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A Lost Heterotopia: Representation of Algiers in Assia Djebar’s ‘Women of Algiers in Their Apartment’

When Assia Djebar first published her collection of short stories, Women of Algiers in Their Apartment (originally published in French as Femmes d’Alger dans leur appartement), its title was deliberately copied from another famous work.  Around 150 years before Djebar wrote her book, in 1834, the French painter Eugene Delacroix produced his own ‘Femmes d’Alger dans leur appartement’: an oil painting depicting a Romanticised harem scene, based upon Delacroix’s own brief experience of visiting a harem during his visit to Algiers. Delacroix’s painting is a voyeuristic one, providing viewers with a ‘stolen glance’ into the exotic, eroticised world of the harem. Djebar’s choice to use Delacroix’s title for her own work can be interpreted as an act of reclamation, in which Djebar challenges the objectifying depiction of Algerian women in the painting by presenting her own, subjective representation of their real-life experiences. Like Delacroix’s painting, Djebar’s story of the same name offers a vision of the female side of Algiers. Yet the Algiers experienced by Djebar’s characters is not limited to harems. Her title story encapsulates a more modern, female experience of the city: one that includes some female spaces, but also represents the ambivalence felt by many women of Algiers as they navigate the male-dominated public spaces of the city, and the psychological need to return to a place they can call their own. 
	The scene depicted in Delacroix’s painting is of an enclosed feminine world, as indicated by the title which specifies that the women of the painting are shown in ‘their apartment’ (the harem). Unlike Delacroix’s painting, Djebar’s writing presents these scenes primarily from the perspective of women looking out, rather than men looking in. In the 150 years that elapsed between the creation of Delacroix’s painting and Djebar’s stories, the range of spaces that were accessible to women in Algiers had also expanded. Djebar’s ‘Women in Algiers in Their Apartment’ is set after the war for Algerian independence, which saw women moving from the segregated spaces of their houses out into public areas, sometimes removing their veils in the process, in order to support the revolutionary effort. Yet this apparent ‘liberation’ was not a purely freeing experience for the women who lived through it. In her essay ‘Forbidden Gaze, Severed Sound’ – published as a postface in Women of Algiers in Their Apartment – Djebar describes the complex feelings experienced by women venturing into the public world without their veils for the first time: 	
Many a woman, often after an adolescence or her entire youth spent cloistered, has concretely lived the experience of the unveiling. The body moves forward out of the house and is, for the first time, felt as being “exposed” to every look; the gait becomes stiff, the step hasty, the facial expression tightens. […] The veil that shielded her from the looks of strangers is in fact experienced as a “piece of clothing in itself” and to no longer have it means to be totally exposed.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Assia Djebar, ‘Forbidden Gaze, Severed Sound’, in Women of Algiers in Their Apartment (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1999), p. 139.] 

	In ‘Women of Algiers in Their Apartment’, several years have passed since Algerian independence was established, and for women to go out in public without their veil is no longer such a viscerally uncomfortable experience. However, there remains a lingering sense of unease behind their interactions with the city. As women began to move out into the public world of Algiers, the traditionally feminine side of the city began to disappear. Yet the public sphere, male-dominated as it is, is no substitute for the old ‘women’s world’ that existed before. As a result, there is a sense of loss among the women in Djebar’s short story, of having exchanged one cage for another. This is articulated most explicitly by Sarah, a woman whose trauma from her experiences during the war for independence manifests itself as a fascination with the city and the history of women within it: 
‘Leila said it only yesterday: I was a voiceless prisoner. A little like certain women of Algiers today, you see them going around outside without the ancestral veil, and yet, out of fear of the new and unexpected situations, they become entangled in other veils, invisible but very noticeable ones.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Assia Djebar, ‘Women of Algiers in Their Apartment’, in Women of Algiers in Their Apartment (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1999), pp. 47-8.] 

This echoes a statement made by Djebar directly in her aforementioned essay, in which she describes the younger generations’ rejection of the old ‘totally separate world of women’: 
A world from which the growing boy removes himself, but from which today’s young, self-emancipating girl distances herself as well. For her in particular, the distancing amounts to shifting the location of her muteness: she exchanges the women’s quarters and the old community for an often deceptive one-on-one with a man. Thus, this world of women, when it no longer hums with the whisperings of an ancillary tenderness, of lost ballads […] suddenly, barrenly, becomes the world of autism. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Djebar, ‘Forbidden Gaze, Severed Sound’, p. 148.] 

	This search for a free space recurs throughout Djebar’s work. In particular, the requirement seems to be for a space that allows women to look out, without (male) others looking in. The harem of days gone by does not satisfy this requirement, because it suggests a kind of restriction on women’s movement, but that does not stop women like Sarah from mourning the loss of this fundamentally feminine space. What she wants is, essentially, a heterotopic space for women. Such a female heterotopia would fall somewhere along the lines of Foucault’s idea of a ‘heterotopia of deviation’.[footnoteRef:4] While it may appear strange to classify the spaces belonging to half the population as being those of ‘deviation’, I would argue that in a world where all spaces are by default assumed to be the domain of men (including all public areas), those which exist for women are naturally those of deviation. There has historically been less of a divide between explicitly male and female spaces in a segregated household, with perhaps a ‘neutral zone’ in between, than there has a setup of female spaces surrounded by all others (assumed to be male).[footnoteRef:5] In losing the female ones, Algerian women are set adrift in a world of implicitly male spaces. As Victoria Best writes, this search for a women’s space is crucial to Djebar’s writing:  [4:  Michel Foucault and Jay Miskowiec, ‘Of Other Spaces’, Diacritics, 16(1) 1986, 22-27.]  [5:  Elif Ekin Aksit, ‘Harem education and heterotopic imagination’, Gender & Education, 23(3) 2011, 299-312.] 

[Djebar’s texts] provide a representative chronicle of women’s battle to inscribe themselves in space, a space that is paradigmatic of postcolonial life where past and present, tradition and innovation, and a multiplicity of voices and discourses can comfortably cohabit. Her writing maps out the search of a socio-sexual-historical space for women in postrevolutionary times, and the battlefield this time is domestic space itself and the renegotiation of its boundaries (Erickson 1996, 304).[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Victoria Best, ‘Between the Harem and the Battlefield: Domestic Space in the Work of Assia Djebar’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture & Society, 27(3) 2002, 873-880 (p. 875).] 

	There is not a total lack of female spaces in Djebar’s Algiers, but they are not as common (nor as protected from the male gaze) as they used to be. When Sarah and a group of other women are seemingly alone in an orchard, one of them comments upon how ‘It’s so nice and quiet, far away from the men’ – yet they are also aware of a possible male observer at a window above them: ‘no doubt a male cousin who’d come to watch the girls dancing in the dark.’[footnoteRef:7] Perhaps the closest the story comes to a female space is the public baths, which is the site of a conversation that sums up the ambivalence experienced by Djebar’s characters when it comes to female spaces (or the lack thereof): [7:  Djebar, ‘Women of Algiers in Their Apartment’, p. 25.] 

	The unknown woman intervenes: “In a socialist village, […] peasant women have broken the faucets so that they can go to the fountain every day! … such ignorance!”
	“Freedom!” replies Baya, coming out of the steam room. “How were the new houses built for them? Closed in, every one of them, locked in upon herself… Is that how they live in the douar?”
	“What wouldn’t I break, inside of me or outside if need be, to get back with the others? To get back to the water that streams, that sings, that gets lost, that sets us all free, if only bit by bit.” Sarah has stopped listening.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The Algiers that Djebar depicts in ‘Women of Algiers in Their Apartment’ is not a universal one. The experience of the city which she depicts is subjective, as it shows predominantly only the side of the city experienced by women. She shows how a female experience of Algiers is shaped by historical context, and how there is a sense of both loss and freedom associated with the situation that history has led into. This view of the city, though often seen through the windows of public baths, houses, and courtyards, is as much representative of the city as a male one that looks from the public sphere outwards. In ‘Women of Algiers in Their Apartment’, Djebar shows a less frequently shown, yet no less resonant, vision of Algiers.
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