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There were difficulties and “Memory battles” in 

transmitting the memory of the Algerian war of 

independence (1954-62) in contemporary France. 

Jo McCormack’s Collective Memory: France and 

the Algerian War (1954-1962) discusses a number 

of topics related to the analysis of the French 

collective memory of the Algerian War (1954-62), 

one of the most iconic, hardest and bloodiest wars 

of decolonization. France wanted to sweep this 

traumatic period under the carpet and to engage in 

a policy of forgetting by referring to the Algerian 

War as peacekeeping operations to maintain order. 

Also, the “work of memory” on the Algerian War 

in France was very insufficient.  Nevertheless, the 

memory of this war without a name was never 

forgotten but repressed since France wanted to turn 

the page on the divisive and painful Algerian war 

episode in French history.  

McCormack aims to assess the transmission of the 

traumatic memories of the Algerian War of 

Independence in contemporary France and how to 

commemorate a war by focusing on three essential 

vectors: coverage in the media; the French 

educational system, and the discussion in the 

family. These memory vectors are not only the 

core of the memorial transmission process but they 

also allow us to form our long-term identity, public 

opinion and to consider both the individual and the 

collective memories.  

The author analyzes each vector of memory in 

detail. He first focuses on the French State 

education system, a key institution where the 

memory of the Algerian War is transmitted in 

France. More specifically, the schools play an 

important role in transforming both the individual 

and collective memories into national ones. He 

comes to the conclusion that the Algerian War has 

been marginalized, a point he substantiates by its 

growing absence in the French school curricula. 

Not surprisingly, the French pupils have little and 

superficial knowledge of the Franco-Algerian War. 

Therefore the failure of the educative vector and 

the lack of a “collective national memory” make 

the memory of the war to pass over in silence 

however, not because it was a traumatic memory 

but the French schools want to transmit a cohesive 

memory.  

In the same respect, the author sheds light on other 

key players in the transmission and the 

development in French collective memory of the 

Algerian War. He criticizes the lack and the 

incomplete memories of the war that are 

transmitted in families since the people who were 

involved in this bloody conflict were the harkis, 

Algerian soldiers who fought for the French army 

and living in France at present, Muslims Algerians 

who migrated to France before the war, conscripts 

and settlers. Their silence makes the memory of 

the Algerian War in France to disappear and bury 

them in the sands of time.  

Another example of the vector is the media. By 

bringing together diverse stories, the media has an 

important role in the creation of a shared “memory 

culture”. Furthermore the media shapes and 

informs public consciousness as well as 

participates in the construction of a shared past in 

society. Through the use of different articles he 

highlights the torture and the testimony of the 

women who were raped during the war. However, 
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the coverage of the media had been very limited 

and did not completely fill the memorial gaps.  

The author uses a variety of sources in order to 

support his arguments. He relies on both primary 

and secondary source material. In terms of primary 

sources, the author draws from interviews 

conducted with Jean-Pierre Rioux and Serge 

Berstein, two eminent French historians, eighteen 

teachers and twelve high school pupils in Lyon, 

France. For secondary source material, the author 

uses a number of newspaper articles published in 

the daily newspaper Le Monde in 2000 and 2001, 

educational programs and textbooks. He borrows 

significantly from collective memory theorists 

such as Maurice Halbwachs and Sigmund Freud.  

A larger sample of the teachers and pupils 

interviewed would have been more representative 

and accurate, thus, would have strengthen the 

book. Moreover, the use of other newspaper rather 

than Le Monde, would have made the study more 

objective and based upon different perspectives 

and opinions.  

For McCormack, the memory of the Algerian War 

has not been transmitted in contemporary France. 

In fact, the topic is a cultural taboo. This taboo is 

both the result and the origin of the failure to 

discuss and resolve the issues that the Algerian 

war has provoked in the writing of the French 

national narrative. Collective memory was neither 

constructed nor transmitted unsatisfactory through 

education, the family and the media. The 

inefficient and the insufficient work on the 

memory of the Algerian War have had a negative 

impact on the French society. This has led to the 

nurturing of racism and an exacerbation of tension 

between the French and the immigrant Algerians 

in France.  Hence, the author urges the French 

state to commemorate the Algerian War of 

Independence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


