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Christelle Taraud

Prostitution and Colonisation in the Maghreb (1830-1962)

As we all know sexuality is not a private, spontaneous activity but it lies at the heart of politics and public life. My presentation centers on the question of sexual commerce in colonial Algeria within a Maghreban context. It is based on research I conducted for my doctoral thesis and for my book, La prostitution coloniale. Algérie, Tunisie, Maroc, 1830-1962
, which reveals the intrinsic connections between sexuality, gender, and colonization. I have selected Algeria because it was the first colony of the second French empire
 and because it can be considered a laboratory of French colonial practices. Recent French studies
 fully demonstrate that French officers of the “African Army” (identified as the French Army in the colonial context) completed their apprenticeship in Algeria and then applied what they had learned in the French revolutions of 1848 and 1871. Among revolutionary groups – especially in Paris – and for French government officials, these officers were clearly identified as « Africans », having imported “African military methods”
 to the class struggle. 

My presentation highlights only three specific aspects of my work: 

1. Pre-colonial sexual commerce at the cusp of the 18th and 19th centuries (as we will see, this period is crucial to understanding the impact of the French colonial system). 

2. The organization of French reglementarism in and of itself (especially, the status of prostitutes and the places in which prostitution was practiced). 

3. The repercussions of this system on local societies during the build-up of nationalism and the struggle for independence. 

I will not discuss other points that are also central to the question of prostitution in a colonial context, especially the connections between prostitution and marginality (spatial, social, and economic) and the very vast problem of representations (orientalist and colonialist) which could have been the focus of this talk. 


Let us now turn to the universe of sexual commerce in the Maghreb, and more specifically in Algeria, at the dawn of French colonization. When the “African Army” entered the Algerian Regency and captured the city of Alger in 1830, sexual commerce already existed, but, as we will see, it took on a very different form under French occupation.


In the early 19th century, French officials viewed prostitution as a “necessary evil” that should be tolerated but that should also be controlled in order to protect so-called “healthy” society, dixit the great theorist, Doctor Alexandre Parent-Duchâtelet, who implemented and advocated the system of reglementarism in Paris between 1840 and 1850. His book on prostitution, public hygiene and administration, published in 1836, would become the reference work for all national and local administrators throughout 19th century France and Europe
. The creation of such a regulated prostitution system, especially in Paris, was closely linked to the ideological context of the times and directly related to the dominant bourgeois belief that the “working class” was dangerous and “vicious”. In point of fact, the Parent-Duchâtelet system was designed only for “proletarian prostitution”, which was the most recurrent and the most economically viable. At its core, French reglementarism thus contained an economic and moral perception of sex that was perfectly adapted to incipient industrial capitalism. In the colonial context in Algeria and, later, in all of the Maghreb, the same perspective was at work, with an additional characteristic: the Maghreban « working class », the only one affected by colonial reglementarism, was also the victim of significant racial discrimination. In Algeria, this discrimination became official with the establishment in 1881 of the “Code de l’Indigénat” that clearly distinguished French “citizens” from French “subjects”, the latter having very limited freedom and few political rights
. This code was later applied to the entire French colonial empire. The fact that French colonization was a capitalist, racialist and moralist enterprise was clearly evident in the Maghreb with respect to the commerce of sex, which was rapidly transferred from local to colonial administrators, both public and private. In short, the traditional Muslim slave market was replaced by a French-based prostitution commerce.

Pre-colonial sexual commerce


Before I describe the French model imposed in Algeria and throughout the Maghreb, I will briefly outline pre-colonial sexual commerce in this part of the world, using two different examples. At the beginning of the 19th century, Algeria and Tunisia were under Ottoman rule, but Morocco was not. In the first case, sexual commerce was governed by general regulations, most of which were fiscal, enforced by a beylik functionary, known as the mezouar. He established a list of prostitutes so that they could be taxed, but he never effectuated sanitary controls and did not determine where the women had to live.
  In the second case, in Morocco, prostitution was governed by local Caïds who defined its status and politics as they saw fit. These traditional “prostitutes” represented a minority in pre-colonial Maghreb because there were other forms of legal sexual exchange tied to specific social practices. As we will see, these practices limited the development of full-scale prostitution because men had access to multiples types of sexual outlets and could have licit sex with several categories of women.


Muslim men were not only allowed to have a maximum of four wives, but in the section of the house reserved for women, otherwise known as the harem, they could also house concubines, their number being defined by his ability to support them. These concubines were usually bought on the market of female slaves who came from sub-Saharan Africa (Ethiopia, Somalia…via the city of Timbuktu), the Balkans (which bordered the Ottoman Empire), and other European countries (via piracy in the Mediterranean Sea). In the early 19th century, entrepreneurs basically bought two types of women on the slave market:

1. Adult women who were immediately sold to harems and served for housework and/or sexual relations. Those destined for sexual pleasure were usually identified as “odalisques” and entered the harem at the lowest echelon.
2. Young girls (eight – ten years of age) bought for the purpose of financial speculation. These girls lived in private “schools” where they learned music, science, and correct social graces; they were kept away from activities that wear out the body and hands; at the end of their “schooling” (around fifteen or sixteen years of age), they were sold to harems for exorbitant sums of money from Istanbul to Tunis. These girls were the most precious jewels in the harems because, against all expectations, they often were the only women who acquired training and knowledge in philosophy, linguistics, arts, and religion. They did not necessarily remain slaves their entire life; their master could release them, especially if they bore him a son. Those in a Sultan’s harem could even acquire enormous influence, becoming the most powerful women of the State.

In addition to women who lived in the harem, there also existed another category destined for sexual pleasure: the traditional “courtisanes” who were free women mainly residing in cities but also in more remote regions of the Maghreb. These “gallant” women, with seemingly varied social backgrounds, had their own private homes (palaces or houses) usually given by a wealthy man who cared for their every need. As in the harem, the world of the “courtisanes” was very hierarchical. For example, the women at the very top were identified as almées (a term that stems from the Arabic word: alm – meaning, knowledge) and they enjoyed considerable prestige. The most reputed were singers, poets, musicians; they never appeared in public and only received men in their homes. Men sought them out for the pleasure of their company and conversation, for their artistic talents, and for the unreal atmosphere of their homes, where one could find precious silk, fine porcelain, and soft rugs. These almées could accept to have sexual intercourse that would be compensated with gifts. Certain almées were dancers and had less social prestige since dance was associated with sex and visibility
. While the almées represent an urban tradition, outside of the Medina, there also were regular “courtisanes” who fulfilled different functions: festive, religious, and sexual.
 They too had their own homes and a well-established status. 


Within the context of these many, socially well-accepted « sexual possibilities », it is easy to understand why the existence of prostitution, as we know it, was very limited. Prostitutes were a minority and were practically invisible in the cities; they worked either at home or in certain traditional hotels (fondouks) in the depths of the Medina, frequently near the commercial activities of the souks, where they rented rooms for sexual exchange and served the needs of a particular clientele, usually seasonal laborers and entrepreneurs, or very poor men who could not marry women or afford slaves. 


By imposing its form of reglementarism, French colonialism completely modified the « sexual equilibrium » of local societies and operated a significant rupture in the social fiber of such Muslim countries as Algeria.

Women are at the heart of the colonial enterprise in Algeria

With the onset of French colonialism in Algeria in 1830 (1881 in Tunisia and 1912 in Morocco), sexual commerce changed rapidly and became much more uniform. The French military and civil administration and, by extension, local authorities in Algeria were confronted with a paradox that had to be resolved. Since Algeria was a settlement colony and since very few French women migrated to Algeria, French men needed women in order to found a family and thus consolidate French presence in the colonies.
 In addition, nourished by literary and visual images of orientalism, French men especially desired “oriental” women. As the French writer, Ernest Feydeau, said in the middle of the 19th century: “the French arrived in Alger hungering for Moresque women.” However, up until colonisation, Muslim women were prohibited from having sexual intercourse with non-Muslims. This was a Koranic taboo that established an absolute barrier between Muslims, Christians and Jews who lived in the Medina. In addition, the colonial settlers feared venereal diseases such as syphilis which was rampant at the time and ravaged military and civilians alike.


In this prohibitive social context where fear and the dread of “Muslim and racial contamination” were widespread, the French official response was twofold:
1. “Frenchify” European women – especially Spanish and Italian who represented the most important non-French population on site; in 1889, this practice led to the law of “automatic French citizenship” for those who were born on French-Algerian soil.
2. Create a market for the commerce of sex by selecting a category of women (European and local) identified as purchasable (prostitutes in the Western sense of the word) using the French system of reglementarism.


It is important to keep in mind that the commerce of sex in the colonial context was useful not only for the French administration but also for local authorities. Archival materials clearly demonstrate that the Cheikh al Medina (the person traditionally responsible for overseeing moral behaviour in the Medina) negotiated with both military and civilian powers and sacrificed a percentage of local women so that the great majority would remain “untouchable” and “invisible” to colonial settlers. At the very same time, the French authorities banned slavery. 

The local women who would become the “new” prostitutes in this configuration mainly stemmed from former slaves, but also from the low-level traditional “courtisanes”. Slave merchants were stigmatized and lost their status but many pursued their activities clandestinely mainly for wealthy Muslims and a few Europeans. A countless number of slave women were thus brutally “liberated” from their traditional shackles and had no other choice but to submit to the new system of sexual commerce.

The system of colonial prostitution


In the civilian sectors, the system of French reglementarism was thus put into place and reinforced by local colonial authorities, such as: members of the municipal administration, agents of the moral brigade, and doctors involved in sanitary control. The system was all-encompassing and intended to ensure that prostitution would be completely segregated from traditional, local social life and from the possibility of “polluting” the “normal” colonial world, in medical, moral and racial terms. Basically, it operated in the following fashion:
1. The same status was given to all prostitutes; that is, they were identified as “subordinate girls”, which in a colonial context is quite a paradoxical idea. These subordinate girls fell into two categories. The first were identified as “numbered girls”, who were assigned a number when they entered the brothel in which they would work. The second were “card girls” or “isolated girls”, who worked on their own. At the very beginning of colonization, these “subordinate girls” were mainly French or European
 and included “brothel keepers” (tenancières de maison) and “madams” or “pimps”. With the advances of colonization and the development of “native prostitution”, these French and European women became a minority in the commerce of sex.

2. Specific sites were designated as areas where prostitution should take place. In 1830, brothels were created for European prostitutes. For local women, the colonial administrators organized a very specific structure; that is, the “reserved neighbourhood”. At the beginning of French colonisation, the commerce of sex thus took place in segregated spaces based on racial and religious criteria. The indigenous “numbered girls” and the “card girls” worked in the reserved neighbourhoods, which they could not leave without permission. The neighbourhood for which we have the most data is not in Algeria but in Morocco, in Casablanca, and will serve as an example for what happened throughout the Maghreb. The reserved neighbourhood of “Bousbir” was created in the 1920’s by the colonial French authorities. It was the largest of its kind in the Maghreb, housing between 600 and 900 women and their dependants. To ensure that women would not need to leave the neighbourhood, their everyday needs were met by local shopkeepers (including fruit, vegetable, and cloth merchants, restaurants, hammam, a movie theatre, and the like). Between 1922 and 1956, date of Moroccan independence, Bousbir totalled approximately 1,500 visitors per day. It not only became a site for sexual commerce, but also a tourist attraction that figured in French and European travel guides. It must be noted that by the end of the 19th century, numerous « indigenous » brothels began to compete with the European ones and eventually led to their downfall. Only a few well-known European brothels such as Le Sphinx d’Alger (the largest in North Africa) remained in activity mainly servicing the needs of a wealthy clientele.
3. Routine medical controls were supposed to protect “healthy” society from its “unhealthy” members. This meant that prostitutes were required to pay for regular medical visits either by a doctor or to a local dispensary. In reality, the system of sanitary control never worked as efficiently as it was meant to work because doctors were easily corrupted, paid either “in kind” or “in cash”. 


In the military zones, such as the Sahara zone in Algeria, which remained under French military control until 1967, prostitution was organized very differently. The army created its own structures, known as “BMC’s” – “Bordel Militaire de Campagne” or “Military Field Brothels”. In the military archives, these “BMC’s” are identified as psychological measures to maintain the morale of the troops; unofficially, they were also seen as means of discouraging homosexuality. In general, the military passed a contract with a female “brothel keeper” who would recruit women in the “restricted neighbourhoods”. All these women had official files. Basically, there were two types of “BMC’s”: 
1. The first, “fixed and permanent”, were established in zones with very large garrisons, such as Colomb-Bechar (in southern Algeria) where 60 prostitutes lived.

2. The second, the “itinerant BMC’s” were composed of 2 – 12 prostitutes. The women either went from one camp to another (and were known as “girls on tour” or filles en tournée) or they followed the displacement of the troops (and were known as mehalla prostitutes or prostitutes in columns).

As an aside, it must be noted that during the two world wars, French military authorities imported BMC prostitutes on European war fronts specifically for the “colonial troops”, the idea being that Maghreban and African men should not have access to “white, French women”. During WWII, the BMC’s even followed the colonial French troops to Germany so that the “white sanctity” of German women would be spared. 

Prostitution in the BMC’s can be identified as a form of “turnover prostitution” (prostitution d’abattage), where the number of clients in a day determined the amount of money one could earn. The same can be said for “civilian” prostitution. As the system became more entrenched, prostitution was increasingly based on monetary gain. One could say that a form of “sexual Taylorism” was generated. The restrictive nature of this system engendered an extremely vast clandestine market, composed of poor women who prostituted themselves “illegally” in order to survive, and former official prostitutes who fled the official sites and practiced on their own. These women were identified as “insubordinate girls” (filles insoumises). 
How did one become a prostitute?

Outside of the military zones, prostitution mainly took place in urban settings. Poor women tried to find work, and could only find domestic chores, which did not provide much money for survival. For many, the most lucrative outlet proved to be clandestine prostitution on a temporary basis in the street. If such a woman was caught in the periodical police raids, she would be sent to prison; the third time, she would automatically become an “official” prostitute; if she was European, she would be sent to a European brothel; if she was a “native”, she would be sent to a “reserved neighbourhood” or to a “native” brothel. The women who had fled official prostitution and plied their trade as “insubordinate girls” were sent to prison if they were caught; once they had served their sentence, they were sent back to an official prostitution site. As time evolved, more and more women refused to stay within official boundaries and thus entered into the universe of clandestine prostitution which became increasingly complex and widespread – in Casablanca for example, in 1950, there were 600 official prostitutes in Bousbir and approximately 50,000 unofficial prostitutes (a low estimation) in the European and “indigenous” hot spots of the city and its surrounding slums. At the end of the colonial period, the number of “insubordinates” far outweighed the number of legal prostitutes since they could make more money and have greater freedom of action and mobility. The French official model for prostitution was, therefore, a complete failure not only because of its repressive nature, but also because, for the local people, it represented the very essence of colonisation in that it degraded local traditions, institutions, and social norms. By reducing « native » prostitutes to the rank of mere « sex workers » subjected to a form of turn-over commerce, by making illicit sexual activities visible, and by establishing specific places for « deviant » sexuality, colonial reglementarism broke two taboos inherent in traditional sexual commerce: 
1. The traditional denominational barriers imposed on sexuality between Muslims, Christians, and Jews.
2. The invisibility of both the practices and the practitioners in public spaces. 


In addition to the issue of Muslim prostitutes having sexual relations with non-Muslims, local authorities especially decried the question of “soliciting”. Indeed, it was politically inconceivable and morally shameful to give visibility to something forbidden by the Koran and the Shar’ia and to accept that, on a daily basis, Muslim women solicited on the sidewalks of their Medinas and in European cities, as if this was normal behaviour. These two issues, “sexual mixity” and “prostitutional visibility”, were at the heart of the nationalist movements that formed in the 1920’s.
Prostitution and Nationalism


In effect, nationalist campaigns in Algeria called for a moral takeover of society which meant abolishing “sexual mixity”. This especially applied to the world of prostitution, which was perceived as a form of “bodily collaboration”.  In the context of rising nationalism, inter-community prostitution especially became a political issue in 1946. At this time, reglementarism was abolished in France by the Marthe Richard law
, but in the Maghreb, the reserved neighbourhoods and brothels were kept open under the pretext that these countries represented a “condition of inferior civilization”. For the locals, these neighbourhoods and houses were seen, more than ever before, as Western constructs and as sites of oppression and humiliation where the entire national community was degraded in the name of “subordinate girls”. In a kind of “national jealousy”, born of the colonial situation, the indigenous subordinated prostitutes who had existed in a sort of betwixt and between community, were asked to chose their camp: France, on the one side (Hibz França ou le parti de la France), or, on the other side, the resistance camp, represented in Algeria by the National Liberation Front (NLF) as of 1954. At the start of the war for liberation waged by the NLF, actions were taken against sites of official prostitution (for example, the NLF dynamited a certain number of brothels), but there also were assassination attempts against prostitutes who collaborated with the French army or administration. Numerous native prostitutes clearly chose the NLF camp, in both France and Algeria. In his mémoires, Yacef Saadi, the head of the Algiers branch of the NLF, describes the role that these women played during the Battle of Algiers: informing the NLF concerning French military tactics; protecting and healing militants, and helping them leave the Kasbah, hence saving their lives. These actions on the part of “patriotic prostitutes”
 did not necessarily erase the conflict that existed between nationalism and prostitution, since the latter essentially involved “bodily collaboration” between “native” women and French men. Seen as bridges that blurred the frontiers of colonial society, prostitutes were thus required to select their camp, more or less violently, and at the risk of becoming ostracized. Born out of the war for independence, traumatized by a hidden, but very real, sexual violence (structural violence established by colonial reglementarism and circumstantial violence, essentially rapes, committed by French soldiers during operations of “pacification”), Algeria turned inward and returned to an old model of parity between brothers, in which women were excluded. From viril nationalism to male chauvinism, from political sanctity to official Puritanism, the end result was a standardization of Algerian society, around the Oulema slogan that called for “one language, Arabic; one religion, Islam; one civilisation, Arabo-Islamism”.

In the end, the regulated prostitution system imposed by the French model officially disappeared from the independent nations, but an unofficial form of prostitution was rampant everywhere and, in addition, the Maghreb became a hub for international sexual tourism.
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� 	Editions Payot (2003).


� 	The First Empire, especially “New France”, was lost during the seven-year war against Great Britain 	when France signed the Paris treaty in 1763.


� 	See, for example, Olivier Lecour Grandmaison’s book, Coloniser, exterminer. De la guerre et de l’État 	colonial (Fayard, 2005).


� 	These methods included, regrouping revolutionaries in camps, executing without a trial, deporting 	rebels to other countries (especially New Caledonia), body mutilation, etc.





� 	De la prostitution dans la ville de Paris considérée sous le rapport de l’hygiène publique, de la morale 	et de l’administration.


� 	Not only were they dispossessed of their lands, but they were also obliged to do “forced labor” and	could not circulate freely at night, leave the country without special permission, or even hold large 	meetings; see Patrick Weil’s working paper, “Le Statut des musulmans en Algérie: une nationalité 	française denaturée” (http://stockybarka.free.fr/2bgal/img/h/ap/lois/code_indigenat.pdf).


� 	Except in Tunis where social reforms were implemented very early in comparison to the rest of the 	Maghreb, reforms that led to a reconsideration of prostitution in terms of hygiene and spatial 	concentration).


� 	Dancers are often unveiled and, in the Muslim world, this is equal to nudity.


� 	Like the “Ouled Naïl” in southern Algeria, for example.


� 	In the first phase of French colonization, the French settlers did not represent the majority since they 	had to compete with Spanish and Italian migrants. In a context in which nationalism was on the rise in 	many European countries, the French government did not want inter-European conflicts to rebound in 	its colonies.


�	See the first population survey of the prostitutes in Algiers conducted in the 1850’s by Doctor 	Bertherand.


� 	Many returned home, fleeing conditions that they could not stand.


� 	This law, passed in 1946, abolished brothels in France.


� 	The extent of this help is difficult to measure since we lack documentation.





