, as described by 

Stora and as observed in the interview with Fanny. They may also want to be known as 

only French because they identify with French secular ideas or because they do not want 

to be associated with the extreme-right image that was painted of them in French media 

nor become targets for antisemitic attacks. People of Jewish faith are targeted by hate 

crimes more than any other group in France (Commission Consultative des Droits de 

l’Homme, 2022). 

There are, however, some public expressions of longing for Algeria among a few 

Jewish Algerian artists in exile. For example, the famous French musician Enrico 

Macias (stage name), born in Constantine in 1938, has long dreamt of playing in 

Algeria but has not been able to do so because, when the occasion presented itself, the 

Algerian authorities canceled his tour last minute. Macias states that he felt betrayed, 

hurt and humiliated (Stora, 2006, p. 176). Nicknamed “L’oriental” [The Oriental], he 

has continuously been denied entry but continues to state that he wants to return to 

Algeria before he dies (L’invité TV5 Monde, 2023).  

The voices of two younger well-known Algerian Jews are worth mentioning since they 

have spoken of their Jewish Algerian heritage publicly, even though they left Algeria as 

children like Stora. Firstly, filmmaker Jacqueline Mass’ouda Gozland, born in 

Constantine in 1953, has returned to Algeria several times since the exile and made a 

film on the Jewish Algerian singer Reinette l’Oranaise (stage name) who rose to fame in 

Algeria by performing Arabic and Judeo-Arabic style music at Jewish and Muslim 

ceremonies despite having become blind from smallpox as a child (Gozland, 2017). 

Gozland speaks of Algeria as her home. Secondly, singer Patrick Bruel (stage name), 

born in Tlemcen in 1959, has returned to Algeria several times in recent years and states 

that he does not want his link to the country to freeze or become a “distant folklore” 

(Benamour, 2023, para. 28).  

Younger generations of Algerian Jews, like Gozland and Bruel, seem to speak more 

easily of Algeria than the people who experienced the exile as adults. However, the 

public francophone voices are still rare. Samuel Everett, a researcher on Jewish history 

in North Africa, draws the same conclusion: there is no real visibility of Jewish 
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Algerian figures in France and there is no visibility of Jewish heritage in Algeria 

(Benamour, 2023, para. 25). 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

6.1. Communication Encouraging New Belongings and Exclusions 

My research set out to examine how French communication encouraged new 

experiences of belonging and exclusion in the Jewish Algerian populations, how this 

affected their identity, and where their voices are today. It found that both official 

communication related to colonial strategies and media discourse had significant effects 

and that Jewish Algerians as a result largely started identifying as pieds-noirs and 

sometimes as just French. Communication around strategies like the civilizing mission 

and the Crémieux decree early on had profound impacts on the Algerian Jews’ position 

in Algerian society and on how they viewed themselves. In addition, the communication 

that was administered through French mandatory schooling encouraged separation with 

the Algerian Arabo-Muslim culture and assimilation into the French pied-noir culture. 

Agreeing to assimilate within the colonial context was likely a survival strategy for the 

Jewish Algerians. Also, they had little choice in the matter. The experience resulted in 

hybridity, internalized otherness, and an ambiguous position in society.  

While already living with internalized otherness, French anti-Jewish discourse before 

and during the revocation of the Crémieux decree in 1940, furthermore, caused a real 

exclusion from the French national community. The Jewish Algerian exile a couple of 

decades later at Algerian independence was accompanied by a French media discourse 

that made Algerian Jews invisible while simultaneously demonizing them and the other 

pieds-noirs as European extreme-right ideologues. Giving Algerian Jews automatic 

French citizenship had officially placed them on the side of the colonizers. Moreover 

the new situations of belonging and exclusion they faced in metropolitan France 

following the exile were largely influenced by this discourse.  

While searching for contemporary Jewish Algerian voices in France, I realized there 

were very few available. At one point it even made me wonder whether it was ethically 
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wrong of me to discuss their specific lived experiences. After all, most of them seem to 

simply want to be known as pieds-noirs or French and do not demand that their Jewish 

Algerian voices be represented. However, I consider the story of the Algerian Jews to 

illustrate a gap in postcolonial thought and discourse which in itself merits the study I 

have carried out although it is merely exploratory. Taking into account the experiences 

of the marginalized within the marginalized when studying colonial and postcolonial 

power dynamics makes analyses more accurate.  

 

6.2. Why So Few Jewish Algerian Voices? 

The Algerian Jews have not only lost their country. Their experiences and identity have 

often been made invisible in much of French, Algerian, and postcolonial discouse. 

Although many minority groups around the world live in conditions in which they are 

tolerated only as long as they make themselves small, this is not necessarily the same 

thing as having their identity almost entirely erased in discourse. This difference is well 

exemplified by comparing the pre-colonial dhimmitude system in Algeria, during which 

Jewish presence was tolerated as long as it was discrete, with the colonial period in 

Algeria during which French discourse and policies ended up near erasing the Jewish 

Algerian identity by absorbing it in addition to having it uprooted.  

There are few Jewish Algerian voices today because Jewish Algerians largely do not 

identify as such. Furthermore in a few years’ time, the ones who live in exile will have 

passed. However, the Jewish Algerian voices that are represented in French media all 

say the same thing: they miss Algeria and some parts of them want to “go home”.  In 

academic and media contexts, we may draw lessons from their experiences and more 

systematically ask whose story is being told. Otherwise, we risk reinforcing the 

exclusion of already doubly or triply marginalized groups through our discourse. People 

may only have a say when they are included in discourse and when they are allowed to 

be visible. Whenever we are presented with a narrative that includes blocks of people 

and generalizations, we should become suspicious. We should ask ourselves: whose 

stories are perhaps hidden behind this simplified and binary version of reality? We need 

to be aware of possible omissions or manipulations in discourse that can make us 

perceive a group as homogenous and miss the fact that there are further marginalized 



 

  

 

40 

people within that group whose voices are not heard and whose needs can therefore not 

be met.  

In addition, we should be wary of generalizations concerning the experiences of 

members of any group. Belonging and exclusion, like identity, have many individual 

influences and every life story is unique. As mentioned, this may be more easily 

forgotten when we discuss the lives of people who are from a group we know less well. 

This is due to the homogeneity bias that creates a tendency to view our in-group as 

more heterogenous and composed of unique individuals than our out-groups. 

 

6.3. Looking Ahead 

Despite the fact that Bensahli’s recent book on Jewish Algerian heritage was banned by 

the Algerian authorities shortly after its publication, there appears to have been a slowly 

growing willingness by Algerian authorities to recognize Jewish Algerian cultural 

contributions and for Algerian media to re-engage with Algeria’s Jewish heritage in 

recent years. In 2014, the Minister of Religious Affairs announced that synagogues in 

the country would re-open altough it never went ahead. (K. – La Revue, 2022, para. 14). 

Moreover in 2018 the private Algerian TV channel Echourouk aired a supposed 

documentary that attempted to trace Jewish Algerian history and featured people who 

claimed to be Jewish living hidden lives in Algeria, without showing their faces (K. – 

La Revue, 2022, para. 19).  

I hope that my study may serve as a reminder that populations are never homogenous. 

Future heightened awareness in academic and media communication may help include 

the voices of the marginalized within the marginalized in discourse. I also hope that the 

few Jews living in Algeria today will soon no longer need to hide. Algerian voices like 

Bensahli’s are essential for that to happen. 
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