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Abstract 

Car il y a beaucoup d’appelés, mais peu d’élus: 
Military Conscription in French Cultural Representations of the Algerian War 

Katherine Trevitt Balkoski 

This dissertation offers readings of novels by Pierre Guyotat, Georges Perec, Patrick 

Modiano and other lesser-known French authors of the twentieth and twenty-first century, 

analyzing the representation of the “appelés d’Algérie,” the last citizens of France to be 

mobilized in a wartime draft. Dating back to the Third Republic, military service played a key 

role in turning both metropolitan and colonial populations into Frenchmen, though clearly not 

under the same conditions or in the same way. A historically informed account of military 

service’s role in citizenship formation can provide a useful analytic frame for clarifying literary 

engagements with contemporary French “identity-talk,” i.e. political and discursive deployments 

of identity and identity politics, as well as debates around laïcité, universalist assimilationism, 

and “communautarisme.”  

In early literary responses to the Algerian War, the character of the conscript serves to 

criticize the rising tide of consumerism and Americanization in postwar France. In novels by 

Daniel Anselme and René-Nicolas Ehni, draftees participate in a homosocial republicanism in 

which “fraternité” trumps both atomized individualism and the normative heterosexual couple, a 

locus of consumption. In novels by Perec and Modiano, resistance to conscription enables a 

critique of universalist citizenship, as the figure of the insubordinate or ambivalent conscript 

provides an opportunity to reckon with Jewish identity and French anti-Semitism. My analysis 

addresses the unequal and uneven distribution of political rights based on “identity” factors as 



well as the asymmetrical  deployment of the term “communautarisme.” Certain of Guyotat’s 

texts are perceived to respond politically and aesthetically to the Algerian War, even though they 

refuse the conventions of realism, verisimilitude, and even representation. Using Foucault to read 

Guyotat, my analysis of his work provides an opportunity to address twentieth-century French 

debates concerning engaged and autonomous art, as well as the relationship of radical politics to 

radical form.  

I turn in my last chapter to recent novels by the prize-wining French novelists Alexis 

Jenni, Laurent Mauvignier, Jérôme Ferrari, and Alice Ferney. Set in part during the Algerian 

War, these novels draw explicit parallels between colonial violence and race-based violence in 

France today. These rhetorical parallels can obscure historical contingency and complexity, such 

as the evolving construction of the concept of “race.” Likewise, these novels contrast a virile, 

homogenous military and an effeminate, fractured republic and can be read as parables for the 

rise of the Front National in contemporary France. My analysis shows how these works can both 

participate in and critique particular racialized and gendered views of the French republic.   
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“Le drapeau va au paysage immonde, et notre patois étouffe le tambour. 

“Aux centres nous alimenterons la plus cynique prostitution. Nous massacrerons les révoltes 

logiques. 

“Aux pays poivrés et détrempés! - au service des plus monstrueuses exploitations industrielles ou 

militaires. 

“Au revoir ici, n'importe où. Conscrits du bon vouloir, nous aurons la philosophie féroce; 

ignorants pour la science, roués pour le confort; la crevaison pour le monde qui va. C'est la vraie 

marche. En avant, route!” 

Arthur Rimbaud, “Démocratie” 
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Introduction 

Avoir vingt ans dans les Aurès 

C'était un beau pays que je ne nomm'rai pas, 
On y passait trente mois ou de vie à trépas 
C'était un beau pays près de la Tunisie 
Mais à cause des ciseaux de Dame Anastasie 
Je ne peux le nommer. Apprenez toutefois  
Qu'on y perdait son temps en même temps que la foi 
Qu'il y avait du sable, des pitons et des rocs  
Et que ça n'était pas non plus loin du Maroc  

Nous aussi nous marchions et toujours ventre à terre, 
On dit crapahuter en langage militaire 
Nous aussi nous marchions profondément humains 
Des beaux mots plein la gueule, des fusils plein les mains 

Seul 'ment à cette époque, et les temps ont changé 
On disait d'un chanteur qu' il était engagé  
Quand vêtu d'un treillis et de chaussures à clous 
Il était comme nous, dans la merd' jusqu'au cou. 
Que faisaient en ce temps les rythmeurs condottiere 
Qui crient “Paix au Viet Nam!” à l'abri d'leurs frontières 
On n'entendait alors qu'un sinistre silence 
Aucune chansonnette pour faire des turbulences 

Car eux aussi marchaient, et parfois ventr'à terre, 
On dit crapahuter en langage militaire 
Oui, eux aussi marchaient, profondément humains, 
Des beaux mots plein la gueule, des fusils plein les mains…1 

1 Pierre Tisserand, “Nous aussi, nous marchions,” title song to René Vautier, Avoir vingt ans dans les Aurès (1972). 
The film also features the eponymous “Avoir vingt ans dans les Aurès” written by Vautier and sung by Yves 
Branellec. The lyrics are as follows:  

Avoir vingt ans dans les Aurès,  
Ou à Verdun ou au Gabon, 
Avoir vingt ans bien loin de Brest, 
C'est naturel pour un Breton… 
Pleurez pas, M'sieur dame, 
Même si l'on pleure aux enterrements. 
S'il vivait en Bretagne  
Il y crèverait lentement...  
Si tu n'as pas l'âme fonctionnaire,  
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In the tradition of both the political black humor of Georges Brassens’s “La guerre de 14-

18” and the anti-war melancholy of Boris Vian’s “Le déserteur,” “Nous aussi, nous marchions,” 

Pierre Tisserand’s title song to René Vautier’s 1972 film Avoir vingt ans dans les Aurès, evokes 

an unnamed war and an unnamable country. By referring to Algeria as “un beau pays que je ne 

nomm’rai pas” and listing off other former French colonies, the song alludes to a kind of 

globalized and homogenized colonial violence. Whether excised by the scissors of the censor, 

“Dame Anastasie,”2 or by the cowardice of the “chanteur engagé” (“engagé” here means both 

“socially engaged artist” and “recruit”), Tisserand’s lyrics reference a setting and an experience 

that cannot be fully represented. In addition to this signaling of representational limits, the 

refusal to name Algeria can be read alongside the logic of a “guerre sans nom.” To name the 

territory or combatants would be to legitimize them and to concede that “l'Algérie n'est pas la 

France.” Finally, both the song and the red stamp-like stylization of the film’s title during the 

opening credits point to the very real threat of censorship facing Vautier. And indeed, despite the 

film’s selection at the Cannes Film Festival by the Semaine de la Critique Internationale, Vautier 

was initially unable to receive a “visa d’exploitation.” Dubbed “le cinéaste plus censuré de 

 
Si tu n'es pas né commerçant, 
Si tu n'veux pas être militaire,  
Pour ne pas tuer pour de l'argent, 
Qu'allais-tu faire en cette vie 
Avant que d'être retraité, 
Toi qui es né dans cette ville  
Moitié béton, moitié armée… 

2 Cf. Christian Delporte, “Anastasie: L’imaginaire de la censure dans le dessin satirique” in La censure en France à 
l’ère démocratique, Pascal Ory, ed. (Brussels: Complexe, 1997).  
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France,” his earlier documentaries like Afrique 50 (1950)—thought to be “le premier film 

français anticolonialiste”—and Algérie en flammes (1958) were long banned in France.3  

But beyond the threat of censorship, even for this militant communist and “Pied-Rouge”4 

who had himself worked with the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN), spent time in both 

French and Algerian prisons, and helped with the technical training of the first generation of 

Algerian cinéastes, there were limits to what could be “represented” in a film on the Algerian 

War. For instance, though Vautier found inspiration in the deserter Noël Favrelière’s censored 

account of his own escape to Tunisia to join the Armée de Libération Nationale (ALN)—Le 

désert à l’aube, published by the Éditions de Minuit in 19605—for Vautier, representing a man 

actually joining the ALN was unthinkable. Noël/Nono in Avoir vingt ans must be killed when he 

deserts. A militant and didactic warning on the dehumanization of war is one thing, but a 

sympathetic portrayal of a “traitor” literally bringing aid and comfort to the enemy is another.  

Avoir vingt ans is often presented as an anti-war fable about how easily pacifist 

“réfractaires” and “insoumis” could become killing-machines, deprived of their ideals and class-

 
3 Cf. Derek Schilling, “Avoir vingt ans dans les Aurès de René́ Vautier: Le cinéma militant face à la censure d’État 
au tournant des années 1970” French Cultural Studies 22:2 (2011).  

4 The term “Pied-Rouge” is used to describe those of European descent, frequently French leftist activists, who 
moved to or stayed in newly independent Algeria. Elaine Mokhtefi, who was married to the ALN fighter Mokhtar 
Mokhtefi discussed in Chapter Two, describes her experience as a “Pied-Rouge” in her recent memoir: “Several 
thousand foreigners, partisans of an independent Algeria, arrived from France, Tunisia, and Morocco during those 
first months of the new country. Many had worked with the FLN during the war as porteurs de valises (suitcase 
carriers), transporting people, arms and money for the revolution. There were men who had lit out or gone 
underground when they were called up for military service in France, even a few deserters from the French army. 
Many were highly trained: doctors, engineers, technicians, teachers, professors, lawyers. They were called pieds-
rouges, a clever if unflattering term, placing them in opposition to the pieds-noirs who had fled the country.” 
Algiers, Third World Capital: Freedom Fighters, Revolutionaries, Black Panthers (New York: Verso, 2018), 60.  

5 On the subject of the Éditions de Minuit’s publishing of censored works during the war, see Anne Simonin, “Les 
Éditions de Minuit et les Éditions du Seuil. Deux stratégies éditoriales face à la guerre d’Algérie” in Jean-Pierre 
Rioux and Jean-François Sirinelli, eds., La guerre d’Algérie et les intellectuels français (Paris: Complexe, 1992).  
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solidarity.6 But in a 2003 interview, Vautier asserts that the film’s ideological message actually 

involves the heroic political agency of a group of citizen-soldiers capable of resisting the violent 

impulses of the professional armed forces:  

Avoir vingt ans dans les Aurès n’est pas seulement un film qui illustre les 
problèmes de la guerre d’Algérie […] il se termine sur les problèmes rencontrés 
par les jeunes qui se sont révoltés contre le putsch des généraux. “Révoltés” n’est 
pas le mot juste, ils ont simplement dit non. Et aujourd’hui qu’est-ce que 
l’armée ? On a enlevé tout ce qui était “armée de Valmy.” On a maintenant des 
gens qui, s’ils ne sont pas contrôlés d’une manière très scrupuleuse, peuvent 
s’efforcer de prendre plus de pouvoir. […] Et qui pourra s’y opposer dans la 
mesure où, à l’heure actuelle, toutes les possibilités d’accès aux armes sont entre 
les mains de ces gens ?7  

 

Avoir vingt ans is not only a militant film about desertion and censorship, it is also a 

“republican” critique of the French Republic. It explores themes of resistance and complicity by 

representing the refusal of a young group of battle-hardened recruits to participate in the 

generals’ putsch of 1961, thereby asserting the allegiance of citizen-soldiers to a republican 

nation rather than to an authoritarian professional army. The deserter fails and, in a scene rich 

with symbolism, is even shot by the same weapon he couldn't bring himself to use, while his 

fellow “appelés” (draftees) are depicted successfully staging a mutiny against their lieutenant. 

Their mutiny follows the class-based logic of a strike or demonstration: if their military service is 

conceived of as labor, their withholding of that labor doesn't involve killing their commander, 

running away, or switching sides but rather temporarily halting production to better reassert the 

 
6 For example, in an introduction to a round-table between Gilles Maceron, René Vautier and Pierre Vidal-Naquet 
dedicated to the film, Avoir vingt ans is described in the following terms: “Construit à partir d’une histoire vécue, un 
groupe de jeunes Bretons réfractaires et pacifistes est envoyé en Algérie. Ces êtres confrontés aux horreurs de la 
guerre deviennent peu à peu des machines à tuer.” “Autour du film Avoir vingt ans dans les Aurès de René Vautier” 
Matériaux pour l’histoire de notre temps 72 (October-December 2003), 63.  

7 René Vautier interview in Matériaux pour l’histoire de notre temps 72 (October-December 2003), 67-68. 
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terms of their participation. After they bind the limbs of their commanding officer—the 

disparities in regional accent and formality of expression set him apart as a bourgeois—they 

stage a kind of carnivalesque sit-in. Role reversals, gender-swaps and black humor are common 

in war literature and film dating back at least to representations of First World War “poilus,”8 but 

here these topoi are given a post-‘68 makeover. Vautier purposefully hired a group of mostly 

non-professional actors and encouraged them to improvise lines and reactions.9 A kind of groovy 

political happening is also an opportunity for Vautier to point to the continuities of 1961 (when 

the film takes place) and 1971 (when it was shot), attempting to demonstrate that contemporary 

young people would have no better chance than previous generations of avoiding violent 

complicity.  

Who better than non-professional actors to play non-professional soldiers? There is a 

celebration of democratic institutions and responsibilities in this choice: famously, Athenian 

participation in the dramatic Chorus was the duty of young citizens, on par with military 

service.10 Indeed, in the interview cited above, Vautier views the total professionalization of the 

army as a political threat, seeming to bemoan President Jacques Chirac’s 1997 termination of 

military service, when he laments that the “Armée de Valmy”—a revolutionary force mobilized 

by a “levée en masse”of the French Revolution—was no more.11 What does it mean, then, for the 

 
8 See, for example, Edward O’Brien, “‘Laugh, I nearly died.’ A Comparative Study of Humour and Ideology in 
Gaspard (1915) and Le feu (1916)” Journal of European Studies 31 (2001), 329-344; Jean-Yves Le Naour, 
“Laughter and Tears in the Great War: The Need for Laughter/The Guilt of Humour” Journal of European Studies 
31 (2001), 265-275. See also Libby Murphy, The Art of Survival: France and the Great War Picaresque (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2016).  

9 Cf. Schilling, op. cit.  

10 See Peter Wilson, The Athenian Institution of the Khoregia: The Chorus, the City and the Stage (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003).  

11 The historian Georges Gusdorf describes the cultural significance of the confrontation at Valmy on Septembre 20 
1792 between the French conscript army and the professional Prussian forces: “La nation en armes inaugure l’ère 
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activist director of an explicitly anti-war film to nonetheless conceive of the draft in positive 

terms? It suggests that artistic representations of the Algerian War of Independence offered an 

opportunity for filmmakers and novelists to participate in what we might call a republican 

criticism of the French Republic’s deployment of violence.  

In Vautier’s film, the homosocial bonds formed between men—the cinematic short-hand 

for such relationships takes the shape of high-stress action sequences and homoerotic bathing 

scenes—save the republic from the putsch. The film argues for the necessary participation of 

fraternal citizens in the state’s legitimate violence: their brotherhood-in-arms becomes a 

metonymy for the nation and affirms fundamental republican values.12 Elsewhere in the film, the 

didactic “chansons” that make up the score, like the images they accompany, are at once critical 

of colonial war and invested in the institution of citizenship. In the tradition of Vian, these songs 

have a faux naïveté that infantilizes the conscript. “Le déserteur,” Vian's 1954 global hit, sounds 

as though it were a letter to the President sent by a precocious child, who addresses the leader of 

the state as though he were an overly strict teacher. In Vautier's film, Robert, a communist 

teacher, narrates the story of his own injury, the mutiny against Lieutenant Perrin, and Noël’s 

desertion. In many representations of military service, the parallel republican institution of the 

public school plays an equally important role. The school is a fundamental institution for citizen 

formation and the reproduction of the nation and its attendant hierarchies, while the army is a 

 
républicaine en faisant reculer, par la seule fermeté de sa contenance, la plus grande puissance militaire de l’Ancien 
Régime.” Cf. Georges Gusdorf, “Le cri de Valmy” Communications 45 (1987), 117-155.  

12 The only parts of the film that belie this logic are the “poetic” scenes of Algerian devastation accompanied by 
Taos Amrouche's Berber songs. Borrowed from Vautier's censored documentary Algérie en flammes, they suggest 
an alternative relationship of community and violence, one centered on mourning rather than national identity. 
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setting in which to ponder the paradoxes of citizenship more directly, for it throws them up in 

sharp relief. 

  

Key Questions 

This brief analysis of Vautier’s film and Tisserand’s song are meant to introduce several 

key questions examined in this work. I will show how certain representations of the Algerian 

War blur or refuse to name the particulars of a specific cultural and historical Algerian setting, 

using Algeria as a screen on which to project anxieties about the French Republic. Likewise, I 

argue that literary critiques of certain aspects of French politics and society—namely colonial 

violence and racism—have been grounded in celebrations of French republican values and 

institutions, namely citizenship, public schooling, and even the ideal of a “nation armée.” 

Alternatively, I show how certain works are more explicitly “anti-republican” in their 

representation and critique. I also show that the representation of a single-sex all-male 

community like the army can reveal anxieties around gender in modern and contemporary 

France.  

The novels of my corpus also help me address a few broader research questions, such as 

how the longstanding debate in French cultural and intellectual history about the relationship of 

form to content and literature to politics was manifested during the Algerian War. Likewise, in 

addressing the relationship between democratic and artistic representation, I examine whether 

literary realism and the geographical and historical setting of a work of fiction are seen to impede 

or facilitate the critical force of a text. Thus, analyzing the politics of non-representational 

literature brings us back to our first question on the politics of colonial abstraction: are literary 
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evocations of a blurred or abstracted Algeria necessarily Orientalizing, or might they serve some 

broader emancipatory project? 

 

Naming the War, Naming Algeria and France  

Tied to these issues of representation is the matter of language. Regarding the power 

vested in the very act of naming this conflict, the Algerian intellectual Messaoud Benyoucef 

reminds us that “la nomination est la prérogative du père, du maître, du vainqueur, en 

l’occurrence ici, la puissance coloniale dominatrice.”13 The French euphemisms for a war that 

would go officially unacknowledged until 1999 are well known: “événements,” “pacification,” 

“maintien de l’ordre,” “opérations de police.”14 On the other side, among “ceux que l’on 

n’appelait pas encore les Algériens mais pour lesquels on avait inventé une série de termes 

d’évitement,” the Arabic word for war, “Harb,” was not widely used to describe the mounting 

violence.15 According to one historiographical school, this linguistic lacuna might be traced back 

to the absence of an Algerian national identity at the time of the French conquest of 1830-1847, 

following centuries of Ottoman rule.  

Benedict Anderson famously stressed the primacy of the novel to the emergence of the 

“imagined community of the nation,” since it is a device for the “presentation of simultaneity in 

 
13 Messaoud Benyoucef, “La révolution saisit la langue” in Catherine Brun, ed., Guerre d’Algérie: Les mots pour la 
dire (Paris: CNRS, 2014), 131. 

14 Catherine Brun, “Les mots en partage” in Guerre d’Algérie: Les mots pour la dire, 11.  

15 “[A]u niveau de la population algérienne de base, en effet, le mot ‘guerre’ n’apparaîtra pour ainsi dire jamais.” 
Benyoucef, 132. 
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‘homogenous, empty time.’”16 As the decline of “religious communities” and “dynastic realms” 

was precipitated by economic, social, and scientific change, “print-capitalism” facilitated 

“nationalism,” a “new way of linking fraternity, power, and time meaningfully together.”17 

Seeming to draw on an Andersonian conception of nationalism, Benyoucef maintains that, absent 

a cultural elite, “était rendue impossible la production du roman national qui aurait permis aux 

Algériens de se poser comme un pour-soi, de se nommer, de nommer la guerre d’agression qui 

leur fut faite et conséquemment, de nommer la guerre de libération qui commençait.”18 Thus, 

initially, a lack of cohesive national identity before the French invasion might have prevented 

Algerians from conceiving of the insurrection as a nationalist uprising, and an absence of literary 

production might have mirrored an absence of national and nationalist feeling.  

As critics have pointed out, these conceptions of nationalism risk reproducing Orientalist 

or Orientalizing tropes. Anderson’s conception of nationalism has been described as inadequate, 

particularly because it “erases the specificity of nationalist movements, especially anti-colonial 

nationalism, and sets up an hierarchical distinction between origin and copy.”19 Likewise, 

“Anderson privileges the subjectivist dimensions of nationalism and does not pay sufficient 

attention to the dynamic and ‘eventful’ reconfigurations of nationalism.”20 Or, as Partha 

Chatterjee argues,  

 
16 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, (New York: 
Verso, 1998), 24-25.  

17 Anderson., 36.  

18 Benyoucef, 135-6.  

19 Manu Goswami, “Rethinking the Modular Nation Form: Toward a Sociohistorical Conception of Nationalism” 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 44:4 (2002), 779.  

20 Ibid., 772.  
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History, it would seem, has decreed that we in the postcolonial world shall only 
be perpetual consumers of modernity. Europe and the Americas, the only true 
subjects of history, have thought out on our behalf not only the script of colonial 
enlightenment and exploitation, but also that of our anticolonial resistance and 
postcolonial misery. Even our imaginations must remain forever colonized.21  

As other critics of Anderson have shown, the empirical evidence regarding his hypothesis on 

print-capitalism’s effect on the production of nationalist sentiment is, at best, thin.22  

Nonetheless, among literary critics and cultural theorists, an Andersonian approach to 

nationalism with a “focus on the representational structure and affective dimensions of 

nationalism” has remained dominant.23  

Returning to the question of language and nomenclature, as Algerian nationalism and 

literary production did grow, the term “Revolution,” “Al-thawra,” became the most accepted 

designation of the conflict. Benyoucef remarks on the absence of religious references to Jihad or 

the Crusades in the naming of the conflict. Though, of course, the insurrectionists did call 

themselves “Mujahideen,” the religious connotations of this term were rarely emphasized. To 

explain the absence of a religious framework in descriptions of the war, Benyoucef points to the 

fact that an intelligentsia did begin to emerge under colonial rule. Educated in French schools, 

 
21 Partha Chatterjee, “Whose imagined community?” in G. Balakrishnan, ed., Mapping the Nation (New York: 
Verso, 1996), 214-225.  

22 “First of all, there is now increasing evidence of the existence of nations in the pre‐colonial world, despite the lack 
of print‐capitalism (Green; Hastings). Secondly, there is very little evidence that the administrative/educational 
pilgrimages upon which Anderson places so much emphasis have directly led to the rise of national identities 
(Cooper: 53). Thirdly and perhaps most importantly for Anderson's theory, however, there is very little to suggest 
that either print or electronic media have helped the masses in the colonial or post‐colonial world to imagine 
themselves as members of a national community. […] Thus, there is no evidence that access to the media has had 
any effect in promoting national identification; instead, evidence at the individual level broadly supports (Gellner 
[1983])'s emphasis on the role of industrialisation via such mechanisms as education, urbanisation, formal job 
creation and rising GDP/capita (Green; Robinson).” Elliott Green, “Imagined Communities and Nationalism in the 
Colonial and Post-Colonial World” in John Breuilly, “Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: a Symposium” 
Nations and Nationalisms 22:4 (2016), 625-659.  

23 Goswami, 771.  
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the urban petite bourgeoisie—including the so-called “évolués” and members of “Jeune 

Algérie”—some of who would go on to lead the Revolution had been interpellated into Western 

secular categories:  

l’insurgé algérien francophone—qui s’est fantasmatiquement identifié au citoyen 
français pour une part—, ne pourra plus remettre en cause les cadres de pensée 
que lui a inculqués la culture coloniale. […] Il demeurera donc, grosso modo, 
dans le cadre idéologique de la sécularisation du politique et de l’universalisme 
des Lumières pour contester l’ordre colonial.24  
 

Thus, according to one historiographical view, from both the Algerian and French sides, the 

epistemic categories through which combatants conceived of the war were shaped by French 

public schools, French universalism, and the secular ideology of French republicanism. 

 

Nationalism, Transnationalism   

However, younger historians of the Maghreb have poked holes in this account of the rise 

of nationalism under colonization.25 For instance, M’hamed Oualdi’s recent book on Tunisia26 

deploys a new historiographical frame, and he has issued scholarly calls to look beyond colonial 

history, as in his article “Tout est-il colonial dans le Maghreb?.”27 Historians of this newer 

 
24 Benyoucef, 137-8.  

25 The three “fathers” of modern nationalism studies, Benedict Anderson, Ernest Gellner, and Eric Hobsbawm, all 
published path-breaking work in 1983: Imagined Communities, Nations and Nationalism, and The Invention of 
Tradition. By some measures, the “modernist” view continues to dominate nationalism studies, i.e. the recent 
Oxford Handbook of the History of Nationalism (2013) reproduces their view that histories of the nation and 
nationalism should begin with eighteenth-century intellectual history (especially Rousseau and Herder). 

26 Esclaves et maîtres: Les Mamelouks des Beys de Tunis du XVIIe siècle aux années 1880 (Paris: Editions de la 
Sorbonne, 2017). 

27 Isabelle Grangaud and M’hamed Oualdi, “Tout est-il colonial dans le Maghreb? Ce que les travaux des historiens 
modernistes peuvent apporter” Revue d’Histoire Moderne et Contemporaine 63:2 (2016), 133–56. 
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generation have shown how accounts of Algerian nationalism and the political education of 

Algerian nationalists must account for factors outside of print-capitalism and the colonial school 

system.28 Of course, Abd el-Kader, the nineteenth-century Emir who struggled to stave off the 

French invasion, loomed large in the popular imagination as the father of Algerian nationalism. 

Some historians have cited the reformist Islam preached by figures like Abdelhamid Ben Badis 

as an influential contribution to the growing nationalism of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.29 On 

the subject of nationalism’s relationship to conscription, some historians of nationalism have 

contended that nationalism grew among educated expatriates, namely the children of wealthy 

families educated in the metropole and veterans who remained in France after their military 

service. These figures included such influential men as Messali Hadj, who remained in Paris 

after his military service in Bordeaux and was recruited to the PCF in 1925. His interest in 

Marxism and Pan-Arabism led him to become an organizer of Maghrebi workers and to found 

several nationalist parties, notably the Etoile Nord-Africaine (ENA) and the Parti du Peuple 

Algérien (PPA). Likewise. Ferhat Abbas, founder of the Union Démocratique du Manifeste 

Algérien (UDMA), served in the French army medical corps and argued for assimilationist 

reform, before turning towards nationalism.  

James McDougall, in A History of Algeria (2017), argues that in the 1930s and 1940s,  

 
28 Indeed, the public funds directed towards the schooling of Algerian children were negligible, and rates of 
illiteracy remained extremely high. Fanny Colonna’s thesis, supervised by Pierre Bourdieu and published as 
Instituteurs algériens, 1883-1939 (Paris: Presses de la FNSP, 1975), traces the deployment of the French colonial 
education system as a technique of domination, but concludes, provocatively, that “Il est peu probable que l’école 
soit jamais citée parmi les bouleversements les plus importants apportés en Algérie par la colonisation” (197).  

29 Thus, in the Weberian sociological model adopted by scholars of nationalism like Ernest Gellner, the “evolution” 
of a tribal society into a nation-state is explained by the teachings of reformist scripturalist Islam: “the shrines had 
defined tribes and tribal boundaries; the scripturalism could and did define a nation.” Ernest Gellner, Nations and 
Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 73.  
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an Algerian nation was indeed being imagined and practiced into being by the 
politics that were transforming the Algerian Muslim community from a 
community of culture, excluded by that criterion from political rights, trapped in 
the expectation of an “evolution” that the colonial situation itself rendered 
impossible, into a political community in its own right, seeing itself as already 
existing in its own history, language and religion, and as having a right to self-
determination as such.30  
 

McDougall implicitly references the Andersonian paradigm, all while insisting on the autonomy 

and agency of Algerian actors in a “settlers’ Republic of tacitly racialised citizenship.”31 As other 

historians have shown, the nationalist movement was hardly homogenous, ideologically or 

otherwise, as it included parties and leaders who could be assimilationist or insurrectionist. Thus, 

Malika Rahal has examined debates about the status of religion and national formation within the 

UDMA during the 1940s and 1950s, taking seriously contestation within the nationalist 

movement on questions of identity and political action.32 Recent work on Algerian nationalism, 

identity, and state formation has complicated this history by accounting for the various roles of 

religious and ethnic minorities. In a study of activism among the Berber community, Marisa Fois 

has shown how the Berberist movement, which arose in reaction to the Arabic-Islamism of the 

anti-colonial nationalist parties (such as Hadj’s ENA and PPA), fought for a pluralistic 

conception of an “Algerian Algeria” that would accommodate minority languages and 

communities.33 And universalist secularism was not the only French rebuttal to anticolonial 

activism. Todd Shepard has argued that debates about nationalism occurring during the interwar 

 
30 James McDougall, A History of Algeria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 177.  

31 Ibid.  

32 Malika Rahal, L’UDMA et les Udmistes : Contribution à l’histoire du nationalisme algérien (Algiers: Barzakh, 
2017).  

33 Cf. Marisa Fois, “Identity, Politics and Nation: Algerian Nationalism and the ‘Berberist Crisis’ of 1949” British 
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 46:2 (2016), 206-218.  
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period reveal how, contrary to common belief, French authorities took ethnoreligious 

conceptions of identity seriously, both in the context of Algerian Nationalism and Zionism.34 

Likewise, the question of nomenclature is by no means settled today. In the literary field, 

what distinguishes a Francophone Algerian writer from a French one? As one sociologist of 

literature points out, although there is no clear consensus on what separates one national 

literature from another—whether the opposition be geographic, linguistic, ethnic, or political—, 

most contemporary authors born in Algeria accept the label of “Algerian.”35 But literary and 

historical accounts of the relationship of France to Algeria, whether they’re conceived of along 

transnational lines or not, are necessarily troubled by various forms of imbrication and 

interpenetration. Investigative journalists and activists have referred to the networks of power 

and corruption crossing the Mediterranean as “Françalgérie.”36 Étienne Balibar, pondering the 

effects of colonization and decolonization, has asked “Algérie, France: une nation ou deux?”37 

Journalists, sociologists, and literary critics have evoked a “couple infernal,”38 the “transpolitical 

space” of “Algeria in France,”39 or even “Farança-Algéries” and “Djazaïr-frances.”40 Jacques 

 
34 Cf. Todd Shepard, “Algerian Nationalism, Zionism and French Laïcité: A History of Ethnoreligious Nationalisms 
and Decolonization” International Journal of Middle East Studies 45:3 (2013), 445-467. 

35 Leïla Sebbar, who does not have Algerian nationality, is an exception. Likewise, Anouar Benmalek has resisted 
the marginalization that accompanies this label in France, arguing that “Je ne suis pas un écrivain algérien. Je suis 
écrivain et Algérien.” See Tristan Leperlier, “Un champ littéraire transnational: Le cas des écrivains algériens” Actes 
de la recherche en sciences sociales 224:4 (2018), 12-33.  

36 Lounis Aggoun and Jean-Baptiste Rivoire, Françalgérie, crimes et mensonges d’États (Paris: La Découverte, 
2005).  

37 Étienne Balibar, “Algérie, France: une ou deux nations?” Lignes 30:1 (1997), 5-22. 

38 Jean-Pierre Tuquoi, Paris-Alger, couple infernal (Paris: Grasset, 2007).  

39 Paul Silverstein, Algeria in France: Transpolitics, Race, and Nation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2004).  

40 Mireille Rosello, “Farança-Algéries ou Djazaïr-frances? Fractales et mésententes fructueuses” MLN 118:4 
(September 2003), 187-206.   
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Rancière’s concept of “mésentente,” “le conflit entre celui qui dit blanc et celui qui dit blanc 

mais n’entend pas la même chose,”41 is repeatedly deployed in descriptions of the relationship of 

France and Algeria.42 For Balibar, 

[P]arler du rapport de la France à l'Algérie, c'est d'abord parler du rapport de la 
France “à elle-même,” à l'altérité qu'elle comporte en elle et que, pour la plus 
grande part, elle dénie. C'est donc poser le problème d'une dés-identification, sans 
laquelle il ne peut y avoir de politique démocratique.43 
 

But recognition of the analytic pertinence of sub, supra, and transnational frames should not take 

away from the fact that, in the context of this dissertation, we are also engaged in the study of 

national and nationalist literatures, though the elaboration of French literary nationalism through 

an Algerian setting or Algerian nationalism through the French language constantly remind us of 

how transnationally imbricated these concepts remain. Our readings can participate in an 

interrogation of alterity, “mésentente,” and disidentification, while also remaining attuned to role 

of literature in the construction of national citizenship and the nation state.  

 
 
 
Citizen-Soldiers or Soldier-Citizens? A Brief History of Conscription in France  
 

The wartime draft and mandatory military service bring to the fore key points of tension 

within French republican values. Unlike the Selective Service in the United States, in which 

certain men were “selected” for military eligibility based on age, marital status, or physical 

fitness, conscription in France was explicitly universal and egalitarian: “le service militaire est 

 
41 Jacques Rancière, La mésentente. Politique et philosophie (Paris: Galilée, 1995), 12.  

42 Cf. Balibar, “Algérie, France: une ou deux nations?” and Rosello, “Farança-Algéries ou Djazaïr-frances?” 

43 Balibar, “Algérie, France: une ou deux nations?,” 8.  
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égal pour tous” read the conscription law of 1905.44 Although the Algerian War was in some 

ways the product of irreconcilable tensions between republican theory and imperial practice, the 

hypocrisy surrounding “equal” military service among disenfranchised colonial populations was 

by no means new. With the 1865 “Sénatus-Consulte” and the “code de l’indigénat” defining the 

inferior legal status of colonized populations, military service extended beyond the racially 

circumscribed community of citizens. Colonial subjects coerced into serving a nation not entirely 

their own represent an extreme case of conscription’s paradoxes. Under the Third Republic 

“liberal republican orthodoxy link[ed] citizenship with service to the state in the military,”45 but 

political rights and military service could also be conceived of as separate issues. Thus, General 

Charles Mangin could argue in his infamous La force noire that “Les puissances coloniales ont 

toujours employé des sujets d’outre-mer sans lier en rien les droits qu’elles leur accordaient et les 

devoirs qu’elles leur imposaient.”46 The political needs of empire could easily justify 

inconsistent applications of republican principles, and republican principles could always adapt 

to accommodate imperial realities. 

Conscription is consistent and coeval with the French Republic. France invented the 

modern draft with the 1793 “levée en masse.” In order to bolster the revolutionary army’s falling 

numbers in the face of attacks from neighboring countries, the Convention called for the 

mobilization of 300,000 bachelors or widowers between the ages of 18 and 25. This transformed 

 
44  Cf. Dorit Geva, Conscription, Family and the Modern State: A Comparative Study of France and the United 
States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).  

45 Richard Fogarty, Race and War in France: Colonial Subjects in the French Army, 1914-1918. (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2012), 230. Thus, a 1915 legislative proposal to the Chamber of Deputies stated that “It is 
an obligation for France to seek to compensate the indigènes who fight for her, or who, simply but loyally, have 
fulfilled their military duty. The highest, noblest recognition that France can perceive is to offer what she considers 
most precious, that is to say, French nationality.” (1 April 1915, cited in Fogarty).  

46 Charles Mangin, La force noire (Paris: Hachette, 1910), 95.  
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the French army. During the Ancien Régime, the privileges of the “noblesse,” such as their 

exemption from taxation, were often justified by the claim that they paid an “impôt du sang” by 

bearing arms.47 “Milices provinciales,” an Ancien Régime precursor to conscription, had been 

used to swell the ranks of the army with members of the Third Estate, but this practice was not 

organized on a national level and had nowhere near the scale of the “levées en masse.” Once the 

Revolution abolished institutionalized privilege, the waging of warfare became the responsibility 

of all citizens: “tout Français est soldat et se doit à la défense de la patrie,” stated the Loi 

Jourdan-Delbrel of the 19th of Fructidor, year VI (1798). With these words, modern conscription 

was, if not born, then at least first codified.48  

The Loi Jourdan was initially conceived as an effort to combat demobilization: before 

1798, a number of “levées en masse” had protected the fledgling Republic from foreign threats, 

but the Loi Jourdan helped to transform the status of conscription from an exceptional measure 

to be undertaken in a time of crisis into an essential component of citizenship. The members of 

the 1789 Assembly had hoped to reform the Ancien Régime army, to bend it to the will of the 

Assembly, and had rejected the notion of conscription, as many Revolutionary elites were hostile 

to the army.49 But the need to protect a threatened nation, and a still-fragile Revolution, led first 

to a temporary embrace of conscription as an exceptional measure (the “levées”) and then to a 

codification and veritable legitimization of conscription. Philosophical and political distinctions 

were drawn between the “soldat-citoyen” and the “citoyen-soldat”: the first would be a 

 
47 Cf. Hervé Drévillon, L’impôt du sang: le métier des armes sous Louis XIV (Paris: Tallandier, 2005).  

48 Cf. Annie Crépin’s books on the subject, e.g. Histoire de la conscription (Paris: Gallimard, 2009); La conscription 
en débat, ou, Le triple apprentissage de la nation, de la citoyenneté, de la République: 1789-1880 (Arras: Artois 
Presses Université, 1998); Défendre la France: Les Français, la guerre et le service militaire, de la guerre de Sept 
Ans à Verdun (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2005).  

49 Crépin, Histoire de la conscription, 13-14.  
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professional soldier aware of his duties and rights as a citizen—and loyal to the state rather than 

to the army—while the second would be a member of an armed citizenry, a wholly militarized 

nation.50  

The Revolution transformed the structure of the army and the laws and norms governing 

who could or should be a soldier. A “métier des armes” had long been open to the Third Estate, 

but the political upheaval and imminent threats of invasion during the Revolution required a 

radical re-thinking of the army’s relationship to the nation. A professional army led by nobles 

was replaced by a citizen’s army led, in theory, by the most competent, regardless of 

background. The meritocratic principles of the new military organization would become firmly 

established by Napoleon’s famous “carrière ouverte aux talents.”51 The Napoleonic Code did not 

disrupt the idea of military service as a fundamental duty of the citizen, even as the conception of 

citizenship was narrowed. Under Napoleon, the vast project of selective conscription was 

administrated through a national system of “conseils de révision” responsible for calling up 

(“appeler”) a certain number of men based on marital status, health, and lottery. Military service 

was not universal, and bourgeois families could purchase exemptions through the “principe de 

remplacement militaire.” Those with the financial means to avoid military service could do so, 

and thus the draft drew heavily from the lower classes. Nonetheless, the “Grande Armée” was 

 
50 On this subject see, e.g. Thomas Hipler, Soldats et citoyens. Naissance du service militaire en France et en Prusse 
(Paris: PUF, 2006).  

51 Cf. Rafe Blaufarb, The French Army, 1750-1820: Careers, Talent, Merit (Manchester, Manchester University 
Press, 2002).  
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successful in the field partially because of the scale of conscription, and military historians 

would go on to qualify the imperial forces as a “nation-in-arms.”52 

 After Napoleon’s fall, the Restoration abolished revolutionary conscription, returning to 

the tradition by which the nobility would automatically constitute the officer corps of the army. 

Under Louis XVIII, the spirit of the Loi Jourdan dissipated, and the notion of a citizen’s army—

and likewise of citizen soldiers—was discredited. Following the political upheavals of 1830 and 

1848, aftershocks of 1789, military service was reinstated. But it was not yet universal: certain 

groups, such as teachers, students in “grandes écoles,” and clergy or seminarians, were exempt. 

In the new lottery system (“tirage au sort”), wealthier families could again pay to have their sons 

be “remplacés”—serving in the stead of bourgeois boys became a common source of income for 

members of the working class. However, this principle of “remplacement miliaire” was blamed 

for the catastrophic defeat of 1870. The Third Republic was established soon after the siege of 

Paris and the trauma of the Commune: the bitterness of defeat meant that military reform became 

a central priority through the last three decades of the nineteenth century. Parliamentary debates 

about conscription became stages on which to expose competing ideologies of citizenship and 

republicanism. The historical consensus on military service during this period generally 

maintains that it became increasingly universal, egalitarian, in a word: republican.53  

Along with mandatory schooling (codified in the Jules Ferry laws of the 1880s), armed 

service continued to play a pivotal role in citizen formation and the inculcation of patriotic 

values, turning boys of all backgrounds into Frenchmen. The question of military service always 

 
52 Cf. Alan I Forrest, The Legacy of the French Revolutionary Wars: The Nation-in-Arms in French Republican 
Memory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).  

53 Cf. Crépin, Histoire de la conscription and Hipler, Soldats et citoyens, ops. cits.  
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incited great political passion as it exemplified some contradictions within the republican project: 

some feared militarization while maintaining an ardent belief in a patriotic duty to defend the 

nation, others respected the army’s tradition of civic responsibility and feared its banalization or 

contamination, and others still worried about an inability to reconcile equality with freedom. 

Throughout the political upheaval and gradual democratization of the nineteenth century, 

conscription became increasingly universal, as new laws stripped various professions of their 

exemptions and forbade the purchase of replacements. From the Third Republic onward, the 

production of citizens, which began in republican schools, was completed during military 

service. National education, conscription, and laïcité were three pillars of French republicanism 

established and consolidated during this period. In 1905, the year of the separation of church and 

state, two years of military service become mandatory and universal: both the lottery and 

financial exemptions had finally been eliminated. 

The terms associated with conscription in French do not map directly onto any English 

equivalents. To “conscribe” means, etymologically speaking, to “write down together,” from the 

Latin “con” and “scribere.” In a sense, universal conscription is not equivalent to armed service: 

it is rather the duty to have one’s name recorded in a register. For our purposes, the relevant term 

“appelé (du contingent),” is not quite the same as “draftee.” The technical term “contingent” 

became known to the general public during the Algerian War, and afterwards continued to be 

associated with those who had performed their military service during the 1954-62 period. When 

young French men turned 20, they would go before a “conseil de révision” to determine their 

military eligibility. Their educational, professional, or familial status might allow them a deferral 

(a “sursis”) or their medical situation might allow them to be exempt, or “réformé.” Otherwise 

they would be considered “bons pour le service.” A “classe” based on birth year would be 
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“appelés sous les drapeaux.” In wartime, even once the mandatory service of a “classe” had been 

completed, they might be “rappelés” or “maintenus sous les drapeaux.” In using these terms, we 

should distinguish the political and cultural significance of peacetime mandatory military service 

from the wartime draft. Seen as a rite of passage, with folkloric traditions (like the “fête des 

conscrits”) surrounding the calling up (“appel”) of a cohort (“conscrits”), le “service” had very 

little of sacrifice about it until 1914. Except during the three major conflicts that involved France 

in in the twentieth century, military service was mostly a routine affair: up to 18 months of 

training and boredom, homesickness and camaraderie, a sense of national duty or general 

resentment.  

Both paradigms of peacetime service and the wartime draft are relevant to the experience 

of the “appelés” of the Algerian War. During 1954-1962, the violence in Algeria was never 

officially recognized as a war. Largely incoherent official rhetoric justified increased service 

time, the re-mobilization of many who had just completed their service—the “rappelés”—and 

the massive movement of troops to “pacification” missions in Algeria rather than bases in the 

South of France or West Germany. Even as the military apparatus was switched out of peacetime 

mode, the war was not acknowledged as such. Since Algeria was France, it couldn’t be at war 

with France. But more than 1.5 million French citizens were called to perform “peacemaking” 

duties in Algeria during the 1954-62 period. Since 1946, the legal length of military service had 

been fixed at 12 months. But during the Algerian War, it was extended to 18 and then to 30 

months. Since military service was obligatory, conscientious objection was not recognized, and 
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activists frequently served jail time.54 The “appelés d’Algérie” offer an example of suspended 

civil rights and the codification of a state of exception.  

The situation of the “appelés” is not nearly as dire as that of the Harkis, the Muslim 

auxiliary troops in the French army who lacked even regular military status. Though some were 

volunteers, many were threatened or intimidated into joining. As throughout the colonial period, 

the republic found a way to separate the responsibilities of defense from the rewards of 

citizenship: the Harkis were ultimately betrayed by France when President Charles de Gaulle 

decided to leave the majority of them to a brutal fate rather than evacuate them. Some did make 

it to France and were officially designated as “Français musulmans rapatriés” starting in 1960. 

Those who fled to France—about 41,000 in all—were generally interned, often with their 

families, in “camps de transit et de reclassement,” camps which had previously served during the 

Second World War as transit camps for deported Jews and later as prison camps for German 

prisoners of war.55   

As previously discussed in the cases of Messali Hadj and Ferhat Abbas, many Algerian 

nationalists experienced the optimism and disappointment of serving in the French army, from 

FLN leader Ahmed Ben Bella, whose Second World War service earned him military decoration 

by de Gaulle, to the Martiniquais Frantz Fanon, who served with the Gaullist Free French forces 

in North Africa before working as a psychiatrist in Algeria and supporting independence.56 Like 

French colonial schooling, a dispositif of the “mission civilisatrice” that could foster discontent 

 
54 Cf. Michel Auvray, Objecteurs, insoumis, déserteurs: Histoire des réfractaires en France (Paris: Stock, 1983).  

55 Cf. Vincent Crapanzano, The Harkis: The Wound That Never Heals (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2011). 

56 Cf. Alice Cherki, Frantz Fanon: A Portrait (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006).  
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as much as ideological submission, the army created expectations of equal recognition 

(citizenship, a pension), that led nowhere. Annie Crépin’s landmark history of conscription 

doesn’t dwell on this detail, though it does make passing reference to the inferior pensions 

received by “indigenous” troops, and the much-cited impact that the Algerian director Rachid 

Bouchareb’s film Indigènes (2006) had on this state of affairs. But there is no mention of the 

betrayal of the Harkis, no mention of the massacre of West African conscripts at Thiaroye.57 

These are perhaps significant omissions in an account of the shifting relationship of citizenship 

and soldiering, the republic’s values and its self-defense.58 The relationship of conscripts and 

professional soldiers became highly charged during this time, as did the public perception of the 

army. The myths of the “arche sainte” and the “cité armée” had now long disappeared: the army 

became associated with torture, with the far right, with the putsch against de Gaulle. Anti-war 

sentiment peaked among intellectuals with the “Manifeste des 121” in 1960, but the Algerian 

War was not the moment of rupture between the nation and the armed forces that subsequent 

revisionism might assume.59 Such a rupture was in fact impossible, as long as military service 

functioned as a structure of citizen formation.  

 
57 As with Bouchareb’s Indigènes, it is perhaps a work of cinema that has brought the most attention to this injustice. 
The great Senegalese director Ousmane Sembène’s Camp de Thiaroye (1988) depicts the mutiny and massacre of 
demobilized troops, killed for demanding pensions and back pay in late 1944. 

58 Of course, there are a number of works addressing race in the French army. See for instance Gregory Mann, 
Native Sons: West African Veterans and France in the Twentieth Century (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006) 
and Richard Fogarty, Race and War in France: Colonial Subjects in the French Army, 1914-1918 (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2008).  

59 Alexis Jenni’s Goncourt-winning L’art français de la guerre (2011), which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 
Four, is essentially a meditation on this theme, i.e. how the French armed forces became somehow taboo or exiled 
from the Nation during France’s wars of decolonization, and how they were only reintegrated into the “corps social” 
in the 1990s. 
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Universal military service only ended with President Chirac’s 1996 decision to fully 

professionalize France’s armed forces, finally put into effect in 2001. The decision was informed 

by budgetary constraints, a desire to make the army more modern and effective, and general 

post-Cold War assumptions regarding a lasting European peace. Yet the 1997 law suspending 

military service states that, should the safety of the French nation be threatened, conscription will 

immediately go back into effect. Though it is not mandatory, the “service militaire adapté outre-

mer” (SMA), created in 1961, was not suspended following Chirac’s decision in 1996, and it 

continues to be perceived as a way to form and educate citizens and to better integrate them 

professionally and socially. In several other European nations, military service is still mandatory 

for young men, though civilian service alternatives have increasingly been made available. 

Famously, Israel’s compulsory service includes women, and in recent years a number of nations 

have begun drafting women. In France, Chirac had suggested the introduction of voluntary 

civilian service when he announced the suspension of mandatory military service in 1996. This 

ultimately took the form of “service civique,” a program signed into law in 2010 that encourages 

citizens to spend six months to two years working in community organizations or public 

agencies. François Hollande made gestures in 2016 towards wanting to universalize the “service 

civique” because of a perceived need to renew social solidarity and shared republican values: 

though the program will not be mandatory, any French citizen between the ages of 18 and 25 

who wishes to join will be guaranteed that opportunity. “Service national universel” was also a 

campaign promise of Emmanuel Macron’s, and the “SNU” may begin as a pilot program for 

3,000 young people sometime in 2019.  
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Literature Review and Contribution to the Field  

This dissertation draws on and responds to a number of important studies of the literature 

of the Algerian War and the wider study of modern French literature of war. Philip Dine’s 

Images of the Algerian War (1994) offers a rigorous and thorough study of the French literary 

and cinematic responses to the war. Dine’s critical method involves an analysis of cultural and 

political myths reinforced or problematized in literature. The present study makes use of a 

similar methodology, while maintaining that the literary is itself a worthwhile object of analysis, 

not merely a vehicle for cultural claims. Another major study of representations of the Algerian 

War is Catherine Milkovitch-Rioux’s Mémoire vive d’Algérie, Littératures de la guerre 

d’Indépendance (2012). Milkovitch-Rioux also explores “appelé” novels which she defines, 

seeming to echo Marianne Hirsch’s work on postmemory,60 as “les représentations fictionnelles 

de l’expérience des appelés, produites par des écrivains de seconde génération—c’est-à-dire 

d’une génération qui a hérité de la (non) mémoire de la guerre.”61 Milkovitch-Rioux’s 

methodology could be described as psychoanalytic.  

A number of literary studies focus on female perspectives in literary responses to the war. 

These include Brigitte Weltman-Aron’s Algerian Imprints: Ethical Space in the Work of Assia 

Djebar and Hélène Cixous (2015), which asks what role “Algeria” plays in the two writer’s 

oeuvres, reflects on Francophone linguistic imposition and linguistic hospitality, and addresses 

Jewish identity and the representation of violence. Likewise, Pamela A Pears’s Remnants of 

 
60 Cf. Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2012).  

61 Catherine Milkovitch-Rioux “Le ‘roman des appelés’: effroi et paroxysmes” in Catherine Brun and Todd Shepard, 
eds., Guerre d’Algérie: Le sexe outragé (Paris: CNRS Éditions, 2016), 163.  
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Empire in Algeria and Vietnam: Women, Words, and War (2010) analyzes Yamina Mechakra’s 

La grotte éclatée and Malika Mokeddem’s L’interdite to explore the construction of the 

postcolonial female subject.  

Others focus on literature’s relationship to memory, including Désirée Schyns’s La 

mémoire littéraire de la guerre d’Algérie dans la fiction algérienne francophone (2012), which 

analyzes the work of Malika Mokeddem, Rachid Boudjedra, Assia Djebar, and Rachid Minouni, 

among others, and argues that literature is a receptacle of memorial traces and participates in the 

construction and hierarchization of memory. She privileges the voices of “écrivains décolonisés” 

who experienced the war as victims and combatants, even as she refers to the work of French 

novelists, such as Pierre Guyotat, and the work of younger generations, such as that of the 

novelist Akli Tadjer. Similarly, Djemaa Maazouzi’s Le partage des mémoires: La guerre 

d’Algérie en littérature, au cinéma et sur le web (2015) explores works by representatives of 

different memory communities (Harkis, Pieds-Noirs, etc.), to show how they position themselves 

in opposition to mainstream historical narratives. 

Others analyze the literature of the war to reflect on historical parallels and the 

emergence and legacy of Algerian nationalism. For example, Zahia Smail Salhi’s Politics, 

Poetics, and the Algerian Novel (1999) analyzes the emergence of the Francophone Algerian 

novel, especially the works of Kateb Yacine, Mouloud Mammeri, Mohammed Dib, and Mouloud 

Feraoun, comparing the Algerian novel’s evolution to that of Algerian nationalism. Likewise, 

Yassine Temlali’s Algérie, chroniques ciné-littéraires de deux guerres (2011) analyzes novels 

and films by Boualem Sansal, Rachid Bouchareb and many others to explore continuities 

between the Algerian War and the Civil War of the 1990s.  
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 Finally, broader interventions into Francophone studies include Carine Bourget’s The 

Star, The Cross, and the Crescent: Religions and Conflicts in Francophone Literature From the 

Arab World (2010), which addresses works by the Algerian and Franco-Algerian authors Salim 

Bachi, Slimane Benaissa, Rachid Boudjedra, and Rachid Mimouni, Karin Albou, Yamina 

Benguigui, Farid Boudjellal, Leïla Sebbar, and Hélène Cixous. Bourget critiques the 

Francophone studies model for elevating secular expatriate writers to be interpreters of Islam and 

the Islamic world for a Western audience, even as their representation of North African and 

Middle Eastern societies are partial or inadequate.62  

 

Methodology and Key Debates  

Building on cultural studies and formal literary analysis, my work also draws on political, 

philosophical, and historical studies of citizenship and racism, particularly Etienne Balibar and 

Immanuel Wallerstein’s Race, Nation, Class.63 In addition to Balibar and Wallerstein, the works 

 
62 Her work might be compared to recent polemics against postcolonial studies and francophone studies. See for 
example Richard Serrano, Against the Postcolonial: “Francophone” Writers at the Ends of French Empire 
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2005). See also Vivek Chibber, Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital (New 
York: Verso, 2013).  

63 Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein, Race, nation, classe: Les identités ambiguës (Paris: La Découverte, 
1988).  
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of Alec Hargreaves,64 Didier and Eric Fassin65, Gérard Noiriel,66 Mireille Rosello,67 Joan Scott,68 

Todd Shepherd,69 Catherine Brun,70 Raphaëlle Branche,71 Sylvie Thénault,72 Jean-Charles 

Jauffret,73 Kristin Ross,74 and Vinay Swamy75 have proved essential to the political and historical 

framing of my project.  

Recent major works on Algerian history include a joint project between Barzakh and La 

Découverte, a volume edited by Abderrahmane Bouchène, Jean-Pierre Peyroulou, Ouanassa 

Siari Tengour, and Sylvie Thénault: Histoire de l'Algérie à la période coloniale (1830-1962). 

This volume begins with a scholarly call to go beyond national boundaries in the production of 

history, “dépasser les polarisations nationales” all while avoiding trite exhortations to reconcile 

fractured memories. Nonetheless, in its structure, the volume maintains a binary that self-

consciously reproduces distinctions produced by colonial domination: “colonial” and “local” 

 
64 Cf. Alec Hargreaves, Multi-ethnic France: Immigration, Politics, Culture and Society (New York: Routledge, 
2007).  

65 Cf. Didier Fassin and Éric Fassin, eds., De la question sociale à la question raciale? Représenter la société 
française (Paris: La Découverte, 2006).  

66 Cf. Gérard Noiriel, Le creuset français: Histoire de l’immigration (XIXe -XXe siècle) (Paris: Seuil, 1988).  

67 Cf. Mireille Rosello, Postcolonial Hospitality: The Immigrant as Guest (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2001).  

68 Cf. Joan Wallach Scott, The Politics of the Veil (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).   

69 Cf. Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008).  

70 Cf. Catherine Brun and Todd Shepard, eds. Guerre d’Algérie: Le sexe outragé (Paris: CNRS, 2016).   

71 Cf. Raphaëlle Branche, La torture et l’armée pendant la Guerre d’Algérie (Paris: Gallimard, 2001). 

72 Cf. Sylvie Thénault, Histoire de la guerre d’indépendance algérienne (Paris: Flammarion, 2005).  

73 Jean-Charles Jauffret, La Guerre d’Algérie: Les combattants français et leur mémoire (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2016). 

74 Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of French Culture (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1995). 

75 Vinay Swamy, Interpreting the Republic: Marginalization and Belonging in Contemporary French Novels and 
Films (Latham: Lexington Books, 2011).  
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phenomena are analyzed in separate sections. Within this volume, multiple chapters address the 

“invention” of the “indigène” and the various forms of citizenship in French Algeria, but the 

phenomenon of conscription is never addressed systematically, though it does play an important 

role in a chapter on the “Exode de Tlemcen,” a mass migration of Algerian families towards 

Morocco and Tunisia in 1910-1911 precipitated by the imposition of uncompensated 

conscription on Muslim families.  

Historians generally have not devoted much ink to the cultural and political role of 

conscription during the Algerian War. Histories of the 1954-1962 period, from the pioneering 

work of Charles-André Julien, Charles-Robert Ageron, and Mahfoud Kaddache, have focused on 

a broad range of themes: military strategy and political maneuvering (Alistair Horne’s A Savage 

War of Peace, 1977), repressed and distorted memory (Benjamin Stora’s La gangrène et l’oubli, 

2005, and Henry Rousso, “Les raisins verts de la guerre d’Algérie,” 2004), torture (Raphaëlle 

Branche’s La Torture et l’Armée and Pierre Vidal-Naquet’s La torture dans la Republique, 

1998), and police violence (Jim House and Neil MacMaster’s Paris 1961, 2006). But there has 

been less emphasis on the war’s relationship to conscription, with the notable exception of Jean-

Charles Jauffret’s La guerre d’Algérie: Les combattants français et leur mémoire (2016).  

This project intersects with a number of major historical and theoretical debates. It 

contributes to work on memory’s relationship to history, insofar as literary representations of 

conscription shape and are shaped by the collective memory of historical trauma. By the same 

token, memoirs and novels can disrupt official or dominant narratives and recover silenced 

histories. Though many historians have been skeptical of the documentary value of testimony, 

and their contested relationships to witnesses have given rise to historiographical debate, 

relatively recent trends have led to new disciplinary practices, such as in oral history. Other 
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historians, aware of the competing roles history and memory play in a society’s relationship to 

past events, have made memory their object of inquiry, for example Pierre Nora in his 

monumental Les lieux de mémoire. Of most relevance to my project is Henri Rousso’s Le 

syndrome de Vichy, a history of the changing memory of occupied France that is sensitive to how 

trials, monuments, holidays, but also films and works of literature have reflected and transformed 

national memory. For Rousso, Nora, and others, memory is deeply linked to nation and national 

identity. More recent scholarship has shifted the focus to how memory is interwoven with 

identity transnationally. Benjamin Stora and others have worked on the divergent memories of 

the Algerian War in France and Algeria and how these contradictions have affected groups like 

the Pieds-Noirs or communities of Arabo-Berber descent in France.  

Recently, in the subfield of memory studies, new emphasis has been placed on the 

“multidirectional,” “palimpsestic” or “prosthetic” qualities of memory. The projects of Michael 

Rothberg, Maxim Silverman, Alison Landsberg, and Debarati Sanyal, among others, show how 

memories of different sites of historical trauma can help to shape, uncover or mediate one 

another. Bringing together the history of the Shoah and of decolonization, they have done much 

to enrich both fields by exploring points of connection between historical memories and traumas, 

which they sometimes refer to as “nœuds de mémoire.”76 Although there has been some backlash 

to this comparative approach, or what Rothberg refers to as the “colonial turn in Holocaust 

 
76 See Debarati Sanyal, Memory and Complicity: Migrations of Holocaust Remembrance (New York: Fordham UP, 
2015); Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 2009); Maxim Silverman, Palimpsestic Memory: The Holocaust and Colonialism in 
French and Francophone Fiction and Film (New York: Berghahn Books, 2013). See also the special issue of Yale 
French Studies edited by these three scholars, “Nœuds de mémoire: Multidirectional Memory in Postwar French and 
Francophone Culture” (n. 118&119) (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010).  
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studies”77—and likewise calls in literary and historical departments for renewed attention to the 

national over the transnational—both disciplinary choices involve shortcomings and 

compromises.78 Bruno Chaouat, in his polemical Is Theory Good for the Jews? concedes that 

Rothberg correctly diagnoses the ethical shortcomings of the paradigm of competitive memory, 

but argues that “Francophone and postcolonial studies, in the name of de-provincializing French 

and European studies, perpetuate Orientalist topoi.”79 Chaouat insists that the multidirectional 

paradigm is blind to anti-Semitism committed by non-Westerners (thus “essentializing” Islamic 

terrorists, in his analysis), but he seems to reproduce many tropes about a Manichean and 

essentialized global conflict between Jewish and Muslim peoples without acknowledging any of 

the scholarship that has shown how interlinked the histories of anti-Semitism and Islamophobia 

are.80  

Rothberg attempts to move beyond a paradigm of competitive memory, in which the 

representatives of different historical sites of trauma are thought to compete in a zero-sum game 

over memorial resources, to a paradigm of multidirectional memory, by which histories of 

violence and oppression can facilitate and mediate memorial work on other contexts. Of capital 

importance is the narrative he traces about the emergence of the figure of the Holocaust witness, 

a development he sees as inseparable from the struggle for decolonization. According to 

 
77 Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory, 70.  

78 As Sara-Louise Cooper puts it “refusals of comparison can be implicated in the minimization of historical 
violence just as much as commitments to comparison.” Cf. Memory Across Borders: Nabokov, Perec, Chamoiseau 
(Cambridge: Legenda, MHRA, 2016), 10. 

79 Bruno Chaouat, Is Theory Good for the Jews? French Thought and the Challenge of the New Antisemitism 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2017), 124.   

80 See, for instance Gil Anidjar, The Jew, the Arab: A History of the Enemy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2003).  
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Rothberg, 1961 is a key turning point for the memory of the Second World War in France, not 

because of the Eichmann Trial—as many have argued—but because of resurgent discourse 

around racism and state violence in the context of the Algerian war, most particularly the 

October 17th massacre. As would later emerge, the brutality of October 17th was linked to the 

persecution of France's Jews through the return of racial statutes—such as the illegal curfew 

covering only Algerian workers which was instituted earlier that month—as well as mass arrests, 

and detentions in venues like sporting arenas and even camps. A photo published in late October 

1961 of Algerian detainees held in the Palais du Sport was accompanied by the headline “Ça ne 

vous rappelle rien?” referencing the July 1942 “Rafle du Vel d'Hiv.” The two histories were also 

linked by the role played by Maurice Papon, the prefect of the Paris police since 1958 who had 

been one of the Vichy “fonctionnaires” responsible for the deportation of thousands of Jews from 

the Gironde. However, this Papon connection only came to light during his highly mediatized 

1997 trial. Thus, even memorial “turning points,” such as 1961, can be retrospectively 

historically constructed. As Rothberg argues, on the subject of Papon and the memory of October 

17 1961, “Paying attention to both the ethical and political dimensions of memory produces a 

sense of the ‘present’ of any context as defined by multidirectional currents of history and layers 

of unevenly worked through historical time.”81  

Rothberg thus demonstrates that his methodology is attentive to “unevenness.” But one 

point of difficulty that has emerged in this growing subfield of memory studies is the very 

“multidirectionality” of the paradigm proposed: sometimes the lines drawn between various 

cultural and historical sites can resemble bi- or even unidirectional vectors: very disparate forms 

 
81 Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory, 266.  
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of violence all seem to index the same things. Likewise, there can be a tendency towards 

unevenness or asymmetry, with certain memories seemingly “overrepresented.” Since it attempts 

to account for asymmetry and difference, Rothberg’s model diverges from politicized memorial 

analogies that circulate in American memorial culture, such as the linking of 9/11 and the 

Holocaust—a comparison that implies American innocence.82 But what of those sites of trauma 

that, in stark contrast to the legitimacy of Holocaust memory, remain invisible or illegible to the 

“trauma economy”?83 And how to avoid circulating forms of traumatic memory that have been 

“rendered safe for public consumption,” i.e. that fail to critique presently existing structures of 

domination and violence? As Ann Stoler asks, “can this inundation of intellectual and political 

labor on the colonial past serve as an act of closure and of completion, as a new benchmark of 

virtue, much as compassion for refugees and not political rights for ‘illegal immigrants’ serves 

today?”84 This dissertation attempts to point in some new directions, linking literary 

representations of the Algerian War to French political ambivalence around rising 

Americanization during the “Trente Glorieuses,” republican universalism’s relationship to racism 

and anti-Semitism, or post-industrial neoliberalism and postcolonial immigration’s 

“destabilizing” effects on contemporary French communities.  

 Crucial to the contribution of this work in memory studies is a renewed attention to 

literary (and cinematic) form. Michael Rothberg’s Traumatic Realism is partially a study of the 

 
82 Cf. Lucy Bond, “Types of Transculturality: Narrative Frameworks and the Commemoration of 9/11” in The 
Transcultural Turn: Interrogating Memory Between and Beyond Borders, Lucy Bond and Jessica Rapson, eds., 
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2014), 61-80. 

83 Cf. Terri Tomsky, “From Sarajevo to 9/11: Travelling Memory and the Trauma Economy” Parallax 17:4 (2011), 
49-60.  

84 Ann Stoler, “Colonial Aphasia: Race and Disabled Histories in France” Public Culture 23:1 (2011), 145.  
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limits of representation and Debarati Sanyal’s Memory and Complicity dedicates a chapter to 

“Auschwitz as Allegory.” But there is more work to be done on the intricate relationship of 

political critique and literary formal innovation in recent French and Francophone texts.  

France’s great intellectual struggle over whether radical ideas required radical literary forms 

certainly predates the twentieth century, 85 but it is frequently understood in the context of World 

War Two.86 Here, we will address this question in the context of decolonization. The present 

project certainly does not take sides, but rather contends seriously with various 

conceptualizations of literature’s autonomy, responsibility, and relationship to history and 

politics. One difficulty we will attempt to overcome: representing an absence, i.e. the absence of 

Algerian cultural and historical specificity from novels using the Algerian War as a setting or 

site. There are only so many ways to catalogue something that is not there.   

Aside from its elucidation of the debates around language’s relationship to action and 

literature’s “responsibility,” Philip Watts’s Allegories of the Purge explores common sexual 

metaphors use to describe collaboration: particularly prostitution and homosexuality. This 

project is likewise attentive to the gendering of violence in representations of colonial warfare. 

 
85 A century before Jean-Paul Sartre elaborated his theory of “littérature engagée” in “Qu’est-ce que la littérature” 
(1948), the novelist, critic and académicien Victor Cherbuliez began an 1842 essay by asking this same question, 
and by immediately disagreeing with an expression of the counter-revolutionary philosopher Louis de Bonald: “La 
littérature est l’expression de la société, comme la parole est l’expression de l’homme.” Cherbuliez’s essay 
represented an intervention into a mid-nineteenth-century “querelle” about the relationship of “lettres” and 
“sciences,” or, in slightly different terms “autonomous” and “social” art. Paul Bénichou’s Le Sacre de l’écrivain 
1750-1830: Essai sur l’avènement d’un pouvoir spiritual laïque dans la France modern (1973) explores how, in the 
eighteenth century, the authority of the “philosophe” came to replace that of the Church, and the subsequent 
nineteenth-century counter-revolutionary backlash then attempted to elevate the “poète” at the expense of the 
“philosophe”—again, essentially a binary pitting “engaged” and “aesthetic” views of literature against one another. 
Pierre Bourdieu’s Les Règles de l’art (1992) offers a sociological account of the constitution of a “literary field” 
entrenching the norm of “l’art pour l’art” towards the end of the nineteenth century. Maurice Blanchot’s “Comment 
la littérature est-elle possible?” (1942), in some ways a response to Sartre, cites Paul Valéry’s assertion that “le fond 
n’est qu’une forme impure.” As Philip Watts shows in Allegories of the Purge, Blanchot viewed Sartrean 
commitment to “engaged literature” as bordering on the totalitarian and essentially made a case for literary 
modernism.   

86 Cf. Philip Watts, Allegories of the Purge (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998).  
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Metaphors of penetration and analogies between land and body are ubiquitous, and language’s 

power to represent or reorganize is frequently described through sexual categories. From realist 

novels starring hyper-virile paratroopers (which might naturalize a politics of colonial 

domination and a transparent view of language) through non-representational texts shot through 

with orgiastic and depersonalized sexual violence (denaturalizing everything, even the very idea 

subject or the referent), this corpus is spread across both political and linguistic axes. Responding 

to both the theorists of the 1960s who insisted that radical form must be linked to radical politics 

(Philippe Sollers, Roland Barthes) and the return of realism in Marxist literary criticism (Kristin 

Ross, Raymond Williams, Frederic Jameson), this dissertation presupposes that insofar as each 

author’s “theory of literature” determines how he represents or deems un-representable sexuality 

and violence, his attitude towards what literature is and can do is necessarily political.  

 

Constitution of Corpus and Chapter Breakdown 

Though much of the scholarly work on the experience of “appelés” and “rappelés” has 

centered on their testimony, memoirs, and letters, a number of more intentionally literary 

representations of military service were written during the war and in the following decades. 

Chronologically, examples of literary works by or about French soldiers include: 

Daniel Anselme (La permission, 1957) 
Vladimir Pozner (Le lieu du supplice, 1959) 
Jean Genet (Les paravents, 1961) 
Roger Ikor (Les Murmures de la guerre, 1961),  
Daniel Zimmermann (80 exercices en zone interdite, 1961)  
Xavier Grall (Africa Blues, 1962) 
René-Nicolas Ehni (La gloire du vaurien, 1963) 
Pierre Bois (La friche, 1963) 
Georges Perec (Quel petit vélo à guidon chromé au fond de la cour, 1966) 
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Pierre Guyotat (Tombeau pour cinq cent mille soldats, 1967) 
Philippe Labro (Des feux mal éteints, 1967)  
Guy Croussy (Ne pleure pas, la guerre est bonne, 1975) 
Claude Bonjean (Lucien chez les barbares, 1977) 
Jean Yvane (L’arme au bleu, 1978) 
Virginie Buisson (L’Algérie ou la mort des autres, 1978) 
Richard Liscia (Le conscrit et le général, 1980) 
Robert Pépin (Pavillon 114, 1981) 
Claude Klotz (Les appelés, 1982) 
George Mattéi (La guerre des gusses, 1982) 
Guy Lacorce (Le train du soir, 1983) 
Alain Dubos (L’embuscade, 1983) 
Antoine Le Carvennec (La mémoire chacale, 1983) 
Pierre Bourgeade (Les serpents, 1983) 
Didier Daeninckx (Meurtres pour mémoire, 1984) 
Daniel Zimmermann (Nouvelles de la zone interdite, 1988) 
Bernard-Marie Koltès (Le retour au desert, 1988) 
Jacques Syreigeol (Une mort dans la djebel, 1990) 
François Joly (L’homme au mégot, 1990) 
Maïssa Bey (Entendez-vous dans les montages…, 2002) 
Arno Bertina (Le dehors ou la migration des truites, 2003) 
Zahia Rahmani (Moze, 2004) 
Rachid Boudjedra (Hôtel Saint-Georges, 2007) 
Laurent Mauvignier (Des hommes, 2009) 
Jérôme Ferrari (Où j’ai laissé mon âme, 2010) 
Alice Ferney (Passé sous silence, 2010) 
Alexis Jenni (L’art français de la guerre, 2011) 

Of course, a broader bibliography of Francophone novels making reference to the 

Algerian War would include practically every major Francophone Algerian author, from 

Mohammed Dib and Kateb Yacine through Assia Djebar, Maïssa Bey, and Leïla Sebbar. This 

dissertation does not primarily focus on literary representations of soldiers in the ALN or victims 

of torture, though texts like Maïssa Bey’s Entendez-vous dans les montagnes… (2002), an 

autofictional account of the author’s father’s murder by the French Army, provided helpful 

points of reference in the elaboration of an analytic frame. Likewise, the dissertation is not 

primarily concerned with Pied-Noir or Harki memory, though, again, texts like Zahia Rahmani’s 
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Moze (2003) and Jean-Noël Pancrazi’s La Montagne (2012) contributed context and analytic 

depth to my understanding of this corpus.  

The present corpus is made up of texts that were largely either omitted or mentioned only 

briefly in Philip Dine and Catherine Milkovitch-Rioux’s studies of literary representations of the 

Algerian War. These literary responses to the war are grouped chronologically, but each chapter 

also fits each chronological selection into a unified thematic focus: homosocial fraternalist 

republican critiques of materialism (1), anti-republican critiques of uneven distributions of rights 

and the delegitimization of certain communities (2), nonrepresentational interventions into 

politics, particularly the construction of the subject through violence (3), and reactionary 

celebrations of an openly ethnonationalist republicanism (4).  

My first three chapters concern French novels from the 1950s and 1960s relating in some 

way to conscription during the Algerian War, while the fourth chapter addresses recent novels 

that look back at France’s last major war. Chapter One analyzes Daniel Anselme’s 1957 La 

permission and René-Nicolas Ehni’s 1963 La gloire du vaurien. I argue that these novels display 

a middlebrow realism and are heavily focused on character psychology. They also demonstrate 

continuity in theme and style with novelistic depictions of First World War veterans’ difficult 

return to civilian society. Their politics are pro-republican, but they reveal a wariness of rising 

Americanization, consumerism, and social atomization. They demonstrate a relatively traditional 

nineteenth-century view of the novel as an exploration of the individual’s relationship to the 

national community. Chapter Two focuses on Georges Perec’s 1966 Quel petit vélo à guidon 

chromé au fond de la cour? and Patrick Modiano’s La place de l’étoile. These texts, more 

formally innovative than those examined in the first chapter, are not realist novels based in 

character-psychology. Rather, they are built around literary games and discursive pastiche made 



 
38 

up of rhetorical flourishes and complex webs of cultural references. Both allude to French anti-

Semitism, particularly the legacy of the Dreyfus Affair and of Collaboration, and their politics 

appear ambivalent about the institution of citizenship and the secular universalism of the 

republic.  

Chapter Three offers a study of Pierre Guyotat’s Tombeau pour cinq cent mille soldats 

(1967), Éden, Éden, Éden (1970), and his recent memoire, Idiotie (2018). Formally radical, 

Guyotat’s texts stretch the definition of literature, working on language’s very materiality and 

innovating at the level of syntax and sound. Politically and philosophically, his work positions 

itself against the “image,”87 and his approach to textual production is far removed from character 

psychology. Bringing the post-structuralist critique into the literary field, his work rejects the 

very ideas of the individual political actor and the nation. Finally, Chapter Four addresses recent 

novels by Alexis Jenni, Laurent Mauvignier, Jérôme Ferrari, Alice Ferney, while also 

referencing the oeuvre of Michel Houellebecq. These conform to a realist mode, though they also 

gesture towards formal innovation. I show how their evocations of the Algerian War reveal 

anxieties about demographic and political change in France. 

As has perhaps become clear, for better or worse, this dissertation is not narrowly focused 

on either the historical fact of conscription, the history or historiography of colonial Algeria or 

the Algerian War (1954-1962), or literary texts representing draftees. Rather, I analyze literary 

representations of violence and artistic uses of the Algerian context, the literary struggle to 

represent historical injustice, and literary deployments of reactionary white identitarianism via 

 
87 Cf. Anne Élaine Cliche, Tu ne te feras pas d’image: Duras, Sarraute, Guyotat: essai (Montréal: Le Quartanier, 
2016).  
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particular colonial settings. Likewise, I interrogate the racialization of genres and disciplinary 

boundaries, and the ethnoreligious and culturalized connotations of universalism and secularism 

in contemporary France. Borrowing a phrase of Sartre’s, “Si je suis mobilisé dans une guerre, 

cette guerre est ma guerre, elle est à mon image et je la mérite,” I show how the image of the 

Algerian War has participated in the production of racially circumscribed conceptions of the 

polity, of subject and object positions, and of literary material and literary publics.  
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Chapter One: 

“Paris, si élégant, a honte de ses soldats mal habillés”: 
Homosociality and Consumerism in Two Early Novels of the Algerian War 

“Si je suis mobilisé dans une guerre, cette guerre est ma guerre, elle est à mon image et je 
la mérite.”88 

The Silence of the “Appelés” 

What does it mean for a war to be in one’s image? What does it mean to deserve a war? 

Does anything distinguish the conscript from the collaborator? Sartre viewed the collaborator, 

the aesthete, and the homosexual as analogous figures: “a radical element, an outsider incapable 

of being incorporated into society.”89 He saw politically engaged literary criticism and the 

postwar purge trials as serving parallel functions: “to identify and purge undesirable elements 

from postwar France.”90 In the novels analyzed in this chapter, similar thematic work ties the 

character of the conscript to archetypical figures like the outsider, aesthete, homosexual, or 

collaborator. But although these novels center on the conscript’s alienation, rather than attempt 

to “purge” this undesirable outsider, they strive to vindicate his low view of rising materialist 

individualism during the “Trente Glorieuses,” France’s postwar economic boom.  

88 Jean-Paul Sartre, L’être et le néant (Paris: Gallimard, 1943), 599. Cited in Philip Watts, Allegories of the Purge 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 64. 

89 Watts, 75. 

90 Ibid., 71. 
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Our analysis of literary representations of the Algerian War proposes various accounts of 

literature’s political responsibility and relationship to violence, by focusing on how writers 

across the political spectrum and literary field wrestled with the contradictions of military 

conscription—a central institution of citizenship that raises questions about the legitimation of 

violence and racialized hierarchy under a republican universalist and assimilationist political 

régime. An uneasy awareness of the “state of exception” underlying the justification of torture 

permeated some artistic responses to the war. How literature responded to conscription, and how 

metaphors and narratives around violence, sex, and the family (recurrent images of sexual 

mutilation, coming-of-age topoi, the language of divorce) reveal fundamental anxieties around 

race and gender’s role in the construction of French identity, particularly the conception of the 

citizen’s full participation in the Nation. 

Typically, in the critical literature, “appelés” are associated with silence.91 But the figure 

of the conscript has also frequently spoken as a literary character, and he has remained a kind of 

trope in stories told about modern and contemporary France. Other studies of “appelés” and the 

textual production involving them have focused on the gradual depoliticization of combatants’ 

memoirs and memories—from the militant communist and anti-colonialist memoirs and 

manifestos being produced, censored, and circulated during the war—such as Noël Favrelière’s 

Le désert à l’aube (1960) or Maurienne’s92 Le déserteur (1960), both published by the Éditions 

de Minuit—to the violent nihilism of memoirs published in the 1980s, after a succession of 

 
91 Cf. Florence Dosse, Les héritiers du silence: Enfants d’appelés en Algérie (Paris: Stock, 2012); Claire Mauss-
Copeaux, Appelés en Algérie: La parole confisquée (Paris: Hachette, 2002).  

92 The pseudonym of Jean-Louis Hurst, who chose the name of the Maurienne Valley because it neighbors the 
Vercors Massif. “Vercors” was famously the pseudonym employed by Jean Bruller to publish the Le silence de la 
mer (1942), the Éditions de Minuit’s first book and a foundational clandestine text of the Resistance.   
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amnesties allowed combatants to feel safe coming clean about their own guilt and complicity.93 

Likewise, the axes and debates shaping the political landscape of the early Fifth Republic had 

given way to a host of new struggles and discourse. What remained by this account was an open 

wound—the language of bodily injury and especially rot and corruption is inescapable in 

accounts of the failure of collective memory around the Algerian War and its fracturing through 

or into incompatible “memory communities.”94 All that could be shared across groups was a 

generalized sense of personal victimhood and of political betrayal:  

Cette crise a plongé progressivement les individus dans les refuges de la sphère 
privée, intime, dans le vécu, donc dans la mémoire. […] En d’autres termes, le 
trop-plein mémoriel qui commence à surgir dans les années 1990 fonctionne 
comme symptôme: on se tourne vers le passé de son propre groupe dans une 
panne de projet d’avenir !95  

 

Although this skepticism of memory and elaboration of a binary between the personal and 

political is not unusual in the historiography of memory, it is an analytic frame that we will seek 

to interrogate and complexify.  

 

 

 

 
93 Cf. Anndal G. Narayanan, “Le silence de la guerre? French combatants’ memoirs of the Algerian War, 1954-
1988” (MA Thesis, UNC Chapel Hill, 2012).  

94 Cf. Benjamin Stora, La gangrène et l’oubli: La mémoire de la guerre d’Algérie (Paris: La Découverte, 1998). 

95 Benjamin Stora, “L’Histoire ne sert pas à guérir les mémoires blessées” Matériaux pour l’histoire de notre temps 
85:1 (2007), 10-13. 
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Escaping the Couple and Escaping Consumption 

Although the paradigm of initial amnesia and subsequent rememoration in accounts of 

both the Occupation and the Algerian War has become ubiquitous,96 this chapter focuses on two 

novels written before or immediately after the 1962 Evian Accords, neither of which were 

censored. As David Bellos points out in the introduction to his translation of Daniel Anselme’s 

La permission (1957): 97 “One remarkable feature of Anselme’s novel is simply its date.”98 Here 

we have an early literary response to what was then referred to as the “événements d’Algérie” or 

the “opérations de maintien de l’ordre,”99 before de Gaulle’s return to power or any real prospect 

of Algerian independence. Anselme depicts feelings of resentment among “appelés”: three 

soldiers on leave in Paris become acutely aware of the civilian population’s indifference to the 

war and frenzied participation in consumerist materialism. The novel’s only optimistic note 

concerns the homosocial bonds formed between the three soldiers, united by their shared feelings 

of betrayal and disgust despite their different class backgrounds. An “appelé” himself, René-

Nicolas Ehni’s 1964 novel La gloire du vaurien100 takes these implicit economic and sexual 

 
96 Cf. Henry Rousso, Le syndrome de Vichy: De 1944 à nos jours (Paris: Seuil, 1990). See also Rousso, “Les raisins 
verts de la guerre d’Algérie” in Yves Michaud, ed., La guerre d’Algérie (1954-1962) (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2004).  

97 The author of La permission was born Daniel Rabinovitch in 1927 to Dutch and Russian parents. Rabinovitch was 
active in the Resistance during the Second World War, joining the communist partisans. “Anselme” was an assumed 
nom de résistant first taken on by his father. This choice of a “French” name may be understood as an active 
assumption of identity and a conception of national belonging based on choice and desire rather than race, but it also 
risks reproducing a reification of “Frenchness.”  

98 Daniel Anselme, On Leave, David Bellos, trans., (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014). Before the 
translation, the novel, originally published by Julliard, was out of print and difficult to find. But the translation 
encouraged a republication in France by Les Belles Lettres in 2016.   

99 On the subject of the evasions and euphemisms surrounding the naming of the war, see e.g. Catherine Brun, ed. 
La guerre d’Algérie: Les mots pour la dire (Paris: CNRS, 2014).  

100 Incidentally also published by Julliard.  
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anxieties and exaggerates them on a tragicomic scale: he depicts an “appelé’s” homosexual 

encounters and vexed relationship with consumer culture and mass media in the early 1960s.  

In both Anselme and Ehni’s work, the never-never land of extended adolescence allows 

the conscript to avoid or reject corrupting adult compromises—protagonists are vulgar and 

innocent, sexualized and infantilized, virile and yet more boy than man. The “génération 

d’Algérie” was composed of a much younger group of conscripts than the other major 

mobilizations of the twentieth century,101 and the age-based construction of identity is an 

important analytic vector for this conflict.102 As in other same-sex communities, whether 

political, military,103 or religious, the homosocial bonds and alternate social order to the 

heterosexual family create an impression of a “rediscovered” and purer mode of community 

formation.104 In Anselme’s novel, homosociality manifests itself in the rejection of normative 

familial relationships—the mother or wife figure is depicted as abhorrent because she represents 

the obligations of adulthood and the banality of civilian life. Ehni’s novel goes further, asking 

what happens when the conscript takes up with men. In both cases, he is shown to short-circuit 

traditional ties of kinship. Both authors undermine normative family structures and point to the 

 
101 As compared to the First World War, when men in their forties belonging to the reserve of the territorial army 
were mobilized. In the Algerian War, officers and professional soldiers were often older, but conscripts were almost 
exclusively in their early twenties. 

102 In a well-known interview, Pierre Bourdieu addressed the social construction of youth. Cf. Pierre Bourdieu, 
interviewed by Anne-Marie Métailié, “La jeunesse n’est qu’un mot” in Les jeunes et le premier emploi (Paris: 
Association des Ages, 1978). Likewise, Ludivine Bantigny has studied how notions of “youth” and “generational 
identity” structured and were structured by the Algerian War. Cf. Ludivine Bantigny, Le plus bel âge? Jeunes et 
jeunesse en France de l’aube des “Trente Glorieuses” à la guerre d’Algérie (Paris: Fayard, 2007). 

103 Cf. Brian Joseph Martin’s Napoleonic Friendship: Military Fraternity, Intimacy, and Sexuality in Nineteenth-
Century France (Durham, N.H.: University of New Hampshire Press, 2011).  

104 See for example Jean Lipman-Blumen, “Toward a Homosocial Theory of Sex Roles: An Explanation of the Sex 
Segregation of Social Institutions” Signs 1:3 (Spring 1976), 15-31.  
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strong bonds formed between soldiers as an alternative model of sociality.105 The heterosexual 

couple is denounced as a depoliticized trap, and the structure and intimacy of a military same-sex 

community are presented as a preferable alternative to the pressures of family life, precarious 

labor and constant consumption under postwar capitalism. However, a critique of individualism 

and capitalism through the fantasy of a “band of brothers” is vulnerable to charges of political 

reaction or sentimental nostalgia.106 Though both Anselme and Ehni’s works are critical of 

French imperialism and militarism,107 they also participate in the republican exaltation of 

(exclusively male) fraternity as a lost form of living-in-common.108  

Critiques of materialism are certainly not hard to come by in French novels and films of 

the 1950s-1970s.109 Writing about conscripts gave realist novelists an opportunity to experiment 

with the portrayal of their contemporaries outside of the couple and normative family unit. Since 

the family and couple became the locus of consumption, the “escouade” offers the opportunity to 

escape the market. The depiction of shore leave is thus a rich trope for our analysis, as it places 

 
105 It has been argued that the Code Napoléon decriminalized sodomy (or rather failed to recriminalize it following 
the elimination of most laws relating to sexual activity from the 1791 Code pénal) in part because of the prevalence 
of homoerotic relationships in the Grande Armée (André Gide argues this in Corydon and his claim is taken 
seriously by Brian Joseph Martin in Napoleonic Friendship, op. cit.. Although the French military never established 
policies analogous to the United States’ “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” exemptions and discharges based on “psychiatric” 
criteria occurred (homosexuality was classified as a psychiatric pathology until 1973 in the United States and until 
1992 in France), and stigma persists until this day for gay and trans service members. See for instance the annual 
“SOS Homophobie” report for examples of discrimination in the French armed forces, https://www.sos-
homophobie.org/sites/default/files/rapport_annuel_2018.pdf  

106 For an account of the political and literary uses of nostalgia, see Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New 
York: Basic Books, 2001).  

107 A far cry from the militaristic and colonialist ideology of works such as Jean Lartéguy’s 1960 bestseller Les 
Centurions, which follows a French battalion of paratroopers from the humiliations of Dien Bien Phu through the 
counterinsurgency tactics of the Algerian War. 

108 On those left out by fraternity, see e.g. Réjane Sénac, Les non-frères au pays de l’égalité (Paris: Sciences Po, 
2017).  

109 Such as in the work of Georges Perec, Simone de Beauvoir, and Christiane Rochefort. 
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two modes of sociality at odds with each other. The sexual, political, and social anxieties of “la 

perme” make it a useful case study for the crucial questions underlying representations of 

conscription. This chapter is indebted to Kristin Ross’s study of the representations of 

consumption in realist literature and cinema of the 1960s. Fast Cars, Clean Bodies captures the 

complex ways in which postwar French modernization was constructed in response and in 

opposition to decolonization. Ross insists on the political dangers of “keeping the two stories 

apart” or treating colonialism as an “‘exterior’ experience.”110 Although I share her interest in the 

couple as the locus of consumption, particularly in the context of literary fantasies of alternative, 

homosocial arrangements, I part ways with her through my focus on citizenship and the 

Republic. I maintain that the critiques of materialism effected in works like La permission and 

La gloire du vaurien are of a different order than in works like Georges Perec’s Les Choses 

because they are less interested in showing how “the language of advertising is reflected in us”111 

than in bemoaning the fate of a certain republican narrative, and even of the republic itself.  

 

Conscripts Expressing the Contradictions of French Identity 

  Our analysis of Daniel Anselme’s La Permission will show how literary depictions of 

conscripts on leave allow for a cross-class and depiction of the city and the nation, hearkening 

back to the literary models of the nineteenth century. Anselme’s choice of settings, characters, 

and themes establishes certain forms of national solidarity and community, while implicitly 

 
110 Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies, 9.  

111 Perec quoted in David Bellos’s introduction to the American edition of Things, David Bellos, trans., (Boston: 
Godine, 1990), 9. Cited in Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies, 58.  
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excluding certain (racialized) groups from the polity. Anselme’s protagonists are three avatars of 

French society and masculinity: the cuckolded and alienated intellectual, the communist with an 

almost mythically wholesome family life, and the hard-partying dandy, all of whom experience 

intense feelings of betrayal. “Pourquoi nous avez-vous laissés partir ?” sobs Caporal Valette over 

a tense family lunch in his communist working-class neighborhood, nicknamed “Petite U.R.S.S.”  

Pourquoi avez-vous laissé partir les trains? Pourquoi nous avez-vous abandonnés 
quand on était dans les trains? Pourquoi ? Pourquoi ? cria-t-il, des larmes dans la 
voix. Nous, on ne voulait par partir! On a tout fait pour ne pas partir ! On s’est 
barricadé à la caserne, ils ont enfoncé les portes, ils nous ont traînés dans les 
camions, ils nous ont traînés dans les trains, on avait tout le monde au cul, les 
juteux, les C.R.S., et pourtant on a gueulé, on a stoppé les trains, on est descendu 
en plein champ, on s’est paumé un peu partout, ils ont dû nous courir après, ils ont 
dû reformer les unités dix fois…nous, on ne voulait pas partir ! Et vous, où étiez-
vous? Où étiez-vous quand on se battait? Si vous étiez tous venus, est-ce qu’on 
serait parti? Il ne fallait pas nous laisser partir, répéta-t-il. Pour nous avez-vous 
laissés partir?112  

 

Heightening the drama of these accusations is the historical reality: there were indeed riots as the 

young conscripts were sent from barracks all across France towards the Mediterranean. Trains 

were a first site of massive disobedience, of “insoumission” in the parlance of the French 

military bureaucracy.113 The authorities were quick to keep trains separate from civilian 

 
112 Daniel Anselme, La permission (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2016), 127.  

113 Jean-Charles Jauffret dedicates a chapter to these “manifestations de rappelés” on the “convois spéciaux” in La 
Guerre d’Algérie: Les combattants français et leur mémoire (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2016). Likewise, Patrick Rotman 
and Bernard Tavernier describe one attempt to stop the trains in the book version of their documentary, La guerre 
sans nom: “Ces affrontements de la soirée du 18 mai 1956 sont restés inscrits dans l’histoire locale. Personne n’a 
oublié le train bloqué, les voies envahies, les aiguillages mis hors d’usage, les bagarres jusqu’à une heure avancée de 
la nuit. 2000 ou 3000 jeunes gens y ont participé, qui entendaient empêcher un train de rappelés de partir. Parmi les 
protestataires d’un soir, certains avaient déjà reçu leur feuille de route. Mais beaucoup, trop jeunes comme 
Delbello—dix-huit ans à l’époque—, y sont allés par solidarité. Ils sont parties dans les mois, les années qui 
suivirent. D’autres, enfin, ne se sentaient pas concernés ou bien étaient franchement contre. Bref, cette 
manifestation, la plus importante qui se soit déroulée en France à ce moment-là contre la guerre d’Algérie, a été à la 
fois un point de rencontre et un point de départ.” (15-16) 
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populations. But what explains the indifference of the civilians who largely failed participate in 

this popular revolt? La permission sets out to answer this question.  

Fittingly, the novel begins and ends on a train. In addition to echoing the aforementioned 

draft riots, this bookending highlights the protagonists’ feelings of instability and dislocation: 

three draftees on shore leave in Paris. In the opening lines, Valette comments on the thick fog 

surrounding their train as it makes its way through central France. He takes pleasure in this fog, 

so different from the Algerian heat—it’s been thirteen months since they’ve seen such terrible 

(and French) weather: “ça fait plaisir à voir ce temps de chien.”114 Completing the ambivalent 

familiarity of their return to French soil is their strained encounter with a cliché of French train 

travel: a windbag veteran of the First World War. This “ancien combattant” turned “hôtelier” 

finds any excuse to brag about his service, offering up the pocket knife he uses to cut bread and 

cold cuts as a bloody relic of Verdun.  

After a racist tirade about French cultural superiority and colonial glory, this stand-in for 

much that seems wrong with France and the French Army begins a long story about action in the 

Argonne—forcing more violence onto his already traumatized audience. Two of them physically 

suffer from his performance: “[ils] courbaient le dos sous une rafale de fusil-mitrailleur dont 

l’hôtelier imitait le crépitement.”115 Our protagonists are desperate for escape: “[ils] 

désespéraient d’échapper à la campagne d’Argonne tout entière, eux qui avaient déjà sur les bras 

la guerre d’Algérie.”116 The soldiers feel that being subject to interrogations about Algeria and 

 
114 Anselme, 10.  

115 Ibid., 18.  

116 Ibid., 19.  
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expected to agree with the abhorrent views of old men who assault them with their ramblings is 

another aspect of the misery of military service: “l’ancien combattant qui raconte ses souvenirs, 

cela fait partie du supplice militaire.”117 There is no community created through the sharing of 

war stories, only a further burden placed on the soldiers who are deprived of their privacy.  

Lachaume, the intellectual of the bunch and the least cowed of the three, shuts up their 

interlocutor in an act of insubordination: “Il ne faudrait pas prendre prétexte de notre uniforme 

pour nous raconter toutes vos histoires de troufion.”118 Even this explosion must be contained 

and explained in terms of military hierarchy: “vous n’êtes pas mon adjutant, que je sache.”119 

The old buffoon responds by invoking military authority: “Je vous foutrai un rapport au cul! […] 

Insultes publiques à un médaillé militaire, ça peut chercher loin, vous entendrez parler de moi… 

Ah ! elle est belle, l’armée française.”120 The violent breakdown of social relations between 

current and veteran service members obviously plays off a familiar generational gap, but it also 

highlights a radical shift in attitudes towards France, the army, and public citizenship.  

The old man politicizes memory and spews hateful stereotypes and incomprehensible 

absurdities about France and French-ness. He embodies the ugly contradictions of French 

chauvinism: he is an innkeeper who advocates for “les Français en France et les étrangers chez 

eux,” though he makes a self-interested exception for tourists: “je ne parle pas des touristes, le 

pauvres.”121 He then goes on a long-winded rant about how the French are not “bavard”—clearly 

 
117 Anselme, 19.  

118 Ibid., 19. 

119 Ibid., 19.  

120 Ibid., 20.  

121 Ibid., 17. 
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undermining his confused point. But our protagonists interrupt this embodiment of what one 

might call “La France de Pépé” when he alludes to active combat. They refuse to endure this 

narrative violence, though they offer no objections to his essentialized and discriminatory view 

of France and French-ness.  

Their ambivalent complicity reaches a head when they share food and drink with this 

man: with the pocket-knife that has supposedly killed “boches,” he slices some “paupiettes de 

veau” and bread, and they take swigs from his bottle of wine. Thus, they accept some of the 

tainted French-ness he presents on this train ride through the foggy countryside of the Yonne. 

Only Lachaume feigns sleep to avoid the old man’s grotesque generosity. The intellectual does 

not break bread with the embodiment of corrupt nationalism and even refuses to let him relight 

his cigarette. But by pretending to sleep during most of this encounter, he also renounces 

responsibility. The three protagonists broadly represent three segments of French society—

intellectuals, the Church, and the PCF—and each bears some responsibility. This early staging of 

friction sets up questions that will drive the rest of this novel. Just as importantly, Anselme 

represents three characters performing their military service without setting the novel in Algeria 

or addressing the specificities of the Algerian struggle for independence. As a novel about a 

Franco-French conflict or crisis, La Permission selects conscripts as those best able to represent 

contradictions in French-ness.  

 

Fraternity and Racialization 

Like the garrulous “ancien combattant,” most of the characters other than our 

protagonists represent the flaws Anselme sees in the France of 1957: triumphant historical 



 
51 

propagandists, ambitious and materialist careerists, cheating wives, hypocritical communists, etc. 

The ambivalence of the three conscripts is meant to match the reader’s: deprived of a sense of 

social belonging their service, they see France with the observational, critical, and removed eye 

of an anthropologist. Time and distance have endowed them with an ethnographic gaze. This 

colonial perspective (viewing the Other at a distance) is turned back on France. The choice of 

these characters offers Anselme a critical lens, but his focus is not colonial violence, racism, anti-

Semitism, Islamophobia, or even really class domination. His primary concern is something 

more diffuse: the growing transactionality of life in the metropole, the breakdown of relationality 

and sociality on the level of employment, family, and even friends. What he exalts, by contrast, 

are the bonds formed among his conscripted protagonists: “Dans la vie de deux soldats qui ont 

fait amitié, tout est directement compréhensible l’un pour l’autre.”122 Likewise, during Valette’s 

cathartic outburst, Lachaume isn’t sure if he is in fact the one speaking: “À cette minute, il était 

le frère de Jean Valette. Ce cri sortait de leurs deux poitrines, il ne savait plus qui parlait.”123 

This primal scream of brotherhood offers a rebuke of atomized individualism. But of course, 

“fraternité” is more than an alternative (homo)social structure to the couple, it is a central 

republican value. And French fraternal bonds, even if they have been eroded by the seductive 

appeal of American consumer goods or Soviet ideologies, can be forged anew through 

republican institutions like public school and military service.  

Lachaume reflects on French-ness and national belonging throughout the novel. Having 

returned to the small apartment he once shared with his wife, Françoise—the intimate and the 

 
122 Anselme, 21.  

123 Ibid., 127.  
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political are linked here through her name, and her infidelity is linked to the perceived betrayal 

of his compatriots—, the former English teacher is depicted meta-narratively mocking and 

resisting the narrator he senses observing his actions: 

On pensera que, tout bonnement, Françoise n’étant pas avertie de son arrivée, 
n’avait point sorti les vêtements de Lachaume de la malle où finalement il les 
découvrit, truffés de naphtaline; on pensera que déplacer des objets de toilette ne 
signifie rien. ‘On pensera ce qu’on voudra, se disait Lachaume, mais c’est plutôt 
hallucinant, cette impression d’être chez soi tout en n’y étant point.” 
Vêtu d’un vieux pantalon devenu trop large et d’une chemise blanche, il était 
revenu s’asseoir auprès de la fenêtre avec un petit volume de Shakespeare. Mais à 
peine lisait-il deux répliques qu’il se voyait lisant Shakespeare, en chemise 
blanche dans un fauteuil, et ce spectacle avivait la fureur qui ne le quittait pas. 
“Surtout pas de méprise ! se dit-il en refermant le livre. Je ne suis pas le colonel 
Lawrence d’Arabie !” Et sa fureur se retournait contre la fausseté du ciel 
ensoleillé, contre l’illusion du printemps en plein hiver.124  
 

Lachaume hears the running commentary of a narrator interpreting the changes to the apartment 

and mocks its grammatical structures by reusing a weak impersonal future tense: “On pensera ce 

qu’on voudra.” No sense is to be made of this scene—he refuses hypotheses and interpretations. 

He is suspicious of anyone appropriating and reshaping this moment to fit a recognizable story. 

Narration is cooptation—he knows that he and his fellow conscripts are as much narrative fodder 

as cannon fodder—sacrificed on the altar of history. His sense of being forced to play a role 

drives him to fury: “Qu’on ne compte plus sur lui pour jouer un rôle dans cette comédie.”125 But 

he is also resisting a specific role he sees himself cast in: the evocation of Lawrence of Arabia is 

not idle—is there any greater signifier of the colonial warrior-scholar? For Lachaume, 

Shakespeare has been tainted by the cultural baggage of the British Empire—even his erstwhile 

 
124 Anselme, 30-31.  

125 Anselme, 27.  
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interest in Anglophone literature is no longer innocent. Thus, he rejects participation in English 

culture to ward off historical guilt and complicity.  

Lachaume is incensed when he and his fellow soldiers arrive at the Gare de Lyon and are 

immediately asked for their papers. Their excitement had drawn attention: “courir est défendu de 

ce côté-ci de la Méditerranée” jokes Lasteyrie.126 The reference to the Mediterranean is also not 

gratuitous—a saying from the period of the war went “La Méditerranée traverse la France 

comme la Seine traverse Paris.” Lachaume, likewise, feels that he is on the other side of a 

“fleuve obscure” as he watches Françoise get out of a cab in front of their apartment in the early 

morning. Here is another fraught, threatening watery boundary.127 The experience of soldiers is 

therefore compared to that of immigrants: in both cases one's liberty, one's very presence in the 

territory is at the discretion of the state's law enforcement apparatus.  

But in an altercation with a Pied-Noir family, Lachaume, too, launches into a racialized 

rant about who counts as a “real” Frenchman. Even before Lachaume becomes aware of her 

identity as a “rapatriée avant la lettre,” the concierge at his hotel is the object of his loathing: 

“Lachaume voyait avec dégoût s’agiter les petites mains grassouillettes sur le dessus desquelles 

tremblotait une de ces affreuses bagues modernes, comme en portent les femmes de négociants 

dans les bars d’Alger.”128 The hotel concierge is revealed to be a Pied-Noir with highly racialized 

language:  

 
126 Ibid., 24. 

127 Ibid., 35.  

128 Anselme, 73.  



 
54 

“Pieds-Noirs ! cria Lachaume, l’index pointé. Vous êtes des Pieds-Noirs !... 
Qu’en dites-vous, hein ? Je vous ai dénichés ! Il eut un rire et se frappa le nez 
avec l’index. À l’odeur ! Rien qu’à l’odeur !...Vous êtes des Pieds-Noirs !”129 

 

Her hands, her ring, the smell of her cooking: all point to her secret and shameful identity as a 

Pied-Noir. Lachaume makes this deduction through a bodily experience of overwhelming 

nausea. He goes on a hateful tirade against these Pieds-Noirs, and the plot seems to buttress his 

hierarchical classification of the white settler population and their metropolitan compatriots—his 

outburst feels somehow justified when the concierge refers to Lachaume’s German companion 

Léna in equally derogatory terms—she is a “souris grise,” a French term for Female auxiliaries 

of the Reich during the Second World War.130 Lachaume’s disturbing remarks on the particular 

smell of Pieds-Noirs fits into the grossly stereotypical portrayal of the Black concierge at the 

next hotel he checks into. Confrontations with racially othered individuals and communities 

allow conscripts to aggressively assert their own French-ness. The racial othering of Pieds-Noirs 

was by no means uncommon, and suspicion towards a dangerous and insufficiently French 

“mixed” Mediterranean race shaped Pierre Nora’s first book, Les français d’Algérie.  As Todd 

Shepard and others have shown, the racialization of the Pieds-Noirs does not imply solidarity 

with anticolonial politics, and it is perfectly consistent with anti-Arab and anti-Black racism.131 

 
129 Ibid., 78. 

130 Cf. Julia Torrie, “Souris grises”: female Wehrmacht auxiliaries in occupied France, 1942-44,” presented at the 
Society for French Historical Studies Annual Conference, April 2017.  

131 Cf. Todd Shepard, “Pieds Noirs, Bêtes Noires: Anti-‘European of Algeria’ Racism and the Close of the French 
Empire,” in Patricia Lorcin, ed., Algeria 1800-2000: Identity, Memory Nostalgia (Syracuse: Syracuse University 
Press, 2006).  
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Shepard has also shown how racialized anxiety about Pieds-Noirs was expressed in gendered 

terms: their masculinity is perceived as aberrant or abnormal.132  

 

Communist Interlocutors 

Soon after Lachaume moves out of the hotel run by the Pieds-Noirs, the narration shifts 

from his vagabond intellectual Paris to a “ville de banlieue” where factory chimneys inspire him 

with quasi-religious awe. He is invited to lunch at his friend Valette’s family home, and he finds 

their newly built “Cité” right along the “avenue de Stalingrad,” in a neighborhood revealingly 

referred to as “Petite U.R.S.S.”133 But even in this neighborhood whose very name is meant to 

distance it from France and its Empire, the Marxist activist Luc falls into racial essentialism. 

After a didactic presentation to Lachaume, Luc is suddenly taken ill. Pale and sweaty, he is a 

martyr to his own poorly digestible ideas. Although he assures Lachaume that the “Parti” wishes 

for an end to hostilities in Algeria, the conversation takes a bizarre turn. Luc begins to make a 

case for French exceptionalism, using food and wine as his primary sources of evidence. “Et les 

es-cargots de Bour-gogne!” he enunciates, insisting on the superiority of French cuisine, climate, 

and ingenuity. The question of climate also echoes the opening romanticization of French fog.  

Like the geezer on the train, Luc is completely blind to the contradictions of his 

nationalist argument. Why don’t the British accept frogs as a culinary delicacy? Because of their 

chauvinism, he concludes nonsensically. He pivots to the question of colonial cuisine and things 

 
132 Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization: The Algerian War and the Remaking of France (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2006), 193.  

133 Anselme, 84, 106.  
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become even more confused. Valette argues that the French are not the only people to enjoy 

unusual foods: “Les Arabes” also have culinary eccentricities that they might defend in much the 

same way: “[ils] mangent bien des sauterelles […] c’est un mets de choix. C’est leur goût à 

eux.”134 This culinary relativism is too much for the objective materialist. Luc puts his foot 

down: “le jour où chacun pourra vivre en paix et manger à sa faim au sein d’une véritable Union 

française” he is certain that all will choose French frogs over Arab grasshoppers. This absurd 

attempt to universalize French culture and taste is an allusion to the perceived “betrayal” of the 

French Communist Party (PCF) on the question of Algerian independence.135 The PCF seems to 

conceive of the end of colonialism not as rooted in independence and self-determination, but 

rather as bringing about an expansion of homogenous French-ness. Peace will mean the end of 

all identitarian quibbles, when all recognize the inevitability of being French, even in the most 

contingent and trivial aspects of identity.  

French hospitality during the Algerian War is embodied first by a chauvinist veteran 

hôtelier, then by a racist Pied-Noir concierge, and by a confused communist.136 Lachaume, a 

guest “on leave” in the midst of this identitarian mess, ultimately chooses the company of his 

fellow conscripts, who are alone in rejecting some form of racial essentialism. This is not an 

indictment of France so much as an exaltation of a particular view of republican French-ness. It 

appears to oppose blood and soil nationalism yet retreats to within the confines of a narrowly 

 
134 Ibid., 120-121.  

135 On this topic, see e.g. Alain Ruscio, Les communistes et l’Algérie: des origines à la guerre d’indépendance, 
1920-62 (Paris: La Découverte, 2019).  

136 Cf. Mireille Rosello’s Postcolonial Hospitality: The Immigrant as Guest (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2002), which 
explores how hospitality can serve as a metaphor for migration and cultural contact between France and its former 
North African colonies.  
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circumscribed community of fellow citizens, who all happen to be young white males. Despite 

their bitterness, the three conscripts, Lachaume, Lasteryrie, and Valette, share a “principe 

spirituel”137 which unites them as citizens, even as it excludes those (Pied-Noirs, women, 

veterans, communists) whose don’t participate correctly in republican institutions.  

 

Denaturalizing the Nation 

For an Alsatian like René-Nicolas Ehni, belonging to a political community at the level 

of the nation state is denaturalized by regional historical contingencies.138 Alsace’s status as 

sometimes-French (or extremely French as a matter of ideology rather than history) connects the 

disputed territories along the Rhine to those across the Mediterranean. Algeria becomes 

embroiled in the politics of nostalgic reconstruction post-1870.139  Ehni himself served in 

Algeria, and his protagonist in La gloire du vaurien and his later Algérie roman (2002) are 

Alsatians who actively consent to serving in the French army but maintain an ambiguous sense 

of national belonging. He dramatizes the active choice to assume a French (even Parisian) 

 
137 To quote Ernest Renan’s 1882 “Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?.” Rejecting to essentialist conceptions of a Volk, Renan 
insists that the defining characteristic of a nation is neither geography nor race nor language. It is a “principe 
spirituel,” and the continued existence of the Nation depends entirely on the volition of its constituent citizens: 
“L’existence d’une nation est (pardonnez-moi cette métaphore) un plébiscite de tous les jours[.]”  

138 Following the annexation of Alsace and Lorraine in 1871, the population of this “territoire perdu” could retain 
French nationality and emigrate or become German. Frequent annexations, the disputed status of this territory, and 
repeated denaturalizations may have had the effect of “denaturalizing” nationality as a form of identity. Cf. Alexa 
Stiller, “Grenzen des ‘Deutschen’. Nationalsozialistische Volkstumspolitik in Polen, Frankreich und Slowenien 
während des Zweiten Weltkrieges,” in Mathias Beer et al., eds., Deutschsein als Grenzerfahrung (Essen: Klartext, 
2009), 61-84.  

139 For instance, around 100,000 Alsatians settled in French Algeria following German annexation. Mireille Rosello 
has pointed to the imaginary country of “Alsalgérie” invented in Assia Djebar’s novel Les Nuits de Strasbourg in 
her analysis of Ehni’s novel Algérie roman. Cf. The Reparative in Narratives: Works of Mourning in Progress 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010).  
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identity in Algérie roman. In the face of his “gräbi” or “grand-Pi’s” displeasure, the narrator 

accepts conscription, accepts to kill for France. Rather than fleeing to family in Switzerland, he 

chooses Paris: “Paris vaut bien une macule.”140 Although the narrator thus decides that he’s 

French, the question of who else is or is not recognized as French troubles him: “Puisque 

l’Algérie c’est la France, les Algériens révoltés ne sont pas boches.” He is certain that the 

insurgents “ne sont pas des étrangers” partially because he remembers the sacrifice of colonial 

troops during the Second World War: “Nous avons été libérés en 44 par les spahis de l’Empire 

[…] [E]t la question ne se posait pas, ils étaient français comme nous, comme nous bas de 

gamme, mais français.”141 Later, further blurring the lines between “ils” and “nous,” he refers to 

a fellow Alsatian conscript as “un alsaco du bled très indigénisé.”142   

This apparent racial solidarity with Arabo-Berber Algerians is, however, complicated by 

regional specificities. Ehni’s work is haunted by the specter of Oradour-sur-Glane, the site of the 

most infamous civilian massacre in France during the Second World War. As part of the SS Das 

Reich division, thirteen Alsatian “malgré-nous”143 participated in the atrocities. The subsequent 

conviction of the surviving German perpetrators and acquittal of the Alsatians by a tribunal in 

Bordeaux in 1953 was one of the most divisive moments of the purges and amnesties that 

 
140 René-Nicolas Ehni, Algérie roman (Paris: Denoël, 2002), 17.  

141 Ehni, Algérie roman, 15.  

142 Ibid., 35.  

143 Over a hundred thousand men from Alsace and Moselle were conscripted into the Wehrmacht following France’s 
defeat in June 1940 and the region’s subsequent annexation to the Third Reich. Some of these men participated in 
the Oradour-sur-Glane massacre, and their postwar trial proved legally and politically thorny. Following the war, 
various associations of “malgré-nous” veterans campaigned for memorial recognition. There have been a 
considerable number of “malgré-nous” and “malgré-elles” (Alsatian women forced to assist the German war effort) 
memoirs. Though the “malgré-nous” have received funding, official commemoration, and have come to dominate 
the memory of the Second World War in the region, the “malgré-elles” have largely been excluded from Alsatian 
memory and official French history. The politically, legally, and ethically unstable position of Alsatian conscripts 
offer a unique and troubling window onto the shifting representations of conscription in twentieth-century France. 
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followed the war. Ehni addresses this moment in both Algérie roman and La gloire du vaurien. 

In the later novel, a solicitous aunt reassures the narrator that Alsatians are “une race au-dessus 

de la criminalité” and Christianizes the amnesty afforded them “nous sommes tous des élus de la 

grâce augustinienne, nous autre ‘malgré-nous’ ontologiques.”144 In La gloire du vaurien excuses 

and attempts at evading guilt are extended to the rest of the French army in similar terms: “on 

tirait sur le village regroupé mais on avait des excuses, […] nous avions Descartes pour nous et 

les Alsaciens de la Wehrmacht passant par Oradour avaient leur peur pour eux.”145 But here, the 

narrator Manni makes his revulsion more plain: despite the Church bells that rang across 

Strasbourg when the defendants were acquitted, he had always called for the execution of the 

Alsatian soldiers.  

A concern about inadequate guilt and atonement encourages Ehni and Anselme to look 

for examples outside of France. In Ehni’s earlier work, like Anselme’s, the German postwar 

model is quite attractive. The Berlin setting of much of La gloire du vaurien is no accident. After 

our protagonist, Manfred Nidhart (Manni) crosses the border to East Berlin, he is disappointed 

by the signs of emergent consumer culture in the GDR. To his taxi driver, he remarks “Ça 

m’étonne qu’il y ait des taxis.” To which the driver responds “N’écoutez pas la propagande de 

ceux d’en face.” He answers like a good Marxist, but the level of sarcasm in his reply remains 

unclear: “Je trouve qu’il ne devrait pas y en avoir. Pendant que vous me véhiculez, vous pourriez 

faire un travail bien plus utile pour la collectivité. C’est de l’essence et de l’énergie perdues.”146 

 
144 Ehni, Algérie roman, 29. 

145 René-Nicolas Ehni, La gloire du vaurien (Paris: 10/18, 1974), 98.  

146 Ehni, La gloire du vaurien, 108.  
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Manni is almost disappointed by the banality of this land he sought out precisely because he 

figured it rejected the materialism that attracts and repulses him.  

He admires the East Germans’ acceptance of their guilt, which he sees visible in the 

damage left by the war: 

Voilà une ville raisonnable. On voit encore qu’il y a eu la guerre. On voit que le 
système le plus criminel de l’histoire, cette ‘erreur’ du capitalisme, est né ici. À 
Berlin-Ouest il n’y a plus qu’une seule ruine en forme d’œuvre d’art et 
Buchenwald est devenu un jardin public.147  

 

He thinks the French should follow this example: that architectural and economic penance is 

necessary to pay for war crimes:  

Je voudrais que les Français aient à payer pour les assassinés d’Algérie, ceux dont 
on a exposé, pour l’exemple, le corps sur les places, pour ceux qui ont été 
torturés, je voudrais un grand Malheur, une peine qui s’expliqueraient: ‘nous 
crevons de faim parce que nous avons envoyé nos fils en Algérie.’ 
Malheureusement on bouffe, on ne fait d’ailleurs que ça.148  

 

This model of guilt and repentance strikes Manni as the only way to escape his own shameful 

consumerism. Ultimately, however, Manni is disappointed by East Berlin, especially because he 

is unable to find postcards of Marx and Lenin. Even Manni’s flirtation with communism is 

presented as an aesthetic posture and a consumerist impulse.  

In West Berlin, celebrity culture is inseparable from consumerism and politics:  

Lancia, Jaguar, Opel, Spitfire, Chevrolet, Ferrari, Chrysler, Buick, Mercedes 
tournaient doucement sur du Charlie Mingus caresses par des milliers de 
projecteurs et les mannequins de Chanel qui ouvraient les portières souriaient: 

 
147 Ibid. 

148 Ehni, La gloire du vaurien, 109-110. 
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Freiheit und Democracy. Dans les kiosques à journaux, Marlène, Konrad, Soraya, 
Elisabeth, Edith et Fabiola conseillaient; Freiheit und Democracy.149  

 

Manni both mocks and admires the amalgam of West German and American ideology. “Freiheit 

und Democracy” might be an absurd thing to be selling, but Manni is still seduced by the 

glamour and melodrama of the marketing. Despite his politics, he’s disappointed that the 

“grandes dames” of the West are missing from the kiosks of East Berlin: “ils ne connaîtront 

jamais le nouveau secret de Piaf, ni le doux secret de Fabiola, ni l’angoissant secret 

d’Elisabeth.”150 For both Anselme and Ehni’s characters, Germany is a screen onto which to 

project their anxieties about French history and guilt. Manni’s love of German culture is 

inseparable from his ambivalent feelings about Berlin and its reckoning with the Holocaust, its 

Vergangenheitsbewältigung. As Michael Rothberg has shown in Multidirectional Memory, 

encounters with violence can activate buried historical trauma, just as the articulation of public 

memory can serve as a frame for emerging consciousness of atrocity.151 But Manni himself 

struggles with this kind of memory-work. His sophisticated Italian friends may call him an 

“algérino”152 but the novel offers few specifics about what Manni has seen or done in Algeria.  

 

 

 
149 Ibid., 104. This is a reference to a Brecht poem, “Der anachronistische Zug oder Freiheit und Democracy.” 

150 Ibid., 110.  

151 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 2009).  

152 At least in his imagination or reconstruction of their banter, 25. 
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Memory and Accumulation 

The most significant passage touching on his memory of Algeria is a breathless stream-

of-consciousness, rendered as a series of long manic sentences which blur traumatic memory 

with acquisitiveness, convoluted political rhetoric, and desire (e.g. pp. 97-98).  They also engage 

with a fundamental distinction between different kinds of moral agency and character in the arm: 

on the one hand, the “appelés” are described as “petits Français purs comme des Péguy” while 

the career soldiers, “les engagés et la Légion” are often depicted as Germans, even ex-Nazis, and 

they are particularly savage and bloodthirsty: “c’est pas lui qui les a tués […]ce sont les engagés 

et la Légion, c’est bien connu, nous les petits Français purs comme des Péguy, nous ne servions 

que de rabatteurs.”153 Thus, the distinction between these two groups participating in state 

violence is also abject and erotic, with the good little French conscripts depicted as pimps.  

Throughout La gloire du vaurien, Manni races around Europe collecting boyfriends, 

cashmere sweaters, and arty gossip. He is at once politically clear-eyed (especially in his 

discussion of how France needs to face its war guilt head-on, like East Germany), wholly ironic, 

and trapped in various psychic mechanisms tactics of avoidance and redirection. In a running 

inner monologue, he self-loathingly describes his own experiences in Algeria as yet another 

accessory lending him sophistication and charm: 

il faut prendre dans ce passé un petit épisode tout petit et l’arranger, le sentir avec 
le paysage autour, ce midi, ces pinèdes, ces vastes plages du fellagha, les 
chardons entourés de lumières mystérieuses comme la gloire de Notre-Dame de 
Fatima, Chott el chergui, art de l’évocation, il faut le glisser ainsi emballé, le 
glisser dans une conversation […]; tiens il a été un homme, il a fait la guerre on 
ne dirait pas et il n’en est pas fier, comme ça lui va bien, il gagne a être connu, il 
est adorable dans ce petit pull cognac […]; récapitulons, une décapotable 

 
153 Ehni, La gloire du vaurien, 98. 
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d’occasion marrante, un appartement marrant, des livres, des disques, des 
costards, une conversation et ces pulls d’où il les sort? et le soir […] il montre un 
côté que nous ne connaissions pas (il a souffert), et dont nous lui sommes 
reconnaissants.154  

 

The syntax of this ungrammatical run-on sentence is quite unlike the rest of the novel, in which 

the narration picks up on Manni’s own staccato mode of speech.155 Here Manni hallucinates in 

the assumed voice of his knowing friends sizing him up in morally shocking terms. But this 

hallucination is less a cruel caricature of his friends than an admission of disgust with the 

persona he has worked so hard to create. Again and again, he is depicted buying expensive 

sweaters, and the various allusions to his incredible “pulls” in this externalized self-portrait 

flatter his own vanity while revealing his own self-loathing.  

 He goes on: “il faut ramasser un tel matériel que mes petites momies, quand je les 

sortirai, seront perdues.”156 His single-minded pursuit of “matériel" is clearly set up as a psychic 

response to trauma: what “hole” is all of the junk meant to fill? The term “matériel" is 

particularly significant precisely because it alludes to the materialism of a “société de 

consommation.” He’s not so different from the ravenous consumers around him. Even if they 

have not seen war directly, even if they are a bit in awe of their “algérino” whose unusual past 

and special sadness give him extra allure, they, too, can think of nothing except collecting 

“matériel.” Manni’s insatiable consumerist materialism is a kind of argumentum ad absurdum. It 

 
154 Ehni, La gloire du vaurien, 100-101.  

155 For example: “Chut, ma mère. Pars. Téléphone demain. On fera l’amour. Maintenant pas foutu. Ciao.” (38) 

156 Ehni, La gloire du vaurien, 102.  
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also has a significance related to his partially buried experiences: “matériel" can mean weaponry 

or other military equipment.  

 

The Literary Topos of Shore Leave 

The protagonists of La permission, attemping to enjoy a ten-day furlough, don’t have 

time to get caught up in the whirlwind of pursuing “matériel”—still, they witness a frenzy of 

consumption among the civilian population in Paris. Lachaume, especially, feels alienation and 

disgust in the presence of the “things” which seem so incompatible with his wartime 

experiences. When he gets back to his Parisian apartment after many months in Algeria, he finds 

his clothes missing from the closets and his toiletries from the bathroom shelf. Hoping to have 

reunited with his partially estranged wife, he’s left with novelistic clues meant to let him (and us) 

know he’s out of the picture. His immediate reaction is to fight back against the assumptions of 

whoever’s watching or narrating. But the damage is done. There’s no room for the conscript in 

the domestic sphere. He’s a stranger and a disturbance. The incongruity of objects continues to 

trouble him—people’s clothing, grooming methods, and expensive cars strike him as grotesque.  

Sitting in a café he sees groups of identical faces, all “pareillement lavés et dispos.”157 

“Lavés et dispos” is repeated three times in a single sentence—perhaps a reference to the almost 

military cleanliness and subordination of these figures. The shiny hair, clean and available faces, 

and cheery whistling of this morning world makes them seem to Lachaume like inhabitants of 
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another planet—“comme si les martiens étaient descendus sur terre durant la nuit.”158 Dazed by 

this world, Lachaume runs into an old friend, and their encounter crystallizes what has gone 

wrong in France since his deployment. Paul Thévenin is a successful young cardiologist with 

offices in the 16th. He’s bought a convertible, writes out ironic self-important notes on 

prescription pads, and wants to needle Lachaume about his disintegrating marriage. Lachaume 

lies to Thévenin about his wife and makes bad misogynist jokes about how pretty women will 

kill you. The asides about fashion and luxury during this encounter are important—under 

Thévenin’s black Loden coat, he is wearing “un élégant complet en Prince-de-Galles gris 

qu’égayait une étroite cravate rouge vif en laine Angora.”159 Everything he says at the trendy 

restaurant they go to for lunch (“on voyait d’emblée, à son genre rustique, que c’était un endroit 

chic”160) is meant to be heard by the patrons seated at the tables around them. These signifiers 

mark his ascension to the status games of the bourgeoisie. 

Lachaume is terrified of being dragged into the performance and made to recite 

stupidities about Algeria: “‘Raconte quoi?’ grogna Lachaume, pris de panique à l’idée de parler 

de la guerre d’Algérie au milieu de tous les gens qui dînaient presque en silence, espérant que la 

conversation des voisins serait plus intéressante que la leur.”161 Of course, it turns out that 

Thévenin isn’t at all interested in the war—his question is about Lachaume’s breakup. Like the 

hotel manager on the train (a sergeant) and Léna (of the foreign legion), Thévenin fits into the 

military imaginary Lachaume has been forced into—his reciting of facts and figures concerning 

 
158 Ibid., 41.  

159 Anselme, 46.  
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the extension of service for conscripts seems to transform him into an “officier de 

recrutement.”162 Thévenin’s indifference towards the war doesn’t free him from its discursive 

contamination. Lachaume also experiences intense disgust in the presence of money—“la fureur 

noire que lui inspiraient ces billets”—doubtless because these bills are the direct result of his 

participation in the war.163 He experiences a kind of aphasia or catatonia—his rage is all 

consuming and inexpressible. Getting drunk only makes him less intelligible. Ehni, too, is 

concerned with what he perceives as the “autisme” of the “génération d’Algérie.”164 And, indeed, 

La gloire du vaurien ends with Manni’s suicide.  

Shore leave or furlough is often represented in literary works as an incoherent ritual, 

filled at once with poignant moments of (failed) communication and bawdy revelry.  Consider 

these three examples from Marcel Proust’s Le temps retrouvé: 

À l’heure du dîner les restaurants étaient pleins et si, passant dans la rue, je voyais 
un pauvre permissionnaire, échappé pour six jours au risque permanent de la 
mort, et prêt à repartir pour les tranchées, arrêter un instant ses yeux devant les 
vitrines illuminées[.]165  
 
Quant au changement qui avait affecté les plaisirs de M. de Charlus, il resta 
intermittent. Entretenant une nombreuse correspondance avec “le front” il ne 
manquait pas de permissionnaires assez mûrs.166  
 
[I]l semblait presque qu’il y eût quelque chose de cruel dans ces permissions 
données aux combattants. Aux premières, on se disait: “Ils ne voudront pas 
repartir, ils déserteront.” Et en effet ils ne venaient pas seulement de lieux qui 
nous semblaient irréels parce que nous n’en avoir entendu parler que par les 
journaux et que nous ne pouvions nous figurer qu’on eût pris part à ces combats 

 
162 Ibid., 50.  

163 Ibid., 53.  

164 Ehni, Algérie roman, 38.  

165 Marcel Proust, Le temps retrouvé (Paris: Gallimard, 1927), 56. 

166 Proust, 95.  
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titaniques et revenir avec seulement une contusion à l’épaule; c’était des rivages 
de la mort, vers lesquels ils allaient retourner, qu’ils venaient un instant parmi 
nous, incompréhensibles pour nous, nous remplissant de tendresse, d’effroi, et 
d’un sentiment de mystère, comme ces morts que nous évoquons, qui nous 
apparaissent une seconde, que nous n’osons pas interroger et qui du reste 
pourraient tout au plus nous répondre: “Vous ne pourriez pas vous figurer.”167 

 

In the first, the soldiers on leave are drawn like moths to the lights and entertainment of Paris. 

And yet they seem to remain a cliché of urban life, the pauper feasting his eyes on the riches 

denied him. In the second, they participate in the “plaisirs” of the Baron de Charlus. The 

homosexuality of these soldiers is no more shocking than that of Robert de Saint-Loup, who 

writes the narrator long letters from the front and dies heroically. In the third, the narrators 

tenderly describes those on leave as ghosts, revenants, visitors from the other side.  

Anselme and Ehni’s characters display all three modes. Archetypical outsiders and 

pleasure-seeking youths, they also belong to a plaintive lyric mode. But, basing their critique in 

the anxieties of the “Trente Glorieuses,” the gender politics of war are tied to a specific critique 

of political economy. In considering the place of gender in the Algerian War, Todd Shepard and 

Catherine Brun have shown how French representations of the Algerian War virilized power and 

feminized the “enemy.”168 Shepard has also how sexual liberation and anticolonial movements 

have been linked, and how portrayals of deviant Muslim masculinity and an erotic fascination 

with Algerian men have shaped reactionary far-right politics.169 Likewise, Raphaëlle Branche, 

and Fabrice Virgili have argued that rape becomes inscribed into a larger context of violence, 
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and how sexual violence is transformed into a tool of dehumanization and mobilization.170 Rape 

has a vast social reach: through their female victim, aggressors reach entire families, villages, 

etc. And, beyond obvious metaphors for the fear of invasion, the imaginary of sexual violence is 

weaponized by aggressors to justify their domination.  

The novels of this chapter likewise show how anxieties around masculinity are deeply 

tied to a broader critique of the apparent ills of French postwar society. La gloire du vaurien 

offers portraits of “appelés” whose sexuality is hardly normative. And Ehni’s depiction of the 

army is simultaneously hyper-virile and completely abject: in both La gloire du vaurien and 

Algérie roman, military superiors are referred to only with slang terms for male anatomy, e.g. 

“Bout’bite,” “Sucepine,” and “Quéquette.” These “sur-nom[s] ex-tra-or-di-nai-re-ment 

révélateur[s]” may function as signs of queer recognition or homophobic insult, but they allude 

to social hierarchies and psychic attachments: “[S]i j’ai pas descendu Bout’bite quand il a tué les 

bergers, c’est à cause de mon complexe d’Œdipe, vous ne voyez pas, fasciné il était Manni par 

Bout’bite, amoureux.”171 Here, desire allows violence to continue unchecked. Paradoxically, 

Manni can’t kill this masculine authority figure because of his Oedipus complex, and injustice is 

reproduced through a network of homosociality.  
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Sexual Metaphors for Political Crisis 

In Ehni’s two works representing conscription in Algeria, there’s a marked difference in 

terms of how masculinity and sexuality are depicted. The protagonist of La gloire du vaurien has 

a series of same-sex encounters, but he also has romantic attachments to wealthy patronesses. 

René in the later Algérie roman seeks out and marries the daughter of an Algerian fighter he has 

tortured and killed. The moudjahid’s name is Aïssa, “ce qui veut dire Jésus.”172 La gloire du 

vaurien, an account of a form of avoidance-consumption so desperate it becomes suicidal, offers 

a kind of chain of trauma mirrored by a chain of men. Each site, each signifier, seems to stand in 

for the next, creating a kind of mythological structure. Manni’s many sexual encounters are 

always framed in terms of power and abjection: he strings boys along just to take pleasure in 

dumping them and he revels in demeaning himself in front of impassible male beauty. Algérie 

roman offers a different erotics of guilt and repentance, since central to its structure is a form of 

incest overdetermined by religious symbolism and by cultural taboo. The relation to Aïssa’s 

daughter is sacred and profane, a violation on all levels. It seems to emphasize the perversity of 

the very gesture of asking for forgiveness. In neither case are our expectations of feminization or 

virilization resolved unambiguously.  

Anselme’s decision to focus on the furlough and its attendant sexual anxieties does not fit 

the typical gendering of power either. In La permission, Lachaume tries to ask Léna, the older 

and bolder German woman he meets at a bar near Saint Michel impossible questions: “Que 

faisaient-ils [les soldats] quand vraiment ça n’allait plus?”173 He asks her to interpret the role of 
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soldiering, thus inviting her perspective into his shifting relationship with masculinity. She’s a 

surrogate brother more than a romantic interest—he seems to ask her to explain to him how to be 

a man. When she gets frustrated and refuses, he changes tactics, calling himself “une pure jeune 

fille” and saying to Léna, “Il est temps de faire mon education.”174 The gender swap is titillating, 

and Léna responds: “J’adore éduquer les pures jeunes filles.”175 The contingent performative 

intimacy established between Léna and Lachaume is depicted as existing in contrast to typical 

roles in a heterosexual couple as they play at being siblings or friends of the same gender. Still, 

Léna knows she cannot save Lachaume—he drunkenly asks her to hide him from the authorities 

in a move that echoes fears of deportation during the Second World War, and she reveals the 

limits of her hospitality. Her situation is as precarious as his, “je ne suis qu’une pauvre 

étrangère.”176 Their presence in France is similarly contingent and subject to review and scrutiny 

by the police: Léna, whose last name is mispronounced “à la française” (“Prémingé”) has to have 

her papers renewed every three months, while Lachaume and his fellow conscripts also have 

their documents reviewed when their raucous behavior attracts suspicion.    

Outside of Léna’s association with German war guilt, non-normative gender roles, and 

precarious civil status, the novel engages, through her character, with cinematic tropes and mass 

media consumption. Anselme addresses how soldiers’ consumption of culture has been shaped 

by their time in the army: Lachaume compares his experience of alienation to that of watching a 

film made silent by inadequate audio equipment, “comme durant les projections de film aux 
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armées.”177 The characters’ relationship to film, silent or otherwise, could lead us to picture Léna 

as an avatar of Marlene Dietrich. Anselme describes her in the following terms, “[elle] pouvait 

inspirer des folies aux hommes sensibles à une certaine rudesse des traits, au blond cendré, au 

gris bleu des yeux, comme délavés par une enfance en larmes, et à l’énergie proche du 

désespoir.”178 “Léna” is presumably a gallicization of Lene, which could be short for Magdalene. 

Whether Mary Magdalen or a screen siren, she is an embodiment of repentance and forgiveness 

and an ironic drunken saint. Dietrich also appears in Ehni’s La gloire du vaurien: “Il écouta la 

mère Dietrich chanter An other Spring, an other Love [sic].”179 Anselme brings her spectral 

presence into this story in which normative masculinity is inexpressive and suffocating because 

she represents a non-binary alternative. An actress famous for her work in drag, she can offer 

Lachaume clues as to how to evade a static repressive notion of identity. He refuses roles not 

realizing how playing them against the grain could free him from stagnant self-doubt and self-

hatred.  

But even for Manni, who does explore queer relationships, his psychic state is clearly 

presented as a psychic impasse. Manically pursuing a pleasure that eludes him, he looks for 

catharsis and finds it only in suicide. The final passage of La gloire du vaurien bears a striking 

resemblance to the end of Colette’s La fin de Chéri. In both cases, a young man (Manni and 

Chéri) who has had a much older female lover/benefactor (Chéri’s Léa, and Manni’s Conscience, 

another name meant to short-circuit psychoanalytic readings) returns from war unable to sink 

back into the decadence of his former life. Both characters ultimately shoot themselves with a 
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revolver. Ehni, a member of literary and theatrical Parisians circles from the 1950s through the 

1970s, certainly knew Colette’s work. Here are the two passages, for comparison: 

Le printemps dégringolait des toits et se ruait dans la chambre par la fenêtre 
ouverte, les marronniers secouaient leur tête, Paris et la vie étaient neufs, sans 
mémoire. “Ce que j’ai pu déconner.” Était-il vraiment heureux maintenant? Oui, il 
était vraiment heureux. Il s’habilla en vitesse, il allait être en retard. Il portait une 
sémillante veste en madras achetée à New York (il avait vu le modèle dans 
Esquire ou Play Boy, il était allé le chercher à New York, le bateau qu’il avait 
monté à Conscience! “Je dois voir un directeur de galerie pour mes collages.” 
Conscience avait fait semblant de marcher, son côté amour maternel, baveux). Il 
tournait devant la glace de l’entrée. Il se voyait rigoler. Il entendit sa voix. 
Implorante. Geignarde. “Non! Pas maintenant!” La main tenait le revolver. Manni 
opérait sa catharsis.180  
 
“Moi, tandis que les gens disent: Il y a eu la guerre, je peux dire: il y a eu Léa. 
Léa, la guerre… Je croyais que je ne songeais pas plus à l’une qu’à l’autre, c’est 
l’une et l’autre pourtant qui m’ont poussé hors de ce temps-ci. Désormais, je 
n’occuperai partout que la moitié d’une place…”  
Il attira à lui la table, pour consulter sa montre. […] 
Il tourna vers le portrait préféré un mendiant regard. Déjà la ressemblante image 
ne lui inspirait plus qu’une rancune, une extase, une palpitation diminuées. Il se 
tournait de côté et d’autre sur le sommier de moquette, et il imitait, malgré lui, les 
contractions musculaires de l’homme qui veut sauter de haut et n’ose. 
Il s’excita à gémir tout haut et à répéter:  “Nounoune… Ma Nounoune…”  pour se 
faire croire qu’il était exalté. Mais il se tut, honteux, car il savait bien qu’il n’avait 
pas besoin d’exaltation pour prendre le petit revolver plat sur la table. Sans se 
lever, il chercha une attitude favorable, finit par s’étendre sur son bras droit replié 
qui tenait l’arme, colla son oreille sur le canon enfoncé dans les coussins. Son 
bras commença tout de suite de s’engourdir et il sut que s’il ne se hâtait pas ses 
doigts fourmillants lui refuseraient l’obéissance. Il se hâta donc, poussa quelques 
plaintes étouffées de geindre à l’ouvrage, parce que son avant-bras droit, écrasé 
sous son corps, le gênait, et il ne connut plus rien de la vie au-delà d’un effort de 
l’index sur une petite saillie d’acier fileté.”181  

 

These concluding passages bring together fundamental anxieties around gender and age 

embodied in the figure of the veteran as a man removed and then returned to society and 

 
180 Ehni, La gloire du vaurien, 180-181.  

181 Colette, La fin de Chéri, in Oeuvre Complètes III (Paris: Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 1991).  
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economic productivity—feminized and dependent on emancipated, older, and virile women. 

Both feel a paradoxical sense of atemporal urgency: Manni “allait être en retard” and hears 

himself exclaiming “pas maintenant” while Chéri hurries, “il se hâta donc,” and feels that he has 

been pushed out of time, “hors de ce temps-ci.” But one striking difference in these passages is 

the concern for consumption and brands in Ehni’s work. Both characters’ anxieties—Chéri’s in 

1925 and Manni’s in 1963—involve gender and time, but Manni’s also involve Americanization 

and consumerism: his final thoughts turn towards the trendy vest he travelled to New York to get 

after admiring it in an American magazine.  

 

Solidarity or Displacement?  

Just as the American specter of consumption overhangs the Algerian conscript’s 

experience in Ehni’s novel, so too does the prospect of endless (neo)colonial warfare. Anselme 

even uses the metaphor of consumption to describe the metropole’s relationship to conscripts 

pacifying the colonies:  

Aucune ville n’est parvenue à allier autant d’esprit chauvin, de grossièreté 
cocardière, à autant de raffinement, de sensibilité épidermique, de bon goût 
égoïste. Paris, si élégant, a honte de ses soldats mal habillés, mais il en consomme 
continuellement, des classes entières, se barbouille de leur sang jour et nuit, 
comme de rouge, une cocotte.182  

 

Despite the masculine pronouns, Paris, and by extension the French Republic, is feminized and 

sexualized as a “cocotte.” Colonial violence is rendered as sexual appetite, and the metropole’s 

endless need for men is depicted as violent, erotic (and same-sex, because of the male subject 
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pronoun), but also as a form of ravenous consumption. Likewise, imperialism becomes the last 

frontier of French luxury: “C’est même le dernier luxe que la France s’offrira: vingt-cinq ans de 

guerre coloniale, la reconquête de l’Afrique.”183 La permission ends with our three protagonists 

back on a train, as they were in the first scene, while they slam on windows shouting “À bas la 

guerre!” and beg to be demobilized, “La quille, la quille!”184 Immediately before this cinematic 

moment, the conscripts build a strange anticipatory monument to themselves on an empty 

pedestal along the Seine, “il se hissa au sommet du socle rendu libre sans doute par les 

Allemands.”185 The men create a détournement of a work clearly implied to have colonial 

themes, as this central empty pedestal is surrounded by “sauvages nus,” whom Valette describes 

as “Zoulou[s] pacifié[s]” and Lasteyrie as “comme nous.”186 Are they reproducing or bringing 

attention to the violence done to these forgotten metal bodies, and the brown bodies they 

represent? The men assume the poses of the wounded and the dead, and Léna attempts to capture 

this monumental performance on film: “dirigeant l’appareil vers le monument, elle vit un 

rectangle de ténèbres au centre duquel on pouvait deviner, avec de la bonne volonté, une vague 

lueur.”187 This self-consciously mediated scene is perhaps Anselme’s closest attempt at 

describing the constraints and goals of his literary project. His text cuts French myths down to 

size, questioning colonial triumphalism and republican self-regard, but it also turns its critical 

lens away from one real group of victims towards another, whiter one.  

 
183 Ibid., 165 

184 Ibid., 208.  

185 Ibid., 202.  

186 Anselme, 202-203.  

187 Ibid., 204.  



 
75 

Various asymmetries go unacknowledged even in the multidirectional memory paradigm 

that has attempted to move beyond schemas of competitive victimhood, and we see from these 

novels that it is entirely possible to be critical of colonial violence without being lucid about the 

reproduction of other structures of domination. Republican critiques of France can lean heavily 

on the concept of fraternity, while demonstrating ambivalent relationships to foundational social 

institutions, from schools to families to political parties. While questioning the consumerism of 

the couple or the hypocrisy of apparent moral authorities, like veterans or communist party 

leaders, fraternalist republicanism yearns for an alternate, (homo)social order.  

Eve Sedgwick, in Between Men, argues that the “thematics of Empire” in late nineteenth-

century Britain participated in replacing “the consciousness of class difference” with a racialized 

dichotomy between “the domestic and the exotic.”188 In the terms of our analysis, homosocial 

fraternity and republicanism forge new ties of solidarity and desire, but also of racialized 

exclusion. Sedgwick describes the imaginary of colonial spaces as “a kind of postgraduate or 

remedial Public School, a male place in which it is relatively safe for men to explore the crucial 

terrain of homosociality.”189 But of course, this “relative relaxation” was accompanied by the 

hardening of psychic borders between the colony and the metropole and the insistence on a logic 

of containment, in matters of both violence and sex. In her analysis of activist responses to 

torture in Algeria, Emma Kuby shows how concern about “militarized sexuality” was tied to a 

fear of sexual deviancy infecting metropolitan families: participation in torture and rape in 

Algeria “would render [soldiers] unfit for loving heterosexual relationships and normative, 
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procreative nuclear family life.”190 Gendered anxiety about the normative unit of the 

heterosexual couple was discursively linked to imperial territorial claims: the metaphor of a 

“long and abiding ‘mixed marriage” between Algeria and France led to moralizing 

condemnations of independence via “divorce.”191  

As I’ve shown, Anselme and Ehni’s novels reject the myth of the couple, both as a locus 

of consumption and, perhaps, as a metaphor for Franco-Algeria “cohabitation.” But attempts to 

recreate archaic or alternative forms of sociality through modern means can obscure the violent 

outcomes of a weaponized past overwhelming present-day political disputes. For example, 

modern devices and consumer products, such as the “gégène” or “baignoire,” take on seemingly 

ancient purposes, revealing the monstrous double of the enlightened Republic.192 Ultimately, this 

kind of republicanism not only reproduces geographic asymmetries but temporal ones. It 

threatens to efface present injustice in the name of an invented past.  

 

 

 

 

 
190 Emma Kuby, “From the Torture Chamber to the Bedchamber: French Soldiers, Antiwar Activists, and the 
Discourse of Sexual Deviancy in the Algerian War (1954–1962)” Contemporary French Civilization 38:2 (2014), 
133.  

191 Cf. Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies, 123-125.  

192 “Gégène” is a slang term for a portable electrical generator intended to power field radio but also used to torture 
detainees by running electrical current into various parts of their bodies, notably their genitals. The “gégène” was 
central to the practice and iconography of French torture in Algeria. Cf. Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies, op. 
cit, which is precisely concerned with the relationship between a newly hygienic France and the “sale guerre” in 
Algeria: “Algeria, like France, will be the scene of some violent housecleaning,” 108, and “as in the case of Djamila 
Boupacha, raped by French soldiers using a toothbrush and a bottle, any household object can change functions, be 
altered,” 113.  
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Chapter Two: 

“Cette armée de la République une et laïque”: 
 Religious Difference, Conscription, and Citizenship 

“Il faut tout refuser aux Juifs comme nation; il faut tout leur accorder comme individus; il faut 
qu’ils soient citoyens.”193 

Universalism and Assimilation in French Algeria 

Despite the universalist political philosophy associated with the French Revolution and 

subsequent nineteenth-century republican regimes, the category of citizenship was never applied 

universally, nor did it carry an equal set of rights and protections for all subjects of France and its 

overseas Empire. As one striking example, although their metropolitan sisters got the vote in 

1944, Algerian women weren’t granted suffrage until 1958.194 Even without the blatant injustice 

of the “indigénat” penal system195 or the various “Sénatus-Consultes”196 decreeing that the 

“statut personnel” of Muslims was incompatible with full membership in the French political 

community, it is useful to think of citizenship as a historically contingent placeholder for a 

changing set of rights and responsibilities being distributed to a changing subset of the 

population. In fact, even in representative democracies today, conceiving of the political status 

193 Stanislas de Clermont-Tonnerre, Speech to the National Assembly, 23 December 1789. 

194 Marc André, “Algerian Women: What Kind of Citizenship (1930s-1960s)” Clio. Women, Gender, History 43 
(2016), 94-116.   

195 Cf. Olivier Le Cour Grandmaison, De l’indigénat: Anatomie d’un “monstre” juridique: le droit colonial en 
Algérie et dans l’empire français (Paris: La Découverte, 2010).  

196 Cf. Michael Brett “Legislating for Inequality in Algeria: The Sénatus-Consulte of 14 July 1865” Bulletin of the 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 51:3 (1988), 440-461.  
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afforded by citizenship as operating on a gradient, across which rights are unevenly distributed, 

may be a useful framework. Instead of a binary between citizens and non-citizens, we might 

recognize several kinds of “semi-citizenship,” and a variety of separate “bundles” of rights 

offered to different members of the polity.197 Other useful terms to conceptualize political rights 

as existing on a continuum include “paradoxical”198 or “diminished citizenship.”199  

Regardless of the political regime (even under Vichy), politicians from the metropole 

were quick to quell any anxieties the European settler population had about its status within the 

French political community. 200 Of course, the Algerian War heightened Pied-Noir fears about 

Metropolitan disregard for their increasingly fraught situation, but European settlers were able to 

do the conflictual work of politics as citizens of France, while the great majority of Algeria’s 

Arabo-Berber population was denied anything resembling full participation in public life. 

Expansions of the category of citizenship and of political representation did occur in the waning 

years of the French Empire. De Gaulle’s provisional government expanded citizenship in 

December of 1943 and abolished the “indigénat” in March of 1944. Following the Allied victory, 

the citizenship of all Algerians was established in the constitution of the Fourth Republic, though 

they would retain “local” civil status, and their representation in government would not be 

 
197 The political theorist Elizabeth Cohen has worked extensively on “semi-citizenship. See, for example, 
“Dilemmas of Representation, Citizenship, and Semi-Citizenship” Saint Louis University Law Journal 58:1047 
(2014). 

198 Cf. Joan Wallach Scott, Only Paradoxes to Offer: French Feminists and the Rights of Man (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1997) but also Alexis Spire “Semblables et pourtant différents. La citoyenneté paradoxale des 
‘Français musulmans d’Algérie’ en métropole” Genèses 53 (2003), 48-68.  

199 Emmanuel Blanchard, “Encadrer des ‘citoyens diminués.’ La police des Algériens en région Parisienne (1944-
1962)” (PhD Dissertation: University of Bourgogne, 2008).  

200 See James McDougall’s recently published history of Algeria for a thorough treatment of these questions: James 
McDougall, A History of Algeria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
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directly proportional to their population.201 But electoral reform reached a deadlock, and 

proposals passed by the National Assembly were blocked by both Algerian and European 

representatives.202  

As a settler colony,203 French Algeria took on its particular political character from the 

anxieties of the haves coupled with the violent exclusion and dispossession of the have-nots. In 

other words, “the great, if obvious, irony of colonial Algeria’s peculiar position within the 

French polity was that it was citizenship and democracy, the liberal-revolutionary gains of the 

European nineteenth century enjoyed by the settler society of French Algeria, that sealed the 

subjection of Algerian Algeria.”204 Though French administrators in Algeria largely avoided 

employing regimes of extermination (though the war of conquest was brutal to the point of 

genocidal actions) or spatial isolation (though the wartime “camps de regroupement” were 

 
201 Cf. Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, “Empire, droits et citoyenneté, de 212 à 1946” Annales 63:3 (2008), 
495-531. Burbank and Cooper tie what they describe as a form of “imperial citizenship” (as opposed to “national 
citizenship”) to the history and political imaginary of the Roman Empire.  

202 McDougall writes: “The 1947 Statute of Algeria, a conservative proposal voted through the new National 
Assembly in Paris against a boycott by both Algerian and European representatives from Algeria, created an 
Algerian Assembly of 120 members with parity of representation for the two electoral colleges, such that the 
532,000 mostly European electors of the first college maintained their predominance over 1.3 million Algerian 
voters, confined in the second college, who represented a population eight times larger. Each college would now 
send fifteen deputies to the National Assembly in Paris. The Statute also provided for a number of further reforms, 
some of which met pre-war ‘immediate demands,’ including the suppression of the communes mixtes and of military 
rule in the Sahara, the independence of Muslim religious institutions and the teaching of Arabic at all levels of 
education as well as the extension of the vote (which French women had finally obtained in 1944) to Algerian 
Muslim women. None of these measures, which were subject to a two-thirds majority in the Algiers assembly, were 
implemented.” McDougall, A History of Algeria, 183-184. 

203 For a comparative view of the structures and politics of settler colonies, see: Lorenzo Veracini, Settler 
Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2010). See also Fiona Barclay, Charlotte 
Ann Chopin, and Martin Evans, “Introduction: Settler Colonialism and French Algeria” Settler Colonial Studies 8:2 
(2018), 115-130.  

204 McDougall, 89.  
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essentially concentration camps205) no pluralistic interfaith and interracial community was ever 

encouraged or allowed to develop.206 The comparison with the United States is not idle: the 

settler population of Algeria, composed of Europeans from around the Mediterranean, was 

sometimes referred to as a “nouvelle race” born of a “véritable melting-pot” and “un peuple 

jeune, comme les Américains.”207  

 

 

The Jewish Community of French Algeria 

But what of other religious and ethnic communities in Algeria, beyond the dominant 

European Christian settlers and dominated Arabo-Berber Muslims? Although the 1870 “décret 

Crémieux” had ended Jewish civil status in Algeria, granting the roughly thirty thousand 

Algerian Jews full French citizenship,208 anti-Semitism in Algeria increased violently in the last 

decades of the nineteenth century. In 1897, 1898, and 1899, anti-Jewish riots referred to as 

“youpinades” rocked French Algeria. In his novel Les chevaux du soleil, Jules Roy describes 

these kinds of pogroms as violent scrambles over limited access to power in a heterogenous and 

 
205Cf. Sylvie Thénault, Violence ordinaire dans l’Algérie coloniale: Camps, internements, assignations à résidence 
(Paris: Odile Jacob, 2012).  

206 On the relationship of Jewish and Muslim communities, particularly how the history of French Algeria affected 
community relations in the metropole, see Maud S. Mandel, Muslims and Jews in France: History of a Conflict 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014); and Ethan B. Katz, The Burdens of Brotherhood: Jews and 
Muslims from North Africa to France (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015).  

207 Benjamin Stora, “La guerre d’Algérie dans les mémoires françaises: Violence d’une mémoire de revanche” 
L’esprit créateur 43:1 (2003), 9-10. The second quote, cited by Stora, is by Jacques Roseau, a political leader of the 
“rapatrié” community, from the television series Les années algériennes, Septembre 1991, France 2.  

208 Laure Blévis, “Les avatars de la citoyenneté en Algérie coloniale ou les paradoxes d’une catégorisation” Droit et 
société 48 (2001/2002), 557-581.  
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unequal society: “On veut se payer à Blida ce qu’on appelle une youpinade, vous me comprenez? 

Parce que les Ben Saïd ne se sont pas laissé faire.”209 Jewish assimilation in Algeria always 

existed in tandem with rampant political anti-Semitism tied to resentment and anxiety around 

precarious forms of status in a colony where the rights of citizenship were kept from the majority 

and where suffrage represented a meaningful form of access to public life and local patronage.210  

Well before Maréchal Pétain stripped the Jewish population of Algeria of French 

nationality in 1940,211 Jews were subject to violent harassment and political exclusion. In 1897, 

Max Régis, then president of the Algerian Anti-Jewish league, led rioters into the Jewish quarter 

of Algiers, causing extensive property damage, several deaths, and leading to mass arrests.212 He 

was a political ally of the famous anti-Semite Édouard Drumont, who served as a Député 

d’Algérie in the Chambre des députés from 1898 to 1902 and whose political journal La libre 

parole was subtitled “La France aux Français.” Régis was not himself of French extraction. Born 

Massimiliano Milano in 1873 to an Italian and Maltese immigrant family, his father was only 

naturalized in 1888.  Recent arrivals to Algeria from the non-French Mediterranean were referred 

to as “néos” (i.e. “néo-Français”), and historians have shown how members of this community 

were sometimes particularly eager to prove their Frenchness through violent anti-Semitism.213 

 
209 Jules Roy, Les chevaux du soleil: Algérie 1830-1962 (Paris: Presses de la Cité, 2007), 448.  

210 Cf. Sophie B. Roberts, Citizenship and Antisemitism in French Colonial Algeria, 1870-1962 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2017). 

211 Michel Abitol, Les Juifs d’Afrique du Nord sous Vichy (Paris: Riveneuve Éditions, 2008).  

212 Cf. Robert Lynn Fuller, The Origins of the French Nationalist Movement, 1886-1914 (Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland & Co., 2012).  

213 Cf. Roberts, op. cit.   
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Régis would briefly become mayor of Algiers, before being imprisoned and eventually retiring 

into obscurity.  

During debates on Jewish citizenship during the French Revolution, the assimilationist 

model, best remembered through Stanislas de Clermont-Tonnerre’s dictum cited above, 

dominated political thinking. Napoleon’s assembly of Jewish notables, the Grand Sanhedrin, 

gave religious legitimacy to the application of civil law within the French Jewish community. 

However, religious minorities in a French nation which defined itself in opposition to particular 

communities were always subject to violence.214 In the early Third Republic, anti-Semitic 

sentiment in France was largely conservative, Catholic, and anti-republican. In his famous tract, 

La France juive, published in 1886, Édouard Drumont rallied xenophobic French nationalism 

and working-class distrust of Jewish capitalists and represented Jews as a threat to the integrity 

of the nation. Polemical and inflammatory journalistic coverage of the Union Générale crash of 

1882 and Panama Scandal of 1892 reinforced this perception. By the time of the Dreyfus Affair, 

anti-Semitic parties had formed and sent members to the National Assembly. During the height 

of the Dreyfus Affair, riots in the metropole and Algeria often featured cries of “À bas les juifs” 

and “Vive l’armée.”  

 The Dreyfus Affair, as a site of memory and historical inquiry, brings together the origins 

of the figure of the intellectual, the history of anti-Semitism and Jewish identity, and the 

relationship of the Army and the Nation in modern France.215 The Dreyfus affair also hangs over 

 
214 For a detailed account of this history, see Esther Benbassa, The Jews of France: A History from Antiquity to the 
Present (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001). For a more republican focus, see also Pierre Birnbaum, 
Les fous de la république. Histoire politique des Juifs d’état, de Gambetta à Vichy (Paris: Fayard, 1992).  

215 Cf. André Bach, L’armée de Dreyfus: une histoire politique de l’armée française de Charles X à “l’Affaire” 
(Paris: Tallandier, 2004).  
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the novels analyzed in this chapter, which addresses a point of connection between 

conscription’s role in citizenship formation and efforts in twentieth- and twenty-first century 

France to reduce “communautarisme,” variously translated as sectarianism or ghettoization. 

Conscripts, forced to rid themselves of all identifying personal qualities, nonetheless made 

attempts at maintaining and representing differentiating aspects of their identities, whether 

religious, political, regional, etc. Though intended in some ways to represent the flattened, 

universalized citizen, conscripts sometimes proved unruly subjects, whether through circulating 

banned pamphlets, deserting, or smaller acts relating to their personal appearance or interactions 

with their superiors.  

 

Modiano, Anti-Semitism, and Draft-Dodging  

As we have seen, conscription was long held to play a fundamental role in citizen 

formation. Novels and films about the “appelés d’Algérie” participate in this logic—they 

celebrate the French-ness of their characters even if this French-ness is agonistic, contestatory, or 

divided. Soldiers are shown to engage with the institutions and ideas most central to French 

identity, even if their engagements are multivocal and dialogic. In this context, both civilians and 

military superiors are often represented as dangerously foreign—friends at home are too 

American in their new cars and sergeants and generals are Germanic or Russian in their 

authoritarianism, brutality, and double-speak. Only the conscripts, caught in the middle of this 

microcosmic Cold War, retain recognizably French values. By contrast, texts that dramatize the 

experiences of draft dodgers, those who fled the citizen’s duty to serve, represent their 

protagonists as heroically un-French, capable of resisting the pull of a hegemonic state. In both 
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cases, military service is represented as a metonymy for the Republic—to serve is to rush to 

France’s defense in an age of bipolarity and to shirk is to refuse to participate in a system of 

marginalization and abuse.  

Texts can depict characters deserting or avoiding conscription to reject republican 

narratives and emphasize the otherness—religious or political—of draft-dodgers. For those 

alienated by French universalism and laïcité, stories of draft-dodging and desertion can 

demonstrate anti-republican allegiances. The depiction of Jewish characters ambivalent about 

their “French-ness” required to serve “sous les drapeaux” is an understudied element of two 

novels by major authors: Patrick Modiano’s La Place de l’étoile (1968) and Georges Perec’s 

Quel petit vélo à guidon chromé au fond de la cour? (1966). In La Place de l’étoile, Modiano’s 

first novel, the narrator disavows his French identity, declaring, “Je ne suis pas un enfant de ce 

pays.”216 He publishes a polemical letter arguing that he be exempt from military service because 

he’s Jewish: “Je suis JUIF et l’armée française qui a dédaigné les services du capitaine Dreyfus 

se passera des miens.”217 Rather than centering his outrage on France’s history of anti-Semitism, 

collaboration, and deportation, the focus is on his own relationship to the polity, as a kind of 

paradoxical citizen. The republican institution of military service becomes a site of political and 

identitarian conflict. If the full privileges of French citizenship have not been extended to him, 

why should he assume their burdens? Contra Sartre’s claim that if one is mobilized in a war, it 

must be in one’s image,218 Modiano’s Raphaël Schlemilovitch argues that he is not represented 

by an anti-Semitic institution and as a semi-citizen he is exempt from political and civic 

 
216 Patrick Modiano, La place de l’étoile (Paris, Gallimard: 1968), 17.  

217 Ibid., 24.  

218 Cf. Chapter One, supra.  
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responsibility. Or, in slightly different terms, he is not an “enfant” of France, and he thus stakes 

out an identity by refusing familial metaphors for the political community.219   

This reflexive rejection of one’s assigned role in a racist political community can be 

similarly observed in a colonial context. Of course, various topoi recur in descriptions of the 

relationship between colony and metropole: marital or family relationships are common, and the 

Freudian concept of “family romances” has been deployed for analyzing these political 

metaphors.220 For instance, the Algerian intellectual Mouloud Feraoun writes that, “La vérité, 

c’est qu’il n’y a jamais eu mariage. […] Les Français sont restés étrangers.”221 In 1956, Feraoun 

expressed disgust with Albert Camus’ publication of the “Appel à la trève civile” and his refusal 

to actively support independence. He argued that in the face of inequality and violence, various 

metaphorical and rhetorical moves to blur the boundaries between metropole and colony, Pied-

Noir and Arabo-Berber communities, should be dismissed as in bad faith. On the one side there 

was “Algeria,” and on the other “France.” Nothing could be clearer: 

Je pourrais dire la même chose à Camus et à Roblès. J’ai pour l’un une grande 
admiration et pour l’autre une affection fraternelle mais ils ont tort de s’adresser à 
nous qui attendons tout des cœurs généreux s’il en est. Ils ont tort de parler 
puisqu’ils ne sauraient aller au fond de leur pensée. Il vaut cent fois mieux qu’ils 
se taisent. Car enfin, ce pays s’appelle bien l’Algérie et ses habitants des 
Algériens. Pourquoi tourner autour de cette évidence ? Êtes-vous Algériens, mes 
amis ? Votre place est à côté de ceux qui luttent. Dites aux Français que le pays 

 
219 Notably, Schlemilovitch is neither a conscientious objector nor a deserter. He hasn’t actually been drafted. On 
this topic, see a few accounts of the “réfractaires” of the Algerian War: Erica Fraters, Réfractaires À La Guerre 
d’Algérie, 1959-1963 : Avec L’action Civique Non Violence (Paris: Syllepse, 2005); Djoudi Attoumi, Les appelés du 
contingent, ces soldats qui ont dit non à la guerre: une face cachée de l’armée coloniale française pendant la guerre 
d’Algérie, (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2013); Michel Auvray, Objecteurs, insoumis, déserteurs: Histoire des réfractaires 
en France. (Paris: Stock, 1983). 

220 Cf. Françoise Vergès, Monsters and Revolutionaries: Colonial Family Romance and Métissage (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1999).  

221 Mouloud Feraoun, Journal, 1955-1962 (Paris: Seuil, 1962), 45.  
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n’est pas à eux, qu’ils s’en sont emparés par la force et entendent y demeurer par 
la force. Tout le reste est mensonge, mauvaise foi.222  
 

In Feraoun’s account, the lived reality of differentiating who counted as French and who as 

Algerian was self-evident, regardless of disputes over geography, ethnicity, or history. While 

Camus played around with semantics, echoing Edgar Faure’s call for “l’indépendance dans 

l’interdépendance,”223 Feraoun believed in the political power of clear and unambiguous 

language. Exposing the ideology underlying the idea of a “marriage” (and subsequent “divorce”) 

between France and Algeria was thus a strategy to denaturalize colonial relationships of 

domination.224  

Likewise, in Benoist Rey’s Les égorgeurs, published by Minuit in 1961 and immediately 

censored, a French conscript assigned to medical duties attempts to sympathize with a young 

patient by describing their relationship with the language of family: “Un médecin dit un jour à 

Ahmed, petit tuberculeux de douze ans que nous soignons: ‘Tu sais que je pourrais être ton père.’ 

Ahmed répond, farouche: ‘Non, vous ne pourrez jamais être mon père!’”225 Again, the rejection 

of a mythic image of the political community as a family is akin to an act of political refusal. Rey 

also describes young Algerians, who have completed their French military service and are 

considering joining the insurgency, deploying economic metaphors to describe political 

 
222 Ibid., 76-77.   

223 The phrase is found among the drafted notes included in the Appendix to Le premier homme. Edgar Faure used 
the phrase in a 1950 speech on the occasion of Mohammed V’s visit to Paris. Cf. Albert Camus, Œuvres complètes 
Tome IV 1957-59 (Paris: Bibliothèque de La Pléiade), 923.   

224 Of course, Camus’s liberal ambivalence surrounding independence was not unique, and nationalism was not the 
only possible position for critics of the French Empire, as Frederick Cooper’s Citizenship Between Empire and 
Nation: Remaking France and French Africa, 1945-1960 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014) shows.  

225 Benoist Rey, Les égorgeurs (Paris: Minuit, 1961), 22.  
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communities. Their obligation to France has been paid off: “Nous devons tout à la France, 

disaient-ils, mais, […] avons acquitté notre dette,”226 repeating and twisting the logic of colonial 

administrators, who sometimes referred to the “impôt du sang” as a kind of remuneration for the 

“mission civilisatrice.”227 Like Modiano’s Jewish protagonist, these young Muslims recognize 

that their privileges as citizens are limited, and thus they reason that their civic responsibilities 

are equally negotiable and contingent.  

 

Perec, Algeria, and Jewish Identity 

 By contrast, Perec’s Quel petit vélo doesn’t address Jewish identity directly. As David 

Bellos argues in his biography of Perec:  

Perec was far from the only one amongst French Jews of his generation to put his 
own Jewishness in the category of purely contingent facts, and to seek to 
understand the world in terms of the conflict between capital and labour. When he 
came to draft his autobiography in 1970, he noted that Jewishness was the theme 
that he tackled with least spontaneity [CGP II 167], and indeed, in the version that 
he reworked in 1974 and finally published as W or The Memory of Childhood, the 
simultaneous assertion and denial of Jewishness is a fundamental if largely hidden 
feature of the book.228 

 

One could make the same argument about Quel petit vélo, which plays with names that do not 

sound as though their bearers have French ethnic roots, such as Henri Pollak and the never-fully-

named “Karatruc” (his name appears differently on every page). Pollak has an ambiguous status 

 
226 Ibid., 24.  

227 Cf. Jean-Loup Saletes, “Les tirailleurs sénégalais dans la Grande Guerre et la codification d’un racisme 
ordinaire” Guerres mondiales et conflits contemporains 244:4 (2011), 129-140.  

228 David Bellos, Georges Perec: A Life in Words (London: Harvill, 1993), 279.  
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as both soldier and civilian, hip intellectual and embodiment of the state’s repressive authority. 

The title of the novel reflects the fact that Pollak drives back and forth between the barracks at 

Vincennes and his native Montparnasse twice a day. Just as he shuttles between the military and 

the civilian population, he is at once French and not French. He supervises young conscripts who 

will be sent off to fight a war he can avoid. Pollak is a “maréchal des logis” who avoids 

deployment to Algeria by being an orphan—“une triste histoire: orphelin dès sa plus tendre 

enfance, victime innocente.”229 This is a likely allusion to his being a Jewish orphan of the 

Holocaust, and based on Perec’s own biography, we might assume that at least one of this 

character’s parents was deported and murdered in the concentration camps. 

Pollak’s partial military exemption, presumably tied to his Jewish roots, dovetails 

perfectly with Perec’s experience of conscription. As the author’s student days came to an end, 

he was called to serve twenty-seven months in the French army. He could avoid deployment to 

the front but not a full exemption from military service because of his family’s complex 

relationship with French nationality. Though both of his parents had been killed during the 

Second World War, he couldn’t make the case that his Jewish mother had died “pour la 

France.”230 So Pollak, like Perec, must half-serve. As the narrator of Perec’s W ou le souvenir 

 
229 Georges, Perec, Quel petit vélo à guidon chromé au fond de la cour (Paris: Denoël, 1966), 12.  

230 As David Bellos explains: “The son of a parent who has died ‘in the service of France’, when he comes to do his 
military service, is allowed to decline a posting to an active war zone, while one who has lost both his parents ‘in the 
service of France’ is exempted from all military obligations. Georges Perec qualified for the lesser release since his 
father, though Polish, had died on active service in the foreign legion. He would be able to avoid Algeria, at least. 
But did he qualify for the second and larger exemption? Had his mother, Cécile, also died ‘in the service of France’? 
[…] The logic of Vichy left its trace in the administration of postwar France. There was no death certificate for 
Cécile because she had not been French. Because she had not been French, she could not have died in the service of 
France. Because Cécile had not been French, her son, who was, would have to do military service in the French 
army. The ironical thing, which could have been foreseen long before, was that if Cécile had been French at the time 
of her death, then her son would have been excused from his army service. He had been declared French at birth (or, 
rather, five months after he was born), but how French was he? The wafer-thin difference between being plain 
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d’enfance muses, without referencing the context of the Algerian War: “les hasards du service 

militaire ont fait de moi un éphémère parachutiste.”231 Indeed, the short and bookish writer was 

an improbable “para”, but he completed the required jumps to get his license in the first part of 

his military service in Pau, before returning to Paris with an administrative posting. Despite the 

deliberate avoidance of verisimilitude in the linguistic and referential games of Perec’s literary 

production, a reading informed by biography can uncover the political engagements of novels 

from W ou le souvenir d’enfance to Quel petit vélo. This is “serious play.”232  

Like in the novel, Perec was called to the Fort de Vincennes for military selection, where 

he was found to be “bon pour le service.” Much later, Perec would be caught on tape admitting 

that he had chosen to join the XVIII Régiment de Chasseurs Parachutistes, a seemingly highly 

unlikely choice: “Perec explained that he had volunteered to be a parachutist, because ‘I had the 

impression I would experience something new.’”233 But his experience as a “para” did not 

entirely cut him off from intellectual life: during his military service in Pau, he would often visit 

Henri Lefebvre at Navarrenx and he wrote for the journal La ligne Générale (Lg), which he had 

founded with some like-minded friends and named in honor of Sergei Eisenstein, whose 

aesthetic theories Perec admired.234 After his military service ended in 1959, he continued to 

write for La ligne Générale, publishing articles such as “Le Nouveau Roman et le refus du réel” 

 
French, and ‘French by declaration’, meant a prospective gap of twenty-seven months in Perec’s career.” Bellos, 
Perec, 169.  

231 Georges Perec, W ou le souvenir d’enfance (Paris: Denoël, 1975), 77.  

232 Cf. Aubrey Gabel’s eponymous dissertation on Oulipo: Serious Play: Formal Innovation and Politics in French 
Literature from the 1950s to the Present. (PhD Dissertation: U.C. Berkeley, 2017).  

233 Bellos, 184.  

234 Ibid., 217.  
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(1962), “Pour une littérature réaliste” (1962), “Engagement ou crise du langage” (1962) and 

“Robert Antelme ou la vérité de la littérature” (1963).235 His first major success would come 

with the publishing of the 1965 novel Les choses. Quel petit vélo was his second published 

novel, and Bellos gives some further context for its composition and reception:   

Perec continued to attend Roland Barthes’s Thursday-afternoon classes on 
rhetoric. When the course ended, he took the jargon he had learnt, looked back on 
Lg, and dashed off a high-spirited spoof mocking both rhetoric and political 
action with such comic verve that it rises above offence even to the staunchest 
defender of either faith. Quel petit vélo à guidon chromé au fond de la cour? is as 
unstrictly autobiographical as Things.236  

 

Unfortunately, it was not well-received:  

 
Quel Petit Vélo was a public-relations disaster. Perec’s long joke […] could not 
be read as a sequel to Things. Where was the sociologist? the “new novelist”? the 
critic of consumer society? Literary journalists were baffled and fell silent. 
Instead of writing Things II, Perec had gone astray and thrown away his 
breakthrough. There must have been a misunderstanding.237  

 

Perec would continue to toil in relative obscurity until the huge success of La vie mode d’emploi 

(1978), though he would publish some of his most admired texts within that decade, La 

disparition in 1969 and the semi-autobiographical W ou le souvenir d’enfance in 1975.   

In the less recognizably autobiographical Quel petit vélo, Heni Pollak’s name, unlike 

Georges Perec’s, is quite recognizably “foreign.” Indeed, as Bellos shows in his biography, Perec 

could pass off the unusually Gallicized “Peretz” as Breton with Celtic roots. The name Henri 

 
235 Jean-Luc Joly, “Des choses qui dorment” Roman 20-50 51:1 (2011), 11-26.  

236 Bellos, 307.  

237 Ibid., 328.  
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Pollak makes the presumably Jewish Polish heritage the character shares with Georges Perec 

more directly legible. The other character in the novel facing deployment to Algeria, the 

unnamable “Karatruc,” is not necessarily Jewish, but his illegible name certainly reads as 

“foreign.” The character’s attempts to shirk military duty through deliberate maiming and a 

faked suicide attempt are depicted as almost suspiciously depoliticized. The novel’s band of 

“copains”—largely unnamed and encompassed by an undifferentiated narratorial “nous” that 

excitedly plans to help “Karatruc” by beating him up or poisoning him—also wants to make sure 

his politics are right-minded: “nous étions un peu vexés d’avoir à nous compromettre en la 

compagnie d’un individu qui n’était même pas politiqué.”238 But “Karatruc” manages to 

convince them that his class trumps his lack of political engagement, “il nous confia qu’il était 

ouvrier,” and suddenly these would-be intellectuals feel compelled to stand in solidarity with the 

working class: 

[N]ous, qui étions de ceux qui vont aux masses, nous qui avions dans le sang le 
virus de la propagande éclairée, nous qui aurions aimé avoir été instituteurs dans 
un petit village de Savoie, vers la fin du XIXe siècle pour faire lire Rousseau, 
Voltaire, Vallès et Zola aux petits paysans en blouse[.]239  

 

They betray here a very republican form of political dissent. This fantasy of teaching the peasant 

masses from a little country school-house is a powerful mythic image, reminiscent of the 

universalizing efforts of the Third Republic.240 This desire to participate in citizenship formation 

through cross-class pedagogical contact resonates with clichés about military service as a great 

 
238 Perec, Quel petit vélo, 67.  

239 Ibid., 69.  

240 While the Fifth Republic has been described as “la République des énarques,” the Third Republic was famously 
characterized as “la République des professeurs.” Cf. Albert Thibaudet, La République des professeurs (Paris: 
Grasset, 1927). 
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equalizing force.241 There is very little scholarship on Quel petit vélo, which is largely considered 

a minor work, and what little there is focuses almost exclusively on its rhetorical games and self-

conscious linguistic tricks.242 But analyzing the novel’s broadly autobiographical qualities can 

help us uncover the novel’s critiques and reproductions of French republican values in the 

context of anti-Semitism and colonial warfare.  

 

Modiano’s Anti-Republicanism 

Modiano’s La place de l’étoile addresses French anti-Semitism much more directly, with 

parodies of works by famous anti-Semites, notably Louis-Ferdinand Céline, references to the 

Dreyfus Affair, and a dystopian depiction of Israel as a funhouse mirror of Vichy France, where 

Jewishness is highly policed. The novel concerns itself with the production of Jewish literature 

and Jewish identity against the backdrop of both Collaboration during the Second World War 

and a more historically diffuse depiction of the repressive mechanisms of the state, from 

censorship to surveillance to the draft. It begins with a series of provocative fictional articles 

written by and about the narrator, such as one by “Léon Rabatête” (a reference to the 

collaborator Lucien Rebatet) in Ici la France: “Je pose une dernière fois la question: jusqu’à 

quand les métèques de son espèce insulteront-ils les fils de France?”243 In this discourse of anti-

Semitism, Jews are figured as “métèques” incapable of French citizenship. Another recognizably 

 
241 For a critique of this view of the First World War’s effect of social equalizing, cf. Nicolas Mariot, Tous unis dans 
la tranchée? 1914-1918, les intellectuels rencontrent le peuple (Paris: Seuil, 2013).  

242 Cf. Sylvie Rosienski-Pellerin, “Jeux péritextuels: ‘Quel petit vélo à guidon chromé au fond de la cour?’ de 
Georges Perec” Études littéraires 23:1-2 (1990), 27-41. 

243 Modiano, La place de l’étoile, 13.  
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Célinian article in the same journal is described as written by “le docteur Bardamu” (Bardamu is, 

famously, the protagonist of Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit):  

…Schlemilovitch?...Ah! la moisissure de ghettos terriblement puante!...pâmoison 
chiotte!...Foutriquet prépuce!...arsouille libano-ganaque!...rantanplan…Vlan! 
Contemplez donc ce gigolo yiddish…cet effréné empaffeur de petites 
Aryennes!...avorton infiniment négroïde!...244  
 

This passage parodies Voyage’s endless ellipses, and it represents a different kind of discursive 

anti-Semitism tied to economic and sexual anxieties. The “Jew” is depicted as a luxury consumer 

and representative of international finance (or “globalism” in the parlance of 2019), “ses 

Maserati rose salomon!...ses yachts façon Tibériade! […] la Banque Rothschild!”245   

Ever the provocateur, our protagonist, Raphaël Schlemilovitch, writes a pseudonymous 

letter denouncing Jewish conscription: “je me refuse à servir comme soldat de seconde classe 

dans une armée qui, jusqu’à ce jour, n’a pas voulu d’un maréchal Dreyfus. J’invite les jeunes 

juifs français à suivre mon exemple.”246 The responses to Jacob X’s letter parody various French 

political responses to anti-Semitism, such as a fictional article by Sartre entitled “Saint Jacob X 

comédien et martyr,” in which Sartre contends that “Désormais, il se voudra juif, mais juif dans 

l’abjection. […] Bref, il éprouvera la honte délicieuse de se sentir l’Autre, c’est-à-dire le Mal.”247 

Ironically, he is inspired to write this polemical letter by a young French aristocratic (and 

presumably Catholic) draft-dodger he meets in Geneva. Their interfaith friendship is described in 

Proustian terms: “Vous êtes juif comme le narrateur, me disait-il, et je suis […] comme Robert 

 
244 Ibid., 13-14.  

245 Ibid., 14-15.  

246 Modiano, La place de l’étoile, 24.  

247 Ibid., 26-27.  
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de Saint-Loup. Ne vous effrayez pas; depuis un siècle, l’aristocratie française a un faible pour les 

juifs.”248 The implicitly anti-republican aristocracy is depicted as finding natural allies in 

France’s Jewish minority. Our narrator even has false papers made for the aristocrat, giving him 

a Swiss Jewish identity to complete his rejection of France and the burdens of republican 

citizenship.  

Modiano's position is not the republican criticism of republicanism discernible in other 

texts that deal with conscription during the Algerian War; it is to the contrary decidedly anti-

republican. He (re)imagines Israel as an authoritarian state, complete with surveillance and 

censorship of decadent Jewish culture—where works by Proust and Kafka are condemned as 

“brochures subversives”—and “kibboutz[im] disciplinaire[s]” for excessively cosmopolitan 

Jews.249 This is both a further parody of anti-Semitic tropes—the self-hating Jew, the “kapo,” or 

the member of the “Judenrat” complicit in or even wholly responsible for his own destruction—

and a serious rebuke of political formations reliant on the military mobilization of the citizenry. 

Israel can be read as an example of a state whose self-conception is inseparable from “defense,” 

even when the policing of borders rather resembles aggression and occupation. In a republic 

engaged in continuous warfare to maintain its dominance over legally disenfranchised 

populations, full membership in that republic—citizenship—requires participation in the state's 

monopoly on legitimate violence. Modiano's embrace of anti-Semitic tropes (“the wandering 

Jew”) also becomes an explicit rebuke to republican nation-building through violence.  

 

 
248 Ibid., 21.  

249 Ibid., 183, 187.  
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Jews in the “Génération d’Algérie” and “Génération de ’68 ”: Alain Finkielkraut 

Following the death of Sartre, Alain Finkielkraut has seemingly been coronated by the 

global and French press as the figure closest to an “intellectuel total.”250 And of course, since the 

concept of the intellectual in France is closely tied to the Dreyfus Affair, it is bound up with the 

history of the Jewish community in France. Unlike Modiano’s protagonist, who uses Dreyfus as 

justification for a cynical view of France’s universalism, Finkielkraut seems to view the Affair as 

a kind of triumph of modernity. He compares the moral clarity of the Dreyfusards and the 

captain’s eventual redemption to the confusion and failure surrounding later French political 

scandals involving identity, such as the 1987 trial of Klaus Barbie, the Nazi “Butcher of Lyon.” 

As Finkielkraut says in Marcel Ophuls’s documentary on the trial, Hôtel Terminus:  

Je sors de ce procès avec un pessimisme accru […] Nous aurions dû tout au long 
du procès méditer, et plus que cela, méditer et nous indigner de cette situation qui 
faisait qu’un noir, qu’un arabe, qu’un bolivien, et qu’un homme, Vergès, qui se 
réclame de son ascendance asiatique, se soient mis à la barre pour défendre un 
nazi, et pour le défendre en vertu de leur race[.]251 

 

Likewise, in his book on Klaus Barbie’s trial, La mémoire vaine (1989), Finkielkraut rails 

against the prosecution’s blurring of difference between the Holocaust and the deportation of 

Resistance fighters. To simply refer to both as crimes against humanity elides the difference 

 
250 As Éric Fassin writes, “In lieu of Sartre and Raymond Aron, future historians of French intellectuals […] may 
well be condemned to structuring their narratives around the post-Marx brothers of French intellectual life, Bernard-
Henri Lévy and Alain Finkielkraut.” […] “[T]hey identify not so much with one particular intellectual, but with the 
Intellectual, a figure first (and last) embodied as an absolute by Sartre, the ‘total intellectual’, in Bourdieu’s 
memorable words.” Éric Fassin, “Why French Intellectual History Should Repeat Itself as Farce” London Review of 
Books 18:21 (31 October 1996). Alice Kaplan is less cutting: “When the French press muses about who is going to 
replace Sartre, Foucault, and Barthes in the pantheon of national intellectual figures, Alain Finkielkraut's name 
inevitably appears-precociously-on a list that includes older, established figures[.]” Alice Kaplan, “On Finkielkraut’s 
Remembering in Vain” Critical Inquiry 19:1 (Autumn 1992), 70-86.  

251 Cf. Marcel Ophuls, Hôtel Terminus (1988), 4:16. See also Alice Kaplan’s discussion of Finkielkraut’s 
appearance in the film, op. cit.  
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between dying through a political choice and dying because of one’s identity. Likewise, he 

accuses the defense lawyers, notably Jacques Vergès—who had formerly been imprisoned for 

his legal assistance to the FLN—of elevating the victimization of the colonized over the 

extermination of Jews and erasing the Holocaust with their focus on anti-Imperialism. For 

Finkielkraut, harkening back to Dreyfus may be a way of avoiding the multiplying fracturing of 

memories and attendant historical aporias of late twentieth and early twenty-first century 

France.252 

Both Modiano and Perec’s reflections on the provisionary embrace of Jewish people by 

the French Nation and Army can be read in dialogue with Finkielkraut’s work on Jewish identity 

and political activism during the 1960s. In his 1980 Le juif imaginaire, Finkielkraut looks back 

on another highly publicized case involving identity, this time that of Daniel Cohn-Bendit, a 

German Jew expelled from France for his “trouble de l’ordre public” in 1968. Born in France of 

German parents, the participation of “Dany le rouge” in the student movement led to an “arrêté 

d’expulsion” and an “interdiction de séjour” on French territory. Allegedly, Cohn-Bendit 

responded to the expulsion in a speech to a group of German university students in which he said 

“Je refuse toute nationalité. […] Personne ne peut déterminer où je dois vivre.”253  In 

Finkielkraut’s analysis, the demonstrations organized in France to protest Cohn-Bendit’s 

 
252 For the historian Daniel Lindeberg, Finkielkraut’s perspective on the confusion surrounding the trial should 
encourage historians to view the entire project of a “devoir de mémoire” skeptically: “On peut se demander à ce titre 
si les partisans actifs d’un enseignement de la mémoire, même s’ils sont animés des meilleures intentions, ont pour 
autant suffisamment réfléchi au danger de voir certains profiter de cet intérêt pour le passé en fondant de médiocres 
stratégies de pouvoir ou d’influence sur l’exploitation d’analogies trompeuses et de parallèles arbitraires. Ont-ils 
médité sur cette Mémoire vaine que dénonce Alain Finkielkraut à l’heure où le procès Barbie, qui devait se présenter 
comme une leçon de mémoire par excellence, a débouché sur les confusions les plus graves concernant la Résistance 
ou l’exceptionnalité du nazisme ?” Daniel Lindeberg, “Guerres de mémoire en France” Vingtième siècle. Revue 
d’histoire 42 (April-June 1994), 94-95. 

253 Pierre Lavaillant, “Le sous-préfet de Forbach a notifié son arrêt d’expulsion à Cohn-Bendit,” Le Figaro, May 25-
26 1968. 
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deportation, in which students chanted “Nous sommes tous des Juifs allemands!” revealed the 

postwar appropriation of Jewish identity by various political movements. For Finkielkraut, the 

“génération de 68,” having been raised on the myths of the Second World War “résistant,” the 

Soviet dissident, and the Third World guérilleros, constructed the role of the militant along 

similar lines absent any material danger. Living in a “drôle de paix—état de vide, temps creux,” 

or, to use slightly different terms, at the end of history, he argues that his generation, “la postérité 

du baby-boom,” transformed banality into revolutionary role-play with a whole costume 

department of identities.254 They were raised “coincés entre deux hypnoses: celle des grands 

combats du siècle et […] le petit écran,”255 and their need to identify with heroic onscreen 

images led them to feel permitted “d’occuper la place de l’exclu, d’arborer l’étoile jaune: le rôle 

du Juste devenait accessible à quiconque désirait l’endosser; la masse se sentait en droit de 

proclamer sa qualité d’exception.”256 

Finkielkraut distinguishes between the “génération de 68” and the “génération 

d’Algérie”—the first group had a purely spectatorial relationship with History, while the second 

built their identities around events rather than images—“ceux-ci se mobilisaient pour ou contre 

une guerre qu’ils risquaient de faire.”257 But this periodization seems overly binary and does 

little to describe Modiano or Perec. To which generation did they belong? Modiano was 17 in 

1962, too young to be mobilized. Perec, nine years older, did his military service “en métropole.” 

As we’ve seen, Perec barely references his experience as a “para” in his literary work—and he is 

 
254 Alain Finkielkraut, Le juif imaginaire (Paris: Seuil, 1980), 27.  
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similarly almost silent on the subject of 68, mentioning it briefly in La vie mode d’emploi as “ce 

déferlement d’ivresses et de bonheurs.” “Georges Perec missed May ’68, just as Balzac missed 

the revolution of July 1830.”258  

 But Finkielkraut did not. As a student chanting along with his fellow demonstrators, he 

felt some resentment towards this act of appropriation: “N’est pas juif ni métèque qui veut. Il 

faut des titres, des références.”259 In effect, he describes feeling as though his comrades, with 

their “bonne gueule de Français de souche” had not truly “payé le prix.”260 But with time he 

would come to believe that he himself, as an educated French Jewish man, had no more claim to 

victimhood than these role-playing “goyim”:  

Je ne pouvais pas traiter les autres en usurpateurs, sans m’inclure aussitôt dans 
cette condamnation, et mon appartenance au peuple d’Israël constituait même une 
circonstance aggravante: ils s’étaient travestis une seule fois, le temps d’une 
manifestation, tandis que pour moi, c’était tous les jours carnaval. J’étais juif, 
quant à moi, c’est-à-dire, en clair, que je n’avais jamais besoin de quitter mon 
déguisement.261 

 

This description of living one’s Jewish identity as a humiliating and exhilarating disguise is 

rather reminiscent of the carnivalesque parade of discursive costumes in Modiano’s early work. 

But Le juif imaginaire is a kind of conversion narrative, in which the author describes his 

transformation from an existence clouded by delusion to one grounded in deep truths. If this 

summary sounds rather like the Confessions, some of the narrative construction of Finkielkraut’s 

account of his “prise de conscience” is, perhaps surprisingly, reminiscent of Augustine in its 
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anticipatory retelling, e.g. phrases like “ce que je n’osais pas encore nommer mon besoin de 

fidélité.”262 Finkielkraut’s imparfait is the ideal tense for an enlightened narrator, outside of 

human time, to name what was not yet known to his younger self, in an almost teleological 

gesture. More often, the narrator is urbane, ironic, cynical, endowed with satisfying 

counterintuition and virtuosic verbiage. The delusion to which he confesses having been 

beholden is also a mass phenomenon in the society around him. His diagnosis is generational and 

expansive: it concerns not only the bad faith of young Jews, or “juifs pour l’image,”263 engaged 

in political activism—on their behalf, he wonders rhetorically “s’il n’y avait pas de la mauvaise 

foi à vivre sa singularité et son exil dans la jubilation”264—but the hypocrisy of left-wing 

engagement or social upheaval of any kind.265 Drawing implicitly on Bourdieu, he characterizes 

political activism as a kind of class signifier in “l’éden aristocratique où c’est la dissidence qui 

tenait lieu de distinction,” and he describes how he himself, as a Jew, was a privileged “héritier” 

of this form of faux-marginal distinction, “Moi, j’étais né insoumis, exactement comme on dit 

d’un fils de bonne famille qu’il est bien né,” and he goes on to hold Sartre largely responsible for 

legitimizing his youthful delusions. 266  

 

 

 
262 Ibid., 12, 166.  

263 Ibid., 27.  

264 Ibid., 12.  

265 Finkielkraut’s earlier book, Le nouveau désordre amoureux (1977), published with Pascal Bruckner, takes a 
critical look at the sexual revolution of 1968. 

266 Finkielkraut, Le juif imaginaire, 13, 15.  
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Finkielkraut and Republican Universalism  

 Like in La place de l’étoile, this analogy of the Jew and the nobleman serves a specific 

political purpose. Ultimately, Finkielkraut characterizes what we might anachronistically refer to 

as “identity politics” as narcissistic, theatrical and even anti-social. The Judaism he discovers is 

faith-based, transcendental, and idiosyncratically reactionary. Whereas Modiano’s protagonist 

makes a cynical critique of republican universalism and anti-Semitism through a pastiche of 

“engaged literature,” Finkielkraut argues that any political engagement with alterity is naïve and 

self-serving. Literature and film are largely to blame: he excoriates (his own youthful reading of) 

Sartre and deplores the image-oriented and television-addled upbringing of his generation. A 

left-canon of literature and film which celebrate historical adversity in the temporal doldrums of 

peace lead to anxious posturing and unnecessary social strain. The solution is the rejection of 

identity and the elevation of transcendental yet non-universal values: notably faith, tradition, and 

a kind of ethical respect for “absence,” both historical and metaphysical. Jewishness can’t be 

affirmed through left politics, nostalgia, or folklore, since these trappings of identity would make 

one an “imaginary Jew,” but:   

l’indéfinition même du judaïsme est précieuse: elle montre que les catégories 
politiques de classe ou de nation n’ont qu’une vérité relative. Elle marque leur 
impuissance à penser le monde dans sa totalité. Le peuple juif ne sait pas ce qu’il 
est, il sait seulement qu’il existe, et que cette existence déconcertante brouille le 
partage instauré par la Raison moderne entre le politique et le privé.267 

 

Though this call to blur the categories established by modern reason may appear to be an anti-

republican argument, Finkielkraut argues that those who condemn universalist values from an 
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identitarian perspective will be rewarded with emptiness: “qu’est-ce que j’affirme quand je dis: 

‘Je suif juif?’ je me désaliène, si l’on veut, de ces figures imposées: le Citoyen, l’Homme, le 

Français de France—j’échappe aux puissances étrangères qui voulaient m’asservir, mais je ne 

trouve, dans cette liberté, aucun réconfort durable, car mon intériorité est vide.”268 This position 

paves the way for Finkielkraut’s later texts, such as La défaite de la pensée (1987), which attacks 

the moral relativism and empty consumer culture of postmodernity. Likewise, he has intervened 

publicly to defend the headscarf bans, making assimilationist arguments recognizable to the most 

ardent defenders of universalist laïcité. And in his Le mécontemporain (1992), Finkielkraut 

proposes an apologia for Charles Péguy, as a Catholic Dreyfusard and philo-Semite, attempting 

to rehabilitate him from associations with fascism and anti-Semitism. The author of Le juif 

imaginaire appears to be making the case for a renewed nationalism of blood and soil, echoing 

Péguy’s famous “Heureux sont ceux qui sont morts pour la terre charnelle.” As one observer puts 

it, Finkielkraut’s “engagement initial dans la ‘prise de parole’ a évolué par la suite vers une 

réaffirmation de ‘loyauté’ assortie d’une menace de ‘défection.’”269 This double movement of 

loyalty and threatened defection might seem to echo the politics of the Dreyfus Affair or even 

Modiano’s rhetorical twisting of the language of citizenship and obligation, but it also resonates 

with the patriotic anti-republicanism of reactionaries, from Vichy to the OAS.   
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A Laïc School of the Nation? 

Asked about his republicanism in an interview, Finkielkraut responded instead with a 

comment on the central social functions of the public school:  

Suis-je républicain ? … Je dirais que je suis attaché avant tout à une certaine idée 
de l’Ecole. Je pense que l’Occident en général, et la France en particulier, vivent 
un véritable désastre de l’Ecole. Il se trouve qu’en France, la querelle de l’Ecole a 
pris la forme d’un débat opposant les “pédagogistes” aux “républicains”. Alors à 
partir de là, en effet, je me suis situé dans le camp des républicains[.]270 

 

The view that the state and the school play analogous functions in the production of a certain 

kind of citizen dates back to the birth of the French Republic.271  Conscription, too, has always 

played a crucial role in citizen formation, while, paradoxically, the experience of military service 

was structured by the authoritarian and undemocratic character of the army. 272 Indoctrinating 

mechanisms seek to violently standardize behavior and appearance in the army: at the moment of 

incorporation soldiers have their heads shaved: this “coupe incorporation” is a “boule à zéro.”273 

Disciplinary features of “l’école du soldat” seemed to toe the line between indoctrination, 

bonding, and abuse:  

Ces exercices, menés sur un rythme soutenu, doivent développer l’agressivité 
nécessaire au combat. Les aboiements de la ‘gradaille’ (petits gradés) ponctuent 
chaque exercice destiné à acquérir des automatismes pour que l’instinct de survie 
soit garanti à la cohésion du groupe au moment de l’épreuve du feu. Les appelés 
sont traités de ‘bleus bites,’ de ‘sacs à merde,’ qui n’ont que le droit de ‘la 

 
270 Jean-Claude Poizat, “Portrait d’un intellectuel contemporain: Alain Finkielkraut. Entre engagement républicain et 
soutien communautaire” Le philosophoire 33:1 (2010), 181-230.  

271 On “republican pedagogy,” see Claude Nicolet, L’Idée républicaine en France (1729-1924) (Paris: Gallimard, 
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272 Cf. Jean Charles Jauffret, La guerre d’Algérie: Les combattants français et leur mémoire (Paris: Odile Jacob, 
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fermer.’ Les hommes du contingent ressentent parfois avec un sentiment de 
révolte cet arbitraire teinté de paternalisme dans un monde d’abois, de cris, et 
d’ordres qui claquent, où les automatismes sans cesse répétés et les punitions sont 
destinés à mater les fortes têtes. Il est, en effet, peu d’exemples dans la société que 
de petits cadres puissent disposer d’un tel pouvoir sur des hommes dont ils ont la 
charge.274  
 

These dehumanizing methods are considered necessary to achieving both the even flatness of a 

community bereft of identity markers and the radical hierarchy of military power structures. As 

one “appelé” remembers:  

Cette instruction reçue était souvent rude et beaucoup en ont ‘bavé.’ Il valait 
mieux la fermer et rester sage dans son coin, même si les ordres étaient d’une 
débilité affligeante. Par exemple, qui sait faire du vélo? Quelques doigts levés et 
aussitôt embauchés pour aller nettoyer les toilettes, les ‘chiottes,’ avec une brosse 
à dents.275  

 

The explicit devalorization of all skills acquired in civilian life is key to the formation of an 

alternative military community.  

Analogies between military service and public schooling abound. This “dernier volet de 

l’école de la République fondée sur l’égalité” was explicitly aimed at erasing social differences 

through its egalitarian treatment (or mistreatment) of all recruits, and colorful jargon was hurled 

at the new recruits to emphasize the newly scrambled social hierarchy under which they were 

living:  

Les nouveaux sont là ‘pour en chier.’ Pour le fils à papa ‘qui ramène sa fraise’ en 
tentant de se distinguer par ses origines ou son argent, ses camarades ou les 
gradés ont vite fait de lui rappeler que, dans l’armée de la République, il n’y a pas 
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de place pour les ‘fils d’archevêque.’ S’il connaît l’anglais, cela lui sera très utile 
pour la corvée de ‘pluches,’ dont il est immédiatement désigné volontaire.276  
 

Military service is animated by both educational disciplinary mechanisms but also intensely anti-

pedagogic goals: the citizen is violently urged to “learn” public citizenship and “unlearn” private 

difference.  If the school is intended to reproduce class differences by participating in the 

legitimization of bourgeois taste, 277 then conscription temporarily erases those differences. For 

example, though the barracks may have been disgusting to many, they represented the first 

contact with modern hygiene for others—only 13% of French people had a bathroom with 

running water in 1955:  

C’est souvent sous les drapeaux que nombre de jeunes Français prennent leur 
première douche. La France des années 1950 est encore celle de la crasse, où les 
W.-C. de la Bibliothèque nationale et de la vénérable Sorbonne ne sont que des 
cloaques où le journal sert de papier hygiénique…278  

 

There is a certain logic to the harassment and intense physical and psychological pressure of 

training: “suivant le vieil adage militaire ‘La sueur évite le sang.’”279 Of course, repetitive 

painful tasks served to exhaust new recruits to the point where they might stop thinking of their 

old lives and their own selves:  

C’est là l’illustration du brassage social d’une société solidaire, du mépris 
salutaire de tous les petits égoïsmes car, par définition, ‘on n’en a rien à foutre, 
vu! Pékin (civil) de mes deux!’ hurle le cabot-chef de carrière qui n’a jamais pu 
dépasser ce grade, parce qu’il sait tout juste lire le règlement.280  

 
276 Jauffret, 27.  
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But was there also a deeper political function to this war on personhood, a republican function? 

Certain contemporary scholars certainly seem to think so. In his analysis of the violent language 

and practices necessary to yank new soldiers away from the forms of social difference that are 

possible in civilian life (recruits must be willing to “couper les ponts”), the historian Jean-

Charles Jauffret seems bent on contrasting this coarse but egalitarian social organization with 

what he seems to see as the evils of identity politics in contemporary France: “le service 

militaire, l’impôt du temps et du sang, est le même pour tous dans une France qui ne connaît pas 

encore la plaie des communautarismes.”281 This nostalgia for a unified pre-identitarian France 

veers towards reactionary politics, but it demonstrates how representations of the Algerian War, 

even among historians today, can attempt to “recuperate” something from the violence: the 

celebration of French citizenship through this form of republican schooling.  

But in the memoirs and diaries of conscripts, this idealistic view of conscription as a 

violent, yet Republic-affirming experience, is sometimes the subject of dark mockery. For 

example, Pierre Gibert, a Jesuit and theologian who wrote a diaristic account of his 14 months in 

Algeria from 1958-59, describes conscripts being sent to an “école de la Nation”: “Inquiets dans 

leurs vingt ou vingt-et-un ans brassés (ça au moins ça faisait une Nation égalitaire. Ah, le service 

militaire, quelle école de la Nation!)”282 Unlike the contemporary nostalgic, the Catholic veteran 

does not consider the aspects of public citizenship experienced in the “egalitarianism” of military 

service worth celebrating. In the two passages from Gibert and Jauffret I’ve just cited, the phrase 

“école de la République” or “école de la Nation” as well as derivatives of the verb “brasser” 
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appear in close proximity to one another. But the Jesuit’s phrase is imbued with irony whereas 

the historian seems to present this educational analogy in all seriousness:  

Dans la contrainte et l’effort, l’appelé ne perçoit pas encore ce dernier volet de 
l’école de la République fondée sur l’égalité. En effet, l’armée apprend aussi à lire 
et à écrire aux oubliés de l’école de Jules Ferry[.]283 

 

Later in the same paragraph, Jauffret exalts the “brassage social d’une société solidaire” without 

irony. And whereas the historian’s “brassage social” is a rather common usage, the Jesuit’s 

"vingt ou vingt-et-un ans brassés" makes use of a transferred epithet: in this phrasing, it isn’t 

ages that are mixed together, but rather men. This “figure de style” breaks the rhythm of reading, 

the assonance of "inquiets / brassés" conveys a song-like effect, and the 12 syllables of the 

phrase allow it to be read as an (irregular 5-7) alexandrine. All of this creates a kind of ironic 

distance between the tropes deployed and the author’s attitude towards them. The different 

ideological outlooks of the military historian and Jesuit transforms the way they read two major 

topoi of the representation of military service as a social equalizer and school of the Republic.284  

 

Religious Discrimination and Laïcité in Republican Institutions 

Since public schools were always a central component of the “mission civilisatrice” and 

its imaginary, insurgent attacks on schools or teachers during the Algerian War took on 
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exaggerated symbolic importance. Thus, the two most cited victims of the infamous Toussaint 

Rouge of November 1954, were Guy and Janine Monnerot, two newlywed teachers who had just 

arrived in Algeria from the metropole.285 Considered to mark the beginning of the war of 

independence, November 1 1954 saw a number of coordinated attacks on military and civilian 

targets. The reprisals were massive: thousands of arrests, and the deployment of 

counterinsurgency tactics in the Aurès region. Though Guy Monnerot died, Janine survived, and 

her testimony was circulated in the French press. Jean Servier, an anthropologist and officer who 

found them on the side of the road  would go on to pen a swashbuckling account of their 

rescue.286 He would also go on to advise the army on the recruitment of Harkis.287    

Aware of the central role of schooling to the French ideological mission, the FLN sought 

to disrupt the French education system, with school strikes organized in 1956 and 1957, attacks 

on schools, and alternative educational offerings.288 Because of their youthfulness at the time of 

mobilization, it is no wonder that, outside of their new role as soldiers, combatants on both sides 

perceived their experience as students to be formative to their political identities. The texts of our 

corpus describe young men grappling with their own relationship to the State and to violence in 

 
285 As Vincent Crapanzano notes in The Harkis: The Wound That Never Heals (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2011), “One event in particular has come to mark the passional onset of the war for French and Algerians 
alike. Two young schoolteachers, Guy and Janine Monnerot, both sympathetic to the nationalist cause, were 
attacked in the Tighanimine Gorge[.] […] The episode received little attention at first, but it soon became a resonant 
symbol. For years, the French press has commemorated it by publishing Janine’s account or that of the 
anthropologist and reserve officer, Jean Servier, who had come to their aid.” (48). See also Alain Ruscio, Les 
communistes et l’Algérie (Paris: La découverte, 2019) and Jean-Pierre Gaildraud’s eponymous Les années 
Monnerot, 1954-55 (Limoges: Editions Flanant, 1999).  

286 Jean Servier, Dans l’Aurés sur les pas des rebelles (Paris: France Empire, 1955). 
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the context of military service or revolutionary resistance. In both a metropolitan and colonial 

context, the inculcation of republican ideals in young people occurs largely through the 

intellectual and political labor performed by teachers. But republican values are also reinforced 

and shared through the social position of the teacher, and the affective responses to the 

admiration he elicits. A student’s desire to become (like) a teacher heralds his willing 

participation in the reproduction of republican values.  

In his 2015 memoir, J’étais français-musulman Mokhtar Mokhtefi writes that he was the 

only member of his family who had access to a secondary education. Hearing his teachers 

dismiss Arabo-Islamic culture as pre-historic—seemingly totally ignorant of World History, one 

contends that “À l’arrivée des Français, les Arabes ignoraient le transport roulé”—the young 

Mokhtefi grew suspicious of the ideological goals undergirding his teacher’s participation in the 

“mission civilisatrice.” But even as he became cognizant of his French schooling’s indoctrinating 

purpose, he continued to respect the values of republican universalist humanism: “Je prends 

conscience que les leçons d’instruction civique visent aussi à convaincre de la supériorité du 

conquérant. Mais j’apprécie les valeurs qu’elles dispensent: liberté, égalité, fraternité, suffrage 

universel, droits de l’homme et du citoyen…”289 His reading tastes turn towards the 

Enlightenment and founding fathers of French political thought such Montesquieu, Voltaire, and 

Rousseau.290 Likewise, before joining the ALN, he describes having harbored an adolescent 

ambition of becoming a country schoolmaster, that high priest of republican secular religion. He 

pictured himself as an “instituteur en France, dans un village de province où je serais respecté 
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[…] Je me voyais croisant des élèves, dans la rue, des petits Français qui, pour me saluer, 

ôteraient leurs casquettes parce qu’ils n’ont pas de calotte,”291 and he does briefly start an 

academic support group for village children in Berrouaghia.292 His desire to teach in the 

metropole was perhaps a fantasy playing on the reversal of colonial cultural transmission and 

racial hierarchies, but it also reveals the outsize role “school” and its attendant myths can play in 

republican critiques of empire.  

Mokhtefi’s account of double intellectual development, first with his indoctrination into 

French conceptions of the citizen’s relationship to the Republic and then into awareness of his 

own alienation from this paradigm is very common in Francophone origin stories of the FLN.  

Of course, “first generation” Francophone texts frequently focus on schooling and the tension 

between assimilation and disidentification. For instance, in an article on the Algerian Civil War, 

Jean-François Lyotard remembers a young Algerian radical who had been his student in Paris, 

Bouziane, premier de sa classe et couronné bachelier haut la main […] ce fut lui 
qui m'apprit l'Algérie en 1951, l'improbable tissu culturel et social, l'odieuse 
suffisance des administrateurs, le paternalisme méprisant des français de souche 
et l'ignorance des métropolitains comme moi […] la décision qu'il allait falloir se 
battre en armes. […] C'est peut-être vieillerie de ma part (mais on peut aussi faire 
cadeau de son âge faute de mieux): une vérité́ de l’Algérie, qui ne supporte 
aucune discussion, est concentrée pour moi dans cette figure. […] Or la 
génération des Bouziane, mettons vingt ans en 1950, assumait l'incertitude de sa 
naissance avec allégresse et calme, résolue qu'elle était à faire reconnaitre cette 
incertitude même pour son identité́ [.]293 
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Thus, this student/activist character or archetype, who has learned the republican lessons of the 

French school all too well, becomes a metonymy for both the FLN and the newly independent 

Algeria. In his introduction to Lyotard’s collection of essays on the Algerian War, La guerre des 

Algériens, Mohammed Ramdani employs Lyotard’s concept of the “différend,” a wrong that 

arises because of the impossibility of its articulation, to argue that the settler presence in Algeria 

led to “un différend entre le colon et l’indigène.” He goes on, “l’indigène a été jugé sur des 

normes et des critères, à partir d’un univers de pensée, d’une langue et d’une culture qui ne sont 

pas les siens.”294 In other words, successful republican pedagogy in colonial contexts leads, 

logically and paradoxically, to an ideological commitment among students to destroy republican 

pedagogy.  

Mokhtefi’s republican critique of the hypocrisies of the republican “mission 

civilisatrice” also plays out in tense encounters with Pieds-Noirs in social settings. A rich colon, 

pleased with the young Mokhtar’s manners, describes him as personifying “le succès de la 

mission civilisatrice” and declares, “Je ne vois pas ce que vous pouvez reprocher à la France.”295 

He responds sharply, “Rien, sinon de nous avoir appris sa devise: Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité, et 

de faire en sorte qu’aucun de nous […] ne peut espérer être un jour maire du village.”296 

Mokhtefi’s host won’t tolerate this appeal to republican values in her own living room, and she 

accuses him of “faire de la politique” in the depoliticized private sphere. Alienated by most of 

his schoolmates, Mokhtefi finds unlikely European allies among the devout. Devout Christians 

like the Chaulet family or the Abbé Delhaye are exemplary moral figures in Mokhtefi’s 
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memoirs. Paradoxically, certain religious institutions and figures could be viewed as upholding 

the secular values of the Republic better than the secular institutions of the school and the 

army.297  

In a similar vein, church figures who did not support the most brutal form of colonial 

domination were smeared with political insults that attempted to “Islamize” them.  Thus, Léon-

Étienne Duval, the Archbishop of Algiers starting in 1954 who denounced the harsh 

counterterrorism methods of the Battle of Algiers was derisively referred to as “Mohammed 

Duval.”298 Pierre Gibert, in his memoirs, remembers being bothered by the hypocrisies of laïcité 

in the army. He felt that an undue importance was being accorded to religion in the treatment of 

draftees: “‘De quelle religion êtes-vous?’ Question nouvelle et de peu rassurante indiscrétion en 

cette armée de la République une et laïque.”299 Gibert was a Jesuit and Catholic activist, but still 

he was bothered by the hypocrisies of laïcité, the undue importance accorded to religion in the 

treatment of soldiers.  

 
297 For more on this history: Darcie Fontaine’s Decolonizing Christianity: Religion and the End of Empire in France 
and Algeria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016) makes a study of Christians who assisted the FLN, 
including Pierre Chaulet, the brother of Mokhtefi’s friend Anne-Marie.   

298 Two articles from Catherine Brun’s edited volume Guerre d’Algérie: Les mots pour la dire analyze Catholic 
opposition to the war: one is on Mauriac and the other on Augustinian language in the wartime memoirs of three 
clergymen. These memoirs are Le journal d’un prêtre en Algérie by Michel de Laparre (written from July 1961 to 
August 1962, and published in 1962), Journal d’un séminariste en Algérie by Alphonse Georger (written from July 
1960 to August 1962, and published in 2003), and Où était Dieu? Lettres de révolte et d’indignation d’un appelé en 
Algérie by Michel Froidure (written between October 1956 and October 1958, and published in 2006).298 Whereas, 
as we saw above, Alain Finkielkraut’s Le juif imaginaire sometimes recalls the structure the Confessions, these texts 
engage directly with Augustine’s City of God, asking what the Church’s relationship should be to nations and 
nationalism. Another example of a priest’s belatedly published memoirs about the Algerian War can be found in 
Alain Maillard de la Morandais’s L’honneur est sauf: Prêtre, officier en Algérie (1990). But this “très médiatique” 
“curé gentilhomme” is a little less interested in republican values, as he is a légitimiste. He was even invited to 
celebrate a “messe expiatoire” for Louis XVI by Louis de Bourbon (cf. Fidèle et rebelle, 2006, his memoirs).  

299 Gibert, 25.  
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The Specter of Communautarisme  

In the thinking of the great defender of culture and the republic, Alain Finkielkraut, 

expressed in texts such as La défaite de la pensée (1987), leftist anti-Imperialism and cultural 

relativism are threats to the very existence of French political universalism, and “l’anti-racisme 

d’aujourd’hui ressemble au racisme d’hier.”300 In Éric Fassin’s words, in this brand of politics, 

“L’ennemi principal pour la pensée républicaine, c’est donc, encore et toujours, le culturalisme – 

qu’on l’appelle différentialisme, relativisme ou communautarisme.”301 Fear of 

“communautarisme” has animated much political debate in contemporary France.  Though we 

can trace the origins of this fear back to the assimilationist ideology of Clermont-Tonnerre and 

his Revolutionary brethren, insisting that no “nation particulière” could be tolerated within the 

Nation, we should also recognize that across French history, assimilationism has meant different 

things in different contexts.  

Assimilationism and the condemnation of “communautarisme” are by no means 

exclusively rightwing positions today. Even Benjamin Stora, the pioneering historian of the 

memory of the Algerian War, expresses concern about the dangers of a kind of “mémoire 

communautaire.” Thus, in a historical account of the fractured memory of the War, he writes:  

Dans l’absence de grand projet politique mobilisateur unifiant les espérances et 
les volontés, se produit un repli dans des “communautés,” religieuses, culturelles, 

 
300 Alain Finkielkraut, La défaite de la pensée (Paris: Gallimard, 1987).  

301 Éric Fassin, “Aveugles à la race ou au racisme?” in Didier Fassin and Éric Fassin, eds., De la question sociale à 
la question raciale? Représenter la société française (Paris: La Découverte, 2006).  
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ethniques. On assiste alors à l’émergence d’une sorte de substitut aux espérances 
messianiques globales, à savoir des modes de compréhension de l’histoire à 
travers des drames personnels, familiaux ou communautaires. C’est là quelque 
chose de décisif. Les notions de classe ou d’engagement politique se sont effacées 
en quinze ans, et à leur place apparaissent des logiques de groupe, une 
“tribalisation” du politique.  […] 
 Le cercle des lobbies mémoriels s’agrandit, et ceux-ci risquent de développer des 
logiques communautaristes, qu’elles soient religieuses, linguistiques ou 
culturelles. Le communautarisme dans lequel nous vivons de fait (plusieurs 
cultures cohabitant dans une même société), qui peut aller vers l’intégration des 
mémoires au sein d’un creuset républicain, risque aujourd’hui de glisser de plus 
en plus vers le repli communautariste.302 

 

This kind of claim legitimizes certain forms of collective identity while delegitimizing others. 

Class or ideological identity are valorized, while religious, cultural, and ethnic communities, are 

stigmatized. Dismissing as personal (and thus as small, selfish, and potentially reactionary) the 

“communautés” based on religious and racial solidarity (while class and party are exempt) seems 

to reproduce some of the logic of purportedly universalist forms of discrimination.  

While Stora condemns demands for memorial recognition as a kind of “concurrence 

mémorielle,” advocates of a “multidirectional memory” paradigm have hoped to complexify this 

zero-sum approach. Nonetheless, there is a risk that comparative approaches, particularly ones 

that seem to always draw on the Holocaust as their primary point of comparison, can flatten 

difference and present a static and ahistorical vision of historical memory. As Ann Stoler warns, 

comparative colonial histories, “can be made unavailable, unusable, safely removed from the 

domain of current conceivable human relations, with their moorings cut from specific persons, 

 
302 Benjamin Stora, “L’Histoire ne sert pas à guérir les mémoires blessées" Matériaux pour l’histoire de notre temps 
85:1 (2007), 10-13. 
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time, and place.”303 Belated enthusiasm for colonial histories risks treating systemic forms of 

discrimination within the republic as external characteristics of Empire.  

 

Valorizing and Devalorizing Communities 

 Some historians and sociologists have also pushed back against the uncritical use of the 

fear of “communautarisme” as a political cudgel. For example, Nacira Guénif-Souilamas asks:  

Le communautarisme est devenu un des nouveaux mots passe partout du 
vocabulaire politique en France sans qu’on sache bien à quoi il renvoie. Cet usage 
massif est-il en rapport avec des émergences plus fortes que dans le passé de 
phénomènes communautaires ? N’est-il pas plutôt un mode de stigmatisation?304  

 

She goes on to describe this view of political communities as a kind of “return of the repressed” 

in French society. Immigrant communities have always existed in France, and these communities 

have always served material and affective purposes (providing financial support to the indigent, 

creating a sense of continuity for new arrivals), taking on certain functions the State could or 

would not fulfill. But assimilationist universalism has prevented the acknowledgement of the 

social utility of these intermediary communities: “Le communautarisme serait au fond le retour 

du refoulé: la formulation tardive et, évidemment, un peu excessive, de la prise en compte d’une 

réalité qui a toujours été là.”305 In the same vein, Jean-Michel Belorgey argues that the pejorative 

connotations of “communautarisme” and the meliorative connotations of “communauté” reveal a 

 
303 Stoler, “Colonial Aphasia,” 122.  

304 Jean-Michel Belorgey, Nacira Guénif-Souilamas, Patrick Simon and Sylvia Zappi, “De l’usage politique du 
‘communautarisme’” Mouvements 38:2 (2005), 68.  

305 Ibid., 69.  
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fundamental philosophical incoherence of the concept:  “On continue à employer, de façon non 

désobligeante, le mot de communauté dans un certain nombre d’autres circonstances […] Donc, 

on parle essentiellement de communautarisme pour désigner ses peurs, les menaces que l’on 

ressent.”306 Many forms of “communauté” necessarily group people together based on affinities 

and (political) interests—academics, mothers, long-distance runners—but most are spared the 

stigma associated with “communautarisme.”  Patrick Simon shows that the term is inherently 

racialized, since it is applied almost exclusively to groups that are “issus de l’immigration”:  

Effectivement, il faut pouvoir expliquer pourquoi le terme 
de communautarisme est utilisé dans certaines circonstances et pour certains 
groupes, et pas pour d’autres alors que le phénomène décrit est de la même 
nature: comme les bouilleurs de cru ou les chasseurs de Nature, Pêche et Tradition 
qui avancent des revendications extrêmement sectorisées et entrent en politique 
sur une vision on ne peut plus instrumentale. On accepte ce type de comportement 
politique, mais on s’inquiète qu’il y ait une demande d’accès aux ondes et à la 
diffusion télévisée de groupements dits issus de l’immigration qui voudraient 
toucher un public particulier.307 

 

Fear of the “nation particulière” is also fear of new collective identities which, with increased 

legitimacy, might organize, inform people’s political views, and even influence or wield 

electoral power.  

 

Memory and Power 

As we’ve seen, identity-based groups that are able to exert these kinds of political 

pressure do already exist. Among them are veterans’ organizations and other kinds of memory-

 
306 Ibid. 

307 Ibid., 70-71.   
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based groups, such as those whose mission is to represent and preserve Pied-Noir interests and 

identity. The memory of the Algerian War as a vector of social and political capital is more often 

discussed in the historiography of Algeria than that of France. Various historiographical schools 

have debated the relative “populism” of the nationalist movement and revolution.308 Historians 

and sociologists have likewise analyzed how participation in the Revolution determined the 

allocation of post-independence capital, social, political, and otherwise, as the FLN established 

hegemony.309 Novels and films about the struggle for independence can participate in these 

strategies of legitimation or problematize them. Thus, for example, in Tahar Djaout’s Les 

chercheurs d’os (1984), a powerful extended metaphor is developed around the inescapability of 

the Revolution in independent Algeria, as digging for bones represents the labor of memory 

work. Although the desire to bring home the bodies of martyrs reads at first like a sign of 

reverence, Djaout instead expounds on the cynicism and pettiness of the living, who are mostly 

concerned about not sharing their newly expropriated wealth with the dead and who constantly 

lie about their wartime exploits.310 Djaout emphasizes the unnaturalness of this necromania: 

“comment penser à un squelette, même fraternel, au milieu d’une douceur pareille?”311 The land 

itself has been ossified by this misplaced obsession: “la terre n’est qu’un squelette poudreux qui 

 
308 Thus, Mohammed Harbi has centered the will of the people, e.g. “le people a choisi en toute liberté entre les 
forces qui le sollicitaient. En se portant vers le nationalisme il lui a conféré un avantage décisif.” In Mohammed 
Harbi, 1954, La guerre commence en Algérie (Paris: Complexe, 1998), 140. Guy Pervillé has pushed back against 
this view of the FLN’s relationship to the “people” in texts like “L’élite intellectuelle, l’avant-garde militante et le 
peuple Algérien” Vingtième Siècle 12 (1986), 51-58.  

309 As Omar Carlier argues in “Mémoire, mythe et doxa de l’état en Algérie” Vingtième Siècle 30 (1991), 82-91: 
“Rares sont [...] les sociétés qui entretiennent avec leurs récits d’identité et d’origine une relation aussi 
problématique que celle de la société algérienne avec les siens” (82).  

310 Tahar Djaout, Les chercheurs d’os (Paris: Seuil, 1984), 47, 128.  

311 Ibid., 131.  
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s’effrite sous le soleil.”312 The novel’s tone of ironic naïveté allows for the problematization of 

everyday objects and experiences, denaturalizing culture and elevating humorous 

misunderstandings to the level of parables. The bones, together with an accumulation of written 

documents and paperwork, replace the social bonds of trust formed through oral language:  

Mais voilà, chaque famille, chaque personne a besoin de sa petite poignée d’os 
bien à elle pour justifier l’arrogance et les airs importants qui vont caractériser son 
comportement à venir sur la place du village. Ces os constituent un prélude plutôt 
cocasse à la débauche de papiers, certificats et attestations divers qui feront 
quelque temps après leur apparition et leur loi intransigeante. Malheur à qui 
n’aura ni os ni papiers à exhiber devant l’incrédulité de ses semblables ! Malheur 
à qui n’aura pas compris que la parole ne vaut plus rien et que l’ère du serment 
oral est à jamais révolue !313 
 

Djaout’s work gives us a provocative literary account of memory as a social phenomenon which 

can participate in the unequal distributions of resources.  

Such an attention to the sentimental weaponization of the past in the name of nostalgic or 

even reactionary politics by memory-oriented organizations is also possible in the French 

context. For example, these forces lead to the controversial 2005 “Loi Mékachera,” which called 

for recognition of the “rôle positif” of French colonialism. It’s clear that regardless of the 

principles of a regime of universalist assimilationism, the state legitimizes certain forms of 

identity while essentially criminalizing others. Some have argued that republican concepts like 

assimilationism and laïcité, which first emerged historically as ways to counter Catholic 

traditionalism, have been adapted and weaponized by the Front National and their reactionary 

 
312 Ibid., 114-115.  

313 Ibid., 21.  
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allies to legitimize racism and Islamophobia.314 “Communautarisme” and a “nation within the 

nation” were once linked to republican anxiety about the state’s relationship to the armed forces. 

In the seminal Peasants into Frenchmen, Eugen Weber commented on conscription’s important 

role in transforming perception of the army from something that threatened the integrity of the 

nation to a pillar of citizenship formation during the Third Republic: “By the 1890’s there is 

persuasive evidence that the army was no longer “theirs” but “ours.” […] At least for a while, the 

army could become what its enthusiasts hoped for: the school of the fatherland.”315 But in the 

colonies, where migration made the definition of “ours” and “theirs” unstable and often violent, 

fear remained about special interest groups being incorporated into the national community via 

the armed forces: 

The threat posed by solidary communities of foreigners was perceived as even 
more acute in Algeria where, among colonists, the French barely outnumbered 
foreigners. […]  Might it not be dangerous to incorporate such persons into the 
army, especially now that military service was conceived in specifically national 
rather than statist terms, as the expression of the “nation in arms” and no longer as 
a “tribute exacted by an oppressive and alien state”?316 
 

Fear of racialized “nations particulières” was particularly strong in the Algerian context, where 

demographics made the dominance of certain ethnic groups feel particularly precarious. A 

similar insight emerged in our earlier discussion of anti-Semitism in Algeria, where newly 

naturalized “néos” violently policed the borders of “francité.”  

 
314 Cf. Dimitri Almeida, “Exclusionary Secularism: The Front National and the Reinvention of Laïcité” Modern and 
Contemporary France 25:3 (2017), 249-263.  

315 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870-1914 (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1976), 298. 

316 Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1992), 106. 
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But, as the novels of our corpus might reveal, by the time of the Algerian War, conscripts 

were often represented as having a kind of collective social identity that serves the interests of 

the nation. As discussed in Chapter One, the social bonds that form between men, away from the 

private interests and consumer needs of the family, are shown to allow for a higher form of 

citizenship. Thus, in this context of unpacking the fear of “communautarisme” as it relates to 

decolonization and military service, our analysis might lead us to ask if citizenship only be 

actively practiced in the context of smaller-scale communities, or “nations particulières,” ones in 

which shared experiential or identitarian factors allow for solidarity and the increased perception 

of shared goals and interests. Even Finkielkraut’s “anti-communautariste” polemicizing is 

fundamentally based on the valorization of particular forms of groups identity. The novels of 

these first two chapters invite us to rethink mediating or intermediary communities as inevitable, 

often arbitrarily stigmatized, and potential forces for increased political participation. Likewise, 

as we’ve seen, literary responses to contested identities (whether Alsatian, Muslim, Jewish, Pied-

Noir, “appelé”) can allow novelists to inhabit a plurality of cacophonous voices, creating a 

pastiche of political conventional wisdom, and denaturalizing the hierarchies that render social 

life undemocratic.  
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Chapter Three: 

“Brouillard de l’absolue proximité”: 
Pierre Guyotat and the Representation of Violence 

“Ma génération est capable de réflexion critique sur le désastre d’après-guerre, mais incapable 
de création.”317 

Whose War: High, Low and Middlebrow Representations of the Algerian War 

Kristin Ross, in Fast Cars, Clean Bodies, addresses the changing status of the novel 

during the fifties and sixties but makes a case for privileging the analysis of more formally 

traditional “realist” novels over the innovative literary “Nouveau Roman”:   

Despite his ambitions, Robbe-Grillet did not turn out to be the Balzac of his day. 
[…] Robbe-Grillet's novels and theoretical reflections, in particular, are 
themselves too imbued with the ideology of modernization to offer the necessary 
critical perspective; […] [T]he New Novel is part and parcel of that ideology, and 
of the whole contemporary movement whereby a naive or vulgar materialism 
comes to be substituted for dialectical materialism, and mentalité (or shared 
culture, shared values, or any of a number of prevalent designations of 
‘consensus’ or averaging) takes the place of ideology. […] [T]he New Novel is 
complicitous with the workings of capitalist modernization, in part because of its 
avant-gardist refusal or dismantling of historical narrative. 318 

317 Pierre Guyotat, Carnets de bord (Paris: Lignes et manifeste, 2005), 193. 

318 Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of French Culture (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1995), 12. Ross’s introduction weaves together recurrent references to the totalizing project of Honoré de 
Balzac’s Comédie Humaine in 1950s France. A character from the Claude Chabrol film, Les cousins, resembles 
Lucien de Rubempré, the founder of Elle magazine compares herself to Eugène de Rastignac, and Alain Robbe-
Grillet aspires to document the totality of his own era, in much the same way as Balzac, through the “Nouveau 
Roman.” Ross’s framing relies on an analogy between 1848 and 1968 as moments of crisis, turning points in which 
material processes that had long been transforming society (industrialization and Fordist consumption, also Empire’s 
dawn and dusk) came to a head. Ross elaborates a “prehistory of postmodernism” by considering events leading up 
to May ‘68 through the lens of ’68 (13). This gives her a power of synthesis denied the novelist—Balzac’s death in 
1850 limited his opportunities for retrospective analysis. 
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Ross, a Marxist critic, is of course drawing on the work of other Marxist critics, including 

Raymond Williams and Fredric Jameson. Jameson’s own work on realist novels and films has 

generally focused on their socially normative functions, rather than their potentially 

incorporation into projects of resistance. For instance, he describes the consumption of mass 

culture as allowing a “kind of psychic compromise or horse-trading”:   

To rewrite the concept of a management of desire in social terms now allows us to 
think repression and wish-fulfillment together within the unity of a single 
mechanism, which gives and takes alike in a kind of psychic compromise or 
horse-trading, which strategically arouses fantasy content within careful symbolic 
containment structures which defuse it, gratifying intolerable, unrealizable, 
properly imperishable desires only to the degree to which they can be laid to 
rest[.]319 

 

Jameson argues that audiences find the “illusion of social harmony” and a “new and spurious 

kind of fraternity” in mass culture.320 But Ross is more interested in addressing how publics who 

are outside of the homogenous mainstream can see themselves reflected in traditional realist 

narrative: 

[R]ealism gives a shape to the experiences of those on the outer edges of 
modernization's scope, the ones caught just outside or the ones who have been left 
behind, the ones for whom abundance is accompanied by a degradation in their 
conditions of existence. Realism offers a voice to those who live in a different 
temporality, who follow a pace of life that is nonsynchronous with the dominant 
one. In the postwar period realist fiction and film offered a critique of official 
representations of a uniformly prosperous France, surging forward into American-
style patterns of consumption and mass culture. It is in these works that we can 
still glimpse the “democracy of consumption” for what it is: the newest form of 
bourgeois democracy, the alibi of a class society.321 

 
319 Fredric Jameson, “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture” Social Text 1 (1979), 130-148.  

320 Ibid., 66 and 68.  

321 Ross, 13.  
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Ross thus analyzes a corpus of realist novels, many of which we might call “middlebrow”—such 

as Claire Etcherelli’s 1967 Elise ou la vraie vie, which won the Prix Femina. In this novel,322 a 

young French woman falls in love with an Algerian man she meets at a factory where they are 

both employed. Set during the last years of the Algerian War, the novel follows its protagonists 

increasing awareness of racist violence, including police brutality and workplace discrimination. 

Ross argues that this novel is exemplary of the new gendered dynamics of sixties realism, or 

what Ross calls “the difficult conjugation of women with urban pleasure”:  

In Elise ou la vraie vie, Elise’s overdetermined childhood search for a room—a 
self, interiority, an identity separate from her brother’s—is transformed into her 
late-night treks across Paris with her Algerian would-be lover Arezki; multiple 
layers of surveillance, from the factory to the police, from the FLN to even her 
leftist pro-Algerian brother, prevent them from finding a room in which to be 
together. Her brother, on the other hand, a provincial and a worker like herself, 
has rooms and lovers to spare.323  

 

Ross later expands on her reading of hostile urban space in the novel: “For FLN organizer Arezki 

and his lover Elise[…] driven to walking the streets at night despite the curfew because they 

have nowhere else to be together, and limited to only a very few areas deemed to be ‘safe,’ ‘Paris 

was an enormous ambush through which we moved with ludicrous precautions.’”324 Ross is 

especially interested in the politicization of domestic space and hygiene as they relate to the 

taboo of dirt and the productive locus of the factory: “the Algerian workers on the Citroen 

 
322 Élise ou la vraie vie was adapted into a film by Michel Drach in 1970—Claude Lanzmann helped write the 
screenplay. But the director had trouble finding producers and distributors, and the film caused a scandal. Its subject 
matter would prove enduringly difficult for filmmakers: André Téchiné, known for his film Roseaux Sauvages, was 
unable to complete a project about a love story between a Frenchwoman and an Algerian man tentatively titled 
Terre brûlée. 

323 Ross, 95.  

324 Ibid., 176.  
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assembly line […] are represented as shunning the soiled bleu de travail […] The equation of 

cleanliness with dignity-under-attack is such that in this novel the tactic spreads to the few white 

French women working in the factory.”325 

 We can see from Ross’s mode of literary analysis that she, in some ways like Dine, is 

interested in unpacking “ideologically motivated images,” and her close readings are connected 

to overarching arguments grounded in history and social theory. She contends that realist 

middlebrow novels are a particularly useful corpus for this kind of reading and that highbrow 

novels, with their formal experiments, while more politically self-aware. Are also, paradoxically, 

more complicit in the hierarchies of the status quo. Lacking a representative project, they cannot 

offer a counterpoint to official narratives. But, contra Ross, we’ve already seen that Modiano and 

Perec’s novels can be read as interventions into political debates around identity and violence, 

without being realist or middlebrow. Likewise, we shouldn’t discount the influence of non-realist 

genre fiction on ideologically rich novels about the Algerian War, such as Mohamed Dib’s Qui 

se souvient de la mer? (1962) or Didier Daeninckx’s Meurtres pour mémoire (1983). As the 

literary sociologist Tristan Leperlier has argued, Dib’s work can be read as emblematic of the 

reconciliation of “littérature engagée” and “l’art pour l’art” during the 1960s.326 In this view, the 

attempt to classify literary works according to whether they privilege form or content is itself a 

historically contingent gesture and should only be deployed with careful scrutiny.  

Building on an expanded notion of which texts should constitute the corpus for a cultural 

analysis of the Algerian War in French fiction, this chapter analyzes the work of Pierre Guyotat, 

 
325 Ross, 116.  

326 Cf. Tristan Leperlier, “Mohammed Dib intellectuel et écrivain dans la décennie noire: La Nuit sauvage et les 
formes de l'engagement.” Conference: Hommage à l’écrivain Mohammed Dib (September 24, 2013). 
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one of the most formally innovative and “highbrow” novelists in contemporary France. 

Certainly, to return to Jameson’s phrasing on the ideological underpinnings of the middlebrow, 

Guyotat refuses to trade in “careful symbolic containment structures” and elevates socially 

dangerous desires. And, to push back again on Ross’s contention about modernist works’ 

ideological limitations, could his texts be politically or literarily self-aware while also forcefully 

refusing complicity? Qualifying Pierre Guyotat as a novelist representing the Algerian War, let 

alone representing anything, is a particular and limited reading of his oeuvre. Nonetheless, his 

work will help us approach literary engagements with identity, violence, and participation in a 

political community from a new angle.   

 

Idiotie and Conscription 

When Guyotat’s Éden, Éden, Éden was censored upon its publication in 1970 (banned 

from sale to minors, from display, and from advertisement) the luminaries of the French 

intelligentsia immediately circulated a petition defending the embattled young author, already 

fêted for the transgressive success of Tombeau pour cinq cent mille soldats (1967). Signatories 

included Roland Barthes, Simone de Beauvoir, Michel Leiris, Jean-Paul Sartre, Claude Simon, 

Jean Cayrol, Jacques Derrida, Marguerite Duras, Michel Foucault, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Philippe 

Sollers, and Kateb Yacine.327 Today, this history of censorship only gives Guyotat a greater, 

“highbrow,” appeal.328 Only this past year, Guyotat was awarded two of the most prestigious 

 
327 Pierre Guyotat, Littérature interdite (Paris: Gallimard, 1972), 191–218. 

328 For example, it is prominently mentioned on Guyotat’s author page on the publisher Semiotexte’s website, which 
reads: “Pierre Guyotat (born in 1940) has been a source of French literary scandal since the 1967 publication 
of Tomb for 500,000 Soldiers. The French government banned his novel Eden Eden Eden from being publicized, 
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French literary prizes: the Prix Médicis for Idiotie (2018), and a special Prix Femina for his 

oeuvre as a whole.   

But if Guyotat’s works of fiction are legibly highbrow in their rejection of the traditional 

conceits of the novel, does this label necessarily extend to his lengthy corpus of autobiographical 

writing? His most recent memoir, Idiotie, deals most directly with his experience of military 

service. In the following passage, Guyotat directly addresses the choices he made as a conscript 

(refusing training as an officer) and his ambivalence towards the republican civilizing mission 

celebrated by his military superiors: 

… sur ordre, quelques-uns d’entre nous sortent du rang: les dispensés soutiens de 
famille, les candidats à l’École des officiers de réserve, EOR, qui diffère l’envoi 
en Algérie – j’ai refusé cette filière à quoi me prédispose mon quotient 
intellectuel, autant par crainte de devoir m’y soumettre à des exercices 
gymnastiques et mathématiques hors de mon goût que par désir de me mettre à 
l’épreuve, et au plus bas de la hiérarchie, dans une guerre qui se complique alors 
de l’émergence de factions nouvelles, de mettre une mer entre un moi incertain et 
des restes de l’autorité paternelle et leur relais dans l’enfermement hiérarchique 
de la caserne métropolitaine. 
Nous partirons demain. Le colonel, en grande tenue, galons, décorations prenant 
le soleil d’hiver, sort de sa poche de poitrine un feuillet, qu’il nous lit, d’une voix 
ferme: j’y entends que nous partons défendre la civilisation contre le 
communisme; la feuille morte qui se plaque sur son ranger est plus forte que cette 
suite sur feuillet de mots prononcés très vite – ayant laissé notre esprit avec notre 
vêtement civil, nous n’avons plus, pour lui, à nous soucier de raisons. 
Avant le “Vive la France, je distingue le mot “ambassadeurs”: nous nous 
regardons les uns les autres, droits mais dépenaillés, béret “tarte ” du Génie alpin 
sur nos cheveux qui repoussent; soumis, humiliés, du cri partout sur nous, notre 
langage raréfié, notre esprit nié, nous serions les ambassadeurs de la France et de 
la civilisation occidentale… Vite aux camions, au train et au bateau !329  

 

 
advertised on posters, or sold to anyone under the age of 18 from the time of its publication in 1970 until 1981.” 
http://semiotexte.com/?page_id=51 

329 Pierre Guyotat, Idiotie (Paris: Grasset, 2018), 87-88.  
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The passage offers a self-conscious analysis of Guyotat’s perception of the intersection of class 

and masculinity. Joining the military at the officer-level would represent a form of continuity 

with his class background and a continued dependence on family (paternal) background and 

authority, thus limiting the development of his own masculinity. Paradoxically, to join the 

military at a high rank would require submission (“par crainte de devoir m’y soumettre”) while 

remaining low on the hierarchy allows him to establish his masculinity and independence (“me 

mettre à l’épreuve”). As a form of youthful denunciation, remaining a simple grunt is presented 

as a class renunciation tactic analogous to various countercultural choices. In colonial literature, 

departure for the overseas territories is often depicted as a way of renouncing the stifling politics 

of the (metropolitan) father and the fatherland—“mettre une mer entre un moi incertain et des 

restes de l’autorité paternelle.” This is a not unfamiliar representation of the colony as a kind of 

republican school of masculinity, where (masculine) meritocracy can replace (effeminate) 

inherited privilege, including apparently “innate” intelligence.  

Elsewhere in Idiotie, Guyotat represents the lived reality of conscription through the 

symbolism of hair and its relationship to (military and paternal) authority: 

Mes cheveux repoussés abondants, depuis qu’on me les a rasés au cachot 
– pourquoi ici laissés repoussés au-delà du réglementaire? ils n’osent plus toucher 
un cheveu de ce contingent dont l’obéissance à la République les a privés d’un 
nouveau coup d’État –, s’emmêlent dans la broussaille épineuse, le camarade 
comprime son halètement – qui se change en mousse à sa canine extravertie –, se 
retourne, m’aide à démêler ce que mon père m’empoignait enfant, “comme il est 
noir!”, pour m’étreindre. Lui revenir soumis, jamais ! Mais l’aimer plus. Et, 
comme Absalon, m’accrocher ces cheveux dans ma fuite définitive – mais que 
voulais-je de lui ? –, hors de lui[.]330 

 

 
330 Guyotat, Idiotie, 159.  
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The conscript must have a buzz cut—the “coupe incorporation” is a “boule à zero.”331 Letting 

him grow out his (feminine) long hair represents an easing of total military domination and a 

form of recognition that the agency of citizen-soldiers, capable of actively refusing the orders of 

their commanding officers, spared the Republic from the total slide into authoritarianism. Small 

gestures of civic-mindedness are rewarded with small freedoms, symbols of re-humanization. 

Guyotat complicates the republican ideological significance of hair by bringing in a Biblical 

reference to David’s traitorous and long-locked son Absalom.332 His long, tangled hair becomes 

a symbol of filial rebellion, aborted flight, and ultimately a kind of “memento mori.”  

 This focus on hair’s association with sexuality, pain, and humiliation also characterizes 

one of the more autobiographical characters in Tombeau, Thivai. Thivai is described as a writer: 

“Thivai, il savait tout faire et c’était un écrivain: un jour, en permission, j’ai vu un livre de lui 

dans une gare.”333 “Thivai” is also a name borrowed from antiquity—it is an ancient name for 

Thebes, a city famous for its homosexual elite forces, the “Sacred Band,” referred to in 

Phaedrus’ speech in Plato’s Symposium. The character becomes a kind of sacrificial martyr in the 

text’s fifth chant,334 when he is shaved by his fellow soldiers: 

Les chauffeurs et les soldats d’escorte et les démineurs se lavent à grande eau; la 
boue scintille autour du lavoir. Thivai caresse son crâne, il caresse les écorchures 

 
331 Jean-Charles Jauffret, La guerre d’Algérie. Les combattants français et leur mémoire (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2016), 
28.  

332 “And Absalom rode upon a mule, and the mule went under the thick boughs of a great oak, and his head caught 
hold of the oak, and he was taken up between the heaven and the earth; and the mule that was under him went 
away.” (2 Samuel 18:9) “And the king was much moved, and went up to the chamber over the gate, and wept: and 
as he went, thus he said, O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! would God I had died for thee, O Absalom, 
my son, my son!” (2 Samuel 18:33).  

333 Guyotat, Tombeau pour cinq cent mille soldats (Paris: Gallimard, 1967), 300.  

334 Yoann Sarrat, “Transgression et littérarité: l’oeuvre de Pierre Guyotat et son influence sur les milieux artistiques 
et littéraires.” (PhD Dissertation: University of Clermont Auvergne, 2017), 134. 
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faites par le coiffeur - Rasez-le tout à fait, à la lame. […] Je souris, baisse la tête, 
le coiffeur tremble, la lame écorche ma tête et le bout de mon oreille, l’officier 
écrase le bout de mon pied nu avec son soulier de cuir rouge […]  
 

Finally, he is massacred and his corpse is mutilated, in a manner that might recalls both the 

dismemberments of Greek myth (like in the Bacchae), and the sensationalist accounts of sexual 

disfigurement during the Algerian war.  

 

Imagery of Mutilated Bodies Outside of Guyotat’s Œuvre  

In Albert Camus’ posthumously published autobiographical novel, Le premier 

homme,335 Jacques Corméry returns to Algeria to uncover a buried past. His father, Henry, had 

been killed by a shell in the First World War, right around the time of Jacques’ birth, and Jacques 

can glean little about the reserved and taciturn man from the letters he sent home. Only a chance 

encounter with the former director of his school, M. Levesque, provides Jacques with a revealing 

anecdote. Levesque and Henry had served together in the French Army in Morocco in 1905. The 

two young “appelés” were on guard duty when they came across the mutilated bodies of two 

fellow soldiers. Their throats had been slit and their sexual organs stuffed in their mouths.  

Henry Corméry reads this act as a direct reflection of the masculinity of the enemy. In 

attempting to emasculate the French, the unseen rebels had undermined their own manhood: “Un 

homme ne fait pas ça,” he insists.336 Levesque’s political arguments about necessity and 

 
335 The manuscript was found on Camus’s person when he was killed in 1960, but it was first published in 1994.  

336 Albert Camus, Le premier homme (Paris: Gallimard, 1994), 66.  
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circumstance are to no avail, Henry repeats, “Non, un homme ça s’empêche.”337 Mutilation 

serves a definitional purpose. One can define a man (read: a civilized man) based on whether he 

would commit such an act. The enemy is defined as inhuman, unmanly. Likewise, in Claire 

Tencin’s recently published autobiographical novel, Je suis un héros, j’ai jamais tué un 

bougnoul (2012), the narrator describes her own childhood growing up with a father destroyed 

by his time in the French Army during the Algerian War. A similar image of sexual mutilation 

shapes her understanding of her father’s masculinity. Even though he escaped physically 

unscathed, he was as if castrated by a symbol:  

Mon père a survécu étouffé. Par les couilles des autres soldats enfoncées dans sa 
bouche à lui, tellement de couilles impuissantes, qui n’auront pas enfanté, des 
couilles sans destin, les fellouzes savaient mieux que les soldats français ce que ça 
signifiait des couilles tranchées, l’aveu impossible, la génération interrompue, 
l’homme castré.338  
 

Mutilation here is contagious. Its symbolic power spreads, and the enemy is held responsible for 

psychosexual pathology.  

In these two vastly different contexts, conscripts in the French army are depicted as 

having to protect their masculinity from a sexual enemy. The cultural circulation of the image of 

emasculation is crucial to understanding representations of the Algerian War. Historians like 

Raphaëlle Branche and Claire Mauss-Copeaux have shown that most apparently “documented” 

occurrences of emasculation committed by the FLN were based on hearsay and magnified by the 

 
337 Ibid.  

338 Claire Tencin, Je suis un héros: J’ai jamais tué un bougnoul (Paris: Relief, 2012), 54-55.  
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French press for political reasons.339. Such stark symbolism often served as a pretext for massive 

acts of retaliation and reprisals. But even in representations of the war which are not apologies 

for French violence, this image of “couilles coupées” is strikingly common. This “violence 

spécifique faite à l’homme et son image” plays an outsize role in the imaginary of the Algerian 

War, as representations of racialized and sexualized violence do not just reflect ideological 

biases, they actively participate in structuring political relationships of domination.340 Thus, it is 

certainly not merely in Guyotat’s oeuvre that the imaginary of mutilation and sexual humiliation 

dominates representations of the War. But, as we will see, Guyotat and his readers have argued 

that his own reckoning with violence, sexual and otherwise, is distinct in its formal, 

philosophical, and political implications.  

 

Sex and Representation in Guyotat  

Guyotat’s Idiotie is a memoir in which Algeria is everywhere. The war is everywhere 

discussed, everywhere a signifier of external reality’s permanence in the face of youthful denial 

and flight: “au-dessus du bar, la radio rediffuse l’extrait de la conférence de presse récente où 

Charles de Gaulle propose aux insurgés d’Algérie la paix des braves.”341 Beyond the descriptions 

of the author’s own wartime experiences, practically every young male character in the novel is 

described either in terms of his military service or the reasons for his having avoided such 

 
339 Cf. Raphaëlle Branche, L’embuscade de Palestro: Algérie 1956 (Paris: Armand Colin, 2010) and Claire Mauss-
Copeaux, La source, mémoires d’un massacre: Oudjehane 11 mai 1956 (Paris: Payot, 2013).  

340 Catherine Brun, “Guerre couilles coupées” in Catherine Brun and Todd Shepard, eds., La Guerre d'Algérie. Le 
sexe outragé (Paris: CNRS, 2016), 145. 

341 Guyotat, Idiotie, 13-14.  
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service. Generally, exemptions are tied to familial obligation. For instance, the young Guyotat, 

on the way back to Lyon after one of his vagabond trips to Paris, encounters a man who is 

“exempté de service militaire long comme soutien de famille.”342 This young husband spared 

from military service to support his wife and baby supplements his income as a lock keeper 

(“éclusier”) by catching snakes for the Institut Pasteur. Even in his memoirs, which assault the 

senses less than his fiction, Guyotat produces surprising and unsettling juxtapositions. Here, milk 

and venom, lethal bite and nourishing suckling are intertwined through an ambivalent and highly 

sexualized maternal figure:  

le jeune époux – exempté de service militaire long comme soutien de famille: la 
sienne et ses sœurs et frères, plus jeunes, dont un engagé à dix-huit ans en 
Algérie –, une tache de vin sur son cou robuste vers l’épaule, sort dans la nuit, 
revient avec une couleuvre, verte, ventre jaune, sur ses deux mains ouvertes: le 
bébé, au sein de sa très jeune mère, se contracte, mais elle, sourire sur sa petite 
bouche rose, presse son sein pour plus de lait. […]  
Les couleuvreaux s’impatientent, l’époux, couleuvre au cou, leur fait boire du lait 
dans un bol que l’épouse, son bébé à son bras, est allée prendre dans la cuisine 
dont le fenestron est entrouvert sur le canal. […]  
À table, le café au lait fume; le bébé tète; dans le silence entre les deux époux, 
j’entends le bruit de la succion; elle, au-dessus de sa gorge éclatante, sa face 
chiffonnée qui avance, recule, paupières baissées, lui, dans sa voix, un reste de 
tremblement; l’œil du bébé, bouche détachée du téton, regarde déjà d’un regard à 
l’autre; trompes des péniches sur le canal; rien ne tient mieux que 
l’approvisionnement, bébé, peuple. 
Le semi-remorque freine sur la pente: elle, bébé remis au berceau, chemisier 
blanc, pantalon rouge, touche les brides des sacs que nous avons au dos, souffle 
un peu de buée hors de ses lèvres repeintes; à son corps si net qui se rapproche du 
mien en fin de croissance, mes muscles se relâchent – à cette chaleur parfumée 
comme, déjà jadis, quand je me rapprochais de notre mère pour lire avec elle la 
même page et que j’entendais son cerveau peu à peu la penser; mais ici, ce sont 
ses seins avancés, leur galbe, la trace du téton, du lait sur l’étoffe légère et une 
chaleur issue de plus bas, son frémissement dans la lumière qui revient, son 
souffle dans ses poings. Comment, si près d’une chair nourricière dont étreinte, 
pénétration seraient possibles à tout moment, créer ce que je veux, un regard 
d’elle relâchant toute tension créatrice, pénétrant dans ma vision intérieure et y 
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ramollissant, en la violant, toute la force clandestine; et le plaisir en place du 
désir.343 

 

The nursing mother invites erotic fantasies, but also smothers creation, even violates it, “violant” 

“ma vision intérieure,” while the snakes, mythical go-betweens, bring the avoided “war” into this 

“Eden.” Thus, the representations of sexualized bodies offer clues to Guyotat’s own conception 

of literary creation: motherhood (and reproductive sex) are figured as the antithesis of art.  

Perhaps for this reason, Guyotat’s literary novels are full of homosexual couplings. Non-

reproductive sexuality is less threatening to the writer’s “vision intérieure.” However, Guyotat 

has contended in interviews that his depictions of homosexuality are intended to shock: “Si j’ai 

asservi des mâles, c’est que l’asservissement des femmes est une réalité malheureusement 

tellement banale que ce n’est pas intéressant sur le plan fictif.”344 Since the subjection and 

objectification of women is so commonplace, he endeavored to represent in his literary texts 

male sexual servility instead. His memoirs present a more typical sexual imaginary in which, all 

too familiarly, the female—representing pleasure and complacency—is in direct opposition to 

the male—site of desire, genius, and creation. As cited above, he dwells repeatedly on the erotic 

appeal of nursing mothers and pregnant women. This second example, from much later in 

Idiotie, depicts a pregnant woman’s intercourse with a French soldier and is charged with 

political symbolism:  

son ventre est enceint sous les deux pans d’une chemise blanche entrouverte dont 
les ourlets dentelle du haut frottent les tétons rouges dans la double respiration de 
la mère et de l’enfant en gestation; […] un jeune homme […] avance, fusil à 
l’épaule, une main, noircie, sur la bretelle; […] le fusil brinquebalant à l’épaule, 
les mains noircies – du sang sous les ongles, du sang entre les doigts? – 

 
343 Guyotat, Idiotie, 14-17.  
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s’appliquent aux deux seins, découverts, la tête du jeune homme frotte celle de la 
femme, sa bouche prend la sienne, bruit de baiser, de salives mêlées, aspirées… le 
bassin du jeune homme bascule vers la gorge rayonnante de de la femme, la 
pénombre touche tout le couple, j’entends un son de ceinture, de pressions qui 
sautent, de renvalement en salive, de battement de joue, de lècheries, le fauteuil 
grince aux mouvements du bassin; un râle long puis d’autres plus courts, le fusil 
glisse sur le bras, le coude, la crosse tombe traîne sur le carreau; qu’il me voie, me 
tuerait-il, comme il tue des “Arabes ”, de jour, de nuit: au moins me mettrait-il en 
joue pour m’éprouver, se prouver que le contingent de métropolitains n’a pas 
défendu ses semblables, Français d’Algérie? Il sort de sa poche un chargeur, en 
charge son fusil-mitrailleur, se dirige, fusil droit devant lui, vers la porte laissée 
entrouverte, la passe, disparaît dans la nuit qui s’éclaire de bleu, à un son long de 
sirène: un paquebot qui tourne dans le port, vers la sortie de la rade? L’enfant, 
dont la salive de la mère mélangée de la semence du père… où naîtra-t-il, s’il 
naît ? de ce côté de la mer ou de l’autre? L’air, entré par la porte qui se referme, 
fait frissonner ses tétons qu’elle, bouche amollie, recouvre des ourlets de la 
chemise mâchurée dont l’aurore diapre les plis de bleu. Lui a-t-il seulement 
caressé son bas-ventre que l’engrossement rend difficile d’accès ? Elle fredonne 
entre berceuse française et mélopée andalouse, se caresse d’un seul doigt cet 
organe que je n’ai pas encore touché[.]345  

 

Here, as the voyeuristic narrator eagerly and nervously observes the intimacy of this apparently 

Pied-Noir couple, cultural heritage and filiation are represented through familiar images of sex 

and procreation: where will the baby be born? To whom will he belong, he who is sung to both 

with French lullabies and foreign threnodies? Beyond the links to artistic creation and the 

familial metaphors employed to describe France’s relationship to Algeria—“de ce côté de la mer 

ou de l’autre?”—frequent evocations of pregnant or childbearing bodies are paradoxically linked 

to the profession of Guyotat’s father, a country doctor who he describes as smelling of birth: 

“son odeur aimée, tabac, médicaments, matières d’accouchement.”346 
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The memoir ends with a scene of carnage that seems to retrospectively anticipate the 

content of Tombeau, then about to be written:  

Retournés dans les chambrées, nous nous défaisons de notre uniforme, enfilons 
nos vêtements civils – pour la vie? Effets militaires remis aux fourriers, sacs au 
dos, nous passons le portail, les guérites; enfin sans rang, nous courons les trois 
ou quatre kilomètres de goudron crevassé vers la gare, entre les champs de 
betteraves trempés. 
Ai-je au cou la chaînette de ma plaque d’immatriculation ou l’ai-je rendue, avec 
son numéro gravé de chiffres? Des milliers d’entre nous la portaient au cou de 
leur dépouille – quelquefois mutilée des organes par lesquels ils auraient pu 
transmettre la vie, un peu de leur cœur, de leur esprit, de leur souffle au monde et 
du souffle du monde en eux –, allongée dans les gorges, sur les plateaux, sur les 
pavés, sur les trottoirs de l’Algérie. Mais avec eux, auprès d’eux maintenant, et à 
cette heure encore, tous les égorgés, tous les mutilés du nez, des lèvres, des 
oreilles, tous les énucléés, tous les démembrés, tous les désentraillés, tous les 
traqués abattus, tous les battus à mort, tous les déchiquetés, tous les enflammés, 
bébés jetés contre les murs, mères enceintes éventrées, toutes les violées, tous les 
torturés, tous les ébouillantés vifs, tous les hachés, tous les sciés vifs, tous les 
écorchés, tous les rendus fous, tous les humiliés à vie, tous les disparus jamais 
retrouvés: victimes à retardement du crime originel de la conquête. 
Vers Paris, vers la faim, vers mon père; humilié – plus de moi que de mes juges – 
mais décidé à en découdre; tout à y reconquérir. Mais avec quelle force de chair 
renouvelée.347  

 

Elsewhere in Idiotie, echoing his repeated descriptions of sexuality as a political signifier in 

interviews, Guyotat connects the sexual subjugation of woman with the racial subjugation of 

colonized populations:  

Mon membre, c’est elle à présent, une vivante, pas un muscle ni du texte. Ni 
soumise ni asservie – de cet “infini servage de la femme” qui m’interdit, dans le 
même temps que les figures de l’esclavage (possession de corps humains par 
l’humain) entrent dans ma poésie pour n’en plus sortir, de poser la main sur elle 
(le membre mâle, au-dessus, la pénétrer “offerte ”, au-dessous, perpétrer ce viol 
sans fin de la chair de quoi se nourrit la vie); et qu’elle puisse en “jouir ”, en 
rechercher la jouissance n’y change rien – notre mère râler de plaisir sous mon 
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père comme je l’ai entendue râler son agonie ?…, son d’enfer; nous sommes tous 
des enfants d’esclave, de serve, d’asservie.348  

 

The passage offers a clue to understanding the recurring sexual symbols in Guyotat’s oeuvre, 

such as the way the “figures de l’esclavage […] entrent dans ma poésie pour n’en plus sortir.”   

Reflecting on his own relative unfreedom, Guyotat describes the military trial he 

underwent as he stood accused of encouraging desertion among his fellow conscripts: “ici, à ce 

moment de trouble general, de non-droit, et pour moi, de la troupe, un procès!”349 But when the 

culpability of France is evoked, an immediate contrast is made with the heroism of the 

Resistance and the historical barbarity of other nations. If Algeria is everywhere in Idiotie, the 

Resistance is likewise somehow always relevant. These gestures—of quickly changing the 

subject from French guilt to French heroism and of letting relationships of domination be most 

poignantly figured with sexual imagery, risk reproducing a discourse that prioritizes the 

European subject. And indeed, as Guyotat said in an interview: 

Mais je me dis aussi: lorsque je veux que les Noirs détruisent, tuent et pillent, je 
veux qu’ils s’en prennent à une certaine idée que je me fais du Blanc et que je 
déteste. Et ça c’est égoïste. C’est une forme de néo-néocolonialisme, si je puis 
dire. Puisque c’est encore par rapport au Blanc que je souhaite la révolte noire. 
Mais je lutte aussi pour écraser ce scrupule humaniste.350  

 

Guyotat recognizes that this view of politics continues to privilege a Eurocentric subject position, 

but his self-awareness does not diminish the libidinal force of the fantasy. Extrapolating from 

this masochistic desire to a fantasy of role-reversal, Guyotat continues: “Aujourd’hui je crève de 
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ne pas être noir. […] Mon désir d’être nègre, c’est mon désir d’être acrobate.”351 If he could only 

be Black, then he could pillage and destroy the White man. This equation with Black identity and 

physical prowess draws on familiar stereotypes but also emphasizes Guyotat’s tortured 

relationship with the physical. For example, he describes a reaction that resembles voyeurism 

more than empathy in his encounters with physical suffering in Algeria: “Écrire une famine ne 

me suffit pas. En Algérie, il m’est arrivé de poser des questions très cruelles; à un petit berger 

affamé, par exemple, je demandais: ‘Qu’est-ce que tu as a mangé à midi?’ Il m’a toujours fallu 

un contact physique avec ce dont j’avais l’intuition.”352 His focus on writing’s insufficiency in 

the face of desire for “physical contact” reveals a kind of internal paradox. The representation of 

the other’s hunger is insufficiently stimulating, but the fascination with suffering also leads to a 

new kind of literary practice. As Guyotat argues, “On verra qu’une littérature est possible en 

dehors de la psychologie et en dehors de la rhétorique.”353 Or, in slightly different terms, and 

responding to the false binary of “littérature engagée” and “art pour art,” “Mon livre est un livre 

engagé dans la mesure où il m’engage à vivre ce que j’ai écrit.  […] Mon livre passait par moi, 

j’en étais le dépositaire, très bien. Mais moi je ne suis rien.”354 Without psychology, without 

rhetoric, without a claim to a meaningful “moi,” what’s left is for the literary to excavate the 

spaces between desire and violence, theory and practice.  
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In discussing the limits of representation, Guyotat insisted that, “Éden, Éden, Éden doit—

devrait—être lu hors de toute notion de représentation[.]”355 Roland Barthes, likewise, described 

Éden, Éden, Éden as “un texte libre: libre de tout sujet, de tout objet, de tout symbole: il s’écrit 

dans ce creux (ce gouffre ou cette tache aveugle) où constituants traditionnels du discours (celui 

qui parle, ce qu’il raconte, la façon dont il s’exprime) seraient de trop.”356 Guyotat has made a 

broader case against representation, arguing that we need to teach children starting in elementary 

school that “representation” is a historically limited concept, and recognize the specificity of the 

text, which is neither a representation of life nor a lyrical song. On the subject of his Tombeau, 

he insists that “sa performance était d’ordre textuel: une énorme quantité de syntaxe y était 

brassée.”357 Likewise, he insists that a truly “textual” mode of reading, i.e. one which privileged 

the materiality of language over its supposed referent, would render censorship impossible, “La 

censure, fatalité liée à la fatalité de la représentation, se trouverait alors déplacée.”358 He 

condemns both censorship and traditional literary criticism as fundamentally illegitimate, since 

they depend on the fallacy of the text’s representational function: they are also “formes de 

l’oppression idéologique de la classe dominante.”359 Needless to say, art has sometimes been 

censored for its non-representationality. But Guyotat’s Marxist analysis of literary representation 

as irredeemably bourgeois serves as a rebuttal of those critics who perceive his work as 

“autonomous,” i.e. insufficiently politically engaged, art. Guyotat contends that views of his 
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work as “un mausolée à l’anarchie et au lyrisme ” completely misconstrue his own “adhésion 

progressive d’une part au communisme, d’autre part aux thèses de Tel Quel.”360  

Nonetheless, Guyotat insists on his work’s entirely “textual” significance, “De toute 

manière, la “monstruosité” de Éden, Éden, Éden annule, devrait annuler, d’emblée, tout réflexe 

de représentation, ou toute pause permettant une résolution organique limitée du fantasme 

représentationnel, effet de la tentative d’appropriation du texte.”361 Representation is itself a 

violent fantasy of domination, on par with the scenes of cruelty and sexuality in Guyotat’s 

oeuvre. But is there an ideological purpose to the orgiastic violence of Éden? After insisting that 

his texts must be read as purely textual experiments with language, he concedes that certain 

details in his text, such as references to Tamachek dialect, have an Algerian referent.362 They can 

be explained by “un fait biographique”: his conscription and time in Algeria. He also concedes 

that when he writes, he returns mentally to the desert-like conditions in which he lived as an 

appelé: 

 Ces zones, je les ai traversées d’une part comme semi-esclave (deuxième classe 
soumis au bon vouloir des officiers, jusqu’à l’interrogatoire et l’emprisonnement), 
d’autre part comme ‘nomade’ non-citoyen des lieux qu’il parcourt. Ces deux 
conditions d’irresponsabilité relative, constituent le lieu mental à partir duquel a 
pu être osé un discours inouï[.]363 

 

 
360 Ibid., 26.  

361 Ibid., 27.  

362 “Mais aucun événement vécu n’est reproduit dans le texte puisqu’il ne peut en être que le support, le pré-texte. 
En outre, la phrase tamacheck en caractères tiffinagh qui ouvre Éden, Éden, Éden, signifie: ‘et maintenant, nous ne 
sommes plus esclaves’: c’est dire que le texte se développe sous d’autres signes que ceux d’un exotisme saharien 
traditionnel.” Littérature interdite, 30.  

363 Guyotat, Littérature Interdite, 29.  



 
139 

The relationship of master and slave is central to Guyotat’s thinking: as he explains, this figure 

“se développe toujours sur un corps, social, multiracial.”364 But Guyotat rejects the idea that his 

work is erotic, “Il est donc impossible d’y déceler la moindre figure dite ‘érotique,’ l’ ‘érotisme’ 

n’étant qu’une déviation de l’acte sexuel, pratiquée par la grande bourgeoisie et ‘singée’ par la 

petite bourgeoisie.”365 Guyotat has likewise said in an interview, refusing the descriptor erotic 

for his work: “je ne fais pas quelque chose d’érotique, c’est un éros social, tout ce qui peut 

signifier un état social.”366 In other words,  “Il n’y a pas ‘amour,’ mais scripto-séminalo-

gramme[.]”367 He also claims that, “S’il y a violence dans ce texte, elle est donc violence de 

classe[.]”368 Thus, even as Guyotat rejects the “image,” violence and sex can be read as 

ideologically-motivated images in his text. They provide political interventions into class politics 

and other forms of social hierarchy. His work may not be straightforwardly representational, but 

one must be armed with the tools of the semiotician to read it.  

Guyotat—for all of his rejection of “image” in literature, by which he seems to mean 

analogy, is also quite invested in grand mythical figures: such as the coupling of Eve and Adam 

at the end of Éden, Éden, Éden: “Le livre s’achève sur l’évocation d’un couple; c’est bien du 

premier homme et de la première femme qu’il s’agit.”369 The semiotician, faced with this 

particular “scripto-séminalo-gramme,” could make all kinds of political readings of historical 

 
364 Ibid., 30.  

365 Ibid.  

366 Pierre Guyotat interview with Yoann Sarrat in “Transgression et littérarité,” op. cit., 526. 

367 Guyotat, Littérature interdite, 31.  

368 Ibid., 32.  

369 Guyotat, Littérature interdite, 20.  
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beginnings and endings in the era of decolonization. As quoted above, Guyotat also contends that 

queer sex in his text is more ideological than representational: “Si j’ai asservi des mâles, c’est 

que l’asservissement des femmes est une réalité malheureusement tellement banale.”370 The 

sexual objectification of men is unusual, and therefore it can contribute to a project of political 

denaturalization. Elsewhere, he insists that his texts shouldn’t be read as queer, but for more 

prosaic and perhaps experiential reasons: in same-sex worlds—“les communautés artificielles 

monosexuées”—sex is often gay, but only incidentally: “cette satisfaction ne prend des formes 

homosexuelles que de façon très accidentelle. […] En fait il y a très peu de passages qui mettent 

en scène la véritable homosexualité, dans mon livre.”371 His paradoxical claims about sex and 

representation go even deeper: he doesn’t concede that his texts even represent sex acts, arguing 

that “Il n’y a pas d’acte sexuel,”372 echoing Jacques Lacan’s famous dictum.  

Guyotat also insists that his work cannot be read as representational literature, or really as 

literature at all: “Depuis longtemps, je pense que ce que j’écris est de l’art. […] Avec ma 

pratique de l’écriture, je ne peux pas considérer que je ne fais qu’écrire. […] Encore, à l’époque 

de La Prison, au début des années 1960, j’écrivais. Je faisais de la littérature. Mais peu à peu, j’ai 

creusé. Ce qu’on appelle “l’écriture,” “ la littérature,” c’est la chose de la surface, c’est le 

langage de la surface.”373 On the other hand, Guyotat has also described his work as an 

intervention into the genre of the epic:  

 
370 Guyotat, La matière de nos œuvres, 30.  

371 Guyotat, Littérature interdite, 19.  

372 Ibid., 32.  

373 Guyotat, La matière de nos œuvres, 19. 
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Mais je préfère dire que l’aspect sexuel est sans doute une des meilleures façons 
dont nous disposions en 1967 pour atteindre à l’épopée. La guerre est à présent 
une chose moralement très dénigrée. C’est là une chose que j’approuve, bien sûr. 
Mais il faut voir que du temps d’Homère la guerre était très considérée. […] 
L’épopée était possible dans la description d’un affrontement physique. De nos 
jours, dans le combat, la sexualité est une des rares choses physiques qui nous 
restent. Néanmoins, l’aspect sexuel envahissant dans ce livre me donne mauvaise 
conscience. Je rêve de faire un jour un livre qui se dégagerait de cet aspect. Parce 
que le sexuel mène encore à la métaphysique.  Certainement plus que les besoins 
alimentaires, par exemple. Ce que je veux faire c’est une littérature épique, une 
littérature du geste, des besoins. L’important accordée au sexe dans ce livre et tout 
le livre ne peuvent être compris que si on les replace dans le cadre d’un 
paganisme effrayant… Le livre s’achève sur l’évocation d’un couple; c’est bien 
du premier homme et de la première femme qu’il s’agit.374  

Catherine Milkovitch-Rioux echoes this generic identification with the epic, describing his work 

in the following terms: 

 
Ce créateur des limites fonde une épopée inactuelle […] Bien au-delà de toute 
intention référentielle, la soldatesque asservie aux maîtres d’Ecbatane est projetée 
dans le gouffre apocalyptique et visionnaire de l’écriture pour suggérer 
l’apprentissage de l’abomination extrême, le point ultime de l’aliénation, tout à la 
fois esclavage et folie paroxystique.375 

  
But, Milkovitch-Rioux also emphasizes the biographical impact of Guyotat’s time as a conscript 

in Algeria on his literary output: 

Pierre Guyotat, écrivain déjà engagé dans une activité littéraire et sur le point 
d’être publié au Seuil, refuse […] une reconduction de son sursis pour études. Il 
est incorporé dans le génie en octobre 1960: pour une jeunesse consciente, mais 
seulement à distance, du traumatisme algérien, la guerre doit faire partie de la 
formation d’un homme en l’exposant au risque physique. Pour l’écrivain en 
devenir, [la guerre] porte en elle la promesse d’une confrontation aux limites de 
l’expérience et “le texte, au futur.”376  

 

 
374 Ibid., 19-20.  

375 Catherine Milkovitch-Rioux, Mémoire vive d’Algérie, Littératures de la guerre d’Indépendance, (Paris: Libella, 
2012), 121. 

376 Milkovitch-Rioux, Mémoire vive d’Algérie, 115.  
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Thus, although we can take seriously his engagement with epic forms, and his struggling against 

representational limitations, our reading of his work should also be informed by his experience 

as an “appelé.” 

In Guyotat’s oeuvre, then, we might argue that queer couplings can signify literary 

production: the double blessing and abjection of the creator. His writing seems to push back 

against middlebrow ideological frames in which sex differences bolster hierarchies and 

naturalize violence. In texts probing the violence and upheaval of the Algerian War, we might 

argue that queer and straight eroticism can serve different functions and uphold different views 

of literature’s uses. But these hastily-sketched dichotomies are as historically contingent as any 

other in literary history, such as that of “l’art pour l’art” against “littérature engagée.” Although 

Guyotat seems to argue that literature’s referent is simply literature, lived experience necessarily 

informs the production and reception of his texts. Likewise, his deployment of mythical forms 

and ideologically-charged images encourage us to read his formally innovative work with the 

tools of semiotic analysis, further blurring attempts at categorization.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Is There an Algerian Guyotat? 
 

In an article in the Nouvel Observateur, Michel Foucault commented on the markedly 

different receptions of Guyotat’s first two novels, Tombeau pour cinq cent mille soldats and 

Éden, Éden, Éden, hypothesizing that the apparent historical and geographical setting of 
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Tombeau during the Algerian War made it more intelligible to its readers than the atemporality 

of Éden: 

Ce livre, vous le savez bien, sera moins facilement reçu que le Tombeau. Il y 
manque ce bruit de guerre qui avait permis à votre premier roman d’être entendu. 
On veut que la guerre ne soit qu’une parenthèse, le monde interrompu; et à cette 
condition on admet que tous les extrêmes s’y rencontrent. Je me demande si le 
Tombeau n’est pas passé à la faveur d’une fausse dramatisation; on a dit: c’est 
l’Algérie, c’est l’occupation, alors que c’était le piétinement de toute armée, et le 
brouhaha infini des servitudes. On a dit: c’est le temps où nous étions coupables, 
nous nous y reconnaissons, nous voilà donc innocents, alors que ces coups, ces 
corps, ces blessures dans leur nudité, loin d’être une image de la morale, valaient 
pour le signe pur de la politique. A l’abri de la grande excuse guerrière, ce que 
vous racontiez nous parvenait allégé comme un chant de lointain. Votre triple 
Éden reprend le même discours, mais à la plus petite distance possible, au-dessous 
des limites de l’accommodation. On ne peut plus voir, on ne peut plus imaginer le 
lieu où vous parlez et d’où nous viennent ces phrases, ce sang: brouillard de 
l’absolue proximité.377  

 

Foucault argues that both the Occupation and the Algerian War can serve as “excuses,” and can 

help the reader separate himself, geographically and historically, from culpability or even 

recognition. Foucault also argues that in the transition from Tombeau to Éden, Guyotat rid 

himself of these excuses and stripped his work of any gesture towards accessibility, any 

localization that could limit the exposure of the reader to the revolutionary nature of his work.  

 Before unpacking Foucault’s reading of Guyotat further, let us briefly address what he 

might mean by the claim that violence is “le signe pur de la politique.” We encounter a similar 

claim in Foucault’s lecture series, Il faut défendre la société, which analyzes the relationship of 

war and politics: 

Mais cela ne veut pas dire que la société, la loi et l’État soient comme l’armistice 
dans ces guerres, ou la sanction définitive des victoires. La loi n’est pas 

 
377 Michel Foucault, “Il y aura un scandale, mais…” Nouvel Observateur: 304 (7 September 1970). Cited in 
Guyotat, Littérature Interdite, 160.  
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pacification, car sous la loi, la guerre continue à faire rage à l’intérieur de tous les 
mécanismes de pouvoir, même les plus réguliers. C’est la guerre qui est le moteur 
des institutions et de l’ordre: la paix, dans le moindre de ses rouages, fait 
sourdement la guerre. Autrement dit, il faut déchiffrer la guerre sous la paix: la 
guerre, c’est le chiffre même de la paix. Nous sommes donc en guerre les uns 
contre les autres; un front de bataille traverse la société tout entière, continûment 
et en permanence, et c’est ce front de bataille qui place chacun de nous dans un 
camp ou dans un autre. Il n’y a pas de sujet neutre. On est forcément l’adversaire 
de quelqu’un.378  

 

Reversing Clausewitz’s dictum, Foucault argues that “la politique, c’est la guerre continuée par 

d’autres moyens”379 Foucault notes that evocations of war and politics together recall Hobbesian 

political philosophy, and the “war of all against all.” As Foucault shows, we are wrong to think 

of Hobbes as defining politics as war, because, in very simplified terms, what Hobbes is actually 

arguing is that war is suspended when the state of nature/state of war gives way to political 

sovereignty: “Hobbes, loin d’être le théoricien des rapports entre la guerre et le pouvoir 

politique, avait voulu éliminer la guerre comme réalité historique.”380 Of course, we have to 

remember that Foucault is giving an account of various discourses around sovereignty, and rather 

than asserting anything directly about the nature of power, he is unearthing discursive traces 

hidden beneath dominant accounts of modernity and progress. Foucault traces this back to 

Hobbes:  

Ce qui se rencontre, ce qui s’affronte, ce qui s’entrecroise, dans l’état de guerre 
primitive de Hobbes, ce ne sont pas des armes, ce ne sont pas des poings, ce ne 
sont pas des forces sauvages et déchaînées. Il n’y a pas de batailles dans la guerre 
primitive de Hobbes, il n’y a pas de sang, il n’y a pas de cadavres. Il y a des 
représentations, des manifestations, des signes, des expressions emphatiques, 

 
378 Michel Foucault, “Il faut défendre la société.” Cours au Collège de France de 1976 (Paris: Gallimard/Seuil, 
1997), 43. 

379 Ibid., 16.  

380 Ibid., 83. On this topic, cf. Cf. Jörg Spieker, “Foucault and Hobbes on Politics, Security, and War” Alternatives: 
Global, Local, Political 36:3 (2011), 187-199.  
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rusées, mensongères; il y a des leurres, des volontés qui sont travesties en leur 
contraire, des inquiétudes qui sont camouflées en certitudes.381  

 

Thus, this focus on representations and signs is inseparable from the state of war, which is not 

merely material but semiotic. 

We might argue that in Guyotat’s Tombeau, the scene of historical trauma serves as a 

screen onto which fundamental taboos around sexuality and violence as well as abstract 

theoretical questions about subjects and structures can be projected. The localizing and 

delimitation of violence allow writers and readers to approach questions which would otherwise 

prove too destabilizing. The attribution and concentration of political and ethical intensity onto 

these loci risk depriving them of signification (they are somehow sacralized, beyond discourse) 

and spare readers any thought of their own everyday banal complicity in manifold systems of 

violence and subjection. Foucault assumes Guyotat was too literarily sophisticated to “set” 

Tombeau in Algeria, but that ordinary readers of the work were sure fall prey to this 

representational delusion. Analyzing “Algerian” readings of Tombeau requires an awareness of 

various possible critical errors: on the one hand, to depend on Guyotat’s statements in interviews 

or paratextual material endorsing or rejecting this reading would be to fall prey to the intentional 

fallacy. On the other hand, assuming that the setting must be Algerian because of Guyotat’s 

biography would be naïve biographical criticism. What we seek to address instead is what the 

function/effect/use of alluding to the Algerian War in a literary text could be. Regardless of 

Guyotat’s intentions and regardless of his biography, clearly a certain “Algerian” reading of 

Tombeau exists. What, then, are its effects? Following Foucault, we might argue that reading 

 
381 Foucault, “Il faut défendre la société,” 79-80.  
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violence as specifically military rather than generally political is an act of political abdication: it 

distances and exculpates. How does that reading reveal the differences between a text perceived 

to represent the Algerian War and a text that is not perceived to have that historical setting? 

Expanding on Foucault’s reading, we might argue that the geographically and temporally un-

situated text is more troubling, more scandalous, and thus in some ways illegible to its readers. 

As Foucault writes, “ce bruit de guerre […] avait permis à votre premier roman d’être 

entendu”382 The Algerian scene or the Algerian screen (which we might also conceive of as a 

kind of military Orientalism) serves a double gesture of exoticism and domestication—by 

“setting” a text in a specific site where culpability has already been acknowledged, the reader can 

better consume a work without being consumed by it.  

Are we, like Foucault’s bad readers, doing a disservice to Guyotat by reading his texts as 

having an Algerian setting? Beyond our biographical knowledge of his life, he has addressed his 

wartime experiences in works of non-fiction (such as Idiotie) and he has contributed texts to 

works concerning the Algerian War (such as an essay in Catherine Brun’s Guerre d’Algérie: Les 

mots pour le dire and the preface to Aïssa Touati’s memoir co-authored by Guyotat’s brother, 

Régis, La Temesguida: une enfance dans la guerre d’Algérie ). In an early draft of Tombeau 

entitled La Prison, he endeavored to remember his experiences in an Algerian prison in a more 

traditionally representational style than the ultimate final text’s harsh orality and anti-narrative 

assault.383 He had hoped at one time to write “l’histoire très simple d’une décolonisation vue à 

travers un tout petit foyer du tiers monde.”384 In an interview in Les Lettres Françaises, Guyotat 

 
382 Foucault, cited in Guyotat, Littérature interdite, 160.  

383 Cf. Guyotat, Littérature interdite, 21.  

384 Ibid., 21.  
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reveals how his views of violence were heavily marked by his attitudes towards decolonization 

and the reclamation of racial equality throughout the world. For Guyotat, “l’Histoire” in 1964-65 

(the years of Tombeau’s composition) belongs to the “tiers monde”: “maintenant l’Histoire se 

fait ailleurs.”385 Whereas, per Foucault, attributing to violence a specific historical/geographical 

locus is a misapprehension of “le signe pur de la politique,” a (bad) reader of Guyotat could 

equally argue that dehistoricizing or refusing to localize violence is inherently political (and 

frequently Eurocentric).  

Outside of the question of violence’s historical and geographical specificity, there is also 

the question of its bodily localization. In the article cited above, Foucault commends Guyotat for 

failing to protect the “sujet” and the “individu,” which he qualifies as “un prolongement précaire, 

provisoire, vite effacé.”386 He argues that Guyotat’s text explodes the unity of the individual and 

the abstraction of sex: “Dans votre texte, c’est peut-être la première fois que les rapports de 

l’individu et de la sexualité sont franchement et décidément renversés.”387 Foucault argues that 

sexuality must be thought of as primary to the individual (because the individual is an illusion) 

and Guyotat’s work is revolutionary because in it “la sexualité […] passe de l’autre côté de 

l’individu et cesse d’être ‘assujettie.”’388 Likewise, he insists that the concept of the body as 

unitary is a trap that helps protect the subject and the individual, and in Guyotat’s work “c’est en 

deçà du corps que votre texte nous arrive: surface, éclatements, ouvertures-blessures.”389 But he 

 
385 Ibid., 18.  

386 Foucault, cited in Guyotat, Littérature Interdite, 161.  

387 Ibid. 

388 Ibid. 

389 Foucault, cited in Littérature interdite, 161.   
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worries that just as (bad) readers have reduced the significance of Tombeau to a specific 

historical setting (thus denying violence as the “signe pur de la politique”) some (bad) readers 

may attempt to temper the force of Éden by reducing its representation of sexuality to the body, 

“je pense bien qu’on essaiera de le réduire en lui trouvant une patrie: ce sera le corps.”390 

Foucault’s language comparing the body to the fatherland is crucial here: both are myths that 

uphold and are upheld by the concept of the subject. More broadly, linking sexuality and 

nationality is crucial to understanding the uses of Algeria in literary texts.  

Setting aside momentarily the question of an Algerian reading of Tombeau, let us turn to 

how Guyotat conceives of his own writerly practice. A key image deployed by Foucault in his 

assessment of Guyotat’s oeuvre are the explosion and the machine: “il vous a fallu faire éclater 

toutes les formes et tous les corps, accélérer toute la grande machinerie de la sexualité.”391 

Technological imagery, tied specifically to the weapons of industrial warfare, is a way of 

rendering the “war” Guyotat wages against the bourgeois myths of the individual, the subject, 

and the body. In an interview Guyotat gave in Les Lettres Françaises, he insisted on his efforts 

to move beyond the “image”: “Je crois que l’image n’est plus possible. Dans mon texte je me 

suis efforcé de supprimes [sic] toutes les images.”392 And yet, he, too, returns repeatedly to the 

image of the “machine” (and specifically military machines) to describe his own writing: “C’est 

la rencontre immédiate, fortuite même et sans aucun intermédiaire, de la machine qui prend et de 

l’instant[.] […] Cela équivaut à une mitrailleuse qui tombe en arrêt sur sa cible.”393 Though 

 
390 Ibid., 160-161.  
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Foucault argues that a wartime “setting” for a literary text could obscure Guyotat’s crucial 

philosophical intuition that violence is the “sign” of the political, he represents the writer’s own 

practice as adjacent to industrial warfare.  

Though Guyotat is suspicious of the image, he, too, represents his own writerly practice 

as adjacent to industrial warfare. In both cases, the “writer-as-killing-machine” is apparently a 

useful heuristic, even as it risks falling into myth-making. One the one hand, the image of the 

“writing-machine” is obviously linked to the rich avant-garde tradition of automatic writing 

which sought to problematize theories of the conscious mind, the autonomous individual, or 

artistic inspiration. But Guyotat has relocated the “writing-machine” onto the scene of warfare, 

and Foucault depicts the writer creating a path of ontological destruction as he accelerates this 

“machine.” As we have tried to show, war is a useful image. Just as Foucault’s hypothetical 

readers of Guyotat could only “hear” his texts through the sound of war, perhaps we can only 

“see” the novelist’s agonistic relationship to politics through blood and steel. 

 

Camus, Feraoun, and Representation 

To conclude by opening these questions beyond the scope of Guyotat’s oeuvre, let us 

address debates about representation and responsibility in literature that occurred during the 

Algerian War. Mouloud Feraoun’s Journal and Lettres à ses amis record the Algerian 

intellectual’s sparring with the most famous embodiment of Pied-Noir liberalism and political 

moderation, Albert Camus. Feraoun reacted negatively to what he perceived to be Camus’ 

representation of a white-washed Oran in his 1947 novel La peste. In a letter to Camus dated 

May 27th, 1951, Feraoun wrote: 
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[J]’ai lu la Peste et j’ai eu l’impression d’avoir compris votre livre comme je n’en 
avais jamais compris d’autres. J’avais regretté que parmi tous ces personnages il 
n’y eût aucun indigène et qu’Oran ne fût à vos yeux qu’une banale préfecture 
française. Oh ! ce n’est pas un reproche. J’ai pensé simplement que, s’il n’y avait 
pas ce fossé entre nous, vous nous auriez mieux connus, vous vous seriez senti 
capable de parler de nous avec la même générosité dont bénéficient tous les 
autres. Je regrette toujours, de tout mon cœur, que vous ne nous connaissiez pas 
suffisamment et que nous n’ayons personne pour nous comprendre, nous faire 
comprendre et nous aider à nous connaître nous-mêmes.394  
 

Feraoun’s primary objection concerns a lack of representational specificity in a novel set in 

Algeria—where is the Arabo-Berber population? He contends that were Camus to take his 

responsibilities as a self-described Algerian novelist seriously, he could help his compatriots 

“nous connaîre nous-mêmes,” seeming to echo Benedict Anderson’s insight about the 

significance of literature to the structuring of the “imagined community” of the nation.395 But 

there were other representational concerns about this novel depicting a plague-ravaged city. It 

was immediately read to be an allegory for Nazism, the Occupation, and Collaboration, and yet 

the choice of an epidemiological metaphor seemed to strip characters of all political agency or 

responsibility.396 In a review, Roland Barthes asked “Le romancier a-t-il le droit d'aliéner les 

faits de l'histoire?”397 Camus responded with a letter to Barthes insisting that “beaucoup de vos 

 
394 Mouloud Feraoun, Lettres à ses amis (Paris: Seuil, 1969), 60-61.  

395 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, (New York: 
Verso, 1998). See also discussion in my Introduction.  

396 Cf. Macs Smith, “What Dies in the Street: Camus’s La Peste and Infected Networks” French Forum 41:3 
(Winter 2016), 193-208.  

397 Roland Barthes, “‘La Peste,’ Annales d’une épidémie ou roman de la solitude?” Club 6 (Feb. 1955). Cited in 
Smith, “What Dies in the Street.” 
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observations sont éclairées par le fait tout simple que je ne crois pas au réalisme en art,” 

expressing a surprising exchange of positions.398  

But Feraoun’s reprimand regarding the lack of cultural specificity in Camus’s text points 

us towards a central problem at the intersection of politics and literature. What responsibilities do 

we associate with this representational power? And do we accept the self-identification of 

literary authors who deliberately reject the label of realism and project of verisimilitude?  Do we 

maintain that literature is “capable de parler de nous,” in Feraoun’s words? Though Camus did 

not directly answer many of these questions, he attributed to the protagonist of La peste, Rieux, 

the representational power to “speak” for others: “Décidément, il devait parler pour tous.”399 

Clearly, Camus’s claims about representation in interviews and correspondence run counter to 

this implication, and this back and forth raises important questions about representation’s 

relationship to (racialized) identity, the “nous” and the “tous” at issue in these competing 

statements.  

Of course, to speak of a single Algerian War is to reduce a complex series of competing 

national and transnational events, historiographies and political afterlives. The very question of 

naming the conflict is vexed and politically loaded.400 We can look all the way back to Roland 

Barthes’s work in the 1950s for an early analysis of the contentious euphemisms the Algerian 

War produced. In Mythologies, Barthes skewers the idiosyncrasies of political (and yet 

 
398 Albert Camus, “Lettre d’Albert Camus à Roland Barthes,” Club 7 (Feb. 1955). Cited in Smith, “What Dies in the 
Street.” 

399 Albert Camus, La peste (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), 274.  

400 Catherine Brun’s edited volume La Guerre d’Algérie: Les mots pour le dire contains an extremely useful gloss of 
the various terms that have been used to refer to the war. See also “Naming the War” in Introduction, supra.  
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painstakingly depoliticized) language during France’s wars of decolonization, or what he refers 

to as a “grammaire africaine.”⁠401 After identifying the goals and characteristics of this “code,” 

Barthes offers a lexicon of its common words and phrases (including “bande,” “déshonorer,” and 

“destin”) and an overview of its most common grammatical structures (he points out for example 

that myth relies heavily on nouns).⁠ This deceptively short parody of a technical dictionary 

cleverly unpacks the ways in which the language of myth hides agency (or culpability) while 

naturalizing highly contestable claims:  

Nous sommes ici au cœur même de la formation du mythe: c’est parce que la 
mission de la France, le déchirement du peuple marocain ou le destin de l’Algérie 
sont donnés grammaticalement comme des postulats (qualité qui leur est 
généralement conférée par l’emploi de l’article défini) que nous ne pouvons 
discursivement les contester.402  

 

Colonial rhetoric thus represents an especially fertile subject for this form of semiotic analysis:  

if Barthes sought, in Mythologies, to draw the attention of his readers to the covert 
manipulation of […] codes, then nowhere was the disparity between image and 
event more apparent than in the depiction of the mother country’s relations with 
her overseas empire.403  

 

If the representational disjunctions of Imperialism are useful for the semiotician, what does the 

literary scholar and cultural historian make of them?404 In a general sense, Barthes’ linguistic 

analysis anticipates the work of historians like Todd Shepard, whose rigorous analysis of 

 
401 Roland Barthes, Mythologies. (Paris: Seuil, 1957), 128-134. 

402 Barthes, 133.  

403 Philip Dine, Images of the Algerian War: French Fiction and Film, 1954-1992 (New York: Clarendon Press, 
1994), 11.  

404 For an early analysis of the Algerian war through the lens of myth, see: Jacques Duquesne, L’Algérie, ou la 
guerre des mythe (Paris: Desclée De Brouwer, 1958). 
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representational schema in The Invention of Decolonization leads him to contend that the 

language of Hegelian history, whether framed around the twinned “destinies” of the French and 

Algerian people or around the historical inevitability of decolonization, can mask violence, 

contingency, and injustice.405 According to this argument, the French State hid a radical political 

transformation, even a reactionary counterrevolution, behind apparently unideological 

historiographical claims. Thus, a certain kind of historian of the war might have to perform the 

work of demystification. Literary scholars, too, have taken this approach. In his Images of the 

Algerian War, Philip Dine explains his own methodology in his study of representations of the 

war thus:  

Literary and cinematic texts, I shall argue, constitute a privileged and yet readily 
accessible site of ideological tension. This is particularly true of the fiction and 
film of the French colonial enterprise, and above all of the corpus generated in 
response to the traumatic experience of decolonization.406  
 

If the hidden ideology of a “grammaire africaine” makes it an object worthy of linguistic analysis 

for Barthes, the ideological tension of colonial fiction makes it a useful site of literary analysis 

for Dine. His study “presents a survey of some of the principal ideological myths communicated 

by a sample of prose fiction and feature films, together with a tentative analysis of their 

characterizing rhetoric.”407 His corpus is composed of “generally unappreciated works of 

fiction—both discursive narratives in the form of novels and short stories, and the performative 

 
405 Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization: The Algerian War and the Remaking of France (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2006). 

406 Dine, 10.  

407 Ibid., 12.  
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variety represented by feature films,” which he describes as a “peculiarly rich source of 

ideologically motivated images.”408  

Our own corpus, also a sample of literary and cinematic texts, has likewise been selected 

for its own ideological tension, in this case its connection to the contradictions of republican 

citizenship. Dine describes his corpus, though it may be dense with rhetoric and ideology to be 

parsed and decoded, to be “generally unappreciated.” By whom—the reading and movie-going 

public? Or by scholarly research? Both, we might presume. The present chapter aims to think 

through critically the significance of these “unappreciated” texts by distinguishing between high, 

low, and middlebrow cultural responses to the Algerian War. Of the literary texts (and the 

designation is necessarily understood to encompass the “écriture de soi” of memoirs, journals, 

etc.) analyzed in this dissertation, only Pierre Guyotat roams the lofty peaks of high culture.409  

Clearly, in approaching mediatic references, commemorative practices and cinematic and 

literary representations of 1954-1962, we must be aware of “which” and “whose” war is being 

remembered. Geographically—whose perspective is centered? Historically—is the focus of 

1954-57 or 1958-1962? Ideologically and historiographically—are we speaking of a war of 

martyrdom? A war of terrorism? A civil war? A war of independence? But for students of 

literature, beyond turning a critical eye to which and whose war, we might also wish to ask “for 

whom” the war is being represented. Such an analysis of audience inevitably brings us to 

dichotomies of mass and high culture, and to attendant socio-literary attention to class and 

 
408 Ibid., 12.  

409 In the field of cinema, the designations of high and low are necessarily differently constructed, because of a 
vastly different structure of economic barriers and rewards, but, to put things simply, few would think to question 
the artistic legitimacy of works by Gillo Pontecorvo or Jean-Luc Godard…  
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consumption. The contest between representational and non-representational writing “on” 

Algeria offers an opportunity to conceive of ways of studying structural asymmetries and 

historical unevenness beyond dichotomies of high and low culture.  
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Chapter Four: 

“Vous vous souvenez de la première fois où vous avez vu un Arabe?”: 
The Algerian War and White Identitarian Movements 

“Faites vos devoirs de mémoire, ils vous donneront droit à la violence légitime.”410 

Houellebecq and the Imagination of French Culture Through Foreign Eyes 

Consider the increasing anxiety surrounding the “decline” of France in recent fiction. 

Well before Houellebecq’s controversial Soumission (2015), a masochistic fantasy of domination 

by an ascendant Islamic world, 411  La carte et le territoire (2010) depicts a France troubled not 

by the specter of foreign religious influence but of foreign global capital. Like in Soumission, 

Houellebecq represents a kind of shift of power from the West to the East. The origin of this new 

capitalist class seeking leisure and legitimacy in a Disneyfied Old World is not the recessionary 

and equally humbled Anglo-American axis but instead Chinese and Russian autocracies. In 

Houellebecq’s novels, which represent the “effects of post-Fordism on the intimate spaces of 

human affect,”412 intimate and affective spaces are also fundamentally shaped by the 

increasingly atomized (the British translation of Les particules élémentaires (1998) is entitled 

410 Alexis Jenni, L’art français de la guerre (Paris: Gallimard, 2011), 484. 

411 For our purposes, one of the more intriguing details of Houellebecq’s vision is how he imagines that at the new 
“Université islamique de la Sorbonne,” it is accepted as canonical that Rimbaud converted to Islam, “la conversion 
finale de Rimbaud à l'islam était présentée comme une certitude[.]” Michel Houellebecq, Soumission (Paris: 
Flammarion, 2015), 181. His work repeatedly imagines what we might call the “deterritorialization,” following 
Deleuze and Guattari, of French culture through a “foreign” gaze.  

412 Carole Sweeney, “‘And yet some free time remains. . . .’: Post-Fordism and Writing in Michel 
Houellebecq's Whatever” Journal of Modern Literature 33:4 (Summer 2010), 41-56. 
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Atomised) and alienated subject’s relationship to his nation state, as well as that nation state’s 

relative geopolitical (un)importance. In psychoanalytic terms, the Self’s increasingly strained 

relationship with the Other is either mirrored by or a reflection of geopolitical realignments. 

(Houllebecq seems to use the psychoanalytic as a metaphor for the geopolitical and vice versa.) 

The Houellebecq protagonist par excellence is Man diminished by the disintegration of 

communities and institutions in a post-Industrial world, but he is a particular kind of French 

man, and his impotence is linked to France’s reduced global reach. In other words, the anxiety 

around alterity is very much grounded in an ethnic (racialized, culturalized) conception of 

identity and political belonging.  

Houellebecq has cultivated an image as a controversial polemicist, but he has also been 

conferred with significant cultural legitimacy. In addition to having won numerous prizes, 

including the Goncourt for La carte et le territoire, he is now, as of January 2019, a Chevalier de 

la légion d’honneur. Incidentally, Houellebecq’s mother was a Pied-Noir, and, after his birth on 

La Réunion, he spent some of his youth with his maternal grandparents in Algeria. A fictional 

version of this family story is recounted in Les particules élémentaires: “Les soins fastidieux que 

réclame l'élevage d'un enfant jeune parurent vite au couple peu compatibles avec leur idéal de 

liberté personnelle, et c'est d'un commun accord que Bruno fut expédié en 1958 chez ses grands-

parents maternels à Alger.”413 A few other passages fit nicely with the thrust of our analysis here, 

e.g. one of the protagonists’ grandfathers, from a family of Corsican peasants, is described as 

follows: “Le destin singulier de Martin Ceccaldi est en réalité parfaitement symptomatique du 

rôle d'intégration dans la société française et de promotion du progrès technologique joué par 

 
413 Michel Houellebecq, Les particules élémentaires (Paris: Flammarion, 1998), 28.  
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l'école laïque tout au long de la IIIe République.”414 The protagonist’s mother, growing up in 

Algeria during the Second World War, is depicted as a kind of sexual deviant: “Elle perdit sa 

virginité à l'âge de treize ans (ce qui était exceptionnel, à son époque et dans son milieu) avant de 

consacrer ses années de guerre (plutôt calmes en Algérie) à des sorties dans les principaux 

bals[.]”415 Although the Algerian War is not directly mentioned, Bruno and his grandmother’s 

“rapatriement” is:   

Il revoyait encore sa grand-mère le jour de leur arrivée à Marseille, assise sur une 
caisse au milieu du carrelage de la cuisine. Des cafards circulaient entre les dalles. 
C'est probablement ce jour-là que sa raison avait lâché. En l'espace de quelques 
semaines elle avait connu l'agonie de son mari, le départ précipité d'Algérie, 
l'appartement difficilement trouvé à Marseille. C'était une cité crasseuse, dans les 
quartiers nord-est. Elle n'avait jamais mis les pieds en France auparavant. Et sa 
fille l'avait abandonnée, elle n'était pas venue à l'enterrement de son père. Il devait 
y avoir une erreur. Quelque part, une erreur avait dû être commise.416  

 

This representation of “rapatriement” finds echo with many of Houellebecq’s characters: 

confused subjects adrift in political currents they don’t understand, vaguely sensing that 

somewhere a mistake has been made, a wrong turn taken on the path of History.  

Part of the experience of reading Houellebecq involves giving way to a temporal 

uncanny. His characters and his readers are deliberately made to feel historically unmoored by 

the chronological narrative devices he uses. Thus, in La carte et le territoire, one of the novel’s 

conceits involves repeated references to a Chinese art historian’s later scholarly work on the 

oeuvre of the novel’s French (but Anglo-sounding) protagonist, Jed Martin. Generally, these 

 
414 Ibid., 32.  

415 Ibid., 34.  

416 Ibid., 39.   



 
159 

metafictional narratorial allusions are neither exceptionally analytically sharp nor riotously 

funny, and the gag seems to rest almost entirely on the purported critic’s name and ethnicity. The 

temporal uncanny is also geographic. Houellebecq uses similar temporal framings (or narrative 

conceits) in Les particules élémentaires, for example, which is essentially narrated by a post-

human and thus post-historical race of clones, who have surpassed sexual reproduction and the 

messiness of human endeavor. “We” have knowingly participated in our own replacement (or 

“dépassement”), and our replacements only think back on us as a matter of academic study.  

(This “we,” is of course implicitly culturally and racially circumscribed.) The pleasure and 

frisson of Houellebecq’s narrative voice come from a desire to know what one looks like from 

the outside, and to anticipate being both aroused and disgusted by the view.  But this sci-fi 

narrative device can be read as a metaphysical extrapolation of very real anxieties felt in a 

postcolonial and, potentially, post-Western world. Houellebecq often chooses his “replacements” 

from the Global South: Chinese art historians writing monographs on French painters, oil-rich 

Gulf Monarchies buying the Sorbonne, etc. Houellebecq’s anxieties around identity play out 

through narrative reversals of global hierarchy, fretting about who will get to occupy subject and 

object positions in the near future. His reversals could be designed to leave us feeling somehow 

compromised, forced to participate in games of erotic abjection and to confront our hypocrisies 

as “bien pensant” pluralistic liberals.  
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A Return to Middlebrow? 

Houellebecq is by no means the only French novelist to wade into these waters. Pierre 

Guyotat, the subject of our last chapter, was similarly interested in racial role-reversal as a means 

of regaining purchase over the course of History, “Aujourd’hui je crève de ne pas être noir.”417 In 

the last chapter, Guyotat’s oeuvre encouraged us to explore the ethical and formal constraints by 

which authors have felt themselves constrained when representing violence. We analyzed Michel 

Foucault’s reading of Tombeau pour cinq cent mille soldats and Éden, Éden, Éden as texts 

liberated from the sorts of specific representational descriptions that would make them 

localizable, historically and geographically. For Foucault, since violence is the sign of the 

political, these constraints of a recognizable temporal and spatial setting could neutralize 

literature’s power of political critique. According to this view, Guyotat’s literary contribution 

would lie in his ability to transcend the ideological construction of the subject. However, if we 

were to approach Guyotat’s works through the lens of postcolonial cultural studies, we might 

make the opposite case. With a different ideological lens, a reader might argue that reducing 

colonial violence done to the Algerian people to an abstruse account of the hermeneutics of the 

(Western) subject amounts to intellectualized Orientalism.418 This Chapter is not 

methodologically or ideologically committed to either reading, but it does offer an analysis of 

contemporary French novels by highlighting rhetorical and metaphorical links with the 

reactionary racialized politics of an ascendant nationalism.  

 
417 See Chapter Three, supra.  

418 On the subject of the Eurocentric limitations of Foucauldian thought, see, for example, Ann Stoler, Race and the 
Education of Desire: Foucault’s “History of Sexuality” and the Colonial Order of Things (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1995).  
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Likewise, the previous chapter was focused on literary innovation and formalist rigor, 

referring to the social function of “middlebrow” fiction as, in Frederic Jameson’s words, a form 

of “psychic […] horse-trading.” This chapter take a different approach. Rather than a critical 

analysis of “middlebrow” novels’ normative containment of dangerous desires, we approach 

middlebrow texts here as though they possess their own well-defined aesthetic and ideological 

projects.419 Though the middlebrow has mainly been defined in opposition to other artistic 

movements, such as modernism, perhaps it can define itself in response to changing attitudes 

towards history and memory. Coming after “l’ère du témoin” of the 1980s and 1990s, the 

memory boom in historical scholarship, and various political scuffles around France’s “lois 

mémorielles,” the novels of this corpus attempt to integrate new conventional wisdom on 

trauma.420 If middlebrow novelists of the twentieth century sometimes positioned themselves 

explicitly in opposition to High modernism, certain novels of the early twenty-first century might 

likewise deploy conventional narrative strategies while preempting accusations of political or 

aesthetic naïveté. Some do so by explicitly referencing the dominant discourses of trauma and 

memory.  

However, recent critiques or re-evaluations of the trauma concept can lead us to question 

the politics of this gesture. As Didier Fassin, Richard Rechtman, and Ruth Leys have shown, 

particular diagnoses like PTSD are historically contingent, although they are often discussed as 

 
419 See Tom Perrin, The Aesthetics of Middlebrow Fiction: Popular US Novels, Modernism, and Form, 1945-
75 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). His study argues that “Middlebrow novels productively misread the 
modernist literary project as a mere gesture of empty rebellion. Through this misreading they attempt not merely to 
reproduce but to revise the conventions of an eighteenth- and nineteenth-century model of prose fiction for a 
twentieth-century world […] [M]iddlebrow authors imagined themselves as remaking existing literary genres by 
adapting them to the conditions of modernity, and that they did so by defining themselves against modernist dicta[.]” 
(2) 

420 This can be done in relatively innovative ways, as in Leïla Sebbar’s La Seine était rouge (Arles: Actes Sud, 1999) 
or it can be done in more hamfisted ways, like Boualem Sansal’s Le village de l’allemand (Paris: Gallimard, 2007). 
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though they were ahistorical and indeed physiological biological realities.421 The social effects of 

this dominant discourse around trauma can serve to legitimize or invalidate various experiences 

and perspectives. As discussed above, the circulation of narratives in the “trauma economy” and 

superficial memorial comparisons can erase more than they reveal. Popular fiction can borrow 

from and reconfirm “scientific” and philosophical claims or theories about memory and trauma, 

detaching them from their methodologies and erasing their ambiguities and history. As such, 

these texts align themselves with highbrow work and render it normative. 

In other terms, broad questions about the novelist’s responsibility in the representation of 

historical atrocity resurface in this chapter through the analysis of a selection of twenty-first-

century novels: Alexis Jenni’s L’art français de la guerre (2011), Jérôme Ferrari’s Où j’ai laissé 

mon âme (2010), Alice Ferney’s Passé sous silence (2010), and Laurent Mauvignier’s Des 

hommes (2009). Free of the censorship and scandal faced by Guyotat, the novelists of this 

chapter demonstrate no qualms about putting on the page scenes of grotesque and pornographic 

violence. Though they have won prestigious literary prizes, their novels wouldn’t be described as 

formally innovative at the textual level. Thus, free of constraints, these works deploy the 

titillation of taboos, while, in effect, advancing historical revisionism or political reaction. In 

addressing the memory of the Algerian War, these novels engage self-reflexively with recent 

scholarship and the shifting public perception of memory: they are often structured around 

rememoration, the return of the repressed, fragmentary collective memory, or memorial 

transmission across generations, especially through documents and visual culture. But 

 
421 Cf. Didier Fassin and Richard Rechtman, The Empire of Trauma: An Inquiry into the Condition of Victimhood 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009). Ruth Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000).   
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representing memory with sophisticated analytic tools or centering the affective experience of 

victims doesn’t necessarily make for challenging, innovative literature or thoughtful politics. As 

we will see, the reader gets a creeping sense of a nostalgic, sentimental, and perhaps reactionary 

use of the past through these historical reimaginings, which are anachronistically infused with 

contemporary French anxieties.422 To take one specific example, the novels analyzed in this 

chapter were all written after Jacques Chirac eliminated military service. Perhaps because 

conscription has become so distant from the contemporary reality of French citizenship, the 

novels seem to portray the army in ahistorical terms, fetishizing it as different, purer, more 

masculine, and less messy than the republic. 

 

The Devoir de Mémoire 

The past two decades have seen many new inroads in the official acknowledgement and 

commemoration of the Algerian War in France, from President Jacques Chirac’s 1999 

recognition of the “événements” as a war, to the mayor of Paris Bertrand Delanoë’s 2001 

dedication of a plaque to the victims of the October 17th 1961 massacre, to the controversial 2005 

“loi Mékachera” on the positive contributions of colonialism, to President Emmanuel Macron’s 

 
422 I’m not the first to think of grouping these novelists together, though my goal in doing so is quite different from 
the existing critical literature. For instance,  Zoubida Belaghoueg claims that “50 ans après l’indépendance de 
l’Algérie, une jeune génération d’auteurs français: Alice Ferney, Laurent Mauvignier, Alexis Jenni et Jérôme 
Ferrari, nés en France, après l’indépendance de l’Algérie, écrivent une page de l’Histoire de la France et de sa guerre 
en Algérie […] [L]oin de la vision orientaliste ou de quelque nostalgie ont écrit la guerre l’Algérie, ils ont écrit et 
raconté un pays et une guerre qu’ils n’ont pas connus, une Histoire partagée entre la France et l’Algérie, écriture de 
l’Histoire par la médiation et les pratiques mémorielles. Leurs récits se sont développés, l’un à partir d’un vieux 
cahier journal retrouvé au fond d’un carton et l’autre à partir d’une veille photo, la seule conservée par le personnage 
comme trace de son passé indicible. De ces deux éléments s’est élaborée une mémoire d’emprunt, une 
reconstruction mémorielle errante entre des territoires, la France, l’Algérie et l’Indochine, au même titre que le 
discours qui se délocalise pour errer de l’un à l’autre, sans point fixe.” “Mémoire d’emprunt et pratiques 
mémorielles: Alexis Jenni et Jérôme Ferrari, l’Histoire par la médiation ” Littératures 74 (2016), 91-102.  
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2018 apology for the use of torture by the French army in Algeria. Historians and other scholars 

have participated in the “memorial boom,” though many have remained skeptical of the new 

politics of commemoration, sometimes referred to as a “devoir de mémoire.”423  

Many novelists have also taken on this subject matter and these themes. Novelists have 

long used wartime settings to attract a certain kind of reading public, and publishers have long 

been aware of the demand for this kind of fiction. Thus, even before the Evian Accords had been 

signed, Jean Lartéguy’s 1960 Les Centurions, a swashbuckling account of a group of “paras” in 

Indochina and Algeria, was a major bestseller.424 Likewise, the demand for works about the 

Algerian War has been particularly strongly felt among francophone Algerian authors, on both 

sides of the Mediterranean. For example, one Algerian author remembered an editor’s very 

specific request: “Il voulait que j’écrive que sur ça, la guerre en Algérie... J’avais fait la 

proposition d’un thème et il me dit ‘Non, il vaut mieux écrire sur la guerre, c’est ce qui marche le 

mieux.’”425 Scholarly projects, this dissertation included, have perhaps focused 

disproportionately on a historically narrow period, privileging the struggle for independence and 

the Civil War of the nineties above other moments in Algerian history. Mireille Rosello refers to 

 
423 On the topic of the potential dangers of this new duty to remember, imposed from above, the historian Daniel 
Lindeberg writes, “En réalité, plus qu’un ‘enseignement,’ dont on ne voit guère ce qu’il peut signifier si ce n’est 
l’institution de rites pour une nouvelle religion civique aux effets incontrôlables, c’est sans doute une pédagogie de 
la mémoire qui reste à inventer. Un simple catéchisme antifasciste, anticolonialiste, ou antiraciste ne saurait suffire.” 
“Guerres de mémoire en France” Vingtième siècle. Revue d’histoire 42 (April-June 1994), 95. 

424 See Philip Dine’s discussion of the novel, which he describes as a “particularly important site of literary 
mystification” in Images of Algeria, op. cit.  

425 Leïla Marouane interviewed by Christine Détrez. See Christine Détrez “Les écrivaines algériennes et l’écriture de 
la décennie noire: tactiques et quiproquos.” Fictions / Documents 26 (2008). 
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this as a kind of arbitrary fetishization.426 Madeleine Dobie refers to this critical bunching as 

vulnerable to a “problematic telescoping of the present with the past.”427  

This chapter aims to show a set of similar ideological gestures made by a crop of recent 

novels on the Algerian War. For a novelist like Ferney, whose Passé sous silence centers on Jean 

Bastien-Thiry’s attempt on de Gaulle’s life in Petit-Clamart in August of 1962,428 literature bears 

the responsibility to preserve the past and honor memory. Ferney opens her novel with a 

mournful evocation of “grand-pères oubliés”: “Le monde ne connaît plus grand-père. Il y a des 

millions de grands-pères oubliés, soldats qui découvrirent la guerre réelle après avoir rêvé une 

guerre imaginaire.”429 This posture of the moral scold, wagging a proverbial finger at a 

generation that treats the military service of “grand-père” with ignorance or indifference, 

conceives of memory as something static that is “owed” to a very particular subset of historical 

actors. Ferney also demonstrates an essentialist view of sex and gender, and we might view her 

representation of sexuality as a key to her reactionary social project. Ferney once co-wrote a 

letter denouncing “le mariage pour tous,” in which she argued, “Imposer à des enfants un état 

civil déniant la différence des sexes qui a présidé à leur engendrement, cela conduit à poser que 

 
426 “Si la guerre de libération franco-algérienne conserve un statut d'exception parce qu'elle a été particulièrement 
violente et parce qu'elle est sans doute l'évènement en date auquel le plus de témoins encore vivants ont assisté, elle 
n'est pas pour autant une evidence historique absolue qu'il faut fétichiser en origine. Même longtemps avant la 
periode coloniale qui débute en 1830, d'autres dialogues, et d'autres conflits ont eu lieu entre des pouvoirs 
méditerranéens qui n'avaient pas encore la forme des états nations modernes.” in “Farança-Algéries ou Djazaïr-
frances?,” op. cit., 789. 

427 Madeleine Dobie, “Updating & Globalizing Francophone Studies” H France Salon 11:8 (2019).  

428 This attack, code-named “Charlotte Corday” in honor of Marat’s assassin, is remembered outside of France 
largely as the inspiration for Frederick Forsyth’s 1971 novel and the subsequent film, The Day of the Jackal. The 
polytechnicien and Lieutenant-Colonel Bastien-Thiry, together with fellow partisans of French Algeria and anti-
communist militants, including Pieds-Noirs, Hungarian refugees, and deserters, shot at the presidential convoy. 
There were no fatalities.  

429 Alice Ferney, Passé sous silence (Arles: Actes Sud, 2010), 10.  
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le père et la mère sont interchangeables, bannissant la raison et la signification des mots.”430 

Likewise, access to surrogates would represent the “effacement délibéré des origines.” This word 

choice is revealing. Just as Ferney is worried about “grand-père” being “oublié,” she and her 

ideological allies are concerned with the “effacement” of “origines.” She maintains a belief in 

the definitional power of a static human past, a rigidly essentialist account of biological and 

social reality. As Camille Robcis has argued, comparing anti-gay-marriage rhetoric in France to 

a new Dreyfus Affair: 

It is in opposition not only to women’s rights (gender) and to gay and lesbian 
rights (marriage) but also to the logical connection that supposedly binds them 
that anti-gay-marriage activists have proposed the revival of “the human”: a 
universal and transcendental humanism premised on sexual complementarity and 
theorized most explicitly by Pope John Paul II.431 
 

Thus, as we saw in Chapter Two with the rightwing redeployment of concepts like laïcité, 

assimilationism, and “communautarisme,” the evocation of seemingly secular universalist values 

can help justify religious intolerance and reactionary politics. Apparently humanistic gestures 

should not convince us to treat all political rhetoric as though it were tendered in good faith.  

 

A Crisis of French Masculinity 

An emphasis on essentialized gender roles (and anxiety around the seemingly “perverse” 

sexuality of Muslims in France) also characterizes Jenni’s L’art français de la guerre. In this 

 
430 “Mariage gay: une lettre d'intellectuelles” Le Figaro (4 April 2013), http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-
actu/2013/04/04/97001-20130404FILWWW00509-mariage-gay-une-lettre-d-intellectuelles.php  

431 Camille Robcis, “Catholics, the “Theory of Gender,” and the Turn to the Human in France: A New Dreyfus 
Affair?” The Journal of Modern History 87:4 (2015).  
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novel, an unnamed narrator meets an elderly veteran, Victorien Salagnon, who agrees to teach 

him how to paint in exchange for helping him write his life story. The novel alternates between 

“present day” first-person accounts of the narrator’s life and mediated third-person accounts of 

Salagnon’s life. In the present day portions, we learn of the narrator’s dramatic flight from 

bourgeois convention (marriage, home, work), his descent or perhaps rise to a kind of bohemian 

freedom, without work or attachment, his relationship with Salagnon (and Salagnon’s Pied-Noir 

wife and racist friends), his televised experience of neocolonial warfare, in particular the Gulf 

War (when the French people were finally reconciled with their Army!), his witnessing of police 

brutality and racial profiling in Lyon, his ambivalence about the “race” question, and ultimately 

his musing about colonial violence having “infected” the metropole. During the historical 

sections, we learn about Salagnon’s adolescent years under German occupation, his armed 

participation in the resistance, his integration into the French Amy, his uncertainty after the War, 

his brief trip to Algeria after the May 8th and Sétif massacres, his enlistment and experiences in 

Indochina tracking down the Viet-Minh in the jungle, etc. The chapters of Jenni’s novel alternate 

between sections entitled “roman” and “commentaire,” and we are given to understand “roman” 

chapters are the “memoirs” of Salagnon, reworked by our “narrator,” who performs his function 

as an aggressively self-conscious narrator, “Ma vie est emmerdante et je narre.”432  

Throughout the novel, the narrator frequently disparages his own “narrative” purpose and 

attempts to elevate the “image” as though it had a transcendent and transparent power over 

signification:  

ce que je voudrais, c’est montrer; et pour cela dessiner. Voilà ce que je voudrais: 
que ma main s’agite et que cela suffise pour que l’on voie. Mais dessiner 

 
432 Jenni, L’art français de la guerre, 19.  
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demande une habileté́, un apprentissage, une technique, alors que narrer est une 
fonction humaine: il suffit d’ouvrir la bouche et de laisser aller le souffle.433  

 

Throughout Jenni’s novel, the “image” of the Algerian War is deployed for particular aesthetic 

and political effects: he constructs a “war in his own image.”434 Why would the narrator of a 

prize-winning novel pretend to fail to grasp the careful craft underlying storytelling, especially of 

this length and ambition? Why should he describe images as transparent and unmediated, imbued 

with the full power of “reality”: “je m’enfonçais dans le labyrinthe de la narration alors que 

j’aurais juste voulu montrer comment c’était”?435  Because this narrator is constructed to be 

reflexive about his role as a mediator of memory, and he can best draw attention to his 

sophisticated understanding of memory’s complexity through contrast. Thus, the memory of the 

Algerian War is narratively mediated throughout the novel, and the figure of the old veteran, 

who participates in a kind of belated witnessing, can create a double discourse, filtering the 

present through the past, and vice versa. But rather than embodying the goals of the 

multidirectional paradigm, which strives to account for structural asymmetries and power 

imbalances in forms of victimization, this memorial practice centers particular, racially 

circumscribed and normatively gendered identities. French innocence is reasserted, as past and 

present injustices (torture, far right paramilitary groups) are denounced as aberrant, 

unrepresentative of the “real” France.436   

 
433 Ibid.  

434 “Cette guerre est ma guerre, elle est à mon image, ” as Sartre wrote. See Chapter 1.  

435 Ibid., 20.  

436 On this tactic of abnegation, see Ann Stoler’s “Colonial Aphasia,” op. cit.  
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Beyond this self-conscious engagement with the generational mediation of memory, the 

novel is profoundly marked by anxiety around masculinity in contemporary France. This anxiety 

becomes legible in the novel’s almost comically overwritten sex scenes437 and in its boyish 

fascination with the Army. From the first chapter, helpfully titled “Le départ pour le Golfe des 

spahis de Valence,” the reader is aware that this novel is concerned with masculinity and 

legitimate violence. Throughout the novel, Jenni represents gendered malaise with the metaphor 

of the army’s relationship to the nation, “L’armée en France est un sujet qui fâche. On ne sait pas 

quoi penser de ces types, et surtout pas quoi en faire.”438 

 Like Jenni’s novel, Ferrari’s Où j’ai laissé mon âme also plays on the dialogic structure 

of two narrative forms: one is chronological, has an extradiegetic narrator, and makes use of the 

“présent de narration,” thus aping the form of a journal. The other is retrospective and 

characterized by temporal jumps, has a homodiegetic narrator, and uses past, present, and future 

tenses. The novel depicts moments of extreme cruelty, asking of its readers to consider tensions 

or continuities between the state’s enactment of violence and torture and its republican 

principles. Où j’ai laissé mon âme offers two competing visions of French political identity in 

these alternating chapters. In addition to this binary structure, the novel is built around a central 

love triangle made up of the FLN leader Tahar, the “perverse” Lieutenant Andreani, and the 

“ethical” Captain Degorce, in which victims become torturers amidst an explosion of sexual and 

familial myths. Tellingly, Tahar is neither a narrator nor a point of focalization for an 

 
437 As in its final sentences, which I frankly found almost unreadable: “Je me gonflais tout entier, mon membre 
également, j’étais plein, et je venais en toi. Enfin, j’étais bien,” 632. 

438 Ibid., 12.  
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extradiegetic narratorial voice, unlike the two French characters.439 Andreani’s chapters are 

characterized by what we might call lyrical philo-babble, whereas Degorce’s are punctuated by 

menacing technocratic euphemisms.440 These contrasting literary and ideological frames can be 

interpreted as standing in for two political modes, two ways of conceiving of French identity. 

The familiarly overworked language of Andreani is at once a pseudo-Christian exploration of 

evil in a fallen world (e.g. “le corps est un tombeau”441) and a pedagogy of political realism and 

zero-sum tribalism (e.g. “il ne s’agit que de reconnaître les siens et de leur être loyal.”442).  The 

bureaucratic and managerial abstractions of Degorce point towards a republicanism of 

“fonctionnaires” and “cadres,” in which one’s only responsibility is to conduct the “work” of 

torture (e.g. “nous n’aimons pas ce travail, mais nous le faisons bien”443) as calmly and logically 

as possible (e.g. “la seule chose qui est en son pouvoir est de ne pas aller au-delà de ce que la 

logique exige.”444). 

The tragedy of the novel is that these seemingly distinct modes (of conceiving of and of 

representing violence) are revealed to be two sides of the same coin. The anti-humanist 

reactionary and the defender of “les droits imprescriptibles de l’être humain”445 behave the same 

 
439 Who are both specifically Corsican, like the author himself.  

440 This dichotomy is reminiscent of the contrasting styles employed in recent representations of Nazis: either their 
own flat administrative language is repeated (eg. victims become “stücke,” or pieces) or authors construct virtuosic 
set pieces of baroque horror, complete with scatological and sexual imagery (eg. Jonathan Littell’s Les 
Bienveillantes). 

441 Ferrari, 26.  

442 Ibid., 24.  

443 Ibid., 32.  

444 Ibid., 35.  

445 Ibid., 24.  
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way under pressure, and even the difference between their approaches to language ultimately 

collapses: “Le capitaine André Degorce retourne s’asseoir à son bureau. Il écrit une seule longue 

phrase, un gribouillis illisible dans lequel il met tout son amour.”446 The novel presents a kind of 

lapsarian narrative, and Ferrari clearly had biblical themes in mind, as each Degorce chapter is 

introduced with both a date and a bible verse.447  

One major difference between Ferrari and Jenni’s novels is exemplified by Jenni’s choice 

of a character belonging to the generations that inherited the memory of the Algerian war for his 

homodiegetic narrator, thus bringing much of his contemporary readership closer to his 

perspective. The novels are also built around rather different political and ethical outlooks: 

whereas Jenni is strongly invested in the reintegration of the French Army into the national 

community following its unjust exile, Ferrari sees all of those who participated in state 

sanctioned terror and violence as irredeemably lost. Jenni’s novel also contains extended 

editorializing (and racially-charged tirades) on everything from the hypocrisy of La bataille 

d’Alger to veiled Muslim women and polygamous Muslim men. Finally, Jenni’s novel is 

 
446 Ibid., 150.  

447 These are Genesis 4:10 (The LORD said, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me 
from the ground); Matthew 25:41-43 (Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are cursed, 
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was 
thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did 
not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.’); John 2:24-25 (But Jesus would not entrust 
himself to them, for he knew all people. He did not need any testimony about mankind, for he knew what was in 
each person.) This passage from John is also cited in the final Degorce chapter, after he has tortured the young 
Clément. It is introduced thus “Il y a une phrase terrible, quelque part dans l’Évangile de Jean, qu’il a besoin de lire 
et il lit:” (146-147).  Likewise, the epigraph, from Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita, depicts Pontius 
Pilate’s shame and paralysis faced with his responsibility for the treatment of his holy prisoner.  
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invested in a robust heterosexuality (revisiting the archetype of the “para” as sex symbol) and 

barely addresses the latent homoeroticism or explicit homosociality of all-male communities like 

the army. Ferrari’s novel embraces the opposite stereotype, that is to say the violence committed 

by closeted torturers is a kind of sublimation of their forbidden desire.  

Ferrari explores a number of sexual and familial myths familiar from representations of 

colonialism and decolonization. In the novel’s climactic scene, Degorce’s self-possessed façade 

crumbles as he inserts a knife into the anus of a young French communist, Clément, who had 

called him a “pourriture fasciste.”448 Degorce, as an avatar of euphemistic republicanism, 

elsewhere strongly rebukes his men for the casual violence they inflict on Algerian prisoners and 

attempts to treat the FLN leader Tahar with the reverence one might show a foreign head of state. 

His reserves of anger and violence are conserved for this white metropolitan victim, and he 

believes that his political convictions are necessarily a sham: Clément “usurpe des souffrances 

qui ne sont pas les siennes et s’imagine que sa trahison fait de lui un héros.”449 During this 

depiction of torture, Clément is compared to “un bébé qu’on lange.”450 Thus, this French “son” 

must be taught a violent lesson for his betrayal. The analogy echoes an image repeated several 

times throughout the novel of the massacre of a baby dromedary during Andreani’s ambush of 

ALN troops: “j’ai entendu le petit dromadaire pousser des cris déchirants.”451 The sense of 

reproductive horror that clings to the 1960 embuscade is in turn associated with an attack on a 

wedding party by Islamist militants on the same road during the Algerian Civil War: “la mariée 

 
448 Ferrari, 138.  

449 Ibid., 139.  

450 Ibid.  

451 Ibid., 120.  
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s’est serrée contre son époux qui a posé la main sur son ventre stérile, son ventre de vieille fille 

qui ne servirait plus à rien.”452 The final sequence of the novel returns to this violent image of a 

sterile couple, this time Degorce and Andreani: “vous ne me repoussez plus, vous vous laissez 

aller contre moi, secoué de sanglots silencieux, et je suis si heureux, mon capitaine, parce que 

j’ai compris que notre rêve ne nous libérerait jamais.”453   

Mauvignier’s Des hommes, like Jenni and Ferrari’s novels, makes use of two narrative 

and temporal styles: an initial, present-day, homodiegetic narrator recounting the breakdown of 

his “appelé” cousin, and the subsequent collective polyphonic eruption of disembodied voices of 

“appelés.” First narrated by Rabut, it tells the story of Bernard, i.e. Feu-de-Bois, who attacks the 

family of an Arab neighbor, Saïd, i.e. Chefraoui. Rabut struggles to explain to their horrified 

community that his cousin Bernard’s violent behavior can be attributed to post-traumatic stress 

disorder acquired during the Algerian War. Mauvignier employs a sophisticated literary 

technique, attuned to the psychoanalytic study of trauma and memory, and the reading 

experience is punctuated by destabilizing shifts in perspective, from character, to character, 

object to landscape. And yet, as in Jenni’s and Ferrari’s novels, Mauvignier’s narration seems 

most attuned to the psychic wounds and political motivations of a certain kind of culpable 

victim: French men.454  The brutalizers are constantly brutalized: first by almost unimaginable 

violence in Algeria, referred to darkly as the “Club Bled,”455 and next by post-industrial collapse 

in contemporary France.   

 
452 Ibid., 122.  

453 Ibid., 154.  

454 The novel is translated into English as The Wound, echoing the epigraph Mauvignier takes from Jean Genet’s Le 
funambule (1957): “Et ta blessure, où est-elle?.” 

455 Laurent Mauvignier, Des hommes (Paris: Minuit, 2009), 83.  
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Though the novel movingly depicts the plight of Harkis, knowingly left behind to be 

burned alive, the novel’s central act of betrayal seems to be that of veterans by France and “le 

petit peuple” by elites. These are “pauvres gars” in both senses of the term. And Mauvignier 

directly links racist politics in contemporary France to trauma: Feu-de-Bois’ attack on 

Chefraoui’s family can be explained with the question, repeated like a refrain throughout the 

novel, “Vous vous souvenez de la première fois où vous avez vu un Arabe?”456 Since Chefraoui 

is the same age as the Rabut and Feu-de-Bois, “anciens appelés,” there is a clear implication that 

he was or might just as well have been on the other side, thus provoking legitimate 

animus. Likewise, this idea of a “vous” as separate from this “Arabe,” seen for the “première 

fois,” creates racialized subject and object positions. For the imagined audience, racial animus 

should apparently be treated with concern and compassion, all of the tools of psychoanalysis and 

literary reflexivity. Perhaps, if we all do our “devoirs de mémoire,” “we” could empathize with 

how difficult it is for some of “us.” 

 

 

 

Novels of the Fall 

 

All of these novels seem to endeavor to stuff as much literary and political subject-matter 

into short, digestible volumes as possible. The result can sometimes feel didactic. Each of these 

four novels uses the “scene” of the Algerian War to stage a betrayal and to offer a diagnosis 

concerning contemporary French politics. The matter of who is betrayed by whom plays out 

 
456 Mauvignier, 73.  



 
175 

quite differently in each case. For Ferrari, Man is betrayed by Man, in a moral and quasi-

religious sense: even an upstanding citizen of the Republic responsible for the very idea of 

human rights is apt to commit acts of incomprehensible and unforgivable savagery. Ferrari’s 

literary project testifies to the collapsing difference between two forms of discourse and 

corresponding linguistic and philosophical approaches to politics represented by Degorce and 

Andreani. Ultimately, neither the first’s mathematical abstraction and rigor nor the second’s 

affectively charged poetic lyricism can solve the problem of evil. The flaw he portrays occurs 

both on an individual human scale but also a theological one: the accumulation of human sins 

peoples this journey through hell. The scale of sociopolitical thought (between the individual and 

the cosmic) feels sadly irrelevant to his moral vision: the republic and its contradictions are 

merely a distraction from the essential problem of the Fall.   

In Ferney’s reckoning with this past, France was betrayed by de Gaulle, and the Empire 

by the Republic. Her text also attempts to “personalize” the political: reducing messy historical 

reality (not to mention the moral degeneracy and practical idiocy of the Petit-Clamart attack) into 

a “conte” in which “le colonel et le général” face off in a “duel.”457 But her literary project, 

rather than developing the sort of dialogic or dialectical alternating discourses that Ferrari, Jenni, 

and Mauvignier create, is largely monophonic. Ferney’s short sentences, lack of subordination, 

and ahistorical didacticism persist across the “Donadieu” (Bastien-Thiry) and “Granberger” (de 

Gaulle) chapters—though she uses the second person singular to address Donadieu (this use of 

“toi” feels almost elegiac) and the third person for Granberger. Why not attempt to reproduce or 

comment on de Gaulle’s own well-known voice, broadcast over the BBC and elevated to the 

 
457 Ferney, 11.  
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status of a historical actor? Like Ferrari, Ferney seems to minimize the specifics of the Algerian 

War and gesture towards some vague theory of the violence of history and the fallen character of 

man: “La guerre va et revient. […] L’homme est une méchante bête!”458 The novel is in some 

ways remarkable for its openly reactionary politics—a review in L’express was succinctly titled 

“Alice Ferney romance l’OAS.”459 To mock de Gaulle’s failings, linguistic, political and 

otherwise is certainly not unusual in contemporary France.460 But to rehabilitate Bastien-Thiry is, 

to say the least, an unusual choice. Certainly, to present “appelés” or Harkis or Pieds-Noirs as 

sympathetic and complex victims of history remains compatible with an accounting of 

republican contradictions and difficult political choices. But a failed self-described tyrannicide? 

You might as well take the side of Ravaillac. 

Ferney and her publishers may or may not have been right to believe there existed a 

market for such a reactionary fairytale, and the novel’s critical reception was often generous. The 

review in Le Monde, which found the novel to be “une fanfare bien empesée,” nonetheless gave 

Ferney the political benefit of the doubt: “en redonnant un corps et une voix au responsable de 

l'attentat du Petit-Clamart, Alice Ferney le remet en scène. Donc en question. De là à dire qu'elle 

le réhabilite, c'est très exagéré.”461 Télérama gave the novel the imprimatur of a “critics pick” 

 
458 Ibid., 65.  

459 Emmanuel Hecht, “Alice Ferney romance L’OAS,” L’Express (September 1 2010). 
https://www.lexpress.fr/culture/livre/passe-sous-silence_916117.html  

460 See the discussion of Jenni below. 

461 Nils C. Ahl,  “‘Passé sous silence,’ d'Alice Ferney: une fanfare bien empesée” Le Monde (September 16 2010). 
https://www.lemonde.fr/livres/article/2010/09/16/passe-sous-silence-d-alice-ferney_1411855_3260.html 
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(“on aime beaucoup”) and was impressed by the novel’s sensitive approach to a troubling past: 

“Un roman très documenté, sensible, qui interroge un passé qui, lui aussi, ne passe pas.”462 

For Jenni, the interrogation of this “passé qui ne passe pas” is also an opportunity to 

represent various betrayals: how the army was betrayed by the nation, men by modernity, and 

France by immigration. His depiction of the militarization of police as a kind of internal 

colonialism (what he calls “la pourriture coloniale”463) may superficially seem like an anti-racist 

position: diagnosing contemporary France with “colonial rot” might echo Aimé Césaire’s 

Discours sur le colonialisme.464 And, indeed, Jenni seems to reject the demographic argument of 

de Gaulle’s infamous “Colombey-les-Deux-Mosquées” comment.465 However, the specter of 

“communautarisme” and hyphenated identity troubles him:  

Et les jeunes gens d’ici, qui ressemblent à ceux de là-bas, à qui on n’accorde pas 
ici l’être plein et entier du fait d’un héritage confus, veulent qu’on les appelle 
musulmans, comme là-bas auparavant, mais sans majuscule; cela leur donnerait 
une dignité́ en remplacement de celle qu’on leur refuse. La confusion est totale.466  

 

He celebrates universalism as something quixotic but beautiful: “Nous avons inventé́ la nation 

universelle, concept un peu absurde mais merveilleux par son absurdité́ même, car des hommes 

 
462 Gilles Heuré, Untitled Review of Alice Ferney’s Passé sous silence. https://www.telerama.fr/livres/passe-sous-
silence,60089.php 

463 Jenni, 470.  

464 Césaire describes the Holocaust as the result of Hitler’s “avoir appliqué à l’Europe des procédés colonialistes 
dont ne relevaient jusqu’ici que les Arabes de l’Algérie[.]” Aimé Césaire, Discours sur le colonialisme (Paris: 
Présence africaine, 1962), 13.  

465 Jenni, 458.  

466 Jenni, 604.  
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nés à l’autre bout du monde pouvaient en faire partie. Qu’est-ce qu’être français ? Le désir de 

l’être, et la narration de ce désir en français.”467  

 

 

Politics, Narrative, and the End of History 

 This theme of political identity as inseparable from “narration” (and the French language) 

is linked to L’art français de la guerre’s epithet for de Gaulle, “le Romancier.” Unlike Ferney, 

Jenni dedicates long digressions to de Gaulle’s powerful use of language and role as a kind of 

novelist-in-chief:  

Je prononce le grand F à tout bout de champ depuis que je connais Victorien 
Salagnon, je finis par parler de la France majuscule autant que de Gaulle, ce 
menteur flamboyant, ce romancier génial qui nous fit croire par la seule plume, 
par le seul verbe, que nous étions vainqueurs alors que nous n’étions plus rien. Par 
un tour de force littéraire il transforma notre humiliation en héroïsme: qui aurait 
osé ne pas le croire ? Nous le croyions: il le disait si bien. Cela faisait tant de 
bien.468  

 
On peut gloser sur de Gaulle, on peut débattre de ses talents d’écrivain, s’étonner 
de ses capacités de mentir-vrai quand il travestit ce qui gêne et passe sous silence 
ce qui dérange; on peut sourire quand il compose avec l’Histoire au nom de 
valeurs plus hautes, au nom de valeurs romanesques, au nom de la construction de 
ses personnages, lui-même en premier lieu, on peut; mais il a écrit. Son invention 
permettait de vivre. Nous pouvions être fiers d’être de ses personnages, il nous a 
composés dans ce but, être fiers d’avoir vécu ce qu’il a dit, même si nous 
soupçonnions qu’au-delà̀ des pages qu’il nous assignait existait un autre monde. Il 
faut réécrire, maintenant, il faut agrandir le passé.469  

 

 
467 Ibid., 605.  

468 Jenni, 324-5.  

469 Ibid., 605-6.  
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According to this view of de Gaulle, “tout génie politique est un génie littéraire.”470 Literary 

talent as akin to political manipulation leads to various reflections on the difference between 

literature and other representational forms.471 Jenni accuses de Gaulle of having suppressed 

(“passe[r] sous silence”) any uncomfortable facts which might disturb his grand narrative of 

France’s victorious performance in the Second World War. The title of Ferney’s novel clearly 

picks up on this idea of de Gaulle’s role as a censor or manipulator of history. Though the 

version of events she would like to see come to light, the heroic struggle of the OAS, is far from 

Jenni’s mind. Rather than a binary between official narrative and hidden history, we are faced 

with an infinitely multiplying set of historical contingencies and disagreements.   

Despite the differences between their politics and their oeuvre, both Pierre Guyotat and 

Jenni suggest that decolonization and the end of empire have pushed France out of history. 

Guyotat draws on this idea when he expresses the desire to be Black,472 and Jenni alludes to it in 

the context of resenting de Gaulle’s retreat from Empire to within the borders of a “France 

étroite:” 

Nous sommes très serrés dans la France étroite, sans savoir exactement qui, sans 
oser regarder, sans rien dire. Nous nous sommes mis hors de l’Histoire, en suivant 
les sages préceptes du Romancier. Il ne devrait rien se passer; et pourtant. Nous 
cherchons qui, parmi nous, enfermés dans la France étroite, provoque ainsi des 
troubles. C’est un mystère de chambre close, le coupable doit être là. Nous 
tournons autour de la race sans oser le dire.473  
 

 
470 Ibid., 60.  

471 Thus, Jenni contrasts the dangers of language with the immediacy of images, as discussed above. But at times, he 
demonstrates that he is self-conscious around the construction of images and the manipulations made possible by the 
production and circulation of images, such as in his long digression on La Bataille d’Alger and his opening 
meditation on the portrayal of the Gulf War on television. 

472 “Aujourd’hui je crève de ne pas être noir” Littérature interdite, 18. See Chapter Three.   

473 Jenni, 617.  
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 Deploying a series of mixed metaphors, Jenni wonders how de Gaulle locked France out of 

history, who, in the newly “narrow” confines of a Republic without an Empire, is responsible for 

all the violence, and why no one will name the obvious culprits, racial minorities. This phrase, 

“la France étroite,” lamenting the vast geographic and psychic spaces imperialism provided, is 

sometimes also pejoratively employed in discussions of “communautarisme” and the decline of 

the nation state.474 Jenni and Guyotat’s literary projects, different as they are, attempt to diagnose 

the malaise of living outside of (imperial) history.475 

Ferrari’s Où j’ai laissé mon âme is the only novel of this group that alludes in any way to 

Algerian history outside of 1954-62. Andreani, heartsick and obsessed, is shown returning to 

Algeria as if it were in some way his lost homeland—he says as much to his driver, pretending to 

be a native of the town where he had led a deadly ambush against ALN fighters—as though he 

had experienced a second birth through his “baptême de feu.” Jenni, on the other hand, focuses 

on diagnosing what ails the contemporary French polity—he frequently references the “origine 

 
474 Cf. Michel Maffesoli and Hélène Strohl, La France étroite: Face à l’intégrisme laïc, l’idéal communautaire 
(Paris: Moment, 2015).  

475 Of course, neither describes an “end of history” in the sense intended by Francis Fukuyama in his eponymous 
book on the end of the Cold War. Nonetheless, they are describing the end of a certain political structure as the 
emergence of a post-historical world, describing a post-imperial geopolitical order as a form of violence against 
former colonial powers. This repeats some familiar tropes about “where” history occurs and “who” participates in 
history: Georg Friedrich Hegel famously referred to Africa as “lying beyond the day of self-conscious history, […] 
enveloped in the dark mantle of night.” Cf. Hegel, Philosophy of History, John Sibree, trans., (New York: Colonial 
Press, 1900), 91. Conversely, Albert Memmi argued that colonialism itself was an attempt to push the colonized 
“hors de l’histoire et hors de la cité.” Cf. Albert Memmi, “Portrait du colonisé” Esprit 250:5 (May 1957), 796. In 
addition, Jenni and Guyotat’s nostalgia for historical time (an unease tied to the sense of having to live after all 
world-historical events have already transpired) echoes tropes from French Romanticism, such as Musset’s oft-
quoted “Je suis venu trop tard dans un monde trop vieux.” Cf. Alfred de Musset, “Rolla,” in Poésies Complètes 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1957), 274. More recently, and perhaps more relevantly, they echo President Sarkozy’s polemical 
“Discours de Dakar,” in which he claimed that “Le drame de l'Afrique, c'est que l'homme africain n'est pas assez 
entré dans l'histoire.” Nicolas Sarkozy, speech delivered July 26 2007, transcribed at 
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2007/11/09/le-discours-de-dakar_976786_3212.html  
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des troubles” and the “émeute qui vient”—and he holds certain demographic phenomena 

responsible for the social disorder he perceives:  

Le classement des visages est une opération militaire, la dissimulation des corps 
est un acte de guerre, un refus explicite de toute paix qui ne soit pas l’élimination 
de l’autre. Le champ de bataille des guerres civiles est l’aspect du corps, et tout 
l’art de la guerre consiste en sa maltraitance. […] Cela tend à se régler par les 
armes, mais cela pourrait se régler par le sexe. Le sexe, en trois générations, 
flouterait les visages et emmêlerait les parentés, ne laisserait que la langue intacte, 
mais on préfère les armes. On recouvre les femmes de bâches noires, on les range 
à l’intérieur, on les cache, et on exhibe des armes. Les armes donnent la 
jouissance immédiate de la force.476  
 

Though the narrator here essentially calls for a vast multiracial orgy to end racism, he also 

characterizes women who veil as acts of war. Beyond even participants in a race war, they are 

tactics, deployed by a depersonalized but implicitly masculine and Muslim “on”: “on recouvre 

les femmes […] et on exhibe des armes.” Muslim men, likewise, are intentionally and 

provocatively polygamous, “Il est polygame, je vous dis, sous notre toit; et il nous nargue.”477 

Passages of this nature make it clear that Jenni, or at least the narrator of this novel, essentially 

hold postcolonial immigrants responsible for a looming civil war. Beyond the commonly 

repeated argument that religious garb represents a danger to European-style public space—

“L’autre voilé d’un sac noir privatise un peu de l’espace de la rue. Il enferme de clôtures un peu 

de l’espace public”478—Jenni draws a racialized fantasy of men hiding under niqabs: “Je me 

réjouis de ne pas être enfermé dans un bus avec deux foulards obscurs, dont l’un portait des 

 
476 Jenni, 617-620.  

477 Ibid., 614.  

478 Ibid., 235.  
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chaussures de femme et l’autre des chaussures d’homme.”479 Parallel to these inherently 

bellicose immigrant communities, Jenni depicts the rise of the far right in France through a 

fictional party he calls the GAFFES (“Groupes d’Autodéfense des Français Fiers d’Être de 

Souche”): 

Quand les GAFFES apparurent et commencèrent d’accaparer l’attention, nous les 
doux idiots de la classe moyenne nous les prîmes pour un groupuscule fasciste. 
Nous pouvions rejouer les scènes fondatrices, nous pouvions “entrer en 
résistance” comme à longueur de pages le racontait le Romancier. Nous 
manifestâmes. Nous les prîmes pour l’ennemi, alors qu’ils donnaient un spectacle 
de pétomane pour détourner l’attention. […] La vie réelle de la colonie, faite de 
fausse bonhommie et de vraies gifles, d’arrangements entre hommes et 
d’illégalisme appliqué à tous, est le vrai programme des GAFFES, parti fantôme 
revenu dans les bateaux de 62.480  
 

Echoing earlier metropolitan anxieties about the racial corruption of both Arabo-Berber and 

Pied-Noir communities, Jenni argues that the ascendant reactionary and nationalist French right 

crossed the Mediterranean by boat, sneaking into France in 1962. The causal link drawn here is 

perhaps tenuous, though, of course, external threats to the Republic might be easier to imagine 

than internal tensions. Though our narrator clearly thinks little of these funnily-named 

paramilitary stooges, his focus on veiled women and polygamist men reveals a deep-seated 

discomfort with changing demographics. 

 

 

 

 
479 Ibid., 235. On this subject, Joan Scott’s The Politics of the Veil (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2007) is 
indispensable. Likewise, see Frantz Fanon’s extended discussion of the “veil” in Chapter One of L’an V de la 
révolution algérienne, “L’Algérie se dévoile.” 

480 Jenni, 615-6.  
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From the PCF to the FN 

Although not all of these novels directly address conscription, I’ve chosen them because 

they reveal something about the attittudes of contemporary discussions of the Algerian War—

that is to say, the apparently increased appetite and tolerance for reactionary stances concerning 

race and empire. As we saw in the previous three chapters, the main political interlocutors of our 

earlier novelists were communists: for Anselme, Ehni, Modiano, Perec, and Guyotat, 

representing the France of the “Trente Glorieuses” necessarily means accounting for either the 

legitimacy or hypocrisy of communist critiques of ascendant capitalist structures. But, as we’ve 

seen from this chapter, the very idea of communism as a viable alternative has almost entirely 

disappeared from contemporary debate. What has replaced communists as the main antagonists 

to the neoliberal capitalist order? The Front National, the party established by Jean-Marie Le Pen 

in 1972, and now led by his daughter, Marine Le Pen.481 

In 2005, President François Hollande explicitly compared the FN to the PCF, saying on 

an episode of the TV show “Le Supplément” that “Mme Le Pen parle comme un tract du Parti 

communiste des années 1970.”482 This utterance led to a number of think-pieces on the nature 

and accuracy of this comparison,483 but it is certainly true that by 2005, the FN had acquired at 

least the numerical legitimacy of an opposition party rejecting both center-right and center-

 
481 The party has been recently rebranded as the “Rassemblement National,” but will be referred to here as the FN 
for the sake of clarity.  

482 Cited in “Peut-on comparer le PCF au FN” Le Monde (April 4 2015). 
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2015/04/22/peut-on-comparer-le-pcf-au-fn_4620733_3232.html 

483 See, e.g. Samuel Laurent and Leïla Marchand, “Le FN dit-il la même chose que les communistes il y a trente 
ans?” Le Monde (April 20 2015). https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2015/04/20/le-fn-dit-il-la-meme-
chose-que-les-communistes-il-y-a-trente-ans_4619300_4355770.html?xtmc=georges_marchais&xtcr=2 
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left.484 The novels of this chapter, though their politics are varied, can be read as parables about 

the rise of the FN in France. The FN generally campaigns on left-leaning economic policy—e.g. 

state interventionism and welfare—coupled with right-wing social policy—e.g. immigration 

restriction, law and order.485 Of course, the FN rejects the traditional political labels of left and 

right—“ni droite, ni gauche, français!” was the party’s rallying cry in the 1990s.486 Though the 

party’s attitude towards the free market has shifted, its anti-immigrant stance and, in particular, 

anti-Muslim rhetoric have remained constants.   

 As we’ve seen, Jenni’s text depicts the rise of the far-right GAFFES in tandem with the 

threat of an unassimilated population referred to as “issue de l’immigration.” Likewise, the 

anxieties around French masculinity in the novels of our corpus also find echo in Le Pen’s 

racialized and sexualized rhetoric concerning the threat posed by Muslim communities in France. 

For example, he has said in an interview: 

Savez-vous qu'il y a des villes en France qui sont déjà majoritairement 
étrangères? Roubaix, 60 % d'immigrés maghrébins! Si vous attendez le jour où ça 
brûle pour en prendre conscience, il sera un peu tard. Vous avez vu les foules en 
Egypte, en Tunisie, en Syrie? Le jour où vous avez une foule comme ça qui 
descendra les Champs-Elysées! Ce n'est rien, pour eux, à la limite, d'avoir 
300.000 personnes. Qui les arrêtera? Et s'ils descendent les Champs-Elysées, ce 

 
484 A remarkable political shift had occurred. 20 or more percent of the electorate had consistently voted communist 
from the 1940s to the beginning of the 1980s. As the PCF’s support dwindled (down to 2.7% in the legislatives of 
2017), the Front National went from .2% in the legislatives of 1981 to an average of 10+% in the subsequent 
decades, with Marine Le Pen getting more than 20% in the 2017 presidential first round and more than 30% in the 
second. See https://www.data.gouv.fr/s/resources/election-presidentielle-des-23-avril-et-7-mai-2017-resultats-
definitifs-du-1er-tour-1/20170427-100131/Presidentielle_2017_Resultats_Tour_1_c.xls  and 
https://www.data.gouv.fr/fr/datasets/election-presidentielle-des-23-avril-et-7-mai-2017-resultats-du-2eme-tour-1/ 

485 Jean-Marie Le Pen did initially campaign on free market deregulation, but the FN’s economic platform shifted 
over the course of the 1980s and 1990s towards increased protectionism.  

486 Jean-Marie Le Pen’s son-in-law, Samuel Maréchal, also wrote a book by this title. Cf. Samuel Maréchal, Ni 
droite, ni gauche, Français! (Paris: Alizée, 1996). In this instance, as in many others, the Front National proved 
adept at “saying the quiet part loud.” The phrase was associated with fascism and was the title of historian Zeev 
Sternhell’s controversial book on the French origins of national socialism. Cf. Zeev Sternhell, Ni droite, ni gauche: 
L’idéologie fasciste en France. (Paris: Seuil, 1983).  
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ne sera pas pour faire joujou. Par exemple, ils veulent sodomiser le Président. Ils 
se donnent ça comme objectif: arriver jusqu'à la grille du Coq, l'enfoncer, et 
ensuite le sabrer? Je répète: qui les arrêtera?487  
 

In the case of Mauvignier’s Des hommes, racist violence against postcolonial immigrants is 

portrayed as an unfortunate but seemingly unavoidable consequence of the trauma inflicted on 

“appelés.” The uncanniness of seeing those people here, in France, is repeatedly referenced even 

by the narrator, who doesn’t participate in Feu-de-Bois’s violence but remains empathetic.  

The most extreme example of political reaction in these novels occurs with Ferney’s 

attempted rehabilitation of Bastien-Thiry. Her text’s anti-Gaullism also resonates with the history 

of the FN: Jean-Marie Le Pen repeatedly defended Pétain and mocked de Gaulle and the Free 

French, and a certain amount of overlap existed between the early membership of the FN and the 

OAS.488 Finally, Jenni’s contention that the GAFFES are really a foreign authoritarian threat and 

a vestige of the Algerian War—a “parti fantôme revenu dans les bateaux de 62”—is somewhat 

empirically supported by studies on the voting habits of the repatriated Pied-Noir community.489 

But, more significantly, it fits into the reactionary discursive linking of multiculturalism and war. 

 
487 Jean-Marie Le Pen, “Je ne ménage pas Marine, je la respecte,” France-Soir (April 18, 2011). Cited in Todd 
Shepard, “‘Something Notably Erotic’: Politics, ‘Arab Men,’ and Sexual Revolution in Post-decolonization France, 
1962–1974” The Journal of Modern History 84:1 (March 2012), 80-115.  

488 For example, the lawyer who defended Bastien-Thiry and Raoul Salan, Jean-Louis Tixier-Vignancour, ran for 
President in 1965 with Jean-Marie Len Pen as his campaign manager. Le Pen was also a friend of Jean-Jacques 
Susini, a founder of the OAS. See the chapter on “Le Pen dans la guerre d’Algérie” in Benjamin Stora, Les 
mémoires dangereuses (Paris: Albin Michel, 2016).  

489 See Eric Savarese, “The Pieds-Noirs and French Political Life, 1962–2015” in Manuel Borutta and Jan Jansen, 
eds., Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany and France (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016). 
Savarese finds that, “44 percent of Pieds-Noirs responding to the 2002 survey said they had voted Front National at 
least once. […] Pieds-Noirs lastingly affected by the consequences of the Algerian War and repatriation, and never 
really having come to terms with the loss of their homeland, are prone to express their frustration by voting FN. […] 
In Algeria a majority of the French population traditionally voted for the Left, especially in big cities like Algiers 
and Oran; but according to Emmanuelle Comtat’s study of the ‘pieds-noirs 2000’ report, they are now largely voting 
to the Right (49 percent) and the Centre (23 percent), and significantly less to the Left (9 percent).”  
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Renaud Camus, whose theory of “grand replacement” has given an analytic framework to white 

nationalists around the world, has compared the contemporary moment to the euphemisms of the 

Algerian War, claiming in an interview that “La France est en guerre et personne ne veut le 

dire.”490 His theory of replacement generally boils down to blaming a (Jewish) media conspiracy, 

a deliberately debased public-school system, and various “cosmopolitan” “elites” for attempting 

to “replace” whites with nonwhites. He supports Marine Le Pen, and his defenders include Alain 

Finkielkraut.  

 Le Pen’s white identitarian Front National has emerged, perhaps unsurprisingly, as a 

defender of republican values, from laïcité, to assimilationism, to humanism. Thus, Jean-Marie 

Le Pen’s granddaughter, Marion Maréchal, can make statements about multicultural pedagogy 

failing the Republic:  

Vous répétez à l’envi les mots de République, de laïcité, de démocratie pour 
parler de l’école, mais ce sont sur ses résultats qu’on la juge. Or, si jadis elle 
intégrait et émancipait, désormais, elle n’est plus qu’une machine à exacerber les 
particularismes, un laboratoire pour pédagogisme et une usine à chômeurs.491 
 

Rather than simply reflecting increased demographic paranoia, these novels of the 2000s and 

2010s offer up accounts of the rise of the far right in France and its increasing appropriation of 

republican, laïque, “universalist” values. Just as significant is the absence of a muscular left in 

these representations of French society. Even when Anselme’s La permission mocked the 

communist guru attending a family lunch in an HLM, left-wing ideas and characters were 

 
490 Renaud Camus, interview by Olivier Renault, La voix de la Russie (2012). 
http://french.ruvr.ru/2012_08_20/france-en-guerre/  

491 Marion Maréchal-Le Pen speech in the Assemblée Nationale, March 11 2013. http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2012-2013/20130168.asp Cited in Jean-Michel Barreau, Le Front national: une identité 
antirépublicaine (Vulaines-sur-Seine: Croquant, 2017).  
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introduced, grappled with, built into the novel’s vision of France. Even when Modiano or Perec 

were mocking intellectuals like Sartre, they implicitly acknowledged their importance as 

gatekeepers of the discourse, important reference points for anyone trying to make sense of 

French politics and society. The left has now been erased from recent novels portraying 

historical France. Ferrari’s Où j’ai laissé mon âme briefly features a communist character, but he 

is portrayed, at worst as “race traitor” and at best as an irritating countercultural poseur. He is 

hardly the embodiment of a viable political alternative. The available options are dry 

bureaucratic republicanism or blood and soil nationalism. Likewise, though Jenni’s vision of 

France includes communists in the Resistance, he implies that a viable political left appears to 

have completely disappeared by the time of the Algerian War, never mind the twenty-first 

century.  

 

 

A “Différend,” A Memory War? 

In his introduction to Jean-François Lyotard’s collection, La guerre des Algériens, 

Mohammed Ramdani deploys Lyotard’s concept of the “différend” to describe the weaknesses of 

colonialism and the failure of French intellectuals to recognize the stakes of the conflict and 

anticipate its result, both in France and Algeria. As Pierre Vidal-Naquet put it, the revolution had 

“débouché ni sur le socialisme en Algérie ni sur la Révolution en France.”492 The concept of the 

“différend” is useful because the novels of our corpus struggle to articulate a wrong and attempt 

 
492 Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Esprit, April 1980, cited in the Introduction by Mohammed Ramdani to Jean-François 
Lyotard’s La guerre des Algériens (Paris: Galilée, 1989).  
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to make use of various literary and discursive tactics to represent an apparently unacknowledged 

injustice. We might use this concept to understand the problematics raised in earlier chapters: in 

Perec and Modiano’s case, the shadow of the Dreyfus Affair transforms the literary pastiche of 

virulent anti-Semitism in mid-twentieth-century France into a searching interrogation of the 

intellectual’s role in society. The moral cowardice and the petty careerism of the political 

vanguard are held up for mockery, and alternative ways of being are enacted through literary 

invention and world-bending word play. In Guyotat’s case, the representation of politics as 

violence is coupled with the attempt to explode philosophical orthodoxies around human agency 

and the body. At once literary formal innovation and intellectual engagement with the mid-

twentieth-century philosophical decentering of the subject, Guyotat’s oeuvre finds resonance 

with Lyotard’s conception of the “différend” insofar as the “wrong” that cannot be articulated is 

structurally necessary to life in a world shaped by subject-based politics and philosophy. Much 

as Lyotard used the category of the “différend” to pick apart the impossible evidentiary demands 

of the negationists, Jenni, Mauvignier, Ferney, and Ferrari’s novels attempt to demonstrate the 

absurd standards being demanded to prove the crime of colonialism. Each of these novels are 

trying to tell us no crime occurred. There can be no sufficient representation of the French 

presence in Algeria to convince us that French actions were illegitimate.  

For Alexis Jenni’s L’art français de la guerre, the anxiety underlying the narrator’s dim 

view of the present moment is centered on postcolonial immigration or invasion threatening 

France’s cultural and political integrity. Though he represents a kind of “internal colonialism,”—

or the imperial state of exception infecting Europe493—the real “différend” for Jenni is not the 

 
493 This analogy, as we’ve seen, has been deployed by Aimé Césaire to describe the colonial origins the Holocaust in 
his Discours sur le colonialisme (1955). Likewise, Hannah Arendt traces the rise of fascist movements back to 
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police violence faced by communities of color, but rather a crisis of French masculinity, 

exemplified most especially in the Nation’s alienation from the Army. In the case of Alice 

Ferney’s Passé sous silence, the attempted rehabilitation of the OAS depends on the idea that the 

justice of the colonial cause has been hidden or erased due to a kind of politically correct 

revisionism. The “wrong” Ferney believes herself to be painfully articulating is the victory of 

Gaullism and its attendant historical misrepresentations. But if Gaullism is often viewed as a 

project of willful historical revisionism (realigning France with the Allies via the tiny minority of 

the Free French and censoring the history of collaboration and Maréchal Pétain’s “Révolution 

Nationale”494), to identify de Gaulle with insufficiently patriotic multiculturalists of the twenty-

first century is to partake of a reactionary revisionism bordering on the absurd. 

Each novel can be read as an intervention in a contemporary debates involving the 

legitimacy of violence: Jenni’s focus is on masculinity and the military, Mauvignier’s on the rise 

of the Front National, Ferrari’s on the lingering impacts of torture, and Ferney’s on the 

“betrayal” of the French Empire. Ferrari appears to think he is being Nietzschean, with his focus 

on the libidinal aspects of torture and public mutilations.495 The distinction between extrajudicial 

and legitimate, that is to say state sanctioned, forms of violence and punishment aren’t always 

 
colonialist imperialism’s hostility to republican or parliamentary states. Cf. Hannah Arendt, The Origins of 
Totalitarianism (New York: Schocken, 1951).  

494 On this subject, see for instance Henry Rousso’s discussion of the myth of “Résistancialisme” in Le syndrome de 
Vichy. Rousso defines “Résistantialisme” as the collective erasure by Gaullists of collaboration during the German 
occupation and the insistence that France was united in armed resistance. In Rousso’s account, this myth took hold 
during the Algerian War, with de Gaulle’s return to power, and only began to fall apart after de Gaulle’s death in 
1970 and the controversial release of Marcel Ophuls’s documentary Le chagrin et la pitié in 1971.  

495 “[T]he feeling of satisfaction that comes from being permitted to vent his power without a second thought on one 
who is powerless, the carnal delight “de faire le mal pour le plaisir de le faire,” the enjoyment of doing violence”  
Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, Douglas Smith, trans., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
46.  



 
190 

easy to distinguish.496 In Jenni’s case, during the introductory “Spahis de Valence” chapter, the 

narrator describes himself in terms reminiscent of the soldiers on leave analyzed in Chapter Two. 

This atomized French male is cut loose from most forms of social belonging (family and 

professional life), and he seeks meaning by watching footage of the Gulf War and reading up on 

military history: 

Que faisais-je? J’allais dans les rues, je restais dans les cafés, je lisais à la 
bibliothèque publique des ouvrages de sciences et d’histoire, je faisais tout ce que 
peut faire un homme seul, en ville, qui néglige de rentrer chez lui. Et le plus 
souvent, rien. Je n’ai pas de souvenirs de cet hiver, rien d’organisé, rien à 
raconter, mais quand j’entends sur France Info l’indicatif du journal express, je 
plonge dans un tel état de mélancolie que je réalise que je n’ai dû faire que ça: 
attendre les nouvelles du monde à la radio, qui venaient tous les quarts d’heure 
comme autant de coups d’une grosse horloge, horloge de mon cœur qui battait 
alors si lentement, horloge du monde qui allait sans hésiter vers le pire.497  
 

 The narrator describes himself as alienated and socially atomized but also obsessed with an 

alternative (homo)social military order. He appears to be mobilized into a kind of virtual army of 

French men looking for brothers but finding only screens.  

 

A Separate Caste 

In the imagined past of these contemporary novelists, two characters have disappeared. 

The first is the conscript. Indeed, in many twenty-first-century representation of the 1950s and 

 
496 See for example, Didier Fassin, The Will to Punish (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). See also David 
Garland, “Penal Excess and Surplus Meaning: Public Torture Lynchings in Twentieth-Century America” Law & 
Society Review 39.4 (Dec. 2005), 793-833. Garland argues that public torture lynchings “most closely conform to 
the ‘criminal punishments’ typically studied in the sociology and history of punishment and […] least closely 
conform to our standard narrative about the evolution of modern society and penal practice” (797). 

497 Jenni, 17.  
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1960s, what’s striking is a conception of the Army as wholly professional, a separate caste, a 

kind of political alternative to the messiness of the Republic. It is now an army of “paras,” of 

OAS rebels, of the “légion étrangère.” Where are the ambivalent conscripts, begging for “la 

quille, bordel!”? Where are the “appelés” who refused to rally to Salan, saving France from an 

authoritarian putsch? Gone even is the powerful propagandistic image of the ragtag patriots of 

the Armée de Valmy, screaming “Vive la Nation!.” These novelists participate in an ahistorical 

homogenization of the armed forces, reimagining a site of political contestation as an 

authoritarian and virile fantasy.  Likewise, the army has been reimagined as external to the 

Republic, rather than one of the pillars of republican citizenship formation. An experience 

practically all French male citizens underwent, but that divided them as much as it united them, 

has been ossified into a permanent outside group. (The exception here is Mauvignier, who is 

interested in representing the psychological toll military service had on his characters. But his 

limited vision of the silenced “appelé” as victim of history still undercuts the political 

significance and heterogeneity of military service.) 

Second, where is the communist? Let me step back from this question for a moment. 

These novelistic imaginings of France’s wars of decolonization tend to have a tragic symmetry: 

first and most obviously, the “résistant” becomes the Nazi, the victim becomes the torturer. This 

kind of rhetorical alignment was already in vogue in the 1960s, and it continues to shape 

representations and memory. But a second symmetry is repeated: foreign violence becomes 

domestic violence, colonial racism becomes metropolitan racism, what “we” did there “we” now 

do to “ourselves.” This kind of rhetoric is just as familiar, and it influences political policy, such 

as around the “devoir de mémoire” today. But it’s not very good history (and perhaps not very 

good politics). Emmanuelle Saada analyzes continuities between colonialism and racial 
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discrimination in contemporary France by showing how the reappearance of the “question 

raciale” in early 2000s in France led to a tendency among activists and historians to call for the 

acknowledgment of the colonial past as a means of better understanding racism in the present. 498 

Saada pushes back against the narrative that a “racisme ‘nouvelle manière’” was imported to the 

metropole and transformed life in a political community where, previously, “les ‘principes 

républicains’ du vivre ensemble” had insured harmonious social and racial relations.499 She 

argues that, “L’hypothèse de l’origine coloniale des discriminations contemporaines repose sur 

une vision statique et monolithique du ‘racisme colonial.’”500 Thus, easy analogies risk flattening 

complexity, heterogeneity, and resistance. Although the PCF has become politically irrelevant 

today (as the FN has become ascendant), during the Algerian War, Marxists, left-wing Catholics, 

Tiers-Mondistes and all sorts of political groups amenable to some goals of the French Republic 

while critical of others played important roles in the academy and in politics.501  

Using the setting of the Algerian War to reflect on crises in French citizenship, these 

novels participate in republican critiques of republicanism, much like the novels of our first 

chapter, Daniel Anselme’s La permission and Rene-Nicolas Ehni’s La gloire du vaurien. But 

rather than viewing conscription as embodying and clarifying the more important parts of 

 
498 Emmanuelle Saada, “Un racisme de l’expansion. Les discriminations raciales au regard des situations coloniales” 
in Didier Fassin and Éric Fassin, eds., De la question sociale à la question raciale? Représenter la société française 
(Paris: La Découverte, 2006).  

499 Saada, 64. 

500 Saada, 66.  

501 On the subject of political responses to the War in the academy, see for example David L. Schalk, War and the 
Ivory Tower: Algeria and Vietnam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991); James D. Le Sueur, Uncivil War: 
Intellectuals and Identity Politics during the Decolonization of Algeria (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2001), and Jean-Pierre Rioux and Jean-François Sirinelli, eds., La guerre d’Algérie et les intellectuels français 
(Paris: Complexe, 1992).   
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democratic life (connected to fraternity, public education, and the implied significance of a 

mediating community between the individual and the state), they fetishize the undemocratic 

aspects of military life. And rather than portraying Communists or anticolonial activists as their 

political interlocutors, they depict the return of ethnonationalist parties and conceptions of the 

nation. Ferrari, Jenni, Ferney and Mauvignier, despite their ideological and literary differences, 

risk giving legitimacy to the anxieties surrounding demographic change by offering sympathetic 

portraits of those who would seek to circumscribe the polity along white identitarian lines.  

When can the discursive or literary engagement with racism edge towards racism? The 

question is deliberately provocatively worded, but it merits more than summary dismissal. In the 

same way Balibar and others have traced the migration of racist discourse away from biological 

essentialism towards murkier cultural claims, we could speak today about a ventriloquizing 

“neo-racism.” The discursive packaging of racialized conceptions of citizenship today often 

makes use of second or third-order claims. By this I mean: appeals to tone down “political 

correctness,” “identity politics” or anti-racist activism are often presented as pragmatic 

anticipations of inevitable (white) backlash. “Letting in more migrants will only give Le Pen 

more votes” is a claim designed to sound racially neutral, perhaps even sympathetic to the plight 

of “real” refugees, but politically responsible enough to avoid encouraging Fascism. Politically 

irresponsible enough, from another vantage point, to prioritize the political goals of white 

identitarians above all others. In attributing racist feelings to others, “I don’t have anything 

against X, I just understand why my fellow citizens might have a problem with X,” plausible 

deniability is established, and a racialized conception of political rights is normalized.  
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Conclusion 

Last Tango in Algeria 

When Paul (Marlon Brando) chases Jeanne (Maria Schneider) into her family’s bourgeois 

Montparnasse apartment at the end of Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris (1972), he 

mockingly dons the képi of her dead father, a colonel in the Algerian War, salutes, and asks 

“How do you like your hero now?” His description of her flight from him, “You ran through 

Africa, Asia,” replaces Parisian neighborhoods with two continents that allude to the French 

Empire’s global reach. He demands to finally learn her name, and she seems to kill him with it, 

softly saying “Jeanne” as a gunshot rings out. She has wounded him in the groin with her father’s 

service weapon. As he dies, he mumbles, “Our children, our children, our children will 

remember.” This final scene condenses some of the sexual and familial myths surrounding the 

end of Empire that animate the political and psychoanalytic currents of this landmark film.  

It is also a scene which addresses the representation of these myths. Bertolucci’s film is 

highly metafictional—Thomas (Jean-Pierre Léaud), Jeanne’s fiancé, is an aspiring filmmaker 

who directs their every encounter for a sort of cinéma vérité feature he has decided to make 

about Jeanne, never mind her discomfort. As Thomas films Jeanne’s reminiscences in the 

suburban home her family occupied after leaving Algeria, the racism of her colonial childhood 

reappears. We see her mourn Mustapha, whom she describes as her “ami d’enfance,”: he was a 

German Shepherd whose tombstone reads “Meilleur défenseur de nos idées – Oran 1950-Paris 

1958.” The violence and critical irony embedded in this “mission civilisatrice”-themed epitaph is 

only intensified when the apparently Pied-Noir nanny, Olympia, says “le Colonel l’avait dressé à 
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reconnaître les Arabes à leur odeur.” Olympia also calls some naughty boys defecating in the 

now dilapidated garden, referred to as a “jungle,” “bicots.” As Thomas coaxes Jeanne into 

closing her eyes and picturing the most typical images from her childhood, she sees “Papa. En 

grand uniforme. Papa en Algérie.” Later, as he tries to extract more cinematic material from his 

fiancée, Thomas screams “Alors, le Colonel! Le Colonel!” The camera cuts to Jeanne, naked, 

with Paul. She is describing “le colonel”—his eyes, his boots, “Qu’est-ce qu’il était beau dans 

son uniforme.” But Paul wants none of it—“What a steaming pile of horseshit.” Though she tries 

to continue, “Il est mort en 58, en Algérie,” he screams at her, repeating “No names!”  

Built around this talismanic demand, Jeanne and Paul’s sexual encounters play out like 

torture in reverse: with Jeanne continuously trying to confess to Paul as he abuses her and rejects 

the information she presents. As he rapes her in the infamous “butter scene,” he makes her repeat 

lines like “the children are tortured until they tell their first lie.” Afterwards, she shocks herself 

with a faulty appliance and tricks him into doing the same, recalling the “gégène.” In a bathtub 

scene, he holds her head underwater and hits her with a shoe as she attempts to tell him she loves 

him, recalling the “baignoire.” After she successfully “confesses” her love to him, he makes her 

torture him by sticking her fingers in his anus, recalling jailhouse acts of sodomy and sexual 

mutilation. The very apartment in which they conduct their increasingly violent trysts seems 

haunted by colonial violence and guilt. Members of the riot police (CRS)—a well-armed group 

notorious for their bloody interventions in the October 17th 1961 Massacre as well as the student 

uprisings of May 1968—are stationed outside of the Passy apartment, which sits directly above 

the Pont Bir Hakeim. Downstairs, the Black concierge who gives Jeanne the keys grabs her hand 

and laughs maniacally, interrupting the young bohemian bourgeoise’s seemingly charmed 

existence with an uncanny premonition. With the torturer, lover, foreigner, father-figure 
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crumbled on the terrace, Jeanne mumbles to herself, “C’est un fou. Il a essayé de me violer. Je ne 

sais pas comment il s’appelle.” “Je ne connais pas son nom” is the last audible line, as Gato 

Barbieri’s jazz score overtakes her voice. The film’s final scene alludes to colonial domination, 

insurgency and repression, and the generational transmission or suppression of the memory of an 

“unnamable” war. 

Despite Last Tango in Paris’s lasting controversial cultural significance, the film was 

rarely perceived at the time of its release and is rarely discussed now as a meditation on the 

violent aftereffects of the Algerian War.502 However, nearly every depiction of intimacy and 

violence in the film seems to make reference to the sexual and familial dynamics of colonial 

conquest and domination, from Jeanne’s mother’s erotic attachment to her dead husband’s 

military boots, “ça me donne un frisson étrange,” to the image of a bare-breasted Kabyle woman 

Jeanne finds in her father’s wallet—“Bel exemple de Berbère,” grimaces her mother. As Jeanne 

and Thomas fight in the Bir Hakeim metro station, the oversized advertisements surrounding 

them recall Kristin Ross’s argument on hygiene and the “colonization of everyday life” in Fast 

Cars, Clean Bodies. A clenched male fist hands “Vigor” soap to a delicate female hand, and a 

fabric softener is described with military echoes as “incorporé” (enlisted). In a chapter on 

hygiene, Ross focuses on both cleanliness’s discursive links to the post-Vichy “épuration” and 

 
502 The critical literature on the film doesn’t generally focus on the Algerian angle, though the psychoanalytic critic 
Esther Rashkin addresses some of the film’s references to colonialism and decolonization in her article “Sex, 
Sadism, Encrypted Loss and Encrypted History in Last Tango in Paris” Parallax 15:1 (2009) and her Unspeakable 
Secrets and the Psychoanalysis of Culture (Ithaca: SUNY Press, 2008). Likewise, Todd Shepard discusses the film 
in Sex, France, & Arab Men, 1962-1979 (Chicago: University of Chicago Pres, 2017). He points out that “what 
almost every French critic at the time […] avoided was an examination of the quite visible, indeed crucial, role of 
the Algerian war and Arabs in Last Tango” (212). Shepard’s analysis centers on the “political revalorization” of 
“anality” (211), addressing in particular the “intersection of ‘Algeria’ and sodomy” (216). Building on Foucault’s 
historicization of the regulation of sexual norms, Shepard argues that in the 1970s, sex talk “reemerged as a dense 
site for thinking of power,” including racialized power (224).  
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the increased domestic disciplining of the metropolitan population at the end of Empire. Her 

analysis of the relationship between newly hygienic France and the “sale guerre” across the 

Mediterranean involves a reading of Henri Alleg’s La question, his memoir of torture. The 

“clean” methods used by “paras” function as a kind of monstrous double of modern domestic 

amenities: the “gégène” and other horrible instruments are put together through a bit of 

“bricolage,” and the use of electricity and running water offer “modern” alternatives to 

“artisanal” torture practices. Ross wants to “think[…] the two narratives together”: French 

modernization and Americanization on the one hand, and decolonization on the other.503  

This historiographical goal, which explicitly rejects the separation of colonial and 

metropolitan histories, resembles calls that have been made in essays such as Gary Wilder’s 

“Unthinking French History,”504 Alice Conklin’s “Boundaries Unbound”505 and Ann Stoler’s  

“Colonial Aphasia.”506 As Stoler asks, “what conventions of knowledge production have made 

France’s own history of a racialized polity so marginal”?507 Similar questions might be asked of 

French and Francophone studies: when will a proper accounting be made of the racialization of 

genres, the canon, or disciplinary boundaries?  How do assumptions about race and 

representation get baked into literary and cinematic histories? “Thinking the two narratives 

together” can help us recognize the historical and political engagements of one of the most 

 
503 Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies, 7. 

504 Gary Wilder, “Unthinking French History: Colonial Studies beyond National Identity” in Antoinette M Burton, 
ed., After the Imperial Turn: Thinking with and through the Nation, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). 

505 Alice Conklin, “Boundaries Unbound: Teaching French History as Colonial History and Colonial History as 
French History” French Historical Studies 23:2 (2000), 215-238. 

506 Ann Stoler, “Colonial Aphasia: Race and Disabled Histories in France” Public Culture 23:1 (2011), 121-156. 

507 Stoler, 138.  
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famous films of the twentieth century, hiding in plain sight. It can also help us question why the 

lens of “identity” is unevenly deployed across the disciplines of French and Francophone studies, 

or why the framework of “universalism” can obscure clear examples of racialization in 

contemporary literary production and political debate. Within this “disabled” or “hidden” literary 

and cinematic history are the threads of new projects linking artistic responsibility to formal 

innovation and identity to both structures of domination and alternative forms of sociality. The 

present dissertation, informed by this scholarly call, has aimed to contribute new close readings 

and explore tentative answers to broader political and cultural questions.  

 

In Summary 

This dissertation analyzes the representations of draftees in the Algerian War, while also 

considering whether deploying a broader concept of conscription, as the forced participation of 

political subjects in state violence, is a useful analytic frame for the study of literary 

representations of political communities in moments of crisis and change. In slightly different 

terms, my use of the term “conscription” becomes increasingly abstracted from the historical 

reality of the draft during the Algerian War from the first to the fourth chapter. This increased 

abstraction parallels two shifting dynamics within the novels of the corpus: on the one hand they 

become decreasingly representational (e.g. Guyotat), and on the other they become increasingly 

historically revisionist (e.g. Jenni et. al.).  

 In Chapter One, I show how novels depicting “appelés” represent conscripts bearing the 

full responsibilities of citizenship, while an increasingly atomized civilian population is shown to 

drift away from purportedly republican values. What I call the “fraternalist republican” mode of 
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critique makes use of the literary character of the “appelé” to model alternative modes of 

sociality, with the bonds of brotherhood replacing the materialistic interests of the couple, 

imagined as the primary locus of consumption. The citizen-soldier is imagined as a corrective to 

the citizen-consumer, and his sense of political identity is shown to develop outside of the 

interests of the market. In Chapter Two, I analyze literary engagement with the political 

discourse surrounding mobilization. Jewish citizens who feel ambivalent about their own 

marginalized status within the national community engage in rhetorical mimicry and pastiche. 

The literary enactment of identity occurs through linguistic play: relationships with dominant 

forms of political discourse can be renegotiated through metaphor and irony. My analysis brings 

focus to the political potential of literary language: the citizen’s relationship with the polity can 

be denaturalized through a clever turn of phrase, just as the language of colonial myth can be 

demystified through semiotic analysis and “détournement.”  

Chapter Three turns to a formally innovative literary engagement with violence on the 

edge of historical representation. Our reading of Guyotat’s orgiastic fantasies of sexual 

subjugation and mutilation is informed by the biographical fact of his military service in Algeria, 

but this chapter takes seriously the literary and political commitments of non-representational art. 

Likewise, beyond the tired binary of engaged art and autonomous art, the chapter approaches 

violent literature that refuses verisimilitude, analyzing the political and philosophical 

implications of “blurring” the historical and geographical localization of horror. Can the 

deployment of allegory or epic, far from the conventions of the realist novel, free an author from 

the mantle of representational responsibility? Can literary practice, laboring at the level of the 

signifier rather than the signified, participate in the discursive revolution overturning the 
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constraints of the philosophically-conscripted subject and the post-Enlightenment political 

commitments this concept entails?  

From these questions, we return to a more conventional use of violence in literature: the 

depiction of colonial warfare, OAS terrorism, torture, and racially-motivated hate-crimes in 

contemporary novels. These texts demonstrate literary familiarity with formal innovation, but 

they largely conform to the expectations of verisimilitude. Like in our first chapter, the “army” 

or the “soldier” serve as representational counterpoints to a fractured republic that has taken a 

wrong turn, historically-speaking. Evocations of the Algerian War can thus offer useful narrative 

packaging to what amounts to reactionary politics and fear-mongering around immigrants and 

Muslim minorities in France. Literary representations can use the heightened emotional stakes 

around colonial violence to “launder” an ideological commitment to a French ethnostate which 

must be protected from contamination.  

Our analysis of representations of conscripts shows that the army is sometimes conceived 

of as external to the republic for the sake of political critique. As I’ve tried to show, the historical 

fact of conscription destabilizes a binary between the nation and the army. Likewise, anxieties 

around hyphenated identities can be historically contextualized through the analysis of the 

shifting meaning of assimilationist universalism, from its Revolutionary origin and association 

with the fight against traditionalist Catholicism and monarchism to its deployment to legitimize 

Islamophobia and racism today. The creation of a “nation armée” and elevation of the “citoyen-

soldat” over the “soldat-citoyen” were deliberate republican political decisions intended to align 

the interests of civilian and military groups. However, as I’ve also tried to show, the idea of the 

“appelés” forming a contingent, i.e. temporary, political community can also be useful for 

thinking through the rhetoric around “communautarisme” in contemporary French politics. 
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Acknowledging the inevitability and social utility of political communities that serve as 

intermediaries between the state and the individual does not mean essentializing identity 

categories.  

 

Further Questions 

We have discussed a series of novels in order to explore literary uses of the Algerian 

War. These novels can be read as interventions into fraught political questions: they provide 

various models of French identity, react to changing social relationships, question 

representational and philosophical a prioris, or allegorize the rise of a new blood and soil 

nationalism. By focusing on novelistic treatments of military conscription, an institution of 

republican citizenship that embodies certain tensions regarding the individual’s relationship to 

the state and to violence, we have attempted to move beyond tired ethical and aesthetic 

binaries—e.g. perpetrator and victim or engaged and autonomous art.  

Pursuing these questions further might require us to reckon with the possible limitations 

of the novel as a genre in contending with fractured memories and surpassing weaponized 

nostalgia. Of course, enthusiasm, or perhaps nostalgia, for the novel, and particularly the realist 

novel, continues to animate both literary consumption and analysis. Kristin Ross elevates novels 

in the realist mode for their ability to offer an all-encompassing view of the social order, even as 

she dismisses the “totalizing” and “complicitous” projects of the Annales, the Nouveau Roman, 
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and structuralism. 508 But rather than argue that Balzac’s heirs can be found among either the 

novelists of the Nouveau Roman or of middlebrow realism, “no single writer could occupy the 

position of Balzac,”509 her implicit claim is of another order: the social theorist, perhaps Ross 

herself, must carry the mantle. Thus, the novel must be in some way “supplemented” by the 

analytic labor of the theorist. But could a neo-Balzacian project reveal nostalgia for an eclipsed 

order, both aesthetic and political?  

As we saw throughout this dissertation, Algeria-focused fictions are rife with republican 

critiques of republicanism, which evince nostalgia for a cohesive polity predating the alleged ills 

of individualism, materialism, and identitarianism. Likewise, recent fictions reveal an increased 

tolerance for reactionary racism, using the backdrop of the Algerian War to justify the rise of 

parties like the Front National. The “neo-racism” which emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, 

targeting the “population issue de l’immigration” with culturalist dog whistles,510 has 

metastasized in recent decades into outright calls for blood and soil nationalism. In twenty-first-

century France, the novel has perhaps functioned as both a representation and a constituent 

element of the (re)emergence of familiar political imaginaries. The resurgence and normalization 

of ethnonationalism is legible in contemporary metropolitan French fiction, perhaps more so than 

in the global corpus of Francophone studies, where issues of “identity politics” are more 

commonly discussed.  

 
508 “But instead of analyzing (much less proposing a direction for transforming) […] society, structuralism served as 
an underlying ideology justifying the devaluation of humans under capitalist modernization.” Ross, 177.  

509 Ibid, 12.  

510 Etienne Balibar’s concept of “neo-racism” is elaborated in essays like “Y a-t-il un ‘néo-racisme’?” in Race, 
nation, classe: Les identités ambiguës.  
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Critics of the Francophone studies model have argued against the flawed assumption 

among certain Western publics (scholarly and otherwise) that Francophone texts, often secular 

and diasporic, can be adequately representative of social developments in the Maghreb and 

Middle East.511 More generally, critics of postcolonial studies have at times portrayed the field as 

homogenously ahistorical, overly prone to comparisons and broad generalizations, and 

insufficiently engaged in the dialectical analysis of material conditions.512 And critics of the 

“postcolonial turn” in memory studies, pushing back on the “multidirectional” paradigm from 

multidirectional fronts, have taken issue with the Holocaust becoming either overrepresented or   

banalized. But what if we were to criticize French studies for becoming unrepresentative of 

France? For overrepresenting secularism and universalism and general distrust of 

communautarisme, even as ethnoreligious, culturalized, and racialized conceptions of citizenship 

and the nation are central to contemporary culture and politics? In slightly different terms, what 

if we were to take seriously the contention that universalism and secularism are ethnoreligious 

and culturalized identity categories, a contention that seems manifestly clear in the context of 

Houellebecq and Jenni’s work. Of course, rather than seeking an elusively complete 

“representation” or making broad claims about entire fields being overly broad, we could point 

to examples of scholarly and literary work that are engaged in rigorous social and literary 

analysis, without falling back on ahistorical tropes and facile binaries.   

In a recent discussion of the future of Francophone studies, Madeleine Dobie argues that 

“[e]stablished genres such as novels and feature films simply don’t lend themselves to the 

 
511 See for example Carine Bourget’s The Star, The Cross, and the Crescent: Religions and Conflicts in 
Francophone Literature From the Arab World (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2010).  

512 See Vivek Chibber, Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital (New York: Verso, 2013).  
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depiction of […] open-ended and multilingual realities.”513 As she argues, the Bildungsroman-

style novels and films from the 1970s-90s are maladapted to contemporary realities. Though her 

claim responds to the “conditions of migration today,” we might also consider whether 

“alternative genres and media”—such as the “model of testimony,” for which she advocates—

are adapted to the representation of multiple and contingent histories. Testimonial works have 

always been central to the transmission of voices and perspectives from the Algerian War, from 

Henri Alleg’s La question (1958) through Louisette Ighilahriz’s Algérienne (2000). And, though 

this dissertation is primarily a literary study, it is also bookended with discussions of films to 

make space for alternative artistic engagements with memory, complicity, and representational 

possibilities and failures. Hybrid genres—particularly texts and films that combine academic 

study with testimonial or novelistic elements—can offer new insights into a representational 

practice that avoids ahistoricism or essentialism. Fanny Colonna’s texts,514 which combine 

ethnography with (personal) narrative, and Malek Bensmaïl’s films,515 which layer the 

perspectives of historians, historical actors, and artists, offer alternatives to traditional genres. In 

both cases, their works are based in rigorous approaches to history or sociology but are sensitive 

to the ambiguities inherent in the lives of individuals.  

 
513 Madeleine Dobie, “Updating & Globalizing Francophone Studies” H France Salon 11:8 (2019). 

514 E.g. Fanny Colonna, Les versets de l’invincibilité : Permanence et changements religieux dans l’Algérie 
contemporaine (Paris: Presses de la Fondation nationale des sciences politiques, 1995); Le meunier, les moines et le 
bandit: Des vies quotidiennes dans l’Aurès (Algérie) du XXe siècle: Récits (Arles: Actes Sud, 2010); La vie ailleurs: 
Des “Arabes” en Corse à la fin du XIXe siècle (Arles: Actes Sud, 2015). See also Fanny Colonna, “The Nation’s 
‘unknowing Other’: Three Intellectuals and the Culture(s) of Being Algerian, or the Impossibility of Subaltern 
Studies in Algeria” The Journal of North African Studies 8:1 (March 1, 2003), 155-70.  

515 E.g. Malek Bensmaïl, La bataille d’Alger: Un film dans l’histoire (2017).  
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In making a case for a renewal of a rigorous French studies, I am really pointing to the 

enriching role that can be played by contemporary social theory in literary studies, particularly in 

the context of Franco-Algerian relations. As is well known, several influential French social 

thinkers got their start or achieved new recognition through their scholarly work in and on 

Algeria. Pierre Bourdieu, after completing his military service in Algeria in 1957, was appointed 

to a teaching role at the University of Algiers. With the help of his student Abdelmalek Sayad, 

who would go on to a brilliant career as a sociologist of immigration, he undertook fieldwork 

and published his first book, Sociologie de l’Algérie, in 1958. Likewise, Germaine Tillion, an 

emblematic figure of the Resistance, was chosen by Governor Jacques Soustelle, himself an 

anthropologist, to undertake state-sponsored ethnological research in Algeria. Colonna, a “pied-

rouge,” lived an extraordinary life, given the choices she faced, and her academic work 

concerned equally surprising figures who somehow survived on the margins of strict binaries and 

continued to “invent” when faced with crushing structural pressures. These include people of 

European descent remaining in rural Algeria after independence (e.g. Le meunier, les moines et 

le bandit) and Berber warlords exiled to Corsica in the late nineteenth century (e.g. La vie 

ailleurs: Des “Arabes” en Corse à la fin du XIXe siècle). Ultimately, Colonna’s work defies the 

generic expectations of both scholarly distance and personal life-writing.  

The contradictions and subtleties of an oeuvre that applies scholarly tools to lived 

experience offer a useful counterpoint to the representational questions addressed throughout this 

dissertation. Though some novels of our corpus might attempt to reference the epistemological 

status of testimony, the mediation of memory via archives, or structures and absences embedded 

in an ethically responsible representation of trauma, they may sometimes fail to “invent” much 
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beyond nostalgia or the essentializing of the present. Alternative genres might offer a way 

forward.  
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