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Fifteen years ago, seven Trappist monks were kidnapped from their monastery of Notre Dame d’Atlas in Tibhirine, Algeria and assassinated in the mountains surrounding their home. In many ways, the story of these Catholic monks is an absurd entry point for a political reflection on contemporary Algeria. The Algerian Christian church is a tiny community in an overwhelmingly Muslim population, and the monks represent merely seven of the thousands of lives—perhaps as many as 200,000—that were extinguished during Algeria’s years of violence. Yet, with the recent release of Xavier Beauvois’ film, Of Gods and Men
 in the United States, millions of Americans are being introduced to the monks’ story for the first time and, through their story, to Algerian politics. Given the film’s coincidence with political developments in the rest of North Africa, I would like to situate the film in its larger Algerian political context and consider what insights the spirit of Tibhirine might offer toward creating sustainable democracy in Algeria today.

The Spirit of Tibhirine

While they represent a small fraction of the victims of Algeria’s violence in the 1990s, the deaths of the seven monks of Tibhirine are etched with powerful spiritual meaning. As viewers of the film quickly discover, the monks knew well in advance that they might be assassinated. They were, in fact, encouraged to leave Tibhirine. But, over time, they discerned as a community that they ought to remain near their Algerian friends and ready themselves to receive their potential killers in a witness to divine love. 
The monks’ decision exemplifies the spirit of the Algerian Catholic church. Several Algerian bishops, including Cardinal Léon Etienne Duval, Archbishop Henri Teissier, and Bishop Pierre Claverie (who was assassinated in 1996) had oriented the post-colonial church as a “non-missionary Christian presence in the Maghreb” that was guided by its friendship with Islam.
 The community of monks at Tibhirine, however, embodied this vision with sense and soul. Several of them, including the monastery’s prior, Br. Christian de Chergé, knew the Qur’an very well, and the community attempted to live in prayerful proximity to their Muslim neighbors at Tibhirine. Br. Christian helped lead a Muslim-Christian interfaith group called Ribat es Salam (resting place of peace). In between “visits” by local, radical Islamist militias, Br. Christian wrote a prayer of last testament, addressed to his mother, which beautifully expresses his authentic abandon to a life of friendship with a religious other. In it, Br. Christian prays for his would-be killers and professes his love for them and for Algeria and for Islam.
 

As much as the monks’ story is a source of inspiration for spiritual pilgrims and film lovers, Tibhirine also represents a source of painful contention in the troubled relationship between France and Algeria. In 2009, a former French general challenged the veracity of the monks’ deaths at the hands of radical Islamists and accused the Algerian army of killing them, perhaps haphazardly. Algerians, in return, have accused the French—who have not released publically the entire official dossier on the matter—of attempting to denigrate the capacity of the Algerian state and obscuring France’s sinister involvement in Algeria’s “dark decade.”
 

The Algerian Catholic leadership has stayed largely out of this public debate and, instead, attempted to reclaim Tibhirine as a source of peace, lobbying the Algerian government to lift restrictions on visitors to Tibhirine and trying to free and refashion the monastery to be a site of pilgrimage again. To that end, in February 2011 the assembly of North Africa’s bishops concluded their annual meeting in Algiers by making a pilgrimage to the monks’ graves at Tibhirine, a visit noted by local Algerian papers.
 While there, Archbishop Vincent Landel of Rabat prayed that the film Of Gods and Men would help enable Tibhirine to become a place of contemplation on the divine mandate to offer one’s life for love of one’s friends. 

What might such prayerful contemplation lead a political scientist to hope for in Algeria today? And what, if anything, can be claimed from the memory of Tibhirine for the work of sustainable political peace and development? 
Democratization in Algeria


Algeria experienced social unrest and protests in 2010 that were quite similar to those that sparked the first of the Jasmine revolutions in Tunisia. Protests continue in Algeria today, and a coalition of democracy advocates and Algerian youth have tried to build off the momentum of the “Arab Spring” to force substantive political liberalization in Algeria. Algeria’s National Coordination for Democratic Change (CNCD), for example, includes several major political parties and civil society organizations and has attempted nine pro-democracy marches since February. These marches and other sporadic youth protests and worker strikes have not, however, galvanized the same support from across society as that seen in the streets of Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya.
So far, Algeria’s President, Abdelaziz Bouteflika, has bought himself time by providing national subsidies on basic goods, promising political and economic reform, and deploying large numbers of street police. In addition, he has leveraged the particularities of Algeria’s recent political past in his favor. That past has been both more violent and less autocratic than what most of Algeria’s North African neighbors experienced. In a major televised address in April 2011, Bouteflika lauded Algeria’s 20-year record of political pluralism and liberty of expression
 while simultaneously reminding Algerians how much violence they survived over the same period. In response to what he defined as Algeria’s “social problems” he promised several measures of political reform intended to “reinforce” democracy in Algeria. Bouteflika has done much to discredit the idea of Algerian democracy in the last three years, essentially bribing parliament for a third presidential mandate in 2009; making it very difficult for credible opposition figures to contest elections and most likely doctoring electoral results. Despite his actions, Bouteflika’s appeals ably take advantage of the average Algerian individual’s traumatic memories, and he has successfully discouraged Algerian society from using political liberties to provoke such violence again.


The CNCD, along with several opposition parties and leading Algerian political figures, rejected Bouteflika’s April speech as another ploy intended to shore up Algeria’s façade of democracy, and they have pressed Bouteflika for more serious regime change. In doing so, opposition figures have argued exultantly that the Arab Spring proves that North Africa and the Middle East are, indeed, fertile ground for the growth of organic democracy. The belief that Islam and democracy harbor mutually exclusive political projects—a belief which informs both the rhetoric of Islamophobia and the fatalism of Arab authoritarianism—has been shattered. 

For this liberating sense of hope to effect change, Algeria’s democracy movement will need to create a stronger consensus for action that reaches wider along the country’s spectrum of political pluralism. One way of achieving this consensus would be to incorporate the political movement that contends to represent the religious values that Algerian protesters argue are compatible with democracy; namely, Algeria’s Islamist-oriented political parties. 

In this, Tibhirine may have something important to say to democracy advocates in Algeria, and elsewhere, through its disciplined spiritual aversion to Islamophobia and through its profound desire to  seek community across differences in a spirit of forgiveness. As he ended his last testament, Br. Christian prayed that in death he might finally see and understand Islam as freely as the Holy Spirit did, “whose secret joy,” as he put it, “will always be to establish communion and to refashion the likeness, playfully delighting in the differences.”
 
Democratization might provide activists and Islamists with the resources to coopt Bouteflika’s own initiatives for reconciliation-through-amnesty and transform them into a collaborative political coalition for sustainable democracy. In order to build a strong coalition, Islamists and democracy advocates, both of whom have canvassed for democratic reform over the last decade, will have to overcome mutual suspicions that either’s final vision of democracy excludes the other. The resolution of these suspicions will be critical to the consolidation of democracy in the region and whether the deeper spiritual intuitions of Islam will be harnessed, with consensus, in support of such a project 
The political reconciliation required to create such a society-wide coalition is not as far-fetched as it might sound. In their much followed public reaction to Bouteflika’s televised address, for example, three leading figures in the Algeria’s democratization movement, Abdelhamid Mehri, Djamel Zenati, and Abdelaziz Rahabi, all emphasized the need for a profound societal consensus to be the foundation of political change in Algeria.
 Mehri, a former National Liberation Front (FLN) secretary who has become an important voice in the agitation after writing an open letter to Bouteflika in February 2011, is particularly emphatic about the need for wider consensus that includes Islamists. As his starting point for political collaboration, Mehri pointedly presented Algeria’s “Rome Platform,” a tentative peace accord signed between leading Algerian political parties, including Islamist political parties, and negotiated at the Catholic community of Sant’Egidio in Rome in 1995. The accord was rejected by the Algerian government.
 

Algeria’s leading, legal, Islamist-oriented political parties, Islah and MSP-HAMAS, for their part, have appeared eager to burnish their democratic credentials and challenge Bouteflika to enact comprehensive political liberalization.
 Islah’s founder and leader, Abdallah Djaballah, has consistently resisted attempts at marginalization by Bouteflika. His party is one of few to have successfully lobbied for better electoral laws in the past, and Djaballah has put forward his own strong proposal for reform.
 Bouguerra Soltani, the current secretary of the MSP-HAMAS (which has been a formal member of Bouteflika’s ruling coalition for over a decade), has been uncharacteristically open in his public criticism of Bouteflika recently. In interviews, Soltani has argued that the Algerian government must capitalize on North Africa’s democracy moment and usher in far-reaching reforms.
 So far, the CNCD and Algeria’s Islamist-oriented parties have avoided an open alliance. In a small sign of what might be possible if these two forces work together, Bouteflika’s only real political concession of the year so far, an about-face repeal of a sweeping state “emergency law,” materialized the day after Islamist and secular parties in parliament united and issued a forceful request for Bouteflika to do so.

From Tibhirine to Algiers


In Tibhirine today, Jean-Marie Lassausse, a French priest from Algiers, works the monastery’s fruit and vegetable gardens with two local Algerians who were friends with the murdered monks. A small group of young women meets at the monastery to work on needlework projects that the diocese sells, and a still smaller community of contemplative nuns from Paris has begun to pray the liturgy of the hours regularly in the chapel again. None of these groups appears to be politically motivated, and it is not to be expected that Algeria’s political parties and civil society actors would ever make Tibhirine a rallying cry for their democratization efforts even if they were. Yet, the monks’ witness to communion and reconciliation as a Christian community in Algeria—so finely depicted in Beauvois’ film—transcends its religious specificity and represents powerful political values that all Algerian partisans of democracy require in their repertoire today. 
� The film won the Grand Prix at the 2010 Cannes Film Festival and had its first US release in February 2011. For more on the monks of Tibhirine in English, see John Kiser, The Monks of Tibhirine: Faith, Love and Terror in Algeria (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2002).


� On Duval, Teissier, and Claverie see Henri Teissier, Chrétiens en Algérie: Un Partage d’Espérance (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 2002); and Pierre Claverie, Lettres et Messages d’Algérie (Paris: Karthala, 1996).


� A good English translation of the prayer can be found at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ocso.org/index.php?Itemid=183" �http://www.ocso.org/index.php?Itemid=183� (accessed 5 April 2011). 


� For more on the contested legacy of Tibhirine, see � HYPERLINK "http://michaeldriessen.com/2009/07/13/monks-of-tibhirine/" �http://michaeldriessen.com/2009/07/13/monks-of-tibhirine/� (accessed 10 April 2011).


� The assembly occurred at the same time the youth in Egypt escalated their protests against former President Mubarak’s regime. The North African Bishops made headlines for issuing a public statement in support of the youth and the need for democratic change in North Africa and the Middle East. See “Révolte en Egypte ‘Une Revendication de Liberté et de Dignité,’ Selon les Eveques de l’Afrique du Nord, ” El Watan, 3 February 2011.


� Algeria boasts more than a dozen legal political parties who regularly compete in elections and, for the region, a relatively free written press.


� As quoted from Br. Christian’s prayer of Last Testament (see endnote 3).


� See “Consensus Pour Changer le Système Politique,” El Watan, 24 April 2011, for coverage of their public address.


� It is interesting to note that the monks of Tibhirine represented one of the original contacts in Algeria for Sant’Egidio, which established a friendship with the monks in the 1980s. 


� For a more detailed analysis of the origins and evolution of Islah and MSP-HAMAS over the last 20 years, see Michael Driessen, “Public Religion, Democracy and Islam: Examining the Moderation Thesis in Algeria,” Comparative Politics, forthcoming.


� See “Abdallah Djaballah Appelle a de Réformes Profondes, ” La Tribune, 6 March 2011.


� See, for example, “Nécessité d’Opérer des Changements Politiques,” El Watan, 13 March 2011.


� See “21 Députés Demandent la Levée de l’État d’Urgence,” El Watan, 3 February 2011.
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