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Lyotard, the End of Metanarratives and the 
Memory of the Algerian War

Cedric Cohen-Skalli
University of Haifa*

ccohensk@univ.haifa.ac.il

ABSTRACT. Jean-François Lyotard’s intellectual evolution in the late 1970s
and 1980s is well known in continental philosophy. In 1979, with the
publication of The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard became famous for his
report on “the obsolescence of the metanarrative apparatus of
legitimation”. Later, in his magnum opus Le diférend he expanded on
this, claiming that “a universal rule of judgment between heterogeneous
genres is lacking in general”. Yet, this creative moment in Lyotard’s
career, responsible for shaping the philosophical concept of the
postmodern condition, is rarely connected to his book La guerre des
Algériens (1989). This work was supposed to implement his new
postmodern concepts in relation to the war in Algeria. The present article
looks at La guerre des Algériens, within its broader historical and
philosophical context, as a unique opportunity to evaluate the validity of
Lyotard’s philosophical shift, especially his new concept of radical
heterogeneity at work in history.

KEYWORDS. Lyotard, postmodern philosophy, Algerian war, postcolonial
France, postcolonial Algeria.
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1. Introduction

In 1979, with the publication of The Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge, Jean-François Lyotard became famous both in France and
worldwide for his report on «the obsolescence of the metanarrative
apparatus of legitimation».1 He meant by that formula the decay of
«some grand narrative, such as the dialectics of Spirit, the
hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working
subject, or the creation of wealth»;2 broadly speaking, the major
theories of historical development since the Enlightenment. Lyotard’s
report, although sober in appearance, sounded prophetic, announcing
a new age. Indeed, the years 1978–80 were pivotal, with Thatcher’s
premiership, the Iranian Revolution, the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan and the ensuing jihad, the US–China normalization,
Begin’s premiership, the Camp David agreements and other changes.
Lyotard’s report had a bearing not on these ostensible political
transformations, but on a long and less visible transformation of the
conditions of knowledge production. Yet, the visible conclusion of
Lyotard’s report, «the decline of the unifying and legitimating power
of the grand narratives»,3 participated in the global shift of these
pivotal years.

In the fnal paragraph of the report, Lyotard sketches the new
epistemological-political alternative in the 1980s and beyond. On the
one hand, he said:

We are fnally in a position to understand how the
computerization of society afects this problematic. It could
become the ‘dream’ instrument for controlling and regulating
the market system, extended to include knowledge itself and

1 LYOTARD 1991, xxiv.
2 LYOTARD 1991, xxiii.
3 LYOTARD 1991, 38.
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governed exclusively by the performativity principle. In that
case, it would inevitably involve the use of terror.4

The replacement of the emancipatory historical scheme by the
“performativity principle” coupled with computerization seemed,
following Lyotard, to invert the liberation promises of modern
knowledge into a Darwinian process of adaptation to the digital
eficiency imperatives. On the other hand, he said:

[the computerization of society] could also aid groups
discussing metaprescriptives by supplying them with the
information they usually lack for making knowledgeable
decisions. The line to follow for computerization to take the
second of these two paths is, in principle, quite simple: give
the public free access to the memory and data banks.
Language games would then be games of perfect information
at any given moment. But they would also be nonzero-sum
games, and by virtue of that fact discussion would never risk
fxating in a position of minimax equilibrium because it had
exhausted its stakes […] This sketches the outline of a politics
that would respect both the desire for justice and the desire for
the unknown.5

Envisioning a computerization of society coupled with the principle of
«free access to the memory and data banks», Lyotard imagines an
alternative to his dark vision of the digital age. A vision in which the
irreducible plurality of discourses would not be submitted exclusively
to the performative imperative, but also enhanced by free access to
information and by an infnite capacity to create new knowledge in
infnite forms out of the accessed data. The decline of the grand
narratives reported by Lyotard in 1979 thus opened up a vision of a
complex new age: a market of discourses without historical teleology
balancing between digital coercion and digital freedom and creativity.

4 LYOTARD 1991, 67.
5 LYOTARD 1991, 67.
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Within a few years, in 1983, Lyotard came up with his magnum
opus Le diférend,6 later translated as The Diferend: Phrases in Dispute.
There, he expanded his report into a philosophical thesis and problem:
«a universal rule of judgment between heterogeneous genres is
lacking in general».7 This evolution and creative moment in Lyotard’s
philosophical career is well known. Yet, it is rarely connected to a
more circumstantial publication of his, a few years later. In 1989, the
Parisian publishing house Galilée, together with Lyotard and
Mohammed Ramdani, presented a “new” book entitled Jean-François
Lyotard, La guerre des Algériens : écrits 1956-1963 choix de textes et
présentation par Mohammed Ramdani.8 This book was in fact a
compendium of Lyotard’s articles on the Algerian war written for the
journal Socialisme ou Barbarie during the years 1956–63.9 Socialisme ou
Barbarie - Organe de Critique et d’Orientation Révolutionnaire (Socialism or
Barbarism: Organ of Criticism and Revolutionary Orientation) was
published in the years 1949–65, and associated with famous
intellectual fgures like Cornelius Castoriadis and Claude Lefort and
with the birth of the French New Left in the 1960s. To Lyotard’s
twelve “old” articles were added two forewords written in 1989: one
by Mohammed Ramdani, the editor of the book, and the other by
Lyotard himself. This reprinting of articles was a challenge to the still
reigning silence on the Algerian war and to the well-established
interpretations of it, as Ramdani mentions in his foreword:10 

Thirty-fve years after November 1, 1954, the Algerian war
remains a taboo subject […] It is therefore not surprising to
note that any serious refection, any comprehension of ‘the

6 LYOTARD 1983.
7 LYOTARD 1988, xi.
8 LYOTARD AND RAMDANI 1989. For an English translation, see LYOTARD, READINGS AND

GEIMAN 1993, 165–314.
9 For a frst overview of the lines of refection developed by the group Socialisme ou

Barbarie founded by Castoriadis and Lefort, see SOCIALISME OU BARBARIE 2007.
10 On the silence around the Algerian war in France in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, and on

the instrumentalization of the memory of the war by the Algerian State and the FLN
party (the National Liberation Front), see STORA 1998.
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events’, or as one said then of the ‘Algerian question’, in the
constellation of its diferends, were evacuated, and that one
preferred—as usual—to the critical and self-critical analysis
oblivion and fight into resentment. On both sides of the
Mediterranean, and certainly not for the same reasons, we
have witnessed a sealing of. Silence and oblivion have been
decreed for fear that a sulfurous anamnesis would come to
unstitch the traumas […] The Algerian war quickly became
the name of a stubborn oblivion that proliferates in the
shadow cast by blissful litanies.11

Echoing Lyotard’s report on the decline of the grand narratives and
his later concept of diferend, the author of the introduction justifed
the re-publication of Lyotard’s articles as a necessary confrontation
with the dangerous amnesia regarding the complexities of the
Algerian war which had developed in both France and Algeria.
Colonization and anticolonial liberation, two modern discourses in
confict, or in diferend, were responsible for a dangerous situation of
amnesia, silence in France and selective and hyper-politicized memory
in Algeria. Ramdani closes his introduction by expressing his personal
hopes and probably those which led to publication of the book: «The
texts by Lyotard gathered here show that a reading of the event was
possible in the only idiom that does not pay for itself with illusions,
the one that points out and reactivates diferends.»12 Rejecting the
modernist projection of confictual situations into a future teleological
resolution within historical development, the re-publication of
Lyotard’s articles was supposed to acknowledge the postmodern
understanding of the decline of metanarratives and the irresoluble
situation of diferend between conficting speeches. It seems therefore
that Lyotard’s book La guerre des Algériens, within its broader historical
and philosophical context, ofers us a unique opportunity to evaluate
Lyotard’s shift vis-à-vis the modern philosophical concept of history.
The following study of this book will address this shift, pointing at

11 LYOTARD AND RAMDANI 1989, 9 (my translation).
12 LYOTARD AND RAMDANI 1989, 31 (my translation).
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Lyotard’s own philosophical evolution from his earlier writings to his
mature period in the 1980s, but also studying critically the meaning of
this evolution vis-à-vis Algerian and French history. After elucidating
the editorial conception of Lyotard’s book as an argument for his
postmodern concept of history at a pivotal historical moment, my
study will critically engage with Lyotard’s reinterpretation of his
earlier work in order to check the validity of his concept of history vis-
à-vis the historical shift of Algeria and France from a colonial to a
postcolonial situation.

2. The editorial project: the re-publication of Lyotard’s 
articles and a twofold change

Lyotard’s 1989 circumstantial reprint-book can be understood as part
of a twofold change. A change no less important than the one
mentioned in relation with the publication of The Postmodern Condition
a n d The Diferend. The immediate background to the publication
involved the riots of October 1988. On the night of 4–5 October, and in
the following days, adolescents and youngsters in Algiers burned cars,
threw stones at shops, ransacked public buildings, and looted fancy
stores and premises of famous companies and the ruling FLN political
party (the National Liberation Front). Schools and universities, and
even whole neighborhoods, were occupied. The ensuing crackdown
by the army is said to have made hundreds of victims and countless
injured, arrested and tortured persons. Within a few days, these
popular riots and the subsequent repression by the army launched a
political process that came to challenge and transform the FLN regime
in Algeria established immediately after independence in July 1962.13

This multifaceted transformation process hesitated between various
options: reform of the FLN regime, full-fedged liberal
democratization or political Islam. With the victory of the Islamist
party FIS (Islamic Salvation Front) in elections in 1991 and the

13 For a description of the riots and the political process it sparked, see AÏT-AOUDIA 2015.
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suspension of elections in early 1992, the political process of the years
1988–91 collapsed into what historian Benjamin Stora labeled «the
invisible war», a terrible decade of civil war throughout the country.14

The second background to Lyotard’s book was more global and
difuse. It refers to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the communist bloc
around the year 1989. The collapse in a domino efect of one socialist
republic after another in Eastern Europe sparked in the West a series
of celebrations of the “victory” of the liberal democracies. In France,
this celebration coincided partly with the celebration of the 200th
anniversary of the French Revolution. The October 1988 riots and the
fall of communism around 1989 thus constitute the background
against which the editorial conception of the book as well as its
reading have to be understood. From the perspective of the editorial
group responsible for the re-publication of Lyotard’s articles, the year
1989, the consequences of which were still very uncertain, echoed and
even seemed to attest to the realization of Lyotard’s earlier prophecy
on the decline of metanarratives, instantiated in the collapse of failed
socialist states in Eastern Europe and in the challenge against the FLN
regime in Algeria.

The fall of communism is not referred to as such in Lyotard’s
introduction to the volume, since it was written in June 1989, a few
months before the actual fall of the Berlin Wall in November.15 Yet, the
collapse of Marxism forms the central theme of Lyotard’s text. Thus,
after explaining his years with the Marxist group Socialisme ou
Barbarie and the journal of the same name, Lyotard justifes the re-
publication of his “old” articles in the following way:

14 STORA 2001a. For a detailed and subtle description of the larger context and atmosphere
of the October riots and of the unsuccessful process of democratization, see EVANS AND

PHILLIPS 2007, 103–76. See also MARTINEZ 2000.
15 Lyotard’s introductory text “The Name Algeria” is dated at the end “June 1989”. Just

before the signature and the date, Lyotard writes: «At least a testimony will have been
made to this intractability that, at one time, bore the name Algeria, and that endures.»
LYOTARD AND RAMDANI 1989, 39.
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I have also remembered my debt to the group for another
reason. By placing our struggle under the sign of a fdelity to
the intractable [fdélité à l’intraitable], I mean that the ‘work’ we
did can and must be continued, even when everything
indicates that Marxism is fnished with as a revolutionary
perspective (and doubtless every truly revolutionary
perspective is fnished with), when the intractable voice or the
voice of the intractable is no longer heard in Western societies
on the social and political wavelengths. The radicality of
Socialism or Barbarism, if one were to be faithful to its form,
would remain a dead letter under present conditions.16

On the surface, Lyotard is presenting the reprinting of his articles as a
complex change of context—a personal move from the heterodox
Marxist context of interpretation and projection accepted in Socialisme
ou Barbarie to the postmodern context of the 1980s for which he
became one of the leading exponents. The same events in Algeria, the
same texts about the war, changed their meaning by changing their
context of interpretation. From the “realm of social and political
struggles” in the mid-20th century, and the expectations involved in it
from the mid-19th to mid-20th centuries, they were projected into a
new, postmodern realm in which the revolutionary perspective lost its
meaning. Lyotard even goes so far as to advance that «it is inaccurate
and intellectually dishonest to impose the hope that, as Marxists, we
should only invest in the revolutionary activity of the industrial
proletariat, upon the freely spontaneous activities of […] the people of
the Third World».17 With the collapse of Marxism and soon the
communist bloc, the war of the Algerians can no longer be projected
into the great narratives of emancipation. It has gained a new
ontological, political and epistemological status with the fall of the
developmental concept of history and with the 1988 riots and the
ensuing political process.

16 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 168.
17 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 169.

Metodo Vol. 10, n. 2 (2022)



The End of Metanarratives                                                                           127

To understand Lyotard’s words adequately, a few biographical facts
must be considered. In 1950, Lyotard (aged 26) met Pierre Souyri
(1925-1979) in the Algerian city of Constantine, where they had both
been high-school teachers for two years. This encounter and the
friendship that sparked between the young philosopher and this
already experienced political activist and Marxist analyst led Lyotard
to join the radical and highly heterodox Marxism of Socialisme ou
Barbarie.18 Following their return to France in 1952, they both joined
the group, formed by Castoriadis and Lefort, in about 1954. So it was
in Algeria, in the peculiar late-colonial situation of a young teacher
coming from the “métropole” to teach in Constantine, that Lyotard took
the path of a radical and critical Marxism. This educational and
colonial mission with which the young philosophy professor was
charged met with «the immensity of the injustice. An entire people,
from a great civilization, wronged, humiliated, denied their
identity.»19 This dual encounter with colonial injustice and with a
fascinating friend capable of interpreting it in an authentic Marxist
idiom ignited in Lyotard a political, moral and philosophical vocation:

When the group Socialism or Barbarism gave me
responsibility for the Algerian section in 1955, Algeria did not
name a ‘question’ of revolutionary politics for me, it was also
the name of a debt. I owed and I owe my awakening, tout
court, to Constantine.20

Confronted with the demise of Marxism and the communist bloc in
Europe, Lyotard looks back at his years of radical commitment that
began with meeting Souyri in Algeria and tries to distinguish between
what is dead, namely «Marxism» and any «revolutionary
perspective», and what will and should survive, which he names the
«fdelity to the intractable». Yet, Lyotard did not observe the collapse
of Marxism as an observer external to his historical environment. He

18 For a description of the frst meeting with Pierre Souyri, see LYOTARD, 1993 1990, 120–3.
19 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 170.
20 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993.
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contributed to it, as the two earlier-mentioned books, The Postmodern
Condition a n d The Diferend, clearly attested. Lyotard’s path out of
revolutionary activism in the late 1960s dissolved the bond of
friendship with his early political mentor, Souyri.21

As for the complex historical process launched by the 1988 riots and
their impact on the one-party regime of the FLN—the other historical
background to the re-publication of Lyotard’s articles on the Algerian
war—Mohammed Ramdani interprets it as a «striking testimony» in
favor of Lyotard’s early criticism of the nationalism of the FLN and of
its implementation after independence. Lyotard’s perspicacity stood in
sharp contrast to French «intelligentsia on the left», who «participated
more in nationalistic mythology, made their own and propagated the
fctions and stories of nationalism than thought about the theoretical-
practical reality of nationalism in the fgure of the FLN».22 Ramdani
mocks Sartre’s repeated justifcation of anticolonial nationalism as «the
only way out that the Algerians have to put an end to their
exploitation».23 Reminding his readers how the French left in the
interwar period rejected the Algerian national movement,24 he
explains that its later conversion to anticolonial nationalism after
World War II came out of the same «gravely erroneous analysis of the
Algerian problem»; i.e., out of the same developmental historical
concept which justifed at turns the rejection of nationalism in favor of
the building of an Algerian proletariat, and later its adoption as a
necessary solution:

[I]t is in the name of nationalism that democracy and socialism
have lost their chances in Algeria, in the name of nationalism
that human rights have been undermined since independence,
that the proletariat and the peasantry have been muzzled, that

21 It is well known that Lyotard did not wait for the actual collapse of the communist bloc
to develop a highly critical attitude towards Marxism. See, for example, LYOTARD 1990,
95–102, where he relates his resignation from the group Pouvoir Ouvrier in 1966 and the
end of his friendship with Souyri.

22 LYOTARD AND RAMDANI 1989, 18.
23 LYOTARD AND RAMDANI, 19.
24 See STORA 1982, 65–92.
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criticism has been equated with subversion, and that the
freedom and emancipation of the Algerian people and youth
have been postponed. From this, the riots in October 1988 bear
a stunning testimony. Jean-François Lyotard gives to
understand that the signs of the degeneration of the FLN were
already clear during the war.25

By collecting Lyotard’s long-forgotten and somewhat esoteric articles
into a book published at this turning point in Algerian history,
Ramdani and the entire editorial team wanted to impact the historical
outlook of French intellectual readership, showing them its erroneous
approach all through the 20th century.

It is important to contextualize this editorial decision. The October
1988 riots were the culmination of a decade of deep changes in the
Algerian State and society.26 Following the death of Houari
Boumediene, the leading political fgure of the newly independent
Algeria, in 1978, and the severe economic crisis resulting from the
deepening of foreign debt, the new President, Chadli Bendjedid,
initiated a policy of reforms. It involved progressively abandoning
Boumediene’s socialist model and adapting the economy and the State
to measures of economic liberalization demanded by the International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank, but also to the spirit of
Gorbachev’s perestroika. Chadli’s new political and economic
orientation produced a confict of interests with the old guard of the
FLN. This confict within the State was amplifed and exacerbated by
the internal tensions and changes already underway in Algerian
society during the 1980s. In their analysis of the political and social
background of the 1988 riots, Evans and Phillips underline three main
factors. First, the Algerian youth of the 1980s, confronted with mass
unemployment and the provocative wealth of the elites, developed a
counter-culture disconnected from the tenets of the state ideology of
the FLN.27 Secondly, the Berber Spring in 1980 and its aftermath

25 LYOTARD AND RAMDANI 1989, 19. 
26 EVANS AND PHILLIPS 2007, 103–42; STORA 2001b, 77–97.
27 EVANS AND PHILLIPS 2007, 107–11.
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challenged the oficial conception of the «Algerian national identity as
being Arab-Muslim» and promoted a conception of pluralism and
democracy.28 Thirdly, during the 1980s, the Islamist movement grew
and became both an instrument of the FLN State in order to cope with
its own failures and an independent movement drawing on foreign
sources of inspiration and attracting more and more of the new
Algerian youth.29 To sum up, the 1980s in Algeria were years in which
the State elites as well as the wider Algerian society challenged and
eventually damaged the oficial ideology and justifcation of the FLN
State based on a mixture of Islamo-populism, nationalism and
socialism. As a consequence, the amalgam which formed the state
ideology decomposed into conficting elements: the national
apparatus, the promise of social justice and Islam.

By re-publishing Lyotard’s articles on the Algerian war in the dual
context of the fall of communism and the decomposition of the FLN
State in Algeria, Lyotard, Ramdani and the Galilée publishing house
tried to address this double collapse. This renewed publication
suggested looking back at the Algerian war and at the frst years of
independence as a moment in which postcolonial nationalism and
socialism merged into a bureaucratic and repressive State.30 Against
the former hopes that the struggles against colonialism would lead to
a revolutionary situation and eventually to socialism, the reading of
Lyotard’s “old” articles in the new 1989 context was supposed to
establish the fact that the wars of liberation did not bring about
socialism, but a kind of repetition of the failure of the Russian
Revolution.31 This editorial operation raises a dificult question: was
the reading of Lyotard’s early criticism of the FLN ideology and praxis
enough to establish Lyotard’s postmodern thesis on history and to
provide a key to understand the shift of 1989? 

28 EVANS AND PHILLIPS 2007, 122–5.
29 EVANS AND PHILLIPS 2007, 125–7. See also Kepel 2006, 159–76.
30 Benjamin Stora elaborates on the efect of the «return to the Algerian war of 1954–1962»

due to the «civil» war of the 1990s. See STORA 2001a, 51–68.
31 To feel the hope and the disappointment, it is worth reading LEFORT 1947 and

CASTORIADIS 1964. 
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3. A forgotten context

If the re-publication of Lyotard’s articles in 1989 was meant to
celebrate the new postmodern condition, and the concrete and
possible liberation it ofered from the 19th-century metanarratives and
regimes built on them, it was nonetheless missing an important
dimension. A dimension linked neither to the collapse of the
communist bloc nor to the Algerian political crisis, but to postcolonial
France or even postmodern France. Since the end of World War II,
greater numbers of Muslim Algerians had begun to migrate to
metropolitan France. Throughout the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, a wide
range of reasons led to a signifcant increase in Algerian immigration
to France. Thus, the census of 1975 counted 710,000 Algerian foreign
residents in France out of a total population of 54 million.32 In those
years, as Algerian immigration was progressively reaching the size of
a mass phenomenon, the memory of the Algerian war in France
remained mostly secluded in family settings. In his important book La
gangrène et l’oubli, Benjamin Stora showed that at the end of the 1970s
and the beginning of the 1980s, with the sweeping amnesty of the
criminals of the Algerian war and their reintegration into the French
army, the repressed memory of the war returned, shaping public
discourse on the Algerian immigrant and on postcolonial immigration
in general. From the 1962 Evian agreements establishing the
independent Algerian state to the left-wing government of François
Mitterrand in the 1980s, a series of decrees and laws constructed «the
oblivion of the Algerian war».33 As summed up by Stora, the law of
1982 «rehabilitates executives, oficers and generals convicted or
sanctioned for having participated in the subversion against the
republic. The putschists [against General de Gaulle in 1961] become
again members of the French army in November 1982.»34

32 See WEIL 2008, 152.
33 STORA 1998, 281–2.
34 STORA 1998, 282–3 (my translation).
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This new law of amnesty paved the way for the return of the
colonialist far right into the French politics of the 1980s. Jean-Marie Le
Pen, an oficer in the Algerian war allegedly guilty of acts of torture as
a member of special units of the French army, succeeded throughout
the 1980s to lead his far-right movement, Front National, from 0.8% at
the presidential elections in 1981 to 14.5% at the presidential elections
in 1988. Since then, his movement has remained a stable political force,
recently growing to 40% at the 2022 elections. Le Pen’s successful
discourse allowed the colonial and racist concepts of French
imperialism to return to the forefront, this time shaping the attitude
towards Algerian immigrant. «The former colonized, by his intrusion
into the metropole, is perceived as colonizing the territory of ‘the
civilized’.»35 This image of the Algerian immigrant as a “conqueror” in
Le Pen’s discourse was related to the complex afirmation of the dual
identity of the second generation linked to Algerian immigration,
called “beurs”. On the one hand, the beurs became French citizens
resulting from the fact that they were born in France to parents born
on French soil, Algeria being before 1962 a French department. This
legal situation was largely new, since it naturalized sons and
daughters of Muslim Algerians, giving them retrospectively the same
rights as Catholics and Jews in Algeria. This naturalization happened
bureaucratically, in silence, without mentioning more than a century
of exclusion and indigénat, nor referring to the Algerian war. The beurs,
however, were scions of a long and complex colonial history. They
could not nor did they want to give up their national and religious
identity as Muslim Algerians, following the regular course of
assimilation expected by the French State and society. During the
1980s, a series of events—riots followed by police repression; marches
for justice; the foundation of political, cultural and religious
movements and institutions—made clear that the previous model of
republican assimilation was challenged by the pluralism of identities
reclaimed by the beurs. French and Algerian citizenship, Islam and the
popular counter-culture of the suburbs, demands for social justice and

35 STORA 1998, 289 (my translation). 
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French universalism were mixed together in the fgure of the beur. A
few weeks after the publication of Lyotard’s book La guerre des
Algériens, the afair of the “Islamic veil” exploded in October 1989 in
the suburban city of Creil and later in the entire country, crystalizing
the new tensions of postmodern France far away from the 200th
anniversary of the French Revolution.36

In sharp contrast to the picture depicted in the newly written
introductions to La guerre des Algériens, the diferend was not applying
only to an Algerian postcolonial national regime in crisis, nor to
socialist regimes collapsing in the Eastern bloc. The French national-
republican regime together with its broad cultural and philosophical
apparatus was entering a crisis that even perspicacious critiques like
Lyotard and Ramdani were not willing to engage with. The
postmodern condition was not only a problem in Algeria or in the
communist bloc, nor a problem of a frame of interpretation in the
West. It was decomposing postcolonial France in at least three
components: the old republican regime, the far-right movements and a
postcolonial society searching to afirm its multicultural and
multireligious dimensions. The paradox, which will now be exposed
in the following pages, is that Lyotard’s old articles on the Algerian
war were pointing at this decomposition and the contradictions of
late-colonial France. And yet in the 1989 re-publication, this dimension
was largely forgotten in favor of Lyotard’s concepts of the postmodern
condition and diferend.

4. The particular versus the general lessons of the 
Algerian war

The originality of Lyotard’s approach to the Algerian confict in his
series of articles for the journal Socialisme ou Barbarie (1956–63) can be
sensed in his interpretation of the general strike of the Algerians in
January 1957, a central episode in the Battle of Algiers in that same

36 STORA 1998, 297–300.
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year.37 In his fourth article on the Algerian war, entitled «A New Phase
in the Algerian Question», Lyotard writes two striking paragraphs on
the «signifcance of the strike»:

The wage earners and the shopkeepers broke the minimum of
solidarity that, in fact, links people, even within a torn society,
and that extends, in fact, the gesture of a baker, a dock worker,
or an administrator to the status of a social activity. Thus the
repressive apparatus was, at the beginning of the strike,
isolated from social reality; it appeared as a massive
organization but nevertheless as lacking weight. In
abandoning their function, the Muslim workers performed (on
a lesser scale, but in the same way as the Hungarian workers)
the most radical critique of the state there is. They concretely
revealed its abstraction.

But a dictator without a popular arm to twist resembles a
paranoiac. The repressive apparatus, abandoned by social
reality, reconstructed the scenario of an imaginary ‘reality’:
one by one, with trucks loaded with machine guns and blaring
Arab music (the supreme psychological ruse of our specialists
of the Muslim soul), they went to drive workers,
schoolchildren, petty oficials, primary-school teachers out of
their homes. They put them in their place. Then, the proconsul
came down from the palace, walked a few paces surrounded
by guards in the rue Michelet, and had the goodness to judge
this scenario convincing.38

Lyotard focuses here on a temporary situation: the strike of January
1957. This situation is not interpreted merely in terms of its concrete
eficiency for the struggle of the Algerians for independence. It is
analyzed as a genuine expression of what Lyotard calls in his
introduction to the book «the inventive quality of the immediate

37 STORA 2001c, 49–56.
38 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 189–90. (original emphasis)
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practice of workers’ struggle».39 The Algerians did not defeat the
French colonial state by simply refraining from work. Yet, by this
momentary suspension of any activity, they found a very efective
means to reveal both the externality of the colonial state and its
fundamental need for the participation of the Algerians in its projects.
Only three years before writing these lines for Socialisme ou Barbarie,
Lyotard had published a book entitled La phénoménologie in the
prestigious collection Que sais-je? Lyotard’s analysis of the strike bears
much similitude with his description of Husserl’s epoché: 

This is the true meaning of bracketing: it brings the gaze of
consciousness back to itself, it converts the direction of the
gaze and by suspending the world, removes the veil which
hid its own truth from the ego […] The position of the world
has been ‘put out of action’, not annihilated: it remains alive
although in a ‘modifed’ form, which allows consciousness to
be fully aware of itself.40

Confronted with this suspension of its concrete social implementation,
the State responded by manifesting itself as an external repressive
apparatus, visible to every Algerian. This repressive apparatus was
now engaged in a grotesque endeavor (later called the Battle of
Algiers): recreating the social order that benefted colonialism. As
Lyotard puts it in another article for Socialisme ou Barbarie: «The
absurdity of the military task in Algeria is that it wants at the same
time to manage Algeria with the Algerians and without them (not to
say against them).»41 The farcical tone of the description of the military

39 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 166.
40 LYOTARD 1978, 25 (my translation).
41 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 266–7. (original emphasis) The theme of inclusion–

exclusion is also central to Castoriadis’ post-Marxist conception of «modern capitalism»:
«La contradiction profonde de cette société … réside dans le fait que le capitalisme (et
cela arrive a son paroxysme sous le capitalisme bureaucratique) est oblige d’essayer de
réaliser simultanément l’exclusion et la participation des gens par rapport à leurs
activités, que les homes sont astreints de faire fonctionner le système la moitié du temps
contre les règles et donc en lutte contre lui» (Castoriadis, «Recommencer la révolution» in
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repression and brutal «return to normality» touches the very essence
of the «inventive quality of the immediate practice» of the Algerians.
Without changing anything, it forced the colonial system to reveal its
historical and constructed nature. Moreover, it forced French
colonialism to reveal its inner and insoluble contradiction:

For this absurdity [of the military task in Algeria] is nothing
other than the very absurdity of capitalist society transposed
onto the terrain of Algeria, where violence brings it fully to
light: in the factory, as well, the employers try to make the
workers participate in the organization of their work but only
within the framework of methods and objectives defned by
the employers themselves, that is without ever letting the
workers actually manage. In this respect, the Algerian war is
exemplary because it crystallizes and strips bare the most
fundamental contradiction of the capitalist world, the only one
that is truly insoluble within the system itself.42

This inner and concealed contradiction of French colonialism in
Algeria and of capitalism in general is then brilliantly articulated later
in the article with «the crisis in [French] society over the past ffteen
years». Lyotard understands this crisis in terms of depoliticization:
«The problem posed by this profound erosion of activities and ideals
is precisely that of how to know how, by what means the revolutionary
project can henceforth express itself, organize itself, fght. A certain
idea of politics dies in this society.»43 Notwithstanding this audacious
association of the decline of French colonialism and a new
metropolitan phenomenon of decomposition of the revolutionary
organizations in the left, the older Lyotard in his 1989 introduction to
the book did not consider it an insight worth being developed. Indeed,
when he attempts to extract from his earlier writings and engagement
a philosophical lesson still valid for his contemporary readership, he is

SOCIALISME OU BARBARIE 2007, 289).
42 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN  1993, 267. (original emphasis)
43 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN  1993, 276. (original emphasis)
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more inclined to amend his earlier notion of contradiction with his
new concept of «the intractable»:

A system can be as exhaustively provided as possible with
information, with memory, with anticipatory and defensive
mechanisms, even with openness towards events—the idea
that guided Socialism or Barbarism was ultimately, even if it
was expressed in other terms, the idea that there is something
within the system that it cannot, in principle, deal with.
Something that a system must, by virtue of its nature,
overlook. And if history, especially modern history, is not
simply a tale of development, the result of an automatic
process of selection by trial and error, this is because
‘something intractable’ is hidden and remains lodged at the
secret heart of everything that fts into the system, something
that cannot fail to make things happen in it [d’y faire
événements].44

Lyotard’s later reformulation of the major lesson of his political
engagement and critique around the Algerian war leaves aside one of
his most original insights on late-colonial and postcolonial France in
favor of a more general lesson encapsulated in the new concept of the
intractable. This term defnes a global frame of interpretation which
points at the necessarily hidden background of historical events. No
state, no colonial empire, no revolutionary movement, no social
organization, no system of information can master the diferend, the
intractable at work in its midst. Merging his earlier work in Socialisme
ou Barbarie with his later philosophical thesis on the decline of
metanarratives and on the lack of a «universal rule of judgment
between heterogeneous genres», Lyotard favored a general claim
regarding history as an open-ended process resulting from a hidden
but radical heterogeneity to a more particular appreciation or critique
of French history articulating the Enlightenment, the Revolution, the
French Empire and postmodern and postcolonial France. By choosing a

44 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 166. (original emphasis)
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general lesson concerning history in general over a particular lesson
concerning French colonial and postcolonial history, Lyotard was
ofering a more attractive and global frame of interpretation, while
positioning France and the Western cultural sphere as less committed
to metanarratives and more dedicated to enabling and voicing the
deployment of the diferend and the intractable in history as an open-
ended process.

5. Colonial and postcolonial nationalism

The potentialities and limits of Lyotard’s reformulation of the Marxist
notion of contradiction with the term “intractable” can be
demonstrated with another major contribution of Lyotard’s articles on
the Algerian war. This concerns the ways in which he analyzes the
intractable in the late Algerian colonial State and in the frst months
after independence in 1962. Lyotard’s starting point is a harsh
criticism of the Marxist interpretation of the colonial society in terms
of classes. The reason for this break with classical Marxism, a typical
attitude of the group Socialisme ou Barbarie, is to be found in the
silence and the muzzling of political opposition in France vis-à-vis the
terrible repression during the year 1957. Mentioning the indirect
support of the socialist and communist parties for the repression in
Algeria, Lyotard adds boldly: «we must admit that the French
working class has not, in all honesty, fought against the war in Algeria
in the past two years».45 This lack of solidarity with the Algerians on
the basis of class or party famously prompted an expression of
support for the Algerian struggle outside the oficial organizations of
the French left. It also prompted Lyotard to tackle the intellectual
taboos of the French left, like the supposed «solidarity between the
proletariat and the colonized»:

45 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 198.
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When concepts or schemas are refuted by historical reality
over a period of forty years, the task of revolutionaries is to
discard them without remorse and to replace them with others
that make an efective struggle possible.46

Lyotard’s «complete revision of the question of colonialism» insisted
on the reality of anticolonial nationalism, as being capable of
mobilizing «all the Algerian classes in the struggle for independence»,
as well as «all Europeans in Algeria» against it. «The nationalist
ideology (like the colonialist ideology that is its counterpart) is not a
mere fction.»47 This acknowledgment of conficting nationalisms in
the late phase of colonialism shed light on the defection of the French
left to the cause of Algerian nationalism not only during the war, but
also a long time prior to it:

This attitude was not born yesterday. In 1936, the Communist
party violently attacked the Messalists; it denounced them as
allies of the fascist colonists. The Muslim Congress of January
1937 (there was not yet an Algerian Communist party) in
Algiers expelled the members of the Etoile nord-africaine, who
sang the hymn of independence, from the room; fnally it
‘allowed’ the Etoile to be dissolved by Blum without
comment.48

Lyotard refers here courageously to the failed attempt of the Front
Populaire in 1936 to reform the status of some Algerian Muslim
citizens, granting 20,000 of them full citizenship without having to
renounce their obedience to Islam. The famous leader of the Algerian
interwar nationalism, Messali Hadj, was ready to compromise, yet he
rejected this reform of French colonialism in Algeria, claiming that

46 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 198. On the topic, see also FANON 1961; MÉMMI

1957.
47 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN  1993, 198.
48 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 209.
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our country is now administratively attached to France and
depends on its central authority. But this attachment was the
consequence of a brutal conquest, followed by a military
occupation which currently relies upon the 19th army corps,
and to which the people had never given their support.49

These and other claims brought about the expulsion and dissolution of
Hadj’s nationalist party and later Hadj’s imprisonment. All this under
the leftist government of the Front Populaire. There is a parallelism
between the French left’s refusal to acknowledge the importance of the
national dimension of the struggle of the Algerians and the practical
exclusion of the Algerians from French leftist organizations. Before
and even during the Algerian war, there had been no signifcant
convergence of the French workers and the Algerian Muslims because
of the importance of the national identifcation. Lyotard’s insight on
the French left’s incapacity to grasp conceptually, practically and
morally the national divide in colonial Algeria raises seminal
questions for postcolonial France. Yet, it must be said that Lyotard
rarely approaches the complex articulation of Islam and nationalism in
Algerian nationalism and accepts the term “nationalism” as “a lived
reality” with far less criticism than the one showed vis-à-vis the
Marxist term of “class”.

Beyond the explanation-acknowledgment of the nationalistic nature
of the Algerian struggle, for external reasons linked to the failures of
the French left, Lyotard proposes an internal explanation centered
around the concept of «the burying of class antagonisms in colonial
society». Indeed, as described in his article «Algerian Contradictions
Exposed», the social and class distinctions are blurred by the national
distinction between colonizers and colonized:

It is true that in itself the Algerian struggle has not found a
manifest class content in the formulation given to it by the
Front. Is it because the Front, insofar it is made up of a

49 SIMON 2000, 24 (my translation).
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bourgeois leadership, wants to stife this class content? No
doubt. But it is also because it can. And if the French left in this
case can so easily lose its Marxism, or whatever else it uses as
a substitute, it is because the peculiarity of Algerian colonial
society lies in the fact that class borders are deeply buried
under national borders. It is in a complete abstract way, that is,
exclusively economistic, that one can speak of a proletariat, a
middle class and a bourgeoisie in Algeria. If there is a
peasantry, it is because it is entirely and exclusively Algerian,
and it is this class that evidently constitutes the social base of
the national movement, at the same time that it is the clearest
expression of the radical expropriation that workers undergo
as Algerians.50

In an efort to defne the Algerian self-perception of their social
position in the colonial society, Lyotard endorses the concept of the
“people” in the following way: «a people […] that is an amalgam of
antagonistic social strata […] the consciousness of that elementary
solidarity without which there would not even be a society». By
analyzing seriously the nationalistic nature of the struggle of the
Algerians, Lyotard reveals that it is informed by the very structure of
the colonial society, namely the burying of class antagonisms in
national diferences. «Colonization both creates the conditions of this
complementarity [between the contradictory elements of the people]
and blocks its development», meaning the development of the internal
social tensions within the Algerian people. Therefore, «the
consciousness of being expropriated from oneself can […] only be
nationalistic».51

The grand fnale in Lyotard’s analysis of the national struggle of the
Algerians is without doubt his analysis of the frst months of the new
Algerian State, of postcolonial Algeria.52 In an article on the situation

50 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 210 (original emphasis).
51 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 212.
52 For a description of the frst years of the independent Algerian State, see STORA 2001b, 7–

32.
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in 1962–63 entitled «Algeria Evacuated», Lyotard implements again
his earlier understanding of colonial and anticolonial nationalism:

The masses left the stage at the moment when ‘politics’
entered it. A group of men, borrowing some of the recent
energy of the passion for independence, attempted to provide
for the Algerians (intended for them, but in their place) some
goals and some means around which they might unite once
more. But when the masses are missing from the construction
of a society, the result of this dificult process of construction is
only the simulacrum of a state.53

This simulacrum of a state is also designated as «the construction of
the state from the top down». In this situation, the particular interest
of economic and military leading agents and the general social and
economic problems of the Algerian society are blurred by the
nationalistic perception of the war of liberation, which created a strong
amalgam between the FLN apparatus and the national Algerian quest.
As a consequence, «the workers could not set themselves the problem
they were unable to solve: that of putting an end to exploitation».54

The advantages of anticolonial nationalism (the appeal to all strata of
the Algerian society) became in the postcolonial situation a
disadvantage, making it impossible to articulate the interests of the
exploited majority (peasants and workers) against the national
leadership, party and army formed in the period of the national
struggle. The postcolonial situation thus reveals the problems of the
national amalgam used to fnish the colonial domination. This
provoked in Algeria a double phenomenon, according to Lyotard.
First, «a society absent from itself» and second, an abstract and later
bureaucratic state. This double historical process clearly recalls
Lyotard’s analysis of the strike of 1957, when the Algerians deserted
the colonial society and the abstraction of the French State. If in the
frst phase of the war, according to Lyotard, the Algerians made

53 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN  1993, 303. (original emphasis)
54 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 303.
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themselves absent from the colonial society, after the war, in the frst
phase of the new postcolonial State, the Algerians deserted or were
excluded from the process of state-building. This repetition was
deeply connected with the burying of class antagonism in Algerian
colonial society, and with the great dificulty for the colonial society of
perceiving itself other than in nationalistic terms.55

«No revolution took place», concludes Lyotard in the frst paragraph
of «Algeria Evacuated». He depicts the postcolonial moment as a
moment of relapse between a “no longer” («the momentum that
animated the masses in the course of the nationalist struggle is now
gone») and a “not yet” («the problems that assail the workers, which
the present leadership’s policy is incapable of resolving, will end by
making conditions ripe for a new intervention by the masses»).56 The
burying of class antagonism in the national liberation makes of the
postcolonial situation an in-between time between the revolution that
could not happen and «the revolution [that] remains to be made». Yet
the originality of Lyotard’s analysis consisted in juxtaposing the
colonial and postcolonial Algerian failure with the failure of the
French workers’ movement which gave birth to a general
phenomenon of “depoliticization” in parallel with the end of
colonialism and the beginning of postcolonial France.

This idea of a global and radical transformation of society
seems absent from the present attitude of the workers, along
with the idea that collective action can bring about this

55 This conclusion of Lyotard raises many questions that should be confronted with Said’s
project of a critical study of Orientalism. «Lastly», writes Said, «for readers in the so-
called Third World, this study proposes itself as a step towards an understanding not so
much of Western politics and of the non-Western World in those politics as of the
strength of Western cultural discourse, a strength too often mistaken as merely
decorative or ‘superstructural’. My hope is to illustrate the formidable structure of
cultural domination and, specifcally for formerly colonized peoples, the dangers and
temptations of employing this structure upon themselves or upon others.» SAID 1978, 25.
(original emphasis)

56 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 293.
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transformation. The spread of this depoliticization greatly
exceeds implicit criticism of the parties and the unions.57

6. Epilogue: the postmodern withdrawal

Lyotard’s early analyses of the repeated failure of the French colonial
state and of the young Algerian independent state were shedding light
on the postcolonial diferend, and the intractable in métropole France
and in Algeria. The national Algerian question could not be heard, nor
solved by the French colonial state or the French left. This fueled a
political and military movement and apparatus which liberated the
Algerians from French colonialism, but could not give them the means
of their auto-emancipation. This colonial and postcolonial conundrum
circulated between Algeria and France from 1963, the date of
Lyotard’s last article on Algeria, to 1989, the date of the re-publication
of La guerre des Algériens. Lyotard’s unique mixture of support for the
militants of the FLN and a critique of their organization was becoming
particularly relevant in the context of the revolt against the FLN state,
the unacknowledged postcolonial crisis in France and the collapse of
the communist bloc in Europe. It could produce a kind of explanation,
a kind of justifcation for a new practice. The question was, of course:
which kind of explanation and justifcation? The philosophical
evolution of Lyotard in the late 1970s and in the 1980s centered
around the postmodern decline of metanarratives, and the irreducible
diferend between genres of speech decided the kind of interpretation
to be extracted from the earlier articles but also from the time elapsed
since the end of the Algerian war.

In this very tense political context of the failure of socialist states and
of anticolonial liberation, Lyotard decided to inscribe his own
philosophical shift as a new frame of interpretation while labeling it a
fdelity to the spirit of his earlier engagement:

57 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 269.
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Fidelity does not consist in maintaining the revolutionary
tradition at any cost when the intractable has fallen silent in
the realm in which it has spoken for over a century, that is, in
the realm of social and political struggles. I am not claiming
that one should cease to take interest in that realm. Rather,
those struggles no longer demand ‘work’, this work of spirit,
of body and soul, that was required in order to hear them and
take part in them only thirty years ago. It seems to me that
they do not demand anything more than intellectual, ethical
and civic probity.58

Lyotard framed his personal shift juxtaposing his earlier claim on
depoliticization in France and in Algeria and his newer claim on the
postmodern historical condition: «the political [is] ceasing or would
cease to be the privileged site in which the intractable [appears]».59 In
order to be faithful in 1989 to the genuine work of Socialisme ou
Barbarie, to be faithful to the discovery of the internal contradictions
through the inventiveness of social struggles, Lyotard tells his readers
that one has to acknowledge the failure of the political expression of
these contradictions in the revolutionary organizations and states.
Furthermore, the withdrawal from the political sphere—as the major
sphere of projection into metanarratives—is the condition to be able to
detect new forms of the “intractable”, to reveal them and to testify for
them. I hope to have demonstrated that Lyotard’s own withdrawal
justifed by a general framework of historical interpretation made him
miss the challenges of the postcolonial situation in France and in
Algeria. And this at the very moment when the Algerians were
struggling towards “democratic” or “Islamist” changes, at the very
moment when France was confusedly struggling with its new
postcolonial condition and its colonial past. Lyotard’s concepts of the
postmodern condition and diferend led him to overemphasize the
collapse of Marxism and the communist bloc in Europe. No doubt it
ftted his own personal evolution out of Marxism. It led him to fnd the

58 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 168–9.
59 LYOTARD, READINGS AND GEIMAN 1993, 169.
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answer to the puzzling political question of 1989 in his concept of
radical heterogeneity at work in history as exposed in The Diferend
(1983):

The only insurmountable obstacle that the hegemony of the
economic genre comes up against is the heterogeneity of
phrase regiments and of genres of discourses. This is because
there is not ‘language’ and ‘Being’ but occurrences. The
obstacle does not depend upon the ‘will’ of human beings in
one sense or in another but upon the diferend. The diferend
is reborn from the very resolutions of supposed litigations. It
summons humans to situate themselves in unknown phrase
universes.60

Lyotard’s work in Socialisme ou Barbarie was to voice the social and
historical struggles around the Algerian war from within, rather than
from above. This made him discover the postcolonial conundrum of
France and Algeria. With his philosophical shift in the 1970s and
1980s, Lyotard elevated radical heterogeneity, a diferend necessarily
appearing in diferent historical contexts, as the only reasonable hope.
Therefore, the riots in Algeria, the collapse of the communist bloc in
Europe and even the postcolonial crisis of France were for him good
signs, attesting to the invincibility of historical happenings against
metanarratives. They were reestablishing a heterogeneity that has
been long concealed. The role of the philosopher was thus to
participate in this afirmation of heterogeneity. And this was without a
doubt the sense of the re-publication of La guerre des Algériens in 1989.
The later evolution of Algeria (civil war and a return to a military
regime), of France (the postmodern decline of French republic) and the
populist evolution of the former communist bloc have shown that the
elevation of heterogeneity into a key historical category and ethical
norm is but a feeting illusion, a withdrawal from the political
question of the postmodern and postcolonial condition.

60 LYOTARD 1988, 181.
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