Land In Twilight

Khalida Messaoudi is a member of the Algerian parliament, but she wears a wig in the streets so that she won’t be recognised by fundamentalists. Last week she was awarded the annual Prize for Freedom by Frits Bolkestein in Switzerland. As a member of parliament for the VVD and president of Liberal International he spoke with her in Interlaken: ‘With a terrorised people you can do whatever you want’.

‘Our head-scarf is the star which Jews were forced to wear during the war. The fundamentalists are obsessed with women. To them they have the same function as Jews in Hitler’s rhetoric’. These are powerful statements. But then, Khalida Messaoudi is furious – and driven. Since 1993 she lives in a semi-clandestine manner in her own country. She has to go into hiding to escape death, but is still fighting fundamentalism – which she describes as ‘a new type of fascism’ – and for women’s rights, democracy, economic liberalism and individual freedom.

Feminists in particular are regarded as Jews by the Algerian fundamentalists. ‘One of them baptised me Barbara Streisand’, says Messaoudi. Together with Elisabeth Schemla she wrote Une Algérienne debout  (Flammarion, 1995). Schemla was at the time chief editor of the French weekly Nouvel Observateur. The conversations collected in this book took place in March 1995. Khalida Messaoudi had dedicated the publication to ‘all women who have been raped or murdered by armed groups of the FIS’. The Front Islamique du Salut is the most important organisation of the fundamentalists.

The conversations are about the confusion and fundamentalist terror to which Algeria has fallen prey; about totalitarian suppression by the FLN – the Front de Liberation Nationale which led the way in the war of liberation against the French colonial regime – and about women’s rights trampled underfoot.

Khalida Messaoudi was born in 1958  in a Berber-village about 110 kilometers from Algiers. Her father was a municipal official. She comes from a family of marabouts, who are supposed to have special theological knowledge. She was therefore raised with the Koran.

Her mother hasn’t left the house for thirty years. Thirty years without seeing the streets. Islam has had to adjust itself to the common law of the Berber-area Kabylia. The women there can’t escape a programmed course of life. Widows have to marry their brother-in-law, otherwise they lose their children. Women don’t share in an inheritance. Messaoudi’s mother married a cousin without knowing him. Even public space is divided according to sex: some footpaths are reserved for women.

Upon proposal by the Federazione dei Liberali Italiani and the International Network of Liberal Women, Messaoudi received the annual Prize for Freedom of Liberal International in Interlaken (Switzerland). At the presentation she said: ‘Islam reached Algeria at the end of the 7th century where there was a state which was led by a woman. Official history says the Berbers immediately embraced the Arabs and Islam, but that is a counterfeit. After 80 years of war the Berbers finally gave in. As a matter of fact, the whole of Algeria is Berber, except that two-thirds of the population has forgotten its history and language.

‘Kabylia is a mountainous area with a little fertile soil. Hence, land has to stay in the hands of the clan at all cost. That is why most marriages were endogenous. However, some women marry outside the clan. This explains the intolerable injustice that women don’t share in an inheritance. Over fourteen centuries Islam imposed the Kabylian common law on the whole of Algeria.

‘There is no religion outside human communities. So there is a difference between Islam as a religion and what man has made out of it. Where does the Koran say that Muslims have to pray five times a day?’

After her grandmother’s death Messaoudi went through a mystic crisis. She became deist: musulmane laïque, with her own idea of God. She wears a little hand around her neck. ‘My grandmother gave it to me. It is the hand of Fatima, daughter of the prophet. I’m a part of the Islamic culture. But faith is a private matter. Religion and the state should not intertwine. As soon as that happens freedom diminishes. According to the Koran there can be no intermediary between man and God. Allah says: “I am closer to you then your own neck”. Only God knows the real truth. So no man has the right to impose his interpretation on others.’

‘The Algerian state is guilty of blasphemy because it says Islam is the state religion. But Allah gave religion to the people, not to states. And the fundamentalists are also guilty of blasphemy when they claim to be the only representatives of God on earth.’

‘During a century there has been a philosophical school, Al Mouatazila, which was based on reason. That school taught that each problem had a religious and a rational approach. Man should choose the approach which gave him most benefit. But those philosophers have been murdered. After that came the one and only interpretation. Dogma was institutionalised.

‘In the 11th century the door to independent thinking, openness and humanism closed. That is the cause of the decadence of Islamic culture. Another cause is the nature of power. We have never known a democratic regime. The level of knowledge and culture of our leaders is terrible.’

The totalitarian dictatorship of the FLN lasted thirty years: from the independence in 1962 until the early nineties. That dictatorship was modelled on the Eastern bloc. History was rewritten by the nomenclature to serve its own interests. Education was arabised to marginalise the Berber language. There was total control over radio and television. Messaoudi: ‘The forced arabisation started under Ben Bella, immediately after independence. Even though one-third of the population speaks Berber I’m not allowed to do so in parliament. If I do speak Berber, other members start to shout and pound their tables. I don’t want to mutilate my people and my history.’

Films shown in Algeria, often made in Egypt, have only one message: the Arab Muslims are the most intelligent, courageous and beautiful people on earth. Not a trace of a critical attitude. The responsibility always lies with the others. According to Messaoudi that has been fatal.

Night after night programmes on television urge action against ‘the colonial presence of the Jews’ in Palestine, without ever mentioning the holocaust. Not until she was 21 did Messaoudi learn about it when she was in France. The totalitarian regime in Algeria has had the same consequences as in the Eastern bloc: obsolete industry, inefficient services, neglected infrastructure, unemployment, injustice and corruption. All this is fertile soil for the fundamentalists who make all kinds of promises if only the Islam is restored to its pristine glory.

However, says Messaoudi, the FLN hates democracy more than it hates fundamentalism. To appease fundamentalists the FLN has given them power over education an restored Islamic family law.

According to Messaoudi government and fundamentalists are two sides of the same coin. ‘Fundamentalism is an excellent medium for the one-party state to restore itself. Naturally, fundamentalists also have the support of the people, because they are desperate after years of FLN regime. They think the FIS will make a difference. However, the FIS only wants a new dictatorship, that’s all!’

Family law especially cripples women. Early 1981 there was a ministerial directive that forbade women to leave the country without the escort of a man. Messaoudi, by speech and appearance indistinguishable from a modern Française: ‘I am a woman before I am Berber, Muslim or Mediterranean.’ In five areas – education, work, marriage, divorce and inheritance – women are forever underage. The power of the father or brother passes over on to the husband. A man can force his wife not to work. Polygamy hangs like a sword of Damocles over the head of every Algerian woman. After divorce the man has a right to the house. As a result thousands of women live with their children on the streets. What the fundamentalists want is a separate development of men and women. In South Africa that was called apartheid.’

In October 1981 Khalida Messaoudi protested with a hundred other women in public. They had six demands: the same age of majority as men, unconditional right to work, equality in marriage and divorce, abolition of polygamy, an equal part in the inheritance and rights for unmarried mothers. The protest hit its mark. The introduction of the statute on the family was postponed. But under pressure from fundamentalists and Saudi-Arabia, where in those days a lot of money came from, the law was put into effect in 1984. Khalida’s three year fight had been in vain.

In 1982 she became a math teacher. Slowly but surely, education also came into the hands of fundamentalists. French was marginalised, except for the children of the nomenclature. They still receive bilingual education. In 1987, five out of 42 students wore head-scarves, the year after only half of them. The quality of education went down sharply. The schools now produce gullible zombies. Messaoudi: ‘Everywhere in the Islamic world universities are seats of fundamentalism. In particular in Algeria. Because of the forced Arabisation many Egyptian teachers have had to be taken in. They brought fundamentalism along.’

The Algerian youth is heavily frustrated. There are no jobs and no houses. French movies on television show that the unfaithful have everything while they have nothing. Only a few singers express their frustrations, but these are banned from television. The FLN hates artists because of what they sing, the FIS hates them because of what they are.

Sexuality is taboo in Algeria, homo-sexuality in particular. In that macho-culture, says Messaoudi, only violence offers a way out of despair. Most Algerian young men don’t even know women. Where could they have met them? Messaoudi: ‘Sexuality is subject to the taboos of the community. In our traditional community the individual did not exist. Marriages were arranged by the group. Marriages guaranteed the cohesion of the group. One got married young – my grandmother was 11 when she got married. But those early marriages did give a sexual and emotional balance.

‘That is no longer the case. We find ourselves in twilight. The group that gives protection no longer exists. But the individual and his rights don’t exist yet. The dominant values are those of the traditional group. So no sexual relationships outside marriage. In the traditional community that didn’t make much difference. After all, one got married young.’

‘Today there are many men around 35 or 40 years old who cannot get married because of unemployment and the lack of houses. There are lots of young men who have never touched a woman and have lost all hope of ever doing so. They need inside support for a job and money for a house and they have neither. It is a tragedy. The fundamentalists understand that feeling very well. They manipulate sexual frustrations and that partly explains their success.’

At the end of 1989 tens of thousands of women demonstrated in favour of the use of the sharia. Messaoudi: ‘Yes, how is it possible that women who are aware of what fundamentalists want, throw themselves in their arms? That young girls who have grown up in France choose the side of fundamentalism? That is a slap in my face.’

‘What the traditional community offered has not been replaced by the state. Today, not a single woman is respected. The man may ask for divorce on any ground whatsoever. The woman can then choose from three possibilities. She can bear her lot. She can also go into battle with the power of the land, with a conservative society and with fundamentalists. A war on three fronts. Or she can choose another way, that of identification and self-esteem.’

‘What prospects do the islamists give her? In exchange for selling her soul she gets a political role. An inferior status, but with the right to a political word. Fundamentalists speak in the name of God. They use the strength of the holy. Their meetings are held in the mosque. Which father, brother or husband will forbid a woman to go to the mosque?’

The 1989 demonstration was the only one. The eyes of Khalida were not entirely opened until June 1989 when the FIS set a house on fire in Ouargla, where a single woman lived with her seven children. Somewhere else a nurse was burned alive by her fundamentalist brother because she spent too much time with men because of her job. The new constitution which came into force after the economic disturbances of 1989 allowed other parties besides the FLN. For the local council elections of June 1990 an electoral law was enacted which made it possible for men to vote on behalf of their wives. The FIS won the elections, largely because of the disgust with the FLN-regime. After the victory the FIS forbade education in music, dance and French. The Algiers conservatory was closed. Community councils are now allowed to have their meetings in mosques. Out of self-preservation the FLN plays the fundamentalists’ game.

And then came the parliamentary elections of June 1991. In two rounds, following the French model. In the first round, the FIS became the largest party, with 42 percent of the votes, which is a quarter of those entitled to vote. ‘Can a quarter of the electorate decide to turn Algeria into an arena of death? Those who stayed home and those with invalid votes refused to choose between FLN and FIS. Together they form the largest party. If you realise what deadly danger for a country comes from a fascist party, don’t you have the right and obligation to stand in the way of such a party?’

Between the two rounds Khalida Messaoudi asked for adjournment of the elections. According to her, formal democracy leads only to an abattoir in Algeria. The Islamic state is inspired by the model of Iran, Sudan, Saudi-Arabia. A totalitarian system and violence are inseparable.

In January 1992 president Chadli was removed by the army. In March the FIS was forbidden. The new president was called Mohamed Boudiaf, the first statesman to speak modern Arabic. He radiated integrity, began a careful modernisation,  but was murdered in June of that year, shot in the back during a televised speech. 

After the postponement of the elections, violence burst out as never before. In June 1993 Khalida Messaoudi receives her own ‘death sentence’ from the FIS. An attack during a manifestation in June 1994 left her wounded. Amnesty International estimates the total of victims killed between 1992 and 1997 to be eighty-thousand. According to some people the government is also guilty of massacres among civilians. Messaoudi: ‘But why would they do that. Where is their interest? To blame the FIS and give it a bad reputation? It already had one.’

‘Terror paralyses. With a terrorised people one can do what one wants. There needed to be protest. That is why we set up the Movement for the Republic, to say “no” to terror and paralysis.’ In November 1993 Messaoudi became vice-president of the movement. But public meetings are still not allowed.

The new president Liamine Zeroual and his party, the RND, have since their election victory of 1995 cherished ‘an impossible dream: fundamentalism without terror’. Messaoudi: ‘His people will do everything to stop a democratic front. Radio and television are treated as private property of the state.’

In 1996 a new constitution was adopted that did not allow religious parties to participate in elections. Since June 1997 Khalida Messaoudi has been a member of parliament, in a country where 4 percent of the women have a job and 58 percent are illiterate. Her party stands for modernisation and secularisation of Algeria. The FIS has been weakened: militarily, politically and morally. Messaoudi: ‘In 1990/’91 Great Algiers was 100 percent FIS. At the last elections we won 15 out of 24 seats. However, the authorities took 11 seats away from us.’

She is heavily disappointed in the outside world. ‘What is Algeria? African? Mediterranean? Islamic? The search to our identity lies at the heart of our problem. We are being threatened by two sides: by totalitarian fundamentalism and by an autocratic and corrupt regime. But I shall not give up. Never. I don’t want Algeria to turn into some kind of Afghanistan. But let Western Europe give support to the democratic parties.’

At the end of the conversation Messaoudi takes a wig out of her handbag. That is how a member of the Algerian parliament makes herself unrecognisable, so that she won’t be murdered in her own country.

This article was written by Frits Bolkestein based on an interview with Ms Messaoudi and first published in the Dutch daily ‘De Volkskrant’. 
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