Chapter Four
Colonial Spacing — Control and
Conflict in the Colonial and
Neocolonial City

In the mountains our work is always easier
(unidentified French general — from The Battle of Algiers)

The Battle of Algiers

The Italian director Gillo Pontecorvo’s 1966 film The Battle of Algiers was
filmed in the Algerian city of Algiers (al-Jaza'ir) in the years immediately
following Algerian independence — 5 July 1962. An Algerian-Italian co-
production (the Casbah film company in Algiers and Igor Films in Rome),
the film centres on an intense period of fighting in Algiers, a time when the
Algerian National Liberation Front (the FLN - Front de Libération Nationale)
were involved in a bloody war with the French paratroopers who had been
sent into Algeria to supplement the occupying army and gendarmerie
(Plate 4.1). The film is structured around the torture of an FLN member in
1957, who, brutalized into submission by the paras, gives up the FLN lead-
ers hiding in the Casbah. Djafar, alias Saari Kader (played by Saadi Yacef,
who actually was the FLN leader represented by Djafar/Kader), and others
are arrested; Ali la Pointe, an FLN lieutenant and subsequent hero of the
liberation war, is killed by the paras. The FLN is effectively silenced in
Algiers, and the general strike that they organized has been crushed. Thus
the film centres on a moment of defeat, a liberation guerrilla organization
overcome by the superior strength of a national army. As one of the
arrested FLN leaders puts it when questioned about the ‘cowardliness’ of
using guerrilla tactics: ‘of course, if we had your airplanes it would be a lot
easier for us’ (Solinas 1973: 122). Larbi Ben M'Hidi, the FLIN leader being
questioned, was later found dead in prison - ‘suicided’. The film's
epilogue, though, is of the almost spontaneous overflow of Algerians, out
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Solinas spent a year interviewing people involved in the struggle. Yet the
film is by no means a hagiography of FLN leaders; it follows in exacting
detail the actual events of the battle (see, for instance, Horne 1977) and
details the bombing by FLN members of civilian Europeans as they congre-
gate in cafés and milk bars.

Pontecorvo has claimed that he ‘wanted the audience to identify with a
choral protagonist — with the hope, the pain, the joy of an entire people’
(Pontecorvo interviewed in Solinas 1973: 166-7). The point of concentrating
on the defeat of the ‘Battle of Algiers’, from a production that is committed
to the cause of decolonization, is paradoxically to reinforce the historical
inevitability of the liberation movement: ‘the movement will keep on, noth-
ing will be able to stop it, no matter what blows the organization which
originally propelled it may receive’ (Pontecorvo in Solinas 1973: 165-6). But
while the Algerian people are the collective protagonists of the film
(figured most insistently in the various crowd scenes), it is the physical mise
en scene of the film, the city of Algiers, that articulates and supplies the
thythmic orchestration of the film. Continually moving between the
Casbah (the Algerian enclave of the city) and the European quarters, the
film highlights a colonial city that is a physical, social and architectural
embodiment of French-Algerian colonialism. Indeed, the spatial articula-
tion of the film is one of its most significant features and foregrounds the
historical and geographical inevitability of the liberation struggle. Many of
the shots are filmed on the steps of the Casbah, near or at the point where
the Casbah feeds into the European quarters of the city. Many of these
shots are of angry and desolated Algerian crowds amassing ready to burst
through the spatial apartheid of the city.

To move from the nineteenth-century European focus of the previous
chapters to the Algerian liberation in the mid-twentieth century may seem
like a jarring jump-cut. Yet this leap into North Africa (to the Maghreb, the
land of the sunset) and the turbulent period of decolonization that marks
the period after the Second World War neither leaves the nineteenth
century behind nor manages to escape Europe. Algiers is a city shaped and
divided by a colonial urbanism that impacted on the city throughout most
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Algiers, in the period of the film
(mainly 1954-57), and from 1871 to 1962, was a North African city that was
administratively a département of France (this colonial policy was desig-
nated as ‘attachment’). This chapter is about the historical density of some
of the scenes from the film, and will require us to spill out, historically,
from the events of 1956 /7 into the past and the future. We need history, the
history of colonial urbanism, to begin to register the spatiality of the film
and figure the continual neocolonial articulation of urban space.

There are two scenes that I want to pay particular attention to in this
chapter. One of them (chronologically first in the film) is a scene where
three Muslim women, members of the FLN, are seen removing their veils,
dyeing and cutting their hair and dressing themselves in European cloth-

Plate 4.2 The bombed Casbah: scene from The Battle of Algiers
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To the south, the mountains and the Casbabh, situated halfway a19ng tge
coast. The Casbabh, still, inert, expectant, on this first day of the strike [the
al strike organized by the FLN] . ..

j?"';r::ee}l;aratroopt&zrg are already at their places, one after another, at equal
distances like links of a very long chain, strung through every alley,
spreading to every sidestreet, twisting through the squares, climbing up
the stairways, dividing, rejoining, and lengthening again. The sﬂerl\ce clls
perfect; the camouflaged immobile forms seem to be part of the land-
scape. _

Th(fn a brief and sharp hiss, a hundred whistles together.

i ill forms: the attack begins.
A signal releases the still form R

As soon as the whistle has been sounded, the music begins. In cont};’astt tc;
the breathless urgency of the baba saleem, there is a staccato mlhtarly el? ]{‘)c
snare drums. Against the ad hoc tactics of the. c!eterrmned but melancholi
Algerian women, there is the orchestrated efficiency of the paras. e our
These scenes together, and others throughout the film, concentrate oud
attention on the border zones. These zones, because they are cor;:act ;u;
conflict zones, suggest how different e]emen_ts of the city are rhyt ;‘\ned );
the force of colonial urbanism. The improvised and g}lerrilla methods o
the FLN women as they negotiate the military checkpon'nts at the_ e:l:irance.s
and exits of the Casbah are set against the paras’ collective and highly r[egl-
mented invasion of the Casbah. The restless urgency of the baba Hsa rifmi
contrasts with the military efficiency of the marching music. Theh o ect 1‘;1
ity of the Casbah is revealed as a social network rhyth{ned b)l{1 - edn;ju :;lhe
needs and support of its inhabitants: the mass of paras is rhythme dy s
machinic regimentation of the occupying force. The dissonance pro ltlthe
by these conflicting rhythms, as we move across the border zones 3-. s
perimeter of the Casbah, is the dissonance of an urban colonialism that is

nearing the point of collapse.

Spatial Politics and Colonial Urbanism

Reading Franco Solinas’s screenplay for ?"he Battlfz of Algiers, it 1s.cle::g_ ftfhaf
one of the key elements to the film was juxtaposing the expressive di elr

ences between the Casbah and the European quarters of the city. An ea:hy
scene that elliptically returns us to the start of the liberation war, (;
moment when the FLN asks Algerians to unite in the struggle for rla\}:}cm::-‘l:1
independence (1954), is made up of a montage of ’YIEW? of the Casba lfm

‘Views of the European City’. The screenplay itemizes the Casba ) 1'a:s
‘compressed humanity, swarming in the alleyways, on the steps, 1ri ef‘
cafes, in the Arab baths, in the mosques, and in the markets; a tangff% }(\3
voices, gestures, faces, veiled women, -eyes’ (Solinas 197’3.h 91). t 1e
European city’, on the other hand, was ‘reinforced concrete, asphalt, steel,
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lights, shop windows, buildings, automobiles. A steady rhythm of effi-
ciency, music, cordiality, an apéritif’ (9). It is this juxtaposition of difference
that is not simply key to the film but key to figuring the complexity of colo-
nial spatial politics as it impacted on the urban fabric and practices of
Algiers. We need to pay attention to the visual and aural register of the film
to get some sense of the differences that might be involved, but we also
need to work historically to see what happened in the colonial period that
produced this unbridgeable and stark contrast in the urban form.

As the screenplay suggests, rhythms are going to be important here. The
‘steady rhythm of efficiency’ of the European city, contrasted with the
‘swarming’ and ‘tangle’ of the Casbah, does, in many ways, echo the
language of colonial urbanism. This isn’t to claim that the film makers were
caught in a web of colonial ideology, rather, it is to recognize how colonial
tropes — steadiness and efficiency versus disordered tangles and ‘swarm-
ing’ and ‘compressed humanity’ — had become concretized in the city itself.
To take just the simple fact of housing density: in the mid-1950s European
housing in Algiers consisted of a density of 1.2 people per room, whereas
for Algerians it was almost triple the density at 3.4 people per room (Celik
1997: 111). We would also need to include the “unofficial’ housing in the
shantytowns (bidonvilles) that had been accumulating on the outskirts of
Algiers since the 1920s and on the edges of the Casbah in the 1950s, which
resulted in a situation where over 40 per cent ‘of the native population
lived in squatter settlements’ (Celik 1997: 110). ‘Swarming’ and ‘compres-
sion” had an actuality.

The orchestration of these varied urban conditions, their conflicting
rhythms and the dissonances they generate, is articulated by a politics of
rthythm that seems to establish certain spaces of the city as crucial zones,
where rhythmic dissonances are at their most intense. Robert Stam, writing
about the film, describes the historical inevitability of the Casbah’s revolu-
tionary role in the following terms:

The choreographed surging movements of the demonstrators, for exam-
ple, are edited almost musically to give the impression of growing
strength. The subliminal metaphor of convergent streams organizes the
editing. At one point a tributary effect is created, as we are shown the
point of intersection of two Casbah streets. The demonstrators arrive
first on the right. Then the camera pans left to show the demonstrators
arriving on the left. Then the two groups join arms and rush toward the
camera, giving the spectator a feeling of swelling relentless force. . ..
Throughout The Battle of Algiers one feels this revolutionary pressure.
Even the checkpoints become a kind of microcosm of the colonial situa-
tion. The people approach the checkpoints, the number of people builds
up, they get impatient, and one has the sense that colonial repression
cannot hold them back forever.

(Stam 1975: 20-1)
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Whether the river metaphor is actually present in the film to the degree
that Stam seems to suggest is perhaps beside the point, although it has
certainly become the way that Pontecorvo has understood his reason for
concentrating on a moment of defeat (see Pontecorvo’s interview in
Solinas 1973: 165). Stam, however, does usefully alert us to the importance
of two borderland spaces that are hugely significant in the film: the French
military checkpoints and the steps and streets leading out of (and, of
course, into) the Casbah. These borderlands between the Casbah and the
European city require historicizing so that the revolutionary transforma-
tion of Algiers (the ‘explosion’ of Algiers) isn’t seen simply as the result of
a few insurgents, but as a consequence of how groups of colonized people
respond to the whole social and urban process of a particular brand of
colonialism.

This urban process begins with the initial colonial occupation by France
in 1830 (the eventual conquest of the Algerian interior didn’t occur until
1845). The fact that Algeria has a history of colonization prior to French
occupation shouldn’t distract us from the specificity of this European occu-
pation. To begin with, French occupation asserted itself within Algiers as a
military force, and the urban planners responsible were military engineers.
The most significant moment of this initial colonial urbanism was the
constitution of the Place d’Armes in the 1830s, which was soon renamed
the Place du Gouvernement. The establishment of this vast square,
designed specifically for the massing of troops, involved the demolition of
the al-Sayyida Mosque, as well as a number of houses and shops (Celik
1997: 26-8). It also signals the beginning of an urban practice that refash-
ijoned the areas around the Casbah into wide, straight, French-style boule-
vards. Thus, much of Algiers was savagely reconfigured by the imposition
of broad and easily policed streets. As Zeynep Celik puts it: ‘the boulevards
encircled the casbah and signified the surrender of the original residents of
Algiers to the French - literally and metaphorically” (Celik 1997: 37). Such
urbanism is at once militaristic and technological, monumental and
economically driven — the boulevards were, as in Paris, a showcase for the
more expensive shops, the buildings were a monument to (colonial) state
authority and the streets were an efficient corridor for the movement of
goods, workers and troops. As well as imposing an urban form on Algiers,
colonial urbanism also deposes and destroys the urban forms that signal
the culture of the colonized, which in this case was the demolition of the
mosque, the destruction of Algerian shops and the general sense of re-
making Algerian space as French space.

Alongside this practice of demolition and construction is a practice of

 isolation that is simultaneously cultural and physical. What distinguishes

colonial urbanism from the sort of technological modernizing impulse that
was practised in Paris at the same time was the separation of the European
city from the ‘Arab’ or ‘Islamic’ one. The isolation of the Casbah operated
as a sign of controlled exoticism and a reminder of imperial achievement.
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Plate 4.4 Postcard: Alger, Rue de Tombouctou (author’s collection)
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the civilized metropole and the indigenous population’ (DeRoo 1998:
147). These postcard views include both images of the Casbah and the
European sections of the city, the difference being that while the images
of the European quarters include the occasional Muslim, the images of
the Casbah are totally free of Europeans. A sizeable proportion of the
postcards produced in the early twentieth century were of ‘types’ - a
spurious ethnological imagery of different Algerian practices and occu-
pations. Needless to say, these were entirely made up of indigenous
Arabs and Berbers.

Postcards of Algiers and Algerians were produced in France and sold
in Algiers; their postal destination was invariably to be sent back to
France. Malek Alloula, in The Colonial Harem, his study of the postcards
depicting the phantasm of the harem, notes the restless movement
involved in the colonial tourist postcard:

[The postcard] straddles two spaces: the one it represents and the one it
will reach. It marks out the peregrinations of the tourist, the successive
postings of the soldier, the territorial spread of the colonist. It sublimates
the spirit of the stopover and the sense of place; it is an act of unrelent-
ing aggression against sedentariness.

(Alloula 1986: 4)

As far as this goes, the colonial mission of dehistoricizing colonized people,
making them seem timeless and outside the processes of modernization,
also works to absent them from the urban process. In comparison to the
presumed global mobility and modernizing mission of the European colo-
nizer, the Algerians and the Casbah are represented as static and timeless.

To recognize that this image of the Casbah was ideological and used for
supplying an inverse image of Europe is merely to recognize how colo-
nialism works via material practices that were both physical and imaginary
at one and the same time. What needs stressing, however, is the ambiguity
that was the result of this process of urbanism. If colonial urbanism worked
to render the Casbah as an isolated, exotic site that was outside modernity,
then in the end it was the very isolation of the Casbah that made it such an
effective centre for resistance during the war of liberation, even to the point
where the FLN referred to it as the ‘autonomous zone". Celik, for instance,
notes how the lack of any state care of the Casbah meant that impromptu
community action became the only source for the maintenance of the build-
ings. Thus the ‘private’ world of the Casbah turned into a space where: ‘the
residents of the Casbah, the heights of al-Jaza'ir left untouched by the colo-
nizers, spoke back by turning in upon themselves, consolidating their
unity, tightening and redefining their own mechanisms of maintenance
and control over the public and private spaces of their neighborhoods’
(Celik 2000: 164).

The moment in The Battle of Algiers when the French paras invade the
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Regardless of the family’s income or size of the building, the houses of
the Casbah closed themselves to the street and turned onto a courtyard
surrounded by elaborate arcades. The geographic and topographic
conditions of Algiers added another element to the houses of the
Casbah: rooftop terraces. In contrast to the interiorized courtyards and
relatively contrived rooms of the houses, the terraces opened up to
neighbors, to the city, to the sea - to the world. The concern for privacy,
so dominant in defining the street facades, disintegrated at roof level. It
was this alternative realm that the women of Algiers claimed for them-
selves — as a place of work, socialization, and recreation; indeed, a much
more pleasant place than the restricted streets below. The Casbah thus
became divided into two realms: on top, occupying the expanse of the

entire city, were the women; at the bottom were the narrow streets
belonging to the men.

(Celik 1996: 130)

Indeed the ‘dense configuration of the casbah made it possible to pass from
one terrace to the other and visit other homes without having to use the
street” (Celik 1997: 19). The spatiality of the Casbah is an articulation of
Muslim culture and designates specific spaces (the most internal rooms of
the house, the courtyard and rooftops) as female. This, as we will see, is not
inscribed as immutable law but as an expression of cultural practice: it
reflects a gendered division, a division which can simultaneously be inter-
preted and practised as providing a relatively autonomous arena for
Muslim women, or as a practice of isolation and control. Neither Muslim
culture nor the practices of Muslim women are static entities, rather, it is
how they change, and what they change in relation to, that is crucial here.
The colonial imagination assumed two approaches towards Algerian
women: on the one hand it rendered them as a uniform, undifferentiated
mass; on the other it exercised an obsessive desire to unveil them. The first
of these is well described in Assia Djebar’s words as the ‘anonymity of
exoticism’ (Djebar [1980] 1999: 135), an anonymity produced because the
exclusive interest for the colonial subject is in Algerian women’s visible
differences from European (non-Muslim) women. In this all that is seen is
the uniformity of the haik (the white cloth that veils Muslim women'’s
bodies) rather than the modifications and variations of design that consti-
tute the wearing of the haik, which would have been evident to other resi-
dents of the Casbah (both female and male) (see Macey 2000: 403-9). The
‘unveiling’ of Algerian women by colonial tourism is well documented in
Malek Alloula’s study of postcards, The Colonial Harem, where he analyses
the “erotic-ethnographic’ picturing of ‘Moorish women’ in various states of
undress. For Alloula the endless picturing of unveiled Muslim women
(and Islam is a culture that prohibits the figural depiction of the human
body) ‘is an immense compensatory undertaking, an imaginary revenge upon
what had been inaccessible until then: the world of Algerian women’
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Algerian women resist colonialism by asserting a traditional form of dress
that makes them unavailable for assimilation and colonialist sexual solici-
tations. Next, they let go of these traditions as their revolutionary
consciousness is awakened. But then, when the colonizers enact a policy of
forced unveiling, they reveil themselves. No doubt this is all too neat, and
Fanon seems blind to the way that Algerian women’s refusal of the veil,
both before, during and after the revolutionary war, may have been an
explicit critique aimed not simply at colonialism, but also at masculinist
interpretations of the Koran. Nonetheless, it usefully begins to highlight
the pragmatic and tactical nature of clothing and movement in this
struggle.
Like many politically engaged intellectuals at the time, Gillo Pontecorvo
and Franco Solinas read Fanon, and explicitly cited Fanon’s work as a
crucial reference for the making of The Battle of Algiers (see for instance Said
2000). Nowhere is the reference to Fanon clearer than in the scene in The
Battle of Algiers where the three Muslim women refashion themselves so
that they can pass as European. This scene is a filmic illustration of Fanon's
reading of the historic significance of the veil in relation to the Algerian
revolution. Yet the scene can be read on at least two levels. As symbolic
material it might be read as a revolutionary unveiling, as Muslim women
join the struggle and leave behind certain forms of traditional life. Yet there
is a more pragmatic reading of the scene: veils are removed, hair is dyed
and cut, simply in order to aid the mobility of the women through a heav-
ily policed checkpoint - a checkpoint that was focused on anyone looking
Islamic. In this way the wearing or not of the haik is endlessly tactical. It
might aid mobility when it was not being worn, but it could also aid the
movement of weapons and bombs when it was being worn (the folds of the
haik allow for a loose draping, useful for concealing objects). But even this
pragmatic register resonates with symbolism: the sacrifice of cutting hair
and adorning themselves with lipstick is seen as costly. This is particularly
shown by the use of mirrors, as we watch the women watching themselves
cutting their long hair and looking regretfully at themselves in the mirror.
The shrugging off of tradition, whether it is symbolic, pragmatic or even
the result of an awakening revolutionary consciousness, is not performed
lightly. At stake, along with lives and freedom, seems to be the very possi-
bility of maintaining continuity with the past. The future, the revolution,
will perhaps always be a step into the unknown.

The scene is close to the actual events of 30 September 1956 when Zohra
Drif, Djamila Bouhired and Samia Lakhdari planted bombs in the
European quarters of the city. In many ways the film follows the overly
neat theorizing of Fanon in this account. What we see are three women
who seem to be leaving the narrow enclaves of the Casbah to realize their
part in the historical mission of a free Algeria. The FLN leader, played by
Saadi Yacef, is seen as all-powerful, bringing the women to consciousness
in the face of the previous day’s bombing of the Casbah. In reality, Drif and
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This scene, and the film more generally, reveals the plasticity and
unevenness of colonial urban culture. It shows the agility of Algerians in
performing various roles in the city, while the paras are shown as not need-
ing such tactical skills. It also reveals the plasticity of the social architecture
of the city, especially the Casbah. Rooms and routes in the Casbah that had

been reserved for women were renegotiated as practices and roles
changed:

The war of decolonization brought the Casbah to the forefront as a major
locus of resistance. In this context, Algerians did not consider the
privacy of the family and of women as a sacrosanct issue: resistance
fighters were allowed into the houses and onto the rooftops (accessible
only through the hearts of houses), facilitating their movements, while
other outsiders, including the French forces, were not allowed access.
Subsequently, the French forces would blockade the Casbah and occupy
not only the streets but also the homes and roof terraces.

(Celik 1996: 138)

The Casbah, then, is designed for particular uses, which include the sepa-
ration of male and female space. With its interior courtyards and various
navigational possibilities, the Casbah wasn’t designed to facilitate a guer-
rilla campaign, and yet proved to offer a number of tactical possibilities for
the FLN. Social architecture, both domestic and public urban space, needs
to be seen in relation to social practices that are continually changing and
transforming space. For colonial urbanism the isolation of the Casbah was
intended to provide an alibi for colonialism but ended up producing one of
the conditions for colonialism’s destruction. Intentionality and design
don’t lead in any straightforward way to specific effects. Yet the tenacious
symbolism of these spaces is not easily obliterated: the gendering of space
and its violation continues to be experienced, most extremely when
European male soldiers violate it.

Michel Foucault provides a useful explanation of how spatiality must be
thought about in conjunction with an understanding of social and cultural
practices. Using as an example the cooperative factory building designed
by the utopian industrialist Jean-Babtiste Godin, Foucault writes:

The architecture of Godin was clearly intended for the freedom of
people. Here was something that manifested the power of ordinary
workers to participate in the exercise of their trade. It was a rather
important sign and instrument of autonomy for a group of workers. Yet
no one could enter or leave the place without being seen by everyone -
an aspect of the architecture that could be totally oppressive. But it could
only be oppressive if people were prepared to use their own presence in
order to watch over others. Let’s imagine a community of unlimited
sexual practices that might be established there. It would once again
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space’, for example those representations instantiated by urban planners,
architects and the like, rarely correspond with the experience of space.
Lefebvre understands social practice (living) as a representational activity,
but refuses to treat representation as a ‘second-order activity’ (they are
rarely the representation of something else). Representation is the name he
gives to an activity that we have been describing as the simultaneity of
symbolic and practical activity — it is perhaps another word to describe the
thickness of culture that is always practical and symbolic. For Lefebyre one
of the crucial distinctions to be made is between the activities of those who
have the social power to generate space (‘representations of space’) and
those, with more limited resources, who are faced with living in already
constructed spaces (‘representational space’ or ‘spaces of representation’).
Representation is a social practice that is dynamic and contested and
constitutes a struggle over and within space.

We can get a sense of how Lefebvre understands this when he desig-
nates ‘representational spaces’ as: ‘space as directly lived through its asso-
ciated images and symbols, and hence the space of “inhabitants” and
“users” * (Lefebvre [1974] 1991- 39). At first this may seem to be a contra-
dictory statement — surely to live directly is at odds with living through
images and symbols? For Lefebvre, however, there is no such contradiction
because experience in any meaningful sense is the experience of life as it is
interlaced with symbols and images. What Lefebvre is pointing to, though,
is our ability to appropriate space culturally when we are not in the posi-
tion to control or generate actual physical space. Thus he goes on to
describe representational space: ‘this is the dominated ~ and hence
passively experienced - space which the imagination seeks to change and
appropriate. It overlays physical space, making symbolic use of its objects’,
it is spatial experience that is ‘linked to the clandestine or underground
side of life’ (Lefebvre [1974] 1991: 39 and 33). Here, in the context of the
history of the Casbah, we may want to suggest that such use of space does-
n't remain in the realm of the imagination and that symbolic use is always
and at the same time practical, physical use. We might also want to note
that the ‘passivity’ of this experience (and by passivity Lefebvre seems to
mean simply not being able to generate space actively) can, and often does,
lead to an active engagement with the physical conditions of space.

The significance of Lefebvre’s understanding of space, which according
to Edward Soja is characterized by an insistence ‘that each mode of think.
ing about space, each “field” of human spatiality — the physical, the mental,
the social - be seen as simultaneously real and imagined, concrete and
abstract, material and metaphorical’ (Soja 1996: 64-5), is crucial for our
understanding of colonial urbanism. But it is also significant for our under-
standing of the experience of space after decolonization. More pertinently,
perhaps, we might want to say that decolonization is an incomplete project.
Not only do we need to be wary of assuming that the overthrow of one
colonial rule will simply bring about liberatory urban space (and the
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Migration within neocolonial spatiality is not a singular act; it is performed
daily (and yearly) as children ‘migrate’ from home to school and back
again. As Alec Hargreaves suggests, ‘though school and home were only a
few hundred metres apart, in journeying between them each child
migrated daily between profoundly different cultural universes’
(Hargreaves 1995: 91),

There are a number of points to be made here about neocolonial urban

space. Firstly, that the symbolic, imaginary appropriation of space needs to
be thought of as a cultural practice that is simultaneously physical and
imaginary. Kerdjou, for instance, is writing about the physical practice of
upholding the Muslim calendar within a culture (and in this France is not
dissimilar to Britain) that seems unable to recognize either the value of
‘other’ cultures or the continuity of its colonial inheritance. Recently a law
was passed in France banning the wearing of Islamic headscarves, the hijab,
as well as other ‘ostentatious’ religious dress in schools. At present,
though, it seems that only Muslim girls are being excluded from French
schools. We need to think of these spaces as neocolonial rather than simply
multicultural because of the conditions within which these cultural
contacts occur. It is not that one child is experiencing more cultural diver-
sity than another, but that the experience is of cultural diversity that is
unequally valued in both symbolic and physical ways. Alongside the
racism that might accompany the cultural practices of following the Islam
religion, we need to think about the cultural and economic discriminations
that impact on cultural space. Algerians migrating to what, before 1962,
was meant to be just another part of France, ended up living in the worst
housing conditions in France. Indeed, one common experience of migra-
tion was the feeling of having swapped poverty in Algeria for poverty in
France, while simultaneously suffering a deep nostalgia for home. One of
the largest bidonvilles in either France or Algeria was an Algerian ‘squatter’
camp in the Nanterre suburb of Paris (Plate 4.6). This is where the writer
Brahim Benaicha grew up, having left Algeria at the age of eight in 1960.
Benaicha describes how he used to pretend that he lived in a block of flats
and how his attempts at close friendships with his classmates always floun-
dered when it came to visits to friends’ homes:

They were nice to me, and some of them invited me home. I always
found a pretext for refusing the invitation. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to
go home with them, but because sooner or later I would have to return
the hospitality ~ and there could be no question of my taking them back
to the shanty-town. I knew what they thought about places like that.
(Benaicha cited in Hargreaves 1995: 96)

Representational space is necessarily limited because it can’t overcome
the larger spatial practices of neocolonial urbanism (without, that is, a
successful revolutionary campaign). Nonetheless, Benaicha remembers
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Plate 4.6 Bidonville in Nanterre, near Paris, in 1973, Marc Garanger, SAIF, 2004

another side to his French bidonville childhood: ‘what has it given us during
the last ten years? It has enabled us to preserve our language, our religion,
our identity. It has enabled us to remain ourselves amid all the tempestu-
ous clashes of civilisations through which we have been’ (Benaicha cited in
Hargreaves 1995: 95). The bidonvilles in Algiers during the years of the war
for independence were the most visible sign of the inequality of housing
practices. They can and should be seen as an exercise of colonial spatial
exclusion, but at the same time they became a space for crucial information
exchange, fortifying and unifying the opposition movement:

in the summer of 1956, refugees from the burned and bombed villages
of Mitija (at the foot of the Atlas mountains) and Kabylia flocked to the
Mahieddine settlement, the most extensive bidonvilles of Algiers. Their
stories mixed with those of the urban resistance, complementing each

other and unifying the struggle.
(Celik 1997: 211)
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