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 ALGERIA'S
 AGRARIAN REVOLUTION
 INTRODUCTION Jim Paul

 An analysis of the present nature and future course of the
 Algeria regime is indispensable for any assessment of the con?
 temporary Middle East. MERIP has published two important
 articles on Algeria?Karen Farsoun s "State Capitalism in
 Algeria" (No. 35) andMahfoud Bennoune's "Algerian Peasants
 and National Politics" (No. 48). The following piece by Nico
 Kielstra introduces the question of the Algerian Agrarian
 Revolution.

 CONTRADICTOR Y DEVELOPMENT

 In the course of a long and brutal colonial experience, Algeria
 produced an influential national liberation movement and an
 important body of revolutionary theory in the work ofFrantz
 Fanon. In the period immediately following independence, it
 attracted international attention with a system of worker's
 self-management. As the colonial settlers fled, the new regime
 swiftly confiscated their property and declared a variety of
 radical social measures. It later nationalized big foreign capital
 and pursued a policy of economic independence through rapid
 industrialization. In short, Algeria emerged as the most appeal?
 ing and progressive of the region's "radical nationalist"regimes.

 But the limits of the Algerian experience have become
 increasingly apparent. Soon after independence, the new
 regime moved to muzzle the left, defend the Algerian bour?
 geoisie, impose controls on workers self-management and in?
 stall a rigid bureacratic system. Internal conditions were marked

 by high unemployment, urban crowding, inflation, malnutri?
 tion, a stagnant and impoverished agriculture and resurgent
 Islamic fundamentalism. Lacking a stable class base and con?
 temptuous of its own political party, the Algerian regime
 began to depend increasingly on the loyalties of the military
 officer corps. Left organizations were banned; oppositionists
 jailed or exiled; and the working class repressed. The increasing
 stream of Algerians migrating overseas for work confirmed
 that the Algerian path to economic and social development
 was seriously flawed.

 French colonial settlers had seized over three million hec?
 tares of the best agricultural land in Algeria, but contrary to
 colonial myths settler agriculture was never a particularly
 profitable endeavor. Scant rainfall, poor soil and other un?
 favorable natural conditions kept productivity low. The col?
 onial banks refused to provide agricultural credit and the col?
 onial state had to subsidize farming. Consequently, the forces
 of production in settler agriculture were not highly developed.
 The Algerian peasantry, crowded into the least productive
 lands, attempted to eke out a bare subsistence.

 About two thirds of the Algerian population lived on the
 land at the time of independence, but only half actually
 owned small plots. The rest were either unemployed, dis?
 placed, sharecroppers, seasonal or permanent agricultural
 workers. More than 90 percent of this agricultural population
 existed within the traditional sector, where extreme poverty
 and backwardness prevailed.
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 From independence until the proclamation of the Agrarian
 Revolution in 1971, the regime systematically neglected the
 condition of the peasantry and the development of agriculture.
 Social relations in the traditional sector were allowed to stag?
 nate, apparently for fear of antagonizing the agrarian bour?
 geoisie. Even the former settler farms, transformed into the
 self-managed sector, were ignored and starved of capital so
 that they were not able to reproduce the rather dilapidated
 plant inherited at the time of independence.

 This neglected agriculture yielded poor crops, its pro?
 duction falling far short of meeting the country s needs.
 Cereal harvests in 1972, a good year, barely reached the level
 of production in 1962, although the population had grown in
 the interim from ll to 16 million. Rising food imports cut
 sharply into development plans; by 1975, the regime had to
 spend nearly a quarter of its oil earnings on food imports. At
 the same time, rising food prices cut into the real wages of
 the urban working class.

 The peasantry also faced worsening poverty. Unable to
 raise enough food for their own subsistence, they suffered
 from one of the lowest levels of caloric food intake in the
 world?even worse than conditions in India according to a
 1970 UN report. According to an Algerian government esti?
 mate in the mid-1970s, close to half of the rural population
 depended for survival on earnings repatriated by migrant
 workers.

 The poverty of the agricultural sector caused further
 serious problems for the regime. It forced a continual flood of
 people off the land and into the cities. The working class grew
 rapidly in size from about 300,000 at independence to more
 than a million in 1977. Even more significant was the rapid
 growth of the industrial proletariat in the large modern units
 of heavy industry promoted by the state. The giant ElHagjar
 steel complex was symbolic of this development, employing
 more than 10,000 workers by the mid-1970s. Overall the num?
 ber of workers in large factories has grown to over 200,000.

 However, the capitalist labor market could not provide
 enough jobs. Although nearly a million persons had migrated
 overseas for work by the mid-1970s, unemployment continued
 to rise. Employers, including the state, kept wages frozen and
 the regime was able to impose its own leadership on the trade
 unions. Nevertheless, there were frequent disputes over pay
 and working conditions and sometimes also over control of the
 work process. In 1971, the regime responded to this rising
 pressure by announcing the Charter of the Agrarian Revolu?
 tion and the Charter of Socialist Management which granted a
 limited form of management participation. But the participa?
 tion system did not work. Between 1969 and 1974, the num?
 ber of strikes ? many of them wildcats ? grew from 72 to
 more than 250. Workers also resorted to sabotage and slow?
 downs, greatly reducing productivity. The regime threatened
 union leaders, denounced trouble-makers and arrested some
 workers, but it failed to prevent continued protest actions.

 As the European economy slowed down, overseas labor
 migration ceased to provide alternative employment. Peasants
 have continued to pour into the cities, enlarging the alienated
 and unstable mass of urban unemployed liable to be mobilized
 by critics of the regime. Conditions for workers and the un?
 employed continued to deteriorate as inflation reduced real
 wages and living conditions in the crowded cities became in?
 creasingly intolerable. Housing was scarce, meat unobtainable,
 and public transport extremely slow and unreliable. In response,

 work stoppages and sabotage spread further, culminating in
 major strikes by truckers and the Algiers dock workers in
 1977. In an effort to head off more trouble, the regime
 announced a big wage increase.

 An impoverished agriculture also failed to provide a mar?
 ket for the products of the new state industries. Small peasant
 proprietors, on the verge of starvation, could not afford good
 seed or simple hand tools, much less fertilizer, pumps and
 tractors. State planners realized that unless the agricultural
 sector was transformed both as a source of production and of
 consumption, the ambitious plans for the Algerian economy
 would be reduced to a shambles.

 For all its powerful positions in state and society, the
 Algerian bourgeoisie has been in an ambiguous and somewhat
 threatened position since 1970. Those who held rural land
 were most exposed, since the Agrarian Revolution directly
 challenged agricultural property rights of large landholders.
 Unable to block the Charter of the Agrarian Revolution
 itself, the Algerian bourgeoisie set out to block and circum?
 vent its implementation. Using connections in the concerned
 ministries as well as loopholes in the laws, quite a few land?
 holdings were kept intact. Nevertheless, many rural bour?
 geois were not able to escape and their lands were expro?
 priated.

 Under these circumstances, the bourgeoisie assumed for
 the first time a position of direct opposition to the regime.
 Taking advantage of discontent among the working class and
 the peasantry as well as the political opening presented by the
 National Charter, the bourgeoisie pressed its offensive in an
 increasingly visible way around 1975. This offensive took
 several forms, including efforts to block official programs
 through non-cooperation, sabotage of production and trade,
 hoarding and slowing down deliveries and a public ideological
 attack. In March 1976, a number of well-known politicians,
 including Ferhat Abbas and YussefBen Khedda, issued a man?
 ifesto denouncing the regime. Such attacks contained a
 mixture of liberalism and Islamic fundamentalism that re?
 flected the heterogeneous origins and aspirations of the
 Algerian bourgeoisie, the diversity of its audience and per?
 haps the sources of its foreign support as well. Its audience
 and foot soldiers were conservative shopkeepers, disenchanted
 youth, elements of the urban unemployed, and members of
 the state bureaucracy.

 It is in this context that the Algerian Agrarian Revolution
 must be examined, six years after its inception. The impact
 of the Agrarian Revolution, its limits and dynamic, tell us
 much about the path of Algerian society in the period ahead.
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