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In the Hospitality of Algeria’s Glories
Leaders and Icons of the

National Resistance

Mohamed Ben
Ahmed El-Mokrani

(An icon of resistance and sacrifice)
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Introduction

War is a form of deception, and one of its core strategies is
to surprise the enemy and catch them off guard. This truth
was fully understood by the wise political leader, courageous
fighter, and devout believer Mohamed ben Ahmed El-Mokrani,
the man who led the great resistance of 1871.

He was known for his deep hatred of the colonial enemy,
and he spent years waiting for the right moment to rise up
against French rule. That moment came with the passing
of the Crémieux Decree in 1870, which granted French
citizenship to Algerian Jews, placing them above the Muslim
Algerian population. This law gave them the power to control
Algerians’ lives, impose their will, and even humiliate them in
their own land.

It was then that EI-Mokrani declared his famous words:

“I will never obey a Jew... I would rather place my neck gladly
beneath the sword than live under the rule of a Jew. That will
never happen.”

With this spirit, Mohamed El-Mokrani launched his resistance,
a movement considered one of the most significant and
dangerous uprisings of the 19th and early 20th centuries. It
shook the foundations of the French colonial system, which
was already facing political turmoil at the time.
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Thoughhisresistancelastedonlyashorttime(from 1871t01872),
it struck fear into the heart of the enemy due to its wide
geographic reach, its deep religious motivation, and its focus on
instilling the values of resistance and jihad in the people’s hearts.
May mercy be upon this hero, who paved the way for future
generations of revolutionaries, those who would follow his
path until the outbreak of the Algerian War of Independence,
which finally liberated the people and the land.
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Mohamed Ben Ahmed El-Mokrani (1815-1871):

Mohamed ben Ahmed El-Mokrani was bornin 1815 in Medjana,
near Bordj Bou Arréridj. He was a noble and principled man,
known for his strong sense of justice, his deep respect for
freedom, and his unwavering commitment to Islamic values

that reject submission and surrender to foreign occupation

His Family:

Mohamed ben Ahmed El-Mokrani came from a noble and
respected lineage. His family traced its roots back to Abu
al-Abbas Abd al-Aziz, the last Hafsid Sultan of Béjaia. During
the Ottoman era, the Mokrani family held positions of leadership
and influence. Bey Ahmed, the Bey of Constantine, relied on
them, among other notable families, for maintaining public
order and collecting taxes.

At that time, and even into the early years of French colonial
rule, Algeria recognized twenty-seven (27) prominent families
with high status and social influence. Among them were
the families of Ahmed El-Mokrani, Taher ben Mahieddine,
Abdelkader ben Amer, Omar ben Salem, Bouzeid Ahmed, and

Bouaziz ben Qana, among others.
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His Pilgrimage to Mecca:

In 1855, ElI-Mokrani undertook the pilgrimage to Mecca (Hajj).
During this spiritual journey, he had the opportunity to build
friendships and connections with Muslims from all over the
world. The pilgrimage opened his eyes to new perspectives and
ideas. He found himself among a vast gathering of Muslims of
different races, ethnicities, and cultures sharing conversations,
exchanging advice, and discussing their hopes and struggles.
Upon returning to Algeria, El-Mokrani was welcomed with

great respect, as befits a leader of his stature.

His Traits and Character:

Mohamed El-Mokrani was known for his noble qualities, such
as generosity, compassion, and selflessness. He would often
open his grain stores to distribute food to the poor and needy
during times of famine and epidemics, easing the suffering of
those around him.

But he went even further: he personally took responsibility for
the debts owed by citizens, showing a deep sense of solidarity

and care for his people in times of hardship.

GY0
o
q L\a E}J o

SO



claall g 4 aglall , a,

Causes of EI-Mokrani’s Resistance

Several major factors led Mohamed El-Mokrani to rise up in
resistance against French colonial rule:

* The seizure of land by French settlers.

* The devastating famines that struck Algeria between
1867 and 1868.

* The spread of epidemics, earthquakes, cholera, typhus, and
other deadly diseases, as well as locust infestations and floods,
sometimes accompanied by sudden and heavy rains that
contaminated drinking water.

* Napoleon III’s support for policies promoting cash crop
farming instead of food crops, worsening food insecurity.
 Harsh and oppressive tax laws that burdened the population.
» Efforts to Christianize the population, with the Church
exploiting the people’s economic and social misery to serve
its mission.

* The issuance of the Crémieux Decree in 1870, which granted
French citizenship to Algerian Jews collectively, placing them
above the Muslim population.

* The French colonial authorities’ deliberate destruction of
Algeria’s noble and influential families, aiming to weaken
national leadership and social cohesion.

In addition to these causes, this period witnessed the emergence
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of numerous uprisings across Algeria, led by heroic local
figures in various regions. For example:

* The Ouled Aidoun tribe in Milia rose up against French
forces in Bordj El-Medina.

* Resistance broke out in Souk Ahras, led by El-Kablouti and
the Sbayhia tribe.

* Ben Nacer Ben Chohra led a rebellion in Laghouat.

* El-Sharif Bou Choucha led resistance in the southeast.

» Abdelmalek El-Berkani led a movement in Cherchell.

These uprisings all erupted around the same time as
El-Mokrani’s great revolt, reflecting a nationwide wave of

defiance against colonial rule.
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The Outbreak of the Resistance

On March 16, 1871, Mohamed El-Mokrani launched his
resistance movement with 7,000 cavalrymen. His call to arms
quickly gained momentum. The resistance spread rapidly
across many regions, including Médéa (Miliana), Cherchell,
Jijel, Collo, Hodna, M’Sila, Boussaada, the Titteri region,
and Sour El-Ghozlane. It even extended to Touggourt, Biskra,
Batna, Ain Salah, and other parts of Algeria.

El-Mokrani, who was referred to by many as the “Prince of
the Mujahideen,” led the uprising with remarkable strength
and determination. He achieved several astonishing victories,
which terrified the French army, prompting them to call upon
all available forces throughout Algeria to suppress the revolt.
Sadly, El-Mokrani was martyred on May 5, 1871, a loss that
dealt a heavy blow to the resistance. However, the struggle did
not end with his death; it continued under the leadership of his

brother, Boumezrag.
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The Decline of the Uprising

After nearly a full year of continuous fighting, the flame of
the uprising began to fade. Several key factors contributed to
this decline:

* The loss of prominent leaders, including Sheikh Aziz, his
brother Sheikh Mohamed, and their father Sheikh Ameziane
El-Haddad.

* The capture of Boumezrag on January 20, 1872, near Qasr
El-Rouisat, northeast of Ouargla.

* The overwhelming military superiority of the French, in both
numbers and weaponry.

Despite its decline, the 1871 resistance led by El-Mokrani
remains one of the most significant and widespread
uprisings in Algeria’s colonial history, a symbol of

courage, unity, and sacrifice
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Results of Mohamed El-Mokrani’s Resistance
After the French succeeded in suppressing the resistance led by
Mohamed El-Mokrani and Sheikh El-Haddad, they launched
a brutal campaign of revenge, both individual and collective,
official and civilian. The reprisals took many violent forms,
including killings, theft, destruction of property, forced
displacement, and attempts to erase Algerian identity.

Some of the most significant consequences included:

* Massacres of civilians following the end of the uprising.

* Confiscation of property and land to expand French
settler  colonies.

* Severe hostility toward religious institutions (zawiyas), and
efforts to weaken or dismantle them.

* A sharp increase in European migration to Algeria as part of
the colonial settlement policy.

» Use of the legal system as a tool of oppression, to crush
Algerian resistance.

* Encouragement of church construction and missionary
activity.

*Forced deportation of many resistance fighters to New

Caledonia as punishment
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The Purpose Behind Deportation

The main objective of the mass deportations was to seize the
lands of the deported leaders, many of whom were prominent
figures in their communities. Among them were Boumezrag
El-Mokrani (brother of Mohamed El-Mokrani), and the sons
of Sheikh El-Haddad, Mohamed and Aziz, all of whom were
large landowners whose properties were ideal for resettling
French colonists arriving from Alsace and Lorraine.

Despite the martyrdom of Mohamed El-Mokrani, the
capture and exile of many freedom fighters including
Boumezrag El-Mokrani and Aziz ben El-Haddad to New
Caledonia, and the execution of others in unjust trials the
resistance movement left a lasting mark.

The French colonial authorities confiscated the land and
possessions of the rebels, yet the Mokrani resistance inflicted
significant losses on the French army: over 20,000 French
troops were killed in battles that lasted nearly a year.
Above all, the uprising, like others across Algeria, proved
the unwavering will of the Algerian people to reclaim their
freedom and sovereignty, no matter the cost. And history

would show that they eventually did.
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Voices on the EI-Mokrani Uprising

Dr. Abu Al-Qasim Saadallah:

“The 1871 uprising was not the revolt of a single leader, nor
the initiative of a specific Sufi order or a particular region.
It was, in fact, a national popular uprising that resonated
across all of Algeria. It was spontaneous neither orchestrated
by a central command nor the result of a plotted conspiracy.
Rather, it was an opportunity for all Algerians to take up arms
to defend themselves and liberate their homeland after forty
years of detested colonial rule.”

He also explains EI-Mokrani’s motivations for revolt:

“There was no single reason behind El-Mokrani’s decision
to revolt. Family status, personal financial strain, France’s
defeat and civil war, insults from civilians and Jews, fear
of an uncertain future, popular pressure, national pride, and
a reawakened conscience all played a part. It is difficult to
weigh each individually, but it is certain that popular pressure
and moral awakening were among the strongest drivers of

the uprising.”

Dr. Yahia Bouaziz:
“The EI-Mokrani uprising would not have expanded and gained
momentum across all regions, drawing tens of thousands

of supporters, had it not been for the Rahmaniyya Brother-
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hood standing by his side and plunging collectively into the
struggle.”

El-Moudjahid Newspaper, the central voice of the National
Liberation Front:

“The 1871 uprising found in Mohamed El-Mokrani a principal
and capable military leader. He was deeply respected by the
people, having always maintained direct ties with them. His
status, wealth, and authority never created a barrier between
him and the masses. His popularity grew even more during
the devastating economic crisis and the great famine, when
he opened his granaries and storehouses to the people and
distributed his wealth among the poor and needy.

This noble stance was a clear expression of his patriotism and
genuine grassroots spirit traits that shone through when he
declared his alignment with the mujahideen on March 15, 1871.
In fact, he had already begun preparations by gathering arms
and forming a strong army, which, the next day, March 16
attacked and captured the town of Bordj Bou Arreridj, seizing

the French troops stationed there.”

oY
.@7.#1_.,\
iq :>
b



claall g 4 aglall y s,

Moufdi Zakaria on the Uprising of ElI-Mokrani
and Sheikh Al-Haddad

From the epic “El-Iliad of Algeria™:

The voice of Ibn Haddad thundered loud,

A call to arms, fierce and proud.

From the heights, hawks of El-Mokrani descend,

With talons ready, their courage won’t bend.

He continues:

O clan of Mokrani, lions of the fight,

Fountains of virtue, honor, and light

You rose, forging paths through glory and flame,
And paved freedom’s road in your noble name.
Haddad in the marketplace cast down his staff,
Declaring the battle from the mountaintop path:
“Like this staff I’1l cast the French into the sea,
And spear them down till my country is free.”
Hail to Mokrani, who marched to his fate,

A martyr at Suflat, symbol of the state.

And the elder of eighty, chained in his cell

Yet still his proud spirit no chain could quell.
And bravo to Malek, his soul ablaze,

A volcano of hope in freedom’s praise.
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