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A community of destinies, the suffering of internees, solidarity in action.
Do not forget...

A plain located between ponds and mountains a few kilometers from Perpignan
along the highway. These barracks, these vestiges, these pieces of barbed wire, for
how long have they been there and for how much longer will they be there?

A place where the fates of children, women and men intertwined during tragic
events... the Rivesaltes camp is a survivor of the dark years of the twentieth
century...*!

- Rivesaltes Memorial Website

The Rivesaltes camp, also known as the Joffre camp, is located on a vast plot
measuring four by two kilometers in rural French Catalonia. The camp takes
its name from one of Rivesaltes’ most famous natives, Maréchal Joseph Joffre,
First World War general and member of the Académie francaise, born in a
house that once stood on the land. Its southernmost border sits five kilome-
ters north of the Rivesaltes town hall and thirteen kilometers north of down-
town Perpignan. Fifteen kilometers eastward lies the Mediterranean Sea, the
passageway to France’s former colony of Algeria. Vineyards with Muscat
grapes, the local specialty, skirt the camp’s periphery. Today, all that remain of
the camp are the crumbling cement and wood shells of eighty-square-meter
barracks, hollow outhouses with Turkish-style toilets, scattered pieces of
barbed wire intertwined with weeds, and a dilapidated sign bearing “C mp
J ffre de Rivesaltes.”

Three months after the Third Republic government had opened the first
of the two hundred internment camps for so-called “undesirable foreigners,”
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refugees, and prisoners that dotted the French countryside during the “Dark
Years,” it inaugurated Rivesaltes in May 1939.2 Like the thousands of camps
that appeared across the globe during what historian Denis Peschanski labels
“the century of camps,” by definition this space would separate and distance
its inhabitants from the rest of society.? Divided into military and civilian
sections, Rivesaltes was unique for how long it remained open and the diver-
sity of populations that it housed, communities with “intertwined fates”
according to the quotation from the Rivesaltes Memorial project’s website
cited above. The camp’s initial mission was to billet colonial troops awaiting
assignment during the Second World War, yet its principal vocation quickly
shifted as the events of the war induced an international refugee crisis.* From
1940 to 1942 the military section of the Rivesaltes camp primarily served as
a training facility for groups of refugees (Compagnies de travailleurs
étrangers) who filled jobs vacated by metropolitan workers enlisted in the
French Army. In a March 1939 letter, the Ministries of Interior and Labor
offered the following rationale for their creation: “to transform this disorga-
nized and passive mass of refugees into useful components for the nation.”s
In January 1941 the government opened a civilian section to house refugees
fleeing Francoist Spain, Hungarian gypsies, French suspected of having links
with Communists and anarchists, and Jewish refugees fleeing the Nazi
regime in Eastern Europe. To keep order over the internees, the government
established a network of state agents, including policemen and teachers.® A
portion of the camp simultaneously interned French Jews rounded up in
summer 1942.7 Historian Serge Klarsfeld attributed to the camp the title
“Drancy of the Free Zone,” a weighty descriptor given that Drancy was the
major transit point in France for the Auschwitz extermination camp. After
France’s Liberation, the camp incarcerated German and Italian prisoners of
war and three thousand presumed Vichy collaborators.? Soon after the Sec-
ond World War the camp lay largely unutilized, except as a military training
center and a way station for troops heading to Algeria for this war of decolo-
nization (1954 to 1962). From 9 March 1962 to 18 April 1962, a small portion
imprisoned 487 National Liberation Front (FLN) members convicted of pro-
Algerian independence activities.’

The Rivesaltes camp, therefore, came to be known for housing soldiers,
French citizens whom the government removed from society, and civilians
who were “undesirable foreigners”—whether prisoners or refugees. The state
subjected these populations to military surveillance, kept watch over them
with a network of officials, isolated them from their neighbors, and sheltered
them in poorly-constructed buildings with unsanitary conditions. Just five
months after FLN internees vacated the premises, the government decided to
recycle this locale in the wake of another twentieth-century “tragic event” as
a “housing camp” for an additional group, harkis. But they were not military
personnel, nor prisoners, nor (legally) refugees.
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During the Algerian War of Independence harkis were the minority of
native Algerians who fought in French Army units denominated harkas, a
derivative of the Arabic word for movement, haraka, which aptly represented
their function of patrolling the nearby countryside for supporters of the FLN.
Following the March 1962 ceasefire the government applied this generic
term—which denoted the greatest number of the five types of native Algerian
auxiliary forces—to categorize all men, women, and children whose lives were
threatened owing to their real or perceived pro-French allegiance.!® As the war
drew to a close, the French government’s policy prescribed disarming harki
soldiers and encouraging them to return to their villages, where the Army
could not protect them. At this time, FLN members who believed that the
“Algerian Revolution” (their appellation for the war) did not end with the
Evian Peace Treaty sought to exact revenge on harkis.

From spring 1962 until the end of the decade, an estimated 100,000
harkis (in the term’s postwar broader definition) fled the torture and execu-
tions carried out by insurgents who deemed their fellow Algerians as trai-
tors.!! They arrived in France as “repatriates”—a legal classification describing
the relationship between the state and French citizens returning from all for-
mer colonies and protectorates—with the possibility of completing a pro
forma procedure for French nationality. Approximately half of the harkis
found housing on their own, through the aid of French soldiers who had
fought in Algeria, benevolent associations, or familial and social networks.
However, the French government relegated the half that relied on its assis-
tance to former refugee and prisoner camps as well as forest hamlets (isolated
prefabricated developments, which were microcosms of the larger camps).
Most resided in these spaces for weeks or months, though some remained for
over a decade.

Between September 1962 and December 1964 the Joffre camp lodged a
total of 20,000 of the 66,000 harkis whom the Service central des rapatriés esti-
mated migrated to France by 1965.12 At its most densely populated, during the
first week of December 1962 (see figure 1), the Rivesaltes camp’s 8,885 harkis'3
dwarfed the town’s 6,262 inhabitants.'* The choice to house these former
“pro-French” imperial citizens in this space for unwanted residents, as France
grappled with the loss of its 132-year empire amidst an influx of 354,914
pieds-noirs during June 1962 alone, raises the series of questions that are the
subject of this article.!'> Why did the government put harkis in the Rivesaltes
camp? What were the harkis’ lives like at the Rivesaltes camp? What do gov-
ernment officials’ decisions to place the harkis in the Rivesaltes camp and
keep it open for twenty-seven months indicate about their conception of this
population as repatriates and French citizens? What have been the repercus-
sions of this encampment for the harkis?
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Figure 1. Monthly population statistics of the harkis residing in the
Rivesaltes camp from 3 October 1962 to 1 February 1964.1°
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All harkis who migrated to France faced numerous obstacles in the govern-
ment’s perception and treatment of them as French citizens and repatriates,
which served to isolate them from society. On one hand, officials continually
confused them with Algerian labor migrants and, on the other, the govern-
ment enacted policies that limited benefits to which they were entitled as
repatriates. Even though harkis residing in the Rivesaltes camp were not pris-
oners like previously interned populations, their placement in camps—where
military and civilian agents closely watched over them—added an additional
layer to their isolation and stigmatization. The government’s decision to house
harkis in this space was both cause and effect of how French government offi-
cials viewed all harkis in France. They were aliens: Berber and Arab repatriates,
nearly all of whom obtained French nationality shortly after they arrived in
France, who were the target of government housing policies that distanced
them from public view. The Rivesaltes camp’s architecture, insalubrious living
conditions, isolation from French citizens, military oversight, and “reeduca-
tion” classes, beyond functioning as powerful symbols, reinforced—and
contributed to—the government’s treatment of the harkis as aliens. Over
the twenty-seven months that it functioned as a camp for harkis, Rivesaltes
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fostered an exilic existence for these harkis and socially excluded them from
French society.

The exclusionary nature of this housing policy for these former soldiers and
civilians who risked their lives for France—and were constrained to leave Alge-
ria for this reason—becomes more pronounced when compared with that estab-
lished for the nearly one million French repatriates from Algeria, or pieds-noirs.
The government neither wanted nor expected the migration of the latter either,
yet it lodged these repatriates of European and Jewish origins initially in requi-
sitioned hotels and emergency shelters—and never in camps.!’

Through an investigation of the creation and implementation of govern-
ment policies at the Rivesaltes camp, this article sheds light on the harkis’
experiences at France’s largest harki camp. It further demonstrates the chal-
lenges that their ambiguous status posed to where and how the government
housed them, in 1962 and beyond. My sources include documents from pres-
idential, ministerial, departmental, local, associational, and private archival
collections—most of which required special permission to access—as well as a
series of newspaper articles from a local daily, L'Indépendant. To date most pub-
lications about harkis who migrated to France are written by social scientists,
primarily focus on measuring integration of harki children and identity con-
struction, and draw principally from interviews and secondary sources.!® This
essay begins to fill in lacunae in this scholarship.'® Moreover, it analyzes this
significant episode in the harkis’ history by drawing on the insights of recent
studies concerning the complex relationship between the French government
and Algerians on both sides of the Mediterranean at the end of the Empire?°
and the social exclusion from French society of migrant populations.?!

The Arrival of Harki “Repatriates” in France

Most of the violence that took place after the ceasefire in Algeria targeted the
harkis. A French government report issued at the signing of the Evian Accords
approximated that 2,500 harkis were killed and 3,900 more were injured dur-
ing the war.?? Estimates from historians and reports by government officials
about the number of harkis assassinated by Algerians from March 1962
onward range from tens of thousands to a hundred thousand, which does not
include those who survived acts of torture. In particular, executions spiked
once France transferred its power to the Algerian government on 3 July 1962
and the French Army could no longer legally intervene in Algerian internal
affairs. National Liberation Army members and civilians carried out, in the
words of the Senior Commander of French Armed Forces in Algeria, an “épu-
ration”—the term used to describe the purge of Vichy collaborators after the
1944 Liberation of France.2? In the absence of conclusive data, however, the
debate over the precise figure of harkis executed is difficult to resolve.?*
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The scale of retribution and bloodshed was nevertheless sufficient to drive
harkis to France in droves. French government officials had not anticipated
this large-scale migration, which is reflected in their subsequent hastily-made
decisions. Despite official policy to “limit repatriation” only to harkis facing
“real and precise threats,” nearly one hundred thousand Berber and Arab harki
“repatriates” migrated from Algeria to a metropolitan France that proved ill-
prepared for their arrival for two principal reasons.?® First, Prime Minister
Michel Debré failed to heed the recommendations of a commission that had
been established to develop a plan to repatriate and rehouse the harkis. And
second, the secretary of state for Repatriates focused almost exclusively on
resettling pieds-noirs.

Given these factors, when the first French naval vessels carrying harkis
arrived in Marseille on 11 June 1962, the government opted to house them in
military, refugee, and prisoner camps in isolated corners of France.?¢ Initially,
the government sheltered them in tents and barracks near the Massif Central
in the Larzac military camp, which had been the largest camp for FLN prison-
ers in France during the war, and in tents at the Bourg-Lastic military base in
Auvergne, which was opened “rather ‘in emergency’” to shelter the overflow
harkis.?” In fall 1962 the government decided to replace these temporary
“transit camps” with four “housing camps”—Rivesaltes, Saint-Maurice-1’Ar-
doise, Bias, and La Rye-Vigéant.

The government offered three practical motivations for the harkis’
encampment. First, officials viewed the harkis as unable to adapt to life in met-
ropolitan France without first being given “a more profound knowledge of the
French language and of [French] morals,” which reeducation centers at the
camps would provide.?® As the National Police claimed in an internal report in
October 1962, these centers would “knock the rough edges off the former aux-
iliary soldiers.”?° Second, officials believed that placing the harkis in concen-
trated spaces would be the best means for military personnel, on the one
hand, to protect them and, on the other, to control their potentially subver-
sive actions. This military surveillance aimed both to curb reprisals by FLN
members in France and to hinder the infiltration of the camps by non-harki
Algerians fleeing to the metropole. It also intended to inhibit the recruitment
of harkis into pro-FLN factions as well as to limit their contacts with OAS
members, whom the government and media outlets believed posed safety
threats on metropolitan soil.>° Finally and foremost, the post-Second World
War housing crisis, compounded by the concomitant emergency “exodus” of
pieds-noirs, meant that there were few places to lodge the fleeing harkis.?! Ini-
tial discussions among government officials proposed sheltering harki families
in abandoned villages in southern France, but this plan could not go forward
because, though vacant, the houses still had owners.3?

The government’s different housing policies for the harkis and the pieds-
noirs stemmed in part from a distinction in these two groups’ statuses. In
terms of nationality, a July 1962 ordinance issued by President Charles de
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Gaulle specified that residents of Algeria who had been “French with common
civil status”—European settlers, Jews, and the infinitesimal number of Muslim
Algerians who had renounced Sharia law—remained French citizens. The leg-
islation required those “with local civil status” (an inferior citizenship category
during the colonial era for native Algerians that included almost all harkis) to
request French nationality in front of a judge on metropolitan soil.3* Despite
difficulties obtaining the required paperwork, administrative delays in accord-
ing nationality, and some harkis being unaware that they needed to even
apply for nationality, in the end the procedure proved largely a formality.
Eighty-six percent of the nearly seventy thousand harkis who requested
French nationality between 1962 and 1970 became French citizens.3* How-
ever, even after an official change in status, government policies continued to
differentiate between these two groups of citizens.

The government categorized both harkis and pieds-noirs as repatriates
when they landed on French soil. Therefore, as per a 26 December 1961 law,
harkis were eligible for the same social and economic benefits as pieds-noirs to
support their integration into metropolitan society (such as loans, special access
to HLM housing, and indemnities for lost goods and property in Algeria).33
Nonetheless, as long as harkis remained in camps, they could not receive these
allocations, and subsequent legislation mandated that pieds-noirs had priority
access to integrated public housing buildings.3¢ The harkis’ de facto status, in
part owing to a significant percentage residing in camps, more closely resem-
bled that of refugees, a designation that government officials consistently used
for them in reports and written communications. Yet, the harkis were never
accorded refugee status, which would have allowed international organizations
such as the High Commission for Refugees to be involved in protecting and
administering them.3” The rest of this article will illustrate that the gap between
harkis’ de jure status and their de facto position is attributable not only to plac-
ing them in camps, but also to specific practices at the Rivesaltes camp.

Tents and Barracks

On 15 September 1962 the Rivesaltes camp received eight hundred harkis
arriving directly from the Tefeschoun refugee camp located outside of
Algiers.?® Over the next nine days, the entire harki population from the Bourg-
Lastic transit camp, which had numbered 5,083 people on 30 August, traveled
by train to Rivesaltes and was grouped into villages of tents on the camp’s vast
plain.?® By 3 October, with harkis from the Larzac transit camp who had been
transferred to Rivesaltes, the population swelled to 7,700 harkis.*° Their place-
ment in tents was significant because these structures reinforced the harkis’
exile from their surrounding community and their perceived inferiority to
neighboring French citizens. The tents, and the renovated military barracks
where the harkis would subsequently be housed, presented a rupture with the
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nearby architecture of rural farmhouses and implicitly proclaimed their power
over the camp’s subjugated population. Portions of the camp were encircled by
barbed wire, a material that functioned to prevent not only the harkis from
leaving, but also those outside from having contact with the harkis. Watch-
towers, though no longer used for observation when the harkis arrived, still
dotted the perimeter. These structures contributed to the architecture of dom-
ination already present on the premises, to borrow Michel Foucault’s under-
standing of camps’ architecture as an operation of power, discipline, and
control.#! Originally built to lodge military, refugee, and prisoner populations,
the harkis’ living space in Rivesaltes operated like the camp’s earlier iterations
and other camps, whose general function Foucault describes as: “to act on
those it shelters, to provide a hold on their conduct, to carry the effects of
power right to them, to make it possible to know them, to alter them.”*?> Camp
residents were further stigmatized by their overcrowded living quarters and
the lack of hygienic facilities, which induced insalubrious conditions.

On 18 September 1962 Minister of Armies Pierre Messmer issued a ten-
page memo enumerating “general rules” for the Rivesaltes camp’s structures,
discipline, and cleanliness.** Among the provisions, Messmer urged that each
tent house only one family, collective toilets and sinks be installed, lighting be
provided inside the tents, pipes be laid to vacate wastewater, and three blocks
of barracks be reconstructed immediately.#* Multiple firsthand accounts from
fall 1962 indicate that camp officials did not implement these changes. A Min-
istry of Repatriates representative who visited the camp on a rainy 15 October
observed that orders had not yet been given to restore the barracks, which
were “in terrible shape,” as the roofs leaked and the walls were crumbling. He
contended that the harkis “absolutely cannot live any longer in tents” because
they provide “very illusory protection” from the violent, cold tramontane wind
and rain. (Muddy water continually ran under the canvas.)*> Muslim notable
Bachaga Boualam, the symbol of “pro-French Muslims” who had served in the
French Army, visited harkis repatriated from his tribal territory in the late fall
and echoed the criticism of these structures.¢ He remarked that ten to twelve
people—not always from the same family—were crammed into each “ragged”
tent, which had no lights or heating mechanisms.*” Finally, at a 19 November
1962 meeting of the National Committee for the Muslim French (CNMF), a
joint public-private “rescue committee” to aid harkis in Algeria and France,
retired General Secretary of the Ministry of Armies Jean Olié reported that the
harkis’ “situation is embarrassing for France.” After a tour of the camp, he, too,
noted that there were no lights or heating in the tents and remarked that the
bathrooms were “very insufficient” since they lacked toilets and showers.*

The government was not oblivious to these defects. To address the harkis’
poor living conditions, a group of local and national government and military
officials who met on 24 October 1962 in Perpignan unveiled a program for a
joint effort to reconstruct three blocks of crumbling barracks (comprising
1,400 housing units) by 15 January 1963.*° The government opted to use the
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structures that were in satisfactory condition for supplies, job training class-
rooms, schoolrooms, an officers’ mess, officers’ barracks, and an infirmary.
On 21 November, Prime Minister Georges Pompidou penned a letter to Mess-
mer underscoring the persistence of the harkis’ “very defective living condi-
tions,” aggravated by a particularly cold, rainy spell and an insufficient supply
of warm clothing.’® At this time, all of the harkis—unused to the harsher
French climate—still lived in tents without running water and electricity.

The harkis’ unhygienic living conditions did not end once they migrated
the one to three kilometers from their tents into the barracks on the camp’s
easternmost extremity. Despite the slow start to construction, all of the harkis
had moved into the permanent structures by 8 January 1963.5! Each distinct
housing block measured approximately one square kilometer with barracks laid
out in rows with as many as thirteen buildings next to each other, the same lay-
out used during the camp’s previous iterations.>? These structures, like the tents,
were both cause and effect of the power relationship between the harkis and the
French government. The cramped, unsanitary conditions in the barracks were
simultaneously a means for officials to exert dominance over the harkis and a
consequence of the government’s decision to house them in a camp.

When the government reconstructed the barracks, it did not choose to
make the structures large enough to accommodate the harki families. Their
new homes measured between twenty and twenty-five square meters in a
refurbished rectangular building, which consisted of three to four units with
two rooms and three small windows (as shown in figure 2). These residences
well exceeded the legal population limit for public housing facilities con-
structed by the state: according to a 30 June 1961 decree, dwellings for more
than three occupants needed to contain at least three rooms.>® The govern-
ment disregarded this requirement when housing the large harki families,
thereby overcrowding each unit almost without exception.

The harkis’ cramped living situation led to health problems, which the
government ultimately chose to blame on the harkis’ inferior and foreign
ways—and not on the housing structures. In January 1963 Dr. Aujaleu, the
Ministry of Health's public health director, warned top Ministry of Repatriates
official Yves Pérony of a tuberculosis epidemic sweeping through the camp. He
attributed the spread of the disease to “the conditions of promiscuity in which
members of the same family, and harki families among themselves, live,
whether they are housed in tents or in buildings,” as well as many harkis’
refusal to be hospitalized when infected.>* However, three months later with
tuberculosis still rampant, he shifted the blame from the physical space, void
of internal plumbing, to the harkis themselves. The director of the Army’s
health services claimed that the disease was not spreading because of a lack of
medical treatment: “[O]ne must note that the ways and customs of these
Muslim populations posed the same type of difficulties to health workers in
Algeria, and that their migration to the metropole has not radically altered
their inherited traditions.”> Unlike the January letter that voiced concerns
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Figure 2. Hollowed out barrack

The walls dividing each unit, not shown in this image, were located where the diagonal
wooden beams stretch from midway down the wall.

Source: Photograph taken by the author in January 2007.

about the difficulties that the physical dwellings engendered for the harkis’
health, this correspondence contained no reference to the harkis’ overcrowded
living conditions in the barracks as a reason for the spread of tuberculosis.
Instead, health officials chose to turn the disease-prone Muslims into scape-
goats for the proliferation of disease. They did not recognize that such out-
breaks were endemic to the Rivesaltes camp throughout its history.

The camp structures and the insalubrious living conditions they induced
directly contributed to the harkis’ physical exile from the surrounding French
community and, in turn, implicitly conveyed that the harkis were aliens on
French soil. The camp’s architecture of domination continually reminded the
population of its inferiority to other French citizens by relying on visible mark-
ers such as the barbed wire fencing, tents, and barracks that disfigured the
Catalan countryside. How government officials used the camp’s physical
space, however, was not the only way that they exerted control over the
harkis. An intricate network of military officers, policemen, and Ministry of
Repatriates’ employees closely monitored their movements and daily life.
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The Power of Encadrement

The French verb encadrer, which translates as “to surround with a frame,” pro-
vides a fitting image of how the Rivesaltes camp’s setup and personnel created
physical and psychological borders around its resident harkis. Since the late
nineteenth century French administrators had employed the term
encadrement, initially for single male French workers and more recently for for-
eign (often colonial) populations, to describe state agents’ authority over these
individuals’ lives.>® Encadrement for harkis at the Rivesaltes camp involved a
network of state agents with a dual objective: maintaining order and educa-
tion. Consequently, the power dynamic created by encadrement exiled them
from everyday societal structures. Government agents’ treatment of the harkis,
though intended to be temporary, served to permanently mark the harkis as
different from their neighbors, indeed as “aliens.”

Top government officials regarded the principle of encadrement as a
panacea for the grave problems encountered during Rivesaltes’ first few
months. Police reports disclosed several troubling events, which threatened
the camp’s internal stability and, according to Minister of Armies Messmer,
endangered the security of neighboring regions.5” In October 1962 one harki
beat another to death®® and a grenade exploded in close proximity to a group
of harkis on the outskirts of the camp.>® The next month the gendarmerie
seized a 7.65 caliber pistol from a harki.®® Moreover, while the women spent
their days tending to their children, the men did not have jobs and, in the
words of Prime Minister Pompidou, “their idleness” left them to “stroll
around.” Pompidou directly attributed this idleness, which in his view pro-
voked such dangerous incidents, to the absence of a camp director and to a
lack of “encadrement and ... control by the appropriate police,” that is, troops
who had recently returned from Algeria.5!

On 7 December 1962 the Army designated a veteran field officer who had
served two tours of duty in Algeria to manage the camp’s daily operations.
According to Messmer, the director was, therefore, appropriately familiar with
the “Muslim milieu” and previous policies of colonial dominance.%? The next
day Pompidou argued in a letter to Messmer that because the harkis “are used
to a military type of organization with firm encadrement” they should be sub-
ject to stricter discipline.®® Messmer’s cabinet director, who visited the camp
one week later, agreed by replying to Pompidou that the Army would hence-
forth have “a ‘less civilian’ conception” of the harkis’ living situation and
increase the number of encadrement agents.%

The new director oversaw the two parallel encadrement structures at the
camp: a military section consisting of officers and policemen and a civil
section comprised of nurses, doctors, social workers, teachers, and adminis-
trative staff.®> Messmer defined the Rivesaltes military officers’ principal duty
as “encadrement” and specified, “[T]hey will participate in maintaining disci-
pline.”%¢ A lieutenant aided by several noncommissioned Algerian and French
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officers directed each five hundred person village of tents and a captain super-
vised two or three of these villages. The officers were charged with providing
for the harkis’ material needs, such as organizing the distribution of food and
arranging for medical care.®’ The Army tasked the camp’s military police with
maintaining “the camp’s physical and mental salubrity” and guaranteeing
safety in the camp. This included disciplining those who disturbed the peace,
reporting the most serious problems to the local police, seeking out informa-
tion about interactions between harkis and extremist groups (notably the
FLN), and encouraging men and children to participate in activities to keep up
their morale.®® This system of control resembled that used for refugees
interned in the Rivesaltes camp during the Second World War.

The military structure worked in tandem with civilian employees of the
Ministry of Repatriates who staffed the headquarters and those who were
course instructors for the camp’s “Social Advancement” program. To prepare
harkis for life in metropolitan France, state agents offered French language and
customs, job training, personal hygiene, and childcare classes for adults, and
educational and leisure activities for children. The underlying principle,
indeed the motor, of social advancement was the deployment of appropriate
personnel to teach and encadrer the Rivesaltes-dwelling harkis. When the pro-
gram’s first director, General Pierre de Segonzac, issued a six-page directive in
October 1962 outlining how “Social Advancement” would function, he did
not open with a description of what activities and classes would be offered.
Rather, he launched into an explanation of the personnel who would
“encadrer” the harkis and how they should do it.%° De Segonzac underscored in
the memo’s conclusion that the program’s success would be measured by
avoiding the creation of “Palestinian camps,” where nearly one million
refugees who were forced from their homeland after the 1948 Arab-Israeli War
permanently settled, unassimilated into their surrounding community. He
argued that to prevent a similar outcome for the harkis, it was a “moral oblig-
ation” for the “cadres” not only to educate them, but also to “discipline”
them.”® Yet, he believed that to effectively teach the harkis about metropolitan
ways of life, they must be isolated from the surrounding population while
residing in the camps.

Another Isolated Population

Although the 20,000 harkis who passed through the Rivesaltes camp came in
contact with a great number of harkis speaking multiple Arabic and Berber
dialects, they had little association with their neighbors. On average, each
week between 1 December 1962 and 28 December 1963, 207 harkis arrived on
the Catalonian plain and 280 others departed for jobs across France in facto-
ries, in coalmines, on construction sites, on farms, and on forestry worksites.”!
The transient harki population at Rivesaltes formed a community of exile iso-
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lated from other French citizens. Their living conditions resembled that which
the camp’s previous incarcerated populations had experienced, even if the
harkis were not prisoners. Harkis certainly faced linguistic barriers to commu-
nicating with the surrounding population. However, the state’s policies that
aimed to limit interactions between them and their neighbors and to control
the information divulged to the public about their life at the camp in fact rel-
egated language to an ancillary reason for the Rivesaltes harkis’ exile. This sit-
uation provoked myriad questions about their place in French society for the
harkis themselves, for the French public, and for the French government.

The government’s intention behind putting the harkis in isolated camps
with military and police supervision was in part to protect them from venge-
ful FLN members who deemed their compatriots who had joined the French
cause traitors. Nevertheless, by restricting the relationship between these two
groups, the government simultaneously placed the harkis into a category over
which the state exercised strict surveillance and of which it was circumspect.
The North African Coordination and Information Service (SCINA), an arm of
the Ministry of the Interior created in 1958 at the height of the Algerian War
of Independence to monitor North African—namely Algerian—immigrants in
the metropole, issued daily bulletins that described in eerily-close detail their
movements and actions. Including reports on harkis in these police bulletins
resulted in increased supervision and control over them, which restricted their
interactions with those outside of the camp and aroused simultaneously sus-
picions about them. Moreover, by incorporating harkis into the bulletins the
state lumped the population into the broader—undesirable—category of
North African immigrants. It did so while concurrently referring to harkis as
“refugees” in the reports. This reinforced the ambiguity of their status and fur-
ther distanced them from the categories of repatriates and citizens.

Five SCINA reports in November and December 1962 attested to problems
that arose when FLN members permeated the camp’s boundaries. For instance,
one bulletin contains a report, in a rather annoyed tone, by the local military
police about FLN militants who arrived in France “under the pretext of look-
ing for work, [and who] ha[d] the audacity to go to the camp to contact fam-
ily members.” On 29 November several Rivesaltes harkis identified two of
these Algerians as FLN agents (their full names and places of residence in Alge-
ria were given in the report) and, consequently, they were nearly lynched. The
report also indicated that some harkis—referred to as “Rivesaltes refugees”—
had considered creating clandestine vigilante organizations to protect them-
selves and their families.”?

The national government responded to these interactions between harkis
and FLN members by intensifying its efforts to seal off the camp. On 8 Decem-
ber 1962, Prime Minister Pompidou wrote to Minister of Armies Messmer that
in order to avoid such incidents in the future “we should subject [the harkis’]
comings and goings to a definite surveillance; leaving the camp should only
be authorized for serious reasons.””? By trying to close the camp to FLN mem-



34 Jeannette E. Miller

bers (albeit with mixed success), the government also limited the harkis’ con-
tact with—thereby distinguishing them from—another group of “outsiders,”
their neighbors.

The municipal government’s actions simultaneously challenged the
harkis’ membership in the commune. For the entire twenty-seven months that
the Rivesaltes camp was home to the harkis, minutes from monthly Rivesaltes
town council meetings mention the population just once. On 21 June 1963,
Mayor Emile Parés named the director of the Ministry of Repatriates branch
office at the camp, René Aucante, “Special assistant for the “Town of the
Rivesaltes Camp.’”7* However, subsequent meetings contained neither discus-
sions about the camp nor reports from Aucante, which, along with his title,
suggests that local officials did not consider the camp a part of their munici-
pality. Moreover, decisions made by Mayor Pareés reinforced the notion that the
harkis were outsiders. For instance, he refused to allocate local funds to com-
pensate housing costs for the instructors who worked at the camp’s school, as
required by national law. The mayor denied the teachers this right because he
did not regard the school for harki children as a municipal establishment and,
therefore, he argued, it should not draw on the Rivesaltes town budget.”

Similarly, the few recorded interactions between Rivesaltais and harkis
were often marked by strife, echoing the tone that the local government set.
For example, on 28 October 1962 approximately one hundred harkis and their
wives, twenty-five of whom were registered to vote, walked to the Rivesaltes
town hall to cast their ballot for the referendum on determining the Fifth
Republic president by universal suffrage. According to a report from the
National Police, the group encountered four locals who “provoked turmoil
among the group” and tried to prevent them from voting.”® These actions
demonstrate suspicion in regard to the new residents, who were, on the one
hand, just another transient immigrant/refugee population succeeding those
that had inhabited the camp since 1939 and, on the other, French citizens
who shared the same civic rights as the Rivesaltais.

This confrontation can in part be ascribed to the local population’s igno-
rance of who their new neighbors were. The harkis’ lives at the Joffre camp
were shrouded in mystery because the government refused to permit journal-
ists and civilians onto the campgrounds until a visit in March 1963 by a team
of reporters from a regional newspaper, L'Indépendant. Between 22 and 28
March the pro-Gaullist daily, undoubtedly selected for its political leanings,
published a series of five articles about the harkis, who had hitherto been hid-
den behind the barbed wire encircling the camp. Newspaper officials, whose
curiosity was “aroused” by the secrecy enveloping the camp in what was now
the second largest city in the department, had requested permission many
times over five months before Messmer acquiesced.”” The harkis’ first months
in the camp—when they lived in tents, had no working showers, and suffered
through a particularly harsh fall and winter—would, therefore, remain invisi-
ble to their fellow citizens. Nonetheless, the author of the third article offered
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an apology for the government’s actions to shield the harkis from the public
eye by pronouncing: “Given the massive arrival of these individuals whose
future was not certain, authorities preferred to show us things once they were
in order and there was a blue sky over the camp. Perhaps this is not too jour-
nalistic, but it is logical. And when we saw the enormous work completed in
a few months, we honestly could not hold it against those who made us
wait.”’® Camp officials’ dominance over the harkis’ lives, coupled with the
authors’ “not too journalistic” ways and Gaullist bias, skewed the entire series
of articles.

When the readers of L'Indépendant were finally allowed to peer in on their
new neighbors, the articles painted a Panglossian picture of the well-oiled
machine and the pleasant space that camp officials wanted other French citi-
zens to see. The third piece claimed that the public would now have a positive
vision of the Rivesaltes camp and “no longer consider it as a ghost town or a
vestige of the recent past, but instead as the beginning of a bright future.””® In
fact, the articles questioned what type of space Rivesaltes constituted; the sec-
ond article claimed: “It’s no longer a camp. It’s truly a city like no other in
France, and no other city with the same type of population is so well organized
socially.”8® Though these sentences do refer to its appreciable organization,
which simultaneously connoted a dynamic of power over the harkis, the cat-
egorization as a city negates the space’s true function as a camp whose resi-
dents lived in refugee conditions.

While acknowledging that most residents had large families, the articles
neglected to mention the cramped conditions harkis endured in their meager
units. Instead, the series emphasized the vastness of the campgrounds and
their similar geography to Algeria, thus giving the impression that these indi-
viduals had an abundance of space that felt like home. As the third article in
the series related, “[a] vast plain that looks like it could be the sister of those
in Algeria: a plain that recalls the foothills of Corbiéres and the Aurés moun-
tains....”8! While the articles do refer many times to the harkis’ “disorienta-
tion,” they attribute a palliative function to the physical space and order that
Rivesaltes offered. The same piece claimed, “They are ‘uprooted persons,’
which the ground of Rivesaltes, this red-clay ground with its stones, improved
as much as possible by the Army, will help them to take root and to blossom
once again with the sun.”82

Such positive reports in the press failed to discern the disorientation that
camp dwellers were to later express in published memoirs and interviews, and
they failed too to discover the hygiene problems that scores of official docu-
ments written in 1962 and 1963 disclosed.?? The fourth article in L'Indépen-
dant, for example, reported that sanitary conditions were excellent and that
cases of illnesses, such as trachoma, indigenous to “warm countries,” were
becoming less and less common. The piece further emphasized that all harkis
were x-rayed as a preventative measure and that “as soon as a case presents
itself, the doctors warn health officials in Perpignan who admit the individual
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to the hospital.”8* As cited above, sealed government documents written at
precisely the same time demonstrate that the tuberculosis epidemic greatly
concerned camp health officials who encountered difficulties ensuring that
the harkis sought out proper treatments.

The policies that national government officials created and Rivesaltes
camp local agents enacted to strictly control the harkis’ daily life masked
many of the difficult aspects of their situation from public view and inhibited
the population from interacting with their Rivesaltais neighbors. In turn, local
officials declared the camp as outside the boundaries of their municipality, just
as they and their predecessors had done while the camp had housed refugees
and prisoners.

Conclusion

In July 1964 Minister of Armies Messmer’s cabinet director, Jean Sicurani,
responded to a query about whether camp officials should admit a group of
thirty-six harkis who had just debarked in France. His succinct answer was yes:
“These refugees, who have the status of repatriates, should be accommodated
at the Rivesaltes camp.” He continued, nonetheless, by emphasizing that
those who do not apply for French nationality would not be considered repa-
triates and, therefore, must be expelled from the camp.8s

This letter, written nearly two years after the first group of harkis arrived
in Rivesaltes, illustrates much of what I have argued here. Sicurani’s words
convey the ambiguity of the harkis’ status as both refugees and repatriates, a
hybrid status that they had acquired even before they entered the camps, but
which was further reinforced by residing there. Camps such as Rivesaltes have
traditionally exiled foreigners whom the government wanted to separate from
society. The harkis were no different in that respect. The government did not
consider the harkis to be repatriates like the pieds-noirs. One could argue that
this distinction was made in part because the harkis did not automatically
retain their French nationality after Algerian independence, as did the pieds-
noirs. Nevertheless, Sicurani highlights that only if these harkis applied to
become French citizens would they be allowed to reside at the Rivesaltes camp,
in the primitive, exilic conditions under surveillance detailed above. Indeed,
the camp both reinforced and contributed to the government’s conception of
the harkis as aliens of a particular kind: French citizens, yet the target of
unique housing policies that hid them from public view.

The government’s choices to relegate to Rivesaltes approximately a third
of the harkis who had fled to France by 1965, and then to structure the camp
experience as it did, had several repercussions for the entire harki population
in France. Minister Delegate for Repatriates Roger Romani acknowledged these
long-term effects in 1994: “The difficulties of the initial arrival [of harkis in
France], marked by their confinement in camps and grouping into quartiers
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difficiles, led to situations of suffering that were sometimes extreme. The con-
sequences are still visible today.”#¢ By isolating harkis initially, the government
established a logic for continuing to do so. First, these decisions opened the
door to the harkis’ future placement in smaller rural camps (forest hamlets and
housing centers) or urban HLM complexes. All of these solutions perpetuated
their residing exclusively with other harki families and being subject to
encadrement by social counselors and camp directors, many of whom had
worked at Rivesaltes. The seventy-two forest hamlets and two housing centers
(used for those considered “incasables”—widows, the ill, and the elderly) had
additional features that rendered them microcosms of the Rivesaltes camp.
These spaces were situated in isolated areas, often several kilometers from the
nearest small town, and were overseen by military personnel. Since the gov-
ernment initially envisioned forest hamlets as a temporary solution and con-
structed them in emergency conditions, they contained poorly-insulated
prefabricated buildings with external showers and toilets. These resembled the
barracks at Rivesaltes with three to five small apartments per building (though
37.5 square meters instead of 25 square meters), which were lined up in rows
to accommodate 25 to 60 families. In January 1965, 60 of these small camps
hidden in the southern French countryside housed 9,720 harkis;?” a decade
later, 31 forest hamlets still sheltered 5,275 harkis.®® Today, one forest hamlet
remains, in Fuveau, and houses exclusively harki families, though void of
encadrement and with buildings reconstructed in the mid-1970s. Continued
residence in mini versions of the Rivesaltes camp prolonged these harkis’ seg-
regation from other French citizens, as well as questions about their status.
The exile of twenty thousand harkis at the Rivesaltes camp has also influ-
enced the memory of the entire population’s history and recent state memor-
ial initiatives. During the mid-1970s and early 1990s, harki community
members protested their poor treatment by the government. Demonstrators
used camps as a vehicle for their protests by blockading entrances, taking
camp directors hostage, and burning cars on the premises. Press outlets cover-
ing these events both revealed images that brought into relief the most
deplorable camp conditions and printed the fiery words of harki militants.
Their rhetoric during the first wave of demonstrations dubbed past and pre-
sent camps, including Rivesaltes, as “camps de concentration” and grossly
overstated the number of harkis who resided in them. Focusing the protests on
these spaces, which housed only 16,000 of the 180,000 harkis in 1974 (not the
“vast majority” as the leader of demonstrations in summer 1975 claimed),
and making parallels with Jews during the Second World War resulted in
essentializing the plight of all harkis.8° This incorrect notion of a homogenous
harki experience, that of being parked in camps for over a decade, marked how
government officials would subsequently portray the harkis. For instance, in a
1994 National Assembly session Minister Delegate for Repatriates Romani
asserted: “[T]hese men and women lost everything and most of them lived for
a long time in rundown projects, forest hamlets far away from urban centers
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or hastily rebuilt military camps.”®® In the mid-1970s the camps significantly
emerged as the lasting symbol of the entire harki population’s failed integra-
tion and marginalization. Camps—and especially Rivesaltes because it had
housed the greatest number of harkis—became the harkis’ lieux de mémoire in
a late twentieth-century French society that increasingly turned its gaze
toward commemorating the past.

Beginning in the mid-1990s, the French government enacted three mea-
sures for the harkis: two laws (1994 and 2005) to officially recognize and
compensate harki soldiers and a national day in their honor (2001). State
commemorations of the harki population called attention to the deleterious
aftereffects of camp living conditions. Although French citizens, their place
in society still remained ambiguous as they often were confused with Alger-
ian immigrants, who excluded harkis from their communities and whose
history significantly differed. Moreover, harki repatriates had not received
the same government compensation as had pied-noir repatriates. When the
sponsor of the 1994 legislation, Roger Romani, presented the bill to the
National Assembly he directly linked Rivesaltes and the three other camps
opened in 1962 to the older harkis’ loss of “dignity” and their children’s
“often dramatic failures” in terms of integration, schooling, jobs, and delin-
quency.’! (For example, he revealed that in 1993 children aged 18 to 25 resid-
ing in the twelve remaining housing complexes for harkis had an eighty
percent unemployment rate and often suffered from acts of racism owing to
their skin color.??) Likewise, the author of the 2005 legislation, Minister Del-
egate for Veterans Hamlaoui Mekachera, claimed in a National Assembly
speech that the harkis’ “scars” were the consequence of “the tragedy” of the
massacres in Algeria and the “extremely difficult living conditions” they
endured after migrating to France.”

Memorial initiatives went beyond the causal link between the harkis’
encampment and the subsequent failed integration into French society that
many in the population experienced. Occurring at a time when the French
government confronted controversial events in its recent past, measures con-
nected the harkis’ history to that of other populations who suffered as a result
of government policies. The harkis’ placement into the Rivesaltes camp incor-
porates them into a list of foreign, refugee, and prisoner populations in the
colony and metropole who had painful memories of internment during “the
century of camps.” In fact, the Rivesaltes Memorial proclaims itself “a referen-
tial space for the history of internment in France” by displaying “the history
of this camp and the consequences of conflicts that forced into this locale for-
eigners whom the state considered undesirables (Spanish, Jews, Gypsies,
Harkis...).”?* Official commemorations of the harkis, moreover, significantly
included apologies for previous French administrations’ actions, similar to
President Jacques Chirac acknowledging in 1995 the complicity of the French
state in the 1942 Vélodrome d’Hiver roundup of Jews before their deportation.
Chirac’s comments at the inaugural National Day in Honor of the Harkis in
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September 2001 asserted that the government’s 1962 decision to “confine”
harkis in camps and group them into quartiers isolés, made as a matter of
“urgency,” was an “error” that must be repaired. He argued that isolating the
harkis in a systeme des communautés—which led to situations de précarité that
still persist today—contradicted France’s republican tradition.”® Indeed, the
Rivesaltes camp contributed to marking the harkis as “aliens” for decades after
the twenty-seven months that it housed them.
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