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Algeria’s continued inability to forge a national consensus on a political and social 
project continues to drive institutional paralysis in the country, according to John 
Entelis. Yet, many Algerians are resigned to or even satisfied with the status quo in 
Algeria, especially when they compare their own situation with trends they see in 
neighboring countries including Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia, according to Robert Parks. 
Entelis is professor and chair of the Department of Political Science and director of 
the Middle East Studies Program at Fordham University. Parks directs the Center for 
Maghrib Studies in Oran, Algeria. The two shared their different but complementary 
analyses of Algerian society and politics at a Maghreb Roundtable entitled “What’s 
Next for Algeria” at CSIS on May 14, 2014.

A national identity conundrum explains much of contemporary Algerian history and 
current politics, Entelis argued. Charismatic leadership, revolutionary ideologies, 
religious ideologies, ethnic cleavages, neoliberalism, and pure military rule have 
each failed to create an enduring framework for economic and political development. 
Instead, Algeria faces multiple ideological, economic, social, and elite conflicts and 
cleavages that create political stalemate, which helps explain the election of ailing 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika for a fourth consecutive term. Conflicts within the 
military, the state apparatus, and civil society prevent strategic decisions and new 
policies, resulting in a pattern of minimalist development.

The result of this paralysis is that a “stability imperative” underlies Algerian politics 
and drives the leadership to preserve stability at all costs. Society is broadly acquiescent 
to the military-dominated political elite, and there is no agreed-upon alternative to 
the current order. But there are also deep generational and socioeconomic divisions 
over how the system should evolve in the coming years. Entelis suggested that future 
stability in Algeria would depend on whether Algerian society remained divided and 
largely passive in relation to the state, or whether a more aspirational, participatory 
generation would emerge. He was pessimistic that the current system’s ad hoc method 
of handling problems could be sustained in the long term.

Parks observed that Algerians are relatively happy, for now. He began by describing 
the events of December 2010 to January 2011 in Algeria, when many observers 
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state. Entelis elaborated that Algerians’ reconciliation to 
the status quo does not negate the fact that broad structural 
challenges remain, and he questioned the extent to which 
perceptions of the dangers of regional change were 
genuine or shaped by those in power. Still, he allowed 
that the Algerian political system allows for enough 
accommodation of political differences and demands that 
its fundamental stability is rarely challenged. He added that 
the state’s large hydrocarbon receipts and lack of external 
debt mean that it will likely be able to continue funding 
generous economic policies meant to stabilize politics 
for quite some time—and that expectation of such state 
largesse is deeply woven into Algerians’ understanding 
of justice and fairness, expressed through commitment to 
“vague socialist principles.”

Ultimately, Parks concluded that Algerians overwhelmingly 
recognize that the system must change, though there is no 
consensus on what change looks like. The challenge is to 
pursue gradual political and economic reforms that broaden 
the opportunities available to them without fundamentally 
destabilizing society. Entelis agreed, but expressed less 
optimism that the opacity of conflicts within the Algerian 
military and political order could be overcome, which 
would be a necessary step in order for structural reform 
to take place. Entelis noted that it is difficult to predict or 
identify the kinds of trends or events that would trigger 
fundamental change. For the moment, the experiences 
of neighboring countries have strengthened, rather than 
weakened, the stability of the Algerian system. ■

believed that expanding protests and calls for reform would 
lead Algeria—not its relatively placid neighbor, Tunisia—
to regime change. However, Algerian civil society failed 
to capture the momentum of protests which caught them 
off-guard. Then, after Bouteflika announced a series of 
economic concessions in early 2011, opposition leaders 
were unable to continue to bring protesters out on to the 
streets to call for change. According to Parks, what happened 
in Algeria demonstrated three things. First, the majority 
of Algerians were not ready for radical political change. 
Second, the state’s offer of new benefits and entitlements 
successfully placated many. Third, ideological currents 
that had shaped Algerian politics since the 1980s—notably 
the Islamism of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) and the 
identity-based politics of the Berber-dominated Rally for 
Culture and Democracy—no longer held the influence they 
once had.

From the beginning, Parks argued, many Algerians saw 
the Arab uprisings as bringing Islamism (which they 
had fought since the late 1980s), fitna (or chaos), and 
foreign intervention. Events in other countries since then 
have triggered a sense of “schadenfreude” and relative 
satisfaction in Algeria, where people feel they are better off 
than people in neighboring countries. Parks cited attitudinal 
data showing that from March-April 2011 to March-April 
2013, the percentage of Algerians who supported gradual 
over radical change rose from 50 to 80 percent, those who 
felt the economy was doing well rose from around 30 to 
over 60 percent, and those who felt they were reasonably 
physically secure rose from 54 to 69 percent. These 
attitudinal shifts occurred even as, in objective terms, the 
economy did not improve and Algeria faced new security 
challenges from the civil war in Libya and rebellion in 
Mali. Parks added that Algerians’ identification with 
political parties—especially the ruling FLN—has grown, 
and that Bouteflika remains relatively popular. Bouteflika 
also faced a very weak field of potential replacements, 
which is why his re-election by more than 80 percent of 
voters in April 2014 was unsurprising. 

Entelis pointed out the apparent contradiction between 
Algerians’ relative satisfaction and the country’s constant 
churn of local, low-level social unrest. Parks noted that 
Algeria witnessed over 11,000 security incidents including 
riots and protests in 2011, but he argued that such protests 
were primarily motivated by economic demands, and that 
they are often satisfied by economic responses from the 
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