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Introduction: Who Am I? Inhabiting the Jewish Muslim World

Who am I?

This is not an existential question. It’s a roar from a descendant of a world assumed to have been destroyed; an ancestral world whose inhabitants, deprived of their artisanal professions, traditions, forms of belonging, and communities, were converted to suit the colonial reality imposed on them. In these disrupted places, human factories were built, producing people severed from their ancestral worlds. I propose to call them converts. Do not expect me, reader, to be able to tell you exactly who they were before and who they became after the conversion. Destruction imposes rupture. It cripples the transmission of knowledge as imperial regimes operate through both military power and the education of children. Who are they becomes who are we? Who were our ancestors before they were colonized? Before they were forced to convert? Where are anticolonial memories to be found? What do these memories look like, and how can we learn to recognize them and bring them to life?

I was born in 1962, the year Algeria finally achieved independence from French colonial rule. Independence resulted in the formation of a new body politic, which was configured out of most of Algeria’s colonized people—except Algerian Jews, harkis (those Algerian Muslims forced to collaborate with the colonizers), and European settlers. In 1962, excluding Algerian Jews from the newly independent Algeria and displacing them to a place “for Jews” was seen as both acceptable and inevitable. In common narratives, this forced migration is seen as the logical outcome of the 1870 Crémieux Decree that declared (most) Algerian Jews to be French citizens. This decree is understood to be emancipatory—the Jews were granted citizenship, in the words of the colonial power—as if words created a world in their image.

But it was neither acceptable, nor inevitable, nor emancipatory, for it destroyed, though not fully, my ancestors’ world: the decree was a colonial law that aimed to de-Algerianize the colonized. Decentering this decree and reading it as one of many colonial laws against the body of colonized—Jews and Muslims alike—I reintroduce our Jewish ancestors into the history of Algeria’s colonization. I refuse to be blind to my ancestors; I sift carefully through the debris of what had to be destroyed in order for this violent decree to finally achieve its aim. In 1962, that aim was achieved, for in that year our ancestors, the Jews who “formed an ummah with the believers [Muslims]” in Algeria, were severed from that ummah.1 This work has been a long time coming, pursued in plain sight, because this violence has been coded as emancipation or assimilation, not colonization.

In 1962 when I was born under the supremacy of the white Christian world, Jewish belonging and tradition could continue within the catastrophic project of the Zionist colony in Palestine, or among disconnected and blank individual citizens naturalized in other imperial countries. Claims to Jewish belonging within the Muslim world are still seen as an interference in the work of global imperial technologies tasked with accelerating their disappearance: most of North Africa was already emptied of its Jews, and the European imperial powers mandated the Zionists establish a nation-state for the “Jewish people” in Palestine. That Jews had been part of the ummah since its very beginning, part of what shaped it and defined Muslims’ commitment to protect other groups, had to be forgotten by Jews and Muslims so that the Judeo-Christian tradition could emerge as reality rather than invention and be reflected in the global geographical imagination. Despite the dramatic change, this is never called a “crusade,” but it sought to make Jews foreign to Africa, transfer them elsewhere to serve Western interests, and make them Zionists by fiat.

Objections to this crusade incurred a high risk, for it was (and is) in the interests of those in power to keep the Jews away from the liberatory idea that Muslims and Arabs were never their enemies. To ensure that this idea would stay suppressed, the involvement of non-Jewish European Zionists in devising plans to colonize Palestine with Jews from Europe and to empty Europe of its Jews, including through collaboration with Nazi actors during the war, had to be diminished and construed as a Jewish liberation project.2 In this way, the Zionists were tasked by Euro-American powers with conscripting Jews from across the globe as settlers. Jews were trained in the European school of racialized nationalism to become operators of imperialist, colonial, and capitalist technologies—though some were disguised at the time as socialists. Despite the fact that the tiny Zionist movement was unappealing to most Jews worldwide, at the end of WWII the Euro-American new world order included the accelerated colonization of Palestine as yet another “solution” for the Jews. The French colonization of Algeria facilitated the forced inclusion of those Jews from the Jewish Muslim world in re-birthing the Jewish people in Palestine as European colonizers.

The settler-colonial grammar that deracinated Jews from Muslim countries had to adopt was given to me as my “mother tongue.” For years, it forced me to say that though my ancestors were Algerians, I was not. For how could one belong to a world made nonexistent?

In an attempt to resuscitate a counter-grammar against my colonial mother tongue, I started to write open letters to my ancestors and elected kin, some of whom I have never met or known. Through these conversations in the imaginary space-time of the open letter, and in the reimagined space of the ummah, we—my addressees and I—unlearn imperialism. Unlearning the hermeneutic mode of interacting with some of them, notably those who are well-known authors, whose texts are read by many, is essential to these epistolary encounters. I do not offer an interpretation of their writings but instead interact with them through different intersections where what they said and did still matters for the ongoing anticolonial struggle. I would rather have those of them who are dead as my interlocutors, actors, sometimes elders, rather than objects of my interpretative skills. In this epistolary space, I came to know things I never could have known if we had not been brought together. Some of those ancestors and elected kin have entrusted me with memories I hadn’t known existed. Together, my kin and I confronted the (non)choices they were pushed to make and the destinies they were forced to embrace. In these letters, we refuse to comply with the termination of the Jewish Muslim world, a refusal that, we learn, is more luminous than the imperial orb that eclipsed that world and made everything to bring it to an end. In company, we don’t have to start from scratch. As their vivid memories of this world are made mine, I don’t have to unearth this world, but to inhabit it.

What imperialists proclaimed was over is not. By intertwining our shattered memories, we revive in these letters a Jewish Muslim entanglement and reclaim it as an essential component of our ancestral world. Affirming myself as an Algerian Jew is thus the invocation and practice of an anticolonial grammar. Similarly, in affirming myself as a Palestinian Jew, I invoke the precolonial formation when “Palestinian Jew” was not a settler identity and when Zionism was understood as violence against all the inhabitants of Palestine—and I invoke the diversity of Jewish life and the whole of the Jewish Muslim world.

These open letters are not only discursive exercises. They are part of an embodied effort to revitalize a Jewish Muslim world, inhabit it along with others. The letters are premised on what is now a disappeared constellation—a time when being a Jew in Algeria involved craft, magic, Jewish and Islamic saints and fables, and diverse texts; ethical rules related to different aspects of life, sartorial traditions, sounds of a spiritual liturgy, and indigenous, communal memories and legacies, all of which were targeted by colonization and made alien to the reformatted Jew, who had just one of two approved ways of belonging, either secular or observant. As I wrote these letters, I found that the worlds I had been taught were mine, the colonial secular grammars given to me as a mother tongue, had to be refused, and all the elements of that vanished constellation reclaimed and rehearsed. Here, my addressees and I practice speaking in our shared tongue, practice imagining the (re)existence of Jewish Muslim worlds, and together experience them as necessary, as liberating.

To be an Algerian Jew is to revolt. In 1962, with the forced departure of Jews from Algeria, the existence of a Jewish Muslim world turned into history, the stable past that can never reemerge. To be an Algerian Jew is to resist this idea of history, to rebel against the settler identity that was assigned to me in the Zionist colony where I was born, and to open a door into the precolonial worlds where such identities can be possible again.

To be an Algerian Jew is to reclaim an ancestral world, to free ourselves from the “progress” imperialism forced upon us and from the new identities imperial nation-states imposed in every domain of our life. However, the refusal extends further. To be an Algerian Jew is to repair. It is to refuse to inhabit the “Jewish” identity invented by the secular imperial state, an identity bereft of the rich heritage of nonimperial world building of which it had been a part. To be an Algerian Jew is to inhabit Jewish Muslim conviviality. It is also a commitment to imagining that conviviality’s repair and renewal on a global scale.

To be an Algerian Jew is to acknowledge that I have been inhibited for more than fifty years from saying the obvious: that I’m not a child of empire but the descendent of a world that empire aims to destroy. Writing open letters to my ancestors and other elected kin—among them Frantz Fanon; Hannah Arendt; Ghassan Kanafani; my great-grandmothers, Marianne Cohen and Julie Boumendil; my father, Roger Lucien Azoulay, and my mother, Zahava Azoulay (born Arie); Sylvia Wynter; Houria Bouteldja—is a way of conjuring their presence and our shared anticolonial heritage. This epistolary project is motivated both by the assumption that the Jewish Muslim world is essential to North Africa and to Africa more broadly, and by the belief that its destruction can still be opposed. It is motivated by the assumption that such a world can also be enlivened through interactions with objects, as well as with those who may possess some precious scraps of knowledge—crumbs of memory, half-remembered gestures whose meaning or purpose are not fully understood until put in conversation with others.
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Where are my ancestors? Colonial postcards.

Writing these letters pushed me to look for my grandmothers in the vast visual archive that the French took from our Algerian ancestors. Looking at these women whose images were printed on postcards and sent across the French empire, I resent the rift that I can see between them and my grandmother Aïcha, of whom I have few photos (see photo p. 6). I keep looking at these postcards and asking in dismay: Where did my grandmothers disappear to? What did my female ancestors tell each other at the turn of the nineteenth century as they became “types,” estranged from their own bodies and printed on postcards for their colonizers’ pleasure?3 Did they mourn their own disappearance? In this kind of postcard, produced en masse shortly after the colonizers turned Algerian Jews into French citizens, I can see how French imperial taxonomy disappeared my grandmothers twice. Posed as a “Jewish type,” my grandmothers had to deny their immersion in and attachment to the Muslim world; now just “Jews” according to French colonial laws, they had to affirm themselves as French and “modern” while repudiating the “Algerian type” as a relic of their past, never to be reinhabited.


Aïcha,

Why didn’t you tell me

that it was you?

That before you were French and modern,

as you appear in our family album,

you were Arab and Jew?

Berber and Jew?

Muslim and Jew?



What the postcards disappeared was my ancestors’ indigeneity or, in French parlance, their Arabité. One of the signs of their successful inhabitation of a world the French called moderne was how they had discarded the heavy jewelry they used to wear. The production of these jewels was a craft Jews had practiced for centuries in the Jewish Muslim world. Many rabbis were also jewelers or skilled in other crafts. Their physical immersion in communities organized around artisanship and their care for objects was inseparable from their capacity to respond to the needs of their communities. With their crafted amulets they brought rain, with their enchanted divination objects they protected pregnant women, and with their decorated knives they shielded babies from the evil eye. Through craft and the making of jewelry, Jews of the ummah had been able to keep Jewish law close to people’s lives rather than use it as a tool in the arms and interests of the state. The disappearance of these beautiful North African jewels from my grandmothers’ bodies, then, was not a simple change in fashion, but the disruption of a world where craft and guilds were part of a social and religious fabric of mutual care, a world that artistry helped bind together.

As I wrote these letters, I started to copy and reproduce pieces of Algerian jewelry myself, reviving the muscle memory of my ancestors’ craft as a way to get closer to them while trying to understand the division of labor in a preindustrial and pre-colonial world. Through jewelry-making, what had not been transmitted to me could still be reclaimed. On social media platforms, Algerians I had never met started sending me photos of different jewels, and new friendships emerged in the process. To create a bracelet, a necklace, I drilled holes through hundreds of coins from Algeria, Haiti, Palestine, Morocco, Senegal, Egypt, Tunisia, and other places—some of them coins I had inherited, others I purchased online or received from friends (see photo p. 9). More than once, as I was drilling and letting my hands rehearse my ancestors’ craft, or I was sharing bits of the letters I wrote with my companions, their responses mirrored my own excitement. What had kept us apart was shattering, and doors were opening wide, welcoming us to our stolen home.

One day, my electronic box was pierced by a few lines that took my breath away. They were written by Samira Negrouche, an Algerian poet, and they were addressed to me.

“We have not sufficiently measured,” she wrote, “the drama of all these departures (by choice, by force, by fear, by necessity, by cowardice …) and their impact on those who remained, those who had to remove the rubble and clean up the mass grave.

“We need each other to access this world, which, unlike our ancestors, we didn’t know or only barely knew.”
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A handful of coins from Algeria, gifted to me by Samira Negrouche for the preparation of a breastplate.

Samira’s letter made me think about those who remained. I screamed and asked my paternal great-grandmother for help.

She was furious when she heard that she had been left alone in our cemetery in Oran. I promised her I would come: “I will put a stone on your grave.”

She yelled and asked for her jewels.

I promised.

I was too busy finishing a bracelet, which my granddaughter, who thought I was a magician, had asked for. I was learning to use gems, coins, and different cords.

But she demanded the jewels, my great-grandmother.

“I need more time,” I told my paternal great-grandmother, “to acquire the embodied knowledge that my ancestors neglected to pass over to me, as they were packing suitcases and evaporating into their forced Frenchness.”

“No, no,” she replied, “you don’t understand. I want my jewels. They are somewhere far away from here, in a museum basement. Find them!”

I begged my friend, the Algerian historian Hosni Kitouni, to find out what is known in Algeria about the Jews who in 1830 preferred to live in the Abd al Kader state than to live in the areas already conquered by the French. He wrote back, not about Abd al-Kader, but the French.

“No doubt,” he said, “the French nationality imposed on your ancestors was the worst humiliation that was ever inflicted upon them.”

The force of this question. “Who am I?”—entangled with “who are we?”—surprised me when it presented itself to me more than a decade ago. It felt as if the weight of an entire world were at stake in the answer. The question imposed itself just after the death of my father, which coincided with my departure from the Zionist colony in Palestine and with my arrival into a Christian world, one where I felt more Jewish than ever. I felt more Jewish than ever, I came to realize, because I had parted from the “Israeli” identity assigned to me at birth, and once I shed my national (Israeli) identity, I felt myself at once a “Jew” and robbed of being a Jew, a Muslim Jew, whose ancestors had once been part of the ummah. The national identity, I saw, had destroyed and subsumed diverse kinds of Jewish life.

Moreover, in the Euro-American world in which I now live, Jews are understood to have come from Europe, and their history is understood as a European one. I am often marked as a European Jew or Ashkenazi Jew, regardless of the fact that my ancestors are Arab Jews, Berber Jews, Muslim Jews. Simple statements like “I am an Arab Jew” or “I am a Muslim Jew” require long explanations because the concept of a Muslim Jew disturbs the fiction of Jewishness as a primarily European identity. The fiction of Jewishness also obscures the fact that asking diverse Jews to become simply “Jewish” was part of the European “solution” to the “Jewish problem” Europe had created on the continent and in its colonies.

Refusing this fiction is an unpopular thing to do, I have found. I looked for others who were refusing this fiction, so that we might refuse together. Reading the work of Katya Gibel Azoulay, Samira Negrouche, or Hosni Kitouni triggered letters from me about our shared investment in the realities of diverse Jews, those Jews whose experiences and worlds are eclipsed by the fictive construction of a cohesive Jewish people. This fictive border had also separated Muslims and Blacks from Jews.


Don’t dare to tell us

we cannot talk like this!




No, don’t dare!

You silenced our ancestors

until you pressed them to leave

a world in which

we could not be born.




Don’t dare to tell us

“it was their choice,”

as if

they had wanted to ruin the world

their ancestors shared

with Muslims.




Don’t dare to tell us

that their wish was

to see beloved Palestine

ruined.




We will not let you bury us

alive

in your museums,

where our ancestors’ worlds,

which should have been ours,

are piled up in your acclimatized halls

dedicated to extinct species:

Afghan Jews,

Algerian Jews,

Egyptian Jews,

Iranian Jews,

Iraqi Jews,

Tunisian Jews,

Yemeni Jews.



Museums, art history, archives, and other industries based on the fabrication of the past and invested in objects that were made “authentic” play an important role in the forced conversion of diverse Jews, many of whom were craftspeople and traders, into one European model, easily assimilable into the white Christian states and capitalist racial formation of the West.

Modern art is a colonizing technology, a device that produces a universal notion of “heritage” and the museum as a place where “universal history” can be organized along a spatial and temporal axis. “Jewish art” in the modern museum is inseparable from the imperial violence that destroyed centuries of diverse modes of life, notably the Jewish Muslim world, as well as one of this diverse world’s major sites: the synagogue in the Muslim world. Another way to say this is that “Jewish art”—as well as “Muslim art”—is the adjacent colonial fiction of those identities.4 This invention was necessary to sustain the notion of a people in the European imperial sense, a people who could be converted into subjects deserving of emancipation and acceptance into Euro-American citizenry. In making “Jewish art,” whole worlds of existing art-making practice by Jews had to be extinguished and lost. In this way, museums became the legitimate curators of what was expropriated from diverse Jewish communities.

If we could re-establish Jewish Muslim synagogues, where artisanal workshops could be hosted and spiritual and anticolonial prayers renewed, we could begin to reclaim these manuscripts and objects held against us in museums, use them as our guides in reclaiming the world in which the know-how of their making is quintessential to being in the world and caring for it.5

Alternating between writing letters and stringing beads onto different threads, I finally understood how I could have once believed that I had never seen an Arab Jewish artist. I had forgotten that my father’s gifted hands, the ones I watched as a child growing up in the Zionist colony, had acquired their skills in Algeria and had transmitted more to me than I knew. His artisanal know-how was neither Jewish nor Muslim, but something in between, the living presence of a world that had been destroyed. Yet there it was, simply, in the artistry of my father’s hands.

These letters follow my father’s hands. Through the practice and history of handcrafts, most notably jewelry-making, I can experience the vitality of the Jewish Muslim world that must be revived. Indeed, before the French defined our ancestors by their faith and used their faith as a blade to separate them from the world they shared with others—before this, the peoples of the Maghreb recognized my ancestors by their crafts. Craft-making knowledge was transmitted to children, and artisanal guilds were built within families. In the Hebrew Bible, the term “son of …” often refers to the guild, not the bloodline.6 In different places, as Mark Wischnitzer writes, “when an artisan passed through the city or went to a nearby village, he was recognized by the distinctive badge he wore. The tailor had a needle stuck in his dress; the wool carder showed a woolen thread; the dyer carried different colored threads, the carpenter displayed a ruler.”7
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Algerian jewelry (Alâqa), still held at the Musée Quai Branly, Paris.


The blessing of the Alâqa, this special earring,

which children of Jewish jewelers

used to wear on their left earlobe as a form of protection,

is today forgotten.




With no more Jewish Muslim jewelers left to make them,

with no more Jewish Muslim children left to wear them

and bear their blessing,

they can now be found mainly in museums.



I have tried to inhabit this world by rehearsing the gestures associated with my ancestors’ jewelry-making craft and by making jewelry similar to what they made. This has meant both tracking down the social life of craftswomen and craftsmen from different sources and attending to my own experience as I copied and learned their craft. Paying attention to minor details of their craft—details that are often neglected, overshadowed by the wholeness of a finished piece of jewelry—revealed unexpected aspects of their practice and an unanticipated significance of their quotidian life.

Jewelry-making was one of the professions that marked our ancestors’ place in the world they shared with others, notably in the Muslim ummah. Since the beginning of Islam, Jews were the majority of those who worked in jewelry, minting, and black-smithing, occupations considered to be “vile to Islam,” and involving “protection and servility, nobility and degradation, parvenu and pariah.”8 This delineation of craftwork is implied in the Umar Pact, a canonical piece of Islamic law that defines the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims, including the set of rights and restrictions for the dhimmi, the status assigned to non-Muslims living under Muslim rule, and apparently mentioned in the lost Charter of the Medina (Sahīfat al-Madīna). Jewelry-making was what simultaneously separated and united our ancestors from and with others. Jewelry produced by Jews who were tasked with dealing with fire and metal was—and can still be—the outcome of endless exchanges with those who desired to enchant the world again with the wisdom and magic involved in holding those jewels close to their bodies and hearts.
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Many of my companions in this epistolary exchange are dead. And yet they talk to me, surprise me, and challenge me more than I could have expected. Together we explore how Jewish ancestors were not only forced to assimilate but also forced to convert themselves from Muslim Jews and colonized subjects to imperial citizens of a certain faith. Some of my epistolary companions and I ask how our respective ancestors responded, something traced only in signs and repressed lifeways and skills. With them, I am able to identify some of the clues that our ancestors left for us to find so we don’t forget who we are. Together, we imagine an exit for our ancestors, and for ourselves, from the imperial nation-states that have repressed knowledge of ourselves and the world we once inhabited (and still inhabit).

As early as 1830, the French destroyed Algeria and forced its inhabitants—Jews and Muslims alike—to adapt themselves to the colonial infrastructures that were imposed as substitutes for the structures that the French had outlawed, sabotaged, and ruined. Identity was one such colonial infrastructure. Our ancestors were forced to convert to a secular mode of life, and secularism came to define all aspects of their life, including their modes of religious being and belonging, now siloed and confined within the imperial space of the secular state. “Simply put, the secular state offers individuals freedom of belief, but not freedom to act publicly based on those beliefs.”9 The separation of Jews from Muslims was part of it, as their shared traditions were reduced to two distinct religions. In addition to this campaign of de-Algerianization, in 1870 the Jews were forced to become legally French and to further resemble those who had coerced them into that becoming (i.e., the French). Tracing the different types of violence that were exercised against them beginning in 1830 so that in 1962 they would depart from their ancestral homeland as French guided my exploration of the multiple and often inconsistent ways our ancestors responded to this campaign and negotiated ways of protecting parts of their world.

Under the general condition of colonization, trying to draw a stable line between those of our ancestors who “chose” their conversion and those who were forced to convert or were born converts means ignoring how the colonizers crushed our ancestors’ communal and traditional life and made their previous identities unlivable, unthinkable. Accordingly, I relate to all the Jews who were made citizens by decree as “forced converts” and to their descendants, like myself, as “born converts.” I refer to both together as the crypto-Jews or anusim, a Hebrew word that refers to Jews forced to convert under threat of violence. Finding the signs left by our ancestors about their conversion and about who they used to be, and learning to decipher their layers of meaning, is the duty and task of the children of the anusim, a duty these letters seek to perform and fulfill.

In addition to attending to moments of contradiction and incoherence, as a born convert, I insist on finding the signs of refusal that our ancestors left in unexpected places, the ones they left like a trail of crumbs when they were forced to depart from their world and their ancestral professions to enable the industrialization of Algeria and its integration into global racial capitalism. For example, an accidental glance at scrawled notes on a postcard in the collection of the Jewish Museum in Paris introduced me to Madame Cohen, a gold thread embroiderer from Oran, and she helped me find the semi-clandestine world of the craft-makers of the Maghreb and helped me also to ask questions about the craft guilds in Algeria, despite their swift disappearance that left very few traces. Was it possible that the craftsmen and craftswomen had not done or said anything against the demise of their profession and their way of life, and simply accepted their fate?

Writing these letters is also indirectly an act of writing to and for my children and grandchildren, and to other children of the anusim: without these letters, they would have even fewer silk and gold threads to cling to, less ability to re-imagine the precolonial world of their ancestors and re-embroider this one.

The psychological violence that the French exerted on Algerian Jews was so deep that, until today, the language used even by those who study the coercion is captive to an emancipatory narrative structure, as reflected in this example from a contemporary scholar: “Once emancipated, [they] would become citizens of the Jewish faith, fully integrated into the social and political body.”10 But thinking of our ancestors as identifiable primarily through their “religion” (as coded by imperial states) misses the social fabric of the Jewish Muslim world they cocreated as neighbors and shopkeepers and artisans. One of the violences of the French colonization of Algeria is that our ancestors were taught not to recognize themselves in their own world, but instead to see themselves as secular “citizens of Jewish faith” in the French Republic. As anusim, converted Algerian Jews were forced to internalize the sacrifice of the world they shared with others. By tearing them away from their craft and trades, by teaching them worldless professions—professions that no longer served the members of their community but rather the “mother country” that had forcibly adopted them—and by destroying their socio-religious structures, the French constantly compromised their world. They became, in the phrase of Hannah Arendt, worldless. Their future became the empty future of the French nation-state, and we, their children, were deprived of even the story of their resistance.


From whence shall our help come,

if we can no longer lift our eyes up unto the mountains?




From whence shall our help come

if we, dethroned descendants of a Jewish Muslim world, are

being told

“You no longer have a world that you can inhabit”?



Some of these letters are accidental. I didn’t plan to write a letter to my great-grandmother Julie, but I had to when I received a fellowship that gave me a writing space with a view of the Wannsee, the lake where, in 1942, officials from the Nazi regime met and agreed on a “Final Solution to the Jewish Question.” Situated across the water from the Wannsee Conference villa, I was haunted by the role the Zionist colony had played in my father’s inability to mourn the murder of his aunt, uncle, and three cousins in Auschwitz—and in his daughters’ ignorance of their deaths. In the Zionist colony where I grew up, the Holocaust is the calamity of European Jews—and we were Arabs. My letter to Julie is driven by a refusal to accept the Eurocentric model of historical research that limits the study of Nazi extermination practices and separates it from those of the French colonization of North Africa and other imperial campaigns of genocidal violence. Discovering Julie’s anticolonial legacy helped me to approach the Vichy regime—the French regime that collaborated with Nazi Germany in France and its colonies—not as an accident that had happened to the French imperial state, but rather as a continuation of the French colonial regime. Likewise, I wanted to write to my father and rehearse a language with him that would help us express what the French did to us and what the French are still incapable of acknowledging. I wanted to take my father on a tour of Algiers and show him how, in 1832, the Jews had already been configured into “a problem” to be “solved” by the French colonizers through conversion and assimilation, anticipating the Nazi solution of genocide. But both, I want him to see, are part of a continuum of imperial violence.

Other letters are to my elected kin, like Frantz Fanon. In 1943, Fanon decided to travel to Oran and volunteer for the French Army of Africa. At the very same time, my father was released from the Bedeau concentration camp in Algeria, and despite the solid warnings he heard from many Algerian Jews, he volunteered for this same army. Both my father and Fanon soon departed from Oran for Tunis on their way to fight in Italy, Germany, and France; both came back to Algeria after the war. Fanon and my father never met, though they inhabited the same world. Even if they had, they would have been kept apart by colonial logic. Had my father asked for psychiatric assistance in Fanon’s clinic, had he complained about his own colonial trauma, had he been treated by Fanon at the Blida-Joinville Psychiatric Hospital, my father, an indigenous Algerian, would have been classified as a “European” and sent to the European pavilion, together with French settlers, who were hostile to Algerian Jews and would have been suspicious of my father’s status as a French citizen. Fanon knew that Jews had lived in Algeria for centuries, yet he still related to them as if the new status assigned to them by the French colonizers were a natural status rather than a forced conversion.

In my letter, I enter the half-open door of Fanon’s clinic and spend time with him, learning from his insights into the psyche of the colonized but asking him to think with me about my father, whom Fanon could have misdiagnosed by placing him in the “European” section of his clinic. Rather than arguing with Fanon about this failure, I wanted, in the space of the letter, to expand the purview of our shared anticolonial struggle—one in which Fanon is a central figure and teacher. Writing these letters, my keyboard is soaked with what Houria Bouteldja calls “revolutionary love.”11

Revolutionary love guides my choice of addressees. I write only to those with whom I share a certain commitment to pursue the anti-imperial struggle of our ancestors, the ancestors we have and those we chose. For example, I will not write a letter to Adolphe Crémieux, the French Jewish colonial lawyer-politician and author of the decree that forcibly converted Jewish Muslims in Algeria into French citizens, though I think a lot about his role in the destruction of the Muslim Jewish world.

In writing open letters to my Algerian kin, memories that I didn’t even know I had were revived, reclaimed, and resuscitated. I did not know how much I had lost until I started writing. These letters brought my Algerian kin into a shared refusal to lose our ancestors and our different corporeal, spiritual, and political modes of experience. Together, we rehearse a refusal and make the Jewish Muslim world retrievable.

I was born in the same year that Algeria stopped being French. The independence of Algeria also marks the end of a centuries-old intertwined Jewish and Muslim world, an end that is a non-event in the annals of history. The expulsion of the Jews from Algeria, emptying Africa of most of its Jews, was devoid of meaning in teleological historical narratives that account for Jews’ arrival elsewhere but ignored the world destruction that caused this forced migration. Often when I read Muslim and Jewish Algerian historians, I wonder if they don’t feel strange about the way Algerian history has so neatly divided Jews from Muslims, and how they have been invited to ignore the “other half” of the inmates in the historiographical prison they inhabit.

What exactly disappeared? The Jews? No, since prior to the invention and construction of different generalized communities of Jews and Muslims by colonial agents they did not even exist as a “group apart.” The Arab Jews? No, this isn’t accurate either, since many of those who departed from Algeria were Berber Jews. What disappeared was the world of which those who departed were once a part, and what was established with their departure was a world in which their departure was a non-event. Some of what these letters help parse are the connections between these two worlds, and the forces that made the non-event that erased my ancestors.
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The Great Synagogue, Oran, late 1930. Family photo.

In the piles of photos I removed from our family albums to take with me when my father died, I found a photo of the interior of the Great Synagogue of Oran. I was touched by the photo when I found it.

It took me a long time to unravel what is actually buried underneath this image of an impressive synagogue, the synagogue where my father’s bar mitzvah took place.

Algerian synagogues, including this one, that we long for when we see them printed on “old” postcards, are actually new synagogues that the French built for the new Jews that they were in the process of converting.

Every time we see an “old” postcard, with a grand “old” synagogue, we ought to remind ourselves that that this is actually a new synagogue that the colonizers forced on our ancestors, thus obliterating the memory of those smaller communal synagogues that the colonizers destroyed.

We were left with those deceptive images that we are invited to see as “old,” older than us, who were born in other human factories, in other places.

We are nonetheless lucky if we have access to these “old” postcards with which we can still disrupt the unified history that was never ours but was implanted in our minds by another colonial regime aiming to reform us.

Buildings can be destroyed, synagogues included, especially as synagogues in different Jewish communities were mostly invisible in terms of their public presence and could take an ad-hoc form with the presence of enough people, a מנין—a quorum of ten—ready to pray.

The colonial destruction of all precolonial synagogues and their replacement was not, however, about the buildings but about who we are


and




who we will be.



Imagine a small community of Jews whose members speak only Arabic and read Hebrew mainly for prayers, suddenly required to listen to a new rabbi sent from the consistory in France, preaching to them in French.

Tell your daughter (והגדת לבתך) that the French destroyed thirteen synagogues in Algiers in 1830.

Do not tell her:

“With time, your ancestors learned French, they introduced an organ into their new synagogue, and their cantors, trained in the best conservatories, now sing as if they were in the opera house.”

Do better.

Unlearn this narrative structure, and start again.

I try to discern the French imperial project of conversion, and the Zionist project of conversion, through their failures, no matter how small: in the artisanal guilds and markets, the “talking” wardrobe of clothing and jewels, cathedral-like synagogues, a labor strike of acclimatized silkworms in Algeria, and the underground gold trade that continued between Jews and Muslims regardless of French attempts to dissolve the class of Jewish jewelers in Algeria. When I look on this level, in the imagined space created by writing these letters, I can see the persistence of Jewish Muslim life until the Jews were physically removed. Our ancestors’ world was much bigger than books and sites of worship; it was also made up of the jumbled and unruly places of everyday life and work.
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The Great Synagogue of Oran becoming the Abdullah Ibn Salam Mosque, 1972.

In 1972, the Great Synagogue of Oran was turned into a mosque. The synagogue was not destroyed but rather its holiest part—the Ark of the Covenant—“stored” behind a wall, which was erected to separate and protect this area where the synagogue’s podium and other sacred objects stood. Each time the name of the current mosque is said, Abdullah ibn Salam, it is a reminder that the Jews were and still are part of the ummah: Abdullah ibn Salam is the name of one of the Prophet’s companions, a Jew who recognized the authenticity of the prophet and converted to Islam.

Despite the violence of the deracination of the Algerian Jews, which culminated in their forced departure, the objects they made rebel against and betray the clear-cut separation of Jews from Muslims, of Jews from Algeria. These objects remind us of the Algerian Jewish presence, contained in the jewels and artifacts that they made, a presence that still intermingles with Muslims.

These letters are a kind of semiconductor. They amplify the conductivity between the precious metals of jewelry and coins from across the much-bordered world and the lost wisdom, incantations, invocations, and chants of their makers, wearers, and users.

What could it mean to consider skill in a craft as a mode of reinhabiting one’s place in the ummah? What would it mean to still be the jewelers of the ummah—and from that position, to struggle to decolonize Jewish history as invented in Europe and undo the white Christian imperial technologies that robbed us of who we can be with others? What would the renewal of the Jewish Muslim world mean for the decolonization of Palestine and of the world?

The genocide of Palestinians started as I was reviewing this book for the last time before publication. There are not enough tears to mourn the horror of a life world being trampled relentlessly for months by settlers determined to make Gaza disappear. The scale of the killing is greater than in previous campaigns of violence perpetrated against Palestinians. At the same time, however, this determination to destroy Gaza, to make Palestinians vanish in one way or another, and to bulldoze the material vestiges of their histories, is not new; it dates to 1948. Despite the massive erasure, the efforts of hegemonic media to cover up Israel’s crimes, and the killing of Palestinian journalists, photojournalists, and media workers at a rate of one every day, Gaza is blessed with prophets, many of them dressed in blue vests on which the word “Press” is emblazoned. They are the truth-tellers of this genocide, the truth that Israel cannot eliminate as long as they are there. Each day a new prophet rises with the sun, joining the choir of those who convey the truth of this genocide, keeping it in plain sight to be witnessed by the millions around the world who refuse to deny that it has been quintessential to this settler-colonial regime since its inception.12 This book doesn’t engage directly with the current genocide in Gaza, but with the longue durée of the Euro-American investment in the destruction of the Jewish Muslim world, of which Palestine is now the ultimate site of its genocidal violence. And yet, despite the disaster, Palestine can still be the site of the ultimate collapse of this crusade.

All this can be expressed with Safiyya’s words that end this book:


The return has already started. Here I am, breaking the Zionist spell over my body, over the land, over our prophetic powers. These are powers that can assist us in healing, in immersing ourselves in the seven years of repair the Torah calls for, renewing our gratitude to our life among others, respecting the balance and secrets of the world and living under their mantle.







Addressee Biographies

Roger Lucien Azoulay

My father (Abba in Hebrew). Born in 1923 in Oran, Algeria. Around the age of fourteen, he took a correspondence course and became a radio technician. While in Algeria he adored American films, jazz music, and piyyutim (sung Jewish liturgical poems). Under the Vichy regime, he was incarcerated in the forced labor camp at Bedeau. Upon liberation, he was drafted to the French Army of Africa and fought in Italy, Germany, and France. In 1949, he volunteered for a one-year stint in the newly founded Israeli Army, but he met the woman who became my mother and decided, instead, to stay in the Zionist colony in Palestine, where he worked as a radio technician and later opened a store selling audio equipment and records. He and my mother had three daughters, of which I’m the youngest. When he turned seventy-five, I interviewed him and edited a small booklet about his life, which has been a treasure trove in the writing of this book. He died in 2012.

Benjamin Stora

French historian. Born in 1950 in Constantine, Algeria. In 1962, his family departed from Algeria along with most of the Jews to France, where he became a historian with a focus on Algeria during and after colonization. Over the last decade he has curated exhibitions and edited several volumes dedicated to the relationship between Jews and Muslims in the Maghreb.

Samira Negrouche

Algerian writer and poet. Born in 1980 in Algiers, where she still lives today. She writes in French and translates poetry written in Arabic and Amazigh languages into English and French. A few years ago, we started an exchange of emails and letters about the wounds that came from the amputation of Jewish identity from Muslim identity, and vice versa.

Frantz Omar Fanon

Political theorist and psychiatrist. Born in 1925 in Martinique, under French colonial rule. In 1943, he joined the French Army of Africa in Oran, where his military service overlapped with my father’s. After the war, he studied psychiatry and became chief of service in the psychiatric hospital of Blida-Joinville in Algeria. In 1956, he quit to join the Algerian revolutionary forces, was expelled from Algeria, and moved to Tunis and continued his revolutionary work. His writings became formative for post-colonial and anticolonial theorists and activists around the world, including myself. He was part of the editorial collective of the Algerian revolutionary newspaper El Moudjahid.

My beloved children

In 1987, while I was studying in Paris, I gave birth to Ellie. In 1991, I met the man who has been my partner since, Adi M. Ophir; his three children, Renana, Hagar, and Nimrod, became part of my life and my beloved children. In 2002, our son Ourie was born. In 2012, Adi and I left the Zionist colony in Palestine and moved with our son to Rhode Island in the United States. That same year, Ellie gave birth to my first grandchild and left the colony with her partner for France and then the UK, where she now works as a scholar, focusing mainly on music collectors and educators and archives. Hagar left for Berlin in 2016, where she lives and works as an artist. My point of departure for these letters is a combination of the experience of becoming one of the ancestors of our grandchildren; our departure from the Zionist colony where our diverse modes of being Jews and Muslim Jews were ruined; and my gradual understanding of what we were deprived of with the establishment of a Zionist state in 1948.

Wassyla Tamzali

Lawyer and author. Born in 1941 in Béjaïa, Algeria. For many years she worked as an advocate for women’s rights in Algeria and around the Mediterranean. She is the founder and director of the Ateliers Sauvages in Algiers. I first encountered Wassyla as the author of a book on Algerian jewelry and tried to contact her, but failed. When I published my letter to Benjamin Stora, she reached out to me. We met and have exchanged letters since.

Houria Bouteldja

Political activist and writer. Born in 1973 in Constantine, Algeria, she immigrated to France as a child. Bouteldja is one of the founders of the Partie des indigènes de la république. During a visit to Paris, I encountered her first book, Whites, Jews, and Us. It was the first time in my life that I felt a sense of belonging to a Jewish Muslim world.

Julie Boumendil

My paternal great-grandmother, who lived in Oran. She was a single parent with three children: Joseph (my grandfather), Camille, and Rachel, who died shortly after she was born. Joseph was the only child who was recognized by his father and given his father’s name, Azoulay. Julie’s daughter Camille and her husband and three children migrated to Paris in the late 1920s and in 1943 were deported by the French police to Drancy, and from there to Auschwitz, where they were murdered. While looking for Julie in the archive, I discovered my anticolonial female ancestor.

Madame Cohen

A Jewish embroiderer from Oran who worked with gold thread. In the late 1970s, a decade and a half after the expulsion of the Jews from Algeria, she donated two postcards of Algerian women wearing dresses from Tlemcen to the Musée d’art et d’histoire du judaïsme. One of the women pictured in the postcards may be her.

Hannah Arendt

German Jewish philosopher. Born in 1906 in Germany. Her writings were formative for my theoretical and anticolonial education. Her attention to different realms of activity, and most of all to what we do in concert with others, inspired my political thinking and guided me out of Zionism. My letter to her was sparked by her short text on Algeria, written in 1943, and is also inspired by her deep understanding of the costs of assimilation for those who choose or are forced to undertake it.

Hosni Kitouni

Historian specializing in Algerian history. He lives in Constantine, Algeria. Hosni read an early version of my open letter to Benjamin Stora in the Boston Review, translated it into French overnight, and posted it to his Facebook page. This sparked a rich, ongoing email exchange about the lingering effects of colonialism, and how to live and think in a world striated by colonial scars. His book Colonial Disorder is a potential history of the non-colonization of Algeria by the French.

Sylvia Wynter

Philosopher and essayist. Born in Cuba in 1928, to Jamaican parents. Wynter’s texts accompanied me when I immigrated to the United States. When I first read her text on 1492, it appeared to me as a guide to the Americas, but I was troubled by her use of the category “Judaeo-Christian” (as she spells it), which seems to further, through language, the disappearance of the Jews from Africa and the destruction of the Jewish Muslim world.

Katya Gibel Mevorach (Katya Gibel Azoulay)

A cultural anthropologist. In her works, she writes about her experience of being both Jewish and Black. I reached out to her hoping to find a lost family member. I failed; the name we share belonged to her former husband. But I found an epistolary friend, and a friendship nurtured by our shared interest in diverse Jews.

Marianne Cohen

My great-grandmother. Born in in Sidi-bel-Abbès, Algeria. Marianne called her daughter Aïcha, a Jewish Muslim name, which I came to understand as an anticolonial act. With her husband she left the colonial town of Sidi-bel-Abbès (built around a French fort, and home of the French Foreign Legion), and moved to Oran, the family’s original home. In my letter to her I try to understand the intergenerational ramifications of the violence perpetrated by the French when they forced indigenous Algerians to change their names, personas, and modes of life to suit the whims of the imperial bureaucracy.

Zahava Arieh Azoulay

My mother (Ima in Hebrew). Born in 1931 in Rishon Lezion, Palestine. Descendant of Jews who had been expelled from Spain in 1492, she spoke Ladino and Hebrew as her mother tongues. Over generations, members of her paternal family, the Ariehs, migrated from Bulgaria to Palestine, which was then part of the Ottoman Empire. Her grandparents migrated to Jerusalem in the mid-nineteenth century, before the first wave of Zionist colonization. After finishing primary school, she studied sewing. When she was seventeen, Palestine was ruined, the state of Israel was established, and the only history she was trained to understand and required to transmit to her children was Zionist history. When she was nineteen, she met my father, Roger Lucien Azoulay, with whom she had three daughters, of whom I am the youngest. She worked part-time in the music store they owned, loved cooking Bulgarian cuisine, knitting, and embroidery, and passed on to me a love of handmade things. Through writing my letter to her, I realized how many militant voices we lost when we were given only Zionists to revere as our elders.

Ghassan Kanafani

A Palestinian writer and a member of the Palestine Liberation Organization. Born in 1936 in Acre, Palestine, Kanafani was assassinated in 1972 in Beirut by Israeli military special forces. His novella Returning to Haifa is, among other things, a guardian of the memory of diverse Jews who have been nearly disappeared from Hebrew literature. In my letter, I tell Kanafani about a woman, Tama, his writing has brought to me.





Letter 1. Abba, why didn’t you call me Algeria?

A letter to my father, Roger Lucien

Dear Abba,

I recently stumbled upon the last photo that was taken of you. It saddened me in a way I had not expected. I remember the moment I took it as if it occurred just yesterday evening. I was standing outside your hospital room, feeling as if I had no right to look at you as you lay there dying. I thought that perhaps you would not appreciate being seen like that, sick in your hospital bed. I had a sense that this moment was different—that you were not going to recover and return to normal. This was going to be the last time I would see you; your death was already here. At that moment, I couldn’t grasp your death’s meaning. I feared that when you were gone, I’d realize I had been absent from this moment. So I attempted to linger in it by taking a picture, from a distance, to defer my understanding of your death. I slightly inclined my phone and took a single photo. Taking it, I felt like I was stealing the last photograph of you, but at the same time I felt that I had a right to this photograph.

I was right. I’m looking at your photo now, and you seem different from the father I knew. You are totally decompressed. Even your hair escapes, spread on the pillow like a mane, reminding us that you were once a lion. Looking at this photograph, I don’t see the sick man that you were at the time it was taken; rather, I see my father peacefully leaving the world. I would never have seen you so at peace without the photo, since you were never at peace in the world. And in the last months before you died, you were more vexed and angrier (en colère) than ever. You refused to accept that you were no longer as strong as you had once been. Your body was no longer responding, and your willpower was fading.

Looking at this photo of you reconciled to your death, I know that I never had the father that you could have been. Raising us was not your job, and we, your three daughters, had to shield you from the hectic and demanding presence we posed as children. The traces of who we were during the day had to disappear when you returned in the evening from your small store, so that you would not be irritated by our noise, our uncontained movements. Even when we grew up, our exchanges with you were limited and mostly mediated through Ima.

You loved it when our life sounded cinematic, and so I always tried to spice my stories with a theatrical flavor, just as you did before your vocal cords were taken from you and you lost your storyteller’s voice. Everything we said to each other could have been repeated in any others’ ears; there was nothing intimate in what we said, nothing that testified to our feelings. Even after Ima died, your rage over her death was mutely present in your body; you didn’t utter a word expressing your pain, which was visible only in the gestures that we learned to decipher, nor did you invite us to speak about ours. I don’t think that it even occurred to you that we became orphans at that moment. We didn’t ask for affection, and you didn’t offer any.
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The last photo of my father, on his deathbed, March 13, 2012.

Only after your death did I start asking myself how much I projected onto you and how much of the father that I knew was truly part of who you were. Was it me who neglected to share my feelings with you first, because I interiorized your distance? When did I understand that your reserve came from your own injuries, which didn’t leave space for ours? Abba, I’m trying to interpret your foreignness to us, since I know that it did not come from selfishness or disinterest—you did not show such things. But you could not bear a certain volume of sound and strength of emotion, and we learned to live around you and adjust ourselves to your presence.

Addressing you in this letter makes me almost forget that you are no longer with us. No, that’s not true. It is only because you are gone that I can address you this way, directly, with my feelings and my questions. I can ask you about what was taken from you, from us, from our ancestors, and why and how we became who we are.

This photo, Abba, is not only of you, but also of the distance between us, which even at your deathbed I could not bridge. No matter how much this distance was created by your personality, at least part of it resulted from the colonial project that shaped you and pushed you away from your ancestral homeland and your family. As a result, you found yourself in the Zionist colony, where until the last day of your life you felt foreign, lonely, and incapable of acknowledging the wounds of exile. All your life there, you had no intimate friends (except one, in your first years there, who spoke French with you and was no longer around when I was born). There was no one for us to tell that you were dying, and no one who could tell us stories about you, the kind of stories people tell during the shiva. I was overwhelmed by the loneliness I felt as I sat at your deathbed. I didn’t have any bodily memory of how to be close to you. You didn’t have such knowledge either, so even during your last days, you didn’t ask me to hold your hand, and I didn’t imagine taking your hand in mine.

It was relatively late in the evening when I took this photo. Ilana and I had arrived to visit you for the second time that evening, since the nurse had told us that these would be your last hours. The still photograph silences what my body still viscerally remembers from these last hours: your unbearable groans that vibrated around the room. You were sleeping and yet miserable. In my heart I was praying hard that this ordeal would end. I could not find any words, perhaps because Ilana’s words were so dominant. She kept mumbling, “Even dying horses are shot at this stage. Why don’t they stop it?” I wished she would stop repeating this.

The groans came out of your throat but it felt like the entire room was moaning. We had to leave the room and we roamed the long corridors of the unit where you were hospitalized. We had already asked the nurse twice to do something to help you, but she muttered something like “There is nothing I can do.” Shortly after we left, the nurse called us back. Someone announced to us your death. I recall only that Ilana and I looked at each other and simultaneously said, “We are fully orphans.”

In some ways, I had already felt for a while that I no longer had parents. More and more, I felt a deep tear that I was not responsible for generating but you were not equipped to stop or heal. I don’t blame you—I was born in a place where children are forced to accept the state’s identity and parents must accept it as the cost of citizenship. However, as I grew up, I began to refuse the bargain, and after years of my engaging in political arguments, Ima revealed that she was ashamed of who I had become. For Ima I was a traitor.

Abba, I do not belong in that colony, just like you didn’t. We were surrounded by people who policed our identities, forced us to be their Mizrahi Jews, devoid of our memories, cosmologies, and histories. That colony tore us from our ancestors. I don’t think you ever understood what it meant for me to grow up in such a place. I realized slowly that this was not because of who you were, but because of who you were made to be. After all, you too were born in the human factories of empire.

I don’t write this letter, Abba, in order to assign blame, but rather to seek understanding. I wish to understand this wound that I inherited from you and unwillingly transmitted to my children and grandchildren. You denied the existence of your injury; you never tried to address or heal it. In the colony, we were bereft of an extended family in which to grow up. In the torn world in which you grew up, what remained of your extended family was an obstacle for a young man who wanted to believe that he was making choices only for himself. This is how you were programmed in those imperial factories: to detach yourself from this unmodern (Jewish) world, to turn the page, start anew, reinvent yourself as an independent subject free of tradition. (Indeed, capitalism, which was introduced to Algeria along with the French colonial invasion, conceived of tradition as one of its major obstacles.) You had been poisoned by this modern colonial dream of self-invention, which was not easy for a Jew to realize in Algeria, even with French citizenship. It was rather suffocating for Jews to live in French Algeria, so you left—but you could never say why you felt like an exile in your own country.

You fought during the Second World War as part of the French Army of Africa, where you earned a few medals for your excellent service and for risking your life. Even so, France continued to humiliate you and your family for being Jews. Legally, you were French citizens in Algeria, but at the start of the 1940s, under the Nazi-aligned Vichy government, the French confiscated Jewish property and sent young men like you to concentration camps. You were in the camp in Bedeau. I read about a song you sang in the camp, but you never mentioned it to us; I recently met a cinematographer whose grandfather was in Bedeau, and in a film she is making about the camp, she, her father and other members of her family sing the song that their grandfather sang for them:


Bedeau, camp of misery,

Bedeau, camp of calvary,

it is you who takes us away

from our parents, from our friends.

…

In this passing camp

I am a prisoner.1



I was in tears.

Other members of your family, who had immigrated to Paris from Algeria a decade earlier, were sent to die in Auschwitz. France never apologized nor paid for what it did, and you could not voice your rage. In the most pragmatic way, you felt that no matter how hard you worked to dissociate yourself from your Jewish family, acting and attempting to pass as a modern man of the world and enjoying what Oran had to offer—cinema, music, dance—you were constantly reminded that you did not belong. But Abba, there once existed a world in which the question of belonging had not yet been imposed as the better of two bad options. The colonization of Algeria attacked not only our sense of belonging, but also the infrastructure that had enabled our ancestors to belong without having to make those harmful “modern” choices.

As for me, Abba, I do not belong anywhere. But I know where to look for fractures and for fragments of what remains of our Jewish Muslim world. These are fractures I am now learning to step into, to inhabit.

Are you surprised, Abba, that I can see you so clearly? It was unlike you to inhabit the victim position. Abba, I do not inhabit the victim position either. I’m trying, rather, to find my mother tongue, to unlearn those languages that we were forced to accept as our own, those words that don’t match our experiences. Abba, I refuse to minimize our loss, to cover it up and move on, to forget how we were manufactured as modern subjects, French, Israelis, Jews, worldless. We have the right to find the words to say what was done to us, to speak of what was taken from us, to condemn what was (and continues to be) done in our name, and to refuse the glorious story about how we were given (imperial) citizenship. What was done to the Algerian Jews is still buried under the liberal language of emancipation and choice, and you know well enough that this language has nothing to do with your life experience, neither as a French citizen in Algeria nor as an Israeli in the colony.

Abba, you were born in the human factories of French Algeria. Implanted in you was French memory, which may have inspired you but could not help you put things in your own words, words that would have been true to your ancestors’ history, words that would not have camouflaged what you felt as an inheritor of Algeria’s colonization. Born in 1923 in the midst of French colonial rule, you were born to be reconciled with what had been done to your ancestors. But how could one be reconciled with what is wrong? A mother tongue, French, was imposed on you, a mother tongue that was not the one your ancestors spoke, different also from the one you could have continued to speak with others. In this space of distance and unspeakable loss, your colonial aphasia took shape.2 In the absence of words to correspond with your reality, you found refuge in muteness and in a form of storytelling that allowed you to aggrandize everyday life, sometimes out of proportion, in order to not see other things. These forms of refuge were part of your striving not to be where you were, not to face the broken realities, not to feel or learn to love again.

Dear Abba, if you had been capable of acknowledging some of your scars, of remembering the gestures of love offered to you by your family in Algeria, you could have understood that your Algerian family was not your prison. What might have seemed to you like confinement could also have been their acts of refusal against colonial pressures to detach themselves from their Arabic culture. If their life seemed to you like being caught in a cage, as you once described it to me, that was not their fault either. The colonizers in Algeria trained colonized youth—you—to look at their ancestors through French eyes. To align themselves with the modern French against the pre-modern Arab. The promise of Frenchness caught you in a double exile, from the Jewish community and from the French community (for still, you were always an Arab to the French, always, too, a Jew)—and incapacitated you from being able to express your longing, except in the most clandestine ways. Ways that were secret, maybe, even to yourself.

Almost every Saturday when we were children, we went with Ima to the beach so that you could stay home alone and listen to music at full volume. When we came back, lunch was ready. It was always the same meal, always delicious: a piece of steak, twice-fried potatoes, and a fresh green salad. For years I assumed that Ima didn’t like your music. Now that I’m more familiar with the world you left behind and know that my great-grandfather, your grandfather Abraham Cohen, loved listening to piyyutim, I wonder if you didn’t carve out this time in order to listen to the sounds you longed for, free from our gaze and our questioning eyes.

I don’t believe today that living outside of one’s community could be a real choice, unless life becomes unbearable within it.

Were you familiar with the musician Ahmed Wahbi, who was also from Oran, and who consoled himself in exile with songs about Oran? He sings:


I will never forget my country,

my land and that of my ancestors.

Oran, my childhood’s cradle

makes me forget my sufferings.



I’m not trying to contradict your feelings; I’m trying to suggest that it was colonization that turned the Jewish community into a cage and imposed on you this either/or binary. It won’t help to tell me that I have no idea what I’m talking about, or to describe how much culture the French had that Algerians lacked. You knew nothing about who Algerians were prior to the colonization, nothing about what the French did in 1830, and nothing about what the French did to the Jews before they turned them into their captives in 1870. Please, Abba, don’t think that I’m playing the smarter than you game. I’m not. I didn’t know anything about it either, until I made it my mission to educate myself. Nor did I know about what the Zionists did to non-Zionist Jews before I sought answers.

Neither of us knew these things because others had a vested interest in our not-knowing, and our ability to know was damaged. We were given substitute narratives that made us ignorant of how to truly answer such questions as “Who are we?” and “Where do we come from?” and “What are our histories, languages, and memories?” We were forced to inherit an erased memory, and we were prevented from even seeing the erasure itself.

This explains our mutation into people our ancestors would not know.

Abba, I could not stay where I was born either. During your shiva, I got a phone call offering me a job in the United States, and we moved there a few months after you died. Since then, I’ve been trying to understand what these colonial projects did to us and how they can still be opposed, though these colonial projects have now been normalized as democratic regimes. Reversing the damage caused by colonial projects is not only an individual concern. It is a concern for groups and communities, for social and family life, for our collective moral disposition. It is an effort of love, loneliness, care, and worry for our planet, its different species, and their descendants. These are things that one cannot think about alone.

Like you Abba, after ten years I am also lonely here. I experience a multi-generational dissociation, but I try to disrupt it by refusing to describe the colonial projects in the way we colonial converts have been taught: modernization, secularization, emancipation. The revolutionary dawn of the French Revolution, wherein Jews were “emancipated” from their communities, is my year zero. I won’t exhaust you with this long history, though; I want to stay focused on Algeria. I want to understand what I failed to understand about you—your pains, your loneliness, your dissociation, your traumas, your non-choices, your choices, your world, your silences, and our state-sponsored deafness to it all.

Since you died, I’ve been inhabiting Algeria. Every detail that I read helps me understand how being born an “Israeli” ensured that Algeria would not be part of our life. Simultaneously, my being born Israeli meant disavowing the same heritage that was taken from you upon your arrival in the Zionist colony, where you had to camouflage your birthplace. There are so many questions that no one asked generations of Algerian Jews. I’m trying to ask these questions, even if I cannot receive answers.
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Algerian Jews forced to leave Oran with the French colonizers, Oran, Algeria, 1962.

Abba, though we rarely talked, really talked, I mean, I hope that what I’m going to share with you will be received as an expression of love and care, and will make you feel, finally, less lonely.


Abba, do you remember

the year of my birth?




Yes, 1962.




Our family had to leave Algeria

in a rush, with barely any belongings.

Did it hit you

that you would never

be able to return to Oran,

to visit your home,

pick up the things

that your mother probably kept,

assuming you would return?




Did you dream

of climbing one more time

the wide stairs

leading to 3 rue Tafna,

at the top of the hill,

as you used to do

until you were twenty-nine

years old?

To confirm once and forever,

whether there are one hundred steps?




If you could just have told me

that the number of steps

was part of what tormented you,

I would have immediately promised

to go there myself and count.




Maybe then,

just before you died,

you could have told me,

“I love you,”

“I’m sorry,”

“I didn’t know how to be a father.”




Or simply




“Bless you.”

“Take good care of yourself.”



But you said nothing—not a word. We were left with your silence, which has now been enhanced by your death. Your silence, Abba, was not only yours, but the colonial imprint left on your body.

If someone could have attended to you when you came back from the war, if you had not been greeted as if these French anti-Jewish settlers were part of the Nazi plot against Jews, you would not have had to conceal your feelings and leave Algeria, incapable of figuring out who you were running away from.

If someone had addressed you properly, you might have slowly found the words to reclaim Algeria and transmit to us something from our ancestral land. You could have prevented us from growing up in the Zionist colony, completely ignorant on the one hand, and intimidated by hearing that we were from North Africa on the other. Why couldn’t Algeria have been a source of bliss, rather than something to repress?

Abba, why didn’t you call me Algeria?3

When you were about to turn seventy-five, I prepared a booklet for you of the stories you had shared after I ceremoniously announced, “I’m going to interview you!” You liked that I metaphorically handed you a mic, and that day you told me many stories about your life before you arrived in Palestine. I made sure to talk with you alone, and not together with Ima; I was determined to hear something other than the familiar stories you both agreed on.

When I returned to that booklet after your death, I felt that I was reading what you told me for the first time. I had retained almost no memory of it. I knew that I asked you questions, the kinds I couldn’t have asked outside of a formal interview. Maybe this explains, partially at least, why I didn’t retain what you told me. Why was Ima so silent about all this all these years? Why, for example, when we learned about the Holocaust, did she not mention that your family had been murdered in Auschwitz, and that you had been in a forced labor camp in Bedeau? When I read these stories later in the booklet, told without emotion, it seemed as if you were talking about someone else. So it may not be surprising that though I was the one who recorded them, it was as if someone else was sitting there in front of you, collecting testimonies.

I’m trying to understand why I prepared the booklet, for if it was meant to help my sisters and me get to know our father better, it didn’t do the job. The interview was not like a father talking to his daughter in an intimate moment when the heart breaks its lock; rather, it felt more like sitting with the storyteller father I knew, who turned some of the most painful moments of his life into stories I could bear to hear. Did you actually try to shield me from them? I recognize your storyteller’s touch: each story ends with a punchline that forecloses a spontaneous emotional response. I don’t think anyone in the family read it, but I gave it to you as a gift and I think you were happy that it existed. What I didn’t understand when I prepared it was that it was also gift to myself.

Abba, I have read this booklet many times now. It was the only written guide you left for me to find my way to Algeria. I could not understand all of it on my own. Trying to make sense of what you had told me in relation to the broader history in which our lives unfolded, I decided to share parts of it with others, through open letters. You don’t know most of the people to whom I write, but you should trust that I have chosen them with care for their wisdom, their life experiences, and their writings that were helpful in my journey to Algeria, to reinhabiting the Jewish Muslim world.

I asked myself many times: What made you think that your life in Algeria should not be part of ours? That you could cut us off from our origins? Why, when I was planning to go to study in Paris, didn’t you tell me that the French sent you to a forced labor camp? That they humiliated you? That they deported members of our family from Paris to Auschwitz? Or that our family’s French Catholic neighbors told the French police that they were living near Jews, and so gave our family their death verdict? Do you know that less than twenty years later, other neighbors denounced Algerian Muslims, who were kidnapped, tortured, and drowned in the Seine by the same policemen? Why didn’t you warn me away from the French, and why did you let me grow up in the Zionist colony where we were taught to fear Arabs? Why didn’t you tell me that during World War II, Muslims in Algeria refused to take part in the French colonizer’s anti-Semitic politics? That Algerian Muslims prepared bread for Jewish families and brought the loaves to the public bakeries, since Jews were banned from using public ovens?

When I speak about those human factories where we were raised, I’m thinking about the love and hatred, trust and suspicion, enmity and friendship that were planted within us yet have nothing to do with who we are, with our histories. We were planted with colonial histories reflecting the political agendas of those who colonized us, our culture was taken from us to put in museums, and we were used as pawns in their wars. French citizenship, the French mother tongue, had been planted in you and grew so large that you could not speak of the French except with respect. Even the French language itself was used against you, twisting your tongue around colonial idioms. For example, the French gave the families of the 70,000 Jews that they murdered during the Holocaust, including members of our family, death certificates that state that they “died for France” (“mort pour la France”).4

The length of most stories in this booklet is barely a paragraph. In the paragraph about your uncle, aunt, and their children whom the French sent to Auschwitz, you mentioned in passing that it was their neighbors in the building who had delivered them to the police. You didn’t know how to deal with this fact; it sounds like an anecdote. Perhaps you knew no one could hear you say it as anything but a story, for in the Zionist colony, the story of the Holocaust is not the story of Algerian Jews but a story only about the Ashkenazi Jews in Europe—and it is the Nazis, not the French, who are the only villains.

Only in 1995 did the French finally acknowledge their role in the mass murder of Jews during the Holocaust. But they have never acknowledged their crimes against Algerians, even though Algerians refuse to forget.

I am Algerian, Abba, and I also refuse to forget.

I refuse to accept the imposition of French citizenship on Algeria, a gun with its silencer of liberté, egalité, fraternité. Abba, the technology of disorientation used against you continues its work in us. It impacts my grandchildren, who must grow up in places where the soil doesn’t recognize them, where their ancestors are not buried, with the fractured sense of belonging somewhere else.

Abba, do you know that when the French first invaded Algeria in 1830, they began by destroying significant parts of the city of Algiers, places where Jews had lived for centuries and had shared institutions, traditions, and rituals with Muslims? Before they were singled out for being “Jews” they were attacked and denigrated as Algerians, like the rest of the population. However, in the chronicles of the first decades of the colonization, Algerian Jews were erased. While part of their invisibility can be explained by their subsumption into the general body of Algerians, this cannot explain why Algerian Jews are missing from most books about the beginning of the colonization. This has given rise to a historiography that excludes Jews from colonization, making their separation from their neighbors and the history of Algeria through the category of “Jew” retroactive to the date of colonization itself.

In the 1840s, when French Jews arrived from France to assist in the conversion of Algerian Jews to French citizens, they disparaged our ancestors for being Arab Jews and offered them a path to gain French citizenship and stop being who they were: Arabs, Berbers, Muslims. This was already built on a physical destruction of their communal life as Muslim Jews, members of the Muslim Jewish world. In just a few generations, the French ruined our shared world and substituted our histories and memories with French ones. You were born into this disintegration, Abba. When you were born, you could not know that the soil in which you were to grow was filled with rubble and ruins and the traces of violence. I’m trying to understand how much of it you sensed and how much of it you disavowed, since your language could not account for it.

Abba, you left Algeria when you were twenty-nine. Do you remember that once in a while you disappeared for a full day, closing your store for the occasion, and went to see miracle healers that you heard had arrived from abroad? As children we laughed at you for believing in these magicians. Only in retrospect do I understand that miracle healers were part of the inherited Algerian beliefs that the French had not managed to destroy. As the youngest in the family, I had to join in and laugh at you, but I also embraced your attachment to things that escaped rational or scientific explanation. You ignored us; and this in itself was an important lesson. All these magicians, dear Abba, were of Arab origin. Not Arabs as the opposite of Jews, but Arab Jews, who were the guardians of the cosmologies, skills, and traditions that you could not speak of but that you refused to renounce.

I want to tell you how the French treated these healers, magicians, and saints, whose tombs were venerated both by Muslims and Jews, often regardless of the identity of the person buried in them. After the invasion, despite the opposition of local inhabitants, cemeteries and tombs were desecrated. In rare cases, as in 1844 with the tombs of the two great rabbis, Ribach (Rabbi Isaac Bar Sheshet) and Rachbatz (Rabbi Shimeon Ben Tzemach) who settled in Algiers after being expelled from Spain, or in 1846, in the case of the marabout Sidi Mansour, the decision to demolish their tombs was accompanied by a decision to remove their remains to elsewhere, for even the colonizers knew that these tombs were sites of ziyara, pilgrimage.5

[image: Images]

Mausoleum of Ribach (Rabbi Isaac Bar Sheshet) and Rachbatz (Rabbi Shimeon Ben Tzemach), Algiers.

Sidi Mansour’s tomb was in the garden of the Djenina, under a centuries-old tree whose branches provided pilgrims with refuge from the sun. Sometime after Sidi Mansour’s remains were removed, this beautiful tree stopped blossoming and seemed to be dying of an unknown disease. The French set up a special committee to examine the tree. The committee determined that the tree was dead and recommended uprooting it. Hearing this verdict, the tree revolted and started to bud. The French ignored the tree’s signal and cut the tree down. French experts came to check the trunk, hoping to find scientific explanations for the nature of the disease, but local inhabitants adhered to their own understanding: the tree suffered from grief over the loss of its companion, Sidi Mansour, and had been mourning.6 French imperialists’ learned deafness to the sounds of human and nonhuman suffering in response to their interventions enabled them to continue, day after day, for 132 years.

In some cases, new tombs were built. At first, I was moved by a photo of the tomb of the rabbis that a friend from Algiers sent me. However, I had to remind myself that this photo was not a souvenir from the life of the Jews in Algeria, but rather a souvenir of what colonialism did to us: destroyed a fifteenth-century tomb and replaced it with a French monument to a rabbi, a monument decorated with the symbol the French assigned exclusively to us, the Star of David. Yet even in this desolate way, Algeria still carries our memory.

Look at this postcard, Abba. How do you think this beautiful site became “old Algiers”? The French destroyed what you see here. And then their scholars inventoried what had been destroyed, collected traces of those traditions and described our world as “vanished,” relegating our ancestors to the past.

The French documentarians who used their pencils and paintbrushes to make our ancestors part of “the past” in notebook after notebook didn’t even ask these women whose dresses they carefully painted who the women had come to venerate in these tombs. They depicted these women as if they were already artifacts in a French museum, denying their continued living presence. These women’s testimonies were not taken. Abba, do you see how beautiful their long dresses are, and the laced metallic sarma they wear over their hair, covered with tulles in different colors? Do you see their jewels? Do you know, Abba, that this is how our ancestors dressed before they were lured into being French, and modern, and taught that beautiful art is only what is shown in European galleries and museums? These exquisite adornments didn’t need to be displayed in vitrines; they needed to be lived with, part of a culture carried on the body and forged by the skilled hands of artisans. Some of these adornments, used on special occasions, were handed down from one generation to the next, imbued with love, secrets, pieces of advice, and protective invocations embroidered into the pattern. Older women taught younger women how to wear them and transmitted their secrets. To wear these clothes, to learn their stories and their invocations, and to transmit them to one’s daughters—these adornments were outside of the modern and capitalist mode of being, in which time taken to make them and to wear them would be seen as wasted time.
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Algerian Jewish women visiting tombs, Bab Azzoun. The scene is described as “old Algiers.” Colonial postcard.


Can you imagine, Abba,

what it has meant to them,

to have to seek their livelihood

chez les Français

and to get used

to the different selves

this unsolicited gentrification

required from them

in order to pass as acceptable subjects

in the eyes of the French,

who despised their looks

except when rendered

as a charming “type”

by one of their painters?



When you were born, this is what mainly Muslim women looked like. Abba, for your ancestors to stop dressing like this and living in these ways was the end of the world! I don’t blame you for not knowing about the violence of the French colonization of Algeria; it happened almost a century before you were born and it was not taught in school. But Abba, you continued to feel the echoes of this destruction, as do I. But these destroyed worlds, I believe, can be recovered and reclaimed. They can best be reimagined when one insists on dwelling in the sites of original violence, from which some threads might still be pulled. From these threads, I continue to weave the world.
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Colonial postcards. This used to be a vibrant neighborhood full of Algiers’s craft workshops, artisanal knowhow, mosques, and synagogues.

I want to try to do what you could not: to mend the tears in the channels of transmission. I want you to join me on a visit to Algiers. The story that I want to tell you starts in Algiers in 1830. It is the story of the colonization as a story of destruction. These violent attacks were not directed just at the Jews, of course. But the colonization of Algeria disoriented us and carved us, Algerian Jews, out of the history of Algeria, made of us subjects of French history apart from Muslim history, and this is why it matters to put the records of colonization straight, to challenge the historians who didn’t ask, Where are the Jews in this colonial history?

Algiers was not spacious enough to host a colonizing army of 36,000 soldiers, and so the French confiscated locals’ houses and workshops and razed them to create a central square where their battalions could assemble “in case of emergency.” I have amassed somewhere between sixty and seventy postcards and drawings of this single spot that I want to show you, taken from different angles and during different periods (see photo p. 51). I needed such a collection in order to trace the destruction that these postcards camouflage.

I want you to come with me; I want you to see how Jews and Muslims once lived in this city. Our ancestors were Arabs, Amazighs, and Muslims, as well as Jews—all components of who they were as inhabitants of Algeria. Our ancestors recognized themselves in this cultural amalgam as they navigated the winding paths of their city. Yes, Abba, this is what we were as Jews: Arabs, Amazighs, and Muslims; and our culture, which spread all over the city, was woven from these different threads.

The French arrived with dynamite and with scholars who taxonomized our objects, writings, dresses, jewels, traditions, buildings, and even our tombs (see image p. 53). They started to pressure the local population and to tell them who they were and who they were not, what was theirs and what was not. Given the small size of the Jewish population, the French used them to test different procedures of assimilation with relatively limited risk. They called it “assimilation,” but actually the goal was conversion, and it required the detachment of the Jews from the world in which they were artisans so that they could be modernized in synchrony with the city. Given the large number of Jews among the artisan guilds, modernizing us effectively meant destroying the economy of craft. Craft was the enemy of modernization, since it resisted capitalist work rhythms and capitalism’s ravenous appetite for extraction and production. Likewise, it is also fair to say that the destruction of craft pressured our ancestors to modernize. All of this meant that the heart of the city—the area of the craftspeople in what then became “old Algiers”—had to be destroyed.
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Moorish, Turkish, and Jewish tombs. Nineteenth-century lithograph.
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The port of Algiers, view from the upper Kasbah.

Abba, thank God our ancestors’ amnesia, like yours, was not absolute. Since you died a decade ago, I’ve begun recovering many things that I didn’t realize had been transmitted to me, despite my initial feeling that nothing had been transmitted. I’m surprised to find that I even inherited some of my ancestors’ powers and can use them to challenge the taboos that kept us apart from our original community. In the middle of the city, I shout with their voices, disregarding academic and social restraints, and I know that there are people around who hear me and recognize the voice as one of their neighbors’.

When I asked myself which one of these many postcards I should show you, I couldn’t make up my mind. Most of them seemed to impose a kind of flashback mode, as if the postcards said here we are now and I’d have to add but once upon a time there was … I wanted an image that bypassed the ubiquity of colonial temporality and spatiality. I finally found this one (see image p. 53). Look with me, Abba, toward the foot of this hill on the left side, closer to the sea. Do you see a white mosque? In 1830, after the French destroyed several mosques and synagogues, this mosque, the Djâama el-Jedid, was next in line for destruction. On one of the maps of Algiers that the French drew, there is an inscription that reads “to demolish” on the drawing of this very building. Luckily, one of the military officers realized that soon the city would be left without a place of worship for Muslims,7 so they spared this mosque, along with three others in the city. From the inventories the French prepared alongside demolition, I learned that there were also thirteen synagogues in Algiers in 1830. Most, if not all of them, were destroyed, and no information about them survived, except one line testifying that the most beautiful among them was El Ghideur.8

What was saved of this mosque is only the building itself. Its existence prior to invasion, however, was never as an isolated building displayed on a pedestal in the roofless white cube the French carved and called a square, posed on top of the ruins of its companions (see photo below). But it is exactly in this category of the building itself that a particular type of destruction resides. The violence done to it is more subtle than physical destruction. This building never used to exist in isolation but was entangled in a dense socio-religious urban syntax. In a city in which Muslims and Jews lived and worked together in close quarters, this mosque (like many other religious buildings) had a variety of sensorial, material, cultural, social, and spiritual functions that exceeded the simple religious classification as a house of worship for Muslims. Or, as an Algerian Jew remembers from his childhood: “We knew the rhythm of their lives, and they the rhythms of ours. You heard prayers when you passed the mosques, and these prayers had the same resonance as those at synagogues.”9

In order to turn this mosque into a white object on a pedestal and to endow it with a fixed meaning, hundreds of houses, ateliers, and stores that it was connected to through shared walls and paths were demolished. They lost a sense of belonging that was anchored in place, a place defined by the overlapping coexistence of different Jews and different Muslims moving across towns and villages and across the Ottoman empire. Only from the high vantage point from which this photo was taken—the top of the Kasbah—could what was a reality somehow still emerge, though now only as a perspectival illusion: that there existed an intermingling of different religious and nonreligious buildings that local inhabitants could easily navigate. That there was an absence of dividing lines dictating where each group belonged.
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Djâama el-Jedid, Algiers. Colonial postcard.
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Pile of rubble in front of the mosque.

When we get down the hill, however, the illusion of the entangled mosque will disappear, and we will encounter the results of the French military’s force and of other instances of France’s taxonomic violence. However, before doing so, we have to remind ourselves that the wide square that they built, using the mosque as one of its four edges, was what made the violence of destruction disappear, for what had been rubble was now smooth and flat. A new reality was imposed, one that now seems irreversible: Who would now destroy a civic square?

Fully whitened, the mosque lost its familiarity and was incorporated into the French urban syntax, which was imposed through the combined use of destruction and “embellishment projects” (that of course were not meant to embellish the life of the city for existing inhabitants). To turn the mosque into part of the newly imposed European-style city, the French turned it into an object of contemplation and detached it from the nuanced color palette of the Kasbah.

On July 11, only six days after the invasion of Algiers, Jewish and Muslim alike were evacuated from the heart of the city, and the destruction began. The ateliers of jewelers, bracelet makers, book illuminators, and fabric dyers were destroyed first, as they stood in the way of the Palace of the Dey, the Djenina, that the French planned to reveal by stripping it of its neighborhood.10 You must understand by now that these small workshops didn’t “stand in the way,” except for those who saw them as a hindrance to a modern colonial world. The dey had, in fact, enjoyed their proximity to his palace and “supplied himself from the most skillful.” That is, he acquired exquisite jewels and other metal objects and “paid them [the jewelers] according to his whim.”11 The craftsmen in these ateliers exchanged models and materials with other craftsmen in the Maghreb and in West Africa, and they found pleasure and sustenance in their work. Obviously, the French were not going to compensate them for the destroyed ateliers, as dispossession of the craftsmen was among their goals, and they immediately invited different European merchants and entrepreneurs to install more spacious stores of “Algerian crafts” in the city. These stores started to produce “Algerian crafts” by exploiting Indigenous labor and marketing their products as higher quality than the originals. The craftsmen, who until the conquest were members of guilds of peers, supporting and helping each other in difficult times and sharing their success in good times, were now thrown into a competitive capitalist market where they had few chances to succeed. Some of them managed to occupy other spaces adjacent to the Djenina and continued their craft. But in 1848, fire swept through these wooden workshops. The French took advantage of the fire to clear out the remaining original artisans. After these two blows, being a jeweler in Algiers was no longer the same, for succeeding in the new marketplace required abandoning one’s ancestral craft and becoming a merchant, an entrepreneur, or worse, an exploited laborer.
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Roger Lucien Azoulay, Studio Perpère & fils, 33 rue Philippe, Oran, 1923.

Who created the crocheted pillow in this photograph (see photo p, 57)? Was it your mother? One of your grandmothers, Julie or Marianne? Is there a knife underneath your body to protect you from Lilith? I know you are not surprised by the question, though maybe surprised that I know the power of metals. Yes, Abba, because it was not only protective but dangerous, this knowledge was kept by the Jews over centuries as they dealt with the power of metal as artisans all over the Maghreb. But I want to return to this photo. I could not find a similar crocheted pillow in other photographs of babies from studios in Oran in the 1920s, which made me think it may not have been a studio prop but instead a treasured family possession.

Embroidery and crochet work were common in Algeria before the French arrived. Many of the embroiderers were Jews, and they made their living from this craft and were devoted guardians of its traditions, often passing it down through their families. Do you remember those gorgeous embroidered and crocheted pieces that one of your sisters, Georgette, used to make? I remember her house covered with embroidered pieces of all kinds, displayed on each piece of furniture, worked onto pillowcases and into wall-hangings and curtains. We went to visit her when she tried to live in Israel, sometime in the early 1970s. You knew it, but we didn’t have a clue, that it was less than a decade after the expulsion from Algeria. I can only assume that she didn’t feel settled in France and decided to try her luck closer to her brother. I remember her smile but I didn’t understand a word of what she was saying, as she spoke French, and at that time, I didn’t. She worked hard to fill her home with Algerian craftwork, maybe in the hope that it would smooth her second immigration in a decade, but it didn’t work and she left the colony after one year. As a child, I assumed she was French, and that her gorgeous handmade decorations were French too. Seeing this crocheted pillow from 1923 in the picture, though, I now see that she may have learned the craft from your mother, who may have learned it from her mother. Or was your grandmother one of the girls who were sent to the kind of French sweatshops called schools, where young Algerian girls were taught their own ancestral crafts by French women?

[image: Images]

Algiers, 1905. Colonial postcard. Caption reads, “School of indigenous embroidery of Mme Ben Aben.”

Since I first saw this postcard (see photo p. 59), I’ve been haunted by the idea that one of these girls is my great-grandmother, or yours. The photographer didn’t leave records of who they were. Abba, look at the synchronized movement of their right hands. In embroidery and carpet-making factories (the kind that didn’t masquerade as schools), the girls also used their left hands. Maybe here they were permitted to, but not when the photographer was present. This semi-mechanized gesture is not how their ancestors used the needle. Note how everything is standardized in the market logic of French educational institutions: Were there no left-handed girls among them? Was this “flaw” also eradicated, along with previous modes of embroidering? Is this why you also knew to write with your right hand, without concealing that you took pride in the fact that you and I are left-handed?

These girls were way too young to work in factories where the craft they inherited from their ancestors was parsed into mechanized movements to increase productivity. The young embroiderers were not trained to become masters of their art, but rather socialized to be laboring hands, and to expect a life of poverty and dependence. These schools played an important role in the transference of Algerian wealth to the French, and also in fashioning these crafts as a Muslim art, “enveloping Muslim life, from cradle to grave,” despite the fact that Jews had long engaged in this work as well.12 For example, in the anecdotal account of a British traveler: “There were several little Jewesses squatting most amicably among the Mauresques, conspicuous only by their simpler robe of colored stuff and a conical cap of red velvet, tipped with gold lace.”13
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Government Square (on the right one can still see the Mosque suspended before the slope was fully leveled).

When these crafts were part of social life, each and every embroidered piece registered the labor of an entire community. Those who prepared the threads known as Algerian silk, those who worked the gold threads, made the ribbons and fabrics—in every piece of clothing and ornament is an entire community of relationships. Abba, we were trained to be seduced by museums, as I was for many years, and to fail to recognize ourselves as guardians of these traditions. But these jewels and the traditions they were part of were so omnipresent in the world of our ancestors that in their communities, travelers prior to 1830 noticed that even beggars wore different embroidered fabrics and sumptuous jewelry (made from the cheapest metals, I assume) at different moments in their lives.14

Abba, craft was who we were in the Maghreb. This is one thing I’m sure you know since your body remembered and transmitted to me a love and disposition for craftwork and the making and repairing of objects. Your hands were blessed, and I inherited your sensibility, that of a bricoleur. It was only after you died that I understood that this was the Algerian education you gave me, as it was in Algeria that your hands were trained, and it was from what was left of Algeria within the Frenchified cities that you learned to become the bricoleur that you were.

The hundreds of workshops where exquisite jewels, fabrics, and embroidered artifacts were made, artifacts that the French plundered for their museums, didn’t generate records. Looking at this map (see map pp. 64–5), produced seventy years after everything in it was destroyed for the building of the square, you get a sense of the urban density, but no indication of, for example, the varied levels of the city, or its trees. Do you know how many trees mourned the departure of the symphony of the craftsmen’s tools? Mourned their companions who rested in their cool shade? As they were cut down, their mourning of this loss, like the companion of Sidi Mansour, was swiftly silenced.

To build the flat square the Europeans desired on this mountain landscape, the ground had to be flattened (see image p. 56). The mountain’s lower slopes had to be leveled by carving out the remains of the houses and filling the ditches with columns and arcs to hold the manufactured surface of the square (see photo p. 61). This took many months, and so for a long time, imagine how inhabitants gazed on their world, now shredded into piles of rubble. These massive demolitions “weakened the entire urban fabrics, and as most of the buildings were attached to each other, they led to cascading collapses.”15 A cascading collapse in many ways: once the mosque was broken off, isolated from its world and neighbors, the French could display it as an object of their own taste. In other words, the mosque that they nearly destroyed was reborn as theirs, a testament to their connoisseur’s eye and engineering skills, taken care of with their preservation methods, a source of their enrichment and object for their scholarship, art, and postcard industry. Self-appointed guardians of Islamic art, the French colonizers could now teach its value and history to the indigenous Algerians who, in their eyes, didn’t value it correctly or know how to take care of it properly.

Do you get the trick, Abba? And that is just the beginning. Yes, Abba, our livelihood was stolen by the French over 132 years ago. We became the props, tokens, and the laborers of lucrative French businesses, scholarship, literature, museums, connoisseurship, and art.16 Our ancestors knew that they were cheated, and when their workshops were destroyed, they tried to resist like the rest of the population. But they were busy trying to earn enough to sustain themselves when the economy of their city collapsed. The colonial transformation of their city accelerated, and in just a few years, their descendants, like you, were born into a wholly different urban space. For descendants, destruction for the sake of constructing “new and modern” (European) spaces was almost normal, a sign of reform, improvement, and modernization rather than catastrophe.

Some, like Abd-el-Kader, refused to surrender to this conversion. If ever a clock were to strike on Dar-es-Sultan-el-Quedima, known also as la Djenina, he said, “the infidels would be the masters of the country.” And not so long after, a clock was embedded into la Djenina. When the building was later destroyed, the clock from la Djenina was affixed to the minaret of the Djâama el-Jedid mosque. In just a few years, whoever walked the widened streets of Bab Azzoun, rue de la Marine, or in the square, did so without knowing that underneath their feet were the remains of their ancestors, the ruins of what used to be workshops and houses. Many of those who lost their homes and workshops became older at once, struggling to carry on given the competition that invaded the city. Not yet recovered from the disappearance of their familiar neighborhood, they “had been surprised when their competitors, few in number, arriving from Paris, came to settle in Algiers to take advantage of the outlets presented by the new European clientele. It was with stupefaction that they saw spacious shops open, well stocked and lit by a glass front.”17

The city that the French built out of our ancestors’ world operated as a secularization machine, cogwheels for conjuring prejudices and seducing the young to adore the new. The city showed that everything could be melted down to make room for the future, a future fit for the young. The spaces of the city now conveyed not community but a “generation gap” juxtaposed onto the cultural gap, the oriental and the European. Thus, in the course of a few years, the stories of their ancestors sounded to descendants like fairy tales and myths, Once upon a time …
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Map of destroyed streets buried under Martyrs’ Square (formerly Government Square). Illustration: Paul Eudel, 1902.

Abba, you were already trapped in this secularization machine. Abba, it is not that you freely chose secularization. Rather, under the secularization the French imposed on you, remaining part of one’s community became a question of a choice (and a distasteful choice, at that—not modern, not young, not new). It is painful to read how overtly the colonizers calculated their seduction of the young through “choices” like this, and how compliments were offered to young Jews who took the plunge: “The new generation, less imbued with prejudices, is penetrated with modern ideas and ready to adopt more and more our fashions and our customs … frequent our schools, and some abandoning the traditions of their race, renouncing trade and embracing liberal professions.”18

Here we are at the square that we saw from above. This is the place that disrupted the worldliness of our ancestors. I invited you here, Abba, to confront our injury, the site of our amputation. Do not look for the injury in the square; it is, instead, in our dispositions and in the belonging rights that the colonization expropriated from our ancestors.

Abba, I’m also a political theorist and I cannot avoid thinking about all this as part of my scholarship, trying to counter how what was taken from us was normalized into laws and academic knowledge. Like a bricoleur, I have been trying to glean those belonging rights we lost, which preexisted the imperial regime of rights written in documents. I’m trying to find the broken pieces so that I can reconstruct this older world and inhabit it so that your memories be transmitted to me.

We look at this mosque and the memories of its world are almost irretrievable, barely remembered. It seems not to be partially ours but a totally Muslim structure. But I cannot believe that we were forgotten by the building. Alternating between the technologies of dynamite and museum, the French intervened in our ancestors’ cosmology and filled it with taxonomized objects rather than interconnected ones, impoverishing our world into one of alienation and exilic separation. It is here, in this square, that we were dissociated from our culture. Our ancestors’ gaze on the mosque was different from ours. It was not mediated by the wide field of vision that the cleared square opened, not mediated by the invitation to look at the mosque from the outside and from a distance and to judge its aesthetic value. Rather, our ancestors came to the mosque through small, winding alleys and along crowded main streets named after craftsmen—the jewelers or the dyers—streets and alleys that stretched from the Djenina to the mosque.
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Place du Gouvernement, Algiers. Colonial postcard.

Abba, now close your eyes and imagine our ancestors sitting here in their tiny workshops carved into the walls of the buildings that covered this square, before the final fire that cleared them out for good. Our ancestors didn’t enter the mosque for prayers, but its forms, colors, ornaments, sounds, and presence were part of their culture, a culture shaped in common with Muslims. The mosque was part of their world from the Maghreb to the Iberian Peninsula, from which some of them were expelled in 1492 and from which they carried knowledge of artistry, whether in architecture, jewelry-making, book-binding, or textiles. Our exile was already written in this square in the 1830s, but our return can be imagined through what is buried underneath.

In the nineteenth-century postcard photographs taken in Algeria, you can still see artisans’ working spaces. In each of these small studios like rectangular open caves, there was enough room for one or two jewelers; their different wooden and metal tools; pieces of gold, silver, and brass; turquoise and red coral beads; glowing dust; small buckets with boiling chemicals; torches, containers, metal threads. The jewelers conversed with each other and with passersby in Arabic. The handmade rack on which they hung the bracelets and the fibules they prepared remind me of the way you used to build special shelves to present goods in your store. As they practiced their ancestral professions, the Jewish jewelers heard the muezzin calling Muslim believers to prayer five times a day, and they watched their fellow artisans leaving for noon prayer, sometimes slowly in groups, other times alone and in a rush. This was part of their daily life. Though you didn’t tell me, I know this was still part of your daily routine in Oran too.

[image: Images]

Jewish jewelers, Constantine. Colonial postcard (detail).


If you had cared to tell me

that you lived just behind

the beautiful Mosque du Pacha,

I would have spent less time trying,

with the help of some Algerian friends,

to locate your childhood house

on the map of Oran.




Do you know that your house is still there,

abandoned, dilapidated, empty?

If I were allowed to sneak in,

I would excavate its base

in search of

the metal threads

you practiced with

for the mail-order course you took

to become a certified radio technician.

These threads could lead us

to some of the Jewish jewelers

who worked around the corner,

and could assist us in finding their workshops,

theirs and others’,

who refused to renounce

the art of their ancestors:

drawing brass threads.
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3 rue Tafna, Oran. Photo: Adel Ben Bella.
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The Pacha Mosque, Oran. Colonial postcard.

No matter which street or alley the Muslim inhabitants took to arrive at the mosque, they were greeted by their Jewish neighbors; and in their turn, they greeted those Jewish neighbors who were on their way to find the ninth or tenth person (to make up the minyan) to allow Jewish prayer to take place.

The demolition of the whole neighborhood cut off the local population from their livelihood, thus unleashing one of the major projects of the colonial state: the “transference of wealth from one ethnic group to another.”19 Our disappearance from what became solely Muslim culture in a European city is reproduced in different ways, including in critical narratives, like those that study the transference of wealth from indigenous people to the French. The Jews didn’t have lands, so there was no wealth in property that could be transferred to the colonizers. But the rest of Algerian wealth was not transferred from the Muslims to the French, but from indigenous Algerians to the French.

When you look at this square you can understand how this pristine binary between Muslims and French was invented, disappearing us. In one decade or so, this binary that the French aimed to impose was codified in law. Thus, on June 9, 1844, a military order divided the city of Constantine into a European part and a Muslim one.20 From the rich environment buried under this European-style square, only a single isolated building is left, a mosque that was made into an emblem of Islam as if Jews were not part of the world in which mosques were built. Can you imagine, Abba, what it meant to our ancestors, to be told that the only things that counted as their culture as Jews were synagogues built under French rule? (Remember that the French had destroyed thirteen preexisting synagogues in Algiers alone.)

The neighborhoods of craftsmen in the major Algerian cities, where many Jews worked and transmitted their knowledge, were destroyed without being counted as sites par excellence of Jewish life and creation. In places like the Bardo, a confiscated villa turned into a museum, the notion of Islamic art as free of Jews could be fabricated. Europeans were attracted to Algeria as tourists, settlers, and artists for its orientalist charm, described in books and brochures as a juxtaposition of “two civilizations: ours [French] and that of Islam. This contrast is noticed in the customs, languages, usages and even the mode of constructions of habitats.”21 Hundreds of different postcards of the square in Algiers were printed and circulated across the world, solidifying the image of Algiers as only Muslim, and confirming our disappearance and the destruction of our world.
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