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Introduction

Spanning the breadth of North Africa from the cobalt blue of the Mediterranean Sea to
the golden vastness of the Sahara, Algeria is a land of striking contrasts and deep
complexity. As the largest nation on the African continent, Algeria is a country whose
story stretches across millennia, told in the ancient stones of Roman ruins, the
intricately woven patterns of Berber carpetry, and the vibrant sounds of contemporary
urban life. This is a land where the echoes of empires mingled with the call to prayer,
where desert winds carry tales of traders, conquerors, and revolutionaries.

Algeria’s experience of history is one marked by diversity and resilience. From the
earliest Maghreb kingdoms that thrived on the richness of their lands, through
centuries of Roman rule, Islamic dynasties, and the enduring imprint of Ottoman
governance, the foundations of Algerian society are layered and enduring. The colonial
period under France introduced wrenching changes and laid the groundwork for a hard-
won struggle for independence, a defining event that continues to shape the national
consciousness to this day.

Yet Algeria is more than a chronicle of its past. Today, it is a dynamic and populous
nation whose great urban centers hum with innovation and whose rural communities
keep alive traditional ways of life. Its people, predominantly Arab but with a distinctive
Amazigh (Berber) presence, embody a compelling mosaic of languages, beliefs, and
customs. The country’s literary, musical, and artistic traditions—ranging from the
international phenomenon of Rai music to the enduring grace of Andalusi arts—offer a
window into a culture that honors its myriad influences while forging a unique path.

Algeria’s natural resources have long influenced its fortunes—petroleum and natural
gas have made the nation a powerhouse in global markets, funding ambitious social
programs but also posing challenges of economic dependency. As Algeria faces
headwinds such as youth unemployment, uneven economic diversification, and the
globalization of markets, it is increasingly looking to tourism, technology, and
alternative energy as catalysts for a more secure future.

At the same time, pressing questions of governance, social justice, and human rights
remain. The journey toward greater openness and participation is ongoing, sometimes
marked by tension and sometimes by hopeful progress. Algerians today are asserting
their voices both within and beyond the borders, seeking reforms and opportunities
reflective of the country’s potential.

This book, "Algeria: Portrait of a Country," seeks to provide a comprehensive, nuanced
understanding of Algeria: its rich history, dynamic society, and the complexities of its
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present moment. From ancient stone to bustling city, from mountain peak to deep
desert, Algeria invites exploration—not only of its landscapes, but of the deep currents
that have shaped its identity. Whether you are a scholar, a traveler, or a curious
reader, may this book open a window onto a nation as profound as it is beautiful.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: The Land: Geography and
Environment

Algeria, the colossal heart of North Africa, is a country of staggering proportions and
stark, beautiful contrasts. Covering approximately 2.38 million square kilometers
(919,595 sq mi), it stands as the largest nation in Africa and the tenth largest in the
world by land area. Its name, "Al Jazair" in Arabic, is thought to be derived from the
rocky islands dotting its Mediterranean coastline, a fitting descriptor for a land where
geology has so profoundly shaped its character. Algeria shares its extensive borders
with seven neighboring countries: Morocco and Western Sahara to the west,
Mauritania, Mali, and Niger to the south, and Libya and Tunisia to the east. This
strategic location has historically positioned Algeria as a crossroads of civilizations, a
bridge between the Arab, African, and Mediterranean worlds.

The terrain of Algeria is a magnificent tapestry woven from three distinct geographical
zones, each with its own unique personality and impact on human settlement and life.
These zones, running roughly parallel to the Mediterranean coast, are the Tell, the
High Plateau, and the Sahara Desert. This north-to-south progression reveals a
dramatic shift from fertile coastal plains and mountains to vast, arid expanses.

The northernmost and most densely populated region is the Tell, often considered the
country's heartland. This narrow, fertile coastal plain stretches along the
Mediterranean, characterized by rolling hills, small mountains, and wooded valleys.
The Tell Atlas mountain range, part of the larger Atlas system that traverses North
Africa, forms a significant geological feature in this area. These mountains, including
peaks like Djebel Babor, provide a stunning backdrop to the coastal landscape and act
as a natural barrier.

The Tell experiences a Mediterranean climate, enjoying warm, dry summers and mild,
rainy winters. Rainfall is relatively abundant here, particularly in the eastern parts of
the region, where it can reach as much as 1,000 mm annually in some years. This
favorable climate and the alluvial soils in areas like the Mitidja Plain, south of Algiers,
have historically made the Tell Algeria’s primary agricultural zone, supporting the
cultivation of cereals, fruits, vegetables, and even extensive vineyards and citrus
groves during the French colonial period. The Tell is also home to major cities such as
Algiers, Oran, and Annaba, which serve as vital economic and cultural hubs.

South of the Tell lies the High Plateau, an elevated region stretching over 600

kilometers (372 miles) eastward from the Moroccan border. These undulating, steppe-
like plains sit between the Tell Atlas and the Saharan Atlas mountain ranges.
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Elevations in the High Plateau generally range from 1,100 to 1,300 meters (3,600 to
4,300 ft) in the west, gradually descending to 400 meters (1,300 ft) in the east. The
climate here is more extreme than in the Tell, with hotter summers and colder winters.
Rainfall is limited, making the plains often arid or covered with esparto grass, and
dotted with great salt lakes known as "chotts." Despite the arid conditions, the fertile
soil in certain areas of the High Plateau makes it suitable for agriculture, particularly
cereal crops like wheat and barley.

Beyond the High Plateau, and forming the country's vast southern expanse, is the
formidable Sahara Desert. Covering more than four-fifths of Algeria's territory, this hot
and dry desert is far from a monotonous sea of sand. While immense areas of sand
dunes, known as ergs, occupy about a quarter of the Sahara, particularly the Grand
Erg Oriental (Great Eastern Erg) and the Grand Erg Occidental (Great Western Erg),
much of the desert is characterized by rocky platforms called hamadas. These stony
deserts gradually transition into sand dunes further inland.

The Algerian Sahara also boasts significant mountain ranges, most notably the
Ahaggar (Hoggar) Mountains in the far southeast. These high, complex massifs, some
parts of which reach over 2,000 meters (6,600 ft), are home to Mount Tahat, the
highest peak in Algeria, standing at 3,003 meters (9,852 ft). The Tassili n’Ajjer plateau,
also located in the southeast, is renowned for its unique eroded sandstone formations
that create striking "forests of rock" and its significant collection of prehistoric rock art.
The geological origins of the Ahaggar Mountains date back 300 million years, when
earthquakes uplifted the central massif of the Sahara, which rested on the "African
shield," a thick crystalline base.

Despite its aridity, the Sahara holds hidden treasures. Underground, vast aquifers like
the Albian Aquifer extend beneath a large part of the Algerian Desert, remnants of a
steppe climate that once prevailed in the region. These subterranean water sources
sustain oases, where water rises to the surface in artesian wells and springs,
supporting limited garden farming and small communities. The northern Sahara, less
arid than its southern counterpart, contains most of these oases and supports the
majority of the desert's sparse population.

Algeria's geology is incredibly diverse, influenced by the collision of the African and
Eurasian tectonic plates along the Mediterranean margin. This tectonic activity has
resulted in the geologically young massifs of the Tell Atlas and Saharan Atlas, as well
as seismic activity in the northern Tell ranges. The country's underground is also
remarkably rich in natural resources. Algeria is a global leader in natural gas, holding
the tenth-largest proven reserves worldwide and ranking among the top exporters. Its
oil reserves are also substantial, making Algeria a significant oil producer and
exporter. Beyond hydrocarbons, Algeria possesses large deposits of other valuable
minerals, including iron, phosphates, uranium, lead, and zinc. This abundance of
natural resources, particularly oil and gas, has profoundly shaped Algeria's economy
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and its role on the global stage.

However, the land also presents environmental challenges. Soil erosion and
desertification are ongoing concerns, particularly as the Sahara continues its slow,
relentless encroachment northward. Efforts to combat desertification, such as the
"green barrier" reforestation project initiated in the mid-1970s, have met with some
success. Water scarcity is another critical issue, with Algeria being among the most
water-stressed countries globally. The "sirocco," a hot, dust or sand-laden wind from
the Sahara, is a common phenomenon, especially in summer, and can carry dust into
even the coastal regions. These environmental factors pose ongoing challenges for
agriculture and overall resource management.

From the vibrant, populated coastal strip to the stark, majestic beauty of the Sahara,
Algeria's geography is a defining characteristic of the nation. It shapes settlement
patterns, dictates agricultural possibilities, influences climate, and provides the natural
resources that form the backbone of the economy. This interplay between the land
and its people has forged a unique identity, where adaptation and resilience are
woven into the very fabric of life.
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