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Andrew Hussey, The French 
Intifada: The Long War 
Between France and its Arabs, 
Granta, £25.00 

In the autumn of 2005, as 
the banlieues of France were 
convulsed in rioting, the scale 
of the unrest revealed deep 
fault lines. During three weeks 
of civil disobedience, 4,700 
people were arrested. The 
violence saw 10,000 cars 
torched and 300 buildings 
set on fire. More than thirty 
towns and cities witnessed 
disturbances. Most of the 
protesters were second 
and third generation 
Muslim immigrants.

As disorder intensified, 
the French Cabinet crossed 
a Rubicon on November 8 
when it granted local 
authorities the power to 
impose curfews and restrict 
the rioters’ movements. 
Dominique de Villepin, 
the Prime Minister, declared: 
‘The republic is at an hour of 
truth.’ The law that gave him 
these emergency powers bore 
a heavy historical burden. 
It was originally passed to 
suppress violence which 
stemmed from the war of 
Algerian independence 
from France in 1955.

The long shadow cast by 
France on its former colonies 
in North Africa is the subject 
of The French Intifada by 
the British historian and 
biographer Andrew Hussey, 
dean of the University of 
London Institute in Paris. In a 
thorough historical evaluation 
of the Maghreb, he examines 
France’s engagement with 
Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco, 

a story of 200 years of 
invasions and immigration 
across the Mediterranean. 

At the outset, the French 
approach to colonialism 
was different to the United 
Kingdom’s. The British 
Empire achieved wealth and 
power by essentially enslaving 
its subjects through force. 
The French, on the other 
hand, embarked on a ‘mission 
civilisatrice’, an ambitious plan 
to ‘civilize’ the non-Christian 
populations of Algeria, 
Morocco and Tunisia, 
although there was always 
an element of force used 
to hasten people towards this 
‘civilization’. 

The central doctrine of 
mission civilisatrice sought 
to educate Algeria’s Arabs 
and Berbers in French history 
and values. French was taught 
in schools and Algerians were 
put to work in lowly positions 

in French-run ministries. 
Many Algerians were led 
to believe that they would 
earn French citizenship. 

However, from the moment 
a handful of soldiers climbed 
out of landing boats on to 
Algerian soil on the morning 
of June 14, 1830, the high-
minded values of the colonial 
enterprize looked suspect. 
Within years of the French 
landing, a cacophony of 
languages including Spanish, 
Italian, Corsican, Catalan and 
Maltese were competing with 
the local dialects of Arabic and 
Berber. Many Muslims there 
– and in Morocco and Tunisia 
later – concluded they had 
been conquered by Europeans 
on all fronts.

A cycle of harsh colonial 
rule led to revolt, waves 
of immigration to France, 
revolution and eventually 
the growth of militant Islam. 

Nowhere were the effects 
of mission civilisatrice more 
evident than in Algeria during 
its war of independence. 
Between 1954 and 1962, 
a million people died in 
a three-way war between 
French troops, their loyalist 
Algerian partners and 
pro-independence forces.

Hussey argues that the 
effect of all this is seen in the 
attitudes of Muslims living 
in North Africa and in French 
suburbs. In Algeria, Morocco 
and Tunisia, France is now 
viewed with enmity and envy. 
Visits to Algeria in 2003 by 
Jacques Chirac, the French 
President, and his successor 
Nicolas Sarkozy in 2007 were 
met by crowds chanting 
‘Give us our visas!’

The relationship was just as 
fractious during the two world 
wars. Nearly one hundred 
years ago, 120,000 Algerians 
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A policeman prepares to fire rubber bullets at rioters in Clichy-Sous-Bois, north of Paris, in 2005
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New books  

Spotlight on the Middle East

Israel 

Max Blumenthal, Goliath: Life 
and Loathing in Greater 
Israel, Nation Books, £15.99  
 
 

Goliath is a 
portrayal of 
politics and 
society in Israel, 
the West Bank 
and Gaza by a 

Jewish American journalist 
deeply troubled by what he 
encountered over a two-year 
visit. Blumenthal’s account 
ranges from meetings in the 
Knesset and coffee with tech 
entrepreneurs in the mixed 
Jewish-Arab towns of Jaffa 
and Haifa, to confrontations 
between Israeli soldiers and 
popular committees in 
Palestinian villages. The book 
is written as an exposé and so 
discrimination against the 
Arab population and African 
immigrants is a significant 
part of the story, alongside 
the rise of the far-Right in 
Israeli politics. Although this 
is a well-researched depiction 
of disturbing trends in Israeli 
society, Blumenthal tends to 
highlight Israel’s more 
extreme elements at the 
expense of moderates, who 
prioritize Israel’s security and 
Jewish character but still want 
peace on just terms. The 
Israelis presented are either 
tear-gassed activists or hate-
filled racists. A less polarizing 
portrayal would have found a 
wider audience among readers 
interested in Israel, who could 
have gained new insight into 
the conflict from the book’s 
important coverage of army 
abuses in the West Bank 
and Gaza. Doris Carrion

Syria 

Diana Darke, My House in 
Damascus: An Inside View 
of the Syrian Revolution, Haus, 
£14.99 
 

In 2005, while 
on a research trip 
to write a Syria 
guidebook, Diana 
Darke took 
an impromptu 

decision to buy and restore 
Bait Baroudi (House of the 
Baroudis), one of Old 
Damascus’s many poorly 
maintained courtyard houses. 
Beginning with her 2005 visit 
to the country – not her first, 
as the author had spent her 
career in the Middle East as a 
diplomatic wife and interpreter 
– she explores its cultural, 
historical and religious 
heritage, while introducing 
the reader to the Syrians she 
comes to know and befriend 
through her restoration 
project. Throughout the 
narrative, Darke traces the 
fate each place, person and 
monument has met since the 
‘events’ that began in 2011. 
Her sympathetic character 
portraits, and description of 
the losses suffered by each of 
her friends, give the conflict 
a human face which remains 
hidden in much media 
coverage. Part memoir, part 
travelogue and part reflection 
on Syria’s descent into civil 
war, this eclectic book is both 
an elegy to a lost world and an  
attempt to understand how 
Syrian society has reached 
its current nadir, while also 
looking for the elements 
of resilience and hope that 
could promise a better future. 
Leonie Northedge

Iraq

Zaid al-Ali, The Struggle for 
Iraq’s Future: How Corruption, 
Incompetence and Sectarianism 
Have Undermined Democracy, 
Yale University Press, £18.99

Al-Ali, an Iraqi 
who spent most 
of his life outside 
Iraq and who 
returned in 
2005 to assist the 

UN with the constitutional 
process, places a particular 
emphasis on the rise of 
sectarianism, the lack 
of legitimacy of Iraq’s 
current rulers and what 
he calls an undemocratic, 
rushed and ineffective 
constitution.  The book 
is set in the post-conflict 
reconstruction phase 
between 2003 and 2008. 
An analysis of Iraq present 
and future cannot omit 
the country’s recent 
history and in looking at 
the problems al-Ali misses 
aspects of recent events 
that underpin some of the 
most pressing challenges, 
including its sectarian 
divisions. Al-Ali’s efforts 
to propose a roadmap 
for Iraq, one based around 
stronger civil society actors, 
misses the more nuanced 
dynamics of Iraqi politics 
and the political and social 
realities of the country. 
Nevertheless, this is a 
welcome addition to the 
debate about how Iraq might 
move forward. Al-Ali should 
be commended for extensive 
travel to Iraq in preparation 
for this book, an accolade 
few authors of Iraqi history 
and politics deserve.  
Ranj Alaaldin

the world today | april & may 2014 | 47

French fault lines 
Riots in the banlieues have their roots in France’s colonial past 
claims a new book. Burhan Wazir weighs up the evidence

Review

were forced to resettle in 
France and take labouring jobs 
to replace Frenchmen called 
to the First World War 
trenches. Many were met by 
racism and hostility. In 1944, 
several hundred thousand 
Algerians fought German 
forces on the beaches of 
Normandy with many of them 
dying for France, a country 
in which they had no status.

Hussey has written a 
well-researched account of 
French rule in North Africa. 
The book is full of eyewitness 
reports by the author and 
interviews in Algiers, 
Casablanca and Tunis as well 
as the banlieues of France. 
He is, however, on less firm 
ground on the fallout from the 
Arab Spring in France. The 
spectre of a ‘French intifada’ 
evokes images of North 
African youth as Palestinians 
and the French authorities 
as their Israeli opposition. 
Neither analogy is true.

Hussey ends with the threat 
of a soaring, disenfranchised 
immigrant population which 
will outnumber the two 
million inhabitants of Paris. 
The inference here is a race 
war, which seems unlikely. 
Perhaps the lesson to 
be learnt from French 
colonialism is that the ruthless 
drive for Eurocentrism had 
the opposite effect: it only 
served to encourage unrest. 
Empires rise and fall for 
myriad reasons. As the 
British experience has shown, 
former subjects are not always 
future enemies.

Burhan Wazir is Editor of 
Qulture.com 
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