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t is well known that Algeria has a locked, authoritarian political system. However, this
system still allowed El-Watan newspaper to be a voice of critical thought and freedom
of expression. El-Watan serves as a breath of fresh air in a society that is politically and

Checks and Balances shares the lives and times of the El-Watan journalists in Algeria, the only
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Your film shows us the people behind Algeria’s only anti-establishment
newspaper – ‘El-Watan’ – at a time of the presidential elections.
Throughout the film, there is satire around the farcical nature of the
elections at hand and the main question that presents itself: is change
possible?

democracy for us? What kind of democracy do we need? The problem that we
are facing is that there is a semblance of a democratic process, but it is phony.
What does it take to get to a real democracy? What does that even mean for
us? Do we have a vision of it? Do we have a plan for it? A long-term strategy?
And, in the wake of the Arab Spring, does it have to be violent? The kind of
ens across
people have risen in revolutions elsewhere in the region, the people of Algeria
did not rise. Why not? Has our moment passed us? As far as I see it, the only
people with any persistence in the call for change are the journalists. ElWatan’s journalists, editors, caricaturists, photographers, drivers, proofreaders,
and sales representatives have worked ceaselessly to bring together a daily
paper which has become, over its 20 years in existence, the only real form of
freedom. They are the ones putting forward questions that can induce a change
somehow. So, yes, there is change, always. Even if the tempo in Algeria today is
slow.

Culture is the answer to the political problem.
There is no alternative. It is an asset and a
developmental tool that cannot be foregone.
Artists and intellectuals are the engines behind
this potential for change, but for this change
political and institutional will that is national
and even regional. It is only the arts that can
initiate this process, or change, towards a better
future.
The film is mostly filmed inside the offices of the newspaper. We see
the process of news-making and the discussions that occupy people’s
minds. We see the pluralism of Algerian society and the diversity of
opinions. What is the role of the journalist and is this film a celebration
of journalism?

martyrs. They realize they are the last remaining frontier for society’s dignity.

I use the term journalist in its broad sense. It includes cultural workers
contemporary reality. I consider myself in kinship with these journalists, as
giving up on the only window of intellectual debate that I have.

EL-WATAN
The documentary on El-Watan gives its audience
a window into Algeria’s only anti-establishment
newspaper that is independent of the government.
It introduces its public, for the first time, to the
behind-the-scenes world of ‘El-Watan’ – one of
Algeria’s only public hubs of freedom of expression.

Some people argue that the intellectual circles represent a closed and
limited group that have no effect of the majority of people. Even your
film can be seen as witnessing the futility on intellectual freedom when
corruption is a fait accompli.

future. I believe that this struggle is not futile. Through cinema, we are creating
heritage to the country and to the people that would otherwise not exist.
In Algeria, the real call for revolution is among Muslim radicals, far in
the mountains, not really in the city. What do you think of their call for
change?

the particular situation of the elections. But, if I want to think about it, I would
look at the example of Tunisia. There, the revolution was most successful
of society: the intellectuals, the workers, the Muslims. It was a movement that
united the people irrespective of their class, their social background and their
faith. In Algeria, as elsewhere in the region, society is divided. It is hard for a
Muslim radical to stand next to an atheist intellectual or next to a farmer.
How do you envision addressing these social divisions for a more
effective political process?

The problem with revolutionaries is that they are short-sighted and not mature
enough to carry any movement towards a functional reality. They become
aborted revolutions. There needs to be a way to carry ideas of change through,
and this is where culture plays a crucial role. We are neglecting the cultural
and the intellectual aspects of society. Yet it may well be that intellectual and
cultural productions are the only way through which we can change our fate.
and damage. We need to allow society to change and evolve in ways that do
not cause oppression and violence. We need to look at culture, at cinema, at
schools, at language. We need to open theaters. We need to educate children to
think freely and be creative. We need to empower women. All these are ways to
make a deep and positive change in society that is long-lasting.

This is a documentary that is made to be used as a
national tool to re-appropriate a country’s own image,
and to make sense of its domestic, political,
and social issues. It helps to shed light on a more
diverse Algerian image, identity, and a voice of selfcriticism, thus allowing for the development of the
collective imagination.

It’s a depressing reality. And yet, there is a lightness and a humor to
the film that keeps the viewer engaged and uplifted. Was this a creative
choice on your part or is this humor in fact a present reality among
Algerians?

Both. It was my decision, during the editing process, to avoid making a
open-air laboratory, with all the complexities of my society, as a “contemporary
audiovisual memory”. Humor is also a feature of Algerian culture; everyone
is joking about voting for a phantom, voting for a dead man, that comes up as
humiliation. However, humor is not a solution. There is a lot of sadness. The
people are frustrated and hurt and unable to move forward, because the regime
is corrupt, power-hungry and self-serving. It is a kind of invisible violence that
claim to hold democratic elections. This is insulting to people’s intelligence.
Why did you choose to film inside the newspaper office?

It mattered to me to show the act of news-making, news-editing, news-designing
and discussions over wording of headlines and caricatures. It was important
El-Watan is a solitary anti-establishment bastion in Algeria;
practicing what it holds dear, so that process is integral to outcome. The
journalists work there out of belief in freedom and acceptance of pluralism,
hand the futility and the political games, but they do not give up. Even under
threat of persecution, which is always there in the background, they hold a
space for diversity, intellect, political strategy and pluralist society. El-Watan
editor-in-chief Omar Belhouchet gives them the energy and the vision to
continue, never despairing, no matter how long it takes.
Was your film screened in Algeria?

something that will make you laugh: the director of the national Algeria
cinematheque is also the head of censorship.

