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Djebar’s La femme sans sépulture as Post-Colonial Primer
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As numerous critics have warned, the post-colonial terrain can be fraught with dangers. Yet, for those of
us committed to teaching (and doing research) in the field, it is essential to grapple with critical approaches
to a range of complex issues arising from colonial relations and their aftermath. My paper will explore the
ways in which a 2002 novel by Assia Djebar, La femme sans sepulture, has helped negotiate the narrows
of post-colonial theory in an undergraduate course that | have developed entitled Algeria-France. Interdis-
ciplinary in nature, the course focuses on the fertile intersections of a variety of texts that help elucidate the
multiple meanings of the highly charged relationship (referred to by Benjamin Stora as the “forced mar-
riage”) between Algeria and France.

I will argue that Assia Djebar’s novel La femme sans sépulture (2002) serves as a sort of post-
colonial user’s manual, introducing and exploring fundamental methodological questions in the field.
Devoted to resurrecting the story of Zoulikha, a woman freedom fighter during the war of independence,
Djebar’s novel seeks to re-inscribe that occulted female experience in Algeria’s troubled post-liberation
history. Djebar’s project is richly complicated by many of the same challenges the postcolonial scholar
must confront: for example, the difficulty of giving voice to a fixed common past, the ambiguity intro-
duced by position, location, and language, and the fierce battles waged over sites of memory and com-
memoration. Like many of Djebar’s works, her pointedly elusive “history of Zoulikha” thus serves a dual
purpose: at the same time that it sheds light on an important chapter in French-Algerian relations, it tests
the limits of postcolonial critique.

x ¥ %
* *

W
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill

* (Center for European Studies
* * *



