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1. This decision came in a letter from the former Chief of Staff, General Ahmed Gaid Salah, on April 2nd, 2019. It can be found on the fol-
lowing link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ylVlhnlaxDQ

Nouri Dris

Introduction
On February 22nd, 2019, Algerians took to the streets to express their rejection of Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika’s ambition to run for a fifth presidential term after two decades in power (1999- 2019). 
It soon became apparent that the protest movement, the Hirak, was a prelude to a broader 
movement calling for radical change in governance and the democratic renewal of the political 
class. Initially, the army assumed the demonstrations were a temporary contestation that would 
vanish within days. However, the large-scale nature of the protest movement, its inclusiveness 
and its determination led the army’s leadership to push Bouteflika to resign “in response to popular 
demands1”. In exchange, the army imposed its own roadmap, which entailed the organisation of 
a presidential election in “the shortest possible delays” and a constitutional amendment, with the 
hope that these reforms would put an end to the popular movement.

However, the momentum of the weekly demonstrations and marches continued even after the 
presidential elections on December 12th, 2019, which brought Mr. Abdelmadjid Tebboune to 
power. These elections witnessed the lowest voters’ turnout in Algeria’s independent history, with 
only 39% of Algerians voting. President Tebboune promised to usher in a new era to build a ‘new 
Algeria’, fight corruption, and recover illegally acquired capital during Bouteflika’s era. Yet, these 
promises have not succeeded in convincing Algerians. Protests were only halted by the spread 
of the Coronavirus pandemic in Algeria, as debates within the Hirak led to the suspension of the 
weekly marches starting Friday, March 20th, 2020.

This period was characterised by a polarisation within the Hirak. Some have argued that the decision 
to suspend public demonstrations represented the death knell of the movement and there was 
no hope for a return of the Hirak. In contrast, others have argued that the movement was not 
limited to street protests but was a wider movement calling for meaningful regime change and 
that the movement was likely to continue as long as the regime failed to meet people’s political, 
economic and social aspirations. Others have gone further to suggest that suspending the marches 
strengthened the moral position of the Hirak by prioritising the public health of Algerians over 
political disputes.

The regime has undoubtedly exploited the pandemic to advance its roadmap. During this period, 
several critical media were censored, a liberticide surveillance law was passed to monitor social 
media content, and several political activists were arrested. The regime also pushed a constitutional 
amendment through a largely decried parliament before presenting it to a popular referendum 
held on November 1st, 2020, in which only 23% of voters participated and only 66% of them were 
in favour of the amendments. The president then dissolved the parliament and summoned the 
electorate for early legislative elections due on June 12th, 2021. Despite a highly repressive context, 
Algerians returned to the streets for the second anniversary of Hirak on Monday, February 22nd, 
2021, with the same slogans and demands expressed two years before.

This article attempts to understand the reasons for the return of popular protests and asks the 
following questions:
• Why did Algerians take to the streets a year after the suspension of the demonstrations with 
similar demands?
• What impact has the COVID-19 pandemic had on the conflict between the Hirak and the regime?
• Did the Hirak move from a popular movement to a broader factor, transforming the political 
realm?
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To tackle these questions, we put forward the following hypotheses:

First, the Hirak demonstrates the deep desire of Algerians for the rule of law. The movement uses 
peaceful demonstrations as a tool to express the rejection of the current system in place and to 
demand a democratic transition. As long as these demands are not fulfilled and the political scene 
remains closed to free political action, the streets will remain the only available space to Algerians 
for practising politics.

Second, even if the regime was able to exploit the suspension of demonstrations due to the 
pandemic to achieve its political roadmap (the presidential elections, the amendment of the 
constitution and the upcoming legislative elections), the economic fallout from the health crisis 
has revealed the fragility of Prime Minister Abdelaziz Djerad’s government and its inability to keep 
his political, social, and economic promises.

Third, the suspension of the demonstrations has revealed the regime’s lack of willingness to 
reform. Within a few months, the regime allowed the return of old symbols of the regime, failed to 
respond to the economic crisis and even engaged in the imposition of new taxes, further reducing 
purchasing power. As a result, the electoral base mobilised by the regime for the December 12th 
presidential election has dwindled.

Our argument, therefore, is that the Hirak feeds on the Algerians’ aspiration for the rule of law and 
political change to put an end to the systemic contradictions between the discourses and practices 
of the regime in place, as well as the paralysis of the bureaucratic apparatus and its inability to 
respond to the pressing economic and social concerns facing Algerians.

This paper starts by suggesting that the Hirak is the result of the accumulation of structural 
dysfunctions in contemporary Algeria. We will then discuss the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
arguing that it has demonstrated the limits of the regime and its bureaucratic apparatus. Finally, we 
will explain how the return of the Hirak was able to crystallise popular demands around the central 
project of multifaceted change.

The Historical Roots of the Algerian Hirak
Since the adoption of party pluralism in the constitution of February 1989, the major success of 
the existing political system has been to politically neutralise society. This was achieved through 
rentier and bureaucratic practices, political cronyism, control over partisan, associative and unionist 
activities. Yet, when the Hirak emerged, the main goal of the regime was to prevent Algerians 
from participating in street demonstrations. Popular demonstrations were seen as a threat to the 
dominant narrative built by the populist regime since independence, claiming that «The regime in 
Algiers is the only representative of all Algerians, and it is serving the people” and that “Algerians are 
unified, undivided by grievances or disputes. Only domestic enemies, supported by foreign foes, 
are trying to divide Algerians and install doubts among them about their leaders’’ (Addi, 1989)2.

In Algeria, the nationalist, populist ideology is based on the perception of the social body as a single 
bloc that is not penetrated by conflicts, disagreements or differences, that is to say, an apolitical 
society. Thus, populism denies any need for legal and political institutions to resolve disputes and 
conflicts (Addi, 1997). In the eyes of Algeria’s populist leaders, independent parties, media and 
trade unions are tools to weaken the social body’s unity and to spread suspicion about their leaders 
(Driss, 2015). For this reason, they must be monitored and controlled (if they exist in the first place) 
so that Algeria’s enemies do not use them to weaken the unity of the people3.

2. This populist political culture goes back to the period of the National Liberation War. The leaders of the FLN emerged from a climate of 
suspicion and fear. See, for example, the book of Mouhamed Harbi, LE FLN: mirage et réalité (Algiers, NAQD- ENAL, 1993).
3. The definition of populism is much contested. Populism here is not defined as in mainstream Western political science. Instead, it refers 
to the revolutionary populism of the Algerian case as described by local researchers (endogenous knowledge) rather than resorting to its 
Western understanding allowing us to avoid a Western- centric understanding of the concept. We adopt the definition of populism as deve-
loped in the work of Lahouari Addi and Mohammed Harbi, considered two of the most significant contributions to Algerian sociology in the 
study of the postcolonial political system.
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The economic crisis of the mid-1980s led to a disruption of the dominant populist ideology due 
to the state’s inability to sustain its redistributive capacity and the weakening of the nationalist 
revolutionary legitimacy card among the new generation. Therefore, the regime was forced to 
adopt half-hearted reforms by allowing pluralism in political parties, trade unions and media in 
the February 1989 constitution. However, after the first multiparty elections (June 1990 localities 
and December 1991 legislation), it became clear that the rise of populist religious ideologies 
had taken over the nationalist populism used by the National Liberation Front (FLN). Religious 
fundamentalism turned out to be a more appealing ideology at the time than the democratic 
discourse adopted by some of the newly approved parties such as the Front Socialist Forces (FFS). 
The regime instrumentalised the victory of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) in the first pluralist 
legislative elections in 1991 to suspend the electoral process at that time and to monitor political 
parties and control them later.

Thus, populism structured the political arena throughout the single-party system and even after 
the move to pluralism in 1989. The 1989 reforms did result in genuine political rights, multipartyism 
and political choice. However, accredited parties after 1992 were nothing but tools to run the 
political scene in a way that prevents popular elections from representing any substantial threat to 
the pattern of reproduction and distribution of political power.

During Bouteflika’s rule from 1999 to 2019, the regime’s financial abilities allowed the restoration 
and maintenance of a populist ideology without the need to impose a « roll-back of pluralism’’ in 
the constitution. The political system was fraught with legal restrictions introduced in the 1996 
constitution4 relating to the role of parliament and elected councils to avoid the reoccurrence 
of the 1991 scenario (Hachemaoui, 2008). Authorities were freed from all forms of control and 
resistance. They were gradually able to neutralise all social forces that could stand in their way 
(unions, parties and employers’ associations, among others). This allowed the political system 
to go as far as to impose a third and fourth presidential term for Bouteflika. At the same time, 
Bouteflika was incapable of addressing the Algerian people and exercising his mission as a national 
leader. During this period, populism was based on loyalty to a leader with political charisma and 
historical legitimacy and who claimed to represent all Algerians.

The violence that characterised some instances of the Arab Spring (Libya, Yemen, Syria) helped 
the Algerian regime’s narrative of fear and prevented, to some extent, a popular uprising during 
Bouteflika’s fourth term. However, the attempt to repeat the experience of 2014 in 2019 was 
perceived by Algerians as a prelude to dragging Algeria into the Libyan or Syrian scenario. In twenty 
years, Bouteflika consumed all of what had remained of the nationalist, populist ideological capital, 
demystifying the revolutionary history and the state of social justice due to the spread of corruption 
and the increase in social inequalities. The FLN had turned into a symbol of corruption, controlled 
by greedy politicians and businessmen. On the eve of the presidential election of April 2019, for 
which Bouteflika ran, or was nominated to run, for his reelection, the regime did not have the 
necessary political resources (lack of oil revenues, candidates’ charisma, social spending, capacity 
to impose a hegemonic narrative, etc.) to maintain power. This situation created a mismatch 
between the regime’s traditional tools for survival and a society that had significantly changed, 
with social media allowing it to build different views from the ones propagated by state’s television. 
Society was largely alienated from the political establishment, which had transformed tools of 
political settlement such as elections for joining parliament into tools of corruption, cronyism, and 
nepotism, with disastrous social, economic, and political consequences for Algerians

The discourse used by the regime to confront the February 22nd movement reflects its inability to 
escape from its populist perception of the political arena and society. The derogatory vocabulary 
used by former army Chief of Staff, General Ahmed Gaid Salah, to describe Hirak protesters was 
similar to the one used by the political system to depict those demanding the right to political 

4. This was a constitution that came to ‘roll back’ political openness, as it created a second chamber of parliament (article 98 of chapter two: 
the National Assembly), whose mission quickly turned into the exercise of “control over the work of the first chamber, whose members are 
elected by direct vote”. The role of the Senate is to obstruct the functioning of the parliament since it is a legislative institution in which the 
president appoints one-third of its members under Article 101 of Chapter Two of the 1996 Constitution. For a review of the 1996 Constitu-
tion, see: http://www.majliselouma.dz/index.php/ar/2016-07-19-12-56-20/2016-07-19-13-25-03/1015-1996
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activity during the single-party era. Demonstrators were described with terms aimed to strip them 
of the legitimacy to participate in the political scene: ‘Manipulated’, ‘marginal groups’, ‘reckless’, 
‘foreign hands’, etc5. However, the momentum of the demonstrations, their persistence and their 
spread throughout the national territory forced the regime to recognise the right of Algerians to 
demonstrate. In exchange, the army positioned itself as the people’s sole representative, drawing 
the limits of change, its shape and the way of implementing it6.

COVID-19, the Hirak and the Regime
The suspension of protests after Friday, March 13th, 2020, was perceived as a relief for the regime 
from a challenge they had been facing for over a year. In the narrative constructed by the Algerian 
political system, the crisis was caused by Bouteflika and his surrounding, and it was resolved by 
his removal from power and the isolation of people around him. According to the regime, there 
was thus no further legitimate reasons justifying the persistence of the Hirak. Since the removal of 
Bouteflika, the regime’s discourse maintained that most of the demands raised by demonstrators 
were met, primarily the abortion of Bouteflika’s fifth term and the fight against corruption. The 
remaining demands would be fulfilled after holding the presidential elections and the amendment 
of the constitution. According to the regime’s perspective, Algerians who continued to take to the 
streets were making impossible demands or were backed by foreign forces or by the «Al Issaba» 
(the gang), aiming to come back to power.

Nonetheless, the regime’s discourse failed to convince the bulk of Algerians. For many, the regime’s 
roadmap was limited to cosmetic changes to extend its own life. This roadmap stood in opposition 
with the Hirak’s demand of a radical transformation of the political system, forcing protesters 
to carry on marches long after the presidential election. Yet the suspension of demonstrations 
following the COVID-19 pandemic enabled the regime to tighten its grip around the demonstrators 
by monitoring social media and imprisoning many figures of the movement. This period also 
confronted the regime with significant health, social and economic challenges that could not be 
solved with its populist style of governance. The low performance of the government was decisive 
in the fall of the new president’s popularity, including among those who initially supported him.
Bouzida, stated, «this Constitution [that of the Majestic Cinema of 1963] does not create a strong 
power; it creates an exorbitant power». He added that «an Executive possessing these qualities 
does not exist in any Arab or African Constitution [1].» This quote still applies today.

If one takes the constitutional referendum’s turnout as a measure of the evolution of the president’s 
popularity, it is easy to observe a decline. In Algeria, referendums often reflect the degree of 
popularity of the president who proposes them. On November 1st, 2020, Tebboune obtained the 
lowest turnout in the history of independent Algeria with just 23.80%, among which 33.20% voted 
against the amendment.

The Hirak during the pandemic
The suspension of demonstrations during the pandemic profoundly transformed the Hirak. 
Deprived of demonstrations as a tool of mobilisation, the movement leveraged the power of 
social media during this period. The scale of the debates which delegitimised the constitutional 
referendum and its low turnout demonstrated that the desire for systemic change went beyond 
Friday and Tuesday street protests. Therefore, the pandemic revealed that the Hirak was a broader 
political and social dynamic of criticism and rejection of the political regime. The regime had failed 

5. We refer to, for example, the speech of the former Chief of Staff and the Deputy Minister of Defense, General Gaid Salah, who described 
the demonstrators in a speech of February 26th, 2019, as «lost.” And for the record, this description is the same as that used by the charter 
of civil concord and the charter of national reconciliation to describe Algerians who joined the ranks of the armed groups during the black 
decade (1990-2000).
6. This was demonstrated later in the manner of conducting the dialogue, its form and subject, and the way it was undertaken in the pre-
sidential elections. And finally, how to amend the constitution and prepare for the referendum.
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on different fronts, including large-scale corruption, repression, lack of legitimacy, the weakening 
of institutions and the existence of powers outside of formal institutions, resulting in the loss of 
citizens’ trust in the political system.

The regime’s internal contradictions also allowed the Hirak to remain relevant. When General Gaïd 
Salah tried to get rid of Bouteflika, he did so by adopting the slogans of the demonstrators and 
believed he could assert himself as the legitimate ‘hero’ of the conflict. But by qualifying those 
responsible for Bouteflika’s era as the gang «Al Issaba»7 and with no real vision for a new political 
order, it was clear that his only intention was to prevent the Hirak from becoming the sole mediator 
of the Algerian people’s concerns. Over the days, political decisions and appointments to senior 
positions showed that the regime’s roadmap was nothing more than a change of one group of 
political actors to another without solving the structural crisis of the state. The limits of the reforms 
offered by the Algerian regime became evident during Tebboune’s first year in office.

The Algerian regime has been caught in the contradictions of the nationalist, populist ideology 
upon which it is based. Nationalist ideology is useful only when the state is facing external 
aggression (Addi, 1997) or when the political system can impose a hegemonic public opinion 
that is homogeneous and consistent with the official discourse. The regime assumed its populist 
discourse derived from the one-party era would suffice to put an end to the protest movement 
without taking into account the deep societal transformation that had taken place. By presenting 
Bouteflika as a candidate for a fifth term, the regime marginalised contesting voices on social media, 
the main source of information and activism for many Algerians. The discourse of the system and 
its propaganda was in total rupture with society and was thus incapable of influencing the masses. 
In its neglect of social changes, the regime also underestimated the challenge of building a new 
civilian façade after Bouteflika’s resignation.

The regime during the pandemic
Despite the significant shake-up experienced by the political system since February 22nd, 2019, it 
has been unable to change its mechanisms and paradigms in managing the state and political arena. 
The system ended up organising a presidential election with people from the previous regime. The 
system used roughly the same mechanisms, except for changing the name of the body in charge of 
conducting elections from the “High Independent Election Monitoring Body” to the “Independent 
National Elections Authority”8, with at its head a man who reminded Algerians of Bouteflika’s era. 
Regarding the government’s performance during the Coronavirus pandemic, President Tebboune 
himself complained more than once about the performance of the bureaucratic apparatus and 
about the persistence of what he called the “Issaba’s practices.» The regime took advantage of 
the quarantine period to present the draft of the constitution to parties and associations without 
an open public debate in the media while simultaneously enacting repressive laws to narrow the 
space for free expression9. Further, opponents, journalists and activists posting on social media 
continued to be sent to jail at a time when the Hirak had withdrawn from the streets.
There is a common belief among Algerians that the regime has lost the moral and political battle due 
to its instrumentalisation of the COVID-19 pandemic to pass a constitution without much debate 
while adopting repressive laws through an illegitimate parliament. These practices contradict the 
regime’s promises of democratic reform. They also contradict the spirit of the Hirak despite which 
demands a clear rupture with old practices. Ergo, the regime lost the political cards that could have 
restored part of the people’s trust.

7. The statement available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-0OxJTTH12E
8. The name of this body has been changed according to Organic Law No. 19/07 of September 14th, 2019, issued in the Journal Officiel No. 
15 published on September 15th, 2019. For review, see the following link: https://www.joradp.dz/FTP/JO-ARABE/2019/A2019055.pdf
9. The penal code was amended and supplemented in April 2020, within Law 20-06, including penalties for those who promote fake news 
through social media and new penalties under the clause of threatening national unity. Since the promulgation of the law in the ‘Journal 
Officiel’ in the 15th issue of April 29th, 2020, the number of people imprisoned on charges of spreading fake news or threatening national 
unity through publications on social media has doubled. These two main laws have become prime indictments against activists of the Hirak. 
This made large segments believe that the target of the new amendments to the Penal Code is the Hirak. To read the text of the new law, 
see the following link: https://www.joradp.dz/FTP/JO-AR/2020/A2020025.pdf
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The low turnout in the constitutional referendum confirmed the failure of the government’s plan to 
acquire political legitimacy with the same methods and instruments it has used since the advent 
of multiparty politics in 1989. Rent redistribution has long been a central pillar for attracting and 
mobilising voters. This entailed the ostentatious distribution of housing and credits for different 
categories on the eve of electoral appointments. However, the regime lost the financial capacity 
to buy a new social base.

On the economic level, very little has materialised, which contrasts with the promises made by the 
president during his election campaign to improve the living conditions of the people and recover 
money stolen by businessmen and political leaders of Bouteflika’s era from foreign banks. While 
Algerians were expecting tax cuts similar to what other governments elsewhere introduced, the 
government enacted a complimentary financial law, which included several new taxes and raised 
fuel prices. Considering that the regime has long believed that the people were solely interested 
in satisfying their socio-economic needs, its inability to respond to the people’s socio-economic 
needs during the pandemic represents a significant breach of the established social contract10.

Can we then say the regime failed to meet its social commitment during the pandemic? In the 
absence of accurate statistics, this question cannot be answered. However, the austerity measures 
adopted in the supplementary finance law of 2020, the return of sectoral and local protests, 
increased repression and several shortages of essential goods such as drinking water, flour, milk 
and cash in postal offices, all contributed to the resurgence of the illegal immigration phenomenon. 
To justify this failure, the president referred to a conspiracy against the state conducted by some 
‘unknown parties’. The inability of the regime to meet the socio-economic demands of the people 
accelerated the loss of political legitimacy in a country that uses the redistribution for political aims, 
notably, buying social peace and preventing citizens from engaging in politics.

The political dynamic of the Hirak
Given the failure of the regime to convince Algerians not to return to the streets, the Hirak resumed 
in February 2021. Even with a population under lockdown for a year (March 2020- February 22nd, 
2021), the regime was unable to find a solution to bring state institutions out of their paralysis. 
Powerholders did not understand that the Hirak is the expression of a structural crisis linked to 
the nature of the political system, which refuses to obey electoral legitimacy and is based rather 
on power struggles between different clans. In its nature, the political system weakens counter-
powers (judiciary, legislative, media) and their capacity to control the executive power.

There are many indications of the government’s inability to fulfil its promises. Quotes from the 
president’s speech can confirm this. In his meeting with the Walis (governors) on August 12th, 2020, 
to assess progress in the implementation of «shadow zones» development programme, Tebboune 
stated that unknown parties were obstructing the implementation of the reform programme11. 
He accused the bureaucracy of “operating with the same gang practices of the past.” Tebboune’s 
interpretation of the failure of his administration in the treatment of the multidimensional problems 
facing Algerians falls into the system’s narrative, which perpetuates the lack of accountability of 
political leaders for enduring problems.

This type of political system is structurally unable to address the problems of Algerians even if it were 
to change all those in charge of the bureaucratic apparatus or prioritise economic development. 
The problem of the Algerian economy is political in nature. The political and institutional crisis 
hinders the implementation of meaningful economic reforms (Ouchichi, 2011). Resistance to 
political reforms at a time when the state’s foreign exchange revenues have dwindled (from $33 
billion in 2019 to $20 billion in 2020) is depriving the regime of a strategic tool with which it could 

10. President Tebboune stated that 80% of Algerians are satisfied with the performance of his government and that other problems they 
are facing are caused by «the gang» that is putting obstacles before him. See this passage from the speech he gave at his meeting with the 
Walis on August 12th, 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Y- azstYCGs
11. The full speech available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcHJ9QJkpuI
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face the current economic and social crisis and ensure political survival. As long as this persists, 
no government, however technically competent, can fix the structural imbalance from which the 
Algerian economy suffers.

Conclusion
While the Algerian regime initially assumed the Hirak was only a temporary protest against a 
fifth term of Bouteflika, this movement has established itself as a profound political dynamic that 
signals the significant return of the Algerian people to the front line of politics after decades of 
depoliticisation.

The return of demonstrations with similar demands for change reflects the ineffectiveness of the 
tools employed by the regime in its response to the political crisis and its failure to build new 
sources of legitimacy. Despite holding a presidential election, a constitutional referendum, and 
the dissolution of parliament, Algerians have not been dissuaded from the need to return to the 
streets. New social categories affected by the economic crisis and made desperate by the return of 
figures of the old regime to the political scene have also expressed their opposition to the current 
system through social movements or by joining the Hirak.

As the presidential election and constitutional referendum failed to provide powerholders with 
meaningful political legitimacy, the upcoming parliamentary elections on June 12th, 2021, are also 
likely to further widen the divide between the regime and society. The Hirak has normalised the 
idea that the aim of elections is to maintain institutions without political substance, offering no 
political representation or institutional protection in the face of the regime’s abuses. Algerians 
are set to continue taking to the streets to express their political demands as long as organised 
political action is restricted.
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