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    Preliminaries


    Author


    Ali El-Kenz, coordinator of the group, is presently Professor of Sociology at the Université d’Alger as well as Director of Research at CREAD. As a specialist of industrial and labour sociology, his many publications include : L'Économie de l’Algérie (T. Benhouria), Paris - Maspéro, 1980. Les Maîtres-penseurs - Alger, ENAL - 1984. Une expérience industrielle en Algérie, Paris - CNRS, 1987.


    Abstract


    The 1960s and most of the 1970s in Algeria were characterized by a mood of success and optimism as stated in « The Algerian Charter ». However, this over-all mood altered in the 1980s when the economic crisis triggered a far-reaching social and political change as can be testified by the outstanding October 1988 uprise and the subsequent modifications in the political structure. This book which is written by a multi-disciplinary team of Algerian social scientists brilliantly analyzes the post-independence social transformations in Algeria.


    The authors investigate the new development orientations, state disengagement, the changeover from industrialization as « prime mover » of development to deindustrialization, a new agricultural reform, a fundamental re-structuration of civil society and its relations with the state - thus marking the end of populism -, so as to portray the deep ongoing changes in Algeria.


    Warnings


    This work is a compilation of ten contributions from teachers and research scholars at the University of Algiers. In presenting it, our aim has been to offer as clear a description as possible of Algerian society today, of the problems facing it, and of its future prospects.


    The work lays no claim to exhaustiveness or perfection. The proper measure of its quality lies in the relevance of the questions it raises for examination, and it has been a cardinal aim of the contributing authors to give these the sharpest cogency.


    Needless to say, each author was entirely free both in the conduct of research and in the presentation of the resulting findings. The responsibility for statements made in this work therefore rests solely and fully with the individual authors.


    Dédicace


    In Remembrance of Frantz Fanon


    Translator


    Translated from the French by Ayi Kwei Armah




    Notes on the contributors


    
Ali El-Kenz, is currently a Professor of Sociology at the University of Algiers and Director of Research at the « Centre de Recherche en Économie Appliquée pour le Développement » (CREAD). A specialist in industrial and labour sociology, he has published numerous studies, including :


    
L'Économie de l’Algérie (T. Benhouria), Maspero, Paris, 1980;


    
Les maitres-penseurs, ENAL, Algiers, 1984; and Une expérience industrielle en Algérie, CNRS, Paris, 1987.


    As part of his work for the National Working Group, he directed a project of systematic research and deliberation on the current situation in Algeria from the economic, cultural and political points of view, with an emphasis on comparisons with the situation in the early 1970s. The resulting findings were integrated into a more comprehensive intellectual framework focused on development theories and the somewhat tarnished record of the development-oriented ideology of the 1960s.


    
Mahmoud Bennoune, 50, is a Professor of Sociology and Anthropology at the University of Algiers. After service in the guerrilla units of the Algerian Revolution, he studied for a Phd. in the United States, then taught for a few years at the University of Detroit. His many publications include :


    
L’An 2000 du Tiers-Monde : développement ou régression? OPU, Algiers, 1985;


    
The Making of Contemporary Algeria, Cambridge University Press, 1987;


    
El-Akbia : un siècle d’histoire algérienne, 1857-1975, ENAL, OPU, Algiers, 1986.


    In his contribution, Professor Bennoune draws up a historical genealogy of the modem Algerian state in an attempt to account for selected behaviour patterns sometimes rooted in the distant past. The resulting tableau clarifies the ongoing interaction of change and continuity in Algerian life, thus helping to make the facts of contemporary Algerian politics more intelligible.


    
Rabah Abdoun, born in 1951, is an Algerian economist currently teaching International Economics at the Institute of Economics, Algiers. He has participated in a series of research programmes under the auspices of a variety of institutions including the CREA, UNITAR and UNESCO. His work has focused on industrial development and the internationalization of technology. In this contribution, he examines the impact of the abrupt drop in oil and gas prices on the internal and external balances of the Algerian economy, with special attention to problems encountered in the transition from a royalty economy to a production economy. He raises some major questions as to the universal validity of economic development, and asks pointedly if modernization is in fact a feasible option for Third World societies.


    
Mohamed Dahmani, an economist with specialist qualifications in economic geography, teaches at the Institute of Economics, Tizi-Ouzou. After his university studies in Paris, he travelled widely in Europe, South America and Africa, at one time working as a Visiting Professor in Madagascar. His major publications include :


    
L’Algérie : légitimité historique et continuité politique, Sycomore, Paris, 1979;


    
L’occidentalisation des pays du Tiers-Monde, Paris Economica, 1983;


    
Planification et Aménagement du Territoire, OPU, Algiers, 1984;


    
Économie et Société en Grande-Kabylie, OPU, Algiers, 1986.


    Professor Dahmani’s contribution describes the main stages in the implementation of land development policies since independence in 1962, as well as the instruments deployed, the reforms established, and plans awaiting implementation. The policies examined have habitually been presented as modern projects designed to modernize the Algerian environment, to shake up, diminish and roll back ancient ways and traditional social hierarchies, erecting a modem Algeria in the space thus rendered vacant. In this chapter, land development policies are looked at from an analytical stance, as an organizational instrument in relations between society and environment, state and territory, humanity and nature.


    
Abderrahmane Iles, a graduate of the Institut de Démographie, Paris, has given courses on Population Analysis and Social Demography in various institutes of the University of Algiers. Currently a Research Fellow at the CREAD, he is working on a study of employment and population problems. His contribution, focused on changes in population patterns since independence, attempts to describe the current situation of demographic transition in Algeria, as well as to pin-point problems arising from rapid population growth.


    
Djillali Liabes, born in 1948, holds qualifications in philosophy. In 1971 he directed a study on private industry commissioned by the AARDES, followed by others on the Annaba-El-Hadjar development axis, and on projected job demand in 1990. Currently, he teaches Political Sociology at the Institute of Political Science, Algiers, as well as directing a pilot study at the CREAD on the economic integration of the Maghreb. He is working on a thesis on The Sociology of Enterprise in Algeria. His contribution points out that at the moment, the Algerian economy and society are both undergoing transformations which, in the opinion of many analysts, are bound to be decisive. Chief among these changes are reforms in corporate law designed to give public enterprises greater autonomy from state control, while making private companies more dynamic and productive. The issues at stake are clearly marked out. Quite clearly, they are important. The conflicts they generate may be expected to be correspondingly intense.


    
Slimane Bedrani, 46, is a Professor of Economics and Director of the CREAD. A specialist on food and agrarian issues, he has conducted numerous studies for national and international agencies. His publications include :


    
La politique des prix et des circuits de commercialisation des produits agricoles depuis 1962, Cahiers du CREA, Algiers, 1977;


    
Contenu du travail et formation dans l'agriculture en Algérie, Annuaire de l’Afrique du Nord, CNRS, Paris, 1980;


    
L'Agriculture algérienne depuis 1966, OPU-ECONOMICA, Algiers and Paris, 1981.


    
Les politiques agraires en Algérie - vers l’autonomie ou la dépendance? CREA, Algiers, 1982.


    In his contribution, the author starts off with an assessment of agrarian policies implemented in Algeria in the 1960s and 1970s. He then analyzes the new reforms, attempting to grasp their possible impact on agricultural labour productivity, on self-sufficiency in the country, on the restructuring of rural society and the creation of a new peasant stratum.


    
Said Chikhi, aged 44, is currently Assistant Professor at the Algiers Institute of Sociology and research scholar at the CREAD. He is a specialist of labour sociology and holds a doctorate (Thèse d’État) in working class issues in Algeria (the dissertation will soon be published in a book form). He undertook various studies and presentations on the subject. He is currently doing research on social movements as part of the activities of the CODESRIA African Research Group.


    The purpose of his study is to analyze the reasons accounting for the present confusion and disorder among the working class resulting, according to him, from the crisis of populism. The present disarray is accounted for by the major social changes marking the working class and by the gradual erosion of the position of industry as the engine of the economic system. Increasing unemployment, the rising number of marginalized and excluded people and the development of the middle class are the new distinguishing features of the present situation.


    
Brahim Brahimi teaches part-time at the Information and Communication Institute. Aged 42, he holds a doctorate (Thèse d’Etat) in Political Sciences. His dissertation, soon to be published in a book form, deals with the relationship between the Government and the Media. He is a Media specialist who boasts various studies, articles and presentations on the field.


    His argument is based on the fact that the principle of the « right to information » is one of the founding principles of the National Charter drafted in 1976. This principle was taken up and included in the statutes and changes of the Central Committee of the FLN, the single ruling party in Algeria.


    Brahimi raises a question, however : how could there be a right to information in a country where the State monopolizes culture and information? His answer to this query is clear. As long as the State denies the citizens the right to form groupings and associations, on a free basis, to issue their own papers and publications, this principle will remain a dead letter.


    
Amin Khan, aged 32 currently lectures at the Institute of Economic Sciences while holding an associate scholar position at the National Institute for Strategic Studies. He is the author of three collections of poems and is currently drafting a book on the Intellectual Elite and the Ruling Class in Algeria.


    His article attempts to identify the historical process of the formation of the contemporary Algerian intelligentsia (consensus in Islam, alienation through colonization, authoritarianism through the liberation war...) Since the movement for national liberation paved the way for modernization, the author examines the relationship between the intellectuals and the State and the Algerian Society through religion, culture and language, taking into account the demands of the modem age.




    Preface


    By a rather pleasant concatenation of events, this manuscript reached CODESRIA the week when Algeria erupted in student revolt in 1988. Our immediate reaction was to request the editor of the book if the group might wish to review the different submissions in order to take into account the dramatic events in Algeria at the time. The response was negative. Upon reading these texts one clearly understands the editor’s insistence that the text stands as it is. The collection of papers so grasped the crisis that was engulfing Algerian society and the impending social upheavals that it needed no hindsight to rewrite any of the chapters. Indeed, an outstanding feature of this collection is its prescient sensitivity to the multifaceted problems that the « Algerian Model of development » had thrown up.


    Algeria has been quite prominent in the drama of Third World industrialization. Here perhaps more than elsewhere in Africa was industrialization as the centerpiece of the nationalist programme most insistently pronounced. The triumphant nationalists assumed power with a fairly coherent mandate and its goals of rapid industrialization were soon to be facilitated by substantial oil reserves. The country was the home of a wide range of experiments - « industrializing industrialization », « self-management », « The Algerian Model of development ».


    With rates of industrial growth as high 11,6 per cent in the 1960-70 and 7,6 per cent in the 1970s, there was little doubt that Algeria had essentially mastered the processes that underlay industrialization. To be sure agriculture performed much less brilliantly, but this could be solved in good time with provision of new technologies and establishment of new organizational forms.


    Here was a society which had triumphantly fought the colonial power in one of the bloodiest liberation struggles in African history. Exuding a self-confidence that must have been the envy of many a Third World leader, the Algerian leadership became an outstanding voice in the Third World’s quest for a more equitable international division of labour. It also seemed certain to stride towards modernization without the encumbrance of primordial or religious fundamentalism.


    Behind all this was simmering a whole set of new problems not adequately considered or even imagined. The extent of social, cultural and political malaise that rapid industrialization had spawned and that bureaucratization had concealed was to be exposed by the events of 1988.


    Since then attempts have been made to democratize Algeria. However, these attempts at transformation have run into an unexpected hurdle. As I write this preface the country is under state of siege. Religious fundamentalism has emerged as a considerable force in a state that prided itself for its secular modernization. An important lesson from Algeria is that where the modernizing « party-state » seeks to dominate all social space, religious fundamentalism and various forms of irredentism provide important outlets with devastating implications. The irony is that all this is taking place precisely when the « party-state » is loosening its grips.


    This book is an example of the shift away from « statecentric » approaches to social analysis towards analysis in which civil society fully recognized. However, unlike the more fashionable approaches in which a manichean disjuncture is made (state bad - civil society good) the essays in this collection also point to the problematic nature of the historical constitution of civil society. The book is also a reflection of the growing disenchantment with the ideology of « developmentalism » which has hitherto subjugated every other social concern to its insatiable imperatives. Many other values - democracy, human rights, ethnic identity, national sovereignty - could all be sacrificed to the alter of « developmentalism ». The placing on the national agenda of these issues is one of the most urgent tasks and exciting happenings in Africa today.


    At the moment CODESRIA is supporting a large number of « National Working Groups ». These are groups created by researchers themselves to work on themes of their own choice. African studies are still a contested terrain in which African researchers have occupied rather vulnerable or marginal niches. It is a major task of CODESRIA to extend the African presence on this terrain. This mobilization of African research capacity will no doubt enrich our understanding of the great social drama unfolding in Africa. The work by the Algerian group should be seen as part of that larger ambition.


    Thandika Mkandawire 
Executive Secretary CODESRIA




    Introduction 
Towards a new approach to development


    The idea of bringing together ten research fellows from the Algerian university system to produce a collective work on the issue of modernity in Algeria might seem a rash futuristic enterprise. Algeria, after all, is a country severely affected by the economic crisis of the 1980s, and still confronted with a range of more specific and palpable problems such as the population explosion, rising unemployment, nutritional dependency and the foreign debt load. And these are merely the first links in a long chain of social, economic, political and cultural contradictions lined up over a quarter century of extraordinarily rapid development which shook individuals loose from the old matrix of colonial society only to hurl them headlong into the future promise of an independent society. No doubt, that future is more dignified than the colonial past; it is nonetheless uncertain.


    These thorny issues, plus a host of others, seem at first blush intractable within the intellectual framework of « modernity ». The concept, for one thing, is too fuzzy to serve as a focus for precise scientific probing; it is sufficiently trendy not to seem chosen for headline-grabbing purposes; and at any rate it seems ill-adapted for bringing together in a common theoretical approach the vast array of contradictions which today typify Algerian society.


    Only few years ago, such preliminary epistemological caveats would have been out of place. History then was replete with certainties. The business of the world made lucid sense. Future prospects, present projects, ends and means, friends and foes, all were clear, sharply defined. Those were times when talk of modernity would have been dismissed as useless prattle.


    The Third World as a whole, and Algeria in particular, had inherited a surge of optimism from the world-wide movement of decolonization. Judged against an unfolding background of political set-backs suffered by the major imperialist powers in Latin America, Africa and Asia (Suez, Cuba, Algeria, Vietnam etc.), such optimism seemed entirely justified then. And it was powerfully reinforced by contemporary schools of development theory which outdid each other in designing models without always going to the trouble of raising the central issue of the meaning of development itself. And it was this optimism, thus primed and supported, that was projected towards the year 2000.


    The issue, in those days, was crystal clear. There were differences, but these had nothing to do with the core of the matter; they were restricted to style and handling. Third World countries were expected to develop according to a species of moral obligation imposed by universal history. No one had checked this categorical imperative for its truth or even for its necessity, but everyone believed in it, and in variegated ways they worked at it Some seized the tools they considered necessary from the West; some negotiated politely to acquire them. Some fought against the West; some fought alongside the same West. Certain countries opened up their economies to international trade; others protected theirs from it. Some put their energies into light industrial enterprises, while others built up basic machine-making industries to power their drive towards industrialization. But the central issue was not in doubt : development.


    In pursuit of that goal all sorts of prescriptions, from the most hawkish to the most dovish, were examined, projected, tried out in a wide variety of situations from Brazil to India, from Iran to Algeria, with the help of structures running the gamut of every imaginable political alliance from complete integration into international capitalism to its outright rejection.


    The catch was that all these prescriptions, or the majority at any rate, were based on a set of assumptions considered so brilliantly self-evident that in the end the light they generated blinded the beholders they were supposed to serve. One such assumption made development a self-fulfilling process. It might happen over the long term instead of the short, but presumably it would happen all the same. To enshrine this notion, the concept of underdeveloped countries was dropped, its place given to that of developing countries. It was nothing short of a magical feat by which history was reduced to mist, reason ousted by will-power. Since development was acknowledged to be an essentially economic issue (economics as the material base for development, the core of the process, etc.), economics was elevated to the status of the science of development. Development was an evolutionary process. So elaborate schema laid out the future as a highway dotted with milestone stages. Some societies would have to travel past them one by one. Others would whisk by them or even leap-frog them. Speeds would differ, but the destination would remain the same. We all took to the road. Only, the destination receded at each step we took. More eerily still, the faster we advanced, the hazier the goal became.


    The truth is that in this investigative field where the landmarks are axioms impossible to prove, development theories were more remarkable for their schematic rigour than for any realistic subtlety. They invested enormous cunning in the fabrication of Rube Goldberg theories which fell apart on hitting the first chance obstacle presented by reality. To the gullible, they were presented as a futurological science; in fact they were nothing more than a fantasy of the best of all possible worlds. Now that brave world is winding down towards its end, leaving our societies a heritage of problems scarcely imaginable barely a decade ago.


    « Humanity never confronts itself with problems it cannot solve », Karl Marx once wrote. But these days we are confronted with problems we thought already solved, rising from a past we thought long buried, now worsened and complicated by fresh contradictions none of which the generously optimistic futurological schema of these past decades had foreseen.


    The decade of the 1980s put Third World countries through a new experience in the evolution of a historical consciousness. The insights born of this travail are often painful. Of these the first, and probably the hardest to digest, is that the capitalist West, to borrow a phrase from the Algerian writer Kateb Yacine, « has stepped up its fierce assaults ». The West is indeed stronger than it has ever been. Commander of all the powers, including the powers of ideology, it is less inclined now than ever to negotiate a transition to « a more just, more equitable » developmental balance throughout the world, a « new international economic order ».


    This hard fact has shattered one of the theoretical pillars on which the old futurological schema of development rested. This was the concept, a throwback to the visionary Marxism of the late 19th century kept alive for militant ideological purposes by the Third International, that it was the destiny of capitalism first to wane, then to wither away under the combined blows of local working class struggles and the battering-ram assaults of popular forces in the Third World. Yet this giant with its supposed feet of clay, unanimously expected to slink off into the twilight in short order, has proved surprisingly more dominant, more arrogant, able to use the force at its disposal - weapons, money, technology, cereals and the media - all to extend and deepen its hegemonic power.


    The second insight is that the nation-states set up in the wake of the decolonization process in order to manage the nation-building enterprise now seem relatively impotent in the face of the new forms of capitalism and of domination of the South by the North. The new regional unions have proved fragile. The national frontiers themselves re often incapable of protecting domestic markets eroded by new fore Irawing strength from abroad. As for international relations, they operate less and less according to the Wilsonian ethic of the League of Nations. Instead, the stronger powers waste no opportunity to ride roughshod over the weakest. Under these circumstances, the nation-states thrown up by the decolonization process have had to wake up to the limitations of development approaches too narrowly cast within the national mould, at a time when they are faced with the increasingly difficult but all the more necessary and urgent task of operating in a multinational world. For our future development, South-South cooperation is a necessity; it is also a dilemma.


    The third insight may be the most irksome for the development-oriented mind. It is this : during this first nation-building phase, the social forces and groups that have grown up are structured along economic, social and cultural lines which, paradoxically, undermine the capacity of their societies as a whole to resist and face the new forms of world-wide capitalist domination.


    In these societies, the ruling classes have been turning themselves into comprador elites, shamelessly accepting the role of subsidiary agents for multinational corporations. Their governments, more interested in wielding power than in ensuring the rule of law, are mainly organized around authoritarian and repressive structures, with bureaucracies that function as spoils systems founded on economies of penury. Now the heady currents of nationalist struggle no longer animate the popular masses. In their place, two contradictory impulses exercise the strongest pulls on them. On the one hand, archaic values antedating the nationalist era create virulent tensions among them. On the other hand, they are enchanted by the irresistible desire to consume the magic commodities coming at them from the Western world. Caught in the centrifugal whirl of these maverick forces, the national society slowly rots. In its decay it annihilates all prospects of a reasoned, systematic approach by both state and nation to the process of development.


    The State, the Nation, the Society : these three comers of the political triangle that emerged from the Second World War marked the triumphant entry of Third World countries into a system of international relations in which the salient reality was the weakening of international capitalism. These days the triangular framework is in crisis, confronted with the unexpected revival of the world capitalist system. In reaction, they have also turned on the concepts and theories which, in the exhilaration of decolonization, had made light of epistemological prudence and scientific exactitude, becoming hazy ideologies of a necessary, ineluctable progress.


    The vagaries of actual history have now brought these three terms back to the centre of our deliberations. This time, however, we are required to be far more rigourous in our logic, to separate the intellectual wheat from the chaff. We shall have to distinguish the disquieting prospects of an inherently unpredictable future from the smug assumption of former days that the future would be made up of magical days. Against the naive, simplistic vision of progress marching in lock step with the economy, we shall have to focus on the increasingly complex nature of the history of societies1. This is a real history in which national realities intertwine with international affairs; the past is matrix to the present, politics are linked with culture, social life with economic business, and all these factors interact in a gestalt that unduly impatient analysts had reduced to a pseudo-universal schema empty of specific meaning, an abstract contraption with no dialectical motor to give it social motion.


    Only after such an intellectual overhaul can a new approach to development emerge. Such an approach would be designed to account for the real dynamic of history in its specific forms, while at the same time contributing, in each of our countries, to the creation of a well-informed awareness of all the internal and external problems and stakes at issue along the trajectory of our history, a history multidimensional in its features, finally and definitively free of the destructive, paralysing myth of progress perceived as necessity, as fate.


    The best way to understand our attempt to analyze Algerian society in the light of the concept of modernity is to see it as a contribution to the development of such an approach. In this attempt, we define modernity as the capacity of a given social body to face the problems imposed on it by its history, even if on occasion it cannot solve them. If we talk about facing problems as distinct from solving them, the reason is that we want to keep our feet firmly on the ground. After all, for many of our problems, as for those of most Third World countries, the solutions lie not at home but abroad. To be more specific, they are in the hands of the great powers which dominate the system of international relations, and in the board rooms of multinational corporations playing fast and loose with world market forces.


    When a society is able to face its problems, without necessarily being able to solve them, it means that society has been able to generate within itself social and institutional forces capable of grasping these problems. They may not quite succeed in solving them; but at the very least they will keep the problems from dictating their development, and from dragging them backwards in a tide that sweeps away the most substantial achievements of previous generations in the period of decolonization. The fact that history may move backwards as well as forward sticks in the craw of development-oriented thinkers. For that reason, it has over the past few decades, been shrouded under mists of systematic amnesia.


    Under these circumstances, if the idea of « controlling one’s historic destiny » still retains even a modicum of meaning in dominated societies such as ours, the measure of that meaning lies in the degree of such control. In the absence of such a guiding concept, it would be all too easy for the development approach to gravitate towards a narrowly quantitative view of life, imprisoned within its own methodological blinkers in such a way that it can only register factors amenable to mathematical calculation, consigning all other factors making up a country’s socio-economic life to oblivion.


    We have chosen the route traced by the concept of modernity because two factors have made it necessary. First, history itself has proved the old established hopes and expectations groundless. Second, the results of a theoretical approach limited to « expert visions » have proved inadequate. Using the concept of modernity, we are able to deal simultaneously with both the disappointments of history and the inadequacies of expert theories. On the first count, we are in a position to see history as the permanent arena of ongoing struggles in which no victory is eternal, no defeat definitive. On the second count, the concept of modernity enables us to break free of the trammels of old development theories by taking a global view of its aims, while imparting a dialectical motion to its method.


    Ali El-Kenz


    


    
1  Needless to say, there can be no progress in any general sense without economic progress. The concept challenged here is not that of the economy as the necessary infrastructural underpining for all social progress. Neither is it economics as a branch of knowledge, much less economics as a body of knowledge necessary for understanding that general progress. The concept challenged here is that of « economism », the erection of economics into an intellectual Procrustean bed on which all social history is forced to lie.




    Algerian society today : A phenomenological essay on the national consciousness


    Ali El-Kenz


    Two phases of self-awareness


    Algeria achieved independence in July 1962. Since then the country’s history has been an object lesson in the two-phased evolution that has typified the history of numerous Third World countries after the onset of decolonization. In the first phase, whole peoples « rise up against mountains ». Confronting a Western world busy with the job of reconstruction and the prosecution of the cold war, Third World peoples accomplished prodigious feats in the area of development Then came the second phase, through which we are living now, in which internal problems proliferate, while external hostility hardens into implacable enmity.


    Like the ascending and descending curves of a parabolic graph, the two phases are linked. In Algeria the ascending curve may be said to have peaked in the great popular debate of the spring of 1976, on the adoption of a National Development Charter. The opposite curve began the downward trend in the early 1980s. The nadir is not yet in sight, but with every passing year the slope gets steeper.


    In the ascendant phase, the accent was on the breakneck buildup of the material bases of development, especially of its industrial core. In the descendant phase there has been a great deal of disillusionment, both social and institutional, provoked by the confrontation, on both the internal and external fronts, with desperate current realities, and even more grimmer future prospects.


    Of the two historical phases, each has its own specific social form and dynamic, as well as a peculiar form of self-consciousness. The first phase, the « positive » phase of our rich but brief history - just a quarter century - as an independent nation, has been profusely studied, criticized and held up as a model. Which student has not heard of the « Algerian model of development », of « industrializing industries », or of the militant call fora « new international economic order », strongly supported by the Algerian diplomatic establishment all the way to the halls of the United Nations General Assembly? At home and abroad, articles and books, general essays and academic dissertations, have washed these topics in a generous flow of learned literature. This first phase was eloquent, even garrulous. It spawned different types of analysis, often from contending schools of thought, and an extreme range of positions all the way from rapturous raves to violent condemnation. The ideological effervescence it produced was remarkable, as was the energy of its theoretical activists.


    It seems to us that the particular form of self-consciousness developed in that phase had three typical features. The first feature was its solid intellectual quality, discernible not solely in the theoretical and ideological output it inspired, but also in its depth, the extent to which it penetrated into the « popular masses », notably in the form of public debates in the nation’s factories, on its farms, in its universities. In the end, this quality and penetrative capacity gave the emergent consciousness a vast popular base. The intensity and richness of public discussions prior to the adoption of the National Charter in 1976 gave more than ample proof of this.


    The second feature of the emergent form of self-consciousness was its relative homogeneity. Here this took the salient form of a strong emphasis on the economic dimension, verging on occasion on an economistic stance. For popular opinion tended to coalesce around specific foci of interest such as employment, training, wages and salaries, consumption, etc., all issues more or less linked with the central issue of development.


    With the exception of a few oddball contributions, there was little room for political and cultural concerns in the forms of public awareness expressed, the overriding preoccupation being with the issue of upward social mobility.


    The third feature of the emergent form of self-consciousness during this phase was a consequence of this orientation. It may be characterized by its distinctive drive. It had a dynamic style, buoyed by a historical optimism inherited from the successful war of liberation, confirmed by a regular series of achievements along the triumphant road of national construction. These high points included the nationalization of foreign assets and the oil industry, the launching of a metallurgical industry and a machine service sector, an agrarian revolution, etc. All this pointed towards an image on an approachable, even inevitably forthcoming horizon, of a grander future. History then was made in the imperative mood, in a Schopenhauerian world in which people lived as if all that mattered was will power.


    The second phase was altogether different, especially in its form of self-awareness. It had a low-profile start, unheralded, practically catatonic. Incapable of eloquence, it lets its events roll by in an almost complete intellectual vacuum. It has inspired few written records, and no comprehensive analysis at all. Nowhere is it held up as a model. On the international media scene it has low visibility. Compared to the ideological and theoretical effervescence of the first phase, this phase is inert.


    No doubt the fact that it is our current reality, our contemporary existence, partly explains the paucity of analysis this phase has inspired. Still, we think the root reason for the relative silence surrounding the unfolding of this phase lies beyond the inhibiting proximity of events in our own time. On both the cultural and social levels, in economic affairs as well as in the field of international relations, the unexpected forms it has taken in its development, have somehow ambushed and taken unawares a theoretical consciousness and an ideological vision fixated on schematic expectations drawn from outmoded expectations, and in no way prepared for the downward trip on the descending curve of history. That consciousness and that vision, in other words, was unprepared to take negative prospects into account.


    And yet the extraordinarily rapid changes in the forms and rhythms of social development were not the only reasons for the crisis of our social consciousness. Other causes, major ones, include the reconstitution of self-awareness. That process also was entirely unexpected in the forms it took.


    The first phase had a characteristic consistency that gave it a kind of specific gravity. The second phase, by contrast, is rather vague, indeterminate. Less focused on such icons of change as the factory, the university and the village committed to the agrarian revolution, it takes multiple forms, and finds its preferred haunts in such places as the urban neighbourhood, the city, the stadium or the mosque. And while the first phase tended towards a mass identity, or rather an identity oriented towards « the labouring masses », the second phase has an identity more muted, more informal, so that even when it approaches a « popular » character, it is popular in the sense that it involves the ordinary people, not the people taken as a social and political force.


    This recentring of self-awareness shatters the image of a society united around its charismatic leader, confronting as a nation the challenges of the development process. Concurrently, the potent mobilizing paradigm of a nation-state or of the State-as-Nation grappling with adverse circumstances, a paradigm that in the past had frequently been used for purposes of mass communication, has patently lost its ideological effectiveness. Not only has it fallen into disuse; its decay was hastened by a new system for the dissemination of collective images. The key images now no longer orbit around the central nucleus made up of the State, the Nation, the Society and Development, which laid out a series of clearly defined social frames of reference within historical time frames just as clearly marked out. Now the images are scattered along a multiplicity of lines of interest which intersect and criss-cross without any one of them dominating the others.


    Religion, authenticity, history, ethnic identity, Arabization, modernization, the role of women, human rights, jobs and labour, the status of companies and the private sector : these are the parameters structuring and defining the new, polycentric arena of national consciousness, and their interaction takes the form of new clashes, still confused perceptions and paradoxical behaviour patterns. As for the old drive characteristic of the national consciousness, it has also changed in remarkable ways. In the past this consciousness had expressed a promethean view of the national mission, most visibly in the form of great industrial complexes such as those of El-Hadjar, Hassi-Messaoud, Rouiba and Arzew1. The image was also of engineers at work in their laboratories, workers at the factory line, American-style farmers driving lines of combine harvesters. Now the image has changed to express attitudes more anxious, less self assured. The old myth of the world as a representation of will power was certainly naive; but its very simplicity had after all enabled it, when it entered the national consciousness, to impart to it a dynamic approach to society and history. Now it has more or less knuckled under to the wave of problems descending on the society, defeated by the disintegration of so many vaunted achievements which had given rise to confident dreams of a better future. These days everything is uncertain, every question generates anxiety.


    The world has become an uncertain, intimidating place, a national and international environment in which all structures are ceaselessly getting reshaped. History itself no longer offers the reassuring stability of stages predictably following one after the other; what it presents instead is the flux of undetermined, changing reality. And facing such an array of uncertainties, the national consciousness halts, stupefied, overwhelmed with dismay.


    An age now past


    The trouble is that in less than a decade, everything, or practically everything, has been turned upside down.


    In the spring of 1976, an initiative of the late President Boumedienne resulted in a plan for the public discussion of a draft National Charter. It was hoped that the discussion would be free and popular, unhampered by constraints of any kind. In the event it became a gigantic national debate. From the smallest townships to the grandest cities, in factories and universities, farms and hospitals, in all the social units making up the country, people spoke up freely and made it overwhelmingly clear that they not only wanted the work begun since the country’s independence in 1962 to continue; they wanted it deepened.


    Collective ownership of the means of production; economic development through investment in agriculture and industry; improvement of the citizens’ living standards, especially through housing construction; continuation of the agrarian revolution; democratization of political life, especially through mass organizations; reinforcement of the trade union movement and the Socialist Management scheme for enterprises2; active support for countries struggling for their liberation, participation in the non-aligned movement... on these and other key points the Algerian people, especially the popular strata, who had since 19 June 1965 lost their freedom of speech, pronounced their resounding support.


    The adoption of the National Charter was supposed to signal the beginning of a new phase in Algerian history, but that new phase would mean a logical continuation of the line adopted by the national liberation movement. The nation was expected to operate within the same parameters just as it would exist in the same space-time framework, even if in the meantime, the facts of life had grown more sophisticated in the encounter with the inherent problems of the new phase.


    The people, the revolutionary State, the single party, socialism, imperialism and neo-colonialism, national development : the old watchwords and slogans continued to signpost the universe of collective images, trying to channel the flux of social change into old categories. Meanwhile, one thing was certain : the instruments and actors of the revolution - for that was the nickname still given history - had changed form.


    To start with the actors : these were lined up along Manichaean lines. On one side stood the forces of the revolution; on the other, their enemies. On the positive side, the concept of the people remained the central category. Because that term is so inherently ambiguous, it was used with great fecundity and rhetorical subtlety. According to a scale of values that changed with prevailing social and political winds, a series of secondary categories and ancillary concepts rose to supplement it. Thus the people, now defined as « the social forces of the revolution », came to include workers, peasants, the army, the youth and the executive strata, all arrayed, however, in a pecking order that varied according to ideological commitment. The peasants might be ranked higher or lower than workers, who themselves were differentiated into numerous sub-groups of workers, employees, or the self-employed. The last sub-group, in turn, embraced a number of different categories.


    To describe the same categories other terms and concepts might be used, depending on the need to emphasize chosen aspects of the alliance at issue. But everyone understood the alliance itself to be both objective and subjective, simultaneously necessary and permanent. The talk then was of the labouring masses; farther left, the preference was for the oppressed masses, the working class, the proletariat, the petty and middle bourgeoisie, and so forth. All this while, except in Marxist circles, the concept of social class was little used. The reasons advanced for this reticence were extremely varied, but in gist, all were related to an option in favour of a « specific » form of socialism as opposed to the « scientific » socialism of the Eastern countries. People did talk of social struggle; but they took care not to see it in terms of class struggle.


    On the opposite side, across the divide between positive and negative forces, confronting the social forces bearing the banner of the revolutionary movement stood « the social forces of imperialism and reaction ». What this formula meant, however, was not some bloc or a clearly defined coalition of social groups. The concept as a whole remained a catch-all notion lumping together the Western bourgeoisies, systems such as neo-colonialism, the multinational corporations, and the acquisitive ethos of capitalism and the profit motive. It was protean in shape, changing form according to circumstance. At its kernel the idea of imperialism remained central; but a number of forces linked to it resided in a frontier region, and they could cross over to the side of the revolution, as did the local bourgeoisie when it was judged unexploitative, the rich merchant class when its members were not « speculators », and landlords when they were not deemed to be a feudal lot.


    There was a certain method in the sociological fuzziness of the concept. It was not so much intended to describe an existing social structure in precise, scientific terms. What it was meant to do was to help organize the public perception of social reality in a simple, bi-polar schema entirely accessible to everyday common sense attitudes, with the virtue of combining in one potent brew facts as well as values, ethical and economic considerations, politics and history, revolution and reaction, good and evil, black and white, in short, a whole array of antithetical pairings which made it easier to rationalize the experience of life alongside public expectations.


    In this way the formative egalitarian tendencies of the popular ideology engendered by the colonial experience, updated by the nationalist movement as populism3, looked askance at any form of social differentiation based on wealth, condemning by the same token rich people, the bourgeoisie, the accumulation of profits, etc. These groups, then, on the borderline between good and evil, despised, scarcely tolerated, potentially reactionary, were, in the Algerian Zeitgeist consigned to a pariah status which enabled « the workers » to see themselves as a revolutionary force, the people, in short, while the State, which took time regularly to excoriate these « enemies », was able to pose as guardian of the revolution.


    The State, in other words, was the third actor on the triangular social stage. But it made it crystal clear that it was not merely the ally of the first actor, the people; it was also the people’s guide, the embodiment of its organized power. Drawing its legitimacy from the springs of the national liberation movement, claiming that the popular masses were its spiritual inspiration, their welfare the aim of its activities, the State became the prime mover of the society. A highly centralized establishment, it deprived all other institutions of essential power, concentrating it all in its own grasp.


    The State wielded economic power because it controlled the appropriation and redistribution of the country’s oil income, which was then the main source of wealth and foreign exchange. In addition, the State exercised strict control over parastatal corporations, which accounted for nearly 80 % of the country’s economic activity. This power was managed by a powerful social stratum of technocrats, most of them trained in the elite institutions of Europe, especially in France. For the most part, these technocrats believed implicitly in the social ideals of Saint-Simon4. Their mind-set was largely in keeping with the image of a modernizing Nation-State as traced out by the liberation movement during the national struggle.


    Political power was concentrated around the hard core of the army which had survived the war unscathed5. In time it had succeeded in prevailing, by virtue of organized force, against other groups and factions in both the National Liberation Front and the National Liberation Army. This power structure was organized in concentric circles at the centre of which stood Boumedienne, the incontestable leader, who ensured internal balance by serving as umpire between competing clans and groups. This politico-military system operated in perfect synchronization with an economy focused in its turn on the appropriation and redistribution of oil royalties.


    On the ideological level, it was the responsibility of the FLN, the single party, to ensure the hegemony of the State over the society. The Party had a total monopoly over political and ideological matters. One of its assignments was the coordination and orientation of activities of « the masses » through associations of workers, youth, women and peasants, designed to operate as transmission belts. Oddly enough, though, the permanent core of the party remained extraordinarily weak in comparison with its mass organizations, which were dynamic. From this discrepancy arose a wave of permanent contradictions, sometimes assuming confrontational forms pitting, within this single party, the centre structurally tailored for inertia, against an organizational periphery constantly moved and shaken up by centrifugal forces which at every turn brought up the issues of democratization, autonomy, etc.6



    The power structure, then, had three dimensions : oil income, a strong, centralizing State, and a single party. Together, they constituted a system of power that conceived of itself as a continuation of the liberation movement, identified itself with « the Revolution », was the self-appointed guide of the people defined as a revolutionary force, and related to the society as if it were a military headquarters commanding an army on the battlefield in a new species of war called, for the moment, development.


    In both their structures and their aims, the institutions charged with implementing the national programme worked according to this logic of state control over social activities, the relevant qualification being that the State should benefit the revolution and the people. Thus, after the successive waves of nationalization of foreign assets from 1966 to 1971, the property taken over was administered and managed by state enterprises. The thing that gave the economic programme of the State its impressive strength, however, was above all its appropriation and redistribution of oil royalties.


    For, thanks to this oil wealth, public investment financing no longer posed internal problems, since it was no longer necessary to squeeze surpluses from the domestic labour force. So the first public corporations created as a result of the nationalization programme had too little time to become powerful firms controlling entire branches of industry, construction, public works and transport7.


    The system of « national corporations » was born. In short space of time it took over center stage in the nation’s life, hogging space and attention in the media, at the universities, and in the social movements of the time. It inspired its own set of symbols, icons and logos, acquired expert supporters and adversaries and eventually took on the image of the long-sought motor needed for the economic take-off8.


    Quite rapidly, thanks to an innovative organizational style dubbed « Socialist Company Management », which gave workers participatory rights in the decision-making process, the national corporations were able to crystallize the economic interests of the State, but at the same time became responsible for satisfying the social claims of their workers. The corporations thus got involved in everything. In the economic sphere, they launched ambitious programmes for the construction of factories and industrial complexes in such supposedly tough sectors as liquid gas production, fertilizers, industrial vehicles, motors and electronic engineering. In the field of social welfare, they set up clinics for workers and their dependents, consumer co-operatives, transport systems, canteens, cultural clubs, holiday camps and training centres. Some even sponsored famous sports clubs which wore their colours on the playing fields. These corporations practiced a Ford-like style of management, but their practice was entirely pragmatic, based on no doctrine other than the prevailing populist ethos. That ethos was the ideological legacy of the liberation movement, but it continued to have a deep inspirational influence on the social and political vision of the new period.


    It was also necessary to develop agriculture. This also was done, and in such a way as to accommodate economic objectives and the overall social aim as prescribed in the relationship between the revolutionary State and « the People », in this case the peasantry. It was imperative above all to look to the needs of the poorest peasants. They had thrown their overwhelming support into the national liberation war, yet after independence they had remained on the sidelines while the rest of the society marched forward. Hence the « Agrarian Revolution », calculated to serve at once as an economic development programme and a scheme for the enhancement of social justice.


    The peasants were organized in producer co-operatives for working landholdings seized from absentee landlords or exploitative farmers. Banks and service co-operatives helped the producer co-operative units, providing them with funds, equipment, supplies and aid in marketing their produce. The idea was to have the new co-operative sector supplement and support the self-managed sector which took the place of the old settler plantations on the achievement of independence. Working together, the two sectors were expected to spearhead the State’s drive to modernize agriculture. At the same time, they were supposed to ensure social advancement in keeping with the interests of the social forces of the revolution.


    By all appearances the revolution was on the right track. Its dynamism, reaching beyond the economic fields of industry and agriculture, was beginning to embrace other sectors. For instance, a general overhaul of the higher educational system multiplied the number of universities in the country, giving access to masses of high school leavers. Dozens of technological institutes were created, and the basis of a new training system, non-elitist, focused on modem technology, was laid9.


    There were other reforms. The public health and social security services were overhauled with the establishment of a system of « free medicine » : diagnoses, prescriptions and drug purchases were all covered by the State10. With a view to maintaining workers’ purchasing power, the system of consumer price subsidies for staple commodities was reformed11. In the same vein, it was decided to reform the salary structure entirely on the basis of equal pay for equal work, within the legal framework of a set of General Statutes for Workers12.


    Other reforms were launched in sports, primary education, foreign trade, etc. These were popular changes, moving the society towards socialism, and they came at such a fast rate that they gave the society a peculiarly lively rhythm, and the popular imagination integrated them into a new rhetoric, a new grammar and a fresh vocabulary.


    This then was a time when the social ideal seemed perceptible, attainable on a not - too distant - horizon, clear, inevitable in fact. Algeria was going to be a society of wage earners working in public sector corporations, co-operatives or self-managed enterprises. A tiny handful would continue to work for private companies, but such companies would not be exploitative. With the base for economic development thus guaranteed, the economy would take off in the near future, thanks to the intensive accumulation of earnings from oil and gas resources. According to the VALHYD Plan, these earnings were estimated at nearly $200 billion over a thirty-year period. The society thus abundantly endowed would be led on its forward march by a strong, revolutionary State enjoying legitimacy from the twin sources of its prestigious origins in the national liberation movement and its current base (the people), guided by a single party supported by powerful mass organizations. Algeria would not simply be a Third World state; it would be an exemplary one, a model and a constant pole of attraction within the non-aligned movement.


    Such was the overall outlook of Algerian society in the mid-1970s, a period marked internationally by successes achieved by national liberation movements in Vietnam, Angola, Mozambique, as well as the « October War ».


    Relations between individuals and society, between individuals and history, were organized according to two paradigms, defining a sort of popular philosophy in which old, traditional elements intermixed with a culture still in the making. Thus, the new, so-called socialist economic organization, the single party system, the top-heavy centralization of power coexisted readily enough with the ancient egalitarian ideology, somewhat anarchistic, of Algerian society as it was under the Ottoman protectorate and under French colonial rule. The traditional view of the State as a « beylik »13, and of politics as something extraneous to the society thus took new form in the new structure, acquiring formal status in a new jargon, that of « acquired rights ».


    On the one hand, in effect, there were the individual citizens entitled to claim different rights, but these rights were exclusively social : the right to work, education, health, housing etc. On the other hand, there was the State, with the panoply of monopolistic powers it had reserved for itself, starting with the power of command, but embracing also a monopoly over organization, expression, etc. Thus, a sort of tacit social contract was established between the citizens, who seemed to have abdicated their political rights to the State, which would compensate by guaranteeing them their social rights. This social contract might be likened to a trade-off : security in exchange for freedom.


    As in the past, the relationship between the State, as a political venue, and civil society, as the subsistence area, was one of exteriority. The State was still a « beylik », even if its aim was now opposite to what it had been in the past. From being the oppressor it had become popular, even populist. As for civil society, it was indeed a democracy, but a democracy under a politically despotic regime.


    The « citizens » social rights operated within a historical perspective which, in the popular imagination, made any backsliding unthinkable, impossible. For these were « irrevocable achievements of the Revolution ».


    To underline their irreversible character, the State mobilized the so-called masses in gigantic parades which often ended with speeches structured simultaneously as didactic lectures and opportunities for communal togetherness, demonstrations of the power of the Revolution. In Algeria during the 1970s, the masses descended quite often into the streets, to commemorate the anniversary of the revolution on 1st November, to commemorate independence on 5th July, to memorialize the nationalization exercises of February 1966, the May Day workers’ celebration, the peasants’ agrarian revolution, the workers’ socialist management programme, etc. The repetition of this ritual of the masses filing past the podium on which stood their leaders gave full symbolic expression to a revolution which conceived of itself as the forward march of the people, and saw in this physical rite an apt image of this self-concept.


    New realities


    For those involved at the time, the year 1976 seemed to mark the start of a new cycle in Algerian history, the beginning of a fresh upward spiral which, in orthodox leftist circles, was theoretically defined as the « transition to socialism ». Some called the juncture a leftward turn taken by the political authorities; some saw it as a radicalization of the social movement. Others characterized it as a dialectical shift from the national revolution to the socialist revolution.


    A decade later, all these laboured formulae have gone up in smoke. History has taken such an unexpected course that the image of this turning point has turned practically into its opposite. Many, of course, still see it as a time of brilliant pyrotechnics. But with the blessing of hindsight, the fireworks are analyzed as a closing salvo signalling the end of a stage; and yet originally, they had been thought to herald a new age.


    The society as a whole was slow in its conscious acknowledgment of this historic reversal. The process of awakening came almost imperceptibly, but in the overall process, 1986 was to prove a decisive year. For in that year a fresh debate was opened on the subject of the National Charter of 1976, the stated aim being to « enrich » it. The disingenuous formula deceived no one, least of all its instigators, as they led, in a spirit of the deepest gloom, somber, frightened discussions on issues and positions none wished to advocate, but which none dared oppose head-on.


    It was Marx who said somewhere that history repeats itself : the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce. Here in Algeria, the second time was a funereal occasion, and the memory of it was quickly buried in forgetfulness.


    The point is that the whole exercise hinged on a misunderstanding. In ten years the society had changed profoundly, yet people continued to talk to it in archaic terms. The idea of a National Charter, or the even more singular one of a national debate organized around a National Charter, had in fact only been a piece of political technology. As an operational method it could have no possible effectiveness outside a given socio-historical framework, and that framework was Algeria in the 1970s. To rehash this same experience ten years later, when the society had been shaken to its roots, and continued to be shaken both in its form and in its historical dynamic, meant either that the changes that had taken place had been underestimated, or that on the institutional level there was a failure to cope with them.


    Unintentionally, though, the misunderstanding led the way to a truth. It drew the veil away from both the State and the society, making it possible to measure the gap separating them. That gap, in our opinion, lies at the hub of the current problem of the approach to development in Algeria, and it is a matter of decisive importance for the country’s future.


    The new period began suddenly, with the unexpected death of President Boumedienne in December 1978, creating a gaping political vacuum. He had been the unchallenged leader of the « Algerian experiment in development », the fulcrum of the delicate balance between various rival forces in the ruling group. These had so far wrangled perennially with one another, and only Boumedienne’s powerful judgmental presence had kept them relatively united. That was his political role. In part he had fashioned it for himself, and in the absence of any institutional mechanisms for managing disputes, it had helped ensure the continuity of the State and the relative coherence of its government.


    With the leader dead, the institution remained, but it was necessary to establish a new balance between countervailing forces. This was done gradually, gingerly, in fact. For a while the process was obscured by the new oil crisis of 1979, which gave the State fresh financial wealth, helping to cushion the social and political consequences of the shake-out.


    The technocratic wing of the ruling group was the first to feel the pinch. The forced-march industrialization the country had been put through in the decade of the 1970s had brought this group flush into the limelight. It outshone in arrogance, at least in the media, all other groups in the ruling coalition, and over time it made its appetite for power increasingly clear. Its fall from grace began with the extraordinary party congress of the FLN in 1980. That congress was the occasion of a relentless criticism of the previous period, culminating in the adoption of a new Five Year Plan which changed the basis, form and tempo of the previous development programme.


    The new development guidelines were presented as corrections to a model rendered top-heavy by bureaucratic red tape, and finally distorted by economic and social imbalances of its own making. The implementation of these guidelines would entail a thorough shake-up in both the economy and the society, and would completely transform the lie of the land. In effect, the entire productive system of the nation was to be remodelled from top to bottom.


    For the first time the industrial establishment was presented as a « foreign exchange drain ». Its growth was slowed down, the resources thus liberated going to develop other sectors. New investment was limited to the funding of old projects which had previously fallen way behind schedule for going on-line. Ambitious plans for the development of such corporate giants as SNS, the western region’s plant for the production of special steel alloys and aluminium, SONATRACH, the corporation set up for the purposes of the VALHYD plan, SONACOME, set up to serve CEMEL, the heavy equipment plant, etc., were all postponed sine die.


    A few years previously, industrialization had been presented as « the locomotive » of development. Now it came in for criticism from the whole society. A great fuss was made about sitting errors, as in the case of a water-intensive factory built in an arid region. Expensive overheads were identified, along with chicanery involving the code on government tenders and contracts as well as botched programme schedules. The media, which for years on end had sung interminable songs of praise to the industrial establishment, now turned implacably hostile journalists, converted for the circumstance into militant agrarians, ecologists, cultural experts and what have you.


    For a spell, admittedly, this new thinking proved popular. After all, it echoed criticisms long expressed by workers and trade unions before corporate managers, whom they accused of neglecting their working conditions, being overbearing and generally behaving like « new-style colonial settler bosses »14.


    The critique of industrialization, however, did not stop there. Quite rapidly, it turned to an examination of the bases that had made the experiment possible, namely, the national corporations. Now these were declared unmanageably gargantuan, then broken up into a plethora of separate units that would presumably be easier to administer15. Next, the new mini-units were put through a name change, becoming national, regional or local enterprises depending on individual circumstances. Thus even the names of the giant corporations, which had symbolized their existence, were wiped out.


    The restructuring operation was presented as a technical exercise. In reality, it produced two results. First, it reorganized the public production system on the basis of new economic concepts based on a separation of functions (investment, operations and marketing); a clearly defined and differentiated schedule of objectives (national, regional and local); and a set of simplified, easily verifiable management rules. Further, it redistributed power to suit new political imperatives, bringing the top management of the former national corporations down a peg on the social and political totem poles of the nation. The name-changing exercises were, in effect, a way of putting a symbolic seal on this downgrading of the managerial class16.


    As if to confirm this development, a recent amendment of the criminal code now made it possible for citizens to sue managers accused of mismanagement in court or before the Auditor-General’s tribunal17. Quite a few managers tasted the rigours of the new law, some actually having to serve time in jail. The State technocracy had for a while hovered around the peaks of power; now it had been brought summarily down to earth, to an ordinary status in civil society.


    The technocrats did not go down unaccompanied. Pretty soon, they were followed by political activists and trade union cadres who had taken charge of the FLN’s mass party organizations in the previous period, and had shown a taste for independent action that might have jeopardized the supreme control of the central party apparatus over its peripheral organs18. In this case also, an amendment of the FLN’s standing orders gave its top officials special privileges of exemption and exclusion19.


    Very rapidly, activists from the Algerian workers’, youth, women’s and peasant unions were removed from their positions in their organizational hierarchies on the excuse that they were not party members. They were replaced with officials more faithful to the party but more inert in their respective grass-roots organizations. In this way, the mass organizations were drawn closer to the party centre, but at the expense of alienating them a bit more from the masses. The party certainly gained in terms of bureaucratic fidelity; but it lost as much in terms of political authority. Worse, in shattering the political ambitions of the former leadership of the mass organizations, it shattered the organizations themselves. In essence, the party had achieved nothing but a Pyrrhic victory. As we shall see later, this was soon to end up weakening the victors themselves, sabotaging the single party system in its very basic principles.


    During the 1970s, both the country’s industrial technocracy and the political bureaucracy of the mass organizations had taken positions on the front line of the development effort. The technocracy had been active in the economic sphere, helping to nationalize resources, to establish corporations, to develop branch industries, and to transfer technology. The political bureaucracy had been involved in general mobilization exercises including socialist company management experiments, the agrarian revolution, educational reform, etc. The two groups had become central to the historical dynamic charted out in 1976, the motive nucleus of « the social forces of the revolution ». When the time came to prepare for the forging of a new balance of social and political forces, they became the first casualties.


    All this, however, was just a preliminary stage, limited to the institutional arena alone. A more thoroughgoing restructuring of civil society and of its relationship to the State was yet to come. And it was the world economic recession, most specifically the fall in oil prices, that accelerated this restructuring. It happened around two main guidelines which were to define the new game rules. The first of these guidelines was about the role of the State; the second concerned relations between the various component classes of Algerian society, and what was expected of each.


    The role of the state : The « Beylik Plan »


    As we have observed, the State of Algeria entered the age of independence riding a popular national liberation movement, but it was nonetheless a State deformed by macula most recently inherited from French colonialism, and before that from the « protectorate » period under Turkish domination. Among these deforming features, for instance, was the habit the society had developed of seeing the State as something extraneous to itself, even foreign. This sense of alienation had come to be the mortar between Algerian civil society and the ruling State, bonding and separating them at one and the same time.


    The drama of missed political opportunities played out in 1962, coupled with the « military recovery » of 1965, gave what might otherwise have remained a mere vestige of past ages a new lease of life20. In the 1970s this took the palpable form of incoming oil revenue. This was when the State took on in most decisive fashion the image of the beylik. For the State had monopolized all power, but in return the oil bonanza gave it the means to play the bountiful patron spreading largesse. So the State faced the civil society in a relationship in which all political power belonged to the former, which then offered the latter some opportunities for economic and social advancement.


    Indeed, during the entire decade of the 1970s, there was a full-tilt programme of economic and social promotion which created jobs for hundreds of thousands of individuals in public sector corporations21. Millions of young people could now enter the multitude of schools and training centres opened throughout the society. In clinics and hospitals, people could get free treatment and medicine, and household budgets benefited from consumer price subsidies for essential commodities. This was the Algerian experience of the welfare state. It was a mixture of political anachronisms typified by authoritarian power structures and confiscating all freedom from the citizens, on the one hand, and on the other, « a programme of economic and social modernization » typified, by contrast, by huge industrial achievements, an educational system focused on science and technology, etc.


    The weakness of the enterprise was that all of it rode on oil royalties. Any appreciable drop in this income would inexorably necessitate a realignment of development priorities. In the event, oil prices did plummet, and the Algerian social and economic programme was shaken to its roots. Now the role of the State vis-à-vis the civil society had to change totally. Preliminary attempts were made, in the ideological sphere, to shatter the popular image of the State as imperial « beylik ». The old icons of the public place began to fall.


    « The people ». « the social forces of the revolution », « the workers ». All these terms supercharged with positive worth in the recent past were now subjected to merciless criticism, and the mass media blew up the resulting strictures throughout the land, at every level of society. The « people », lately so valiant, now became a population of welfare recipients. The workers metamorphosed into lazy, undisciplined persons. As for the social forces of the revolution, they vanished completely from the common lingo.


    The image of the State as « beylik » was denigrated on the grounds that it had eroded the people’s sense of responsibility. The idea of the State as bountiful cow became anathema, as did the perception of the State as the dutiful teacher of a people who preferred to live on oil handouts instead of sweating for a living. The national corporations came under more vehement attack. A great deal was made of their running permanently at a loss, the low productivity of their workers, their bloated employment rosters, the wasteful mismanagement typified by high absentee rates, prohibitively expensive social overheads, etc. The new thinking, in a way, cleared the ground for impending changes, sometimes on the basis of examples from such friendly countries as China, Hungary and the USSR. Meanwhile, at various FLN party congresses, steps were taken in the direction of a complete reform of the country’s social and economic system. A new philosophy was in the making.


    The most urgent need was to put the people back to work. The idea of « mobilizing workers politically » had by now lost all credibility. Besides, the FLN, having purged its grass roots organizations of their most dynamic leaders, was no longer in a position to guarantee any such results.


    A harsh, police-type system of discipline was tried out. But it caused more problems than it solved, and had to be dropped in a hurry. It was thought appropriate to give the « clean-up » exercise an economic frame of reference. To achieve this, « the science of economics » was pressed into service to organize the productive system. The state corporations were the first to be grappled with. They were shorn of most of their social programmes such as transport arrangements for personnel, canteens, clinics, holiday camps etc., a whole range of facilities and perquisites built up over the years to cater to the workers’ welfare and to help alleviate the burden of their daily problems.


    From this time on, these corporations were expected to concentrate on the business of setting production targets and meeting them within the framework of the most stringent standards of cost-effectiveness. Management boards adopted more draconian operational norms, especially rules giving executives greater freedom to sack workers they considered troublesome. A new regime of discipline was imposed on the factory floor, and the now impotent unions could do nothing to resist it22. Concurrently, a systematic staff review was conducted in order to identify excess personnel (dead wood, they were called) and dismiss them. In effect, if the national corporate establishment had unwittingly practiced Henry Ford’s economic philosophy in former years, the new companies favoured something more like the industrial approach of Taylor.


    At work sites and on factory floors, wage earners were taken by surprise. Astounded by the new game rules, they grew uncertain, unable to react. To date they had operated in a general atmosphere of mass mobilization, politicization and participation. They had driven hard bargains in negotiations with corporate managing boards, winning profitable advancement and substantial social perquisites. Then the media hailed them as a pivotal force in the revolution, and political orators had consistently taken care to sing their praises as a matter of top priority. Suddenly, there was this shift into a wholly different mode. Now they had to work under the threat of being denied opportunities for promotion, of losing bonuses and perks or indeed their jobs. Most frightening of all, the chance of their getting helpful support from their trade unions had grown slim, because the trade unions had turned into nothing better than paper organizations, simple associations of workers with no bargaining powers at all.


    The new economic thinking was not restricted to the corporate world. Profitability had become a priority objective, and it had devastating effects throughout the system. Social security benefits, for instance, were cut, its coverage reduced and its cash allocations subjected to stringent scrutiny.
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