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Throughout the Algerian resistance to and overthrow of the French colonial 
powers, Islam played a major role in uniting what was otherwise an ethnically and 
ideologically fragmented culture.  Yet the religion itself was fragmented in Algerian 
society; in no one period had a monolithic Algerian Islamic ideology come to dominate.  
Rather, individualistic and mystical marabouts, nationalist groups masquerading as 
conservative Muslims, and secular reactionaries each utilized Islam differently, hoping to 
advance, but in some cases impeding, the struggle for Algerian self-determination. 

 
Perhaps one of the most useful keys to interpreting the role of Islam in this 

complicated history is a statement by ͑Abd al-Ḥamīd bin Bādīs (1889-1940) that was to 
become the slogan of Algerian resistance, “Islam is my religion; Arabic is my language; 
Algeria is my homeland.”  While the slogan relies on the complementary relationship 
among religion, language, and homeland to form a resulting Algerian national identity, the 
reality is much more divided, and much more complex.   

 
The values and precepts of Islam were useful tools for anti-colonial organizers in 

the ordering and mobilization of the Algerian people, with charismatic individuals 
emphasizing the commonality of religion as opposed to the divisiveness of tribal affiliation.  
However, the frequent use of an ideological instrument does not necessarily assure its 
success in promoting a specific movement.  As we shall see, the roles of Islam in the 
Algerian resistance are myriad, each with varying degrees of success. 

 
Initially, resistance to the French colonial occupation was quite violent; indeed, the 

French did not completely succeed in their attempts to pacify and dominate Algeria until 
1870, forty years after their original taking of the city of Algiers.  Following the period of 
violent resistance, Algerians and the French turned to less obvious, but equally powerful 
means of resistance and colonization.  Common to these subversive movements was a 
reluctance to assimilate to French principles.1  The role of Islam can be inferred as 
prominent in this refusal; by defining themselves as practitioners of Islam, those who 
would resist French colonialism created a dichotomy between themselves and the non-
Muslim French.  The French were determined not only to possess Algeria as a colony, but 
treat its départements like any other; one of the simplest means to effect this 
transformation was to instill French values in the Algerians, specifically through 
education.  Essentially, the French colonial program aimed to Gallicize Algeria as much as 
possible, from governmental organization to the civic outlook of the populace, and as a 
corollary to this transformation, to disregard native Algerian systems and practices.2  

                                                
1 Andrew Heggoy and Paul Zingg, “French Education in Revolutionary North Africa,” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies 7, no. 4 (Oct  1976): 572. 
2 Edward Behr, “The Algerian Dilemma,” International Affairs 34, no. 3 (1958): 280. 
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Thus, a subtle though simple means of resisting the colonial power consisted of merely 
maintaining one’s “Algerian” values, contrary to the new “French” ones. 

 
The French did not overtly employ this second-wave of cultural colonization; 

indeed, after the original conquest of 1830 they made clear that they would not denigrate 
Islam or Muslim personal status.  However, some accuse the French of having demeaned 
Algerian culture as a whole, especially through the medium of public education.3  This 
“disrespect” primarily took the form of replacing Algerian values (if it is proper to speak of 
unified Algerian values at this time) with French, chiefly in the attempted removal of Islam 
from the national consciousness of the Algerians.  Ergo, those resisting this mode of 
cultural replacement were in a sense forced to adopt Islam as the counter-ideology with 
which they could fight French colonialism. 

 
Some, most notably ͑Abd al-Qādir ibn Muḥyiddīn4, (1808-1883) intentionally 

utilized Islam as a means of uniting Algerians against French colonial rule.  During the 
first few decades of French occupation the devout Amir got himself recognized as a 
commander of the faithful, gained tribal support, and waged a long armed resistance 
against the French,5 with the apparent final goal not only of expelling the colonial power, 
but also of an independent Algeria with an Islamic government.6  In order to accomplish 
his goal, he united many from among the disparate groups of the Algerian populace, 
recognizing that his potential state would find its strongest support, if possible, in uniting 
both the religious orders and the tribes of the country.7  This policy was effective, 
frequently leaving the French invaders not only in difficult terrain, but terrain occupied by 
forces united against them.  Eventually, however, French forces gained the upper hand, 
driving the Amir to Morocco, where the Sultan, refusing to give sanctuary, forced him 
back to the Algerian border, where he surrendered to the French. 
  

Regardless of the efficacy, or lack thereof, of  ͑Abd al-Qādir’s resistance, his 
movement indicates the potential for the use of Islam as a unifying force in Algerian 
society.  Had  ͑Abd al-Qādir been unable to manipulate a common religion for his purpose 
of uniting the tribes, it is unlikely his campaigns against the French would have been as 
successful as they were.  ͑Abd al-Qādir was essentially able to combine two factors many 
Algerians had in common, the religion of Islam and resistance to French rule, in order to 
advance his own personal goal of an independent Islamic Algerian state.   

 
Despite the successes of a seemingly organized resistance, not all segments of 

Algerian society were united in their opposition to the French; indeed responses ranged 
from ͑Abd al-Qādir’s armed resistance to cooperation with the French.  One reason for this 
range of reactions was that some tribes and religious orders saw  ͑Abd al-Qādir as more of a 
threat to their power than the French.8  Regardless of the unifying influence of religion, 
there remained Algerians who preferred the prospect of French presence rule to 
                                                
3 Heggoy and Zingg, “French Education”: 571. 
4 Known to the French as Amir Abdelkader.  
5 Helen Chapan Metz, ed. “Algeria: A Country Study,” http://countrystudies.us/algeria/ 
6 John Ruedy, Modern Algeria: The Origins and Development of a Nation. (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2005), 60. 
7 Metz, “Country Study”. 
8 Donald Holsinger, “Muslim Responses to French Imperialism: An Algerian Saharan Case Study,” The 
International Journal of African Historical Studies 19, No. 1 (1986): 13. 
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domination by another Algerian, even if it entailed a united resistance to colonization.  It is 
likely that many of these were the leaders of the tribes and brotherhoods  ͑Abd al-Qādir was 
attempting to unify, or, from their perspective, attempting to take over and remove from 
power.  Tribal leaders, already powerful in their own right, likely resented the imposition 
of unification, and therefore subjugation, by another, regardless of his goals.  This trend 
would continue throughout the period of Islamic resistance; although many would make 
appeals to a common religion, the responses were often limited by pragmatic concerns of 
those involved.  

 
During the period between the two World Wars, Algerian resistance took on a less 

violent but more organized form.  The French had been in Algeria for nearly a century at 
this point, and their superior technology and resulting increased control of the territory 
made organized military resistance no longer possible.  More and more, Algerians were 
organizing, forming different political and religious action groups in order to vocalize their 
complaints about and to the French government.  As Heggoy and Zingg describe, 
 

Muslim discontent with the French policies led to the formation of 
anticolonial groups. Messali Hadj’s Etoile Nord-Africane, founded in 1926, 
combined aspects of Marxism with a Pan-Arab point of view and reflected 
the dissatisfaction of the Muslim community with the inadequacy of postwar 
French reforms. The Association of Elected Muslims, originated in Algeria 
in 1934, expressed more conservative views and demanded more accessible 
assimilationist policies.  The Association of Reformed Ulema (sic), founded 
by Cheikh Abdel-Hamid Ben Badis in 1931, concentrated on Muslim 
resistance to French cultural penetration in Algeria.9  

 
The three groups mentioned above each have very different histories, and went about 
achieving their goals by a variety of means.  What they each have in common is nothing 
more than a general dissatisfaction with French management of Algeria.  The Etoile was 
the most extreme among these three groups, advocating not only independence from 
France, but also the creation of a united Maghreb, an independent North African state.  
While Islam would certainly play a role in such a project, the role was unclear.  The 
Association of Algerian Muslim [AUMA] ʿUlamāʾ, in contrast, focused exclusively on 
Islam as a means to resist the French.  

 
͑Abd al-Ḥamīd bin Bādīs was a respected member of the reformist ʿulamāʾ, the 

primary goal of which was not so much expulsion of the French as an Islamic revival.  
Based as it was on religion, rather than politics, the AUMA attracted much more support 
from the Algerian public than other explicitly political nationalist groups.10  This was a 
novel approach to the use of Islam in uniting the Algerian populace; whereas the Etoile, 
which, although containing elements of Islamic ideology, was primarily a political 
movement, the reformist ʿulamāʾ managed to reach a broader section of Algerians by 
appealing to a more basic ideology, that of the religion common to nearly all.   

 
But again, this use of a unified Islam was not without its drawbacks.  A key goal of 

the reformist ʿulamāʾ was purification of Algerian Islam, which to them meant breaking 
                                                
9 Heggoy and Zingg, “French Education”: 574; The Association of Reformed Ulema is the Association des 
Uléma Musulmans Algériens, or AUMA. 
10 Metz, “Country Study.” 
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the power of the marabouts, as they were practitioners of an impure or degraded form of 
the religion; a mission in which they were largely successful.11  Bin Bādīs’ project of a 
monolithic, reformed Islam had the effect of uniting certain segment of the populace at the 
expense of others, in this case the various heterodox independent brotherhoods, in a 
manner not dissimilar to that of ͑Abd al-Qādir nearly a century earlier. 
  

Now, the great irony of the Algerian resistance to French colonialism is that 
despite the uses of Islam in its formation, the nationalist movements contributed 
substantially to the declining importance of religion in the political sphere.12  Essentially, 
by the end of the conflict with France, the project of nationalism replaced the prevalence of 
religious ideals in the Algerian state, the socialist elements of the parties in control gaining 
the upper hand over the reform Islam intended by the ʿulamāʾ.  Though the ʿulamāʾ were 
capable of reaching a broad cross-section of the Algerian populace, in the end it was the 
more limited political movements which more readily gained and maintained power. 

 
One cannot speak of Algerian Resistance without making reference to the National 

Liberation Front, or FLN (founded 1954), of the War of Independence (1954-1962).  It was 
this group that finally forced the French withdrawal from Algeria, and members of this 
group that would form all subsequent Algerian governments.  They also represented a 
novel use of Islam in the rhetoric of resistance, one less spiritually focused and more 
pragmatic.  The FLN used Islam in wholly different manner than the reform ʿulamāʾ, ͑Abd 
al-Qādir, or any other resistance group; in the hands of the FLN, the ideology of Islam 
became more than a unifying force.  It became a weapon. 

 
The French, in colonizing and attempting to control a Muslim society, found 

themselves fighting not only a nationalist movement, but one based in an alien ideology, a 
fact various resistance fighters, including the FLN, used to their advantage.  Unfamiliar 
with the mores and social customs of Islam, the French found themselves unable to contain 
the resistance movements during the War of Independence in any traditional sense.  For 
example, the success of the use of veiled women to transport explosives from quarantined 
zones, or the use of the veil to disguise revolutionaries as women so that they might more 
freely move about, each stem from an inability of the French to comprehend and therefore 
control the issue of Islam during the resistance.13  Had they unveiled women in order to 
search them, the French would have disrespected Islamic customs and thereby placed 
themselves in a difficult position, alienating the majority of Muslims and empowering the 
FLN on the grounds of not respecting the religion; instead, they perhaps gave too much 
credence to the religious rules and allowed their security to become lax, again to the 
advantage of the FLN.  Islam was as much a part of the cultural topography as the winding 
streets of the medina were part of the physical; each was the home turf of the FLN and the 
native Algerians, and each was a tripping point for the alien French. 

 
Indeed, in a radio broadcast the FLN made their purposes clear, although the 

“restoration of the Algerian state - sovereign, democratic and social - within the framework 

                                                
11 Michael Brett, “Anglo-Saxon Attitudes: The Algerian War of Independence in Retrospect,” The Journal of 
African History 35, No. 2 (1994): 223. 
12 Ibid., 230. 
13 For an excellent example of these tactics, see Gill Pontecorvo’s 1966 film The Battle of Algiers 
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of the principles of Islam14” might not so much have emphasized faithfully respecting a 
privileged position for Islam as promoting the independence of the Algerian state.  One 
must recall that prior to the revolution, there was no entirely politically sovereign 
Algerian state; rather, it had passed from the Ottoman to the French Empire.  In any case, 
the resulting claim that the state would be constructed within Islamic principles may not 
indicate a desire to build a new religious state; here Islam is employed as a practical 
solution to the problem of guiding the new and heterogeneous society the FLN hoped to 
create within social principles accepted by most.  

 
Resistance, however, was once again not universal among the Algerian people.  For 

some revolutionaries, resisting the French was less an expression of Algerian identity and 
more a means by which they could increase their own power.  The FLN returned to armed 
insurrection to achieve their goals, and proclaiming the ideal of Algerian unity, killed not 
only the French, but also native Algerians, either indifferent or of differing nationalist 
inclinations.15  This tripartite structure of nationalist ideology, religious expression, and 
violent control of opposition forces largely defined the Algerian War.  As one can see in 
this formulation, Islam, along with terrorism, plays the role of winning the hearts and 
minds of those Algerians who would resist and collaborate or side with the French, 
partially by appealing to something which, theoretically, all Algerians would have in 
common and partially by threat of violent reprisal if the Algerians did not side with the 
revolutionaries. 

 
Regardless of intra-Algerian violence, the FLN did manage to succeed in restoring 

the sovereignty of the Algerian state.  The better armed and financed French were defeated 
by a group of Algerian revolutionaries, inspiring other revolutionary movements 
worldwide as well as to the Algerian people themselves.  The role of Islam, in this case, is a 
relatively minor one.  Indeed, religion gave way to politics as the major focus of the new 
Algerian state.  For the most part cut off from the capital and resources of the French and 
the pieds noir, Algeria had to go about the business of rebuilding itself alone.  While 
religion continued to play a major role in the personal lives of everyday Algerian people 
and continues to this day, in the period immediately following the ultimate success of the 
resistance movement, it was, for the most part, officially neglected due to more pressing 
social, governmental, and political, in other words, pragmatic concerns. 

 
The role of Islam, then, specifically as it was construed, constructed, manipulated, 

and utilized by the resistance movement and revolutionaries as opposed to its everyday 
presence in Algerian society, varied greatly in the period between 1830 and 1962.  The 
common underlying factor seems to be that regardless of the resistance entity, each 
realized that Islam was a means by which one could advance one’s own goals.  ͑Abd al-
Qādir utilized Islam as a means of unifying various groups that would not have otherwise 
joined his cause; Bin Bādīs called for Islamic reform as a means of distinguishing, and 
separating, a form of Algerian culture from that which had become so intertwined with 
French culture; Hāj played up the importance of Islam in the creation of a new political 
entity, being a common factor among Moroccans, Algerians, and Tunisians, otherwise 
disparate groups16; the FLN realized the potential for Islam as a weapon to defeat the 

                                                
14 Donald Mabry, “Proclamation of the Algerian National Front, Liberation Front, (FLN) November, 1954,” 
Historical Text Archive, http://historicaltextarchive.com/sections.php?action=read&artid=10. 
15 Brett, “Anglo-Saxon Attitudes,”: 255. 
16 Messali Hadj, The Algerian Revolution (London: New Park Publications, 1956), 7. 
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French, who did not fully understand the intricacies of the religion and who could 
therefore not formulate an appropriate response to its use as a tactical tool in the War of 
Independence.   ͑Abd al-Qādir failed because he simply could not unite enough Algerians 
under his banner, regardless of his appeal to religion.  Bin Bādīs failed because he focused 
too strongly on the religion, neglecting the political and social concerns of the Algerian 
people.  Hāj would not see a united Maghreb, but religion was never really a main focus of 
his mission.  Then, among the groups resisting the French occupation, only the FLN was 
successful in achieving its goals.   

 
One must then wonder exactly how important Islam itself was in the process of 

resisting the French.  In the only successful case, Islam was important, as in most other 
cases, in that it united groups of Algerians from differing backgrounds and who would 
otherwise have been unable to present a united front, but in this case the use of religion 
was combined with the threat of violent reprisals for failing to act in line with the FLN’s 
policies.  It was also a means to combat the French, not ideologically, but physically, a 
novel use of Islam in the history of the Algerian resistance.  Rather than being limited to 
ideological, rhetorical, or theoretical applications, the FLN used Islam to hide their bombs, 
to smuggle their members, more as a weapon than as a religion.  A key result of this usage 
was the general decline of the importance of the religion in the new Algerian state; Islam, 
like the bombs and the weapons of the revolution, was in a sense discarded from the 
national political sphere, at least for the period immediately following the expulsion of the 
French17. 

 
The role of Islam in Algerian resistance is then one of theoretical failures and 

pragmatic successes.  For its own sake, as in the case of the ʿulamāʾ, it was unable to effect 
any real change.  When utilized as a tool, and only a tool, in part of a greater political and 
social framework, as in the case of the FLN, Islam proved itself to be remarkably useful.  
The French, therefore, were not defeated in Algeria because of the power of religion to 
unite society or any other similar formulation; rather, they lost their war because their 
opponents were savvy enough to weaponize their religion, a practice which would later 
have severe implications for the Algerian State they created. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
17 Islam would violently return to the political arena 29 years later in the decade long Algerian Civil War, in 
which the stubborn FLN savagely battled the FIS, or Islamic Salvation Front. 
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