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Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high; 

Where knowledge is free; 

Where the world has not been broken up into fragments by narrow 

domestic walls; 

Where words come out from the depth of truth; 

Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards perfection; 

Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way into the 

dreary desert sand of dead habit; 

Where the mind is led forward by thee into ever-widening thought 

and action-- 

Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake. 

This is my prayer to thee, my lord--strike, strike at the root of 

penury in my heart. 

Give me the strength lightly to bear my joys and sorrows. 

Give me the strength to make my love fruitful in service. 

Give me the strength never to disown the poor or bend my knees 

before insolent might. 

Give me the strength to raise my mind high above daily trifles. 

And give me the strength to surrender my strength to thy will 

with love.  

   —Rabindranath Tagore (Gitanjali) 
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ABOUT ASSIA DJEBAR 

ASSIA DJEBAR: A  WRITER FROM ALGERIA 

In these nouvelles (including a story and a tale), what did I 

look for between two places, between Algeria and France, or 

in Algeria alone, which is ever more torque between desire 

and death? What impelled me to continue, so gratuitously, so 

uselessly, the narration of my fears, of fears seized on the lips 

of so many of my sisters who are alarmed, expatriated, or 

under constant threats?  Nothing other than the desire to 

reach this “absolute reader.”  That is to say, the reader who, 

reading silently and in solidarity, ensures that the writing of 

pursuit or of murder liberates, at the very least, the shadow it 

throws, trembling, to the horizon… 

But I ask myself: today, is there still pin in the setting sun, in 

the bleeding sun of Algeria’s sky? 

Assia Djebar, Paris, August 1996 

Born in the small coastal town of Cherchell in 1936, Assia Djebar (née Fatima-Zohra 
Imalhayén) is a prominent Algerian writer whose literary notoriety ranks her among the 
country’s most prolific writers.  Nominated several times 
for the Noble Prize in Literature, she is Algeria’s most 
renown woman novelist  and filmmaker and her work has 
been distinguished by many international prizes including 
but not limited to: Biennial of Venice International 
Critics’ Prize (in 1979 for La Nouba des femmes du Mont 
Chenoua), Special Prize for the best Historical Film at the 
Berlinale (in 1982 for La Zerda ou les chants d’oubli), 
International Literary Neustadt Prize (in 1996 for her 
contribution to World Literature), Marguerite-Yourcenar 
Prize (1997), Premio internazionale di Palmi Medaille 
Vermeille del al Francophonie (1999), and the 
Friedenspreis des Beutschen Buchhandels (2000).  Since 
2001 she has been Silver Chair Professor of French and 
Francophone studies at New York University; and in 2006 
her impressive career was further distinguished when she 
was elected into the exclusive Académie Française. 



ALGERIAN HISTORY  

A  CHRONOLOGICAL TIMEFRAME OF LANDMARK EVENTS 

Since time immemorial Berber Tribes have inhabited Algeria 

7th Century Arab Military infiltrated Algeria and promulgated Islam 
Early16th Century The Spanish Empire invaded Algeria and overtook several of its 

coastal  cities 
1510 Algeria becomes a part of the Ottoman Empire 
1830 Beginning of French conquest and colonization 
1830s – 1840s Major tribal resistance  against  French colonial attempts to create a 

centralized-state infrastructure – In precolonial, colonial, and 
postcolonial Algeria tribal kinship  historically played an important 
role in social and political structures that emphasized tribal autonomy 
and kinship solidarity within male-centered patrilineages (Charrad 
2001) 

November 1, 1954 Creation of the National Liberation Front (FLN):  a result of the 
unifying merger of  revolutionary groups that sought to liberate 
Algeria from France. 

1954 National Liberation Front launched the Algerian War for 
Independence: 
One of the most violent struggles for decolonization in the twentieth 
century….the war killed between 1 million and 1.5 million Algerians 
out of a population of 9 million.  It displaced entire villages and left 2 
million Algerians confined to war camps….ten years after the end of 
colonial rule, Algeria still appeared to be in a state of shock from the 
devastation of war (Charrad 171). 

July 3, 1962   Algeria’s independence proclaimed 
1963 FLN leader Ahmed Ben Bella became Algeria’s first president 
1984 Family Code Law Legislated 

In adopting the Family Code of 1984 the Algerian state catered to 
social and political forces with a vested interest in the preservation of 
the extended patrilineal kinship structure sanctioned by Islamic 
family law.  In doing so, it sacrificed women’s interests and the 
transformation of family law to political considerations (Charrad 
200).   
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OPENING REMARKS 

This research project demonstrates the solvency of analyzing a selection of novels by Assia 

Djebar—namely, Fantasia: An Algerian Cavalcade, A Sister to Scheherazade, and Women of 

Algiers in Their Apartment—within the context of feminist and postcolonial theories 

concerning historiography, autobiographics, and consciousness of oppression.1 The task of my 

study has been to focus critical attention on a gendered analysis of literature within a specific 

cultural and historical context—Algeria.  In so doing, I have been guided by the following 

questions: How does Djebar, a fiction writer and novelist, intervene in the fields of feminist 

and postcolonial studies; and in what ways are her contributions to these fields an acute 

critique of written history, languages, and nation(alism)?   

I chose Djebar’s oeuvre as a literary framework because her novels function as historical 

palimpsests. In other words, she reconstructs Algerian history by writing over other 

discourses such as that of the French colonizers’ or that of Algerian nationalism—a form of 

nationalism that relied on patriarchal traditions to legitimate its social value in the political 

legislature during post-independence nation-building.  Furthermore, drawing from feminist 

and postcolonial sources, Djebar’s work proffers an intertextual reading of how fictive writing 

can illuminate crucial postcolonial and feminist issues through a  

process of reclaiming identity through history…[and by doing so illustrates how a 

novelist] restructures relations between politics and poetics, calling into question 

French critical norms while simultaneously revaluing Islamic tradition (Woodhull 

38).   

By reconstructing Algerian history through a writing process that grapples with the patriarchal 

histories of colonization and Algerian nationalism, Djebar disrupts the perpetuation of textual 

violence that mirrors the brutal history of conquest and colonization between the Maghreb2 

and France.  In so doing, she  

comes to terms with, and deconstructs, the violence of Orientalist (literary and 

pictorial) representations of Arab women…[and] she subverts these intertexts by 

                                                
1 I chose to use consciousness of oppression as a theoretical approach to Djebar’s novels rather than Spivak’s 
notion of the subaltern (1988) because I argue that Djebar re-writes history through a feminine language that is 
vocalized by Algerian women. Since Spivak’s definition of the subaltern relies on the notion of subaltern silence 
her conceptualization of the subaltern is incompatible with my research.  
2  Morocco, Tunisa, and Algeria form the Maghreb:  a North African region that lies between the Atlas 
Mountains and the Mediterranean Sea.  
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reappropriating and recontextualizing them, thus initiating a dialogue between 

women from the past and present (Donneday xx). 

To achieve the reconstruction and appropriation of historical silences, Djebar must cross 

cultural borders and transgress the threshold of feminine silence to speak of those whose lives 

and voices have been absent in dominant histories.   

Importantly, Djebar’s articulation of Algerian women’s lived-experiences neither depends 

upon homogeneity nor portends to objectivity. Rather than grounding her understanding of 

past events and encounters within a dependence upon objectivity, Djebar contributes to the 

fragmentation of socio-historical experiences and, in so doing, formulates histories instead of 

history.  Through her retelling of women’s histories through the transcription of the orally 

narrated pasts of Algerian women, Djebar draws attention to both the heterogeneous quality 

of lived-realities and the subjective construal of all historical writings and remembrances.  By 

doing so, she destabilizes the notion of an all-encompassing, unified Algerian history. 

I chose to study the work of Assia Djebar because she contributes to feminist and postcolonial 

scholarship that interrogates the neutrality and directness of language.  Through the novels 

analyzed in this study, Djebar calls attention to the ways in which language shapes 

subjectivities and represents the manifestation of the socio-cultural values in which it is 

embedded. Moreover, Djebar’s utilization of the French language—a language associated 

with colonial legacies—to articulate the histories of Algerian women complicates the position 

of her work by replicating the overwriting of Algerian experiences with French cultural 

constructs.  However, even within the problematic practice of rewriting Algerian histories 

utilizing the language of the former colonizers, Djebar writes against the erasure of Algerian 

women from traditional histories through an application of historiography that represents a 

rupture with prototypical French colonial exclusions.   

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS 

In 1956, while attending École Normale Supériure3 (a prestigious Parisian college), Djebar  

participated in a student strike for Algerian independence. During this time she wrote her first 

novel (The Mischief) under the guise of a penname because she feared her father’s 

disapproval. The Mischief is the beginning of Djebar’s long history of authorship, and similar 

                                                
3 In 1955 Djebar was the first Algerian woman to be admitted.   
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to the other books she has since crafted, the novel portrays female characters who negotiate 

shifting gender roles throughout Algerian history.  The narrative grapples with the 

complicated interplay of language, class, ethnicity, and culture as they relate to the creation of 

female subjectivities in Algeria—subjectivities that have been housed within the double bind 

of colonization and patriarchy.4  The plot is a coming-of-age narrative that unravels the 

complexities of living in French Algeria during the late 1950s and is notable because it 

addresses issues that become more popular with the materialization of postcolonial 

theorizations that were written much later.  Feminist and postcolonial issues of mimicry 

(colonial and gendered), language, subjectivity, and the roles of masculinity and femininity in 

French Algerian and Muslim cultures are thematic strands  that weave this novel together with 

Djebar’s proceeding works.   

In this project I examine how feminist and postcolonial theories are intertwined in discussions 

of historiography, autobiographics, and consciousness of oppression in a literary framework. 

By doing so, I illuminate Djebar’s interventions in theoretical locations to illustrate Algerian 

women’s complicated negotiations within history and society.  Throughout my research I 

illustrate how the praxis of historiography and writing autobiographic texts by way of 

consciousness of oppression enables Djebar to re-produce an account of Algerian history that 

acts as a body of knowledge that pragmatically questions traditional, purportedly objective, 

historical scholarship and methodologies. 

POSTCOLONIALISM &  FEMINISM 

According to Simon Gikandi, postcolonialism is a cultural phenomena that is translated as 

"code for the state of undecidability in which the culture of colonialism continues to resonate 

in what was supposed to be its negation" (cited in Mishra & Hodge 377).  This socio-political 

understanding of postcolonialism provides an analytical space that highlights postcolonialism 

as  a valuable methodological tool in literary analyses that contemplate Algerian women’s 

subjectivity.  Postcolonialism  is a theoretical operative that can be used as a mode of cultural 

analysis that provides perspective and context for an analysis of cultural diversity within an 

academic field of critical thinking.    

                                                
4 For a more in depth understanding of Maghreban patriarchy please see Mounira Charrad’s States and Women’s 

Rights: The Making of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco. Berkley & Los Angeles: University of 

California Press, 2001.  
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This understanding of postcolonialism allows other theoretical disciplines to participate in 

related theoretical analyses (i.e., feminism).  Feminism fits strategically into a postcolonial 

framework because it is a mode of critical engagement that is enacted as a “subjective, 

cognitive practice” (Wittig 225).  In my research I understand feminism to be a politics—a 

politics that is  

directed at changing existing power relations between women and men in society.  

These power relations structure all areas of life, the family, education and welfare, 

the worlds of work and politics, culture and leisure.  They determine who does 

what and for whom, what we are and what we might become (Weedon 1).   

Within a theoretical framework that interweaves feminist and postcolonial theories I use 

Monique Wittig’s “consciousness of oppression” a as theoretical approach that can be utilized 

as an ongoing feminist practice.  According to Wittig, “Consciousness of oppression is not 

only a reaction to (fight against) oppression. It is also the whole reevaluation of the social 

world, its organization with new concepts from the point of view of oppression” (Wittig 

225).Within this theoretical structure women articulate their own individual subjectivity and 

experiences.  

CONSCIOUSNESS OF OPPRESSION 

Consciousness of oppression is a practical tool in feminist scholarship because it allows 

women to engage with one another in a collective format that provides space for the 

articulation of individual experiences and processes of subjectivity. Within this dynamic a 

myriad of positions and perspectives are possible and socio-political paradoxes become self-

reflexive experiences.  In turn, a multiplicity of lived-realities become a part of discourses, 

knowledges, and academic disciplines to be situated in what Joan Scott calls “experience.”  

By historicizing lived-realities through the process of knowing knowledge-through-

experience we construct knowing and the knower5  through the specificity of their subject-

positions.  Using Monique Wittig’s notion of “consciousness of oppression” as a part of my 

research project, I would like to argue that “consciousness of oppression” proffers a more 

                                                
5 Conceptualizing knowing and knower as positions articulates that all knowledge is subjected to the standpoints 

that delineate its subjectification (as defined by Foucault). Understanding the knower and knowing through the 

specificity of subject-positions generates a space that provides an arena for personal/singular experiences to form 

new material realties and knowledges.     
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suitable framework for an analysis of Algeria’s Muslim culture than other feminist and 

postcolonial approaches. Because Wittig’s concept is a multifaceted approach, it can be used 

as a theoretical approach to feminist and postcolonial issues circulating around language, 

history, and subjectivity but it can also be used as tool of analysis that broadens discussions 

on veiling and that enables us to see the veil in Algeria’s history as a material entity that that 

is an “object of perception” (O’Neill 73) that operates in colonial and nationalist discourses as 

a representation of other socio-political configurations in culture and politics. 

SUBJECTIVITY 

Djebar’s novels elucidate the fluidity of divergent and various subjectivities through the 

development of characters whose subject-positions shift and change throughout the narratives. 

In so doing, she illustrates (in works of fiction) Chris Weedon’s theory of subjectivity.  

According to Weedon,   

Subjectivities, like theories of society or versions of history, are temporary 

fixings in the ongoing process in which any absolute meaning or truth is 

constantly deferred….  [Furthermore,] it is important to see subjectivity as 

always historically produced in specific discourses and never as one single fixed 

structure.  As an effect of discourses which are heterogeneous and often 

conflicting, the structures of subjectivity within which the individual is 

constituted as a conscious subject vary (Weedon 65, 87).  

Throughout Djebar’s novels (e.g., Fantasia: An Algerian Cavalcade, A Sister to 

Scheherazade, and Women of Algiers in Their Apartment),6 the characters’ subjectivities are 

articulated as a reflection of their lived-experiences and the various perspectives gained from 

and/or through their engagement with historical moments and changing socio-political 

                                                
6 Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, published in 1980, was Djebar’s first novel after a decade-long 

withdrawal from writing and publishing.  During this timeframe (1969 – 1979) she was engaged  as a filmmaker 

who produced two award-winning films.  In 1985, she published Fantasia: An Algerian Cavalcade as the first 

novel in a series titled the Algerian Quartet.  Fantasia was followed in 1987 by A Sister to Scheherazade, the 

second novel in the Algerian Quartet series (So Vast the Prison is the third novel of this series and the fourth is 

unpublished).  Both of these later works are semi-autobiographic texts. 
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locations.  Therefore their subjectivities affect and are affected by their interpretations of the 

world around them and the retelling of their oral histories.     

Djebar presents the corporality of women’s different subject-positions to indicate 

conceptualizations of engendered subjectivities that are developed in the acculturated 

practices of oral history, storytelling, veiling, and cloistering that take place in gendered 

socio-political locations such as colonialism (French cultural imperialism), anticolonial 

struggle, Algerian nationalism (notions of indigenous authenticity), and post-independence 

nation building (the ideological creation of an Algerian-self through cultural and state-

mandated governance).  Djebar's work illustrates “psychological alterity in specifically 

historical and political terms” (Fuss 22) to show that the lived-realities that shape 

subjectivities are continually in motion and are affected by the negotiation of internal and 

external forces that transform fluid socio-political locations marked by the experiences of 

historical time and place.  Djebar’s novels show that “historically established 

communities…[are not] eternal essences” (Scott, Politics, 20) and her literary work illustrates 

how history has been misused as well as how it can be resuscitated and invigorated with the 

voices of traditionally overlooked Algerian women.  In other words, Djebar’s work 

contributes to a richer understanding historical of injustice and the empowerment that takes 

place when the marginalized other writes herself into history as an active participant.   

All three of the novels under study in this project destabilize notions of a unified subject.  

Rather than constructing her characters as the cohesive protagonists articulated in traditional 

historical accounts, Djebar crafts narratives that demonstrate both the unstable and the 

incongruent quality of embodied subjectivities.  In the three novels examined in this work, 

Djebar depicts non-unitary subjectivities that are in a state of constant flux and development.  

Throughout these texts, Djebar counteracts not only the position of the Cartesian subject but 

also the homogenization of Algerian women in both traditional colonialist and Algerian 

nationalist discourses.  Djebar’s disavowal of a homogeneous Algerian womanhood insists 

upon the recognition of the heterogeneity of Algerian women’s socio-historical locations and, 

in so doing, augments feminist and postcolonial productions of knowledges concerning the 

composition and coherence of embodied subjects. Since the subjectivities of the characters 

analyzed in this study appear as unstable and fragmented, the depictions of the socio-political 

subject-positions inhabited by the protagonists cited herein require that attention is paid to the 

specific historical moment under analysis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 1985, Jean-Claude Lattes (Paris) published Assia Djebar’s Fantasia: An Algerian 

Cavalcade as the first book in a series titled Algerian Quartet.  An historiography that 

chronicles Algerian history from the French colonial invasion (1830) to the War for 

Independence (1954 – 1962), Fantasia presents “an historical pageant, a dialectic between 

written (French) and oral (Arabic) personal accounts, an inquiry in the nature of the Algerian 

identity, and a personal quest” (Blair, ii).  Writing Fantasia in 1982 – 1984 during Algeria’s 

tumultuous postcolonial years, Djebar interweaves French historical archives7 (e.g., 

collections of officers’ familial letters, military correspondences, memoirs, and the journals of 

colonial settlers and artists) with Algerian women’s orally narrated stories of resistance to 

create a distinctive historiography of Algeria’s colonial history.  In other words, Djebar’s 

Fantasia juxtaposes an interpretation of texts written by French colonizers with an 

interpretive transcription of the oral narratives of Algerian women in order to develop an 

historical representation in the form of a novel.  In so doing, Djebar crafts a provocative 

historiography that revitalizes lost voices of Algerian women and problematizes widely 

accepted stereotypes present in prototypical Western depictions of North Africa.  Djebar—“a 

writer who is neither French nor male” (Zimhra 158)—“claim[s] the role of an intercessor 

who will plunge back into the subterranean cave of collective memory” (Zimhra 158) to 

reformulate Algerian history from a vantage point that is both feminist and postcolonial in its 

construction.  Throughout Fantasia, Djebar’s reinterpretations of French archives, her 

transcription of Algerian women’s cross-generational and personal memories, and her 

translation of Algerian tribal legends serve to subvert the prevailing sexist and colonialist 

versions of Algerian history.  Djebar further contributes to feminist and postcolonial literature 

through her utilization of a methodology that “seek[s] to uncover women’s ‘voices’ and 

‘experiences’ [in a] transparently reconstructed…historian’s narrative” (Haggis 162).  In 

Fantasia, Djebar provides an historiography of the experiences of Algerians without laying 

claim to an objective representation of their historical remembrances. 

HISTORIOGRAPHY 

                                                
7 For a more in depth understanding of an innovative approach to colonial archives from the vantage point of 
postcolonial studies and literature please see Ann-Laura Stoler’s Along the Archival Grain (2009). Her newly 
published work illustrates an analytical framework that examines archives as subjects of power rather than  
simply using them as resources of a specific knowledge base.  
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Based on the ways in which I conceptualize historiography and historical novel, I categorize 

Fantasia as an historiography rather than as an historical novel.  Historical novels represent 

fictional narratives that seek to preserve an historical time period through a modern 

interpretation of past events; historiographies present an interpretation of history based on the 

critical examination, evaluation, and selection of historical material.  The preceding 

definitions clearly place Fantasia in the realm of historiography and not in the genre of 

historical novels.  Although Djebar does present historical events from a modern perspective, 

she also reinterprets a selective sample of historical archives and participants (i.e., her 

interviewees) in order to critically examine dominant portrayals of history.  While Fantasia 

does represent a fictional project, the text develops through the articulation of the memories of 

Algerian women and the insertion of archives written by French colonists.   

Djebar bases her historiographic praxis on an authorial methodology that sustains a process of 

mediation both with the past and the present as she seeks out the oral histories of Algerian 

women who have fought in the War for Independence.  In Fantasia, the narrator makes 

“imagination, fantasy, [and] art answerable to ethics, and thus to a politics at once anticolonial 

and feminist” (Whers 856).  She writes, “I slip into the antechamber of this recent past, like an 

importunate visitor, removing my sandals  according to the accustomed ritual, holding my 

breath in an attempt to overhear everything” (Djebar, “Fantasia” 8).  Importantly, and as the 

preceding quotation demonstrates, Djebar maintains a strict awareness of and adherence to the 

politics of her process of creation throughout her historiographic oeuvre.  Through “[weaving] 

together her own stories of wounds and mutilated memories with those of her Algerian sisters, 

and ultimately those of Algeria herself” (Whers, 836), the narrator articulates a multiplicity of 

Algerian women’s oral histories while simultaneously developing her identity.  The narrator 

identifies with the historical persons and events that she explores throughout the novel.  

Djebar incorporates the histories of Algerian women who participated in the historical 

activities that took place within the time period spanned throughout Fantasia; despite their 

roles in Algerian history, such women are omitted from prominent historical texts.  The 

Narrator’s interviewees meet with objectification within French narratives where they appear 

only as inheritances of colonialism.  Furthermore, since women were barred from the public 

space in the 1970s, they lack the political and social standing to chronicle their experiences 

themselves.  

Algerian women’s unrepresented histories, their de-historicized realities, represent large gaps 

in the prototypical historical texts and bodies of knowledge formed by French colonial 
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narratives that describe Algerian women as odalisques or symbols of a conquered nation.  In 

Fantasia, that narrator utilizes colonial archives to illustrate that Algerian women are 

primarily absent from such texts except when they represent the embodiment of conquered 

and fetishized objects in the French officers’ accounts, as the following excerpt demonstrates: 

Officers galvanized by words…Among these febrile accounts, some passages stand 

out, a blot on the rest: for example the description of a woman’s foot that had been 

hacked off to appropriate the anklet of gold or silver….Another example: the 

description of the corpses of seven women who become, in spite of the author, 

scrofulous excrescences on his elegant prose style (Djebar, “Fantasia” 55). 

In the passage cited above, we see that women’s bodies are written into the French narratives 

as excesses of elaboration inserted at the whim of a French officer.  Algerian women’s bodies 

within French officers’ accounts do not represent human subjects deprived of the lives they 

once lived; rather, they exist as corpses that symbolize fetishized spoils of war.  The colonized 

women of Algeria enter the colonizers’ history as statuesque representations that memorialize 

and pay tribute to the colonizer’s power to subjugate the Algerian nation.  As Wehrs writes, 

“The colonizing project buries the victim, transforming her into a monument to the 

colonizer’s power” (847).  In other words, slain Algerian women may become a part of the 

colonizers’ history but only as dehumanized references to the triumphs of colonization. 

In an effort to humanize French depictions of Algerian women, Djebar’s historiography 

overwrites a non-linear narrative atop the archives of military correspondences and the 

journals of French colonialists.  In Fantasia, Djebar does not shroud the French history upon 

which she writes; rather, she writes with it to create a multilingual text that transverses the 

oral histories of Algerian women who served as or alongside resistance fighters and the 

written archives of French male colonists.  

His war is mute, undocumented, leaving no leisure for writing.  The women’s shrill 

ululation improvises for the fighting men a threnody of war in some alien idiom:  our 

chroniclers are haunted by the distant sound of half-human cries, cacophony of 

keening, ear-splitting hieroglyphs of a wild collective voice (Djebar, “Fantasia” 56).  

In Algerian oral history, as told by Algerian women and as rearticulated in Fantasia, 

“ululations” become the vocalization of women’s accounts of the colonial war.  In other 

words, women’s stories serve as “threnodies of war” for the Algerian men who are unable to 
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chronicle their experiences.  However, the French chroniclers provide their own written 

account of the war—an account that refuses to bear witness and that substitutes lamentations 

with “half-human cries.”  The narrator’s reclamation of history through writing that pieces 

together the lost stories and voices of people who played a role in Algeria’s past and present 

represents a mosaic that articulates the past in dialogue with the present from the perspective 

of a self-reflexive narrator. 

Another example of how French historiography transliterates the atmosphere of colonial 

Algeria exists in the story of Pauline Rolland.  Pauline was a French prisoner who was 

incarcerated in a Parisian prison for her participation in the French Revolution. In June 1852 

Pauline, along with nine others, was deported to Algeria.  Throughout her months in Algeria, 

she traveled the country with soldiers and jailers while supporting herself as a seamstress.  

During these traveling experiences, Pauline kept a journal in which she documented her 

experiences in Algeria and the representations of the women she encountered.  More than a 

hundred years later, the narrator discovers Pauline’s journal among the French archives in 

Paris.  With Pauline’s journal, she links together the autobiographies of women whose lives 

she has found and resuscitated. 

Pauline…our country became her grave: her true heirs – Cherifa…Zohra…the 

chorus of anonymous women of today… the ululation of convulsive sisterhood! I 

met this woman on the terrain of her writings:  she and I are now clasped in each 

other’s arms, our roots entwined in the rich soil of the French vocabulary (Djebar, 

“Fantasia” 223). 

In her journal, Pauline wrote that the women in Algeria represent various symbols of their 

lived-realities.  When Pauline retells what she sees, she says that the women of Algeria are 

“treated like beasts of burden and others odalisques” (Djebar, “Fantasia” 223).  This is an 

example of how Algerian women’s representations within French history are constrained to 

depictions that represent them either as animalistic “beasts of burden” who support a colonial 

and patriarchal society or as an “odalisque”—the bejeweled North African woman, fetishized 

in Orientalism8 and kept sacred within the harem, preserving the image of her master’s honor. 

                                                
8 I define Orientalism in my work in accordance to Edward Said’s  conceptualization that is based within a 
“synchronic essentialism”  that shapes the Other’s view of the colonized Orient through art, fantasy, myths,  and 
social imaginaries that is founded within:  “The content of Orientalism as unconscious repository of fantasy, 
imaginative writings and essential ideas; and the form of manifest Orientalism as the historically and 
discursively determined, diachronic aspect” (Bhabha 102). 
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THE NARRATOR 

The narrator of Fantasia is an Algerian woman who was raised among French settlers in a 

school compound where her father taught when she was a young child and then at the French 

boarding school in Algiers that she later attended.  French is bequeathed to the narrator by her 

father who appropriates the language of the conqueror and offers his daughter the ability to 

create autobiographical passages within the frames of her lived-realities and within Fantasia.   

THE NARRATOR AND THE TRANSCRIPTION PROCESS 

The narrator transcribes the revived voices of Algerian women from Arabic to French.  As a 

result of her translation, the process of transcription becomes interpretive because she inserts 

the French “I”—a linguistic structure which cannot be directly translated from the Arabic 

narratives.  An example of  the narrator’s translation of the Arabic collective voice takes 

places in her narration of Cherifa’s story.  In the narrator’s transcription, Cherifa says, “I felt 

like a ghost, I could hear people moving about as if they were in another world! …Then 

everything gradually went quiet; the war vanished, like a dream” (Djebar, “Fantasia” 121).  In 

the preceding passage, the narrator inserts an “I” utilizing the French language structure and, 

in so doing, carves out a space for the narrator’s interpretive process—a process that 

incorporates the French autobiographical “I.”  Despite being alone in this scene, Cherifa’s use 

of an Arabic collective identity situates her within a perpetual sense of collectivity in her 

Arabic re-telling of the previous account; however, in order to fit Cherifa’s oral history into 

French, the narrator must manipulate Cherifa’s account to rearticulate the tale in a French 

novel as a result of the constructs of its language that mandates that an autographical position 

be narrated.  By articulating Cherifa’s subjectivity with the French “I,” a disjunction forms 

between the storyteller and the French historiography of which her oral history becomes a 

part.  The impact of Cherifa’s sense of solidarity with the resistance fighters, to whom she 

refers as her brothers, lessens as her collective subjectivity becomes transliterated into a 

French narrative that imposes an autonomous separation that does not psychically exist in 

Cherifa’s Arabic oral history that tells of her experiences. 

Therefore, even though the narrator retells the oral histories of Algerian women through her 

French transcription, she resurrects them within a written narrative that takes a form that is 

unintelligible to the illiterate women who share the oral histories that the narrator’s 
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historiography draws upon to create a pictorial of Algeria’s history—a history with which the 

narrator’s understanding of her own subjectivity becomes entangled as the story progresses.  

Overtaken by the experiences of her transcription processes, the narrator states that  

[T]hese pages begin to emit a strange power.  They start to act like a mediator:  I tell 

myself that this cluster of strangled cries is addressed—why not?—to all the other 

women whom no word has ever reached.  Those of past generations who bequeathed 

me the places of their confinement (Djebar, “Fantasia” 59-60).   

Furthermore, the memories of the Arabic women that the narrator transcribes are 

unintelligible to their orators because they are translated in Fantasia into an historiography 

that depicts three women’s9 roles in the guerilla warfare that took place in the mountain 

villages of Algeria and that narrate the experiences of imprisonment and torture by the French 

during the War for Independence. 

Her translation of the Muslim collective expression, spoken in Arabic and lacking an “I” is 

translated into French, a language that subjugates the narration within a discursive practice 

that “insists on foregrounding the process of mediation by which an ‘I’ comes to tell the story 

– and thus highlights the positionality of its own interpretation” (Fielder  20).  Even though 

Djebar’s novels are written and published in French, she distorts both the Arabic and French 

languages by intertwining them; therefore she writes against the assumption, articulated 

within Western discourse, that the lack of an “I” in language is equivalent to lacking a subject 

position. Through a methodology that transcribes collectivity into singularity, Djebar 

undermines the presumption that the presence of an “I” in language is an empowering and 

liberating expression of self.  Fantasia exemplifies how the presence of an “I” indicates the 

existence of an autonomous subjectivity that cannot be inhabited within the collective “we” 

that is articulated in Arabic; however, in Fantasia the narrator expands the presence of the 

Western symbolic “I” because she uses the collective experiences of Muslim women to 

articulate her own autobiographical voice.  She utilizes a collective mentality to define herself 

in relation to the history of her past as well as that of her nation (i.e., the history of colonial 

wars and resistance).  She says,  

This language formerly used to entomb my people, when I write it today I…[lay] 

myself bare in this language [and] I start a fire which  may consume me.  For 

                                                
9 Cherifa, Aicha, and Zorha, three Algerian orators whose stories are retold by the narrator in 
Fantasia.   
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attempting an autobiography in the former enemy’s language (Djebar, “Fantasia” 

215). 

Her complicated relationship to French, a language that enables her to write an autobiography 

because it has an autobiographical “I” within which she can situate herself is articulated 

within the nomenclature of her conceptualization of French as her step-mother tongue and 

Arabic as her mother-tongue. 

THE NARRATOR AND THE FRENCH LANGUAGE 

The narrator makes peace with her internal resistance to and struggles with writing in French, 

a language that replicated the colonial legacies and that appropriated her thought processes 

and alienated the narrator from her Arabic sisters.  Her use of the French language also 

enables her to write freely in the public space and to rearticulate Algerian history in an 

intertextual narrative that inserts feminist and postcolonial textualities10.  However, the use of 

French locates the narrator within an ambivalent space—a position that is simultaneously 

freeing while also brandishing the characteristics of isolation and separation that are a part of 

the exile that she feels because French alienates her from the collectivity of women who can 

root her to her Algerian origins:  

I am only a wandering exile, in flight from other shores where women are white 

walking wraiths, shrouded figures buried upright, precisely to prevent what I am 

doing now, to prevent them uttering such a constant howl:  such a wild, barbaric cry, 

macabre residue of a former century!  … Lower a little the volume of this death-

gasp, turn it into some ill-timed chant.  Incantation in an interminable exile (Djebar, 

“Fantasia” 115). 

The narrator appropriates French—the language of the colonizer—to “revive the dead and 

bear witness” (Wehr 836).  French enables the narrator to configure a mode of defiance and 

rebellion that is situated outside of Islamic honor codes that define women’s dissonance as 

                                                
10 My use of the term textualities draws upon Joan Scott’s conceptualization of subjectivity as an ever-changing 
formation based on experiences.  According to Scott, “ It is not individuals who have experience, but subjects 
who are constituted through experience” (Scott , “Experience” 780). Similarly, in this essay, and in 
interdisciplinary praxis in general, textualities are formed by interweaving feminist, postcolonial, and literary 
theories (that have taken place in multiple locations and within various experiences) in order to elucidate the 
multiplicity of textualities that arise within interdisciplinary and intertextual frameworks. 
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fitna11.  Since the narrator appropriates the French language, she possesses the ability to 

articulate her dissonance without dishonoring her family because her use of French enables 

her to write in a space unregulated by Arabic and Islamic codes.  Doing so also allows her to 

question the notion that utilizing French in and of itself represents a liberating act.   

In Fantasia, the narrator problematizes the argument that “French has been a gateway to 

freedom, denied to many of her countrywomen” (Blair iv).  Because even though French is a 

mode of liberation as an entryway into self-expression, writing (in any language) is also an 

agential mode of self-expression and of widening the boundaries of dar al Islam; peace is 

sustained within the home even though letters that inscribe a consciousness of self-will are 

circulating outside.    

So wrap the nubile girl in veils.  Make her invisible.  Make her more unseeing than 

the sightless, destroy in her every memory of the world without.  And what if she has 

learned to write?  The jailer who guards a body that has no words – and written 

words can travel – may sleep in peace: it will suffice  to brick up the windows, 

padlock the sole entrance door, and erect a blank wall rising to heaven.  And what if 

the maiden does write?  Her voice, albeit silenced, will circulate.  A scrap of paper.  

A crumpled cloth. A servant-girl’s hand in the dark.  A child let into the secret.  The 

jailer must keep watch day and night.  The written word will take flight from the 

patio, will be tossed from a terrace.  The blue of heaven is suddenly limitless.  The 

precautions have all been in vain (Djebar, “Fantasia” 3).   

Writing is silent, but it circulates: therefore, literacy (not only French) disarms silence by 

creating a space for women’s vocalization, even if they are cloistered within spheres that 

severely monitor women’s voices (because their voices can bring dishonor to the family and 

disrupt the peace of the household).  In the above quotation the narrator illustrates how 

writing is a  political act of defiance against patriarchal structures that disallow women the 

ability to speak.  However, the Arabic women who write, and whose writings circulate, run 

the greatest risk because they, unlike the narrator, do not have French as a refuge.  For 

example, in the section titled “The Onlookers”,  the narrator returns to the theme of silence 

and the awakening of expression that writing provides.  She says,  

                                                
11 Islamic-Arabic silencing of women is based on sustaining a sphere of submission that creates a physical and 
psychic space where peace and piety are sustained within the household that hinges on women’s silences, and 
fitna is a rebellion against dar al Islam (translated as “house of Peace”) because the vocalization of dissent is 
considered to be a portrayal of anarchic self-will (Wehrs 844). 
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Writing in a foreign language, not in either of the tongues of my native country… 

has brought me to the cries of the women…to my own true origins.  Writing does not 

silence the voice, but awakens it, above all to resurrect so many vanished sisters  

(Djebar, “Fantasia” 204).  

This passage illustrates the narrator’s historical consciousness and the of awakening her own 

voice through the development of her subjectivity that takes place within the links that reside 

between oral and written histories, Other and self,  speaker of Arabic and writer of French. 

In Fantasia, the narrator maintains a tense relationship with the French language that “is the 

language of those people coming into my land with the colonial conquest…Not the language 

of Camus or Sarte” (Djebar, “Fantasia” 160).  Even though French embodies the legacies of 

great people, the narrator does not associate her use of French with liberation (i.e., rooted in 

the beautiful literature of Camus and Sarte); she sees it as the language of the colonizer and as 

the language that caused an intellectual and cultural rupture between herself and her maternal 

lineage.  The narrator maintains her ambivalence with French throughout the novel, and at the 

end of Fantasia she writes, “French language…French education provided a means for 

escape…delivered into the enemy camp by my father” (Djebar, “Fantasia” 213).  The narrator 

continues, “the language of the Others, in which I was enveloped from childhood, the gift my 

father lovingly bestowed on me” (Djebar 217).  Although the French language offered her a 

reprieve in some ways, it also created a disconnect between her and her Arabic heritage 

insofar as she cannot read or write in Arabic and, as a result, must do so in French.   

In Fantasia: An Algerian Cavalcade, Djebar shows the interpretative quality of language 

through her translation of the Arabic collective voice into the French singular “I”—a 

linguistic structure that is incompatible with the subjectivities of her Algerian women 

interviewees.  Djebar appropriates the French “I” and disrupts its individualistic properties 

and its autobiographical connotations by infusing the singularity of the French “I” with the 

communities of Algerian women.  Through the narrator’s insertion of the French “I” into the 

accounts articulated to her by the Algerian women whose histories comprise the storyline of 

Fantasia, Djebar infuses the individualistic French “I” with characteristics of the Arabic 

collective voice.  As a consequence of the translation of collectivity into singularity, the 

narrative of Fantasia proffers a representation of the disjunction that exists between the 

Arabic and French languages.  By illuminating the distortion that takes place in the 

transcription process, Djebar elucidates the insurmountable chasm between intention and 
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instantiation.  In other words, Djebar acknowledges the rift between what the Algerian 

interviewees intend to communicate and what the narrator is able to manifest within the 

constraints of translation.   

Throughout the development of the novel, Djebar locates the narrator’s interpretation of the 

Algerian women’s oral histories within the subjectivity of the narrator—who ultimately 

possesses the authorial power to construe and infer meaning based on her socio-political 

understandings of the two languages.  Moreover, since the tales told by the Algerian women 

of Fantasia come to shape the narrator’s awareness of herself, the collective and the 

individualistic become intertwined as the novel progresses.  As a result of the interweaving 

that occurs between the Arabic collective voice and the French autobiographical voice, 

accepted notions of singularity are called into question, thus expanding the parameters of both 

forms of expression.  The traditional binary oppositions that formulate the basis for such 

distinctions as I-versus-we and individual-versus-collective are called into question through 

the development of a narrative that blurs the boundaries characteristic of these differences.  In 

effect, the widely accepted divisions between Self and Other collapse and each category takes 

on features of the other, resulting in the dismantling and destabilizing of Western hierarchies 

that depend upon features of difference. 

The interpretative quality of language further manifests itself in Fantasia through the ways in 

which Djebar incorporates body language into the narrator’s transcription process.  As the 

narrator hears the stories of her various interviewees, she also places herself in face-to-face 

encounters with the Algerian women whose oral histories comprise the narrative structure of 

Fantasia.  In so doing, the narrator not only listens to the stories told by the women but also 

watches their body movements and attends to their verbal inflections.  Therefore, the content 

of Fantasia represents a product of interpretative listening and watching that depends upon 

the narrator’s subjective understandings of her interviewees embodied dialogues.  The 

meanings of characters’ movements and gestures become incorporated into the narrator’s 

comprehension of their orally narrated histories.  As a result, the transcription process 

represents a translation of two different yet inextricable forms of language—namely, spoken 

words and embodied expressions.  The narrator of Fantasia interprets the body language of 

the various Algerian women as indicators of their subjective engagements with the histories 

that they delineate.  Thus, the corporality of their expressions comes to the fore and 

contributes to the formation of the narrator’s historiographic project.   
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The interrelatedness of the experiences of listening, watching, and writing is indicative not 

only of the interpretative quality of translation and transcription but also of the subjective 

construction of all historical narratives; for, all accounts of history initially derive from the 

embodied experiences of either hearing or seeing.  In other words, all articulations of 

historical events exist as the result of interpretative processes that draw upon sensory 

encounters.  Embodied experiences contribute to the construction of historical memories and, 

as a consequence, influence the development of subjectivities.  The preceding understanding 

of historical accounts contextualizes the new knowledges gained through engagements with 

traditionally silent, dispossessed, and marginalized Algerian women.  In Fantasia, Djebar 

refigures oppressive representations of Algerian women’s socio-political subject-positions 

and, in so doing, rewrites Algerian histories from a vantage point that is typically occluded in 

traditional historical accounts.  The perspectives of Algerian women and the way(s) in which 

Djebar relates such perspectives (i.e., through a novel replete with fragmentary accounts) 

epitomize the diversity of both the lived-experiences and the relationships to embodiment of 

Algerian women.   

 

THE NARRATOR AND BODY LANGUAGE 

Throughout Fantasia, the narrator navigates the materiality of history through a mediation of 

the body language that she interprets while she listens to and watches the Arabic interviewees 

as they both tell and perform their historical accounts.  The narrator’s historiography 

incorporates a “strategy of recording history in such a way [that] it writes from the body 

instead of on it [and creates a style of writing that] does not kill the voice, but rather awakens 

it, especially to resuscitate so many lost sisters” (Fielders 29).  Cherifa’s oral history provides 

an example of the narrator’s interpretive writing and engagement with the vocalizations of 

both spoken words and body language12.  Cherifa, a young 13-year-old girl at the start of the 

War for Independence, joined her brothers in the mountains and became a partisan.  In the late 

1970s, Cherifa meets the narrator and tells the legacy of her experiences as a resistance fighter 

and prisoner of the French military.  In the narrator’s account of Cherifa, devotes equal 

                                                
12 Body language – how the body talks and relays subjective/interpretive meanings of narrator’s subjectivity. 
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attention to Cherifa’s spoken narrative and the embodiment of her narrative, relayed through 

Cherifa’s body language.  She writes,  

Cherifa’s voice embraces bygone days.  Tracing the fear, the defiance, the 

intoxication in that forgotten place.  Outbursts of a recalcitrant prisoner in the sun-

seared camp.  The voice recounts:  Scarcely that.  It digs out the old revolt…Her 

body and her face are once more engulfed in shadow as she whispers her story – a 

butterfly displayed on a pin with the dust from its crusted wings staining one’s 

fingertips (Djebar, “Fantasia” 141). 

On the one hand, Cherifa retells her oral history, a process that proffers her the agency to 

choose her subjective self-representation; on the other hand, Cherifa’s account as it is 

represented in Fantasia represents an interpretation and a translation by the narrator as a 

requirement of becoming a piece of the narrator’s historiography. The narrator’s interpretation 

of Cherifa’s embodied language enters into the narrative as an aspect of the transcription 

process that takes place between two languages and of the transformation that occurs when 

the narrator intermingles the orator’s spoken words with her body language.  Djebar’s enacts 

her authoritive power both through the literal translation of Arabic into French and also 

through her interpretation of Cherifa’s body language that acts an intermediary between the 

meta-dialogue and the actual procession of words that takes place.  Djebar’s position as an 

interpreter “eradicate[s] clear-cut boundaries” (Ghaussy 461) between spoken words and 

expressed body language.   

The author’s authoritive power takes hold within her via the occupation of the multiple 

positions she occupies as both interpreter and writer.  The narrator of the historiography of 

Fantasia interprets the meanings and feelings associated with the Algerian women’s stories 

that she experiences through watching her interviewees’ body language and listening to the 

actual words that they speak.  In other words, the narrator’s experiences that take place during 

the Algerian women’s narrations comingle with the experiences that the interviewees 

articulate.  Wehrs describes Djebar’s corporeality of subjectivity as a position marked by the 

materiality of voice through body language (Wehrs 850).  In Wehrs’ reading, the corporeality 

of subjectivity refers to the ways in which the orators’ body language serves as an expression 

of subjectivity that must be interpreted by the listener and thus contributes to the 

contextualization of their subjectivity, both in the historic location of the interview and in the 

historicized context of their past experiences.   Djebar utilizes the bodily expressions of the 
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orators, the formulations of their spoken words, the intonations of their voices, and the 

interpretations of their body language throughout her transcription of the historiography of 

Fantasia.   

Another example, starkly different from the first, of how the narrator articulates of the role of 

embodied dialogues in socio-political settings occurs when the narrator says,  

I did not realize that by this assumption I was putting on a symbolic veil.  I had 

passed the age of puberty without being buried in the harem like my girl cousins I 

had spent my dreaming adolescence on its fringes, neither totally outside, nor in its 

heart; so I spoke and studied French, and my body, during this formative period, 

became Westernized in its way (Djebar, “Fantasia” 127).  

In this scene, we are faced with the narrator’s conflicted location in the Maghreb.  Djebar 

locates Fantasia’s narrator within dominant Western rhetoric that equates the liberated 

woman with the unveiled; however Djebar problematizes this rationale by positioning the 

narrator within experiences that reveal the multiplicity of veils and veiling (i.e., by being 

unveiled she was isolated and barred from accessing her mother’s culture while her  

embodiment [westernized by the French language] was a disguise/veil that she did not 

initially recognize as such).  In the narrator’s demarcation of her socio-cultural roles she 

discovers that she was disguised by the Westernization of her body (through French 

language/body movement) and,due to the Europeanization of her body, she was placed within 

a limbo space that did not initially allow her the ability to articulate her difference since her 

difference was shrouded within an embodiment of the dominant (French) culture. 

The relation of writer to interlocutor is formulated in the reshaped and decentered subject-

position that the materiality of the Other’s voice creates within the writer who lends her words 

to the Others so as to “speak with” rather than “for” the Other and, by doing so, entwines the  

bodies of the orator and transcriber that become joined with a boundary that blurs the 

distinctions between one and an Other (Wehrs 852 – 853).  Cherifa’s engagement with the 

French-writing narrator exemplifies the embodiment of dialogues that are brought together in 

the narrator’s historiographic methodolgy and the corporeality of the expressions that she 

translates into her historical accounts.  Within the narrator’s practice of embodied dialogue, 

she crafts a depiction of storytelling that situates the corporeality of expression and the body 

as a fourth language. 
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THE NARRATOR AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF A FRAGMENTED 

SUBJECTIVITY 

The narrator’s transliterations of women’s oral histories also have an effect on her.  During 

the interviews, the narrator underscores how the presence of the Other disturbs the 

complacencies of her subjectivity (851) and the Arab-Berber language of the oral histories 

disrupt her Europeanized representation and her identity as an Algerian.  In Fantasia, the 

narrator uses the collective voices of women and a dialogue between histories, Arabic and 

French, to expand the borders of the subjective “I”.  In doing so, she frees the subjective “I” 

from the binds of the grammatical isolation that ensues in Western discursive practices that 

often times erase the multi-layered existence of the fragmented-self.  The narrator’s unique 

manipulation of French is articulated in the way that she plaits her mastery of academic 

French with the Arabic of her childhood.  The collective consciousness, although devalued in 

many instances, holds its own form of empowerment through a sense of solidarity that is 

diminished in the articulation of a unitary subject “I.” 

So these city ladies sit there and bear witness, as best they can, to the unfolding 

drama of their own lives.  The “I” of the first person is never used; the time-honoured 

phraseology discharges the burden of rancour and rales that rasp the throat.  In 

speaking to the listening group every woman finds relief from her deep inner hurt 

(Djebar, “Fantasia” 154). 

In this scene, that takes place during the narrator’s childhood, Algerian women gathered 

together on patios represent how women within a Muslim culture, without the usage of an “I”, 

are located within a collective dynamic that satiates their hurts because their experiences are 

not isolated within the “I”, rather they are shared within the collective and are met with the 

consolation of the listening group that is housed within the collective-body and shares the 

suffering and hurt of every woman within the exchange.   

However, the narrator of Fantasia also describes the linguistics of Islamic culture that demark 

women and children within the private sphere of the home:  “no local man, poor or rich, ever 

referred to his wife and children in any other way than by the vague periphrasis: ‘the 

household’” (Djebar, “Fantasia” 37).  In this example, using a collective noun to refer to 

women and grouping women with their children, is not inherently empowering or 

disempowering.  There are aspects of this representation that are disempowering, but there are 
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ways in which it can be acted on from a position of self-empowerment that realizes that a less 

individualistic perspective offers a communal engagement that provides a located solidarity.  

This sense of community that can be translated into an affirmative site because it develops a 

collective consciousness and constructs the reality that there are others (women) who reside in 

similar circumstances and who are able to provide support through their collective 

engagement with one another. However, “the vague periphrasis: ‘the household’” (Djebar, 

“Fantasia” 37) does depict how Muslim women, whose honor is tied to dar al Islam (enacted 

through a submission to the patriarchies that guide the private sphere) articulates the 

household as a confining location that  objectifies (i.e., disempowers) the women who live 

within. Within the “household” women are not articulated as differing subjects in the sense 

that there are no individual differentiations, resulting in the erasure of the distinctions that are 

present within the autonomous realities of individuals. 

In Fantasia, the narrator creates an historiography that utilizes the autobiographical aspects of 

the French “I” and infuses it with collective voices.  In so doing, she disrupts the hierarchies 

that have been instituted in non-Western cultures through colonialism.  An example of how 

she does this is the ways in which she fragments the Western “I.”  The narrator undermines 

the singularity of the “I” by revealing its construction as a myriad of vocalizations.  As 

Sohelia Ghaussy writes, “Europeanization is not merely repressive in appropriating the Other, 

but also productive (and therefore seductive) in providing the Other with power” (Ghaussy 

462).  By becoming an “I” within the collective, Djebar elucidates power relations and blurs 

the boundaries between the French “I” and Muslim collective identity.  Therefore, Fantasia 

exists as a disruption of the I/we binary that has been entrenched as an integral part of 

Western thought/languages.  For example, after she interviewed Cherifa the narrator reflects 

on her experiences in Algeria and the voices of the women whom she has interviewed and 

about whom she has been told, she clothes Cherifa’s words with those that she has exhumed 

from the accounts of French military officers.  In so doing, she realizes that her use of French 

to narrate Cherifa’s account ties her closely to the French colonials because she uses French to 

re-articulate Algerian (Arab-Berber) history.  French words weigh her down as she leaves 

Algeria, and she realizes that she will always be divided from the collective identity of 

Algerian women because of her French articulations.  She writes,  

Torch-words which light up my women-companions, my accomplices; these words 

divide me from them once and for all.  And weigh me down as I leave my native land 

(Djebar, “Fantasia” 142).  
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In the above quotation, the narrator elucidates her position and her transitioning subjectivity 

as she gathers stories to shed light on her own identity and constructs a fragmented “I.”  Even 

though the women’s voices transform her and her identity becomes articulated within these 

stories of the collective body of women’s oral histories, their words and histories also reveal 

the divisions that lie between the narrator and her interviewees while simultaneously drawing 

attention to the unbridgeable chasm of language.  In Fantasia, Djebar’s historiographic novel, 

she articulates the complexities of the colonial and postcolonial positions that she inhabits 

through the articulation of a fragmented “I.”  In the process of the subjectification of the 

fragmented “I” of the narrative, she partakes in an unusual historiographic project that 

reconstructs the narrator’s autobiographical self through the process of historicizing women in 

non-linear patterns and historiographic configurations.   

In other words, when the narrator listens to her interviewees’ recounting of their pasts, her 

own subjectivity is affected by the interview process.  The narrator’s interpretations of 

Algerian women’s oral histories become incorporated into her subjective understanding of 

herself and, thus, reveal the fragmented construction of the narrator’s subjectivity.  

Throughout Fantasia, the collective voices of the Algerian women who are interviewed in the 

formulation of the narrator’s historiographic project interact with the narrator’s self-

identification and disrupt the isolation of her individualistic identity.  Furthermore, the 

integration of the collectivity of interviewees into the subjectivity of the narrator disturbs the 

predominant construal of Western socio-cultural understandings of subjectivity as 

representative of individualism and, as a result, contributes to the generation of new 

knowledges regarding the composition of the self. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Djebar engages in the political act of writing what was/is left out of predominant historical 

narratives.  She does so through a personalization of the past that is embodied in Fantasia’s 

narrator, who occupies a subject-position that is constituted by the fragmented histories of her 

historiographic project.  The narrator of Fantasia is constructed as a writer-in-exile who has 

access to the agency/empowerment to rewrite history through the inclusion of marginalized 

voices and the incorporation of women’s roles in re-configuring historical narrations.   The 

narrator’s retelling of colonial legacies illustrates her agency while simultaneously 
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empowering others whose modern-day oral histories are told by a collectivity of Algerian 

women.  The Algerian women that engage with the narrator desire to retell their oral histories 

from their agential perspective and to bear witness to their engagement as partisans in the War 

for Independence. The complexity of the narrator’s relationship to languages and to writing is 

distinguished in Fantasia,  where she awakens voices and  resurrects her “vanished sisters”  in 

a language that represents the colonizers of their country.  The narrator weaves dialogues 

together in a complex style of a writing project that translates Arabic to French—a language 

that cannot be understood by the speakers who stand behind their voices. 

Throughout Fantasia, Djebar dislocates hierarchies within colonial societies that value written 

histories over oral histories by revealing written history as a value-laden account that merely 

portends an ethic of objectivity.  In Fantasia we see that all histories exist as subjective 

narratives that represent the perspective of the narrator.  For example, within the oeuvre of 

Orientalism, the French military were accompanied by colonizers who were writers, painters, 

journalists, etc. and who depicted the colonization of Algeria in their art; this art hid the 

carnage of war and created a specific history from a particular perspective that the French 

then reproduced at home and abroad.  As the narrator of Fantasia notes, “words will become 

their most effective weapons….  The supererogatory proturbances of their publications will 

form a pyramid to hide the initial violence from view” (Djebar, “Fantasia” 45).  Within social-

political history, French colonization utilized Orientalist narrations to exoticize Algeria and to 

mask the carnage that colonization created.  The military correspondence of the officer 

Pelisser exemplifies the subjectification of slain Algerians through his account of their death. 

Because Pelisser narrated the death of 1,500 Algerians in the mountain caves where they were 

burned alive by his command he memorialized the slain Algerians in French colonial history.  

He articulated and recounted the existence of those who had perished unlike Saint-Arnaud: 

Less than two months after Pelisser, Saint-Arnaud…asphyxiated at least eight 

hundred Sbeahs.  He simply kept silent about this ruthless triumph.  This is death 

indeed.  To be interred in Saint-Arnaud’s caves and never exhumed (Djebar, 

“Fantasia” 76).   

The juxtaposition of these two historical references shows not only the way(s) in which 

historical inclusions and exclusions represent subjective choices but also reveals the hierarchy 

that exists between colonizer and colonized within the framework of history’s transcription.  
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Furthermore, it illustrates the absences in history that are created in the process of history’s 

narration and transcription.  

The conqueror possesses the power to delineate the history of the conquered because it is the 

conqueror who possesses the power to write the narrative of their victory.  In the French texts, 

the colonizers are empowered to “bury the victim” in narratives that historicize women, not 

through subjective embodiment but rather through symbolic embodiment that perceives the 

women as fetishized objects of the colonizer and that hinders the colonizer’s ability to know 

the conquered.  However, when Pelisser wrote down the details of the carnage that was left 

after the French army massacred 1,500 Algerians, women as a part of the massacred society 

become historicized, not as subjects (resistance fighters) but as depictions of death that in 

some way humanizes them.  As the narrator says,  

I venture to thank him [Pelisser] for having faced the corpses, for having indulged a 

whim to immortalize them in a description of their rigid carcasses, their paralyzed 

embraces, their final paroxysms.  For having looked on the enemy otherwise than a 

horde of zealots or a host of ubiquitous shadows (Djebar, “Fantasia” 78). 

In the archives, the narrator unearths various texts that depict the colonial war in differing 

contexts as well as uncovering accounts of the battles that were waged in Algeria—one 

humanizes those enemies who have died in battle (Pelisser) by recounting their death while 

Saint-Arnaud’s was left unwritten. 

Pelisser’s written account and Saint-Arnaud’s unwritten account exemplify the power of 

written word and how written words affect the national histories of both the conqueror and 

conquered via what they choose to vocalize and what remains silent within written history—

which, in this sense, serves as a political act of memory.  In the case of Saint-Arnaud, the 

slaughtered tribe was, for a time, completely obliterated from written history because he did 

not inscribe the events of the conquest.  As a result, this part of history remained trapped 

within the subaltern terrain until the story was reclaimed in the historiography articulated by 

the narrator and her interviewees in Fantasia.  When Fantasia’s narrator recounts her 

encounter with Pelisser’s narrative, she writes,  

I can’t say for sure what the military policy was; this is just a surmise; I am telling 

the story in my own way and is it so purposeless to image what motives these 

butchers had? (Djebar, “Fantasia” 73)   
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In the above passage, Djebar undermines the objectivity prototypically assigned to history by 

acknowledging her subjective location rather than portending to be an objective observer.   By 

doing so, she relocates history within her personal subjectivity and that of Fantasia as an 

historiography that engages in a rewriting of dominant historical narratives. 

In conclusion, Fantasia represents an accomplished instantiation of the historiographic 

method.  As noted in this chapter, writings that exemplify historiographic texts not only make 

reference to different historical epochs but also critically examine the productions (e.g., 

archival data) of such historical time periods.  From this notion of historiography, Fantasia 

emerges as a prototypical historiographic project since it interweaves historically situated 

remembrances of Algerian history with re-conceptualized and re-appropriated works that 

could serve as sources for traditional historical projects.  In Fantasia, Djebar utilizes 

historiographic writing to engage with the histories of Algerian women in order to counteract 

their erasure in conventional depictions of North Africa.  For example, Algerian women 

typically only appear in French colonial archives written by military officers as symbols of 

the conquered nation. 

Through her re-interpretation and re-presentation of conventional historical data, Djebar 

reveals the ways in which all texts that recount past events are constructed from one or 

another perspective.  In other words, Djebar’s Fantasia draws attention to the interpretative 

quality of all writings that delineate historical events.  In so doing, Djebar undermines the idea 

of such a concept as historical fact and, thus, calls into question the distinction between fact 

and fiction.  Djebar destabilizes the primacy of traditional historical data by weakening claims 

to objectivity by placing different versions of the same events or time periods in dialogue with 

one another.  Djebar’s revelation of incongruence within historical data points to the 

subjective quality of all historically grounded citations.  Furthermore, Djebar threatens the 

purportedly objective construal of history through narratives that elucidate the ways in which 

written history typically represents a gendered (i.e., male) account of past happenings.  

Fantasia counteracts the standard erasure of women’s perspectives from historical accounts 

by articulating the roles and remembrances of Algerian women within the history of the 

nation.  By articulating history from Algerian women’s perspectives and by interrogating the 

processes through which traditional versions of history are constructed, Assia Djebar 

contributes to the development of new knowledges concerning historical events and the 

accounts which commemorate them. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Assia Djebar’s novel A Sister to Scheherazade13 foregrounds the complexities of the veil and 

veiling within Algerian society through the development of characters whose relationships to 

the veil shift and change as the story progresses.  By highlighting the particularity of Algerian 

women’s experiences with veiling, Djebar’s A Sister to Scheherazade engages with dominant 

discourses that demark the veil either as a tool of oppression or as a cultural icon.  Djebar’s 

text addresses Algerian women’s multifarious negotiations with veiling and reveals that 

veiling is not only an action but also a process.  Through a problematization of prominent 

colonialist and nationalist discourses, Djebar challenges the construction of the veil as a 

marker of Algerian women’s oppression within colonialist discourses and as a symbol of 

Algerian women’s compliance with dar al Islam within nationalist discourses.  In both 

interpretations (i.e., colonialist and nationalist), the act of veiling and the veil itself come to 

the forefront while Algerian women’s experiences with the veil fade into a silent background.  

In other words, Algerian women’s subjective relationships to veiling disappear within the 

hegemonic discourses surrounding the veil.  In A Sister to Scheherazade, Djebar counteracts 

the erasure of Algerian women’s lived-experiences of veiling through her development and 

exploration of individual characters with multiple relationships to the veil.   

Through her characters’ differing relationships to veiling, Djebar demonstrates the instability 

of the binary construction of the veil as either oppressive or emblematic.  Djebar reinterprets 

the process of veiling through her characters’ decisions to either veil or unveil themselves 

throughout the course of the novel.  In the process of dismantling the oppressive-or-

emblematic binary representations of veiling created by colonialist and nationalist discourses 

respectively, Djebar contributes to alternative interpretations of the veil that incorporate 

Algerian women’s subjective interactions with veiling.  In other words, A Sister to 

Scheherazade intervenes in the depictions of the veil as a hyper-visible symbol that 

supersedes the subjectivity of its wearers.  By reformulating the veil in terms that highlight 

                                                
13 The novel’s title is linked to the story One Thousand and One Nights—a story of a sultan, Shahryar, and his 
new bride, Scheherazade.  The sultan, upon discovering his first wife’s infidelity, has her executed and then 
declares all women to be unfaithful.  He begins to marry a succession of virgins only to execute each one the 
next morning.  On the night of their marriage, Scheherazade bids the sultan to allow her sister, Dinarzade, to 
sleep in the bridal chamber.  Prior to her marriage, Scheherazade had asked her sister to remain awake 
throughout the night and to wake the new bride one hour before dawn.  Dinarzade fulfills her sister’s request, 
awakening her so that Scheherazade can begin to tell the sultan a tale without revealing the ending.  The sultan 
keeps Scheherazade alive so that he can hear the remainder of the story the following night.  This sequence of 
events repeats itself for 1,001 nights, at the end of which the sultan decides to allow Scheherazade to live as his 
wife.  
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Algerian women’s lived-experiences of veiling, Djebar undermines the oppressive-or-

emblematic binary surrounding veiling while simultaneously shifting focus away from the 

material veil and toward the particular Algerian women who wear it.  In so doing, Djebar 

foregrounds the ways in which individual Algerians shape their relationship to the veil as well 

the ways in which women’s experiences of veiling alter as their subjectivities undergo 

change.  Djebar’s A Sister to Scheherazade challenges the construction of Algerian women’s 

bodies as icons of cultural symbolism by reinvigorating such bodies as sites of subjectivity 

and agency.  Through the narration of her characters’ relationships to the veil and their 

interpretations of veiling, Djebar complicates hegemonic ideas surrounding the veil by 

introducing tensions concerning the multiplicity of meanings the veil can have for different 

Algerian women, or for one woman throughout the course of her life.  In A Sister to 

Scheherazade, Djebar interweaves the story of Hajila (a traditional Algerian woman) with the 

story of Isma (a non-traditional woman) as a means of foregrounding the varied and 

subjective experiences that accompany women’s decisions as they relate to veiling.  

HAJILA AND ISMA  

A Sister to Scheherazade begins with the story of Hajila, an uneducated Algerian woman who 

is found by Isma14 in an impoverished neighborhood of Algiers.  Isma arranges for Hajila to 

marry her ex-husband15 before Isma leaves Algeria to travel to France.   By marrying Isma’s 

former husband, Hajila rescues her impoverished family from poverty and reveals her 

commitment to her role as a dutiful daughter who values the welfare of her family and who 

adheres to traditions and customs.  When Hajila’s family arranges her marriage, she does not 

argue or object, but rather she remains silent and submissive with an air of “ingrained 

docility” (Djebar, “Sister” 47) as she is “conveyed like an object” (Djebar, “Sister” 123) into 

the household of a wealthy man for the sake of her family’s wellbeing.  Thus, at the beginning 

of A Sister to Scheherazade, Hajila represents the epitome of a traditional Muslim woman 

who accepts her established social role as the performer of domestic duties, the lover-slave to 

her husband, and the economic savior of her destitute family.  Hajila unquestioningly agrees 

to being exchanged for her family’s increased socio-economic status and, in so doing, takes 

on her customary place in the modern-day harem. 

                                                
14 Isma is the French Algerian narrator of the novel and will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. 
15 Isma’s former husband remains unnamed throughout the novel.  He is simply referred to as “the man.” 
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At the beginning of the novel, Isma’s non-traditional mindset stands in stark contrast to 

Hajila’s entrenchment in traditional Muslim values.  A young woman who lays claim to her 

independence, Isma decides to leave her husband—in so doing, she also leaves behind her 

daughter Meriem—and her homeland in search of freedom in France.  Isma’s flight from the 

harem stands out against Hajila’s acquiescence not only to the harem but also to her 

presupposed place in society.  When Isma forsakes her prescribed social role, she does so as a 

result of a self-determined and individualistic sense of agency; however, as Isma’s story 

progresses throughout the novel, she acquires a collectively-minded consciousness that first 

presents itself in her decision to return to Algeria.  Isma states, 

I had tried to keep my distance in order to break with the past.  I had lightened my 

load during my wanderings through cities.  Meriem had written to me, I had hurried 

back; I could not free myself on my own (Djebar, “Sister” 81). 

Isma fears that Meriem’s future will be hampered by the hopelessness that Isma associates 

with modern-day Algerian society.  Although Isma first decides to return to Algeria for the 

sake of her daughter Meriem, she later desires to set free the collectivity of Algerian women 

who remain silent in harem confinement, thus acting as a sister to Scheherazade. 

CONSCIOUSNESS OF OPPRESSION 

In her essay titled “One Is Not Born a Woman,” Monique Wittig develops the notion of 

“consciousness of oppression” (225) as a tool for understanding and undertaking socio-

political change.  Wittig writes, 

Consciousness of oppression is not only a reaction to (fight against) oppression.  It is 

also the whole reevaluation of the social world, its whole reorganization with new 

concepts from the point of view of oppression.  It is what I would call the science of 

oppression created by the oppressed.  This operation of understanding reality has to 

be undertaken by every one of us: call it a subjective, cognitive practice (Wittig 225). 

In other words, consciousness of oppression refers to the advancement of new knowledges 

that evolve from the subjective experiences of those who are oppressed.  In A Sister to 

Scheherazade, Djebar undermines hegemonic interpretations of veiling by elaborating upon 

the points of view of those who actually wear the veil (i.e., Algerian women) and, in so doing, 

cultivates characters with a consciousness of oppression.  Through her engagement with the 
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oppressed and their lived-experiences, “Djebar confront[s]…[and responds] to the fracturing 

of the past in an attempt at its reconstitution from the perspective of the defeated and 

silenced” (Rahman xx).  Furthermore, Djebar pays particular attention to the “subjective, 

cognitive practice[s]” undergone by the Algerian women whose stories the novel relates.  

Since the idea of consciousness of oppression allows for unique and varied accounts of the 

world, this “operation of understanding reality” can accommodate the multiple relationships 

to veiling experienced by Hajila and Isma.  As A Sister to Scheherazade progresses, both 

Hajila’s and Isma’s practices of wearing (and of not wearing) the veil transform, causing each 

of them to engage in a “reevaluation of the social world” with different results.  For example, 

after Hajila gains a consciousness of oppression, she departs from her traditional mindset and 

appropriates the haïk16 as a means venturing outside without a male figure chaperoning her, 

and then she later decides to unveil herself completely out of doors.  Isma’s consciousness of 

oppression, on the other hand, results in her choice to wear the veil so that she can project a 

semblance of adherence to traditional Muslim values in her quest to liberate the Algerian 

women whom she encounters—her quest to act as a sister to Scheherazade. 

The idea of consciousness of oppression materializes in A Sister to Scheherazade as the 

subjectivities of the novel’s two protagonists undergo variation.  Both women (i.e., Hajila and 

Isma) abandon their normative role as an “object of perception” (O’Neil 73) subsumed by the 

veil and assume the status of subjects who conscientiously engage in the process of veiling.  

In other words, both Hajila and Isma re-form the roles and meanings of the veil to suit their 

individual aims and thus contribute to the creation of their own new histories of veiling.  As 

Wittig writes, 

[S]ince no individual can be reduced to her/his oppression we are also confronted 

with the historical necessity of constituting ourselves as the individual subjects of our 

history as well….  For once one has acknowledged oppression, one needs to know 

and experience the fact that one can constitute oneself as a subject (as opposed to an 

object of oppression) (Wittig 224). 

According to Witting, an integral part of forming a consciousness of oppression involves 

realizing our role in actualizing our own histories and, as a result of this realization, 

                                                
16 “Haïk: The all-enveloping, heavy, woolen, square of cloth in which Middle Eastern women cover themselves 
out of doors, leaving only one eye visible” (Djebar, Sister, Glossary) 
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constituting ourselves as agential subjects.  In A Sister to Scheherazade, Hajila’s thoughts 

exemplify the previous point: 

And so every day you make your escape.  You become quite familiar with the little 

public gardens and squares of this neighborhood.  To find your way about, you recall 

where you went the day before, and the day before that, and so on….  In the evening, 

when you return with aching legs and the rumblings from the outside world drown 

the beating of your heart, you tell yourself that you too have a history (Djebar, 

“Sister” 41). 

In the preceding passage, Hajila’s experiences with the outside world serve as an example of 

the distinction that Wittig elaborates in the above quotation (i.e., the difference between being 

a “subject” rather than an “object of oppression”).  Hajila gains an awareness of her 

interaction with the world around her and of the transformative affect that this interaction has 

upon her own subjectivity. 

SHIFTING SUBJECTIVITIES 

Within the context of Islamic fundamentalism and postcolonial Algerian nationalism, 

women’s veiled bodies act as an emblematic representation of Islamic values.  In other words, 

women who wear the veil serve as a visual depiction of religious following and conviction.  

As Anne-Emmanuelle Berger writes,  

According to the Koran, the hijab17 then makes a visible symbolic border, the very 

border that defines and protects Islam and allows it to operate….  It turns women 

into the site of the border, without which Islam would not appear as such: for the 

women are now the ones to delineate the religious space as they wear the hijab 

(Berger 104). 

The veil functions as an emblem that marks adherence to dar al Islam.  At the beginning of A 

Sister to Scheherazade, Hajila’s acquiescence to her family’s wishes and to her role within the 

household exemplifies her compliance with dar al Islam in a way that mirrors the position of 

the veil as discussed above.  However, as the novel progresses Hajila’s subjectivity undergoes 

change in relationship to dar al Islam.   

                                                
17 Hijab refers to a headscarf worn by Muslim women that covers the hair and neck and usually has a veil that 
also covers the face. 
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After Hajila marries Isma’s former husband and moves into his household, she watches him 

prepare for work, and as he goes through his morning ablutions one day, Hajila reflects on his 

ability to move freely between the public space of society and the private of his home: 

You who call all go forth into the sunshine!  Every morning, you splash water over 

your face, neck and arms.  These are not the ablutions preparatory to prostrating 

yourself in prayer; no, they are a preparation for the act of leaving the house.  Oh, to 

be able to leave the house!  Once you have put on your suits, knotted your ties, you 

can cross the threshold, every threshold.  The street awaits you….  You can present 

yourself to the world, you fortunate males!  Every morning of every day, you can 

convey your bodies into the dazzling light, every day that Allah creates! (Djebar, 

“Sister” 9) 

As she contemplates her husband’s freedom to depart into the public space unfettered, 

Hajila’s subjectivity shifts toward the development of a consciousness of oppression.  In the 

scene cited above, Hajila is struck by the incongruity between her lived-experience within the 

confines of an apartment and her husband’s ability to experience the outside world without 

disrupting dar al Islam.  Hajila begins to long for the opportunity to leave her confinement as 

the “fortunate males” are permitted to do; she pines after the prospect of entering “into the 

dazzling light, every day that Allah creates.”  Hajila’s interrogation of her prescribed position 

in society is indicative of the shift that occurs in her subjectivity as she gains a consciousness 

of oppression. 

Another shift in Hajila’s subjectivity happens when she decides to don the haïk in order to 

leave the apartment without her husband by her side.  Hajila makes the decision to transgress 

the threshold of her apartment as she stands in the kitchen doing the dishes and looking out 

toward the horizon where it meets the sea.  Underneath the guise of the haïk, Hajila ventures 

into the outside world: 

You are “going out” for the first time, Hajila.  You are wearing slippers like an old 

woman, your head muffled in the heavy wool, your face completely hidden, leaving 

only one tiny gap exposed through which you peep to see where you are going.  You 

enter the lift, stumbling over the folds of the heavy veil.  Once you are outside, all 

alone, you will walk (Djebar, “Sister” 19).   
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Cloaked beneath the anonymity provided by the haïk, Hajila dares to escape the apartment 

within which she is confined by an adherence to dar al Islam and to venture outside without a 

male chaperone.  With her identity concealed by the haïk, Hajila is able to break with the 

constraints that her socio-cultural location inscribes upon her.   

Incited by a consciousness of oppression, Hajila makes the choice to appropriate the haïk for 

her own ends and to cross the threshold without male guidance.  Her changed relationship 

with the veil is indicative of the more personal change that transpires in her subjectivity when 

she comes to see the haïk as a means through which she can experience freedom from the 

apartment.  In so doing, she physically, metaphorically, and psychically removes herself from 

the confines of the social stipulations that dictate her captivity within the domestic sphere.  

When Hajila stepped over the threshold by herself, she positions herself as a self-guiding 

subject, as opposed to as an object steered by male guidance.  Hidden from onlookers by her 

veil, Hajila traverses boundaries and engages with the outside world and with a public space 

where she has opportunities for new experiences to take place.  Hajila’s consciousness of 

oppression contributes to the new knowledges with which she will come into contact in her 

out of doors explorations.  Moreover, by taking ownership of the haïk and utilizing it to 

enable her to interact with the outside world, Hajila makes a conscious choice to expose 

herself to encounters that will instigate changes in her experience of her own subjectivity. 

Another transitional shift in Hajila’s subjectivity occurs one day while she is travelling in the 

car on her way home from her mother’s house.  When the car is passing by the “public 

garden, [that is] a bare triangle with raised benches” (Djebar, “Sister” 26), it makes a stop at a 

crossroad, and in this seemingly uneventful moment, Hajila sees an unveiled woman playing 

with her child in the public garden.  The women in the barren garden initiates another rupture 

within Hajila—a rupture with the patriarchal condemnation of women’s bodies in public 

spaces and the negation of such bodies outside the confines of the domestic sphere.  The sight 

of the unveiled woman sparks thoughts of unveiling within Hajila, and on the following day 

after her household chores are finished, Hajila escapes the apartment again beneath the all-

enveloping haïk.  However, as she walks she experiences a visceral urge to free her body from 

the haïk, to be unveiled, to “disappear or explode” (Djebar, “Sister” 30).  In this moment, 

Hajila makes the decision to unveil and sneaks into the seclusion of an alleyway to allow 

herself to remove the haïk from her head in order to expose her body to the public space.  

After Hajila shrugs the veil off her shoulders, 
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Finally [her] hands come to life and fold up the veil as if of their accord; in two, four, 

in eight.  The pool of sunlight has spread, flooding the narrow street.  In front of 

[her], one of the two boys has reappeared; he has turned round, scarcely glancing at 

[her]: the new woman, [she] who [has] just been transformed into another 

woman…he must have seen [her]…and carried [her] image with him, the image of 

[her] unveiling (Djebar, “Sister” 31). 

When Hajila unveils in the alleyway, she presents herself to the public realm as a woman who 

is “out of doors…naked” (Djebar, “Sister” 31).  In this scene of self-presentation, Hajila both 

acts on and instigates a shift in her embodied subjectivity; she reconfigures her relationship to 

the haïk as well as to her own body in a moment of transformation that realigns her 

subjectivity with her consciousness of oppression.  Hajila escapes not only from the apartment 

but also from the haïk, and in so doing, she exposes her embodied self to the outside world 

while simultaneously laying claim to her autonomous ownership of both her body and her 

subjectivity. 

In the events articulated above, Hajila takes charge of the haïk and of herself; later in the 

novel, Hajila takes further control of both her body and her autonomy.  Her ventures into the 

public space become sacred to Hajila, and as a result of her temporary escapes from the 

apartment, Hajila finds her subjectivity shifting in relation to the value that she places upon 

Islamic codes that have hitherto dictated her social roles.  Her grappling with Islamic 

ideologies occurs at its fiercest after she realizes that she is pregnant.  In the passage below, 

Hajila contemplates the implications of her pregnancy: 

For the second month again, you had no need to purify yourself; you are carrying a 

life, what life, life is all around you, out of doors, a quivering mosaic of dreams.  

Without a veil!  How can one carry a child for endless months?...No, it’s not the pain 

of giving birth in an ice-cold universe which torments you.  It’s the present waiting 

period, this heaviness which you find hard to accept: how will you possible be able 

to move around out of doors without being seen?  How can you escape notice with 

this swollen belly?  Will this protuberance take on your identity, fend the air for you 

to pass, prevent your being an observer whose appetite is never satisfied?  Will you 

never be alone again when you walk?  Will you lose your light step? (Djebar, 

“Sister” 73) 
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Ultimately, Hajila cannot bear the loss of autonomy that pregnancy and mothering a young 

child would bring.  She decides to terminate her pregnancy and to embrace her unfettered 

escapades, thus defying Islamic tradition and patriarchal codes governing women’s bodies 

and behaviors.  Hajila values the changes that have transpired in her embodied subjectivity as 

a result of her outdoor ventures, and she refuses to allow her body to hold her captive within 

the confines of the apartment. 

HAJILA AND FEMINIST AGENCY 

Through Hajila’s transgression of boundaries and reclamation of her embodied subjectivity, 

she positions herself as an agential subject with a feminist consciousness of oppression.  Her 

agency reveals itself in her stolen moments of freedom from the apartment and from 

patriarchal socio-cultural constructs, transforming her into a “woman who is truly naked…[a] 

new Hajila” (Djebar, “Sister” 35).  However, when the afternoon sun sets, Hajila must return 

to the apartment and portend to conform to her restricted social position.  At the end of her 

wanderings, Hajila must “wrap [her]self once more in the haïk…[emerging] into the street, a 

ghostly figure once more, and under the white veil grey anger folds up its wing” (Djebar, 

“Sister” 34).  Although her escapades only proffer her temporary havens, Hajila’s changed 

subjectivity and actuated agency provide her with a form of liberation from the male 

domination enacted upon her through her husband.  In other words, even though Hajila does 

not flee from her domestic duties insofar as she does not make a permanent physical 

departure, her agential engagement with her subject-position creates a rift that transforms her 

social role into a façade.  While assigning agency to Hajila’s character, Djebar simultaneously 

articulates the constraints that position Hajila within her prescribed positions as a dutiful wife 

and caregiver.  In so doing, Djebar reveals the impossibility of initiating a complete break 

with the socio-cultural traditions that subjugate Hajila to the constraints of repressive gender 

codes and laws.  Throughout A Sister to Scheherazade, the veiling and unveiling in which 

Hajila partakes serve to illustrate the shifts in subjectivity that Hajila undergoes in the process 

of acquiring a consciousness of oppression grounded in her newly found feminist agency.  

Even though Hajila seems to remain caged within the rigidity of binding socio-cultural 

structures that cloister her within the harem, the consciousness of oppression that she has 

gained proffers her some degree of liberation. 
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Hajila’s experiences with the outside world provide her with a means of tolerating patriarchal 

oppression by invigorating her sense of agency and freedom.  After her out of doors ventures, 

Hajila is comforted by the memories of the sights and sounds that she encountered: 

Previously, you used to lie down for a time in the children’s room.  The radio would 

spill out fold music—some days Arab, some days Berber.  Recently you have not 

been switching it on.  When you stay at home you prefer to let the sounds of the 

outside world reach you.  There is so much for you to picture to yourself: not the 

traffic which you can hear rumbling and jolting past; but the people all around, 

women and children waiting to cross the road; you call up visions of the crowds 

jostling at the bus stops (Djebar, “Sister” 54). 

Before she began to leave her apartment, Hajila engaged with the public space through the 

sounds of the radio and the sights and sounds of the television.  She relied on depictions of the 

outside world generated by someone else’s point of view and perspective.  However, now that 

she has ventured out of doors on her own, she no longer feels the need to listen to the radio or 

to watch television.  In this way, Hajila’s imagination plays an agential role in her liberation 

even when she is confined to the apartment: her escapes to the outside world and the 

memories she holds within her imagination enable her to survive her life within the apartment.  

The potent affect of the outside world upon Hajila’s sense of agency are revealed in the 

narrative the morning after Hajila has been raped by her husband: 

This morning, the day after the rape, you are no longer afraid of him.  You only have 

to remember the times you stroll at liberty through the sunlit spaces of the town, with 

no stench between your legs (Djebar, “Sister” 62). 

Hajila’s experiences of and interactions with the outside world proffer her the strength to 

persevere despite the violence inflicted upon her in her domestic life as the wife of an abusive 

man.  Hajila’s escapes, her unveiling, and the construction of an agential self locate her within 

a space from which she is able to draw out her autonomy and, as a result, construct her own 

reality. 

HAJILA AND OUT-SIDE EXPERIENCES 
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In A Sister to Scheherazade, Hajila’s decision to embark across the threshold alone under the 

anonymity of the veil represents her will to discover what lays out-side.18  Hajila longs to 

experience the outdoors without being an adjunct of a male figure; she yearns to escape the 

harem and to be alone walking the streets in the public space.  As a result of her desire to 

encounter the outside world on her own terms, she chooses to navigate out-side through her 

refusal to be satisfied with his navigation of the public space, with his gaze guiding her own, 

and with his choices dictating her direction.  Moreover, later in the novel when Hajila sees the 

Algerian woman playing with her child outdoors without wearing a veil, she undergoes a 

change in her subjectivity that is initiated by the unveiled woman whose self-presentation 

Hajila interprets as representative of the woman’s freedom from patriarchal ideologies.  Hajila 

is inspired by the woman in the public garden to experience a new form of autonomy.  To 

Hajila, the exposure of the woman’s body destabilizes the patriarchal shrouding of Algerian 

women’s physicality and marks the woman as an autonomous subject who dares to defy 

tradition.  When Hajila sees the woman unveiled in the public garden, she begins to repeat to 

herself “Henna-ed hair…Not a French woman…Without a veil, out of doors…No veil, out of 

doors” (Djebar, “Sister” 27).  Throughout the remainder of the day, Hajila is haunted by the 

Algerian woman who dared to venture outside unveiled.  In this scene, the unveiled woman 

represents self-defined subjectivity; she is no longer clothed to represent an embodied object 

of cultural symbolism.  The image of the unknown woman presents Hajila with the desire to 

be an unfettered woman who enjoys the out-side. 

In the events articulated above, the veil appears as a symbol of the traditions that mask veiled 

women’s identities and embodied subjectivities through its functions as an icon of the 

patriarchal constraints that keep women hidden as embodied objects.  When Hajila unveils in 

the alleyway, she not only disrobes herself but also frees herself momentarily from the 

traditions, laws, and mandates that have kept her hidden beneath the folds of the veil.  Hajila’s 

removal of the veil situates her as an embodied subject who lays claim to a consciousness of 

oppression that transforms her lived-reality through an enactment of agency.  Through her 

rejection of the veil, Hajila posits herself in a framework of embodied subjectivity that allows 

her self-presentation to the out-side.  In this presentation of herself she states, “I am Hajila, 

stripped naked” (Djebar, “Sister” 32).  Released from the veil, Hajila declares herself to be a 

woman who is freed from the confines of patriarchal control of her body.  She is no longer 
                                                
18 I hyphenate out-side to draw attention to a specific social and psychic location that women 
inhabit when they abnegate male domination and go out of doors to experience some degree 
of liberation. 
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bound by patriarchal ideologies that construct her body as a piece of engendered property that 

is passed between men through kinship ties and lineages that envision her embodiment as a 

symbol of purity and nationhood.  Hajila’s desire to be out-side illustrates the manifestation of 

her consciousness of oppression and her feminist agency, both of which cause her to break 

with patriarchal traditions that she sees as disallowing her freedom.  Typically, male privilege 

forbids Algerian women to be outdoors unless they are accompanied by a male figure—a 

figure that dominates the public space and that transforms women into objects-in-motion.  

Hajila’s unveiling represents an act of defiance against socio-cultural codes that disavow 

women’s embodied subjectivities and that keep women constrained even when they are out of 

doors. 

Through Hajila’s border-crossing and transformation into a woman who lives out-side, she 

defines the contours of her journeys and declares autonomy over her experiences and 

perceptions.  During one of Hajila’s escapes from the apartment, she walks to the sea: 

[Hajila] climb[s] upwards.  At a corner the sea comes into view.  No one stands 

between [her] and its presence.  A precipice swollen with anticipation; so many 

women before [her] must have come here surreptitiously to gaze at it.  [Her] mind 

boggles (Djebar, “Sister” 19). 

When Hajila reaches the sea, she feels the expanse of its breadth, and she ponders the 

unknowable possibilities that exist within the public space (as opposed to those within the 

confines of the harem).  Hajila’s encounter with the sea inspires her to further explore her 

freedom by fueling her desire to discover other aspects of the world around her.  Confronted 

with the vastness of the sea, Hajila is metamorphosed by the experience of being out-side—

where her perspective is reconfigured when it is self-determined instead of directed by a male 

chaperone. 

ISMA AND FEMINIST SUBVERSION 

Isma returns to Algeria both as a woman longing to restore her relationship with her homeland 

and as a woman hoping to transform the subjectivities of other Algerian women, particularly 

her daughter Meriem.  Isma asserts, “I am afraid of any more travelling.  I too want to put 

down roots.  To wear the veil again, in my own fashion…to retreat into the shadows; bury 

myself” (Djebar, “Sister” 156).  Isma’s appropriation of the veil enables her to move 
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inconspicuously among the Muslim women that she hopes to awaken just as Dinarzade 

awakened Scheherazade: 

I’m afraid for all women, not just we two or three, Isma, Hajila, Meriem, but all 

women—barring midwives, barring mothers standing guard and those carrion-beetle-

matriarchs, I fear lest we all find ourselves in chains again, in “this West in the 

Orient,” this corner of the earth where day dawned so slowly for us that twilight is 

already closing in around us everywhere (Djebar, “Sister” 160). 

When Isma covers herself in the veil, she makes a choice to don the veil in order to “free the 

concubine” (Djebar, “Sister” 160); with her body cloaked beneath the veil, Isma’s appears to 

uphold her role as a silent symbol of Islamic fundamentalism.  The presumptions made about 

veiled women extend to Isma, thus allowing her to “vanish from the scene, fading away to be 

reborn elsewhere” (Djebar, “Sister” 159).  Isma takes ownership of the veil through her 

subjective interaction with the material veil as a means to incite changes in other women’s 

lived-realities.   

Isma’s utilization of the veil illustrates another way in which the veil can be appropriated to 

facilitate shifts in subjectivities and to enact feminist agency: Isma subverts the veil as an 

object that demarks women’s silence by transforming it into a tool that enables her to speak to 

other women about socio-political misogyny.  Through Isma’s character in A Sister to 

Scheherazade, Djebar further illustrates the way(s) in which the veil’s functions as a symbol 

of socio-cultural assimilation and as an instrument of oppression can be undermined through 

shifts in the subjectivities of its wearers.  When Isma enfolds herself within the veil, she 

appropriates the shroud of the veil as a socio-cultural symbol in order to move within 

communities of Algerian women as a sister to Scheherazade.  By using the veil to mask her 

consciousness of oppression, Isma exercises subjective power over the material and symbolic 

object.  In other words, the shift that has occurred in Isma’s subjectivity enables her to govern 

the veil, rather than being governed by the veil.  Through her utilization of the veil, Isma 

hopes to shield her daughter from tacit acceptance of misogynistic traditions and to instill 

within Meriem a liberated subjectivity.  Isma’s character illustrates the ways in which 

women’s subjectivities and consciousness of oppression can alter the role that the veil plays in 

their lived-experiences.   

(UN)VEILING AS A PROCESS 
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The socio-political materialization of the veil operates as a “piece of cloth and piece of text” 

(Berger 103) with which Algerian women interact in some way or another throughout their 

lives.  Algerian women’s relationship to the veil shifts throughout their lives, thus revealing 

the location of veiling as a process19 that changes with alterations in social status and shifts in 

subjectivities.  For example, after decades of wearing a veil, elderly women may cast off their 

concealment and be out of doors as women whose veils function as adornments rather than as 

socio-cultural symbols of silence.  When elderly women return to the streets of their 

childhood, they are able to reclaim the appearance of the freedom to be exposed to the outside 

world without the shield proffered by the veil.  However, in A Sister to Scheherazade Djebar 

draws attention to the limitations of the socio-cultural position presented to elderly Algerian 

women: 

A fleeting smile on an unveiled face; can we women resuscitate our lost childhood, 

we who were mutilated in our adolescence, our happiness excised, cast out from the 

enclosing warmth of a home?  The fountain gurgles in the patio….  Where shall we 

find a resting-place?  Our peals of laughter have faded, our dances degenerated into a 

confused stampede; what sun or what love will offer us stability? (Djebar, “Sister” 

160) 

Although elderly Algerian women can present themselves without sanction, they still have a 

limited ability to enjoy opportunities that were hitherto unoffered or unavailable due to 

patriarchal codes and/or fear of social injunction.   

Reflecting on the resentment that can fester within cloistered Algerian women, Djebar 

articulates the role that fear and bitterness play in the ideologies surrounding the process of 

veiling when she writes, “Fear is transmitted from generation to generation.  The matriarchs 

swaddle their little girls in their own insidious anguish before they reach puberty” (Djebar, 

“Sister” 145).  In the previous quotation, veiling is revealed as a process with a cross-

generational heritage.  When the ten-year-old girl/woman puts on the veil she enters into the 

world of womanhood until she reaches old age:  “Girls approaching puberty…began by 

muffling their head and shoulders in a short folded cloth, once they turned twelve, [they] 

disappeared for good into the darkness” (Djebar, “Sister” 112).  The girl/woman is removed 

from her childhood as well as from the public space and cloistered within the harem.  A Sister 

                                                
19 I refer to veiling as a process as opposed to an action in order to emphasize its position as a sustained 
phenomenon marked by gradual changes through the course of time. 
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to Scheherazade demonstrates that feminist agency and subversion are possible even beneath 

the veil and within the harem.  Throughout A Sister to Scheherazade, the changes in the 

characters’ relationships to the veil and the process of (un)veiling are indicative of more 

personal transformations that occur in their subjectivities.  As the novel unfolds, both of the 

protagonists undergo shifts toward the development of a consciousness of oppression that 

manifests itself through their interactions with and attitudes toward the veil.  When Hajila and 

Isma each decide to don the veil to achieve their own ends, they lay claim to subject-positions 

that allow them to take ownership of the veil and its meanings within their lived-realities.  In 

A Sister to Scheherazade, Djebar demonstrates the ways in which choices affect 

consciousness; she foregrounds how the characters’ reconfigurations of how they relate to the 

veil result in unexpected transformations of their embodied subjectivities.  Moreover, through 

their ability to shape consciousness and perspective, the shifts that transpire with respect to 

the protagonists’ embodied subjectivities lead to the development of characters who are 

equipped with new knowledges concerning the role(s) of the veil and the process of 

(un)veiling.   

In addition, A Sister to Scheherazade complicates broader discourses on the socio-political 

implications of (un)veiling by showing different ways in which the veil can be appropriated as 

a tool of empowerment.  The narrative of A Sister to Scheherazade challenges the traditional 

construal of Algerian women’s bodies and choices in relationship to (un)veiling as symbols of 

socio-political values; Djebar proffers storylines that bring Algerian women’s subjectivities 

and embodiment to the fore and that, in so doing, recognize their agential potentials.  With the 

characters of Isma and Hajila, Djebar demonstrates the way(s) in which Algerian women can 

lay claim to their embodied agency through shifting their subjective relationships to the veil 

away from assimilation and toward consciousness of oppression.  Throughout A Sister to 

Scheherazade, Djebar illustrates how changes in Algerian women’s interactions with and 

appropriations of the veil enable them to don the material veil without being subjugated by the 

process of veiling.  Moreover, shifts that occur within women’s subjectivities contribute to the 

derivation of new knowledges of Algerian women, their socio-political subject-positions, and 

the opportunities for empowerment available to them. 

By revealing veiling as a process, the dynamics of the veil that are explored in A Sister to 

Scheherazade illustrate the complexities of the socio-cultural location of the veil as well as 

the possibilities for feminist agency and subversion when the veil is donned by a wearer with 

a consciousness of oppression.  For example, in the novel the veil serves as a tool for 
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liberating women’s dissonant voices while simultaneously depicting women’s voices that are 

able to speak only when cloaked within the protective folds of the veil.  Speaking of Hajila 

and her experiences with unveiling, Isma narrates: 

But when you throw off the woolen veil, when you roam around, your voice seems to 

have been left behind.  It catches up with you only at the very last minute, when you 

have wrapped the cloak around you again, just before you start the climb back home.  

At the moment you are surprised to find yourself trembling with alarm.  If people 

bump into you, you are apt to curse them….  Is this spiteful irascibility typical of all 

those ghostly, white-shrouded creatures in the street?  Is it their revenge?  To shout 

insults, because one’s body has taken on a leaden hue (Djebar, “Sister” 42). 

The novel demonstrates ways in which Algerian women can begin the process of instigating 

new meanings and manners of wearing the veil, and the notion of veiling as a process 

accounts for the difficulty of breaking with patriarchal mandates that demand the absence of 

women’s bodies from the public space.   

In A Sister to Scheherazade, Djebar retains the tensions that exist between oppression and 

agency by articulating how Hajila loses her voice when she unveils and does not regain her 

words until she is re-cloaked within the anonymity of the haïk.  Once Hajila arrives home, she 

undresses and lies down in a steaming bath where she studies her body in the mirror which is 

now “filled with images from the outdoors, the light from the outdoors, the garden-like-on-

the-television” (Djebar, “Sister” 35).  Hajila internalizes the memories of her unveiled 

embodiment and the changes that occurred with her relationship to veiling when she ventured 

into the public space where she knows that “others are still walking about” (Djebar, “Sister” 

35).  Hajila conjures the others up “in the water reflected in the mirror, so that they can 

accompany this woman who is truly naked, this new Hajila who stares back at you coldly” 

(Djebar, “Sister” 35).  In the previous passage, Djebar describes Hajila as a “new woman” 

whose subjectivity and relationship (to both herself and veiling) have been transformed 

through her interactions with the outside world.  Djebar writes, 

You have just been transformed into another woman….  You tuck the haïk under 

your arm; you walk on.  You are surprised to find yourself walking so easily, at one 

fell swoop, out into the real world!...  You are determined not to hurry, not that you 

are going to present yourself to the eyes of so many strangers, all those whom the 

Lord sets in your path!  “Out of doors…Naked!” (Djebar, “Sister” 30) 
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In the above quotation, Isma narrates Hajila’s experiences with her unveiled body.  Hajila not 

only gains the ability to present her body “naked” out of doors but also gains the ability to 

sense the world around her in a new way—she has been transformed by the process of her 

unveiling. 

In prominent Western discourses, the veil is often interpreted as a symbol of Muslim women’s 

oppression and as a signifier of Islam’s overarching victimization of women.  In A Sister to 

Scheherazade, Djebar complicates this prototypical construction of veiling by depicting ways 

in which the veil can be reclaimed and appropriated as a tool that allows for feminist agency 

and subversion while simultaneously facilitating mobility.  Covered by the anonymity of the 

veil, the novel relates the story of a woman who leaves the confines of the harem to “turn and 

turn about on the world stage…in the space [women] are forbidden to infringe” (Djebar, 

“Sister” 158).  When Hajila cloaks herself in invisibility, she is able to defiantly step out-side 

to tread on unexplored ground to discover new possibilities and encounters that shape and 

shift her subjectivity and her engagement with the world.  When Isma speaks of Hajila’s out-

side experiences, her words depict the journey of transformation that takes place in Hajila’s 

life and subjectivity: “In the evening, when you return with aching legs and the rumblings of 

the outside world drown the beating of your heart, you tell yourself that you too have a 

history” (Djebar, “Sister” 41).  Hajila frees herself from the cloistered harem—she is no 

longer veiled within its confines and limited to a domestic life.  Out-side her process of 

unveiling allows her to articulate a new subjectivity, a “new Hajila.”  In present-day Algeria, 

women confront not only erasure from historical records but also confinement to the severely 

restricted localities of their modern-day apartments.  Women of Algiers in Their Apartment 

counteracts the exclusion of women from the public space by re-articulating their histories 

and bearing witness to their existence.  Through an autobiographic composition of Algerian 

women’s lived-experiences, Djebar works against the confinement of women to ideological 

and physical harems.  Djebar’s retelling of the histories of the women depicted in Women of 

Algiers in Their Apartment challenges the ruling codes of Islamic fundamentalism—codes 

that construct Algerian women as objectified symbols of dar al Islam.  This autobiographic 

novel moves away from representations of Algerian women that limit their socio-political 

position to emblematic icons of cultural and religious deference while simultaneously moving 

toward representations that encapsulate the lived-experiences of Algerian women.  In this 

socio-political maneuver, Djebar inscribes Algerian women into an historical account that re-

presents their contributions to and presences in the histories of the Algerian nation.  The act of 



53 | P a g e 
 

composing an autobiographic text from the orally narrated histories of Algerian women stands 

in stark contrast to the histories articulated by colonialism and nationalism; the novel 

expresses the remembrances and points of view of Algerian women in relationship to their 

roles in Algerian histories of colonialism, revolutionary war, and postcolonialism.  In so 

doing, Women of Algiers in Their Apartment corrects the omission of Algerian women from 

traditional historical accounts while simultaneously bearing witness to the embodiments of 

women’s historical presence (i.e., the physical scars covered by veils and cloaked within 

domestic interiors).   

 

CONCLUSION 

A Sister to Scheherazade narrates the tales of two women (i.e., Isma and Hajila) whose 

subjectivities undergo personal transformations as they develop their consciousness of 

oppression.  Throughout the course of the novel, Isma and Hajila alter their respective 

relationships to the veil and veiling within the contexts of their socio-political locations; and 

discover way(s) to appropriate the anonymity of the veil to suit their aims and desires.  

Djebar’s articulation of the changes that occur within the lived-realities of both Isma and 

Hajila reveals how Algerian women’s interactions with and interpretations of the veil impact 

the role(s) that the veil occupies in their states of being.  In other words, the shifts that arise as 

a result of Isma’s and Hajila’s varying relationships to veiling represent manifestations of 

their consciousness of oppression.  Furthermore, the development of a consciousness of 

oppression introduces both Isma and Hajila to novel experiences with the world, and the 

stories of their (un)veiling brings to the fore new constructions and understandings of 

Algerian women’s associations with the veil. 

As the stories told within A Sister to Scheherazade unfold, they elucidate the ways in which 

(un)veiling represents a process rather than a practice or action.  The notion of (un)veiling as a 

process allows for Hajila’s continuously changing relationships to the veil since the idea of 

(un)veiling as a process proffers a space for a continuum of cognitive states that represent 

different ways of relating to the veil and (un)veiling.  Additionally, (un)veiling as a process 

allows for incomplete ruptures and interrupted revelations.  In other words, the characters’ 

subjective connections to the veil do not represent a circumstance in which they either veil 

themselves or unveil themselves; rather, their interactions with and perceptions of (un)veiling 
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present them with a plethora of subjective engagements with the veil.  Importantly, each 

change that occurs within the characters’ (un)veiling choices represents a new state in the 

process of (un)veiling as well as an opportunity for the development of new perspectives and 

subject-positions—in short, the process of (un)veiling proffers a possibility for the exploration 

of new knowledges. 

Throughout Hajila’s story, unveiling is a transformative process that repositions Hajila as an 

agential subject instead of as “an object of oppression” (Wittig 224).  In A Sister to 

Scheherazade, the veil is first used as a disguise that enables Hajila’s mother and sister to 

work outside of their home for a German family so that they are able to earn a livelihood that 

will sustain them after the death of Hajila’s father and the loss of their farm.  The veil that 

morphs Hajila’s sister into an old, peasant woman similarly transfigures Hajila into the image 

of an old woman through the disguise proffered by the heavy folds that allow her to escape 

the harem.  As the novel progresses and Isma narrates Hajila’s story, Isma describes how 

Hajila first enfolded herself within the haïk to disguise her youth, her class, and other social 

markers.  Then, as the story moves forward, Hajila utilizes the veil to as a means of 

transformation: 

[Hajila becomes] a woman who leaves the house, [who returns] in the evening filled 

with the sensation of the infinity of time.  As if each day were a repetition of the last; 

as if intimations of mortality which had previously lain coiled up inside were 

beginning to ooze away (Djebar, “Sister” 43). 

At the end of Hajila’s story in A Sister to Scheherazade, she discovers that she is pregnant and 

decides to terminate the pregnancy in order to avoid the consequences of a distended womb.  

Hajila values her newfound autonomy so much that she continues to assert her control over 

her own body even when confronted with a clear violation of Islamic moral codes. 

Throughout A Sister to Scheherazade, Djebar addresses the complexities behind veils and 

processes of veiling.  The stories of Isma and Hajila undermine preeminent notions of the veil 

within Western and Algerian nationalist debates, thus contributing to the formulation of new 

knowledges and understandings not only of the veil and veiling but also of feminist agency 

and subversion.  In A Sister to Scheherazade, Djebar recasts dominant portrayals of the role of 

the veil within Algerian culture by illustrating ways in which the socio-cultural symbolism 

associated with veiling can be reformulated within the context of Algerian women’s 

consciousness of oppression.  The narration of Isma’s and Hajila’s stories reveal ways in 
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which Algerian women can counteract misogynist erasure by appropriating the veil for their 

own purposes: Hajila becomes a self-actualized subject who ventures out of doors, and Isma 

consciously dons the veil in order to become a sister to Scheherazade.  Djebar illustrates the 

inaccuracy of depicting the veil in mono-symbolic terms through her creation of characters 

whose complex relationships with the veil counteract homogeneity.  The myriad meanings 

possible in Algerian women’s experiences with the process of veiling proffer an opportunity 

for the construction not only of new subjectivities for women who wear the veil but also of 

new knowledges derived from such women’s embodied subjectivities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, Djebar constructs a novel through an interweaving 

of Algerian women’s narratives in the form of a collection of short stories.  Most of the short 

stories in Women of Algiers in Their Apartment take place during the turbulent years of 

postcolonial reconstruction of Algeria (1962 – 1978).  During this time period, Algeria was 

struggling to rebuild itself after three generations of colonization and the aftermath of the War 

for Independence.  The novel represents the social, political, and cultural changes that take 

place in liberated Algeria when the region shifts into a postcolonial nation-state.  In Women of 

Algiers in Their Apartment, Algeria is represented as a postcolonial location that is grappling 

to construct an identity that is separate and distinct from its tumultuous and often times 

violent colonial era.  Within this collection Algerian women’s oral histories write an 

autobiographic account of the women of a postcolonial nation where generations have been 

disenfranchised by patriarchal histories (Algerian and French colonial). 

Djebar’s historical analysis of Algerian socio-political events addresses women’s role during 

the war, their politicized subject-positions in the aftermath of war and colonization, and their 

imagery in terms of the Orientalizing gaze of colonization.  The complexity of the characters 

that she narrates represents politicized subject-positions that are a part of Algerian history and 

that also reside within its present-day socio-political dynamics.  In particular, the characters of 

Leila, Fatima, and Sarah provide a useful and productive entry into the ways in which the 

novel draws upon women’s engagement with the interconnections between gender, culture, 

nationality, embodiment, and language.  In my character analysis I highlight the stories of 

Leila, Sarah, and Fatima because they illustrate the acute interaction that takes place between 

the past and the present intersecting within women’s postcolonial experiences in Algeria.  The 

dialogic narrative brings the past into the present while simultaneously illustrating women’s 

struggles to liberate themselves through storytelling experiences that engage them within 

ongoing dialogues.  Sarah and Leila were “fire carriers” during the war and Fatima became a 

“water carrier.”  Their three stories show the changing roles of women’s subject-positions.   

DELACROIX’  WOMEN OF ALGIERS IN THEIR APARTMENT 

The novel shares its title with Ferdinand Victor Eugène Delacroix’ paintings that were 

presented to the public in 1834 and 1849 in Paris.  Delacroix’ Women of Algiers in Their 

Apartment represents a part of the French cultural invasion of Algeria that created the 
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Maghreb for the French imaginary at 

home.  Beginning in the 1830s, the French 

colonials invaded all aspects of Algerian 

society.  They used their military strength, 

journalists, and artists to overlay Algerian 

society with a French socio-political 

perspective that sought to erase Algerian 

culture.  When Delacroix traveled in 

Algeria for three days during 1832, he was 

given entryway into the home of an Algerian who was employed by a French official.  After 

three days in Algeria, Delacroix returned to Paris and crafted the painting over two years 

using his memory, his well documented trip into the harem, and the artifacts he brought from 

the encounter to reconstruct his experience with Maghrebian odalisques.  Djebar elucidates 

the shifts in Algerian women’s lived realities in a timeframe that begins in 1832, when 

Delacroix travels in Algeria and paints Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, and that lasts 

until the modern-day accounts are written down by Djebar in 1979.   

Djebar notes that the painting continues to haunt the present with its historical past.  The 

painting positions “onlookers in front of these women, it reminds us that ordinarily we have 

no right to be there.  The painting is itself a stolen glance” (Djebar, “Women” 137).  The 

painting is an image of an historical event that is a replication of Delacroix’ “stolen glance,” 

rather than a rightful inheritance.  By reflecting on the painting in order to write the postface 

titled “Forbidden Gaze, Severed Sound,” Djebar inverts the Orientalizing gaze of Delacroix, 

an artist-emissary of French imperialism who traveled throughout North Africa to paint his 

encounters.   In the postface of the novel Djebar says that the paintings continue to speak—

they “have not stopped telling us something that is unbearably painful and still very much 

with us today” (Djebar, “Women” 136).  Djebar accounts for the women who were watching 

and whose stories are the observations of “the gaze-that-was-witness” (Djebar, “Women” 

140).  Djebar’s appropriation of Delacroix’ painting is a political act of entitlement that 

utilizes the portraiture of Delacroix’ Orientalist gaze to resuscitate the subjectivity of the 

painting’s “corpses without resting-place…martyrs without scars” (Tomlinson 35).  

Furthermore, by appropriating the title Women of Algiers in Their Apartment from Delacroix’ 

painting, Djebar’s novel utilizes creative writing and autobiographic accounts in order to 

speak from a position where she is “no longer prisoner of another’s projection, she is free to 
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shape and articulate her own experience, serve as her own mirror, see and be seen without the 

mediation of the Other” (Mortimer 867).  Djebar’s counter-narrative re-appropriates the 

symbolic experiences of embodiment that have been used as tools of oppression and 

objectification in the representations of the Other that were configured by colonial 

Orientalism and Maghrebian patriarchy to stand in for Algerian women. 

AUTOBIOGRAPHICS 

In her chapter titled “Autobiographics” in The Limits of Autobiography: Trauma and 

Testimony, Leigh Gilmore writes, “Autobiographics, [is] a description of self-representation 

and [is] a reading practice, [that] is concerned with interruptions and eruptions, with 

resistance and contradiction as strategies of self-representation” (42).  Through her 

juxtaposition of the diverse and varied narratives of a selection of Algerian women, Djebar 

constructs an autobiographic novel that proffers her orators an opportunity for self-articulation 

in a space that both allows for incongruity and defies patriarchal control.  As Anne Donneday 

notes in her book titled Recasting Postcolonialism, “Intertextuality, intratextuality, and 

(individual and collective) memory play a crucial role in her [Djebar’s] writing” (42).  In 

Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, the collection of narratives, both oral and written, 

occurs within a social critique of modern Algeria and the French colonization of the past.  

Djebar formulates an autobiographic text that contributes to feminist, colonial, nationalist, and 

postcolonial discourses through its representation of knowledges articulated through her 

interaction with an historical Other (i.e., Algerian women).  Djebar’s rearticulated narrative 

takes root in the dialogues passed down through oral histories that speak of Algerian women’s 

presence as witnesses of the nation’s history and bearers of the nation’s memory.  As Djebar 

notes, at “the time of the heroic battles, woman was watching, woman was crying out” 

(Djebar, “Women” 140).  Women of Algiers in Their Apartment investigates Algerian 

women’s role in Algerian history through an interweaving of their intertextual accounts of the 

nation’s colonial past, War for Independence, and postcolonial present. 

Accordingly, the practice of writing and reading autobiographic texts translates into a re-

formation of valued knowledge production and an understanding of an identification with the 

voice of the narrator(s) of a marginalized Other.  In Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, 

Djebar narrates autobiographic dialogues that depict “stories, a few frames of reference on a 

journey of listening from 1958 – 1978” (Djebar, “Women” 1).  Throughout Women of Algiers 

in Their Apartment, the narrator remains cognizant of her presence and power as a listener 
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and transcriber; she wishes to remain in solidarity with, as opposed to separating herself from, 

the women whose stories she hears: 

Don’t claim to “speak for” or, worse to “speak on,” barely speaking next to, and if 

possible very close to: these are the first of the solidarities to be taken on by the few 

Arabic women who obtain or acquire freedom of movement, of body and of mind 

(Djebar, “Women” ii). 

The feminist praxis of crafting an autobiographic text creates a space that validates Algerian 

women’s storytelling with the aim of contributing to the materialization of the lost legacies of 

these historically silent Others.  Unlike traditional autobiography—or, “autobiography [that] 

wraps up the interrupted and fragmentary discourses of identity (those stories we tell 

ourselves and are told, which hold us together as ‘persons’) and presents them as persons 

themselves” (Gilmore 17)—Women of Algiers in Their Apartment represents an 

autobiographic account of “fragmented, remembered, reconstituted conversation….  Faces 

and murmurings of a nearby imaginary, of a past–present” (Djebar, “Women” i; emphasis in 

original).  The articulation of the marginalized voices of the Algerian women with whom the 

narrator interacts breaks the code of silence inscribed by dar al Islam and gives value as well 

as voice to the histories remembered by these women. 

The autobiographic novel that unfolds in Women of Algiers in Their Apartment arises from 

the oral narration and written retelling of various Algerian women’s experiences through the 

voice of the narrator.  The narrator enlivens the past experiences of colonialism and the War 

for Independence and, in so doing, reveals not only histories from the vantage point of 

Algerian women but also the potential such histories have as sites of resistance to silence.  In 

the following quote the character Sarah20 realizes the power of Algerian women’s voices and 

histories:  

For Arabic women I see only one single way to unblock everything: talk, talk 

without stopping, about yesterday and today, talk among ourselves, in all the 

women’s quarters, the traditional ones as well as those in the housing projects.  Talk 

among ourselves and look.  Look outside, look outside the walls and the 

prisons!....[Sarah desires for women to listen to themselves, to hear one another 

speak rather than to listen to the] voice of the female vocalists whom they imprison 

                                                
20 Sarah was a “fire carrier” during the War for Independence and was tortured in a Barberousse prison.  The 
novel begins with her story.  Sarah also orates the stories of two other Algerian women, Leila and Fatima. 
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in their sugar-sweet melodies….  But the voice they’ve never heard…the voice of 

sighs, of malice, of the sorrows of all the women they’ve kept walled in….  The 

voice that’s searching in the opened tombs (Djebar, “Women” 50).   

In the above quotation, Sarah expresses the liberating strength of Algerian women’s voices.  

She acknowledges the capability that women’s stories have to change both the experiences of 

other women and the construction of other women’s shared histories.  Sarah’s proclamation 

speaks to the power of Djebar’s autobiographic project by illustrating that Women of Algiers 

in Their Apartment represents a transformative history grounded in the voices of various 

Algerian women. 

Furthermore, Women of Algiers in Their Apartment draws upon the stories of Algerian 

women to foster a sense of collectivity among such marginalized Others.  Although the novel 

consists of a collection of short stories about different women, the juxtaposition of these 

stories and the interconnections between the women’s experiences create an autobiographic 

account of, as well as an historical communion among, the varied voices.  Through the 

construction of community that occurs within this autobiographic text, Women of Algiers in 

Their Apartment provides readers with an alternative to traditional forms of autobiography 

that depict the evolution of a unitary subject, or what Gilmore designates as “the male 

autobiographical self” (29).  Gilmore writes, “The traditional development of the male 

autobiographical self begins in relationship (to a person, a family, a place) but develops into 

an understanding of his separateness from others” (29).  Whereas traditional autobiographies 

lead to the separation of self and Other, Women of Algiers in Their Apartment serves as an 

autobiographic text that presents a number of distinct selves in order to contribute to an 

historical representation of the experiences of a marginalized Other.  For example, as she 

listens to the story of Leila21, Sarah reflects on her connections with, as opposed to her 

separation from, Leila’s experiences: 

I see no other way out except through an encounter like this: a woman speaking in 

front of another one who’s watching; does the one who’s speaking tell the story of 

the other with the devouring eyes, with the black memories, or is she describing her 

own dark night, with words like torches…. She who watches, is it by means of 

                                                
21 Leila was another “fire carrier” who was imprisoned during the War for Independence.  Her story is told in a 
section of the novel entitled “For a divan of the fire carriers.”  She was tortured while imprisoned and later 
becomes a drug addict.  Leila meets Sarah while Leila is in the psychiatric ward of a hospital. 
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listening, of listening and remembering that she ends up seeing herself, with her own 

eyes unveiled at last (Djebar, “Women”  47). 

While Leila narrates her experiences of imprisonment, Sarah realizes that a way for women to 

find relief from the war that they survived is to speak to one another.  It wasn’t until she spoke 

with Leila that she came to the following realization: “For years after Barberousse I was still 

carrying my own prison around with me” (Djebar, “Women” 48).  The previous quotation 

exemplifies how dialogue disrupts the isolation and grief that the women have harbored 

within themselves.   

In Women of Algiers in Their Apartment Djebar uses autobiographics to rewrite conventional 

history by creating a reconstructed representation of history that counteracts the erasure and 

misrepresentation of Algerian women within patriarchal and colonial histories. The novel’s 

short stories compose an autobiographic depiction of Algeria’s historical landscape and are 

told from multilingual and varied perspectives.  In Women of Algiers in Their Apartment the 

praxis of storytelling and autobiographics are a political site where women’s stories exist as 

an “intentional act of appropriation of the symbols and narratives of the dominant culture and 

[are inverted through] their reinscription by the…marginalized” (Moore-Gilbert 198).  In 

other words, Djebar creates alternative representations of Algerian women’s historicity and 

socio-political roles throughout the century-and-a-half that the book encompasses.  

Furthermore, the landscape of the novel composes an autobiographical account of the nation22 

through a composition of women’s individual voices and recollections.   

FEMININE LANGUAGE 

Djebar’s writing practice constructs characters and events that rely on the immemorial 

presence of maternal ancestors that accompany women throughout their lives, residing in their 

memories and within the stories that they tell.  Her transformation of Algerian women’s oral 

histories into the transcription of characters and dialogues in the novel is a fusion of  

poetry, prose and critical thinking…[that] conveys the intricacies of being a female 

postcolonial writer through a…[revision of the autobiographic genre that creates a 

space to challenge] traditional notions of subjectivity (Ponzanesi, 51).   

                                                
22 Here, the nation refers to the encoded cultural and socio-political identities that are amassed within specific 
geographical and historical locations that are referenced in my research as Algeria within the timeframe of 1830 
– 1980s. 
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The construction of Women of Algiers in Their Apartment as an autobiographic novel 

produces new socio-political and historical knowledges through the experiences of reading 

and writing from a specifically feminine voice embodied within the various characters’ 

historical accounts.  As Gilmore writes, 

In the context of these important feminist insights, we could argue that first-person, 

nonfictional narrative offers voice to historically silenced and marginalized persons 

who penetrate the labyrinths of history and language to possess, often by stealth, 

theft, or what they perceive as trespass, the engendering matrix of textual selfhood: 

the autobiographical I (63). 

The novel is composed of a non-linear reconstruction of history that threads together short 

stories to compose a fragmented, non-linear autobiographic account of Algerian nationhood 

from a feminine perspective, utilizing women’s experiences of embodiment, voice, and 

history. Djebar defies Algerian women’s historical entry point as the symbolic 

misrepresentation within French colonial and Algerian nationalist histories that have relied on 

the silent image of woman to stand in for Algerian women themselves.  Through their stories, 

the women of Women of Algiers in Their Apartment articulate their histories in relation to 

colonialism, anticolonial warfare, and their narrations of their postcolonial experiences.  In 

Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, women’s stories and their narrations of history convey 

the feminist ideal that the “very notion of an active voice connotes agency, knowledge, and 

self-determination” (Hiddleston 57) and leads to the creation of new knowledges, histories, 

and autobiographics.  Their stories pronounce how their postcolonial experiences in Algeria 

are interwoven with colonial experiences, Algerian patriarchy, nationalism, social changes, 

and differing interactions with the representation and objectification of embodiment.  

In Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, Djebar develops a distinctly feminine language, not 

through an appeal to an essential female nature but rather through the re-articulation of 

Algerian women’s oral histories and lived-experiences.  In her novel, Djebar takes ownership 

of oppressive representations and refigures them into historically-located socio-political 

positions in order to narrate a re-formed history that translates Algerian history from a point 

of view that is spoken through a feminine language and vocalized from women’s embodied 

experiences.  In so doing, Djebar proffers a narrative that runs counter to the traditional 

depictions of women as figures of the inanimate Other:   
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Djebar’s fragment[ed configurations] now seem to want to “give voice” to 

generations of Algerian women who have been denied the privilege of self-

expression; [she does so through an autobiographic of Algerian history where] they 

appear to invoke a particularized feminine language that would accurately convey 

experiences that slip beyond the limits of sanctioned history (Hiddleston 55).  

Djebar creates a specifically feminine language by “craft[ing] words out of so many tones of 

voice still suspended in the silences of yesterday’s seraglio…Words of the veiled body, 

language that in turn has taken the veil for so long a time” (Djebar, “Women” i).  The 

feminine language that she articulates is diversified through women’s varied lived-

experiences and forms of embodiment.  Her stylistic strategy of representing women is 

narrated through dialogues that enable them to have an authoritative voice through their oral 

histories that are interplayed within their lived-experiences as part of Algeria’s historical 

landscape. 

In the section titled “For a divan of the water carrier,” the readers are introduced, by way of 

the character Fatima,23 to a way for Algerian women to break their silence without disgracing 

their honor within dar al Islam: a woman may speak of her experiences without sanction if 

she is crying out in a frenzy of physical pain.  Sarah hears the “water carrier’s story” while 

she sits beside her when the ambulance takes Fatima to the hospital after she has been injured 

while working in the hammam.  In this scene, Sarah is a witness to Fatima’s transformation 

into a storyteller whose memories channel the voices of the past that have been silenced.  Her 

injury leads her to a space where others interpret her “multiple words” (Djebar, “Women” 38) 

as delirium, but the narrator takes them and puts them into writing and uses them in her 

construction of an autobiographic novel that houses a distinctly feminine language.  Fatima 

cries out, 

I circulate, I the woman, all the voices of the past are following me in music, uneven 

song, broken cries, words in any case unfamiliar, multiple words that bore through 

the city in metamorphosis at noon (Djebar, “Women” 38).   

                                                
23 Fatima is an Algerian woman who was given into marriage by her father at the age of thirteen.  She endured 
years of abuse before running away.  After running away, Fatima becomes a prostitute in a brothel until she 
meets the proprietress of the hammam and becomes a water carrier there. 



65 | P a g e 
 

The pain that prevails in her body during the journey is the premise for speaking of 

the emotional and psychological pain that has been with her all these years since she 

was given into marriage by her father at the age of thirteen.   

During her transport to the hospital, Fatima is socially unaccountable for her vocalization.  

Fatima is given, in a semi-conscious space, the freedom to disband her silence and to 

articulate an embodied dialogue that is spoken after years of silence.  Fatima’s story unravels 

in a space where physical pain metamorphoses her into a ranting woman whose embodied 

experience allows her to liberate words of grief and rage against the social structures that 

created the difficult subject-positions she has navigated throughout her life.  The narrator says 

that Fatima’s voice was set free during the agonizing journey to the hospital: “Liberated 

words…making a furrow in the ambulance as it tears along. Words in electrified harmony 

with the ululations of the harem, words transparent with vapors, with echoes” (Djebar, 

“Women” 37).  During this journey Fatima’s words, her story, escape to Sarah during a semi-

conscious state that is also a space that allows women to be vocal.  Her story begins to unfold 

with a recollection of memories of how, after several months of enduring abuse by her 

husband and his family, she ran away.  Fatima recalls,  

At last I ran.  One night I fled without a veil, in a red gown and with these words 

inside me: “run straight…always straight ahead!”  The south no longer existed, the 

north no longer existed, only space and the night, the long night of my life was 

beginning (Djebar, “Women” 42).   

In the ambulance she tells how her childhood was severed when she was given by her father 

to another tribe for marriage when she was thirteen years old.  Fatima’s story is told during an 

experience of physical suffering and is salvaged by Sarah, who then retells the events of 

Fatima’s life as a part of Algerian history.  The above quotation from Djebar’s novel Women 

of Algiers in Their Apartment exemplifies Djebar’s practice of “turn[ing] to the past to 

revitalize the present” (Mortimer 866).  Djebar uses both her interviewees’ and her own lived-

experiences as a narrative device that conveys an autobiographic of Algeria that is premised 

on the foundation that every woman has a story worth hearing and documenting.   

After travelling with Fatima in the ambulance, Sarah meets Leila in the same hospital where 

Fatima was taken.  Similar to Fatima, Leila’s story is also liberated through pain and physical 

suffering.  When she narrates her lived-experiences to Sarah, she perceives her narration as 

fragments of memories that have been dismantled by time and physical torment.  Leila further 
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contributes to the development of a specifically feminine language through her perception of a 

collectivity among Algerian women:  

Leila plunged black into drifting images of her nightmare: the looks of women veiled 

in white or black but their faces freed, who were weeping silently, as if behind a 

windowpane.  And Leila was telling herself, her body in pain, that they, these 

disappeared aunts and grandmothers, were weeping over her, over her dismantled 

memory  (Djebar, “Women” 22).   

In the above quotation, the autobiographic memories of Leila are intertwined with the images 

of her maternal ancestors and their collective histories within the nation.  The feminine 

perspectives that are narrated in the novel are reiterated in the creation of an unique language 

that is structured through “various echoes [that] intervene in her [Djebar’s] prose and…belong 

neither to a single originary language nor to a particular, rooted culture” (Hiddleston 57).  The 

novel itself is a re-cognition of Algerian history and a development of a feminine language 

through the lens of a feminine gaze that has been a spectator and storyteller for generations 

but that has typically been denied entry into written historical accounts as an authorial voice.  

The narratives that Djebar weaves explore the experiences of different women through the 

retelling of stories recounted by female characters whose words contribute to a distinctly 

feminine history and language.   

MODERN-DAY HAREM 

In 1849, fifteen years after Delacroix’ original Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, 

Delacroix presented the Salon with a second version of the painting in which the artist 

changes his perspective with nostalgic nuances that were not a part of the first rendering.  

Djebar comments on the second version of Delacroix’ work: 

Women always waiting, suddenly less sultanas than prisoners.  They have no 

relationship with us, the spectators.  They neither abandon nor refuse themselves our 

gaze.  Foreign but terribly present in this rarified atmosphere of confinement (Djebar, 

“Women” 136).   

In this reading of the painting Djebar enters into a dialectic that crisscrosses the boundaries of 

time in order to approach the colonial imaginary of the Orientalizing gaze that represented 

French imperialism in Parisian museums alongside the construction of modern-day harems in 
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postcolonial Algeria where wives are “objects of representation” (Djebar, “Women” 23).  In 

both locations, wives are housed in the confinement of “bourgeois spaces…. glassed-in 

terraces” (Djebar, “Women” 76) that are “prisons high up on every street…[where women] 

locked in, generation after generation, while the same light, and unchangeable, rarely dimmed 

blue, continues to pour fourth” (Djebar, “Women” 48).  Within her articulation of a feminine 

language of history, Djebar transverses different eras in order to interact with the colonial art 

of Delacroix’ paintings while being present within the ongoing ambiguities of postcolonial 

nation-building.   

Djebar’s critique of Delacroix’ colonial gaze intersects with her criticism of Algerian 

nationalists who used traditional ideologies of veiling to shroud women who crossed over 

domestic boundaries.  Djebar illustrates how both patriarchal narratives (i.e., French colonial 

and Algerian nationalist) erase the experiences of Algerian women from history and bar them 

from active participation within the public space.  By analyzing the paintings by Delacroix in 

juxtaposition to modern day Algeria, Djebar illustrates the following point: 

French colonialism once sought to stifle voice and memory, denying the colonized 

the right to their own language and history, Maghrebian patriarchy still attempts to 

restrict movement and vision, denying Algerian woman her right to circulate freely 

in public space (Mortimer 859).  

The modern-day harem cloisters women within the domestic sphere and within an isolation 

that Djebar’s interviews and writing transcends in order to illustrate that time and space can 

be bent to accommodate an historical location for feminine language and history.  Eras bleed 

into one another and the double meaning of Women of Algiers in Their Apartment becomes 

translucent.  It serves as a novel that depicts the struggle of modern day postcolonial Algerian 

women who are submerged within the interiors of apartments that house the silent images of 

women who are “objects of representation” (Djebar, “Women” 23) and are publicly visible 

only through their husbands. 

By erasing women’s figures from the public space, Algerian nationalists erased the political 

history that their scared bodies retold.  By pressuring women to adhere to a conservative 

Family Code Law, which included veiling within the public space, Algerian codes disclaimed 

women’s fleshly experiences and confined their embodiment to its symbolic usage as a 

fetishized object: 
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Before the war of liberation, the search for a national identity, if it did include a 

feminine participation, delighted in erasing the body and illuminating these women 

as “mothers”…in the course of the seven year war…bodies of young girls, whom I 

call “fire carriers” and whom the enemy incarcerates.  Harems melted for a while 

into so many Barberousse prisons (Djebar, “Women” 144). 

Djebar’s literature contains themes linked to invisibility (i.e., the veil, the harem, and silence), 

and during colonization the veil and harem were metamorphosed by Orientalism into 

hypervisible political spaces of the Other’s difference.  In a similar strategy, modern-day 

Algerian governance has attempted to erase women’s socio-political positions in the public 

space by hiding them behind the walls and barriers of veiling and closed-off domiciles.  In her 

novel, Djebar counteracts this erasure by constructing an autobiographic of Algeria through 

the telling of women’s stories.  In this socio-political maneuver she resuscitates Algerian 

cultural history that is bound up in the oral histories that Algerian women tell.  Djebar 

liberates women from the hiding places of patriarchal practices.  Her strategy of writing an 

autobiographic can be related to postcolonial theory that focuses on the erasure of indigenous 

culture and provides a space to reinvent history from the perspective of the dispossessed.   

In Djebar’s critique of modern Algerian politics, she shows how the modern-day harems of 

the city are more severe and restrictive than the traditional harems of Algerian history.  In 

modern-day Algeria, apartments are prisons where cloistered women reside “not even in a 

courtyard, just in a kitchen….No more terraces, no more openings of sky above a feeble 

fountain, not even the soothing freshness of worn-down mosaics” (Djebar, “Women” 23).  

Modern homes isolate women from each other just as running water confines them to the 

kitchen.  There is no longer the task of fetching water from the well and lingering with other 

women; there are bathtubs and the hammam is rarely used.  The public bath, a space for 

women to engage with one another, is disappearing and disconnecting communities of women 

who are isolated in “bourgeois spaces” without the reprieve of the public bath:  

Then sitting down, all of them rosy, looking alike, they were getting ready to be 

more lighthearted: conversations or monologues unrolled in gentle, trifling, worn out 

words that slid off with the water, while the women laid down their everyday 

burdens, their weariness (Djebar, “Women” 30). 

This is an example of the greater restrictions being placed on women in modern-day Algeria.  

The public bath is one illustration of the ways in which modern Algeria women’s culture is 
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suffocated because the traditionally communal spaces for women (e.g., wells, hammam, and 

patios) become places of the past.  Djebar’s structural form counteracts the isolation of 

Algerian women since “the transfer of the narrative voice between different feminine 

narrators promises dialogue between them, a sense of historical continuity despite the 

restrictions placed on women’s self-expression” (Hiddleston 63).  Djebar’s work is one 

illustration of the empowering effects that autobiographic narratives have when they are used 

to analyze the socio-cultural relationships that interconnect Algerian women within the 

cultural paradigms that are created by the intersections of colonial and nationalist ideologies 

and socio-political power relations. 

MULTI -LAYERED SUBJECTIVITIES 

In Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, Djebar juxtaposes the different historical accounts 

experienced by a various Algerian women.  The result of this interweaving of narratives is the 

creation of inter-subjective strata—or, layers that arise from the interactions between the 

subjectivities of multiple women.  In addition to constructing Women of Algiers in Their 

Apartment in a manner that reveals the interrelations between the protagonists’ subjectivities, 

Djebar also presents her characters in a way that results in the exposure of intra-subjective 

strata—or, layers that exist within the subjectivities of individual women.  The idea of multi-

layered subjectivities provides a method of accounting for formations and changes that occur 

between and among the women’s subjectivities both within and across different historical 

epochs (e.g., colonialism, postcolonialism, modern-day nationalism).  In other words, Women 

of Algiers in Their Apartment reveals the utility of the concept of multi-layered subjectivities 

for analyzing the lived-realities of Algerian women while simultaneously generating new 

knowledges through the depiction of these women’s experiences of their historical narrations 

of their Algerian pasts.  For example, the development of the characters of Leila, Fatima, and 

Sarah illustrates the interconnectedness of these women’s multi-layered subjectivities by 

drawing upon their engagements with histories of the Algerian nation.   

The conceptualization of Djebar’s characters as multi-layered subjectivities24 draws upon the 

articulation of oral histories that are transcribed into a narrative that depicts “multi-

locationality across geographical, cultural, and psychic boundaries” (Brah 194).  In the novel, 

                                                
24 When I use the term multi-layered subjectivities, I am referring not only to the strata created through Djebar’s 
juxtaposition of multiple oral histories, but also to the way in which the subjectivities of her individual characters 
transform throughout the novel. 
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an autobiographic analysis and a distinctly feminine voice are interwoven with the concept of 

subjectivity as a “struggle to fix meaning temporarily on behalf of particular power relations 

and social interests” (Weedon 94, 102).  The theorization of multi-layered subjectivities holds 

significance within the discourses of postcolonial experiences, literary studies, and feminism 

as they relate to Algeria’s gendered spaces; the idea of multi-layered subjectivities can 

account for the crisscrossing of boundaries that occurs in such spaces and that complicates 

analyses of women’s subjectivities within differing historical timeframes (i.e., colonialism, 

postcolonialism, nationalism, and modern-day nation-building).  Women’s multi-layered 

subjectivities shift as they grapple with the changing socio-political locations proffered to 

them in varied historical moments.  The multi-layered subjectivities depicted in Women of 

Algiers in Their Apartment exemplify the ways that historically specific events contribute to a 

layering of subject-positions that form and change appropriated identities:   

The interesting question, then is how these…identities take shape; how they are 

internally differentiated; how they interrelate with one another and with 

other…identities, and how they mutually configure and decentre received notions 

of [national identity] (Brah 210).  

Djebar’s characters illustrate the heterogeneity of identity formation within the differing 

gendered spaces that evolve in Algeria during colonialism (e.g., Orientalism), the War for 

Independence (e.g., women “fire carriers”), and post-independence governance (e.g., 

ramifications of the Family Code Law in 1984).  Djebar’s ability to use the “confluence of 

narrativity” (Brah 181) to show that gendered spaces are imagined differently under different 

historical circumstances leads to the development of a non-linear novel that develops  

complex interplays between multiple subjectivities.   

In the collective narrative of Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, women’s stories provide 

critical insights into the formation of multi-layered subjectivities and the construction of the 

historicized identities that are part of this autobiographic text.  Djebar counteracts 

predominant representations of the “silent image of woman who is bearer not maker of 

meaning”(O’Neill 72) through her inclusion of women’s oral histories and her depiction of 

their changing and incongruent subject-positions.  Djebar utilizes constructions of women’s 

“silent image” (e.g., Delacroix’ painting and veiled “fire carriers”) to re-form representations 

of the historical events of colonization and Orientalism as well as of Algerian nationalism and 

anticolonial struggle.  In so doing, she develops complex narratives that act as symbolic 
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representations of the heterogeneity of Algerian women’s subject-positions.  In Women of 

Algiers in Their Apartment women’s bodies, veils, and harems codify the embodiment of 

multi-layered subjectivities that evolve in relation to historical events.  For example, 

throughout the novel women’s subject-positions change as predominant ideologies undergo 

transformations and shifts during the colonial era, anticolonial struggle, and post-

independence nation-building.  At various points in their lives, the characters utilize gendered 

and ethnicized symbols (e.g., the veil) to demark their difference from or their assimilation 

into the dominant culture of Algeria.  In other words, Women of Algiers in Their Apartment 

illustrates the ways in which the embodiment of codified symbolism politicizes the characters.   

The novel is a non-linear narrative that illustrates the complexity of Algerian women’s lives 

by presenting varied points of view in order to depict the multiplicity of Algerian women’s 

lived-experience.  Women of Algiers in Their Apartment serves as a reconstructive project that 

historicizes Algerian women’s subject-positions by proffering portraitures of Algerian women 

as subjects whose self “is constructed and thus redefined as heterogeneous and negotiable” 

(Ponzanesi 53).  By presenting an eclectic montage of Algerian women with differing voices 

and perspectives in this novel of short stories, the collectivity explored in the text is far from 

unified; rather, the collection consists of a diverse, disjointed conglomeration of scenes and 

images that intermingle to present a multitude of subject-positions that, when viewed 

together, depict a construction of multi-layered subjectivities:   

These are not resolved into a secure and meaningful continuity but continue to stand 

out, since the occluded horrors of which they speak resist straightforward resolution.  

There can be no collective narrative of women’s experience, then, since each 

testimony is a fragment that resists incorporation into a broader meaningful structure  

(Hiddleston 61). 

Women’s memories are presented not in the form of a complete history but as a series of 

incomplete, elusive flashbacks.  Djebar characterizes Algerian women’s lives in a motif of 

diverse realties with different languages, religions, and values.  The short stories depicted in 

Women of Algiers in Their Apartment vocalize the ways in which socio-political history and 

the subject-positions proffered by it form and change appropriated identities within the 

lineage of dominant ideologies of colonialism, nationalism, and Maghrebian patriarchy.    

Djebar uses women’s oral histories to reveal the ever-changing quality of Algerian women’s 

multi-layered subjectivities that arise within the historical surveillance of Algeria women’s 
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bodies that have been marked by distinct socio-political locations and that are sites of 

emblematic representations of culture, difference, borders, etc.  The context and meanings 

attributed to wearing the veil, for example, have shifted and changed throughout history and, 

as a result, women’s subjective relationships to veiling have also changed depending on 

historical circumstances.  Although the veil is usually used to depict cultural violence, the veil 

has been used in Algerian history to hide the physical torture endured by women’s bodies 

during the War for Independence and to erase their individuality by subsuming them beneath 

a national symbol of Algerian (nationalist) identification.25  The following quote illustrates 

women’s experiences of violence during the War for Independence: “Women outside under 

attack by submachine guns, white veils with bloodstained holes” (Djebar, “Women” 34).  The 

veils that mask women’s bodies are ruptured by the violence that tears through them. 

Furthermore, this violence was repeated in a cultural violation of women’s bodies by using 

the veil during the post-independence years to hide the scars of women’s wounds and 

suffering (e.g., the “fire carriers” Leila and Sarah) that took place during the anticolonial 

struggle as well as in abusive domestic situations (e.g., the “water carrier” Fatima).  This was 

a post-independence tactic in Algerian nation-building because to erase women’s bodies 

within the public space contributed to erasing women’s rights.   

In Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, Djebar incorporates autobiographic narratives to 

deconstruct the hegemonic histories of French colonialism and Algerian nationalism (e.g., the 

dominant conceptualizations of veiling and unveiling) by using the heterogeneous narratives 

of women’s oral histories to recreate a body of knowledge (i.e., Algerian history) that 

integrates the marginalized voices and experiences of Algerian women into historical 

memory.  Furthermore, the praxis of autobiographics enables the vocalization of marginalized 

voices and creates a space for women to articulate their multi-layered subjectivities and thus 

contributes to the production of heterogeneous knowledges.  The representation of Algerian 

women’s embodiment of the colonized Other within the codification of Algerian women’s 

body as a feminine mystery is translated in Delacroix’ painting of North African odalisques.  

In juxtaposition to the French colonial reading of Algerian women’s embodiment is the 

Algerian nationalist codification that delineated women’s bodies as an historical 

representation of a barrier between the Islamic world and the West.  From the nationalist 

viewpoint, veiled women were demarked as the emblems of Muslim authenticity and the 

                                                
25 During the colonial period the veil became a symbolic identification of Algeria and the barrier between the 
colonizers and the Algerians. 
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bearers of traditional Algerian culture.  In other words, Algerian women existed as the 

physical projection of the division of an “entire society [that] partition[ed] itself into the 

duality of the vanquished and the victorious, the autochthons and the invaders” (Djebar, 

“Women” 141).  After the War for Independence, Algerian nationalists insisted upon the 

veiling of women’s bodies, thereby erasing the scars that depicted women’s struggles in the 

war and their experiences of being tormented by the French army.  In this way, women’s 

embodiment as resistors resides within tortured flesh that was scarred in warfare.  However, 

when conservative Islamists gained a political stronghold during the tumultuous aftermath of 

independence, veiling was reinstated as a symbol of Algerian nationalism and Muslim identity 

that simultaneously transformed female revolutionaries into “martyrs without scars” 

(Tomlinson 35).  Scars that were etched across the body during the War for Independence 

serve as a testament to women’s active participation in the anticolonial struggle to free 

Algeria from French occupation.   

Djebar juxtaposes multiple postcolonial subject-positions to illustrate the consequences of 

women’s choices and the importance of historical specificity: the location (time) by which 

identities emerge from people’s historicity and the shifts that take place within multi-layered 

subjectivities that are articulated when women revaluate their identities in relation to their 

historical roles.  In the process, the various subjectivities that are typecast within the roles of 

her characters are illustrations that all women do not confront the socio-cultural oppressions 

of colonization and Maghrebian patriarchy in the same manner.  Through the deployment of 

an autobiographic methodology, a new dialogue is created that situates marginalized Others in 

historical subject-positions that analyze the particularity of their oppressions and agency 

within the context of their relationships to social structures that are complicated by an 

“interplay of economic, political, and cultural factors” (Lazreg 756).  Djebar’s technique of 

fragmented writing in the novel illustrates that the multiple selves, characterized in the novel 

through the narratives of the various speakers, dissolve cultural homogeneity because “the self 

is figured as a unique composition that cannot be described according to existing cultural 

categories” (Hiddleston 58).  The socio-political codification of women’s embodiment and the 

multi-layered subjectivities that they inhabit within colonial and postcolonial spaces narrate 

the historical circumstances that articulate the subject-positions and identity formations in 

Algeria and counteract the homogenization of Algerians into an authentic Algerian subject.  

Moreover, this mythical Algerian does not represent the heterogeneous characteristics of the 

nation; the homogeneous Algerian subject stands in stark contrast to the historicity of non-
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linear memories.  The historical specificity of the women in Djebar’s novel narrates a literary 

landscape that contributes to discussions of the concept of identity and the complexity of 

feminist and postcolonial subjectivities.   

CONCLUSION 

In traditional representations, Algerian women are presented as stagnant preservers of 

Algerian authenticity.  Within conventional historical narratives “women are seen not as 

inhabiting history proper but as existing, like colonized peoples, in a permanently anterior 

time with the modern nation” (McClintock 93).  However, in Women of Algiers in Their 

Apartment Djebar re-articulates Algerian women’s histories and offers an alternate past that 

disrupts the homogenous patterns of Orientalist and nationalist representations and silencing 

of Algerian women and their experiences.  Similar to other feminist and postcolonial writers 

Djebar uses “two strands of memory: linear and circular” (Ponzanesi, 51).  Like the character 

Anne who “pac[es] around, drawing stubborn circles in the middle of the room” (Djebar, 

“Women” 8), Djebar ruminates on history’s circular patterns to enunciate that the “living 

present is scarcely self-sufficient” (Tomlinson 47).  The self-reflexive writer of Women of 

Algiers in Their Apartment speaks of her work as the authorial process when she says,  

I, then, am the collective voice, who comes and goes from one to the other of these 

subterranean presences, of these inhabitants of the deep, in the hollow of the 

immense sound holes of the planet, lightly touching one here, encircling another one 

there.  Who will say why the dead speak? (Djebar, “Women” 115) 

The above quotation is an illustration of how the structure of the novel elucidates the 

circulating patterns of Algerian women’s ontological roots that interplay the past and present 

as ever-present.  Djebar re-conceptualizes valued knowledge and knowledge production to 

facilitate a rupture with conventional history and, in so doing, to create new knowledge(s) 

from the vocalization of marginalized points of view.  Djebar’s novel exemplifies how 

autobiographic writing creates new knowledges within narratives that depict Algerian 

women’s lives in diverse situations that counteract the homogenization and erasure of their 

lived-realities.   
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

A leading Francophone writer, Djebar’s literary oeuvre spans several decades, stretching from 

the mid-1950s to the present-day.  Fifty years after her first book was published, Djebar 

continues to redefine the power of non-traditional knowledges by unleashing women’s voices 

and experiences in Algeria.  In so doing, she articulates the ambivalent struggles that take 

place in and around the identity formation of postcolonial subjects and  is among 

contemporary writers who have 

attempted to articulate personal, individual theories on identity politics, theories 

through which they hope to be able to express the totality of their identities as they 

create new methodologies for others who wish to grapple with the continually 

shifting discussion of identity (Nagy 1).   

Furthermore, Djebar’s writings frame the reconfiguration of Algerian women’s socio-political 

positions and interrogate transitioning socio-cultural values by examining their historic 

specificity. In so doing, Djebar creates novels that function as an integral link in the 

cultivation of feminist and postcolonial discourses that recognize the specificity of women’s 

lives and that seek to create an academic praxis of re-writing history.  

ARTICULATING HISTORY 

Djebar defies the silencing of Algerian women’s lived-experiences through the production of 

texts that inscribe their roles in the history of the Algerian nation from colonial times to the 

present-day.  In so doing, she reconfigures historical time through the expression of Algerian 

women’s narratives.  In all three of the novels under consideration, Djebar moves freely 

between various historical epochs.  In other words, the structure of the three texts is non-linear 

in terms of chronology.  As a consequence of the novels’ non-linear construction, the 

interdependence of successive historical events comes into question through the absence of a 

chronologically linear framework.  Through the unfolding of storylines within the non-linear 

contexts presented in the novels, Djebar calls into question prominent understandings of 

history as a form of evolution or as a narrative of progress.  Within all three of the texts 

explored in this research, Djebar constructs her narratives in a manner that presents the 

protagonists’ subjectivities in a continuous state of flux through their re-engagement with 

their pasts as well as the pasts of other Algerian women.   
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Despite the lack of a serial development of historical time, Djebar places emphasis on the 

ways in which the lived-realities of the past shape the experiences and understandings of the 

present.  In an interview with Clarissa Zimra, Djebar  says, “I was seized by the urge to bring 

my grandmother into it, to bring the past in dialogue with the present.  In my yearning to hear 

her immaterial voice I conceived of a story that became “The Dead speak” (Djebar , 

“Women” 174).  To this end, Djebar positions the historical past within a dialectic 

engagement with the contemporary present and, in so doing, reveals the ever-present quality 

of socio-historic memory.  Moreover, by instigating a break with colonial histories that omit 

Algerian women’s lived-experiences, Djebar consciously shapes the development of feminist 

and postcolonial knowledges that draw upon the socio-political histories of Algerian women.  

For example, Djebar appropriates the title Women of Algiers in Their Apartment from a 

painting by Delacroix—a painting that represents a manifestation of the Orientalizing gaze of 

French colonialism—and overwrites Delacroix’ portrayal of Algerian women through an 

assertion of a feminine gaze.  In a sense, Djebar writes the feminine gaze into Algerian 

histories through her explorations of the lived-realities of a multitude of Algerian women.  

INTERTWINING LANGUAGES AND RE-WRITING HISTORIES  

Cognizant of the problematic position she occupies as an Algerian woman who writes in 

French, Djebar 

is aware of the fact that she must carry with her the colonial burden of a French 

education.  Caught between two cultures—two systems of thought whose difference 

is embodied in the differences between Arabic calligraphy and French writing… 

[and whose] female emancipation was thus achieved at the cost of linguistic 

colonization (Doneday xix). 

Djebar’s border position as a French-speaking Algerian locates her within a cultural site that 

allows for her negotiation and critique of French colonization and colonial history as well as 

that of Magrebian patriarchy and Algerian nationalism.  There within, she further shapes the 

production of feminist and postcolonial knowledges through her development of an 

historically-located feminine language.  She avoids the pitfalls traditionally associated with 

the idea of fashioning a body of work that lays claim to a feminine quality through her 

articulation of a language that derives its femininity from its maternal lineage.  In other words, 

Djebar circumvents essentialism by constructing a feminine language through the immemorial 

presences of maternal ancestors and not through an appeal to an inborn feminine nature.  In 
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novels that exemplify the application of the theory of autobiographics and historiography, 

Djebar develops a distinctly feminine voice through her examination of Algerian women’s 

roles as articulated by Algerian women themselves.   

Through her representation of a montage of knowledges gained from orally narrated histories, 

Djebar constructs an historiographic project that takes women’s memories as the starting out 

point for her investigation of the socio-political positions that Algerian women have inhabited 

throughout Algerian experiences of colonialism, revolutionary war, and postcolonial nation-

building.  In the process of her historically-grounded exploration, Djebar produces texts that 

elucidate the socio-historic formation of a feminine voice.  Furthermore, Djebar contributes to 

the building of a distinctly feminine legacy through her articulation of the lived-experiences 

and embodied encounters of a collectivity of Algerian women.  In the three novels examined 

in this project, Djebar overturns the prototypical exclusion of Algerian women and their 

perspectives from historical texts by situating such women within a re-formed history of the 

Algerian nation that comes into being through the vocalization of a feminine language.  The 

historical remembrances articulated by the storytellers of her novels bring the past into 

communication with the present in order to contribute to the development of feminine 

histories and to the construction of a feminine language and voice.  Moreover, the feminine 

language developed by Djebar conveys the multifarious ways in which Algerian women have 

experienced their social, historical, and political subject-positions; in so doing, she re-presents 

knowledges that stem from the lived-realities of a variety of Algerian women.   

IMAGINED HISTORY 

This study illustrated how Djebar gives voice to Algerian women who have historically been 

silenced through an exploration of her  novels that contribute to feminist and postcolonial 

literature.  I have shown that one of the fascinating aspects of Djebar’s work is her use of the 

fictional genre to complicate the relationship between fact and fiction in historical narratives.  

In so doing, she destabilizes the boundary between fiction and non-fiction and blurs the 

distinctions that have been constructed to differentiate the two as oppositional sources within 

history.  Furthermore, Djebar’s ability to use the “confluence of narrativity” (Brah 181) to 

show that history is imagined differently under differently gendered historical circumstances 

leads to the development of nonlinear novels that rely on interplays between subjectivities and 

the intertwining of the past and present.    
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The emphasis Djebar places on the interpretative qualities of her narrative processes calls the 

objectivity claimed by other historical accounts into question.  Djebar rereads and reinterprets 

traditional historical productions that profess an ethic of factual representation and, in so 

doing, reveals the falsehood inherent in assertions of objectivity.  Throughout her work, 

Djebar does not allege that her accounts present a montage of objective facts; rather, she 

acknowledges her role in constructing her own interpretations of historical events, archives, 

and oral narrations.  Djebar undermines the greater value attributed to purportedly factual 

accounts of history by revealing that all histories derive from the subjective interpretations 

made by embodied perceptions.  In other words, the articulation and inscription of socio-

historic events always already represent an instance of sensory interpretation.  

In this thesis,  I have proposed that Djebar’s novels—namely, Fantasia: An Algerian 

Cavalcade, A Sister to Scheherazade, and Women of Algiers in Their Apartment –function as 

a resource to feminist and postcolonial scholarship that seeks to analyze “fiction as a 

privileged medium with which to contend with hegemonic historiography” (Donneday, 142).  

The novels represent a literary framework that uses the feminist praxis of autobiographics, 

historiography, and consciousness of oppression  to create a postcolonial space where 

Algerian women’s stories are validated and contribute to the materialization of a re-written 

history that includes the lost legacies of historically silent Algerian women.  Throughout this 

research project I have shown how Djebar’s novels are an example of “postcolonial feminist 

literature [that] foregrounds the presence and voices of women silenced by a history that 

discounts them and fails to consider their agency” (Donneday 142).  Djebar’s fictional 

narratives allow her to reinvent history within the complex gaps of traditional historical 

narratives  and by doing so she reclaims vital figures of women in history, literature, religion, 

and society.   

SPEAKING-OUT OF SILENCE 

Djebar is a talented raconteur whose socio-political position ties her to a cultural and national 

heritage as an Algerian woman who has “retain[ed] [her] role of storyteller, figurehead at the 

prow of memory” (Djebar, “Fantasia” 177).  In her novels, she emphasizes women’s 

historical roles through the development of characters that weave together tales of historical 

remembrances: she draws on the autobiographic memories of Algerian women to create 

narrative reconstructions of history that reposition them as historicized subjects who are 

empowered to narrate their histories and the history of the Algerian nation.  In so doing, 
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Djebar transforms Algerian women into sources, as opposed to bearers, of history and cultural 

memory.  She proffers her readers entry into the confines of the sacred domestic interior 

where the “sad cage-bird woman” (Djebar, “Sister” 131) is revealed and, as a result of this 

transgression, she exposes Algerian women’s unique subjectivities and negotiations with their 

social and cultural experiences of Algerian history and tradition 

Throughout her writing and filmmaking career Djebar inscribes interior space into history by 

speaking out of silence and revealing the domestic interior.  She exposes herself and her 

culture in her writings, and in so doing, she narrates the inner-workings of a community 

whose code of honor revolves around women’s silence.  According to Mildred Mortimer, 

“Just as French colonization sought to erase Algerian culture, likewise Maghrebian patriarchy 

does a similar strategy by hiding women” (859).  However, Djebar contends with Maghrebian 

patriarchy and  vocalizes women’s  

narratives of exile as poetry of witness, as they bear witness to personal and 

collective histories threatened by forgetting and erasure. By acting as 

interlocutors, these (auto)biographical voices moderate a delicate and critical 

exchange between self’s experience and representation of trauma and the emphatic 

identification with the trauma of others who are voiceless by force or circumstance 

(Seyhan 161-162). 

Djebar’s legacy as a French-Algerian story-teller is the breaking of the silences constructed by 

colonialist and post-independence veils and modern-day harems.  In her writing, she wanders 

through time and excavates the experiences of women to depict their silent struggles and 

suffering.  In so doing,  she rebells against patriarchal histories through the empowerment 

found in the ability to express Algerian women’s historical presence and to construct her own 

personal narrative within the nation’s history. 

Djebar speaks-out in order to rewrite Algerian, collective memory.  By telling the stories of 

women, she inscribes women’s place in history through their active, historical participation.    

She has written stories that have appropriated the images of Muslim women and vocalized 

their narratives.  In so doing, her feminist stance, her dissonant voice, unmasks traditions of 

patriarchal histories that deny female subjectivity.  In her writing, she refuses to shroud her 

dissidence; rather, she speaks to tell the stories of her Algerian ancestors: the experiences of 

those whom embody her collective memory.  In Fantasia: An Algerian Cavalcade the narrator 

reflects on Muslim women’s silence. She says, “To refuse to veil one’s voice and to start 
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‘shouting’ that was really indecent, real dissidence.  For the silence of all the others suddenly 

lost its charm and revealed itself for what it was: a prison without reprieve” (Djbar, 

“ Fantasia”  105).  Djebar speaks-out of the silences that surround her and she narrates her Self 

and the complexity of her French Algerian culture in her writings that cross boundaries.   

NARRATING SUBJECTIVITY 

Aporia: how to narrate what is not narratable, the silenced 

voices.  How does one write the self in the language of the 

other? How does one testify without witnessing? How can one 

render a narrative in palimpsestic fragments? The aporia is 

the necessary but impossible task. The aporia is precisely, as 

its ancient Greek root suggest, the impasse and the perplexity 

(Rahman, xvi). 

Aporia exists as the backdrop of Djebar’s work as state of being that is an ever-present 

insoluble dilemma that continually unsettles the characters subjectivities and historical 

positions.  Moreover, it is her use of aporia that engages Djebar’s scholarship in a literary 

landscape that contributes to feminist and postcolonial debates on subjectivity, history, and 

language.  Djebar writes,  

I, then, am the collective voice, who comes and goes from one to the other of these 

subterranean presences, of these inhabitants of the deep, in the hollow of the 

immense sound holes of the planet, lightly touching one here, encircling another 

one there.  Who will say why the dead speak? (Djebar, “Women” 115) 

The above passage illustrates how Djebar achieves aporia in her writing and utilizes it to 

structure her novels in an ongoing quest to reconstitute history from the position of the 

dispossessed. The relationship between history and literature is both intertextual (in terms of 

the narrative structure of Djebar’s novels) and interactive (in terms of the ways in which it is 

situated within the larger cultural expression of the history of Algeria as a nation).  Djebar’s 

feminist stance—a stance realized through her dissonant voice—unmasks traditions of 

Algerian patriarchal histories that deny female subjectivities and presence.  Furthermore, 

Djebar's work illustrates “psychological alterity in specifically historical and political terms” 

(Fuss 22) to show that the lived-realities that shape subjectivities are continually in motion 
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and are affected by the negotiation of internal and external forces that transform fluid socio-

political locations marked by the experiences of historical time and place.  Djebar’s novels 

show that “historically established communities…[are not] eternal essences” (Scott, Politics, 

20) and her literary work illustrates how history has been misused as well as how it can be 

resuscitated and invigorated with the voices of traditionally overlooked Algerian women.  

Djebar’s literature contains dominant themes that link Algerian women to invisibility (e.g., 

the veil, the harem, and silence).  However, themes of invisibility are interconnected with 

those of political hyper-visibility.  For example, the political articulation of French conquest 

and colonialism and Algerian nationalism that portrayed women’s symbolic representations in 

terms of Orientalism (in the case of French colonialism) and as preservers of Algerian cultural 

history and authenticity (in the case of Algerian nationalism).  In her work, Djebar confronts 

these representations and complicates discourses on the veil and embodiment. These two 

themes in Djebar’s literary corpus are central in any discussion on feminism and 

postcolonialism in Algeria because the veil and Algerian women’s embodiment 

simultaneously act as appropriated symbols of the colonizer (i.e., Orientalism) and Algerian 

nationalists (i.e., anti-colonial and post-independence resistance/nation-building) and as the 

lived-experiences of the women that negotiate these cultural constructs.  Furthermore, 

Djebar’s craft as a creative writer enables her to use a distinctive literary style to narrate 

socio-political themes in through characters that illustrate how socio-political events and 

lived-experiences  

challenge the idea of a continuous, uninterrupted, unchanging, homogenous and 

stable…[subjectivity] and highlight the point that…[subjectivity] is always plural 

and in process, even when it might be construed or represented as fixed (Brah 

195).  

Throughout Djebar’s novels (e.g., Fantasia: An Algerian Cavalcade, A Sister to 

Scheherazade, and Women of Algiers in Their Apartment), the characters’ subjectivities are 

articulated as a reflection of their lived-experiences and the various perspectives gained from 

and/or through their engagement with historical moments and changing socio-political 

locations.  Moreover, the characters’ subjectivities affect and are affected by their 

interpretations of the world around them.  Djebar’s novels elucidate the fluidity of divergent 

and various subjectivities through the development of characters whose subject-positions shift 

and change throughout the narratives.   
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CLOSING REMARKS 

There is an urgent need to study postcolonial literature written by Arab women who attempt 

to revitalize Muslim’s women’s voices in the socio-political location of fictional narratives.  

While it is beyond the scope of this present work to extend my current research to Djebar’s 

other works, this thesis does indicate that this area is a particularly fruitful site for further 

investigation.   Furthermore, by looking at Djebar’s novels in relation to other postcolonial 

and feminist scholars, the discussions that I began here could be expanded to include other 

issues that arise in postcolonial and feminist discourses.  
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APPENDIX 

ASSIA DJEBAR’S MAJOR LITERARY WORKS 

La Soif. Paris: Réné Julliard, 1957.  
Les Impatients. Paris: Réné Julliard, 1958. 
Les Enfants du nouveau monde. Paris: Réné Julliard, 1962. 
Les Alouettes naives. Paris: Réné Julliard,1967. 
Rouge l'aube. Algiers: Societé Nationale d’Edition et Diffusion (SNED), 1969.  
Poème pour une algérie heureuse. Algiers: Societé Nationale d’Edition et Diffusion (SNED), 1969 
Femmes d’Alger dans leur appartement. Paris: des femmes,1980.  
L’Amour, la fantasia. Paris: Editions Jean-Claude Lattes, 1985 
Ombre sultane. Paris: Editions Jean-Claude Lattes, 1987 
Loin de Médine: Filles d’ Ismaël . Paris: Albin Michel, 1991.  
Chronique d’un été algerien. Paris: Editions Plume, 1993. 
Vaste est la prison. Paris: Albin Michel, 1995 
Le Blanc de Algérie. Paris: Albin, Michel, 1995. 
Oran, language Morte. Paris: Actes Sud, 1997.  
Les Nuits de Strasbourg, 1997 
Ces voix qui m’assiègent. Paris: Albin Michel, 1999 
La femme sans sépulture. Paris: Albin Michel, 2002 
Filles d’ dans le vent et la tempête, 2002 (musical drama) 
La Disparition de la langue française. Paris: Albin Michel 2003 
Nulle part dans la maison de mon père, 2008 

ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS 

The Mischief. Trans. Frances Frenaye. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1958. 
Fantasia: An Algerian Cavalcade. Trans. Dorothy Blair. London and New York: Quartet,  1985. 
A Sister to Scheherazade. Trans. Dorothy Blair. London and New York: Quartet,  1987. 
Women of Algiers in Their Apartment. Trans. Marjolijnde Jager. Charlottesville, VA; University Press 
of Virginia,  1992.  
Far From Medina: Daughters of Ishmael. Trans. Dorothy Blair. London and New York: Quartet, 
1994. 
So Vast The Prison. Trans. Betsy Wing, New York: Seven Stories Press, 1999.  
Algerian White. Tran. David Kelly.  New York: Seven Stories Press, 2000.  
The Children of The New World; A Novel of the Algerian War.  Trans. Marjolijnde Jager.  New York: 
Feminist Press, 2005. 
The Tongue’s Blood Does Not Run Dry. Trans. Tegan Raleigh. New York: Seven Stories Press, 2006.  

FILMS 

La Nouba des femmes du Mont Chenoua, 1978 
La Zerda ou les chants de l'oubli, 1982 
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THE LUTE 

As soon as we women are freed from the past, where do we 

stand?  The preamble is not quite over, the queen of every 

dawn, on her dais, can only hope to survive for one day at a 

time, her salvation is only assured by every night spent in the 

harem, by every flight into the world of imagination.  Where 

then do we stand, in what wilderness or what oasis? 

The present congeals about us.  Long ago, it would yield for 

us, centuries before Eurydice was found by Orpheus, who lost 

her again, but who at least did go in search for her, did love 

her.  You and I look with eyes that see for the first time, we 

feel the same distress.  There is a flutter of wings up above in 

the dovecote, liberty is breaking out; or, more exactly, is 

getting ready to break out. 

A fleeting smile on an unveiled face; can we women 

resuscitate our lost childhood, we who were mutilated in our 

adolescence, our happiness excised, cast out from the 

enclosing warmth of a home?  The fountain gurgles in the 

patio…Where shall we find a resting-place?  Our peals of 

laughter have faded, our dances degenerated into a confused 

stampede; what sun or what love will offer us stability? 

O, my sister, I who thought to wake you, I am afraid.  I’m 

afraid for all women, not just we two or three, Isma, Hajila, 

Meriem, but all women—baring midwives, barring mothers 

standing guard and those carrion-beetle-matriarchs, I fear lest 

we all find ourselves in chains agina, in ‘this West in the 

Orient’, this corner of the earth where day dawned so slowly 

for us that twilight is already closing in around us everywhere.  

              —Assia Djebar (Sister to Scheherazade, 160) 



 


