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I At the end of July 1963, one year after independence, 300 members of the National Liberation Front
(FLN) gathered, under the auspices of the Army General Staff, in the Majestic cinema hall (now called
the Al Atlas hall), located in the Bab el oued neighborhood of the capital city of Algiers, they set about
writing the first constitution of independent Algeria, a task which should have taken place within the
walls of, and by members of, the National Assembly. Instead, the constitution was presented to the
National Assembly, and ratified one month later. Following this political scandal, Ferhat Abbas, a man
with thirty years of political experience and the president of the National Assembly, resigned uttering
his famous phrase: ‘the constitution is not a prostitute to be pimped in a cinema hall’

On 11 September 1963, members of the FLLN once again gathered at the Majestic to choose Ahmed
Ben Bella as the one and only candidate for the presidency. Four days later, he became the first
president of the Algerian Republic. It was not perhaps so strange that the two most important stages
in founding any political system — the writing of the constitution and choosing a president for the
republic — had taken place in Algeria in a cinema hall. The strangest matter was, in fact, that the system
that was born in a cinema hall would never leave it.

Should we want to understand this system, then we could ask ourselves about what was going on in
the minds of the men who formed this its core. We could do that by reading their autobiographies
and biographies written about them. But these are often superficial and unscholatly, or contradictory
and rather of a populist character. Besides, any reading that attempts to wrest the long history of this
system from troubled thinking and individual and experimental inclinations and hesitation, and subject
it to scientific theories will certainly fail. This is a fundamental problem facing the application of
humanities and social sciences in an environment that does not function according to known laws or
laws that could be inferred. Until we find alternatives to this system, we must find alternatives to
understanding it.

The Algerian system has borrowed all the cinema techniques so that it could rule, following
independence, nine million homeless, sick, displaced, injured people after a brutal seven-and-a-half-
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year long conflict. Their struggle seemed like a cinematic piece, where at the end, the righteous weak
and poor triumph over the oppressive enemy who has all the numerical and material advantage. The
system brought these nine million Algerians into a big cinema hall, and why not call ‘Cinema Algeria’,
and started to impose the rules of the show.

Notice

What occurs inside the hall is not necessarily true, but the public is nevertheless required to believe
everything and to be emotional about it.

Darkness

The political system has made sure to plant darkness in everything: from the history of the revolution
to the simplest details of public affairs. This might have had its roots in the legacy that the founders
of the Algerian state inherited from their own struggle against the French colonial regime. They
specifically inherited the will to rebel against the system and the inclination for secret action. This is
the opposite of what a modern state needs. It is in this starting point that one of the reasons for
Algeria’s failure today lies.

Against this darkness, the minders of the show imposed, as usual in these cases, one source of audio
and video: the ‘official propaganda’. In this, the citizens were reduced to simple empty containers and
future topics of the minders’ propaganda. The citizens became viewers, prohibited from participating
ot expressing their opinions in any tone higher than a whisper. And because they reside in the dark
part of the hall, they are not seen either (this might be the place to point out that we have not
accumulated any scientific studies about this society and its history, it is invisible even through the
microscope of statistics and humanities and social sciences). That’s why it has been easy to neglect
them or to treat them as one mass, ignoring the changing dynamics inside it. This mass has changed
with time and the minders have failed to recognize it or deal with it. Their hesitation reached a point
whereby they tried to introduce some comedy shows, the kind that has neither meaning nor form.

Darkness and isolation from the world is, for the political authority in Algeria, an existential gamble
that has started to lose ground, given the openness that everyone has been subjected to. But there are
many who have started to bump into everything and kick about and curse, because of the blindness
that has befallen them, a blindness that is caused by seeing the natural light after one’s eyes have
become accustomed to the darkness of the cinema for so long!

Running time of the show

Algeria has accumulated a different history, following its independence, a history that deserves
contemplation and writing and learning from its mistakes. But the political authority and many among
its elite are still stuck in the moment of revolution that preceded independence, as a moment where
everything reached its completion: history, existence and policy. The viewers in the cinema have been
forced to pretend to forget how long they have been here, and to believe the running time of the show
that depends on individual emotion and on instilling fear of a returning past. However, the times of
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the viewers have changed, and the viewers themselves have changed after more than 50 years of
independence. But the show still speaks about the heroism of the revolution and how we triumphed
upon ‘aged’ France and about our hatred towards it. But we should have wondered about the victories
of France in post-independence Algeria, those triumphs that it reaped while we were captives inside
the cinema hall, busy with love and hatred.

Sometimes the mind of a person ceases to think and contemplate, and even stops correcting the images
that fall up-side-down on the walls of the cornea, so that he will believe what he sees. And among the
things he sees, is that France won its independence from Algeria, and that Frenchmen are happy to
be rid of the oppression of Algerians and their colonization and long subjugation. And he almost
believes it!

The isolation

There is a seat for every viewer in the midst of darkness. That’s how the ruling authority managed to
separate individuals and prevented the formation or joining of any associations. The prohibition to
form political parties and independent labor unions or even associations, the harassment of the ones
existing and attacking them and breaking them up from inside, have caused a real emptiness in public
life, and prevented the formation of a solid civil society (for many years after independence, Algerians
had to apply for permits to exit Algeria, while foreigners still face difficulties in entering Algeria).
Darkness and its accompanying policies, have made the ‘viewers’ live in abnormal seclusion, and
created a failure in communication and the formation of civil bonds, even on the smallest of scales in
the form of local effective societies. Censorship and isolation have deprived the individual of his own
experiences and expressions which require a minimum of interaction with others. I can speak
particularly about the experience of the human body and its expression, and the distances that separate
us from our bodies. They, too, live in isolation.

One of the consequences that we have reaped after staying 50 years in this cinematic hall, is the
Algerian who is disconnected from his surroundings, and not only separate from his political authority
but antagonistic towards it. It is a shattered and isolated being who is born, equipped with a capital of
bitterness and pessimism.

Many examples show that the political system is acting on the premise that Algeria is a big cinema hall.
Instead of at least changing the show, it has only recently introduced some little improvements, like
adding a new language, the ‘Amazigh’, to dub the show’s content. And thus, people have started to
debate the new dubbing, neglecting to discuss the old show.

This leaves us in no doubt as to how to classify the Algerian political system, a system that many have
found difficult to categories. For it is not socialist or capitalist. It is neither open nor closed. It is not
an absolute dictatorship, but neither is it a partial one. It is simply all of that and none of it. It is a

cinematic regimel!
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