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REPURPOSING  L’ART ÉPISTOLAIRE:  

LETTER-WRITING AS  CIVIL  DISOBEDIENCE  IN  CHARLOTTE  

DELBO’S  LES BELLES LETTRES  

Amy E. Vidor 

Pourquoi écrit-on des lettres  ? Parce qu’on éclate d’indignation. Est-ce 
nouveau  ? N’y a-t-il pas toujours eu des raisons de s’indigner  ? Certes. Mais 
alors auparavant—qu’on songe aux années qui ont précédé la guerre de 1939— 
l’indignation explosait en manifestations et en actions collectives, se  
transformait en actes par l’intermédiaire des syndicats et des partis politiques, 
elle n’a plus aujourd’hui le moyen de s’exprimer . . .  Privé d’autre moyen 
d’agir, on écrit des lettres.  

Charlotte Delbo, Les Belles  lettres   

In the summer of 1960, French police arrested nineteen Frenchmen and six 
Algerians for carrying money and papers on behalf of the Front de libération 
nationale (FLN). Considered within the broader context of the ongoing Algerian 
War, this news appeared unexceptional. However, when the news traveled to 
Charlotte Delbo in Switzerland it prompted her to return to Paris. The arrested 
porteurs de valises belonged to the réseau Jeanson, and Delbo had lent her 
apartment to one of their couriers. After securing an alternative residence, Delbo 
searched for methods to support the Algerian cause.1 

Inspired by her experience of oppression and internment during the 
Holocaust, as well as letters flooding editors at journals like Esprit, L’Express, 
Le Monde, France-Observateur, Les Temps modernes, and Vérité-Liberté, 
Delbo decided to craft an epistolary text that supported the Algerian cause while 
questioning how effective testimony was at affecting public discourse. Delbo 
began by curating a collection of previously-published letters that demanded 
institutional reform, supported Algerian independence, or shared eyewitness 
testimony. To bring nuance to the conversation, Delbo also selected letters that 
supported the French government and military. Then, she requested the original 
unedited letters and permission to reprint them from authors. She arranged the 
letters thematically and interspersed her commentary in a smaller typeface. Les 
Belles lettres reads like the script for a play, where each character’s letter is in 
dialogue with other letters. Delbo’s authorial role functions like a theatrical 
chorus. She positions each letter within a unifying narrative and responds to the 
wider political discourse. On December 22, 1960, she submitted a draft of her 
epistolary manuscript to Les Éditions de Minuit, which published it on March 
24, 1961, as Les Belles lettres.2 
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Vidor 237 

Historically, French letter-writing was a privileged and private act, 
especially for women. The writer needed education and the means to write. The 
earliest letter collection published in vernacular French was inspired by Latin 
and Italian models like Ovid’s Heroides and was designed to cultivate the art of 
letter writing (ars dictaminis). Over time, letter-writing became a specialty of 
French women (Altman 20). The seventeenth-century Marquise de Sévigné’s 
correspondence with her daughter captivated audiences for centuries and 
demonstrated a sustained interest in women’s letters. This led Gustave Flaubert 
to describe the epistolary genre as reserved exclusively for women in his 
posthumous Le Dictionnaire des idées reçues (1913). Nevertheless, most French 
epistolary novels, which traditionally featured a single letter (epistle) or an 
exchange between two or more correspondents that advanced and resolved the 
plot, were written by men. 

Les Belles lettres subverts this epistolary model, beginning with the title’s 
deceit. The letters are neither fine art nor beautiful letters, as the double entendre 
in the original title suggests. Instead, they are a mode of civil disobedience. 
Delbo justifies her decision to reclaim the epistolary genre: 

L’art épistolaire, qui fleurissait au 17ème et au 18ème siècles, tombé en décadence 
au long du 19ème s’est presque éteint au 20ème siècle. De nos jours, marquises et 
religieuses portugaises font comme tout le monde: elles téléphonent. Il a suffi 
que le Pouvoir prenne l’Histoire à rebours pour que le genre redevienne à la 
mode. De l’influence des institutions sur l’histoire littéraire. (7) 

In this preface, Delbo recalls the trope of epistolary novels written by ladies 
or nuns, alluding to classics like the Marquise de Merteuil in Pierre Choderlos 
de Laclos’s Les Liaisons dangereuses (1782), and Mariana in the Count of 
Guilleragues’s Les Lettres portugaises traduites en françois (1669). The success 
of Letters of a Portuguese Nun in English (1678) resulted in a new genre, les 
portugaises, featuring letters written by abandoned women to their lovers. Delbo 
selects these references to remind readers that these are examples of men writing 
the voices and experiences of women. Instead of being an epistolary novel about 
seduction or love, Les Belles lettres follows an epistolary model popularized by 
eighteenth-century authors like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose La Nouvelle 
Héloïse challenged contemporary morality and political foundations. It was not 
until the twentieth century that women were welcome to engage in this 
privileged discourse to which they brought, “their experiences as ‘the other’ in a 
culture in which they have been traditionally voiceless and thus powerless” 
(Campbell 333). Delbo repurposes the genre’s form and content. She abandons 
traditional chronology, embraces fragmentation, and unconventional diction, 
replacing the voyeuristic male gaze with le bruit des femmes. In Les Belles 
lettres, women speak for themselves—they articulate their experiences, 
opinions, and beliefs. By grouping the letters thematically, Delbo arranges 
dialogues between texts, thus presenting a variety of perspectives. While Les 
Belles lettres predates Hélène Cixous’s notion of écriture féminine, it 
demonstrates in this way how women’s writing, in this case Delbo’s ‘voicing’ of 
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238 Women in French Studies 

correspondents’ epistolary discourses, can destabilize a master narrative, in this 
case, official history orchestrated by the French government and military. Delbo 
democratizes the discourse on the Algerian War, amplifying voices often 
censored or silenced because of race, gender identity, political affiliation, 
religion, and socio-economic status. 

The French government implemented new censorship regulations in 1955, 
subsequently reinforced by the March 17, 1956 declaration of a state of 
emergency. These measures combined effectively gave authorities full 
discretion over publications of any nature. During this period, publishing houses 
and periodicals submitted all texts to the local prefecture, where they were 
reviewed for objectional material. If something—an image, a few lines, a 
cartoon—did not please the individual reviewer, the police confiscated all copies 
from messageries, train stations, and even kiosks. Seizing “illicit” content was 
the first step in mounting a case for a crime against the state such as inciting 
desertion, demoralizing the army, or sedition.3 Between 1954 to 1963, the 
government confiscated 35 manuscripts, two-thirds of which were from Les 
Éditions de Minuit and Maspero. Between 1955 and 1962, they pulled 269 
French and 586 Algerian newspaper editions from shelves. The more moderate 
the publication’s ideology, the less likely they were to be censored in France. In 
Algeria, every publication of consequence, 90 in total, had been censored 
(Harrison 273). This left a French-language publication, Algérie française, with 
a monopoly on reporting in Algeria. By 1956, 80% of the Algerian population 
did not have access to a publication in their native language (277).4 

Delbo confronts bureaucrats who enabled censorship laws in Les Belles 
lettres. Her primary target is André Malraux, famed author of La Condition 
humaine, and the first Ministre d'État des affaires culturelles. Only two months 
before his appointment, Malraux had still defended writers’ freedom of speech 
and condemned government abuses. Delbo reminds readers that Malraux wrote 
President René Coty, protesting journalist Henri Alleg’s secret arrest and torture, 
as well as the censorship of his book La Question (1958). In his letter, Malraux 
cites the Déclaration des droits de l’homme et du citoyen, which guarantees the 
freedom of speech and explicitly prohibits the use of torture by the French 
government. In his new role, Malraux no longer fought to protect these ideals. 
Delbo notes that during Malraux’s tenure “les écrivains, les universitaires, les 
artistes sont insultés, traités de cyniques agitateurs, de prétendus intellectuels, 
d’intellectuels dégénérés, d’intelligentsia égarée, de traîtres” (132). To reinforce 
his hypocrisy, Delbo juxtaposes Malraux’s defense of Alleg alongside a letter by 
M.J. Alger that pleads with Malraux to remember his profession: “Monsieur le 
ministre, de grâce, redevenez écrivain!” (133). Alger ends his letter by altering a 
quote from Malraux’s Antimémoires; instead of, “La vérité d'un homme, c'est 
d’abord ce qu'il cache,” Alger writes, “L’homme n’est pas ce qu’il cache, il est 
ce qu’il fait” (133). Delbo’s epistolary reframing ensures Malraux’s silence does 
not go unremarked. 

The most influential text that finds resounding echoes in Les Belles lettres is 
the collectively-authored and signed manifesto, “La Déclaration sur le droit à 
l’insoumission dans la guerre d’Algérie,” published on September 6, 1960, in 
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Vidor 239 

the magazine Vérité-Liberté. Dionys Mascolo, Maurice Blanchot, Maurice 
Nadeau, and Jean Shuster drafted and revised the document, vocalizing support 
for Algerians and condemning France’s militarism. 121 intellectuals, university 
professors, and artists signed the text.5 The manifesto reads: 

C'est, aujourd'hui, principalement la volonté de l'armée qui entretient ce combat 
criminel et absurde, et cette armée, par le rôle politique que plusieurs de ses 
hauts représentants lui font jouer, agissant parfois ouvertement et violemment 
en dehors de toute légalité, trahissant les fins que l'ensemble du pays lui confie, 
compromet et risque de pervertir la nation même, en forçant les citoyens sous 
ses ordres à se faire les complices d'une action factieuse et avilissante. Faut-il 
rappeler que, quinze ans après la destruction de l'ordre hitlérien, le militarisme 
français, par suite des exigences d'une telle guerre, est parvenu à restaurer la 
torture et à en faire à nouveau comme une institution en Europe? (Blanchot et 
al. 18) 

This passage reminds readers their silence indicates complicity, citing the 
example of bystanders who similarly enabled Nazi Germany. The signatories, 
who included Holocaust survivors and their relations, denounced the recurrence 
of institutionalized violence. The open letter endorsed the rights of Algerian 
people to defend themselves and asked French people to provide Algerians aid 
and support. Ending colonialism, they argued, should concern all free people. 
The government immediately censored the open letter. 

Although Delbo does not reproduce the manifesto itself in Les Belles 
lettres, she traces its enduring impact as it is laid down in epistolary expressions. 
Police visited several of the signatories and threatened others with between one 
and three years of imprisonment and a fine of 200 to 100,000 francs. André 
Breton, one of the signatories, explains in a letter from September 22, 1960 that 
such risks are to be expected: “Pour un intellectuel, signer un texte, c’est le faire 
en toute connaissance de cause et en assumer tous les risques” (104). 
Collectively articulating indignation comes with repercussions; however, in this 
case, backlash against the signatories was condemned. Le Manifeste des 121 
inspired an international letter-writing campaign and solidarity for the 
Algerians’ rights. That year’s Pulitzer Prize laureates refuted the French 
government’s claim that dissidence was unpatriotic, and Swedish students 
warned the French Ambassador in Stockholm that threatening free speech 
endangered democracy. Compelled by the persuasiveness of the manifesto’s 
argument, a defense attorney even called the signatories to testify at his clients’ 
(arrested members of the réseau Jeanson) trial. 

Les Belles lettres voices and provides insight into how letters and language 
disrupted the secretive treason trials. Delbo describes how the attorney for the 
Jeanson network called Jean-Paul Sartre to testify. From Brazil, Sartre sent a 
telegram, followed by a letter to the court. “Sa lettre porte le débat sur son vrai 
plan: politique,” Delbo explains (88). Read aloud into the court record, his letter 
dating September 23, 1960, supports the defendants. Sartre reminds the court the 
network’s leader, Francis Jeanson, risked his life to resist the Nazi Occupation 
of France.6 Although the court ultimately found the defendants guilty, Sartre’s 
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240 Women in French Studies 

letter and public indignation entered the official record. During another trial in 
the court of appeals, Delbo explains, a crucial semantic debate unfolded. Jean 
Talandier, a lawyer, posed the following question to the court: “Le terme de 
guerre d’Algérie est-il un vocable interdit? C’est la question qu’une fois de plus 
les Français ne peuvent manquer de se poser en apprenant que, dans une 
enceinte de justice, des témoins sont interrompus et rappelés à l’ordre lorsqu’ils 
prononcent un tel mot” (77-78). The tribunal president, Monsieur Curbelier, 
succinctly responds “Il n’y a pas de guerre en Algérie: il y a des événements” 
(77). In her commentary Delbo highlights how this official response enables 
denial. “A-t-on peur des mots?” she wonders (79). Logistically, this denial 
affected testimony. Testifying to a war which the court does not recognize as a 
war is challenging, especially when the government actively censors any 
implication of official impropriety. By refusing to label the events as a war, the 
French government denies any culpability, and instead maintains the Algerians 
and their supporters are to be blamed.7 

In search of methods for discussing the Algerian War, many journalists 
drew parallels to Nazi Germany. Articles like “Votre Gestapo d’Algérie” 
(Claude Bourdet, France Observateur, November 1, 1954) and “L’École de 
Himmler” (François Mauric, L’Express, January 15, 1955) condemned the 
French military’s tactics by comparing them to the Gestapo’s use of torture. As a 
Holocaust survivor, Delbo approached such analogies with caution. Delbo did 
not want to dismiss the events in Algeria as aftereffects of Nazism, but rather 
sought to demonstrate how Nazism and the Holocaust could be referents for the 
ongoing atrocities in Algeria. She recognized that the events had separate 
histories, and models how comparisons between the two events should be 
additive rather than deductive. For Delbo, if dialogues employ similarities to 
improve understanding of the Holocaust and the Algerian War as distinct events, 
then they are additive comparisons. In Multidirectional Memory, Michael 
Rothberg argues that Delbo’s work substantiates his central point, namely that 
“memory, truth, and testimony are central to postwar political movements and 
processes of decolonialization” (203). In part, Delbo’s argument in Les Belles 
lettres is that France must acknowledge, through language, its role in the 
Algerian War. Acknowledging their complicity in the war, would, in turn, open 
dialogues about Vichy collaboration. Until this happens, Delbo and the French 
people will continue to remind the government of the truth, by remembering 
crimes and repeating them through testimony. 

Delbo invokes her moral authority as a member of the Resistance and 
Holocaust survivor in order to insist upon the urgency of the situation in Algeria 
as well as the treatment of Algerians and their supporters in the metropole. Les 
Belles lettres tries to shame the current administration by suggesting that their 
unconstitutional practices would not have even been acceptable under the Vichy 
regime, especially as former Vichy collaborators continued to hold positions of 
power.8 Returning to the case of Henri Alleg in Les Belles lettres, Delbo 
investigates the illegal circumstances of his “trial,” which took place months 
after his initial questioning by closed tribunal. Les Belles lettres features a letter 
published June 23, 1960 in Le Monde, in which author Graham Greene appeals 
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Vidor 241 

to André Malraux on behalf of Alleg (Malraux and Greene served together on a 
literary committee at the time). Greene reports British criticism of Alleg’s closed 
tribunal: “L’un d’eux critiquant la proposition d’un huis-clos déclara: “Dans 
cette même salle de tribunal, j’ai été condamné à mort par une cour de Vichy.” 
A ce moment-là les débats étaient publics” (52). The comparison to Vichy 
France is a compelling demand for transparency and for consistency. Delbo 
responds to the article, probing, “Faut-il encore des témoignages? La Question, 
la Gangrène ne suffisent-elles pas?” (53). Analogous to Alleg’s La Question, 
the anonymous La Gangrène (Gangrene) details the torture of seven Algerians 
by members of the Direction de surveillance territoire in 1958. Delbo’s question 
is certainly rhetorical (it appears halfway through the book). Nonetheless, it 
functions as the central question driving Les Belles lettres. What other 
testimonies did her compatriots need to read to be convinced that the French 
government was committing crimes against humanity? Is testimony, then, even 
effective? 

For Delbo, testimony is a moral imperative. She must speak out so long as 
there are crimes being committed. In Les Belles lettres, Delbo decides she must 
share her own testimony to illustrate her point. “Ce n’est pas Auschwitz. Mais 
ne suffit-il pas que des innocents (a priori, qui n’est pas condamné est innocent) 
soient dans des camps pour que notre conscience se révolte ?” (66). Recalling 
the atrocities of the Nazi concentration camps to describe French internment 
camps increases their temporal and physical proximity. As a Holocaust survivor, 
Delbo is intimately familiar with the horrors of such places and the injustice of 
being imprisoned without a trial. She forces readers to understand their 
complicity as bystanders and the consequences of their inaction: 

Les déportés vous diront quel crève-cœur était pour eux l’indifférence des 
civils allemands près desquels ils passaient, en rangs dans leur vêtements 
rayés, quand ils allaient travailler hors du camp . . . En même temps, ils 
mesuraient à quel point ce peuple était terrorisé, et avaient pitié de lui. 
Sommes-nous terrorisés ? Il y a des Algériens dans des camps en France. (66) 

This parallel asks readers two questions: first, is the French government a fascist 
regime like Nazi Germany? And second, what happens when people do not 
speak up and act out? What are the outcomes of passivity? Estimates place 
nearly two million Algerians detained in the internment camps at the height of 
the war, leading to severe overcrowding. Recommendations from the Red Cross 
about fresh water and hygienic conditions were ignored. In a letter published in 
Vérité-Liberté from Camp Larzac (population 3,000) reprinted from Vérité-
Liberté, a prisoner details the authorization of abuse, including the lack of 
proper medical care: “Il est vrai que cette même administration nous dispense 
généreusement des comprimés d’aspirine, remède souverain comme chacun sait 
contre la tuberculose, la syphilis et, pourquoi pas, les affections mentales” (68). 
Prisoners suffered from dehydration and malnutrition, mental illness, and 
syphilis and tuberculous—all of which were “treated” with aspirin tablets. 
Torture, too, was commonplace. Contemporary descriptions of French and Nazi 
camps could be easily interchanged. This fact should cause revolution, Delbo 
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242 Women in French Studies 

insists. To frame the comparison between the two histories of permissible 
violence, she includes a letter from Georges Arnaud several pages earlier. The 
massacre of innocents, he writes, “Il a nom: genocide” (47). To ensure readers 
understand the implications of the neologism, she reprints the United Nations’ 
official definition of genocide written a decade earlier: “l’atteinte grave à 
l’intégrité physique ou mental . . . la soumission intentionnelle des groupes à des 
conditions d’existence devant entraîner sa destruction physique, totale ou 
partielle” (23). Delbo leads readers to the natural conclusion of this metaphor: 
France is committing genocide against Algerians. 

While Les Belles lettres features numerous perspectives about the Algerian 
War, Delbo explicitly condemns France’s actions in her framing commentary. 
Many of the reprinted letters confirm the psychological and physical torture 
conducted by French military, including the case of Djamila Boupacha. Delbo 
reprints an excerpt by Boupacha dated May 27, 1960 in Le Monde. Boupacha 
details the horrific violence she endured: electrocution (with electrodes placed 
on her face, breasts, anus, and vagina), waterboarding, burning by cigarettes, 
blows, and la supplice de la bouteille, “la plus atroce des souffrances” (57). As 
an Algerian woman, Boupacha represents a particularly marginalized 
population. The gendered nature of her torture provoked outrage from several 
notable individuals. With legal aid from Gisèle Halimi and publicity from 
Simone de Beauvoir, Boupacha eventually received amnesty from her death 
sentence. Beauvoir wrote a letter on June 2, 1960 in Le Monde exclaiming, “Il 
est temps de leur prouver que dans cette Algérie qu’ils disent française, ils ne 
peuvent pas violer, impunément les lois de la France” (57). However, as Delbo 
reminds readers, the indignation of a few is not representative of a whole. She 
challenges Beauvoir’s certainty that “L’affaire de D.B. [Boupacha] concerne 
tous les Français” (57) by including a letter by a second lieutenant who defends 
the internment camps as providing a superior quality of life. After complaining 
about prisoner hunger strikes (si la soupe n’est pas bonne), the lieutenant notes 
this real solution would be a more efficient judicial system that punished 
criminals severely enough to quash all rebels (60). Delbo remarks that the 
natural progression of this logic would be, “mettre tous les Algériens dans des 
camps, et ne jamais les relâcher” (61). Again, Delbo employs concentration 
camp rhetoric, sarcastically referring to interning an entire population as a 
“solution,” to provoke readers who openly and passively supported Algerian 
colonization. 

After nearly one hundred letters, Delbo is exasperated. She acknowledges 
that testimony is limited by its receivers. In order for change to occur, people 
must respond to the testimony. That is not to suggest Delbo thinks testimony is 
futile, but rather that it must be met with action. On the last page of Les Belles 
lettres, she reflects: “Combien sont montés à l’échafaud, dans la cour de la 
Santé, dans la cour de, combien de Français dans les années 40, combien 
d’Algériens depuis 1954 . . . Combien” (151). One last time, Delbo juxtaposes 
the places haunting her conscience—the Santé prison (the last place she saw her 
husband before his execution) and the Montluc prison in Lyon (where the 
Gestapo tortured captives). Now metonymies of government-sanctioned abuse, 
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Vidor 243 

these places motivate Delbo to ask readers, how many must die before public 
rage manifests into action? Juxtaposed alongside these thoughts are the final 
testimonies of individuals before their executions. Boussetta Hamou wrote his 
wife this letter before his execution on December 1960: 

Ma chère femme, Je serai mort sous peu car l’indépendance n’est pas gratuite. 
Le général de Gaulle m’exécute comme un criminel alors que je meurs Chahid 
[a martyr for Islam]. Tu peux être fière de moi et dire autour de toi : Vive 
l’A.L.N. [L’Armée de libération nationale] ! Vive l’Algérie ! (151) 

It is with this testimony of an Algerian, in a North African publication, Afrique-
Action, that Delbo concludes, compelling her compatriots to action so that lives 
may be spared. Like Hamou, Delbo was intimately familiar with sacrifice in the 
name of liberty. Two decades earlier, her husband, Georges Dudach, was given 
the option of “volunteering” for the German war effort or being executed by 
firing squad. On May 3, 1942, Delbo said goodbye to her husband, who died 
shouting “Vive Staline” (Gelly 59). Losing Dudach forever altered Delbo’s life, 
but also motivated her political engagement; she honored him through her 
commitment to resisting injustice. This manifested (among other forms) through 
her writing. In Les Belles lettres, Delbo underscores the necessity of vocalizing 
outrage. Speaking, shouting, and crying out—making noise, le bruit des 
femmes—is a form of resistance that comes with great personal risk, but also 
reward. 

Algerians gained their independence the year following the publication of 
Les Belles lettres, even though violence against Algerians continued.9 Les Belles 
lettres was not a commercial success; it only sold 2,500 copies. Press coverage 
was nonexistent—it only received one write up in Le Monde on April 9, 1961, 
most likely because Delbo heavily cited the newspaper. Even those meagre 
figures, however, are remarkable given the ongoing attempts to suppress pro-
Algerian discourse. For example, the same week in which Les Éditions de 
Minuit published Les Belles lettres, they also released Les Égorgeurs by Benoît 
Rey, which was immediately seized. Les Égorgeurs documented the systematic 
atrocities authorized by the French military that Rey witnessed during his 
military service. Whether Les Belles lettres evaded censorship because it also 
presented letters supporting President de Gaulle and the French army remains 
uncertain. Nonetheless, Les Belles lettres’ enduring value derives from its ability 
to educate readers about Algeria while providing a platform for marginalized 
testimonies. It models how letters, and the modern epistolary text, can 
democratize political discourse. Les Belles lettres invites critical reflection, but 
also necessitates reader response. To Delbo, speaking out against injustice and 
amplifying marginalized voices are moral obligations. 

The University of Texas at Austin 
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244 Women in French Studies 

Notes 

1 Although the réseau Jeanson assisted the FLN, Delbo preferred the Mouvement 
national algérien’s plan to independence. While living in Switzerland, Delbo arranged 
for the clandestine transport of MNA members and army deserters between Paris and 
Geneva. 

2 Women in French Studies dedicated a special issue—Seeing Charlotte 
Delbo/Seeing the Shoah—to Charlotte Delbo in 2016. For more on Les Belles lettres in 
particular, see Anna Norris’s “Beyond the Shoah: Charlotte Delbo Confronts the Algerian 
War,” vol. 6, pp. 112-24.

3 Martin Harrison explains no more than 15% of seizures in France and 5% in 
Algeria materialized in trial because, “The status of seizure at law is both contentious and 
obscure. Almost all the seizures on the French mainland were saisies judiciaires, resting 
on article 30 of the code of criminal procedure, which authorizes officers of the police 
judiciaire to take “all measures required to determine whether a crime or misdemeanor 
has been committed against state security” (274). Originally intended to facilitate the 
collection of evidence, this article has to be stretched considerably to cover the seizure of 
a paper’s entire printing. The code further requires the police to send the file to the local 
parquet within twenty-four hours, initiating the process which normally leads to 
indictment and trial. When the seizures did not result in a trial, some publishers tried to 
sue the responsible Prefects, often to no avail in the cases of L’Express and France 
Observateur. In a particularly ironic case, the court ruled that Paris’ Préfet de police 
Maurice Papon, “could judge that the massive distribution of printed matter accusing 
French troops of atrocities constituted a crime,” when he confiscated a pamphlet on 
torture (275). (Papon had personally tortured civilians in Algeria during his military 
service.)

4 Radiodiffusion-Télévision Française held a similar monopoly on broadcasting 
except along the country’s borders.

5 Delbo chose not to sign the petition because she did not want to sign her name to a 
text she did not write. 

6 Les Belles lettres also includes a letter from Jeanson to Sartre. However, Delbo’s 
editor, Jérôme Lindon, redacted a portion of the letter, which argued that de Gaulle “a 
détourné à son profit les forces vives de ce pays.” (The original letter is intact in Delbo’s 
archive at the Bibliothèque nationale de France [4-COL-208-99]). Lindon was a Gaullist. 
Although he printed manuscripts that criticized de Gaulle’s leadership, he did so with 
prudence. Delbo challenged Lindon’s editorial decisions to ensure her work’s integrity; 
however, she also included his letter to Le Monde on April 27, 1960, which responded to 
Maurice Duverger’s article “Les Deux Trahisons.” 

7 By denying the existence of a war, the French government effectively 
circumvented any responsibility to uphold international humanitarian law or the rules of 
war. Roland Barthes’s essay “Grammaire africaine” in Mythologies (1957) deconstructed 
this contemporary manipulation of language as a diversion tactic. The French approached 
war through denial or diversion, using war is then used in the sense of peace, and 
pacification in the sense of war. Like Delbo, Barthes reveals the myth of war as a 
peacekeeping method, as a mask. Pacifying rebellions under the guise of promoting peace 
only abets human rights violations. It was not until 1997 that the French National 
Assembly officially recognized the Algerian War, its veterans, and its one million dead.

8 On the evening of October 17, 1961, the conflict between Algerians and French 
police reached a tipping point. 30,000 Algerians peacefully rallied to protest the 
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discriminatory police curfew (8:30PM-5:30AM) implemented against Algerian Muslim 
workers, French Muslims, and Algerian French Muslims. Maurice Papon ordered the 
quelling of the protest, authorizing the use of 7,000 policemen and 1,400 members of the 
Compagnies Républicaines de Sécurité (CRS) and gendarmerie. That night, an estimated 
300 to 400 Algerians died from drowning in the Seine and/or being beaten. The police 
also arrested over 11,000 people, interning them in centers previously used by the Vichy 
regime to hold Jews before deportation. Historian Jean-Luc Einaudi spent decades 
uncovering the events of the massacre and establishing these figures and even testified at 
Papon’s trial in 1997. On February 8, 1998, he requested the declassification of official 
archives relating to the events. His discoveries were published in an article for Le Monde, 
“Octobre 1961: pour la vérité, enfin,” (May 20, 1998). For more on the events see the 
documentary Ici on noie les Algériens (2011), directed by Yasmina Adi. 

9 I have not discussed two important Algerian demographics affected by the 
Algerian War. Henri Alleg draws our attention to the “ruined lives of two million young 
men, who were catapulted into the djebel [mountain] in French uniform, 25,000 of whom 
never returned and 350,000 of whom still suffer serious psychological problems . . . the 
death of hundreds of thousands of Algerians, the annihilation of thousands of villages, 
and the systematic use of torture and rape” not to mention the permanent consequences 
on the Algerian population, especially the displacement of many pieds-noirs (“Some 
Thoughts by Way of a Preface” x-xi). Ethan Katz helps us further understand the effects 
of multidirectional memory, especially as it pertains to Muslims in North Africa, and now 
France. Katz similarly challenges the relationship between the representation of Jews and 
that of Muslims in the national imaginary, demonstrating how the problematic 
marginalization of Muslims is tied to the positionality of Jews and the memory of the 
Holocaust. 
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