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Algeria... 
Its people are 

still not free.
Having won independence back in 1962, they live in such despair 
that they are asking themselves whether independence was really 
worth it after ail. Recently the rumour spread that Algerians born 
between 1954 and 1962 could acquire French nationality. The 
Algerian authorities were overwhelmed by people asking for copies 
of their birth certificates translated into French. To put an end to this 
new kind of peaceful "opposition” , the State has forbidden copies to 
be made. It didn’t take long for the man in the Street to react, with 
characteristically savage humour: "Are the powers-that-be worried 
that there will be nobody left to rule?”

If despair is the ultimate form of "peaceful” résistance it 
can easily spill over into violence. When, in eveiy area of politics 
(economic, social, cultural) you confiscate a whole population’s past 
and present to deny it a future you should not be surprised by the 
desperate deeds of the young Kabyles. Their demands vault over the 
usual identity and linguistic barriers to challenge the very existence 
of an outdated system.

Poor Algeria... it hasn’t yet been able to rid itself of a 
military elite whose générais get even more powerful after they leave 
"to retire” . Like the "retired” général king-maker who went 
arrogantly abroad to promote his book in conquered territoiy 
(France), then left on the sly, doubtless to avoid a fate similar to that 
of Pinochet. It would seem that Habib Souaidia’s book The Dirty War 
made our générais lose their sang-froid. Will these générais, used to 
hiding behind the scenes, be blinded by this spotlight on their

2 8 0



M OHAM ED B EN R A B A H
Poor Algeria

world? It’s true that there’s plenty to worry about on page i33: "Our 
immediate bosses, but also générais Mohamed Lamari, Said Bey,
Gaid Salah and Fodhil Cherif, often recited to us phrases like "You 
can’t spend the day delivering corpses to headquarters; simply bring 
back the heads... When there are several terrorists (tangos) we don’t 
weigh ourselves down with heads, we just eut off the ears” .

In the collective memoiy of Algeria such practices recall 
those of the time of the conquest of the country by Marshal Bugeaud. 
To help pacify Algeria he offered a reward for each severed head 
delivered by a soldier. When these heads became too numerous and 
too bulky he ordered his soldiers simply to bring him... ears. But what 
the author of The Dirty War denounces must justify a follow-up. If the 
Algerian army has nothing to hide — it’s not a question here of 
"charges, fudges and excesses” but of a more serious matter: the use of 
terror and misinformation to hold onto power — its refusai to submit to 
an international commission of inquiry only compounds the doubt.

Poor Algeria... To gain time and help its survival the 
regime, tottering but still standing, resorts to a fallback which gives 
the impression of breaking with the discredited system but which 
doesn’t think twice about clamping down on public activity. The last 
marvel to emerge from Pandora’s box is Abdelaziz Bouteflika, a man 
with the soriy privilege of having been made by and having served 
the system. To make up for 20 years of keeping his mouth closed he 
can’t stop prattling, promising Algerians that he’ll change eveiything 
(schools, the justice system, the family code etc) then finally doing 
nothing at ail.

This man, who sees words as actions, remains faithful to 
his first love — Boumediene’s totalitarianism based on a one party 
state and politics conceived to put the society he scorns at a distance. 
This scorn shows itself by an indecent haste in reinstating regime 
"barons” who were personally responsible for today’s shambles with 
its social and cultural miseiy. Such scorn verges on the intolerable 
when he travels abroad (Nigeria) while back home in Kabylia the 
embers smoulder. When finally he breaks his silence, after two 
weeks of rioting and with tens of people dead, he begins a discourse 
phrased in unintelligible classical Arabie (symbolic of the division 
between masses and masters) before eventually admitting his 
helplessness before the true rulers of the country.

Bouteflika, who admits to being only three-quarters 
président, ought not to be asking himself whether he is three-quarters 
président; rather, he should be thinking how he can justify power 
with this three-quarters after having attempted last year to support
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Pinochet at the UN. Not content with playing devil’s advocate, he 
became a literaiy critic to repuise the broadside hurled at him, last 
March, by the German président Johannes Rau. According to 
Bouteflika, Habib Souaidia is nothing more than a "scribbler” who 
"writes whatever he wants... a book without any consistency or style 
which won’t undermine our morale” . Does one really need to be a 
Nobel prizewinner to write about power and its excesses (real or 
imaginaiy)?

Poor Algeria... its political class is violated and disfigured 
by employing doubtful notions like "authenticity” and by purification 
(ethnie, moral, linguistic etc). The countiy’s entrails have emerged 
in the form of a monster called Political Islam whose objective is to 
put into question the very existence of Algeria while imposing 
practices of a former time on its populace. Its rulers, ready to consort 
with the devil to preserve themselves, have concocted a phenomenon 
called "civil harmony” which leaves us at the mercy of individuals 
(either under orders, manipulated or brainwashed) whose hands are 
stained with blood.

The most perverse aspect of this brand of politics is to 
offer full legitimacy to those who took up arms. Employées have in 
effect been covered, too. As a resuit, the thousands not counted in, 
including those with no wish to fight, are wondering whether the best 
course of action isn’t to take to the hills. The current insurrection in 
Kabylia has in part its roots in this injustice which projects the 
strongest onto the weakest (la hogra — "withdrawal”) .

Poor Algeria... it took just one little book published 
abroad for the générais and other politicos to lose their heads. The 
most pathetic thing is to see the intellectuals getting in step and 
swearing allegiance. They call themselves "intellectual nationalists” , 
a phrase with Petainist echoes which reveals a group who use the 
lowest grade of nationalism to see conspiracy everywhere and to 
exclude everybody else. They see Themselves as the only true 
"Algerians” while the Others (more or less Algerian to a man) are 
traitors to the nation. This sort of définition has effectively eut off 
any chance of peacefully resolvingthe Berber identity issue. These 
intellectuals see anyone seeking to explain Berber language and 
culture in the framework of a multiracial Algeria as "just a Kabyle” , 
consequently a "separatist” and an "anti-patriot” , even if they are 
Arabie speakers. These "intellectual nationalists” would do well to 
mull over the words of the Palestinian American Edward Said: "An 
intellectual should at ail cost avoid allegiances. Being close to power 
involves the loss, over longperiods of time, of clarity, irony, 
distance and suspiciousness” .
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To draw a line under its suffering, Algeria must resolve to 
clean out the Augian stables and remove the regime. The linked 
question, "Who kills whom?” , should not get in the way of one that 
has never stopped being relevant "Who Controls whom in the name 
of what?” So long as the Algerian people are not masters of their own 
destiny, international pressure must be applied to sideline these 
dirigiste adventurers, whether they’re the militaiy setting themselves 
beyond the law, corrupt politicians or intellectual camp-followers. As 
for the Islamists, they are far from innocent and shouldn’t escape 
punishment. They’re the silent shadow behind the murderers.

Most importantly, Algerian society must pass through the 
same process of légal change that was recently voted in by Yugoslavia.

Such a law would protect from prosecution those who 
served or are serving the disgraced system. But, while we wait for this 
to happen, what should be done? To save what remains we need an 
international commission of inquiry investigating serious events 
which stay hidden behind a cloud of mysteiy. The last Kabyle drama 
proved no exception, and the national commission of inquiiy 
proposed by Bouteflika will inevitably founder on a corrupt judiciary 
and on orders to produce the same conclusion as the commission 
investigating the assassination of Président Boudiaf. That’s to say, no 
conclusion.

m oha m ed b e n r a b a h  is Algerian and lecturer on Linguistics at the Université 
Stendhal, Grenoble.
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