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			The Battle of Algiers

			Key information

			
					When: 7 January – 8 October 1957

					Where: Algiers

					Context: The Algerian War (1954-1962)

					Belligerents: France against the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN)

					Commanders and leaders:	Jacques Massu, French General (1908-2002)

	Roger Trinquier, French superior paratrooper officer (1908-1986)

	Mohamed Larbi Ben M’hidi, responsible for armed action in Algiers (1923-1957)

	Yacef Saâdi, head of the autonomous zone of Algiers (born in 1928)




					Outcome: French victory

					Victims:	Algerian camp: between 1 000 and 3 000 deaths

	French camp: approximately 374 dead and 917 wounded




			

			Introduction

			The Battle of Algiers, also called the “great repression”, was a particularly painful episode in the Algerian war, which was rooted in the context of decolonization. The fighting lasted for nine months between the 10th Parachute Division of General Jacques Massu and the Algerian nationalist National Liberation Front (FLN). Unlike a conventional war between two armies, it was, on the part of France, a true commando operation, whose methods would later be denounced by international public opinion.

			In the summer of 1956, the center of Algiers was shaken by a series of terrorist attacks by the FLN which, wanting to destabilize French society and demonstrate to the world the legitimacy of its fight for independence, aimed for the center of French power in Algeria. Directly threatened, France decided to fight back and on 7 January 1957, the troops of General Jacques Massu entered the kasbah of Algiers, a Muslim neighborhood where nearly 75 000 individuals resided. There, the French soldiers defended themselves by leading a war against insurgency, using techniques that were developed by studying the Viet Minh (Vietnamese political and paramilitary organization) during the Indochina War (1946-1954).

			While the deadly bombings of the FLN multiplied, thus radicalizing the French population in Algeria even more, French paratroopers and commandos identified, searched, questioned, imprisoned, tortured and killed in order to dismantle the terrorist resistance network. The battle ended in October 1957 with the arrest of the most influential members, marking the dismantling of the FLN, and temporarily ending the violence. Although the Battle of Algiers was only a short episode of the conflict, it would serve to denounce the abuses committed by France in its struggle to keep Algeria French. Indeed, cornered by critics, the government decided, under the authority of Charles de Gaulle (1890-1970), to abandon the fighting and, on 18 March 1962, France signed the Evian agreements to enshrine the independence of Algeria after eight years of fierce resistance.

		


		
			Political and social context

			The decolonization phenomenon

			In the 19th century, colonization was carried out by a handful of European countries, including Britain, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany and Italy, which possessed all of Africa and much of Asia by the end of the century, therefore ruling over hundreds of millions of people. The two world wars (1914-1918 and 1939-1945), however, marked the cessation of European settlement. The prestige of France and Britain was indeed heavily marred by numerous military defeats and the significance of human and material losses suffered during the fighting.

			Moreover, the people of Europe were gradually becoming aware of the dire living conditions of the colonized peoples, while, from the interwar period, independence movements were emerging in the colonies, led by a few intellectual elite. These movements more or less succeeded in rallying the masses which remained largely illiterate. During the Second World War, due to the weakened colonial control and the forced recruitment of thousands of colonial fighters, these movements were radicalized and emitted claims in order to obtain their emancipation. In the Middle East, some colonies took advantage of this change in the balance of power to claim their independence. This was particularly the case with Syria and Lebanon, who gained independence from France in September 1941 and November 1943 respectively.

			Although in 1945, France and Britain still occupied most of the colonized space, they had lost a significant part of their economic power and prestige. That is why France, defeated by the German army in 1940, was keen to retain its empire, while Britain, undefeated and more pragmatic, considered the situation more in terms of economic interest.

			The United Nations Charter signed in 1945 marked the birth of the UN and also proclaimed the right of all peoples to be self-determined, which would be interpreted by the colonies as a call to intensify the claims.

			While some colonies gained independence in a relatively calm manner, often in exchange for territorial or political economic benefits, others were forced to resort to arms in order to achieve this ideal. However, after the weakening of the European nations during the Second World War, the tension from the Cold War (1947-1989) facilitated the process of decolonization.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Cold War was an ideological conflict fought between 1947 and 1989, with a Western bloc led by the United States against an Eastern bloc led by the Soviet Union. The term “cold” refers to the fact that, during this period, there would never be a direct armed conflict between the two main belligerents. 

					While the Americans and the Russians were the big winners of the Second World War, they strongly opposed the colonial aspirations of the European powers. The first, having achieved independence from Britain in 1776, had defended the freedom of peoples to choose their own form of government ever since. The Soviets in turn followed the precepts of the founding father Vladimir Illyich Lenin (1870-1924), who advocated the emancipation of the peoples on the way to the revolution. However, the ideological divide between the two powers affected the demands for independence of the colonized peoples. This was very visible in Asia, where a Russian-Chinese mainland influenced by communism opposed a Southern Asia that opened on seas under American influence. Since then, several leaders of independence movements who had openly proclaimed themselves Marxists (movement of thought advocating class warfare) had been at the head of influential communist parties. Meanwhile, the United States maintained colonial authority in the countries remote from Marxism to ensure the cohesion of the block.

					In 1955, the Bandung Conference (Indonesia) was held, bringing together the leaders of the former colonies, led by Gamal Abdel Nasser, the future Egyptian president (1918-1970). They were aiming to stand out from the bipolar logic of the Cold War (anti-imperialism versus anti-communism) by becoming champions of anti-colonialism. This movement born of the Cold War logically amplified the liberation movements for independence, particularly in Africa.

				

			

			The Philippines, one of the few American colonies, was the first to achieve independence after the war. This was followed by the former British colonies of India, Pakistan, Burma and Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in 1947. Meanwhile, France liberated the French Indochina in 1954, after eight years of war. In North Africa, Morocco and Tunisia, a French protectorate, became independent in 1956. The majority of the sub-Saharan French and British African colonies would be released between 1957 and 1962.

			
				
					Good to know

					The French defeat at Dien Bien Phu on 7 May 1954 marked the end of the Indochina war and the opening of negotiations for Vietnam’s independence. The conflict lasted for eight years (1946-1954), fought between the French armed forces and the troops of communist leader Ho Chi Minh (Vietnamese statesman, 1890-1969). The latter indeed benefitted from the colonial weakening during the war to establish a Republic of Vietnam in northern Indochina. Ho Chi Minh therefore tried to convince the French to withdraw and recognize the Vietnamese Republic, but maintain political and economic influence in the country. The French refused and bombarded Haiphong (strategic port), triggering the war. The conflict would later fit into the logic of the Cold War, with the Russians supporting North Vietnam and Ho Chi Minh and the United States supporting the French troops in the south. But, ill-prepared for a maquis war (guerrilla warfare), the French were eventually trapped and surrounded by an army, mainly made up of civilians.

					Vietnam was recognized as an independent state by the Geneva Accords of 21 July 1954. This huge humiliation for France would encourage France even further to maintain what remained of its colonial empire. Furthermore, the observation of Indochinese combat methods would be of great use for the repression of Algeria that began a few days later.

				

			

			In a tense international atmosphere, the Russians and Americans supported the cause of the oppressed people against the colonial powers and signed various pacts of alliance in order to garner as many people as possible to their cause. The whole world was affected by this phenomenon:

			
					In Asia, anti-colonial movements took a considerably Marxist character, particularly due to the proximity of Russian and Chinese examples;

					Black African independence movements took off, with a slight delay, and were also supported by the Marxists;

					In North Africa, nationalism would be strongly pushed by the birth of the Arab sense of identity, embodied by the Egyptian Gamal Abdel Nasser.

			

			The colonial system in Algeria

			The French colonization of Algeria in 1830 was particularly violent. On 5 July 1830, French troops seized Algiers and took control of a territory that they had been coveting for years, ending the Turkish occupation exercised since the 16th century. Much of the territory was bloodily conquered over 17 years. Algeria was proclaimed French territory on 12 November 1848. Due to its proximity to the metropolis, the country was to serve as a settler colony for France. This undermined Algerian culture by imposing the religion, language and an economic system. In the 1850s and 1860s, many French, but also Southern Europeans, Germans and Swiss then crossed the Mediterranean with the aim of settling on these fallow lands. The territory was divided and distributed to the great disadvantage of the local people, who were pushed into the southern desert and the mountains while the newcomers seized huge arable land plots. In order to establish the French character of the territory, the colonial authorities implemented a very unequal assimilation policy from 1870, which bordered on racism, offering full French citizenship first to the Jews, then to the Europeans of Algeria (1889). The Arab population obtained only a secondary status in the judicial context of the Code of Indigenous Status, an administrative system that was introduced for all populations colonized by the French Empire in 1881.

			With the French “pacification” of 1848, a particularly difficult political and economic system was thus established for the Algerian population, which held French nationality without the benefit of citizenship, making them a second-class population. Discrimination was visible at all levels of society, particularly within education since the local people had almost no access to schooling. Only a small minority of Algerians from the middle class gained access to adequate education, but this was still very limited compared to that provided to the French. On the other hand, the Aboriginal population was also subject to economic discrimination. Arab families living in the city were thus pushed to the outskirts. The French system destroyed the Algerian farmer and commercial structures by taking approximately 3 million hectares of fertile land from the farmers and 3.5 million hectares of forested area for its own benefit. To maintain their agrarian activities, the farmers were forced to flee to the countryside and desert areas, to migrate to the outskirts of the Europeanized cities, or to work on the farms of the Algerian Frenchmen. The situation had barely settled when the economic crisis of the thirties struck, which accentuated the rural exodus of local populations and led to the creation of the first shantytowns in major urban centers such as Algiers and Constantine (city of north-eastern Algeria). These massive movements led to the impoverishment of cities which were now predominantly European and gave rise to serious social tensions.

			It was in this context that the first independence movements emerged. However, these came from Algerian scholars from the middle class and the large rural families, and remained rather isolated in their action as the French administration had deliberately excluded 95% of Muslims from education. 

			These movements were divided into three main branches, which were as follows:

			
					A progressive and democratic current led by Ferhat Abbas (Algerian politician, 1899-1985);

					A traditionalist current turned to Islam, led by the ulama (doctors of Islamic law, jurists and theologians);

					A revolutionary nationalist movement founded by Ahmed Hadj Messali (Algerian nationalist, 1899-1974).

			

			These movements were strengthened during the Second World War. In 1942, the American landing in North Africa raised great hopes for the Algerians who were waiting for recognition from France, which had largely used them to fight against Germany. But, on 8 May 1945, when the Germans surrendered, insurrection broke out during a demonstration in the town of Setif of Algeria in order to claim the country’s independence, to which France replied with fierce repression, causing thousands of deaths.

			The National Liberation Front

			The National Liberation Front was founded on 10 October 1954 in Cairo by nine historic leaders, originally from the Algerian People’s Party (PPA). The PPA was a nationalist independence movement founded by Ahmed Hadj Messali in 1937, which would later take the name of the Movement for the Triumph of Democratic Liberties (BACT) in 1946.

			In 1945, the massacres in Setif revived the seed of an activist trend in the Algerian People’s Party. Two years later, its most vocal advocates worked within the Special Organization, which quickly became the armed wing of the party and the MTLD. These activists were young Algerians from mostly rural old noble classes, whose parents had been stripped of their power. Supporters of the armed struggle, they increasingly opposed the legalistic and conciliatory natures of other movements, including those of their charismatic leader Ahmed Hadj Messali. Shortly after the opening of hostilities by the National Liberation Front in what would later become the Algerian war, the latter founded the Algerian National Movement, which remained one of the few political opponents of the FLN, provoking fratricidal violence between both camps.

			The leadership of the National Liberation Front was composed of six members from the inside, spread in different regions of the colony (wilayas). It was they who directed and instigated the fighting, while three external members were stationed in Cairo, where they maintained relations with various Arab resistance movements and took care of the supply of weapons. Alongside, the FLN sought to unify the Algerian resistance movement by merging various separatists trends, which occurred at the Congress of Soummam held on 20 August 1956. Together, they specified the internal organization, as well as military objectives for the political project of the Front for Algeria. At the top was the National Council of the Algerian Revolution (CNRA), a collegiate body which took fundamental decisions, as well as the coordination and implementation committee (CEC) which was responsible for the proper implementation thereof. Becoming a true single party, the FLN was gradually positioning itself as the exclusive representative of all Algerians. 

			It also had its own fighters within the National Liberation Army. This battalion trained men especially for the guerrilla warfare, the mujahideen, who led the guerrillas in rural areas, as well as unarmed collaborators who were in charge of supplies, stewardship and surveillance. At the height of the war in Algeria in 1956 and 1958, the army had about 20 000 mujahideen and many unarmed auxiliaries.

			The start of the war in Algeria

			When the war broke out in Algeria on 1 November 1954, only a few fighters were actually involved and the population had not yet joined the fight of the FLN. However, several attacks and acts of sabotage were held

			
			
			
			
			The threat to Algiers
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