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Abstract:

The concept of identity has become a central theme in various fields of social sciences
and contemporary cultural studies, which have focused on the elements of cultural
identity and its dimensions for both individuals and groups. This importance stems from
the role of identity in affirming human existence and distinguishing one’s being from
others.

Identity has also been one of the most important issues raised in literary works, especially
in novels, which have sought to convey one or even several cultural identities in their
discourses, often revealed through their aesthetic elements. In this context, the novel
“Houbah and the Journey in Search of the Awaited Mahdi” by Ezzedine Jellaouji appears
as a representation of a cultural identity that its linguistic imagination seeks to affirm,
elevate and reveal, alongside a counter-cultural identity - which can be described as such
- that has sought to erase the opposing cultural identity by all means, thus outlining what
is known as the identity conflict between the self and the other. This is particularly
important as the novel represents an important phase in Algerian history, namely the
period of colonial existence.

Consequently, this study aims to uncover the cultural references that shape identity
within this narrative discourse, according to the representations and cultural systems it
presents, which carry numerous underlying implications that delineate the dimensions of
identity and the forms of identity conflict within it.
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Introduction:

The aim of this work is to reveal the various cultural frameworks that govern the
multiplicity of identities within literary discourse, and the references that constitute
them. This has led to identity conflict and transformation. This necessitates treating
identity as a framework that extends from individual identity and all its attributes to
collective identity, which encompasses them all. This concept will be explored through
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the contemporary Algerian novel Houbah and the Journey in Search of the Awaited
Mahdi, which features a variety of diverse and conflicting identities. Within its textual
fabric, the novel presents some aspects of the political and existential struggle of the
Algerian people against French colonialism, particularly highlighting the diversity of
identities within the Sétif region.

1. Between Narrative Imagination and Cultural Reference

There is no doubt that narrative texts and discourses are based on imaginative language.
The characters, places, spaces and times evoke a connection between reality and
imagination. This forms the basis of most contemporary narrative texts. Alongside this,
cultural elements such as cultural frameworks, identities, conflicts and relationships
between the self and other are present, as well as various cultural references. These
elements create a relationship between textual structures, their imaginative aspects and
cultural foundations and references that is both complementary and dialectical.

From this, we can pose the following question: Which is constructed first in the text—
cultural or textual structures? And what should be revealed first for the narrative analyst?
2. Identity and cultural references:

Identities in all their forms are linked to various references, be they cultural, political or
religious. Identity cannot be founded without a reference from which it emerges and to
which it points. Therefore, in any narrative text, it is impossible to predict the existence of
a single identity conveyed by the textual structure on the one hand and the cultural
reference on the other. However, it is possible to identify the dominance of one identity
over another, depending on the language of the imaginative texts.

One of the most striking features of contemporary novels is the multiplicity of identities
resulting from the diversity of their cultural references. This is due to the characters’
inclinations towards specific aspirations, which may alienate them from their homeland,
society or even the mindset of a limited group of people. Alternatively, they may embody
dreamlike identities that distance themselves from reality while trying to discover another
world that allows them to detach from their own truths without completely losing their
original identity and without merging into the identity of the other, which is also defined
by opposing cultural references. This dynamic makes the narrative text a stage on which
to address numerous intellectual, cultural and ideological issues, as well as identities with
different cultural references.

3. Identity and cultural belonging in the novel:

The novel “Houbah and the Journey in Search of the Awaited Mahdi” by the Algerian
author Ezzedine Jellaouiji is the first part of his trilogy “Earth and Wind”. It delves into the
depths of Algerian history during the French occupation, presenting the historical, social
and cultural features that characterised both the individual and the collective during that
period. It reflects their cultural belonging, which carries a significant specificity,
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demonstrated through the themes used, thus presenting a mixture of identities,
especially in the context of the other and its different identity. The identities in the
narrative vary according to the prevailing individual and collective narratives, influenced
by the forces of conflict within them.

Social lifestyles also formed one of the representations of identity and its key references,
demonstrating the interaction between society, culture and identity. Culture itself is an
essential component in the definition of an individual’s social identity, described as “a
particular way of perceiving existence and life, and a style of living, behaving, feeling and
perceiving”?!.

3.1 Lifestyles:

The novel provides a clear depiction of the lifestyle of the Algerian individual during the
French occupation, whether in rural or urban settings. The narrative discourse focuses on
numerous details that signify Algerian identity, particularly in terms of lifestyle aspects
such as clothing, types of food, wedding celebrations and more, which represent the
dimensions of identity formed within the novel.

The narrative often depicts the clothing styles of both men and women. Clothing is not
only a sign of individual characteristics, but also a cultural affiliation inherited from
ancestors. Men wear what are known as “el-gachabiya” and “serwal al-arab” (the Arab
trousers), which are long and almost touch the ground, along with the white “gandoura”
inherited from their fathers, topped with a carefully placed white turban?.

The term “serwal al-arab” refers to the Turkish trousers with falling folds, distinguishing
them from the modern trousers referred to as “serwal francis.” This style of trousers is
common among village men, not specific to any one individual, reflecting a communal
identity and cultural belonging that distinguishes these villagers from others. Women, on
the other hand, wear the white “ajjar,” which is a cultural heritage and a distinctive
cultural feature, embodying a cultural authenticity.

The village does not solely represent a traditional community preserving its heritage and
values passed down from ancestors; even the Algerian society in urban spaces maintains
the same cultural values. The novel depicts other styles of clothing and appearance
related to another cultural identity, particularly Jewish: “This is Haim, a Jewish man selling
used clothes... His eyes widened as he saw a man like the rest, with nothing distinguishing
him from Arabs except his clothing and the red cap he wore.?”

Similarly, another Jewish character, “Shimon the Munsho,” wears a chain around his neck,
symbolizing his sectarian and denominational identity. Their attire refers to a cultural
identity that distinguishes them from the Arabs with whom they live and interact daily.
The author explains in his text the identity of Jews in Algeria, noting that they “are divided
into three sects: the Toshabim, who are Arab Jews; the Migurshim, who are Andalusian
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Jews; and the Livornese, who are European Jews.*” With this sectarian diversity, some
aspects of appearance among these Jews differ. Clothing is not merely a superficial aspect
but signifies identity, sect, and the ethnicity to which one belongs.

Another aspect of the lifestyle that represents the cultural affiliation of the people of Setif
is the wearing of black “melayat” by women, where the colour black distinguishes the
women of Setif from the Jewish and Christian women of the city. This colour is inherited,
and Si Rabah explains to the Arab the origin of this black colour: “The first Shiite state in
the world was established here, the Fatimid state, and one of its customs was to wear
black in mourning for the killing of our master Hussein. The inhabitants adopted this
custom, and there are those who believe that it goes further back; women wore black in
mourning for the killing of Salah Bey, a Turkish man who ruled Constantinople and its
environs and was known for his justice and piety. The people enjoyed great prosperity in
his time, but the Jews murdered him, and since then they have worn black in deep
mourning. | am inclined to the first opinion®.

3.2 Religious beliefs:

One of the most important religious beliefs shared by Arabs in both rural and urban areas
is the invocation of the so-called righteous saints. This belief is an important dimension of
a shared identity based on religious and social references:

“O Sayyid Ali, possessor of blessings,

O reliever of suffering,

O Sayyid Ali, bearer of wings,

Descendant of Hussein,

O Sayyid Ali, son of Fatimah,

Son of the Master of the Prophets”®.

Each tribe in the village has its own patron saint. For the descendants of “Sidi Ali”, their
tribe is named after their saint. “When they arrived in this area, fleeing for their lives,
they split into two groups. One group followed Ali ibn Hussein, a pious and righteous
man, and thus the name of the tribe was established as ‘the children of Sidi Ali’, who rests
in the cemetery on a hill to the east of the village, surrounded by rites of reverence and
loyalty””.

Even in the city, this Arab belief persists, as illustrated by the character of “the Arab” and
his wife Hamama: “Only a few days passed before the Arab al-Moustash was with
Hamama at the shrine of Sidi al-Khayr, offering sacrifices as if seeking his permission to
enter the city and live there”®. Jews also have their own righteous figures, reflecting the
cultural blending of the two identities, such as Ribash and Arbash in Algiers and Maimon
in Constantinople.

Another belief is that “Sidi Taleb” is used to write “hurooz” (amulets). Both the Arab and
the Hamama used to do this in order to preserve their love for each other. This recourse
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is known to the villagers as a means of satisfying their needs; it is ingrained in their minds
and considered normal. This belief is governed by a cultural system linked to ignorance,
stemming from the French colonial policy of keeping the Algerian community
uneducated, which led them to resort to superstition and talismans.

The diverse cultural milieu that characterised Algerian society during this period made
the textual fabric of the narrative discourse rich in manifestations of cultural belonging.
This reflects the multiplicity of identities and their differentiation from one another,
especially in the light of the different social, historical and cultural references, such as the
existence of a church for Jews, another for Christians and a mosque for Muslims in the
town of Setif.

4. Conflicts of identity and their representation:

The novel is brimming with multiple conflicting identities unleashed by its themes and
events. These identities are shaped by the nature of relationships between individuals
and groups, together with the cultural, historical and social components that make them
distinct yet intertwined through their shared geographical existence. However, the
differences between these cultural structures have given rise to different identities,
resulting in clashes and conflicts that impose a struggle between the self and the other,
ultimately necessitating the survival of one over the other.

In the first revelation, the narrative recalls the scene of the murder of Sheikh Belkhir, a
local religious leader in the village, who is found bleeding and dying by his son, the
Zaitouni. This scene underlines a deep rupture of self and identity due to the
contradictions of values and justice. The Zaitouni, haunted by the memory of his father’s
murder, becomes a being suspicious of the customs of justice. He does not know who
killed his father, but he firmly believes that the “Children of Nash” - members of a rival
tribe - are the murderers and traitors. This reveals an underlying cultural system of
betrayal that subjects the Zaitouni to psychological pressures related to grief and a refusal
to accept the injustice of the other. Despite his gentle heart, his romantic nature and his
desire for love and a family life with his beloved, he decides to take revenge and use
violence. He says of the leader Abbas, who is suspected of killing Sheikh Belkhir, “...your
death will be at my hands in broad daylight”®.

From this perspective, Zaitouni’s identity transcends the personal and becomes linked to
his community, his tribe, and the ongoing tribal conflict that predates his father’s
assassination. This duality creates an identity torn between the desire for security and
stability and the need to engage in a cycle of revenge to restore the honour of his tribe,
the children of Sidi Ali. This identity is thus nourished by psychological and social
fluctuations and convictions shaped by his cultural and social environment. This identity
has gone beyond the individual level, as the fusion of the individual with his group
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transforms it into a psychological identity linked to a specific psychological and social
condition.

On the other hand, the novel presents several themes related to a cultural system of
oppression and abuse of power and authority. The most important of these themes are
assassinations, kidnappings and the injustices of the French occupation. The character of
the leader Abbas embodies the authority that violates the rights of others, exercising his
power and tyranny over the people of his village and tribe®°. This behaviour alienates him
from his original identity, transforming it into a usurped and alienated identity, stripped of
its essence and acquiring a foreign identity. He is described as “one whose hands are
stained with the blood of those he has killed: the innocent pure blood that he coldly
spilled in front of everyone without anyone saying a word”**.

The leader Abbas is a character who merges with the identity of the other, the French
colonisers. He is loyal to them and seeks to extend his power over all the tribes, especially
the tribe of the children of Sidi Ali. He was “close to realising his dream; only a few weeks
remained before he would be crowned their master”. In his last meeting with the
governor, he learned how to strike fear into the hearts of the Children of Sidi Ali.

Abbas represents the dark side of the Algerian people during the French presence,
epitomizing the traitors and collaborators with the colonizers who imposed their might
and oppression against their own kind. He severed ties with his identity and merged with
the identity of the other, who offered him power, wealth, influence and strength in
exchange for his honour and membership of a communal identity. This led him to
transgress against others, killing, kidnapping and exercising authority over them, leading
to conflict between him and other tribes, especially the children of Sidi Ali. His identity is
shaped by the characteristics attributed to him by his group, which collectively recognises
his tyranny and betrayal of his country. This underlines the fact that individuals “have little
say in the choice of characteristics used to define them; these are socially determined,
that is, imposed from outside”*2.

This belonging to two different tribes in terms of traits, beliefs and attitudes - despite
shared geographical and ancestral roots - gives each its own identity, which in turn seeks
to eliminate the opposing identity. This is due to the characteristics acquired by the other
identity (Abbas), which led it to detach itself from its original identity and merge with the
identity of the other, exercising all that the other identity granted it in terms of
leadership, authority and power against the holders of the first identity. This should have
been a unifying identity for all the inhabitants of the region, despite the differences in the
characteristics of the individuals themselves. Cultural identity is based on “the totality of
cultural components and elements that make it possible to identify a person’s cultural

affiliation or that of a particular human group”®3.
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However, the conflict between the two identities culminated in the killing of the leader
Abbas, the result of a deception orchestrated by the Arab and his friends from the city.
“The Arab al-Moustash felt a great sense of elation. He had avenged his father and all the
oppressed!?.

5. Transformation of identity:

At the narrative level, there is a transition of the self from one spatial realm to a
completely different one - the urban space, which represents for the self an escape
towards freedom from the enemy, namely the leader Abbas. After marrying Hamama, the
Arab finds no solution to escape the tyranny of the leader Abbas, who wants to take
Hamama away from her family by force because of the power and oppression he
exercises over the people of his village and, in particular, over the tribe of the children of
Sidi Ali. So the Arab and Hamama have no choice but to flee with their love to the city,
where no one knows them, leaving behind their village, their families and their hopes.

The city becomes a new world for them, with its buildings, traditions and even its people.
It is a space completely different from their original one (the village) and its specific
characteristics. “He stood at the entrance to the city, face to face with bewilderment; the
crowd was great, and the overlapping loud voices assaulted his ears, the bustle of the
people crashing like waves, swallowing up everything before him”%. For Sétif, this urban
space opens up to other unfamiliar identities, completely different from his own,
including Jewish and Christian identities. He expresses his amazement at their coexistence
alongside his own people, and initially refuses to work for them: “The Arab al-Moustash
sought refuge in God from being a worker for a Jew or a Christian”?®.

The self/ego enters a new world related to the other, the French other, who enjoys the
riches of his country, thereby detaching from the place where his identity was formed—
his village and the tribe of the Children of Sidi Ali. Eventually, he accepts a job on the farm
of Mr. Franco despite his internal psychological struggles: “How could he accept to be a
servant to a European who exploits Algerians like slaves? His ancestors had rejected this
over time; how could he accept it?”! However, despite these struggles—and after
significant pressure from Si Rabah, whom he trusted greatly—he finds himself accepting
work from the other, Franco, whom he perceives as a model of cruelty and arrogance,
devoid of compassion, comparing him to the French leader who once visited their village
and to the arrogant and oppressive leader Abbas.

Gradually, the features of the other emerge before the self. The workplace is a vast
garden filled with various types of flowers, trees, and grass, accompanied by the music of
birds. This other possesses what Algerians do not. Yet, Franco’s home is not only beautiful
because of his farm but also because of his wife, “Suzanne,” whose beauty captivates the
Arab, becoming an obsession in his mind. This leads him to pursue his emotions and
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establish a relationship with her, resulting in an immersion in the other (the French
Suzanne). He falls in love with her despite the guilt he experiences, yet he does not
detach from his original identity. Instead, he forms a dreamlike identity that seeks to
escape into a different reality.

On another front, we find the Arab and his wife opening up to new lifestyles they had
never encountered in their rural community. The Arab begins to frequent cafes -
accompanied by Si Rabah - where he meets other people and witnesses a darker side of
life he had not known: moral decay, as the city is rife with dens of corruption. Even his
wife, Hamama, takes a new job unknown to the women of her village - working in a
bathhouse. This job allows her to get to know the characteristics of the bathhouse
visitors, both virtuous and corrupt, and to discover another world beyond her rural
confines.

As a result of the Arab’s openness to the peculiarities of the new urban space, he came
into contact with educated and cultured people, discovered newspapers and magazines,
and became acquainted with politically significant historical figures such as Ferhat Abbas,
Ibn Badis and al-Ibrahimi. These figures helped to shape the national consciousness of the
characters in the novel, especially the Arab, whose national identity developed with
political and social references. This was based on the movements that he and others
(most of the members of Sidi Ali’s tribe, who later came to the city) led against colonial
rule. They set up national scout organisations and political parties, supported mosques to
teach the Arabic language, and at the same time confronted the other with a different
identity, which in turn fought this emerging identity with all its might. This conflict
between the self and the other culminated in the events and massacres of 8 May 1945,
which were marked by violence and crimes against Algerians, including in the town of
Sétif, which is the dominant urban space in the novel’s narrative structure.

Conclusion:

The following results can be presented:

1. The novel is rich in different cultural representations that reflect the identities of
individuals and groups. The author has taken care to present a cultural image of Algerian
identity during the colonial presence in Algeria, in both rural and urban contexts.

2. ldentity, with all its representations, did not know stability; rather, it was fluid and
changing, influenced by shifts in cultural references and social frameworks that shaped
new identities imposed by new behaviours to which the characters in the narrative
conformed.

3. Identity, with all its representations and references, dominated individuals and groups
because it expressed their overwhelming desire to free themselves from the evils of the
coloniser and those who supported him among the traitors.
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4. The author was able to choose the urban space of “Sétif” because of its diverse cultural
identities, which brought together Arab, Christian and Jewish elements and revealed
representations of different cultural affiliations.

5. The author used historical contexts that mixed the real and the imaginary, reflecting
different cultural and political dimensions.
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