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Algerian army’s hard line tactics against thousands of people claiming to
be treated as citizens risks destroying its historic legitimacy. The senior army
commands have hijacked the judicial system, forcing the police to harass
without mercy thousands of NGOs and civil society activists and often take them
to court, alleging they are destroying national unity. The generals might succeed
in imposing presidential elections in December but they will not help stabilise the
country. Nor will it allow trust to return.

F

or nine months now, hundreds of thousands, sometimes millions of Algerians have been taking to the streets of towns and villages on Friday
each week in Africa’s largest country. The sociologist Fatma Oussedik
sums up the situation as follows: the Algerian people liberated themselves in
1962, today they aspire to become actors of their own history, in other words
citizens. This massive invasion of the streets and squares in so many cities
offers a stinging rebuke to those who insisted, within the circles of power in
Algiers and in many European capitals that there was no popular opposition
to the idea of a fifth presidential term for Abdelaziz Bouteflika who, since
2013, had been medically incapable of carrying out his functions. Algerians
felt deeply insulted when they witnessed the country’s senior military and
civilian authorities saluting a framed portrait of a president who, by February
could hardly utter an audible word. Foreign observers had been blinded to
the changes occurring among young and better educated Algerians, connected to the world via social media and desperate to enjoy life beyond the drab
surroundings of corrupt generals and a president who did nothing to conceal
the contempt in which he held his 43 million “subjects”.
Nine months later, the standoff between the Hirak (the people) and the
senior army high command is complete. The latter is organising presidential elections next month that will be viewed as politically illegitimate by
millions of Algerians even if they are legal in a narrow sense and endorsed
without conviction by France and the EU which are trying to grasp the
meaning of a massive popular revolt they did not see coming. Meanwhile
the senior army command has hijacked the judicial system, forcing the police to harass without mercy thousands of NGOs and civil society activists
and often take them to court, alleging they are destroying national unity.
The sheer autism of the army, all of whose leaders are over 70 years of age,
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risks pushing a movement which has shown considerable forbearance to
date and refused violence over the edge, which would destroy not just the
unity of Algeria but the army’s cherished claim of historical legitimacy.
Some foreigner observers are prone to equate being Muslim with obscurantism, violence and with an anthropological incapacity to appreciate
the benefits of democracy. Much of the western media serves up a diet of
“eradicating” violent Islamic groups and paints one of the world’s great
religions in the dark shades of an El Greco painting. As the historian James
McDougall explains, they continue to see Algeria through “antiquated stereotypes of piracy”, the country’s seven years of ‘savage’ colonial war or
the “more recent terrors of Islamist and state violence since 1992”. Algeria,
through such lenses, cannot be understood other than in terms of upheaval, rupture, violence, and trauma. But what we have been witnessing since
last winter is the “sometimes ferocious strength of a succession of states,
and their simultaneous fragility and limitations.” Algeria was described
by General de Gaulle as anarchic, a “poussière d’hommes”. What he failed
to appreciate was the extraordinary resilient nature of Algerian society.
Current events, writes Mc Dougall, cannot be understood “by measurements against prescriptive (and in fact mythical) schemes of ‘national
awakening’, developmental modernisation, ‘Western-style free-market
democracy’ or the ‘Islamic republic’ but in terms of the constant interplay
of social forces with the institutions of state, in which the former have
often been more robust, the latter less coherent, than has frequently been
appreciated”. Hence the need to guard against an approach which favours
high politics and palace intrigue to the detriment of the vast social forces
unleashed by the Hirak – the popular movement. A key feature of this
popular rebellion - some would call it a revolution, has been its refusal to
resort to violence despite growing state repression since last summer.
The appointment of remarkably incompetent people, such as Abderrahmane Aymen to the important post of governor of the central bank, the fact
ministers with important portfolios appear to report to the Secretary General of the Ministry of Defence, General Abdelhamid Ghriss rather than the
Prime Minister, Nourredine Bedoui who has taken on the role of a puppet,
the fact that the Chief of Staff and de facto ruler, 84 year old General Ahmed
Gaid Salah makes appointments to senior jobs across ministries and state
companies thus violating the very rules of these bodies, all this is of interest.
But it maybe that in the medium term Hirak’s refusal to use violence despite
growing state repression is more important that these palace intrigues. Many
Middle Eastern leaders are desperate to see the Hirak fail as its political savviness might inspire others in the region. The EU for its part has neither the
courage nor the political will to remind Algerian leaders that freedom of expression, notably for the media, is vital for future cooperation. History is in
the making and Europe shines by its absence.
The senior army command (a dozen to two dozen officers), whose spokesman is Ahmed Gaid Salah, and those in charge of the security services have
tried their best to provoke and oppose Berbers versus Arabic speaking, secular versus Islamist, east versus west. The time honoured methods of divide
(and intoxicate) and rule no longer work. The Amazigh (Berber) flag, for long
a symbol of Kabyle Berbers versus the rest, is now borne by demonstrators
wrapped in the national flag; those who carry it in Kabylia are not arrested
but elsewhere in Algeria they often are as if the high command were saying, “you are allowed to play the monkey in your corner of the zoo but not
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elsewhere”. The fear of radical Islamist parties has often been used by Algerian and other rulers in Middle Eastern countries, to scare domestic opinion
and Western governments: better allow authoritarian rulers than the dreaded
Islamists. That no longer works. Islamist parties are here to stay and, as in
Morocco and Tunisia, they are finding their place in the political party jigsaw
puzzle. Women wearing the veil demonstrate with their sisters – the demonstrations have seen the emergence of a new Algerian – people who no longer
have a chip on their shoulder about the former coloniser, who often speak English and who dream of the world. Like in neighbouring Tunisia they want to
reign in corruption and have a say in shaping the future of their country. The
generals might succeed in imposing presidential elections in December, having failed to do so twice last spring and summer. But if they anoint candidates
beforehand as the Supreme Guide does in Iran and if they fail to revise the
electoral roll or stuffs the ballots boxes, their victory will ring hollow and will
not help stabilise the country. Nor will it allow trust to return, neither trust
between Algerians nor trust among foreigners which is necessary for foreign
investment. Capital will continue to flee the country, as will educated talent.
Arresting dozens of company CEO’s as well as leading members of
Bouteflika’s clan last spring was akin to throwing red meat to the crowds.
Algerians however have not bought the narrative of the senior generals
fighting corruption for several reasons. First because many of them are as
corrupt as the CEO’s they have put behind bars; Secondly because the due
process of law is being trampled on – to see the trial of the former head
of security from 1990 to 2015, General Mediene expedited in a few days
is grotesque; Thirdly because a leading businessman like Issad Rebrab,
believed to be the richest entrepreneur in Algeria and certainly the most
ambitious domestically and abroad is feared because he has the means
to finance electoral campaigns which, inevitably would loosen the high
command’s vice like grip on power. Other human rights militants, like the
lawyer Karim Tabbou, are locked up because they are too charismatic and
can rouse crowds. The due process of law does not apply to those closest to
Bouteflika like his brother Said or former prime minister Ahmed Ouyahia,
who dismantled parts of state industries whilst convicting public servants
of integrity for “corruption” as part of a policy of privatisation that was
endorsed by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.
The close ties Bouteflika wove between many of the senior military and
security forces, crony entrepreneurs whose rise was the wonder of Algiers
and key allies such as the long-time minister of Energy Chakib Khelil,
have left Algeria bereft of functioning institutions. Conflicts within this
nebulous group have drawn in foreign interests, robbed Algeria of tens
of billions of dollars and hollowed out respected institutions, such as the
state oil company, Sonatrrach, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Central
Bank, the Centre for Research for Applied Economics and Development,
the National Energy Council and the Institute of Global Strategy. The security forces under general Mediene and certain senior officers tried to resist
and in 2011 got Chakib Khelil sacked. But General Gaid Salah who was
nearly sacked for incompetence at the turn of the century was promoted
by Bouteflika to whom he played the role of a useful pawn. Appointing
second rate men he held in contempt and could easily manipulate was the
hallmark of the twenty year rule of a man who never forgave his peers for
denying him the presidency upon Colonel Houari Boumediene’s death
in 1979. He held his countrymen in deep disdain: so much for the oft proclaimed nationalism of some Algerian leaders.
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Energy exports account for 95% of Algeria’s foreign exchange earnings and
were entrusted for the first decade of Bouteflika’s rule till 2011 to Chakib
Khelil who managed the state energy company Sonatrach as a personal fiefdom, introducing unimaginable levels of corruption. After a competent and
honest figure, Yousef Yousfi tried to clean up the mess, this company which
employs over 100,000 and is one of the largest in Africa was entrusted to Abdelmoumen Ould Kaddour: Algerian justice had already condemned him
for intelligence with a foreign power, when he headed Brown & Root-Condor, a subsidiary of Halliburton, the oil services company founded by former American Vice President Dick Cheney. What sort of message was the
former president sending to Algeria’s foreign partners in the process? Since
1999 this key sector of the Algerian economy has fallen from Charybdis to
Scylla. Today it is directed by its managers, often appointed by default but
on an auto pilot system which is simply not tenable. As successive governments dare not cut subsidies on domestic prices, as domestic use of oil and
gas increases fast, and production stagnates what is Algeria’s hydrocarbons
future? Reserves are plentiful but unless trust in government and in the energy sector are restored and until new exploration contracts are signed with
foreign partners, uncertainty will continue to hover over the sector.

The sheer autism of the army, all of whose leaders are
over 70 years of age, risks pushing a movement which
has shown considerable forbearance to date and
refused violence over the edge.
Today, the army high command appears to be in full control of the situation.
The former prime minister, Mouloud Hamrouche, himself a colonel in the
National Popular Army and the man who led bold, but ultimately failing
political and economic reforms during 1989-1991, has pointed out that Algeria is one of three countries where the army predates the state – the other
two being Israel and the United States. Its 150,000 men are drawn from every
region and every class. However humble, any Algerian can rise to the top.
Officers are well educated and, unlike Egypt, the army does not own vast
industrial assets in the country - though it has more than its fair shares of
benefits. General Gaid Salah recent behaviour shows that he holds the Hirak
in utter contempt but at one point he may come up against officers who
believe that a real debate with the Hirak, however difficult, will become unavoidable. Many officers maybe wish to avoid any cuts in a defence budget
where the diversification of suppliers have increased costs but they understand that that to get the economy moving some reforms are inevitable. If
activity stagnates further, those among them who have interests in private
companies – whether these be legitimate or not - know the economy will suffer which can only fuel further civil disobedience. They know that the army
must retain its unity – a split would open the doors to all kinds of adventures
and encourage foreign powers to meddle, a point that Mouloud Hamrouche
has made often enough. But as he explained to his supporters recently, even
were he to be elected president, his hands would be tied. General Gaid Salah
has tried to reach out to other reformers but all of them refuse to talk to him.
The Hirak will not appoint spokesmen because it knows the rulers would
not hesitate to destroy their reputation by fair means or foul.
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Algeria is between a rock and a hard place. The Hirak will not go away
even if Gaid Salah succeeds in holding a karakoz (Ottoman puppets)
style presidential election on 12 December. Foreign partners of Algeria,
not least Russia, France, the US, the EU and the Gulf States might even
give it their blessing. A president elected in such circumstances would
have no mandate to carry out reforms; however polite foreign powers
reacted, they would also be only too aware of the fragility of an apparently ferocious state. Foreign companies, not least in the hydrocarbons
sector would understand that and any new law on hydrocarbons, if not
explained to ordinary Algerians, would not last very long. With around
$60bn in hard currency reserves, Algerian leaders can sit tight for six
months, but what happens after that if the price of oil does not rise is
anybody’s guess. The price of gas is lower than it has been for years: the
much lauded EU security of supply has morphed into a security of offer
– in other words producers are finding it harder to sell their gas, and at
lower prices than for years. Never has the need for a strategic debate on
Algeria’s economic, let alone regional future, been greater.

The fear of radical Islamist parties has often been used
by Algerian and other rulers in Middle Eastern countries,
to scare domestic opinion and Western governments:
better allow authoritarian rulers than the dreaded
Islamists. That no longer works.
Comparing Algeria with neighbouring countries is fraught with difficulty
but it is worth remembering that the first ever Arab Spring occurred in
Algeria in 1988-1991. Had it not been for the monumental incompetence
of the government led by Sid Ahmed Ghozali in the run up to the election
of December 1991, Algeria could have postponed the elections and carried
on with economic reforms, thus sparing the country years of a bloody civil
war. Despite the increasing repression of recent weeks, the army seems to
have understood that bloodshed is best avoided but stalemates cannot last
for ever – Africa’s largest country cannot be run on autopilot for ever with
the senior command dismissing and appointing hundreds of senior civil
servants, presidents of Sonatrach, police and military intelligence officers
on a whim. General Gaid Salah might prevail or he might not. Millions of
Algerians want to build a modern state – sixty years after they acquired
their territorial independence. The Algerian military has locked itself into
a narrow reading of the constitution, offering no long term solution to the
crisis. The country does not have a Basic Law, but rather various regime
texts, that each president has transformed to his advantage. Fatma Oussedik reminds us that “the people precede the constitution, it’s not the constitution that makes the nation”. Outside the senior generals, the civilians
who “run” Algeria today are men-of-straw, colourless and without authority. One day they will catch fire. Meanwhile the historical legitimacy
of the army is slowly but surely crumbling.
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