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Abstract

Among the conceptual foundations on which scholars of modern Islam have built their narratives for decades, ideas such as “reform” and “reformism” are especially targeted as Eurocentric or orientalist. At the same time, research on early modern Islam also leads us to question the specificity of these nineteenth-century movements. Building on this scholarship, I examine the case of Algerian Ibadi reformism (iṣlāḥ) in order to reassert the specificity of the early twentieth century as a moment when Islamic concepts acquired new meanings, but also as a moment of deep entanglements between Islamic and colonial knowledge production. I show that a systematic understanding of iṣlāḥ as a social and religious reform, linked to the idea of progress, only developed during the interwar period. Moreover, both the emic and etic uses of iṣlāḥ and “reform” were built together, a result of the confluence between modern Islamic scholarship and scholarship about Islam in the early twentieth-century French colonial public sphere. Thus, the conceptual history of iṣlāḥ warns us against approaches that consider emic and etic categories as bounded entities and invites us to unravel their complexity.
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1. Introduction

Over the past three decades, historians have criticized the basic concepts on which scholars of modern Islam have built their narratives since the interwar period.
 In doing so, the historians refined understandings of notions such as “revivalism”, “modernism”, “nahḍa”, or “salafism”. “Reform” and “reformism”, with which this article is concerned, have been especially targeted. The Arabic word iṣlāḥ was first rendered as “réformisme musulman” by the French orientalist Henri Laoust in 1932
 and has since then been central to the study of modern Islam. Following Laoust, many scholars have used “reform” and “reformism” as key elements of a narrative centered on Egypt’s role in the Islamic revival at the turn of the twentieth century, or more widely to designate a range of Islamic movements that emerged from the 1860s onwards.
 Each scholar added a layer to these narratives without necessarily clarifying what they meant by “reform”. As a result, although this notion is central to our understanding of what may be called the Arabic saddle period – a period between 1860 and 1940 “in which concepts acquired new meanings, both reflecting and shaping fundamental changes in social, economic and political organization”
 – it still calls for careful investigation.
On the one hand, scholars have criticized the idea of reform as Eurocentric, evolutionary, or modernist. Dyala Hamzah, for instance, has rejected it as an orientalist construct, denouncing both reform and the “quasi profession” of reformer (“réformiste”) as smoke screens – an obstacle between historians and the texts.
 Wael Hallaq, for his part, has judged that the idea of Islamic reform conveys the colonial view of an Islamic history and legal culture in need of “improvement” with the advent of bureaucratic, centralized and homogenizing states.

On the other hand, many scholars responded by debunking the so-called Ottoman decline – a corollary of the concept of renewal. Major works have considered the issue of change and renewal in Islam (mainly in the domains of fiqh and Sufism) in the longue durée, arguing that Muslims had already conceptualized change and renewal – although in a different manner – prior to the 19th century.
 As a result, we can now better connect what Western scholars have termed “Islamic reform” to early modern intellectual Islamic history. Indeed, nineteenth-century reformist thought owes much to Islamic traditions, whether regarding political reforms
 or calls for religious renewal.

These studies have greatly contributed to the historiography of premodern and modern Islam, but they also leave historians of the modern period with two important questions. First, as nineteenth- and twentieth-century reformist thinking progressively lost its historiographic specificity, what were its defining characteristics? A second question left unanswered concerns terminology: if “reform” and “reformism” are orientalist artefacts, as Hamzah stated, should we stop using them? What about the Arabic word “iṣlāḥ”? Should we consider it independently from its translation as “reform”?
My contribution to this debate is to reassert the specificity of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century as a moment when Islamic concepts acquired new meanings, but also as a moment of deep entanglements between Ibadi scholarship and colonial knowledge production. In doing so, I position my work alongside that of scholars such as Umar Ryad, who revealed the interactions between Islamic reformers and Christian orientalists and missionaries,
 and Henri Lauzière, who showed that, contrary to the mainstream narratives on Salafism, the movement labelled by its own adherents as “salafiyya” did not come into existence until years after the death of its alleged founders, Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī (1838–97) and Muḥammad ʿAbduh (1849–1905).
 Lauzière convincingly argued that this label developed throughout the twentieth century on an orientalist conceptual framework, born out of Louis Massignon’s mislabeling of Rashīd Riḍā as a Salafist.
 As for the case of “reform” (iṣlāḥ), this article argues that both their emic and etic uses emerged together as a result of the very intertwined nature of modern Islamic scholarship and scholarship about Islam. In the early twentieth-century French colonial public sphere, orientalist scholarship, administrative expertise and so-called “vernacular” scholarship – literature written in Arabic by Ibadi scholars – played equally important parts in shaping Islamic publicdebates.
To prove this point, this article considers the case of Algerian Ibadis from Mzab, a region located in the Northern part of the Algerian Sahara, 600 kilometers from Algiers. Ibadis are members of a little-known Islamic sect, Ibadism (al-ibāḍiyya), and the only heirs to the Kharijite movement (seventh to ninth centuries).
 Although they are mainly located in Oman, they have, since the Middle Ages, also been present in North Africa, and in modern Algeria, Tunisia and Libya, building a transnational archipelago that connects those communities and major Islamic capital cities such as Tunis and Cairo.
Scholarship on the modern history of Ibadism has flourished in Europe and North America since the 2000s. John Wilkinson first drew attention to the existence of an Ibadi revival movement in the nineteenth and twentieth century, which he designated “Neo-Ibadism”.
 In 2008, Algerian and German scholar Abdel-Hakim Ourghi highlighted the importance of Muḥammad Aṭfayyish (1820–1914)
 and argued that the Ibadi revival had preceded the important Sunni reform movement that arose in Algeria in the interwar period with the creation of Jamʿiyyat al-ʿulamāʾ al-muslimīn al-jazāʾiriyyīn (Association of Algerian Muslim ʿUlamāʾ).
 Scrutinizing Aṭfayyish’s legal thought, Italian historian Ersilia Francesca demonstrated how he developed his own conceptions of ijtihād and taqlīd.
 Finally, Amal Ghazal, while studying the heightened exchange between reformist Ibadi scholars across North Africa and the Middle East from the turn of the twentieth century until the interwar period, and their commitment to Arab anticolonial struggles, has shown that this reform movement was not limited to North Africa and also involved Sunni scholars.

This interest in modern Ibadism partly mirrors history writing within the Algerian Ibadi community itself. Indeed, an influential local historiography developed soon after Algerian independence. From 1962 onwards, Ibadi historian Muḥammad ʿAlī Dabbūz (1919–81) recorded the history of this Mzabi “reform movement” (al-ḥaraka al-iṣlāḥiyya).
 He highlighted Aṭfayyish, and was particularly interested in telling how a new generation of scholars (ʿulamāʾ) had arisen after the First World War, advocating for religious and social changes. These scholars took up new jobs such as journalism and made use of new technology, like the printing press, to take hold of local leadership. From the 1930s to the 1950s, they fashioned themselves as reformers (muṣliḥūn). They were connected to Cairo’s ‘neo-salafiyya’
, as well as to the Tunisian nationalist activists of the Destour (al-ḥizb al-ḥurr al-dustūrī, Constitutional Liberal Party).
 According to Dabbūz, there were two distinct origins to the Ibadi reform movement: an Ibadi-Algerian one with Aṭfayyish,
 and a Sunni-Egyptian one, through the figure of ʿAbduh. He highlighted the influence of ʿAbduh and Rashīd Riḍā in Algeria, especially through the latter’s journal al-Manār.
 Thus, Dabbūz interpreted the Ibadi reform movement as both local and linked to a wider Islamic reform movement. Dabbūz’s narrative was all the more formative for the Ibadi community as his disciples later built on it.

All this scholarship refers to the various figures and movements of the Ibadi revival from the eighteenth century onwards with the term “reformist” and “reform”, as well as nahḍa, thus stressing the continuity between Aṭfayyish, his forefathers and his followers. 

Echoing Bettina Dennerlein’s comments on the study of Moroccan reformism, this article argues that we have plenty to learn from a careful emic analysis of the Islamic scholars’ debates on reform.
 If the revival of Ibadism in the nineteenth century and Aṭfayyish’s key role in it are not to be questioned, using the same term, reform, to analyze the various revivals that took place in Ibadism between the nineteenth and the mid-twentieth century can be misleading, as it puts distinct phenomena under the same label.
 However, “reform” cannot be fully dismissed as an orientalist construct, since scholars from the interwar period used it to fashion themselves as reformers (muṣliḥūn) and to speak about the movement they led. Focusing on the interwar period, this article shows how a systematic understanding of iṣlāḥ linked to the idea of progress arose as the result of both interactions with the ideas then in vogue in Tunis and Cairo, and heightened exchanges between Islamic scholars and French orientalists and officers. Although Ibadi revivalism did exist before the 1920s, a movement labelled as a “reform” by its own proponents did not come to exist until the late 1930s.
In order to highlight the specificities of the interwar period’s call for reform in North Africa, this article will not give ex post a definition of “reform” – an approach scholars refer to as “etic” analysis. Instead, following an emic approach, it inquires into the meanings that Ibadi actors and French observers of the time assigned to the terms “iṣlāḥ” and “reform” through a close reading of primary sources written in Arabic – mostly newspapers and cultural journals – and in French – mostly administrative archives. This article will retrace the appearance of the word iṣlāḥ and its various meanings in the Ibadi sources printed in the Mzab, Tunis and Cairo during the 1920s and 1930s. Comparing these sources with the French ones elucidates the concomitant establishment – and the confluence – of both Arabic and French words expressing the idea of Islamic reform in the interwar period. This approach draws on political, social and intellectual history and thus differs from the intellectual history focus that structures most scholarship on Islamic reform. Applying this approach to a local case study in colonial Algeria, this article shows where and when the French translation, “réformisme”, crystalized the very meaning of iṣlāḥ and how this word became a slogan – a repetitive, concise motto aimed at rallying the Ibadi community to a cause – used by some Ibadi scholars both in the Arabic- and French-speaking public spheres to take over community leadership. The Ibadi call for reform was both a reinterpretation of Islamic traditions and a borrowing of expressions from the colonial public sphere at a time when French and Algerian public figures were pressing for social and political change. Iṣlāḥ became a reformist slogan in the intersection of transnational Islamic revival discourses, orientalist expertise and colonial public debate. In the end, the article reveals how, in an Ibadi context, the idea of iṣlāḥ has been reshaped by its translation as “réformisme musulman”, inviting scholars to go beyond the opposition between “emic” and “etic” categories in order to unravel the intertwined nature of modern Islamic scholarship and scholarship on Islam. 

2. Shaykh Aṭfayyish, “a first step toward a religious reform”?

Most scholarship on modern Ibadism points to the late nineteenth century as an Ibadi renaissance, and highlights in particular Muḥammad Aṭfayyish, a shaykh from the Mzab region. Aṭfayyish indeed dominates the modern Ibadi intellectual landscape, and also played a key role as France annexed the Mzab in 1882 and ended a period of relative autonomy that set the region apart from Northern Algeria, which had been under French control since 1830. As a theologian, he thought to rejuvenate local religious life,
 and called upon the figure of the mujaddid (renewer) who practices tajdīd in order to re-actualize the prophetic model in post-prophetic times.
 He also left an especially profound imprint on Ibadi legal thought, as he produced a commentary (sharḥ) of al-Kitāb al-Nīl – the eighteenth-century compendium by ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Thamīnī (d. 1808) – which is considered to be the foundation of modern Ibadi jurisprudence. Thus, for many, Aṭfayyish represented “a first step toward a religious reform”.
 According to Ourghi, for instance, Aṭfayyish developed his reformist teaching and actions in three directions: he fought against blameworthy innovations (bidaʿ), he insisted on Ibadi women’s religious training while struggling against their presence in the public arena, and he attempted to get closer to the Sunni schools of Islam.

Although from an analytical point of view, Aṭfayyish can be characterized as a reformer, did he give a definition of iṣlāḥ, and if so, which one? In Ourghi’s close reading of Aṭfayyish’s Qur’ānic commentaries, especially his Taysīr al-tafsīr, as well as his legal works (fiqh), Ourghi shows that Aṭfayyish only gave indirect definitions of iṣlāḥ, which can be grasped through a survey of the word’s antonyms and synonyms:
 Iṣlāḥ is opposed to fasād (corruption) which is a very frequent opposition in the Qur’an, and assimilated to the concept of ṣulḥ (compromise, reconciliation).
 Aṭfayyish did not distinguish between ṣulḥ and iṣlāḥ
, and he also associated the latter with the Qur’ānic concept of “ṣalāḥ”, which refers to the righteousness of a human being or an object. According to Aṭfayyish, such righteousness is an ideal for the muṣliḥ and can be attained by applying sacred law (sharīʿa), by following Muḥammad’s traditions, and by showing obedience through belief, words and deeds (iʿtiqād, qawl, ʿamal).
 This broad definition of iṣlāḥ belongs to the realm of piety: it is both the opposite of corruption and its cure. As for the muṣliḥ, he behaves rightly and exhorts men to follow God’s path. Last but not least, naṣīha (advice, council) appears as another key concept of Aṭfayyish’s reformist thought: to him, iṣlāḥ and naṣīha are synonyms. The importance of naṣīha goes together with Aṭfayyish’s concern about spreading his message to the people (al-ʿāmma): at the same time, naṣīha is clearly rooted in the Qur’ān and the Sunna, which strengthens iṣlāḥ’s scope, and linked to the Qur’ānic prescription to command right and forbid wrong (al-amr bi-l-maʿrūf wa-l-nahy ʿan al-munkar), a command that is imposed upon all Ibadi believers.

Aṭfayyish’s use of iṣlāḥ differs greatly from that of Ibadi scholars from the interwar period. His is deeply imbued with the Ibadi creed (ʿaqīda) which insists on the connection between faith and acts. The word iṣlāḥ, which is never defined in a systematic way, mostly refers to the criticism of blameworthy innovations (bida‘), a deeply rooted struggle in Ibadi religious culture. Iṣlāḥ refers neither to a unified and clearly defined social nor a political project. The term covers a set of representations and practices whose stakes are diverse, and, unlike during the interwar period, not related to ideas of progress, modernity, or nationhood.
 Aṭfayyish’s vision of iṣlāḥ closely aligns with that of the late nineteenth-century Moroccan scholars Aḥmad b. Khālid al-Nāṣirī (d. 1897) and Muḥammad b. Jaʿfar al-Kattānī, who have been studied by Dennerlein. To them, iṣlāḥ was also, above all, a way to denounce corruption and to call believers to aim at righteousness. This vision was rooted in their erudition and devotion, and was linked to their moral leadership.
 
Furthermore, were we to employ the tools of cultural history, it would appear that Aṭfayyish, through the subjects as well as the genre of his works, still belonged to an early modern Islamic intellectual milieu.
 As a polygraph with an encyclopedic approach, he remained faithful to the compilation and commentarial practices shared by early modern North African scholars.
 Out of his approximately one hundred works, at least twenty are commentaries (sharḥ), and about ten each are glosses (ḥāshiya), arrangements (tartīb) and summaries (mukhtaṣar); the remainder are other compilations (jāmiʿ).
 His work bears witness to a tendency towards encyclopedism that he shares with other North African scholars of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, such as Muḥammad al-Kattānī (1873–1910), al-Mahdī al-Wazzānī (1849–1923), ʿAbd al-Qādir al-Majjāwī (1848–1914), Ibn Zakrī (1853–1914) and al-Nāsirī.
 This style contrasts sharply with that of the scholars of the interwar period, who condemned gloss and commentaries as a symptom of the “decline” they sought to overcome.

Aṭfayyish’s reform was labelled as iṣlāḥ post factum, during the interwar period, and he was himself identified as a muṣliḥ at a time when the meaning of those words had shifted dramatically. While his disciples inherited an important body of work from him, his primary contribution was to develop Ibadi cultural and intellectual practices characteristic of the early-modern period. He did not use iṣlāḥ in a systematic way, and did not associate it with the concepts that would later become central to the notion of iṣlāḥ, such as modernity, backwardness or nation. We will now trace the emergence of the new idea of reform through the life and work of another generation of Ibadi scholars during the 1920s.
3. The “style of the diligent reformers”, between Mzab, Tunis and 1920s Cairo
Ibadi scholars of a new kind appeared at the turn of the 1920s. Born in the 1880s and 1890s, they belonged to the first generation born after the French conquest of 1882, which had brought great turmoil, especially in the religious field, as the ‘ulamāʾ lost many of their prerogatives.
 These new scholars and their ideas were also born out of the acceleration of exchanges with other North African and Middle Eastern regions.
 Beginning in the 1880s, Mzab Ibadis had developed migratory and trade relations with the north-east of Algeria, Tunisia and Ottoman Tripolitania.
 These exchanges were political as well, and, because of the remoteness of the region, the French administration sometimes struggled to control it.
 In the 1920s, the heightened exchange of ideas and travel between Cairo, Tunis and Algiers led some ‘ulamāʾ to appropriate transnational mottos of Islamic reform and advocate locally for religious and social changes. They pushed both for social development and the restoration of Ibadi Islam to its supposed former purity. 

This generation of scholars brought about many ruptures in Ibadi literary and religious culture. Scholars took up new professions, such as journalism, and made use of new technology, like the printing press.
 They opened schools, breaking away from the former Ibadi educational system, and used associations (created under the 1901 law) as a way to organize themselves and promote their ideas.
 These cultural and social changes also impacted intellectual production: rather than long-form commentaries and encyclopedic works, scholars now favored short genres, such as newspaper articles, pamphlets and essays dealing with all kinds of subjects, from religious and current affairs to science. This “reformist movement”, as the scholars themselves – and the local historians after them
 – would later call it
, refashioned Mzabi society and ensured its insertion in the Algerian nation and state, before and after independence.

Most of these scholars did not come from learned lineages, hailing instead from families involved in trade with the Algerian Tell (in the north) and Tunisia.
 This was the case with Ibrāhīm b. ʿĪsā (1888–1973), an Ibadi ʿālim and journalist known as Abū l-Yaqẓān. Born in Guerrara, in the Mzab region, he was first educated locally before completing his studies in the Hijaz and Cairo, after which he went to Tunis, where he stayed for ten years. In 1914, he launched a first student mission (consisting of residency and, for younger students, time at a Qur’ānic school) to Tunis, followed by a second one in 1917. From 1920 onwards, with the help of Aṭfayyish’s grand-nephew, Ibrāhīm Aṭfayyish (1886–1965), also known as Abū Isḥāq, Abū l-Yaqẓān succeeded in organizing these missions on a yearly basis. Older students attended classes at the Zaytūna, the mosque-university of Tunis, and the Khaldūniyya, a modern-style academic institution.
 Theses student missions are considered a milestone in the cultural transformation that was labelled “reformist” in the 1930s.
 Studying in Tunis was nothing new for North African Ibadis,
 but the scale of these scholarly migrations changed dramatically, as dozens of young students left Mzab for the city, where they enrolled in organized courses.

Evidence of this major transformation can be seen in the controversy surrounding the student mission of 1922, which resulted in the writing of pamphlets in Algiers, Tunis and Cairo. On 27 May 1922, during Ramadan, Ṣāliḥ b. ʿUmar al-Laʿlī, shaykh of Beni-Isguen, spoke out against the student missions to Tunis. Abū l-Yaqẓān replied in an article published by the weekly newspaper al-Iqdām.
 According to him, al-Laʿlī had “launched an attack against the learning of science in another country and against the teaching of science by the modern method”.
 On the contrary, Abū l-Yaqẓān tried to assess the continuity between new methods and previous ones in the Ibadi sect (madhhab). According to him, the modernization of these methods was in accordance with revelation: God had “established in his creation a tradition of evolution and progress, which encompasses teaching methods”.
 He defended this position in spite of being accused of breaking with the Ibadi madhhab, an accusation that jeopardized the mission to Tunis.

Abū l-Yaqẓān did not use the term iṣlāḥ to defend the student mission, but he developed many of the features that would be part of the call for reform in the 1930s: he opposed science – which he linked to happiness, freedom and life – to ignorance, which generated death, enslavement and laziness. Controversially, he contrasted term by term progress (taqaddum) and stagnation (jumūd), knowledge (ʿilm) and ignorance (jahl), thus taking the same path as other North African scholars in the interwar period who had absorbed the European mythology of progress and civilization and used it in order to understand their society and imagine its future.
 Such argument is typical of what Alain Roussillon coined the “identity-turn” of the Islamic reform tradition: according to him, as Western imperialism grew, Islamic scholars experienced and articulated the necessity of reform within the framework of an unequal relationship to the Other.
 Another feature of Abū l-Yaqẓān’s response was common to many speeches of the time: the opponents of these missions were dismissed as ignorant, decadent and stagnant (jāmidūn), unable to keep up with the progress of the world – charges that one reads in other Algerian reformist texts,
 but also under Riḍā’s pen, as he dismissed al-Azhar’s scholars in the same way.

In response to the al-Iqdām article, an anonymous pamphlet was published in 1923 in Constantine.
 Entitled Kashf al-lithām ʿan aghrāḍ baʿḍ al-liʾām (Unveiling the aims of certain scoundrels), this booklet condemned the mission, personally attacked Abū l-Yaqẓān and dismissed his teachings as a deviation from the path of the pious ancestors.
 Abū l-Yaqẓān replied under the name of Ibrāhīm b. al-Ḥājj ʿĪsā al-Qarārī, in a pamphlet published in Tunis, entitled Irshād al-ḥāʾirīn (The guide of the disoriented), in which he praised the enterprise of iṣlāḥ and the figure of the muṣliḥ, both of which he articulated for the first time. Iṣlāḥ was mentioned on the very first pages, as the author asked God for the grace to “reform the state of the two houses”, this world and the afterlife. Abū l-Yaqẓān diagnosed Mzabi society with the illness of backwardness and stagnation, highlighting the “reformers’ duty” to “renew communities’ and people’s lives”. They were to expunge from the existing what could be expunged and add to it those new things which were in harmony with their nation’s sensibility and its rich spirit, in accordance with what it received in terms of human progress and social development (al-ruqī al-basharī wa-l-taṭawwur al-ijtimāʿī).
 As a result, “their community lives and the water of life gushes in their faces”.
 After portraying reformers as saviors, Abū l-Yaqẓān sketched the “corrupters", who 

“pile death after death onto the community. They distort the long-standing and attach to it whatever suits their desires, even if this amounts to trivialities; they strip away whatever does not suit them, even if it is the core. They undertake to choke what is new and to kill it, even though it is the cornerstone of their power and happiness. You see them standing against the modern development’s path, both the good and the corrupt, by thinking: ‘Every opinion has its share of truth. What is ancient, whatever its color, is religion, truth and authenticity. What is new, whatever its condition, is unbelief, inanity and corruption’!”

Most of what would be understood in the 1930s as “reformist” is already stated in this pamphlet: iṣlāḥ is about renovating the believers’ community, purifying it from what had been added to Muḥammad’s revelation as well as embracing modernity (al-ḥadātha), taking advantage of what is lawful in it. Abū l-Yaqẓān applied these definitions to the case of Mzab: “among those communities is our dear Mzabi community (umma), which God graces with the presence of reformers (muṣliḥīn) self-sacrificing to achieve their goals.”
 He then demonstrated how in the case of the mission to Tunis “corruptors” (mufsidūn) were trying to choke “our blessed scientific awakening” (nahḍatunā l-ʿilmiyya al-mubāraka).

Abū l-Yaqẓān had to both defend new ways of teaching and justify educating Mzabi students outside of the local Ibadi school system. The controversy was intense, as the new system called into question the very definition of ʿilm, its transmission and its transmitters – the Ibadi ʿulamāʾ. Abū l-Yaqẓān dismissed his opponents as ignorant, making his case by calling on the Qur’ānic verse 39:9 (“Are those who know equal to those who do not know ?”).
 In an exhaustive rebuttal, he attacked al-Laʿlī’s critics, quoting Ibadi and Sunni references: Muḥammad Aṭfayyish, on the one hand, and Muḥammad ʿAbduh and al-Manār, on the other. To assert its authority through the authority of elders, the new generation of scholars – those who raised the banner of reform – claimed the legacy of Aṭfayyish, who had become an indispensable reference among Ibadi scholars. But while Abū l-Yaqẓān claimed this legacy, his opponents did the same. For example, a leading shaykh, Amḥammad Bābā ū Mūsā (1863–1957), a self-described “conservative” (muḥāfiẓ) who fought against the muṣliḥūn, also claimed to be Aṭfayyish’s disciple, even compiling some of his fatwās
.
Iṣlāḥ appears only in passing in the sources regarding the student missions to Tunis: it remains marginal and constitutes neither a key concept nor a slogan. This conflict was, however, the first of many up to the mid-1930s, spread through various media. Mzabi society started to split around the message of the muṣliḥūn. What Abū l-Yaqẓān called the “style of the diligent reformers”
 was also already present: ʿulamāʾ-journalists for whom the so-called modern sciences would be a remedy for their own gloomy diagnosis of Mzabi society.

4. Ibadi scholars and the Cairene “party of moderate reform”
Abū Isḥāq Aṭfayyish arrived in Tunis in 1917 as part of the student mission of which he became a “professor and permanent supervisor.”
 In the context of post-WWI anti-colonial struggles, he became a political activist in Tunis, befriending the leading figures of the Tunisian nationalist Destour, such as ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Thaʿālibī (1876–1944).
 French colonial authorities were suspicious of Abū Isḥāq and expelled him from Tunisia in February 1923. He chose to settle in Cairo, where he could rely on a small cluster of Ibadis, and became involved in intellectual and commercial ventures, particularly in printing and publishing – including the cultural journal al-Minhāj (The Way) from 1924–27. In Cairo, the Ibadi scholar was close to Riḍā’s entourage. 
Indeed, thanks to his Tunisian dustūrī network, Abū Isḥāq entered into the circle of intellectuals such as Syrian publicist Muḥibb al-Dīn al-Khaṭīb (1886–1969). Like Riḍā and al-Khaṭīb, Abū Isḥāq became a journalist, mentored by al-Khaṭīb. First close to the Sharif Hussein of Mecca and the Hashemite family, then a fervent supporter of the Saudi kingdom, al-Khaṭīb managed a publishing house and bookstore, al-Maṭbaʿa al-Salafiyya, located close to the printing press of al-Manār, and later, to Dār al-Kutub, the Egyptian national library.
 al-Maṭbaʿa al-Salafiyya printed Abū Isḥāq’s journal, al-Minhāj – as well as most of his books. Later, when al-Khaṭīb published a special issue of his journal al-Fatḥ (The Conquest) for its tenth anniversary in June 1937, he mentioned Abū Isḥāq as one of the 50 most illustrious personalities of the contemporary Muslim world and published a very laudatory portrait of him
. Abū Isḥāq also connected with Riḍā: he gave him a signed copy of his book al-Diʿāya ilā sabīl al-muʾminīn (The Call to Join the Path of Believers), and al-Minhāj echoed Riḍā’s editorial news. Abū Isḥāq wrote a review of Riḍā’s biography of ʿAbduh and reported the publication of issues of al-Manār
,
 which in turn praised al-Minhāj in 1926.
 Finally, according to the Algerian historian Muḥammad Nāṣir, Abū Isḥāq befriended Ḥasan al-Bannā (1906–49), founder of the Muslim Brotherhood.
 These thinkers formed the milieu from which Massignon and Laoust developed the concepts of Salafism and “réformisme musulman”,
 and the core of what Reinhard Schulze labelled the “neo-Salafiyya”.

Given Abū Isḥāq’s immersion in Cairo’s intellectual life and tight bonds with Libyan, Tunisian and Algerian Ibadis, he was instrumental in linking North African Ibadis to the Cairene scene. In 1926, al-Manār was the first journal to use the word iṣlāḥ with regard to an Ibadi scholar, when it called Abū Isḥāq a member of the “party of moderate reform (ḥizb al-iṣlāḥ al-muʿtadil)” which aimed at “uniting, on the one hand, the guidance of the religion of truth, in faith, morals and action, and, on the other, that which differs from it in modern civilization, based on the principles of sovereignty, independence, military strength and prosperity.”
 This article did not, however, lead to the development of iṣlāḥ as a slogan or a watchword in al-Minhāj, nor in the North African Ibadi writings. Islāḥ appeared rarely in al-Minhāj and its use remained polysemic. It was usually used in its plural form (iṣlāḥāt), in the sense in which it had spread from the nineteenth century onwards in the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire as a synonym for the political and legal reforms of the tanẓīmāt. For example, an article on “Reforms (iṣlāḥāt) in the Arab Peninsula” discussed “the path of modern reforms” that the Omani government should take.
 Elsewhere, it was used in a meaning synonymous with the Qurʾānic prescription to command right and forbid wrong. An article written about the Mzab began by quoting the same Qurʾānic prescription and associated iṣlāḥ with asceticism (zuhd), piety (taqwā) and concord (ṣulḥ).
 Yet, the word iṣlāḥ rarely appeared in al-Minhāj when the journal dealt with themes which historians usually associate with the idea of reformism, which confirms its marginality. For instance, the journal mentions ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd b. Bādīs (1889–1940), and praises his first publication, al-Muntaqid (The Critic). Although Abū Isḥāq celebrates “the revival of the Algerian youth”, pays tribute to Ibn Bādīs’ journal’s part in “the construction of the Islamic world, on which the sun does not set”, and mentions the fact that Abū l-Yaqẓān himself contributed to al-Muntaqid,
 he never openly associates any of these with the idea of iṣlāḥ – whereas Ibn Bādīs is considered in most narratives to be the founding father of the Algerian Sunni reform movement,
 and historian Ali Merad holds al-Muntaqid to be a major tool in the reformist movement.

Ibn Bādīs is not an isolated case: several other scholars whom historians usually refer to as reformers are mentioned in al-Minhāj absent any association with the concept of reform. Abū Isḥāq’s major reference is Shaykh Aṭfayyish – mentioned 21 times. The journalist highlights his intellectual and family ties with Aṭfayyish, and uses them as a source of legitimation.
 But while Abū Isḥāq printed some of Aṭfayyish’s books, and while their launch was an occasion to publish several reviews and advertisements in al-Minhāj, not a single one of them concerned iṣlāḥ.
 The articles about Riḍā and ʿAbduh
 do not mention “reform” either, with two exceptions.
 The same observation can be made regarding Mzabi scholars in Tunis.

Although its meaning was still ambiguous, certain instances of iṣlāḥ in al-Minhāj nevertheless indicate that the term was beginning to crystallize. In 1925, the journal began with a reference to one of the Qur’ānic sources that would later become crucial: verse 11:88, “I only intend reform as much as I am able” (in urīdu illā al-iṣlāḥa mā ʾstaṭaʿtu), which al-Minhāj associated with criticism of the “blind imitation of Europe” and the “chains of stagnation”, thus giving a militant tone to the verb aṣlaḥa. The 1926 introductory article denounced “those who doubt that they have to renew (tajdīd) community affairs and pay attention to the roots of reform (iṣlāḥ), that draw from the foundations of Islam, as well as to the various branches of these unshakeable foundations. These people deny all good to Islam and they want its annihilation and complete destruction!”

That same year, another article, entitled “Islam, the Natural Religion (dīn al-fiṭra)", written by ʿAlī Surūr al-Zankalūnī (d. 1940), a teacher from al-Azhar, referred to the idea of iṣlāḥ as exemplified by the prophets Jesus and Moses.
 He set iṣlāḥ in a prophetic context and developed a cyclical view of history in which prophets and then renewers would regularly come to restore the divine revelation in its purity: “All the prophets agreed on the aims to be pursued: it is the purification of hearts from associationism (shirk), the reform (iṣlāḥ) of souls and the protection of order.” The journal thus gradually defined iṣlāḥ within a sacred and cyclical history, and implicitly substituted the aforementioned figure of the renewer (mujaddid) with that of the reformer (muṣliḥ).

Finally, a review published in al-Minhāj shows how the journal echoed the elaboration of the idea of iṣlāḥ by Riḍā and his entourage. In 1925, al-Manār’s press released a two-volume selection of works by the Syrian intellectual Rafīq al-ʿAẓm (1865–1925): Abū Isḥāq published reviews of it in al-Minhāj, terming al-ʿAẓm a “pillar among the proponents of Islamic reform (aḥad arkān al-duʿāt ilā al-iṣlāḥ
).”
 Among al-ʿAẓm’s works, a treatise (risāla) “on the history of Islamic politics” drew special attention. The article praised its “masterful” introduction, saying the risāla brought together “a compendium of the life of the elect” and “the structures of the Islamic state.” The journal pointed out that the divine law (al-sharīʿa) was “the source of human reform” (al-iṣlāḥ) and “[was] based on those who spread the desire for science and the yearning to study it, as well as that of helping each other to achieve the Islamic general interest.” The foundations of reform (iṣlāḥ) “[were] directed towards the interests of mankind, the preservation of civilization and welfare through the political organization of the state, the institution of true religious practices, the purification of morals and the education of the mind.”
5. Iṣlāḥ as reform: the late crystallization of the 1930s
While the meaning of iṣlāḥ slowly evolved in Cairo, it followed another trajectory in Algeria. References to it remained scarce in the 1920s, and it only turned into a reformist slogan in the mid-1930s, when it became increasingly connected with actions aiming to transform society, such as the creation of reform schools and associations. After his experience as a supervisor of the student mission, Abū l-Yaqẓān left Tunis and became a journalist in Algiers. From 1926 to 1938 he launched and ran eight newspapers, of which only two lasted more than a few months: Wādī Mīzāb (The Mzab Valley) and al-Umma (The Community, a title referring to the Mzabi community), published respectively from 1926–29 and 1933–38.

In the 1920s, iṣlāḥ remains very polysemic in Algerian Ibadi thought, even if its signification as action aimed at transforming society was slowly emerging. A survey of article titles in the weekly newspaper Wādī Mīzāb would suggest that references to iṣlāḥ are rare – only eight titles out of the 800 in the 118 issues published on a regular basis from October 1926 to January 1929 refer to it. Its reformist meaning is barely perceptible. For instance, iṣlāḥ bore the meaning of political reforms
, yes, but also of housing renovation: in June 1928, the newspaper announced the creation of an association whose goal was to repair flood damage.
 The newspaper also for the first time linked iṣlāḥ to the question of the printing press: the crystallization of the idea of reform resulted from the development of the printing press in colonial Algeria. The article “The Sound of Reform” urged Algerians – and especially Mzabis – to read newspapers in order to encourage reform.
 
In an article with the very title “al-Iṣlāḥ”, published in No. 15, Abū l-Yaqẓān starts to define it as a response to the moral and material situation of Muslims. He calls for a “branch by branch” adjustment and saw iṣlāḥ as the concern of all elites, who, according to him, were made up of nine sub-groups: ʿulamāʾ and jurists, “upright preachers and wise muṣliḥūn”, writers and men of letters, magistrates, civil servants, delegates of municipal councils, heads of tribes and families and, finally, the rich. In this list, the muṣliḥūn– together with preachers – form a distinct category that excludes ʿulamāʾ and jurists. According to Abū l-Yaqẓān, the reformists could not originate from the traditional religious elite. Regarding preachers, he insisted on the interest of new media in the service of mission (daʿwa). The article urged readers to commit to iṣlāḥ. This is the first time in Abū l-Yaqẓān’s newspapers, and the only occurrence in Wādī Mīzāb, where iṣlāḥ appears as a slogan and a call to action aiming at transforming society. This nonetheless illustrates a significant evolution.
In September 1933, Abū l-Yaqẓān launched a new weekly newspaper, al-Umma (The Community). Its 170 issues appeared regularly until June 1938, when the French government suspended it.
 While the term iṣlāḥ occurred more often, its meaning changed, as it was adopted as a slogan by a number of scholars in the Mzab and Algeria. In al-Umma, iṣlāḥ and muṣliḥ are referred to in 48 article titles, out of some 900. Many of these occurrences are related to the surge of associations: iṣlāḥ became a frequent name for Islamic associations, clubs or schools. For instance, the society al-Iṣlāḥ was created in Ghardaïa in 1929.
 The term was increasingly embedded in social and cultural practices, and it was during this time that its performative and militant dimension emerged.
The second reason why the word iṣlāḥ occurred more and more frequently in al-Umma is that it constituted a powerful instrument to split the Ibadi religious field between the so-called “conservative” and “reformists”. For its advocates, the categories of reform and reformer provided a framework for understanding society. The newspaper classified the populations of the Mzab and Algeria into two categories, based on their attitude towards the idea of reform.
 The authors of the newspaper spoke of a “reformist party” or “movement”, thanks to which “the iṣlāḥ, like a sun, illuminated the opinion of the public
.”
 On a “memorable day in Guerrara” [a city of the Mzab region], a “fight between the reformists and their opponents” had taken place.
 The notion of reform was therefore increasingly structured, even though it still remained linked to other themes, like political reforms (iṣlāḥāt).

In al-Umma, two main elements structured the meaning of iṣlāḥ. First, al-Umma rooted “reform” in the Islamic historical tradition, instigated by Muḥammad himself. The article entitled “To Our ʿUlamāʾ” opened with an excerpt from verse 11:88, which al-Minhāj had already interpreted as a call for reform.
 In February 1936, an article stated that those who avoided taking part in reform were unaware of its history and, in particular, of the fact that “the prophet first pioneered it.”
 In an article paying a tribute to the “reform process” occurring at Barīka, a small town northeast of Algeria, its author explained that the situation in Algeria was so bad that “there was no longer any memory or trace of the iṣlāḥ”,
 hinting that other reforms had existed, which implied a cyclical view of the phenomenon. 

The meaning of “reform” had a second feature in the sense that it was a “principle of life”: “change was the hallmark of life, and refusing it was kind of an agony”.
 Here, the journalist seems influenced by the turn of the twentieth-century Islamic modernist scholars such as ʿAbduh, who commonly referred to John Stuart Mill’s utilitarian ideas and developed various readings of Darwin.
 Most of the Algerian Ibadi scholars did not read French and therefore only had access to these philosophical trends through their Arabic translations and interpretations: Egyptian newspapers, for instance circulated throughout Algeria despite colonial attempts to ban them.
 In the 1936 article, “reform” was interpreted in a Darwinian framework, since it followed “the law of evolution [which] dominates everything”: “The evolution of the peoples must take place on a day-to-day basis, [through reform,] which must be influenced by utilitarianism, and in accordance with the needs of the people.”
 Thus, iṣlāḥ was a call for “the suppression of everything that tended to prove that Islam is an immovable religion whose dogmas cannot adapt to our times.”
 “As they implemented iṣlāḥ, [reformers] did not aim to change or transpose [faith]”, but rather sought to “fight those who are stuck in their minds and who want Muslims to remain passive, insensitive to any intellectual activity, and who consider Islam to be a verb you cannot conjugate and which never varies.”
 Finally, carrying out this reform also meant “renewing the prophets’ laws", in order to “restore what has been outdated by the hand of time.”
 In order to do so, reformers wanted to “eradicat[e] the superstitions and customs which caused [Algeria’s] backwardness, until the traces of ignorance cease[d] and its darkness vanishe[d].”

Abū l-Yaqẓān continued developing the notion of reform throughout the 1930s. In 1935, he published an article presenting the “reform movement in Mzab” as facing “blameworthy innovations that distort the beauty of Islam.”
 Reformers’ remedy to ignorance was to expand education. Indeed, reformers also thought about iṣlāḥ as an educative and literary (adab) movement.
 Abū l-Yaqẓān had already presented this idea in a 1934 article, setting three goals for reform: “to eradicate ignorance, to educate and to spread good morals.”
 He elaborated one last dimension of iṣlāḥ, which aimed at “improving the condition of the people", by borrowing ideas and techniques that would allow the “development of society.”
 Indeed, according to him, “the people’s leading reformers [had to] grasp existing ideas in order to adapt and implement them.” He firmly believed that, “in human civilization, one people is the pupil of another” and that “he who has evolved is partly if not wholly indebted to the one by whom he has been inspired.”

By the mid-1930s, then, iṣlāḥ had become a slogan whose meaning had crystallized in the sense of religious, social and political reform. This process implied both a cyclical and a linear view of history, as reforms had happened before and were set to reoccur, but were also embedded in ideas of human development and progress. Thus, calling for iṣlāḥ meant inviting Muslims to carry out both a proactive modernization of their society and a return to a supposedly authentic Islam of the pious ancestors, all under the guidance of a new kind of ʿulamāʾ. To make sense of its emergence and sudden popularity, this slogan must be resituated not only in the intellectual history of Islam and the link between Ibadi scholars and Cairo, but also in the Algerian political context of the 1930s.
6. Between the Algerian public sphere and orientalist expertise: competing sources of the reform slogan in the 1930s
The increasing use of iṣlāḥ in Arabic debates and the narrowing of its previously plural meaning toward the unequivocal sense of “reform” can be better understood when analysed in relation to the political and social context of the anti-fascist Front populaire’s rule in Algeria and France (1936–38). Similarly, it must be studied with reference to the framework of colonial administrative expertise in which the translation of iṣlāḥ into French as “réforme” did not emerge locally until 1939.
The expression “public sphere” has rarely been used to study colonial Algeria. Still, scholarship focusing on places of socialization (lieux de sociabilité),
 organizations and coffeehouses,
 and public commemorations
 have clearly established the emergence of a new social and intellectual sphere of public debate in Algeria between the 1920s and 1940s. Print culture was an important facilitator of public exchange, as ideas could spread faster and on a much larger scale. It should be noted that this emergent public sphere was also deeply shaped by the colonial framework and fractured into several competing communities (social linguistic and political).
 However, the French- and Arabic-speaking public spheres were not disconnected from each other, especially when the Front populaire was in power.

In 1936, the electoral success of the Front populaire, an alliance of left-wing parties, initiated extensive political debates in Algeria and throughout North Africa. Expectations that political change might at last occur were shared by a large part of the population, beyond just the French-speaking local elites. Algerian political movements were pressing for reform and, in reaction to the repeated protests against colonialism, French administrators and policy-makers were increasingly concerned to improve colonial rule. While in metropolitan France, the advent of the Front populaire initiated a cycle of political mobilization, a reformist moment began in North Africa.

The French translation of iṣlāḥ as “réforme” reinforced the use of iṣlāḥ – in Arabic – as a reformist slogan. Mzabi and Algerian ʿulamāʾ were involved in the broad debate that took place in both the French- and Arabic-speaking public spheres. Reform became a “common language” in both the Algerian colony and the nearby French protectorate.
 It dominated the political lexicon of a wide range of actors, from French administrators and politicians to Algerian party leaders or members of the AAMU. Although they did not necessarily share the same motivations or aims, “reform” was so malleable as a slogan that it could serve the interest of actors from various backgrounds. This reformist confluence occurred when Shaykh Ibn Bādīs and Dr. Bendjelloul convened a Muslim Congress on 7 June 1936 in Algiers, bringing together the Fédération des élus, the communists and the reformist ʿulamāʾ, who then agreed on the “Charter of demands of the Muslim Algerian People.”

Ibadis also took an active part in this reformist confluence. Some were members of AAMU and were involved in the media coverage of the Muslim Congress of June 1936, including Abū l-Yaqẓān, who was thrilled when the Front populaire came to power.
 al-Umma referred to the government’s reforms using the lexical field of iṣlāḥ and called its proponents “muṣliḥūn”.
 Initially, Abū l-Yaqẓān took part in the Muslim Congress: in early June, al-Umma announced the creation of a committee devoted to “preparing for the 1936 Muslim Congress in Algiers and the elaboration of the reforms needed in the country;”
 it then reported enthusiastically on the Congress.
 Abū l-Yaqẓān played on the polysemy of iṣlāḥ by using it in this political context. In the debates surrounding the Congress, he tackled themes closely related to the AAMU’s ʿulamāʾ, such as the condemnation of assimilation and the defence of the “Algerian personality.”
 According to al-Umma, “the reforms (iṣlāḥāt) did not imply giving up religion”.

However, Ibadi reformers did not forget the challenges specific to the Mzab: as early as 16 June 1936, Abū l-Yaqẓān complained about the lack of representation of Ibadi interests in the Congress and, as Algerian political actors split again, he organized a “Mzabi Congress” in Algiers, in order to assert the demands of the Ibadi community.
 On 2 and 3 July, 190 delegates from the Mzab and the Ibadi diaspora in the coastal regions of Algeria met, but failed to agree on a common declaration. Most of the reformers’ demands revolved around the rejection of the assimilation policy of the Blum-Viollette project, conscription in the Mzab, and the amount of tax collected from the region.

Algerian Ibadi reformers carried on these debates in the spring of 1937, when Deputy Joseph Lagrosillière (1872–1950), vice-president of the North Africa sub-committee, arrived in Algiers at the head of a parliamentary delegation that investigated the Viollette bill.
 Mzab representatives went to Algiers to meet with committee members before the committee visited Mzab.
 Among the figures who welcomed them in Ghardaïa, al-Umma mentioned “reformers from Guerrara” including Shaykh Ibrāhīm Bayyūḍ (1899–1981) – the main reformist leader in the valley – and Abū l-Yaqẓān.
 This reformist moment increased the visibility of iṣlāḥ as a slogan and gave prominence to its supporters.

One noteworthy feature of this reformist confluence was the polysemy of both “iṣlāḥ” and “reform”, which shaped the actors’ political and social lexicons. The ʿulamāʾ’s call for reform only addressed the religious aspect of a broader debate, held both in French and Arabic, on the necessary political and social reforms. They modulated their speech according to their interlocutors, both in the Mzab and in colonized Algeria, taking advantage of the translation of iṣlāḥ as “reform” and “reformism”. 
A growing body of orientalist and administrative expertise also strengthened the (self-)identification of Bayyūḍ, Abū l-Yaqẓān, and their companions as reformers. As we saw, in Mzab, iṣlāḥ was only translated as “réforme” in 1939. That year, a report by the local government mentioned a “reformist party (parti réformiste)” for the first time.
 From then on, administrators used the term’s many iterations (réforme, réformateurs, réformisme) repeatedly. This is related to the emergence of the concept of “réformisme musulman” in French orientalist academic circles and the ties between the latter and the administration, as part of the “Islamic academic policy”
 (politique universitaire musulmane) of the Third Republic.
In the 1930s, France actively implemented a politique universitaire musulmane characterized by a growing institutionalization of orientalist knowledge and curricula. In 1929, Louis Massignon (1883–1962) created the Institute of Islamic Studies at the Sorbonne. Meanwhile the École des langues orientales in Paris was becoming more vocationally oriented, increasingly trying to place graduates in government positions. France also established several scholarly institutions in various Islamic countries, with a greater emphasis on social sciences grounded in orientalist scholarship.
 Academics, administrators and politicians involved in the French colonization of North Africa were connected under the auspices of leading figures such as Massignon, Sébastien Charléty (1867–1945), or Robert Montagne (1893–1954). In 1936, the Front populaire established the Centre des hautes études d’administration musulmane (Center for Advanced Studies in Muslim Administration, CHEAM), following the suggestion of Montagne, who directed the institution until 1954. The purpose of CHEAM was “to perfect and expand the training of administrators who had already served for at least five years in an Islamic country.”
 CHEAM was instrumental in the transfer of Laoust’s concept of reform
 from the academic sphere to the colonial administration, as exemplified by the case of the Mzab. Indeed, in the Mzab, this transfer was carried out by a military administrator named Captain Terrier. In 1937, he trained at CHEAM, where he carried out research on the World Islamic Congress of Jerusalem (1931), in which he noted that Abū Isḥāq had been involved.
 In 1938, Terrier became commandant of the Military Territory of Ghardaïa – a huge Saharan district whose capital was Laghouat. Curious about the local situation, he asked Shaykh Bayyūḍ to submit a report on reform ideas. On 15 August 1938, Bayyūḍ handed him a report entitled “Our guiding ideas on reforming the Mzab (la réforme du Mzab), the aim of our reform, our ways and means of achieving this aim.”
 Bayyūḍ took advantage of this opportunity to promote his ideas. His report was drawn from various registers: classical religious apologetics, speeches about “colonial peace”, and call for reform, in the sense they were singled out by orientalists. While in the 1920s local government surveillance reports interpreted local scholars and activists as “Bolshevik” – which reflected the officers’ anxieties more than it did local ideas – , by the 1930s, expressions such as “Islamic movement” or “new rite” had flourished in their reports, showing how the ideas of iṣlāḥ and its supporters were given increased attention.
 For example, the 1937 annual report mentioned the ʿulamāʾ who “declare[d] their commitment to follow the evolution of civilization and to bring it to Mzabis.”

Nonetheless, the administrators did not fully grasp the strong Mzabi current supporting iṣlāḥ until Terrier took command of the territory two years later. In March 1939, colonial officials from Algiers, Laghouat and Ghardaïa exchanged letters regarding Shaykh Bayyūḍ, which points to the role played by the central administration in adopting and co-constructing the labels of reform. That March, Georges Le Beau (1879–1962), Governor General of Algeria from September 1935 to July 1940, reacted to three reports on the local political situation that Terrier had sent him. He expressed his “very keen interest” in Terrier’s presentation, praising the fact that “the ‘Mzabi case’ was addressed there, not in the narrow framework of the Mzab, but on a broader scale and with a broad perspective.”
 Terrier then forwarded Le Beau’s letter to the Chef d’annexe (commander of Ghardaïa’s district) in Ghardaïa – his subordinate – “requesting exact information about Shaykh Bayoud and the reform movement he was leading.” Terrier went on to ask the Chef d’annexe to “prepare as soon as possible a notice on this movement”, with details such as “its dogmatic, spiritual and temporal sources and origins” and “its relations and partnerships in Algeria and in the Muslim world in general”.
 Clearly, the requests and the concept of “reform” had made their way from government desks in Algiers to officers in the field.

Local government started to analyse “reformist” and “conservative” Ibadi trends under the influence of orientalist scholarship, which then influenced high colonial civil servants and combined with the rising call for reform in the political context of the Front populaire. In response, Algerian Ibadi leaders increasingly advocated for reform, in French (réforme) and in Arabic (iṣlāḥ). In return, such processes shaped the meaning of this word, which had in the past only loosely been linked to the idea of social, religious and political transformation. Thus, the case of iṣlāḥ in the Mzab is very similar to Jacques Berque’s hunch about the rise of “Islamic reform” in North Africa, which he understood as synonymous with reformism: “From 1932 onwards, Henri Laoust’s masterful study of the Salafiya substantiates, even more than it reveals, the name and the concept” of reform.”

7. Conclusion

Diachronically and synchronically, iṣlāḥ’s polysemy reflects the various influences that shaped the scholarship of Ibadi ʿulamāʾ, as well as the transnational character of the Ibadi community. The history of the Ibadi use of the word iṣlāḥ invites historians to pay greater attention to categories used by political and intellectual actors, in order to avoid defining post factum as “reformist” and “reformer” a very heterogeneous range of movements and scholars. It also invites intellectual historians to consider closely the various factors and dimensions that shaped Islamic scholarship. 

After the revival of Ibadi jurisprudence at the turn to the twentieth century and the growth of literary production resulting from the development of Arabic printing, new ideas and vocabularies emerged in the heightened exchanges between the Ibadi scholars of Tunis, Algiers, Cairo and the Mzab from the 1920s onwards. However, Algerian Ibadi scholars did not label themselves as reformists before the 1930s, and this self-denomination only became central to them toward the end of the decade. On a local scale, the muṣliḥūn used this category as a self-designation in order to distinguish themselves from their opponents whom they, in turn, called immobile and stagnant. Thus, reform was a powerful binary discursive construction which helped reformist scholars to seize power over the Mzabi community and to legitimize their control thereafter. On a regional scale, the French translation of iṣlāḥ as “reform” also played a huge role in building the hegemony of Ibadi reformist scholars: it allowed them to take part in the colonial debate to defend their community’s interest, and also to position themselves as intermediaries between colonial officials and the Ibadi community. This double context deeply impacted the meaning of iṣlāḥ as a social, political and religious project inextricably linked to the Ibadi discursive tradition as well as the French Front populaire’s legacy.

If the “Arabic saddle period” led to important semantic changes between 1860 and 1940, the interwar period appears as a watershed moment in Algeria. This was also the case in Morocco
: it was during the same period that Islamic scholars took up European conceptions of progress and modernity and systematically articulated the idea of reform within the framework of an unequal relationship to Europe. Moreover, the very idea of iṣlāḥ appears to have been deeply reshaped by its translation as “réformisme musulman”. Thus, the conceptual history of iṣlāḥ also warns us against approaches that consider emic and etic categories as bounded entities, inviting us instead to unravel their intertwined nature. As historians of modern Islam, we cannot write Islamic intellectual history while drawing on an artificially isolated “Islamic tradition”, when it actually evolved in dialogue with local debates that included Muslim and non-Muslim actors. In studying twentieth-century Islam – especially in Algeria, where colonialism lasted for so long – one has to consider seriously the dialectic relationships between colonialism and Islam, as well as the postcolonial dimension of Islam. In this regard, scrutinizing the back-and-forth between European scientific and vernacular scholarship seems to be a particularly promising path. 
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� Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen, Rüdiger Seesemann & Rachida Chih, “The Nineteenth Century: A Sufi Century?”, in Sufism, Literary Production, and Printing in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen, Rüdiger Seesemann and Rachida Chih, (Würzburg: Ergon Verlag, 2014), 3–22.
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� Muḥammad ʿAlī Dabbūz, Nahḍat al-Jazā’ir; idem, Aʿlām al-iṣlāḥ; ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿUmar Bakallī, Masīrat al-iṣlāḥ fī jīl, 1918–1948 (El-Atteuf: Maktabat al-Bikrī, 2004).


� al-Umma 160 (29 March 1938), “al-ḥaqq aḥaqq an yuttabaʿ. Izāḥat labs wa-rafʿ ishtibāh li-shāhid ʿiyān”.


� Jomier, Islam, Réforme et Colonisation, 308–35. 


� Jomier, “Merchants and ʿUlamā”.
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� “Naghmat al-iṣlāḥ”, Wādī Mīzāb 10 (3 December 1926).


� Archives nationales d’outre mer, Aix-en-Provence, France (henceforth ANOM), Oasis 78/365, “Abou el Ikdane Hadj Brahim”, dossier de surveillance d’Abū l-Yaqẓān.


� ANOM, Oasis 68/16, “Djemaïet el islah”, du chef d’Annexe au commandant du Territoire, 12 August 1932.


� “Hal yajib an yakūn mawqif al-muṣliḥīn izāʾ al-muʿāriḍīn ghayr hadhā?”, al-Umma 37 (13 August 1935).


� ANOM, GGA 15H23, “presse”, “analytical translation” of al-Umma 86 (25 August 1936).


� “Yawm mashhūd fī al-Qarrāra: al-maʿraka al-fāṣila bayn al-muṣliḥīn wa-aḍdādihim”, al-Umma 13 (11 December 1934).


� “Iṣlāḥāt ʿaẓīmāt fī Makka wa-l-Madīna al-munawwara”, al-Umma 62 (11 February 1936).


� “Ilā ʿulamāʾinā…!”, al-Umma 68 (21 March 1936).


� “Mawqif al-Umma izāʾ ḥarakat al-iṣlāḥ bi-Mīzāb”, al-Umma 62 (11 February 1936).


� “Sayr al-iṣlāḥ bi-Barīka”, al-Umma 162 (12 April 1938).


� Ibid.


� Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age (New York: Cambridge, 2007[1983]), 90, 173–74; Marwa Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1860–1950 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2013), 10–12.
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