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Algeria without Heroes 

THE night was not k indly , and Achmed Ben Bella's removal was not 
brought about w i th any particular gentleness. W i t h the Afro-Asian 

Conference barely a week away, it was an embarrassing moment to undertake 
the coup. But Hour i Boumedienne did not wait for the passing of the prestigi
ous Conference before s t r iking. One possible interpretation is that he was 
apprehensive that Ben Bella might use the Afro-Asian Conference to 
strengthen his domestic position. Other conjectures are equally in order* 
For example, last week's putsch could have been organised to forestall a 
rapprochement between A i t Ahmed, languishing in prison, and Ben Bella, 
or simply because Boumedienne was exasperated by Ben Bella's consistent 
down-playing of domestic interests and obsession with winning friends 
and influence abroad. The deadly game of capturing power in a one-
party State ends w i th the winner taking all , and therefore even history 
from now on w i l l tend to follow closely Hour i Boumedienne's version of this 
murky affair. The rest w i l l be oblique inferences and dark innuendoes. 

What fills one w i th awe — and also a l i t t le bit of sadness, — is the 
abruptness wi th which Ben Bella was dethroned. True, the denouement was 
somewhat less distasteful than a typical Middle Eastern coup d'etat, w i t h 
its invariable concomitant of a lot of bloodshed. But. it did not quite 
resemble the quasi-civilised manner in which regimes are nowadays made 
to topple in socialist countries either. Even in the East European countries. 
when it is decided to do away w i t h a leader, at least the Central Committee 
of the Party is called to make the formal decision : Boumedienne d id not 
care to call in the Committee of the F I N , possibly because, even at this 
stage, his followers do not constitute the majority there. Once he decided 
that the brother President needed to be eliminated, he had the strength to 
move into action immediately, and could ignore the Central Committee. No 
doubt the Committee too is now being purged. 

The Algerian coup leaves a bitter but significant lesson behind. Once a 
revolution is completed, the heroes do not really matter, and sooner or 
later the commissars take over. Ben Bella provided the charisma of the 
Revolution; his was the romantic image of the movement. But it was 
Boumedienne who rall ied the peasants and the workers during the turbulent 
years of 1955-61, and hammered out the mil i t ia . While every revolution 
needs a hero, it also needs a leader; the respective attributes do not always 
coincide in the same individual . Achmed Ben Bella was the hero, but Bou-
medienne led and made the Revolution. He was the planner, the organiser, 
the builder of the army, and also the man who gave the movement a posi-
tive and coherent socio-economic content. The Army of National Liberation 
was from the beginning completely under his control; if anything, it is 
more so today. It is possible to infer that he has seen to it that by now 
the c iv i l administration too is adequately infiltrated by his men, Ben Bella, 
the crowd-charmer, was thus, in the aftermath of the Revolution, in many 
respects the redundant head of the movement, somewhat wi thout a pro
fession, somewhat miscast. Unlike the other heroes of the Revolution, he 
nevertheless lingered, for Boumedienne s t i l l had need for h im in the diffi
cult early days following Independence. Conceivably, he also trusted Ben 
Bella a l i t t le bit more than he trusted the others: after all , Brother Ben 
Bella is from his own wilaya and comes from the same peasant stock. 

It looked like an ideal diumvirate : Boumedienne was the quiet con-
solidator of the Revolution, re-organising agriculture, chart ing industrial 
growth, pacifying the countryside, and generally looking after domestic sta
b i l i ty . Ben Bella, on the other hand, was the man w i t h the aura of fame, 
whom the outside wor ld could look at and admire, whom the intellectuals 
and the urban bourgeoisie could worship—the perfect romantic fo i l to the 
desiccated realism of the army chief. 

Like al l beautiful understandings, this one too d id not last. Perhaps 
Boumedienne had come to suspect some latent bourgeois deviation in Ben 
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Bella; perhaps he reached the conclu
sion that, in the present phase, what 
Algeria needs is internal consolidation 
and not external adventure; or per
haps it was just a case of falling out 
of two antipodal personalities. Inevi-
tably, we slide back into the realm of 
speculation. 

The Algerian Revolution has thus 
been made to shed its last and most 
eminent hero. In the process, Afro-
Asia has been dealt wi th a shock 
extremely severe in impact. As we go 
to press, it: is s t i l l not quite clear 
whether the Afro-Asian Conference 
w i l l be postponed or not. But for the 
confusion following the coup, Harold 
Wilson's desperate attempt to salv
age his—and the Labour Govern
ment's—reputation through the device 
of the Commonwealth Peace Mission 
for Vietnam would have come to 
nought, for leaders of the Afro-Asian 
wor ld , who were to have assembled at 
Algiers, would certainly have assorted 
themselves and taken over the init ia
tive. If the Conference is now post

poned, the Commonwealth Mission 
w i l l inherit the opportunity. However, 
in the face of the violent reaction 
of Peking and Hanoi, the Mission can 
achieve l i t t le—what Anthony Eden 
could pull off in 1954 is beyond the 
capability of Wilson in 1965, a capa
bi l i ty which has been hopelessly com
promised by the Labour Government's 
all-out endorsement of President 
Johnson. 

If the Afro-Asian Conference does 
not meet on June 29, i t w i l l thus 
mean that any effective proposal for 
concerted action to bring succour to 
the hapless Vietnamese w i l l not yet 
have been put into concrete shape. 
This w i l l be, in the short run, the 
most grievous external consequence of 
the coup which has toppled Ben Bella. 
But, provided Algeria does not deviate 
from the socio-economic goals of the 
Revolution, the really significant issues 
w i l l soon sort themselves out. Last: 
week's development in Algiers is a 
pity, but there is l i t t le reason to call 
it a- calamity yet. 

Prescriptions, Spurious and Dangerous 
R A P l D and frightening detcriora-

t ion in balance of payments, an 
economy strained by shortages at many 
vi ta l points and a defence build-up the 
burden of which is, if anything, 
l ikely to grow more crushing over the 
next few years— that is the economic 
reality that faces the country at the 
end of its first decade and a half of 
planning. A great deal of optimism is 
necessary at this moment to avoid dis
mal prognostications about planning 
and development. 

Consider the balance of payments 
position. We are now vir tual ly scrap
ing the bot tom of the foreign exchange 
barrel and have come to a stage when 
we have to borrow to repay earlier 
loans: three-fourths of the latest cre
d i t from the International Monetary 
Fund is being used to repay past loans 
from that inst i tut ion. Some new non-
project, untied loans may be forth
coming, following fresh agreements 
with our creditors, and with these it 
may be possible to stave off the worst 
for the moment. But this balancing 
act w i l l have to come to an end soon
er 'than later. 

The foreign exchange crisis is 
remarkable for coming in the wake of 
a spectacular upward surge in exports. 
In the in i t i a l enthusiasm over the rise 
in exports, what was not realised, 
however, was that commodities export
ed did not mean foreign exchange 

earned. It is being realised only now 
that export earnings have lagged 
behind shipment of goods and that 
the lag is actually becoming longer. 
What has not been explained is why 
this was allowed to happen when the 
country has an elaborate system of 
exchange control. Present regulations 
require an exporter to surrender ex
port proceeds wi th in six months to the 
exchange control authorities. Apparent
ly the Exchange Control Department 
has slipped up and badly. Occasional 
cases where the invoice value of exports 
declared at the time of shipment of 
goods is higher than the proceeds 
subsequently realised may be unavoid
able, but when this becomes the rule 
one should expect that the Exchange 
Control Department and its master, 
the Finance Ministry, w i l l act to 
locate the loophole in the system. 
Instead, the public has been treated 
to an endless and futile debate over 
the discrepancies between the Cus
toms data on exports and the Exchange 
Control figures. The sprawling machi
nery of exchange control is apparently 
worse than useless since it cannot 
discharge its principal function. 

The tragic part of the foreign ex
change crisis it that it cannot be 
ascribed to an acceleration of the pace 
of economic development or to a 
change in its strategy. The 1958 crisis 
was sought to be explained as the 

result of a lapse in plan formulation 
which led to under-estimation of I m 
port needs. Are we now to be to ld 
that imports requirements have been 
under-estimated once again? A n d if 
after the experience of the Second 
Plan import, needs were under-stated 
and the possible extent of import 
substitution exaggerated in the Th i rd 
Plan, what value is one to attach to 
the estimates that are currently being 
made for the Four th Plan? If the 
Planning Commission's "Memorandum" 
is any guide it is likely that all the 
mistakes w i l l be repeated over again. 

Turning to the domestic scene, the 
hollowness of glib phrases like 'deve
lopment wi th defence'—suggesting that 
the two are complementary—has been 
adequately exposed. The experience of 
the last three years is enough to dis
illusion us about the contribution of 
defence to development. The defence 
build-up has meant, on the one hand, 
a diversion of a substantial part of 
the economy's real resources, includ
ing foreign exchange of course, from 
development uses and, on the other 
hand, an increase in money incomes 
which has left the Thi rd Plan's pre
cious commodity balances high and 
dry. The implications of defence spend
ing arc not going to be any different 
in the next Plan. 

Coming to the means which are 
being suggested for l i f t ing the economy 
out of the doldrums, it is obvious that 
the foreign exchange crisis, alarming 
though it is, cannot be cured by de-
valuation. however tempting thi;-
simple solution may seem. It is possi
ble to draw the inference from black 
market rates that the rupee is over-
valued, but it is not a general over
valuation in the sense in which one 
talks of the problem in the context 
of the advanced countries. And for 
the problems of such partial over-valua-
tion—e g, in relation to exports of 
manufactures --- there are effective; 
enough solutions in export subsidies 
in whatever form. The tax credits art 
waiting to be tried out properly and 
the import entitlement scheme is not 
beyond reform. There are other device; 
which combine the merits of selective 
devaluation and administrative simpli
city. 

The pressures that are currently 
being exerted on us do not stop wi th 
trying to impose spurious solutions to 
our balance of payments problem but 
extend to trying, wi th a measure 
of success, to thrust the domes 
tic economy into a strait jacke 
by untenably l inking the foreigr 
exchange difficulties to interna 
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