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

Resistance

Sheikh
Bouamama

(The Invincible Mujahid)
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Introduction

This study sheds light on a historical figure who was at
once national, religious, and revolutionary a man who gave
his life for Algeria, its people, and the enduring values
rooted in its history, especially Islam, freedom, dignity,
and the rejection of submission to any authority but that of
.the Creator

It tells the story of the valiant hero, the symbolic mujahid,
and the accomplished leader who displayed exceptional
talent in planning, organizing, and executing military
.operations that led to repeated defeats of the enemy
This figure is none other than Mohamed ben Larbi, known
as Bouamama, from the Ouled Sidi Sheikh tribe. This hero
was offered many positions in exchange for abandoning his
struggle to liberate his people from colonial oppression and
exploitation. He refused all such offers. His motto echoed
:the poet’s verse

Live with dignity, or die with honor.... amid the thrust of”
“.spears and the flutter of banners

He was known for his firmness in upholding justice, his
endurance in battle, and his unbending resolve in the face
of adversity. He famously declared, “I shall never submit to
any power, whether Eastern or Western. And if you hear the
sound of gunfire from my grave, know that I am still at war

“.with France
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France, whose offers of negotiation he not only rejected
but scorned. When a French envoy sent by their generals
:sought a truce, Bouamama replied

We do not want favors, nor do we seek riches. We are free”
in our land. If the Christians truly want peace, they should
leave this country to its rightful people and depart. This
land is not theirs... Take this message back to those who
“.sent you

Bouamama lived and died pure and principled. He never
sought to possess the world, nor did it possess him. His sole
.mission was to serve his faith and his homeland

May God have mercy on this martyred hero and on all the
men of Algeria who served her with sincerity and sacrifice,

.seeking neither reward nor praise in return
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Birth and Early Life

Sheikh Bouamama, whose real name was Mohamed ben
Larbi, was born in 1833 in the town of El-Moghrar, located
in the province of Nadma in southwestern Algeria. He
belonged to the noble lineage of the Ouled Sidi Sheikh tribe,
known for its religious heritage and deep social influence
.in the region

He was raised in a conservative religious environment where
he memorized the Holy Qur’an and was brought up ac-
cording to Islamic values. He learned horseback riding and
marksmanship at an early age and worked as a shepherd
in the desert, which taught him patience, perseverance,
vigilance, and endurance traits essential for leadership

.and resistance
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His Education

Sheikh Bouamama memorized the Holy Qur’an and
studied Islamic sciences, including jurisprudence, creed,
and Sufi thought. He began his studies under the guidance
of his uncle, Sheikh Si ElI-Mounawer, and continued with
various scholars, the most prominent of whom was Sheikh
Mohamed ben Abderrahmane, a leading figure of the
.Sheikhiya Sufi order

He established strong ties with the major religious figures
of southwestern Algeria and also interacted with scholars
from the eastern Islamic world. On his pilgrimage journeys,
he would stop in Tunisia and stay for some time, using the
.opportunity to deepen his religious and cultural knowledge
Sheikh Bouamama was affiliated with the Sheikhiya
Zawiya, which played a pivotal role in teaching the pillars
of Islam and guiding the local population. His pursuit of
learning also led him to Tlemcen and the southwestern part
.of the Oran region

Beyond his religious education, Bouamama was known
to be proficient in several foreign languages, including
Spanish, Italian, and French, which gave him broader

.access to political and military developments of his time
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His Pilgrimages to Mecca

Sheikh Bouamama undertook the pilgrimage to Mecca
several times. These journeys were not solely acts of
worship; they also served as opportunities for religious
study and connection with scholars from various parts of

the Islamic world.

On his way to Mecca, he would frequently pass through
Tunisia, where he stayed for extended periods and
established close relationships with scholars and reformist
figures. Through these contacts, he became well-informed
about the broader Islamic awakening taking place in the
East, particularly the reformist ideas circulating in Egypt

and the Levant.

These pilgrimages enhanced his knowledge and spiritual
depth, and reinforced his sense of responsibility toward
his homeland. They also solidified his commitment to
resisting colonial domination, having witnessed firsthand

the solidarity and unity among Muslims beyond Algeria.
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The Establishment of His Zawiya

After completing his religious education and multiple
pilgrimages, Sheikh Bouamama founded a zawiya in
the town of Moghrar, near the city of Ain Sefra in the
southwestern region of Algeria. This zawiya became a
center not only for religious instruction but also for social
guidance, dispute resolution, and the spiritual development

of the surrounding tribes.

Its teachings were rooted in the values of moderation,
tolerance, and reform, based on the Sheikhiya and Qadiriyya
Sufi orders. The zawiya attracted large numbers of students
and followers, eventually becoming a respected hub for
spreading religious knowledge and preserving the spiritual

and cultural identity of the region.

It also played a vital role in strengthening national
awareness and resisting French colonial influence, which
sought to dismantle such institutions to weaken the moral

and spiritual unity of the Algerian people.

Bouamama’s zawiya thus stood as both a religious sanctuary
and a political stronghold—one that educated, guided, and

inspired resistance.
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Reasons Behind Sheikh Bouamama’s Resistance
Several factors led to the outbreak of Sheikh Bouamama’s

resistance, including:

1.The Algerian people’s rejection of the French occupation,
which had dominated the land and its people since 1830
through brutal practices, and the continued emergence of

resistance movements.

2.Bouamama’s deep influence by the idea of jihad against

the occupying Crusaders.

3.The redeployment of French military units to Tunisia in
order to impose a protectorate on Bey Muhammad al-Sadiq
and force him to sign the Treaty of Bardo on May 12, 1881,
stripping Tunisia of its sovereignty and placing it under

French control.

4.The colonial authorities, along with officers of the Arab
Bureaus, deliberately incited divisions and tribal discord,
particularly between the eastern and western branches of
the Ouled Sidi Cheikh tribe an issue that had a profound

impact on Bouamama.

Another key factor was the suffering of the Algerian

population. The people endured heavy
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France’s Efforts to Control Western Algeria

After the French had solidified their control over the Mitidja
region, they began expanding westward, launching several
military campaigns in that direction. These included Colonel
Gery’s campaign in 1845, General Cavaignac’s campaign

in 1847, and General Pélissier’s campaign in 1849.

The leaders of the eastern branch of the Ouled Sidi Cheikh
tribe resisted this expansion, rejecting French domination
over their lands. Among them was Suleiman Ben Hamza,
who declared the tribe’s defiance against the French and
was martyred in battle in 1864. He was succeeded by

Mohammed Ben Suleiman, and later by Sheikh Bouamama.
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The Spark of the Resistance

After preparing himself to confront the enemy, Sheikh
Bouamama launched into military resistance. The first
confrontation with French forces took place on April 27,
1881, at a location called Sfisifa, south of Ain Sefra.
This battle resulted in a decisive defeat for the French
army, prompting them to quickly dispatch reinforcements
to the region.

The second clash occurred on May 19, 1881, at a place
known as El-Mouilek near the Ksar El-Challa fortress in
the Ksour Mountains. It coincided almost exactly with
the annihilation of the French exploratory mission led by
Colonel Paul Flatters at Bi’r El-Ghrama.

Sheikh Bouamama achieved significant military victories,
which boosted the morale of his men. They intensified
their attacks, targeting French infrastructure, including the
railway line under construction between the port of Arzew
and the city of Saida.

Following this success, Sheikh Bouamama executed a
tactical withdrawal toward the city of El Bayadh, where he

adopted guerrilla warfare tactics.
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The Second Phase of Bouamama’s Resistance
Following the setbacks suffered by the French army,
pressure on Bouamama intensified. French forces were
deployed across several strategic locations, including Ain
Sefra, Ain Ben Khelil, El Aricha, Ras El Ma, Mecheria, El
Bayadh, Sebdou, Saida, and Frenda, where they established
a defensive line.

To avoid a confrontation he could not win, Bouamama
strategically withdrew. His activities declined, and his
followers became scattered.

He eventually sought refuge in the Touat region, where
he remained until 1894. During this period, he founded
a religious lodge (zawiya), resumed teaching, and began
corresponding with Saharan tribal sheikhs to rally support

for a renewed call to jihad.
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The Third Phase of Bouamama’s Resistance
This phase marked the beginning of the end. Sheikh
Bouamama had gained the trust of the inhabitants of
the Saharan regions, prompting the French authorities
to attempt to win him over by all possible means and bring
his resistance to an end.

These efforts culminated on October 16, 1899, when
Governor-General Laferriere granted Sheikh Bouamama
full and unconditional amnesty.

Subsequently, he ceased all military activity, having led 12
major battles and 22 skirmishes that had caused significant

embarrassment to the French authorities.

The Death of Sheikh Bouamama
In his final days, signs of weakness became evident, and
this frailty accompanied him until his death on Wednesday,

October 7, 1908.

Factors Behind the Cessation of Bouamama’s
Resistance

Several factors contributed to Sheikh Bouamama’s inability
to achieve all the objectives of his revolution, including:
l.Limited material and human resources at Sheikh
Bouamama’s disposal compared to the well-equipped
French forces.

2.The policy of inducement adopted by the French, aimed
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at winning over influential local figures.
3.His inability to unify the two branches of the Ouled Sidi

Cheikh tribe, which weakened internal cohesion.

The Importance of Bouamama’s Resistance
Sheikh Bouamama’s resistance was a natural continuation
of the struggles led by Emir Abdelkader, El-Hadj Mokrani,
Sheikh El-Haddad, Ibn Nacer Ben Chohra, and Sherif
Bouchoucha—an extension of their fight, yet one of its
longest chapters (1881-1908) and among the most painful
for the French colonizer. This was especially evident during
the confrontation with Colonel Flatters’ expedition, which
was entirely wiped out at Bi’r EI-Ghrama in April 1881, as
it attempted to pave the way for French expansion into the
Western Sahara.

Bouamama’s resistance inflicted heavy losses on the French
army and instilled widespread fear, keeping the colonial
forces in a constant state of alert. He became renowned
for his absolute rejection of colonial domination, famously
declaring:

“I will never submit to any power, whether Eastern or
Western. And if you hear the sound of gunfire from my

grave, know that I am still at war with France
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