
1868: Lavigerie asks for an audience with the 
emperor to resolve his conflict with the governor in 
Algeria over religious freedom. He did not get the 
audience. 

 

Letter to a Superior of a Major Seminary (10th 
May1869) 

 

The seminary is directed in conformity with 
these rules. All the clerics who make it up have alrea-
dy taken the Arab habit after the first three months 
of the postulancy. It is also a point in their rule that 
they only speak Arabic from now on. They sleep fully 
clothed and on the ground. Their food is like that of 
the local people, whose lives they need to share. 
Every day, at their recreation, they bandage the 
wounds of the sick Arabs who come to their house. 
At the same time, they receive advice on how to 
treat the most virulent illnesses of the country. It is 
without doubt a rough and mortifying life, but it has 
the dual advantage of completely sacrificing human 
nature. It also throws light on a vocation, which, it 
has to be said, is composed of the most complete 
abnegation and for some perhaps even martyrdom. 

For the rest, Algiers offers exceptional facilities 
for the establishing of an undertaking of this kind. 
Acclimatisation can be done in favourable condi-
tions, during the novitiate, which lasts fifteen mon-
ths.   There are opportunities to learn the lifestyle of 
the Arabs and learn their language. Then, once the 
novitiate is over and the hour of mission has rung, it 
is easy to form friendships in Tunis or Tripoli with the 
various peoples of the Sahara. Gradually, in neigh-
bouring countries, there will be the means to work 
one’s way into the desert tribes and to the centre of 
Africa. There, they will establish themselves as doc-
tors and men of prayer. These are two titles that at-
tract consideration and respect among Arabs 
everywhere.  

Finally, if the missionaries set up in the centre, 
as I hope they will, the south of Algeria will become 
an institution where they will be able to establish 
Christian Education institutions for the children of 
upcountry missions who would be freely entrusted 
to them. These children, brought up by the Church, 
schooled in its virtues, instructed in manual skills, 
would then return to their countries. Among their 
respective peoples, they would preach the faith and 
civilisation by their example and their words. As has 
been said, this would be, strictly speaking, the rege-
neration of Africa by itself. This is the sole truly effec-
tive means of reaching such a desirable goal, be-

cause of the unhealthy state of most of these lands; 
it is an unhealthy state that has already needlessly 
carried off so many legions of missionaries.  

Such is the aim of the Society of priests that is 
currently forming in my diocese. I repeat that it is not 
intended for Algeria; its aim is much broader. It is to 
work for the conversion of all Muslim peoples in my 
Apostolic Delegation and in the whole of Africa. Put-
ting itself at the service of already established 
dioceses or Vicariates Apostolic will do this.  

It is not necessary to add here and to underline 
the service this entirely apostolic undertaking will 
provide at one and the same time for the sake of civi-
lisation, science, and to our national influence. The 
regions that stretch from Arabia to Senegal are, up 
to now, completely closed to our activity. Introdu-
cing an active element of assimilation and moral 
conquest, including the spread of the saving prin-
ciples and productive teaching of our faith, would 
extend the influence and power of France.  Setting 
up French posts at regular intervals by means of our 
missionaries as well as the methods of being tho-
roughly informed on the resources, the needs and 
aspirations of these unknown lands, including access 
to the major markets of central Africa would also be 
of benefit. 
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