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Abstract 

This article is exploratory in nature, it attempts to explain the so-called resurgence of political Islam 
in Algeria after it independence, as well as the possible contributions of the Islamists towards the 
promotion of the extension of the geopolitics of Islamism. It will focus also on the nature of the 
fundamentalist challenge in Algeria and what does the Algerian experience tell us about the 
phenomenon of radical Islam. This study will be utilizing a three-dimensional methodology 
conceptual-operational-explanatory it is hoped that such a complex methodological framework will 
yield a more exhaustive understanding of the phenomenon its different dimensions. 
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Resumen: 
Este artículo es esencialmente explicativo e intenta explicar la denominada resurgimineto del Islam 
político en Argelia después de la independencia, así como la contribución de los islamistas en la 
promoción de la expansión de la geopolítica del islamismo. El artículo se centra también en la 
naturaleza del desafío fundamentalista en Argelia y sobre qué nos dice la experiencia rgelina dobre 
el fenónmeno del islam radical. Este estudio ut8iliza una metodología tridimensional: conmceptual-
operativa-explicativa buscando que estwe marco metodológico complejo proporcione una 
comprensión más exhaustiva del fenómeno en sus diferentes dimensiones. 
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1. Introduction 

The first component of the shape of modern Algeria, its ties to Islam, first developed during the 
7th century, when Arabs conquered Algeria with little resistance from the local population. 
Then, the various resistance movements against the French Colonization gained justification 
not only in the name of Algeria but also of Islam, and since independence; Islamist movements have 

made up the major opposition to successive Algerian regimes.   Islamism as some would name it, is 
a very sensitive issue not only on the Algerian or Arabic scene, but at the international level 
too. Beyond the empirical investigation, political Islam or Islamism, although a more modern 
concept, arising out of and from a post-colonial era, treads a different path, as opposed to what 
most Western political pundits and analysts conventionally think. The Islamist movement in 
Algeria is far from homogenous, pluralistic by nature. While political Islamism* and the 
associated manifestations of violent extremism are not new to Algeria, the objectives pursued 
by its adherents have varied considerably. In fact, in Algeria, Islamism is a phenomenon that 
was from the beginning, influenced by various external intellectual and religio-educational 
currents. As Geoffrey Pridham argues that the external factors tend to work through (or are 
effective if joining with) domestic dynamics, such as an active civil society; they also may 
affect political culture in the longer term. 2 
  
 During their anti-colonial struggle, the vocabulary of ‘‘jihad’’ and ‘‘martyrdom’’ was 
appropriated by Algerian nationalists to good effect in consolidating their support among the 
populace. Furthermore, unlike the reformist clergy of the 1930s, that stressed education, Islamic 
movements of the 1990s tend to be poorly versed in the Qur'an and Islamic culture or theology 
in general. They have limited interest in the "texts" in general, and especially oppose 
monopolization of the interpretation of the texts by traditionalist clergy.3  
  
 The emergence of a secular socialist state after independence, thus, came as a 
disappointment to those who had sought the establishment of an Islamist regime, and the 
political and economic malaise of the late 1980s attracted others to their cause. The same period 
saw the return of an estimated 1,000 Algerians who had gone to join the Afghan “mujahedin” 
in the fight against the Soviet invasion of their country. Overall, it is believed that between 
3,000 and 4,000 Algerians had gone through the training camps in Afghanistan and Pakistan; 
in addition to the 1,000 who returned home, another 1,000 drifted to the conflicts in Bosnia. 
This domestic and international context and modus operandi created the normative grounds for 
the radicalization of the outer fringes of the Islamism movement and that started to openly 
challenge the Islamic character of Algerian society and the legitimacy of the political system. 
In fact, they engaged in an open war against all Algeria, its citizens and institutions. They 
opened the Pandora box of political violence and unleashed waves of criminal terrorist acts. 
  
 Algerian terrorism gained in international media interest after 1992 when extremists 
took over the Islamic movement and adopted an open and violent strategy that took both state 
and society as "legitimate targets" for their heinous acts. This had as its operational background 
the historical precedents of terrorism as exemplified by the Armed Islamic Movement or 
Mouvement Islamique Armé (MIA) which was established in the late 1970s and continued to act 
until the killing of its leader Moustapha Bouyali in 1985. It was its dormant terrorist cells that 
were reactivated in early 1992.  It was also the afghan veterans that undertook the responsibility 
of leading terrorist activities in Algeria whether within the AIS, GIA, GSPC or now al-Qaeda 

                                                           
2 Pridham, Geoffrey (1991): Encouraging democracy: the international context of regime transition in southern 

Europe, New York: St. Martin's Press.   
3  Roy, Olivier, (1994): The Failure of Political Islam, Carol Volk (trans.), Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, pp. 94-98. 
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in the Islamic Maghreb. From the onset, terrorism in Algeria was neither new nor domestic. It 
was a recurrent phenomenon and a bloody project that destructed the inner harmony of Algerian 
society and that spoiled the future of at least a generation of Algerians who lived in despair and 
fear. 
 

2. Typology of Islamist Movements in independent Algeria 

The emergence of a secular socialist state after independence, came as a disappointment to those 
who had sought the establishment of an Islamist regime, and the political and economic malaise 
of the late 1980s attracted others to their cause. 4   However, the role of Islam in post-
independence Algeria cannot be minimized, despite its socialist outlook, Algeria has always 
included Islam as a basic element of its political creed and national identity. In the context of 
an assessment of the ability to integrate, the Islamic movements in the political process and 
encourage them to embrace moderation in order to allow them play a role in the process of 
democratization, Algeria witnessed the emergence of three key Islamic movements that 
compete for prominence among the masses: the movement of the “Algerian Muslim 
Brotherhood” the so called association “Movement Djaz'ara” or “cultural building movement” 
and the “Salafi movement” The first was launched after the Egyptian experience and the transfer 
of political thought of the Muslim Brotherhood from Egypt to Algeria.5 The second came from 
the experience and the role of the historic Association of Muslim Scholars in the Algerian 
revolution and after independence transformed to a so called " Djaz'ara" movement which 
stemmed from the university students, influenced by the Islamic thinker, "Malek Bennabi"*. 
The third, the "Salafi Movement" was inspired by the mass of the Wahhabi movement in Saudi 
Arabia.6  
 

We can deconstruct external influence on Algerian Islamism by classifying this influence 
into three typologies. The first category is intellectual in essence. Several Algerian Islamists 
have been influenced by the thinking of the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt and Syria. This is 
particularly true for some Algerian students who studies in both states, or those taught by 
Egyptian or Syrian teachers working in Algeria up to the late 1980s. An analysis of three 
Islamist parties belonging to this intellectual and political breed in Algeria (HMS Harakat al 

Moujtama’ As-Silm, An_nahda and al-Islah) reveals the extent of this influence7, as do the 
organic links that tie the HMS party to the International Movement of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
The second category could be termed "spiritual influence". A large fraction of the Algerian 
youth has been deeply influenced by the Salafi doctrine. This influence was also noticeable in 
the eighties when the Chadli Bendjedid regime (1979 - 1992), lifted age restrictions on people 
going for Umrah or Hajj. Quite a number of pilgrims (and many students studying in the 
Arabian Peninsula) returned to Algeria enriched by this spiritual experience and deeply touched 
by the intensity of religious discourse in the Holy land of Islam8. They came back spreading 
their newly acquired doctrinal convictions and ideas. They further strengthened Salafi presence 

                                                           
4    Pham, Peter J: “Foreign Influences and Shifting Horizons: The Ongoing Evolution of al Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb”, Orbis, March 2011, Vol. 55, Issue 2, p.241. 
5   Boubekeur, Amel: "Political Islam in Algeria", CEPS Working Document, nº 268, May 2007, pp. 4-6. 
*  Malek bennabi an Algerian Islamist philosopher, who wrote about human society, particularly Muslim society 
with a focus on the reasons behind the fall of Muslim civilization. He played a considerable role in the development 
of Islamic political, cultural, and religious thought and discourse during the 20th century. 
6    Boubekeur, Amel,"Salafism and Radical Politics in Post conflict Algeria", Carnegie papers, Carnegie Middle 
East Center, nº 11, September 2008, pp. 4-5. 
7    Roberts, Hugh, (2003): The Battlefield: Algeria 1988–2002, London, Verso, p. 65. 
8   Evans, Martin; Phillips, John, (2007): Algeria. Anger of the Dispossessed, New Haven and London, Yale 
University Press, pp.144-145.  
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in Algeria. Ali Belhadj is perceived in Algeria as one of the prominent figures of this Salafist 
movement and the late Jordanian scholar al_Albani as its spiritual guide.9 

 

The final category could be termed methodical influence. More than 1400 Algerians served 
in the Afghan war10 and returned back indoctrinated with the kind of thinking that led them to 
refuse anything but their own concept of the Khilafat and Islamic state. They perceived the 
existing political system as a legitimate target for their conception of Jihad. These afghan 
veterans constituted the hard core of terrorist groups in the country which subscribe to an 
internationalist agenda (from the GSPC to the AQMI). In fact, a careful and comparative 
reading of the discourses and methodologies adopted by these groups with book written by one 
of the leaders of the International Jihadi Movement Omar Abdelhakim alias Abu Mussab* 
demonstrates the striking resemblance between them11. Nevertheless, by using a historical 
perspective, Islamist groups fall into three broad categories, which are listed below, depending 
on the strategy for Islamization adopted by each category: 

 1. Religio-political movements: These are composed of Islamic Welfare and religious 
groups, associations and individuals that reject the state's monopoly on Islamic discourse and 
strive to recapture the initiative in this area from the authorities by promoting charitable, 
cultural, educational and social activities. This is how all the politically-oriented Islamic 
movements started in the sixties and the seventies. The associations, groups and individuals that 
belong to this category want to re-islamize society through education, welfare and the spread 
of the moral code. In the case of Algeria, one can mention the association of al-Qiyam (values) 
in the sixties or al-Irshad wal islah (an association belonging to the HMS party) and the former 
Islamic League (al-rabita al-Islamiya) presided over by the late Sheikh Sahnoun, which served 
as an umbrella organization for all the currents of the Islamic movement between 1988 and 
1991.12  

 2. Politico-Religious movements: This category is composed mainly of political parties 
(HMS; Harakat al Moujtama’ As-Silm, Nahda, MNR; al-Islah) that base their strategy on 
political participation in national politics through socialization, mobilization of the masses and 
by taking part in electoral contests. These parties and organizations subscribe to Algerian 
constitutional and organic rules of engagement listed in the 1996 constitution and the 1997 Law 
on Political Parties. Moreover, the HMS has been in government for over 08 years (2004-2012) 
as part of a broad political alliance13. 

 3. Radical Islamist Movements: This category is composed of a nebula of militant and 
hardline groups seeking the immediate transformation of both state and society through a 
terrorist modus operandi. These include the Armed Islamic Movement or MIA, the Armed 
Islamic Groups or GIA, the Islamic Salvation Army or AIS which was the armed wing of the 
disbanded FIS, the GSPC and of late al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb which subscribes to the 
global terrorist network's agenda and ideas14. 

                                                           
9    Boubekeur, Amel, "Salafism and Radical Politics in Post conflict Algeria", op cit, p. 17.  
10   Tawil, Camille, (2010): Brothers in Arms: The Story of Al-Qa'ida and the Arab Jihadists, London: Saqi, p.70.  
*  Abu Musab al-Suri’s, “A Summary of My Testimony on the Holy Struggle in Algeria, 1988-1996.” Al- Suri is 
considered to be the intellectual father of the modern jihadist movement, despite his capture in 2005. 
11   Ibid., pp. 86-73.  
12    Martinez, Luis, (1998): The Algerian Civil War, 1990–1998, London: Hurst & Co., pp. 21.  
13    Roberts, Hugh, op.cit., p. 100.  
14    Evans, Martin; Phillips, John, op.cit., pp.144-145. 
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Generally speaking, the majority of Algerian Islamists are committed to the idea of power 
transfer by non-violent means and are moderate in their political orientations; while the radicals 
and militants are the exception and not the general rule.15 
 

Table 1: Typology of Islamist Movements in Algeria 

 
 

3. Islamism in Algeria after the Political Pluralism  

The year 1988 proved to be a watershed in Algeria's modern history. The governing regime no 
longer had the funds to subsidize its ideological dogma and was compelled to launch 
liberalization measures that inevitably provoked political repercussions. Declining oil prices 
and the emergence of a global surge toward free markets led the regime to launch liberalization 
and deregulation program that entailed the elimination of many social-welfare services and 
subsidies.16  
  
 Algeria between 1989 and 1991 resembled a textbook case of a liberalization and 
democratization process that fitted actor- or elite-oriented transition models based on transition 
experiences in Latin America and Eastern Europe. However, developments in Algeria after the 
coup d’état in 1992, and particularly after the mid-1990s re-liberalization process that generated 
very different dynamics, call for the consultation of additional explanatory models. 17 
Theatrically, actors are seen as the motors for change and the emphasis is put on ‘changes in 
the behaviours, compositions, and relations of political elites that are plausible causes, rather 
than outcomes, of broad economic and social trends’ 18 . Such approaches ignore what 
Whitehead’s examination of ‘International Dimensions of Democratization’ presents a notable 
exception. In Algeria, factors such as the breakdown of the Cold War order and international 
economic and political developments reflected in volatile oil prices, for instance, needed to be 
factored into the analysis because they had a decisive impact on liberalization dynamics and 
elite strategies in the late 1980s and early 1990s.19  
 
 The removal of state controls at a time of financial shortfall disproportionately affected  
the urban working class and the poor. The socially disruptive ramifications of this policy were 
exacerbated by high inflation and the emergence of an underground economy. The gap between 
rich and poor continued to grow while official corruption, an endemic feature of Algerian 

                                                           
15    Entelis, John P "Political Islam in the Maghreb: The Non-violent Dimension," Congressional testimony, US 
Congress, House of Representatives, Committee on Foreign Affairs, Sub-Committee on Africa, Washington D.C., 
28 September 1994. 
16    Roberts, Hugh, “Algeria’s national protesta”, Foreign policy, January 10, 2011, at 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2011/01/10/algerias-national-protesta. 
17 Werenfels, Isabelle (2007): Managing Instability in Algeria Elites and political change since 1995, Routledge, 
p. 10. 
18   Burton, M., & Higley, J. (1998): “Political Crises and Elite Settlements.” In M. Dogan & J. Higley (eds.), 
Elites, crises, and the origins of regimes Lanham MD: Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 47-70. 
19   Whitehead, Laurence (ed.) (2001): The International Dimension of Democratization. Europe and the Americas, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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bureaucracy, reached alarming rates. The much-eroded social compact between the 
revolutionary regime and the populace ruptured with the October 1988 riots throughout 
Algeria's urban centers. The brutal suppression of the marches by the military further 
undermined the legitimacy of a regime that based its power on its historical role as a force for 
liberation. In the aftermath of the riots, that pillar finally began to crumble.20  Algeria was about 
to enter one of the most precarious stages of its modern history.21  
  
 The Chadli regime's response to the enveloping economic and political crisis was the 
introduction of sweeping political liberalization. President Chadli had hinted at the necessity of 
wide-ranging changes in a speech to party members just a month before the riots and he pressed 
ahead with his program. A new constitution was quickly drafted and took effect in February 
1989. It contained numerous liberal features and its in most significant aspect was the provision 
for the introduction of multiparty politics.22 Given the failure of its economic policies, the 
regime perceived that electoral triumphs would resurrect its sagging fortunes and once more 
buff up its tarnished image. The aging military men still immured in their revolutionary vision 
where the army was the great liberator and therefore the legitimate repository of power, failed 
to note the arrival of a new generation focused on practical achievements.  As discussed above, 
the political liberalization measures came at a time when mass discontent with the ruling elite 
reached a fever pitch and was awaiting an avenue for its expression.23 Despite the looming 
problems, the liberalization policy initially appeared to yield considerable advantage. For the 
first time in its history, Algeria witnessed a relatively free political atmosphere with a 
flourishing press, competitive political parties and intense debate on the direction of the state. 
Hovering over this renaissance was the ominous shadow of persistent economic decline and a 
restive military hierarchy uneasy about departures from the status quo. Algeria's liberal 
interregnum was bound to be short-lived, as the forces of radicalism would soon be plotting to 
reclaim the political landscape.24  
 
3.1. The Birth of The Islamic Salvation Front (FIS)  

The Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) was founded in March 1989 and legalized as a political party 
the following September. It quickly gained support, especially among the urban poor and urban 
youth, and on 12 June 1990 it won a sweeping victory in elections for the communal and 

regional assemblies - the first pluralist elections in independent Algeria.25 The FIS employed a 
broad variety of techniques to strengthen its movement, building toward its parliamentary 
election plurality (subsequently annulled) in 1991. These techniques include education, the use 
of money, propagation of a clear-cut message, modern media techniques, electioneering, use of 
municipal power bases and the ability to dispense largesse, and broad networks of sympathizers 
that reach into the ruling FLN itself. In most senses, these techniques are thoroughly modern, 
typical of successful emerging political parties in developing countries. Social mobilization, 

                                                           
20  Rummel, Lynette: “Privatization and Democratization in Algeria,” in Entelis, John; Naylor, Philip (eds) (1995): 
State and Society in Algeria,” Boulder, Co., pp. 50-63. 
21    Roberts, Hugh, “Radical Islamism and the Dilemma of Algerian Nationalism: The Embattled Arians of 
Algiers,' Third World Quarterly, Vol.10, nº 2, April 1988, p.560. 
22  Cavatorta, Franceso (2009): The international dimension of the failed Algerian transition. Democracy 

betrayed?, Manchester: Manchester University Press, p. 2. 
23   Addi, Lahoari, L'Algerie et la democratie: Pouvoir et crise politique dans l'Algerie contemporaine, Paris, 1994; 
and Algeria's Army, Algeria's Agony, Foreign Affairs, July-August 1998, at 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/algeria/1998-07-01/algerias-army-algerias-agony,  
24    Quandt, William, (1998): Between Ballots and Bullets: Algeria's Transition from Authoritarianism, 
Washington DC, pp. 42-62. 
25  The FIS polled 4.2 million votes (54 per cent of the total) and won control of 854 of Algeria's 1,581 communal 
assemblies and 31 of the 48 wilaya (regional) assemblies. 
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rather than underground organization, has characterized most of the FIS success at least until 
the harsh state crackdown that has pushed the party into more clandestine forms of organization 
and activity.26 Despite a crackdown in June- July 1991, in which its leaders, Abassi Madani27 
and Ali Ben Hadj,28 and many other activists were arrested, the party gained a spectacular lead 
in the first round of the legislative elections held on 26 December 1991, which placed it on 
course for a massive majority in the National Assembly if the second round went ahead on 16 
January 1992.29 Instead, on 11 January 1992, the army commanders forced President Chadli to 
resign and cancelled the elections.30 In the following days, they invented a so called High State 
Committee to serve as a collective presidency for the rest of Chadli's term and enforced a 
previously neglected law banning the use of mosques by political parties, thereby provoking 
violent clashes with FIS activists across the country. 31  

  
 These disorders were then invoked to justify the decisions announced on 9 February 
1992 to introduce a state of emergency and ban the FIS, both of which remain in force.32 The 
events of January to March 1992 finally brought to a close Algerian Islamism's brief three-year 
foray into the arena of party political competition for political power. The cancellation and 
annulment of the elections by the 'new' regime formally signalled an end to Algeria's wider and 
similarly short-lived experiment with democratization and political pluralism. As Luis Martinez 
indicated, the dramatic political transformation that occurred at the heart of the Algerian 
political system at the start of 1992 ensured that revolutionary politics became routine politics 
for most of the players involved in this struggle for state power.33 The period 1992 to 1994 
witnessed the Islamist movement entering what could be described as its 'post-constitutionalist' 
period. This transition was not chosen of its own volition, however much some Islamists may 
have welcomed it, but was rather imposed on it by the regime through the cancellation of the 
elections and the dissolution of the FIS. The effective exclusion of the FIS from Algeria's 
constitutional and electoral processes, with explicit assurances from the regime that it, or any 
similar successor party, would not be permitted to rejoin these processes at some future stage, 
vindicated those elements in the Islamist movement who had either explicitly rejected or 
otherwise tactically gone along with the electoral strategy of the FIS. The cancellation of the 
elections and the dissolution of the FIS were signals to these elements that the movement should  
resort to the more fitting means of acquiring power through armed struggle.34  
 
 
 

                                                           
26 Fuller, Graham, op.cit., pp. 29-30.  
27 Born in 1931, Abassi took part in the FLN's uprising on 1 November 1954; after 1962 he was an FLN militant 
until the late 1970s and emerged as a leader of the Islamist movement in the early 1980s. In Hmida Laayachi's 
view, "Abassi Madani was more a product of the FLN than an Islamist". ICG interview, 20 August 2003. 
28 Born in Tunisia into a family of war refugees, Ben Hadj emerged during the 1988 riots as the leading   Islamist 
in the Bab El Oued district of Algiers. 
29 The FIS polled 3.26 million votes (1 million less than in 1990), only 24.59 per cent of the electorate. On a low 
turnout this amounted to 47.27 per cent of the total vote and enabled the FIS to win 188 seats outright and its 
candidates to gain the lead in 143 of the 198 undecided seats. Hocine Aït Ahmed's FFS won 25 seats, mainly in 
Kabylia, the FLN a mere sixteen nationwide and Independents three. These results pointed to the FIS ultimately 
gaining around 75 per cent of the seats in the new assembly. 
30  Le Sueur, James D. (2010): Algeria since 1989: Between Terror and Democracy, New York and London, Zed 
Books, p. 50-54. 
31 Mouffok, Ghania, (1995) : "Le FLN entre pouvoir et opposition" in Reporters Sans Frontières, Le Drame 

Algérien, Paris, pp. 147-149. 
32 Benchikh, Madjid, (2003): Algérie: Un pouvoir politique militarisé, Paris, Ed. L'Harmattan, p. 119.   
33 Martinez, Luis, (2000): The Algerian Civil War 1990–1998, New York: Columbia University Press, p. 54. 
34 Khelladi, Aissa, (1992): Algérie: Les Islamistes Face au Pouvoir, Algiers, Editions Alfa, p. 152. 
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Table 2.  Algerian Municipal Elections in 1990 

 
Source : J.O.R.A. (Journal Officiel de la République Algérienne 1992).  
 
In late 1993 the Algerian regime revised its strategy to consider possible political options as the 
conflict and Islamists was proving more difficult then they initially imagined. In September 
1993 the Algerian regime created the National Dialogue Commission and National 
Reconciliation Conference, with the task of achieving dialogue and consensus between the 
opposition parties to the Algerian regime.35  Actually, the collapse of the initiative for dialogue 
between the FIS and the Algerian regime at the end of October 1994, signalled that the Algerian 
crisis was to continue for some time to come. In the aftermath of the failure the two sides 
launched their own separate initiatives to try and break the bloody impasse. President Zeroual 
announced the regime's intention to hold presidential elections before the end of 1995, whereas 
the FIS entered into talks with most of the other major opposition parties to construct some kind 
of common front and platform. By the Autumn of 1995, neither of these initiatives appeared to 
have broken the deadlock. The FIS, represented by Rabah Kebir and Anwar Haddam, had 
participated in talks with six other political parties, notably the FLN, the FFS, the MDA and the 
Nanda party which had resulted in the drawing up of a joint platform and peace plan signed by 
all the participants. Launched in Rome in January 1995, the 'Platform for a Peaceful and 
Political Solution to the Algerian Crisis' declared the parties' commitment to political pluralism 
and free elections and called upon the regime to revoke the repressive measures it had 
introduced since 1992 and organize fresh legislative elections in as short a time as possible.36 
Graham Fuller, an expert on the Algerian conflict, stated “the representation of almost all major 
parties reflected an exceptionally high proportion of the potential Algerian electorate giving its 
peace plan a particular legitimacy unmatched by almost any other political forum in Algeria in 
decades.”37 What made Sant’ Egidio especially significant was two circumstances. First is the 
fact that the number of parties involved encompassed much of the Algerian electorate, yielding 
tremendous and unmatched legitimacy and weight behind the peace platform. Second the role 
of the FIS to participate in the talks furthered its own legitimacy towards negotiations when 
produced in the right context. The Sant’ Egidio Platform represented a large majority of the 
Algerian electorate, but did not itself represent the regime, instead the peace negotiations relied 
on the political parties themselves to reach a compromise, that would in turn lead to the regime’s 
support. This strategy failed as the Algeria regime denounced the Sant’ Egidio process, 

                                                           
35 Willis, Michael (1996): The Islamist Challenge in Algeria: A Political History, New York University Press pp. 
307. 
36 Andrew Pierre and William Quandt, "Algeria's War on Itself." Foreign Policy, nº 99, (Summer 1995),  
 pp. 59-63.    
37 Fuller, Graham (1996): Algeria: The Next Fundamentalist State? RAND Arroyo Center, 1996, pp. 102. 
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believing it would undermine and usurp the power and legitimacy of the state and its strategy 
to hold new presidential election in November of 1995.  Nevertheless, The failure of Sant’ 
Egidio was the “last resort for political actors marginalized by the dynamics of the conflict.”38 
Following Sant’ Egidio the situation in Algeria worsened for the FIS and Algeria’s Islamist. 
 
 As discussed above, after the FIS was banned, the jihadist Salafism got involved in a 
dark tunnel of violence against the regime. According to scientific Salafists; Salafsist militants 
had gone astray when they decided to confront the regime and used violence against innocent 
civilians. They believe that the Jihadist Salafist groups lost their pretext to fight against the 
regime which called for truce with other Islamic movements.39 In 1997, the armed organization 
of the FIS unilaterally declared a cease-fire; in 1999, after negotiations with Abdelqader 
Hachani, considered to be the "number three" man within the FIS, the groundwork was laid for 
Bouteflika's "civil reconciliation" program, the centerpiece of which was a general amnesty for 
members of the FIS and its armed wing, the Islamic Salvation Army (AIS). Bouteflika hoped 
that this would enable the government to concentrate on combating the GIA and another radical 
militant organization, the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC). However, the more 
militant Islamists have refused to abandon the armed struggle, and Hachani himself was 
assassinated in November 1999.  

  

 President Bouteflika has vowed to exterminate armed radicals who did not surrender to 
the state under the terms of the amnesty the GIA and the GSPC are estimated to number between 
5,000 and 7,000 militants.40 Nevertheless, the government has had greater success since 1999 
in containing and localizing the bloodshed. The Algerian strategy for combating violent 
extremism is based in two main areas:  First, the maintenance of a high level of mobilization 
and vigilance by all security forces in the conduct of their mission to protect public order and 
the safety of people and property. Second, the implementation of a comprehensive de-
radicalization policy that combines political, economic, social, cultural and religious measures 
involving all institutions and citizens, mobilizing important national resources.  

  

 The FIS had an armed military faction - the Islamic Armed Group (GIA), but after 
several years most elements of the GIA reconciled. The irreconcilables among the GIA formed 
the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC). This group would last from 2002 to 
2007, and although still in existence, most of the GSPC would reconcile with the government 
and those refusing to compromise formed the bulk of what is Al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM). The FIS today has evolved into an open but illegal political party that has joined in 
opposition to the current government of Algeria.41 

3.2. The emergence of Terrorism in Algeria  

Outside the analytical understanding, radical Islam is not a novelty in Algeria. While new 
groups have emerged in the 199Os, such as the Groupe Islamique Armée (GIA), that are 
responsible for most of the terrorist activities against the state and against Algerian civilians 
including members of competing Islamist factions. The first instance of armed insurgency was 
undertaken by the Armed Islamic Movement (MIA). Radical groups emerged in 1993 that 
                                                           
38  Martinez, op cit, p. 223. 
39 Wiktorowicz, Quintan, Anatonomy of the Salafi Movement, retrieved from CÉRIUM website,  
www.cerium.ca/.../pdf/WIKTOROWICZ_2006_Anat. 
40  Tlemcani, Rachid, “Algeria Under Bouteflika: Civil Strife and National Reconciliation,” Carnegie Papers, 
Carnegie Middle East Center, nº 7, (February 2008), p. 6. 
41 Roberts, Hugh ''Demilitarising Algeria'', Carnegie papers, Carnegie Middle East Center, nº 86 (May 2007), p. 
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challenged the idea, taken up by the MIA and the AIS, of returning to the political process and, 
to that end, of focusing on targeting the government. Established in 1991, the Movement for 
the Islamic State (MEI) focused on taking the battle to the people of Algeria.42  This group 
constituted the precursor of Islamic radicalism in Algeria. The AIS is the official military wing 
of the FIS. This group has gained notoriety as the best equipped armed Islamic group. The AIS 
was created in 1994 by internal and clandestine leadership of the FIS when they realized that 
the movement was likely to be carried along by the GIA extremists in a ‘fight to the death’. The 
AIS attempted to distance itself from the GIA by condemning the latter’s terrorist acts, although 
it did not renounce armed conflict. The AIS has however primarily targeted the security forces 
and Special Forces.43  

  
 The Armed Islamic groups (known as the GIA, from the acronym of its French name, 
Groupes Islamiques Armés) was created in 1993. The group traced its origin to the so-called 
Bouyali Group (1982-1987), which was the first Islamist armed underground organization in 
Algeria after independence. Bouyali advocated the idea that “armed struggle was the only way 
of bringing about an Islamic state.44 Since a number of the leaders of the GIA had fought as 
volunteers against the Soviets in Afghanistan during the 1980s, the argument resonated that 
armed force could bring down an “illegitimate” regime.45 
  
 The methods and rationale of the GIA were not that dissimilar from those of the 
totalitarian parties of the West, which saw themselves as a vanguard seeking to lead a nation 
by first shocking its sensibilities. The inevitable failure of such parties follows a predictable 
pattern: state retribution followed by defection of the party’s remaining cadres. Somehow this 
lesson eluded the combatants of the GIA. In its initial spate of violence, the GIA focused on the 
regime’s officials, intellectuals and secular activists. As the violence evolved, the GIA 
spectacularly miscalculated by turning against the small merchants, entrepreneurs and petty 
bourgeoisie who had formed the backbone of the Islamic opposition.46 The GIA’s strategy in 
the war is understood as one of “total war,” the destruction of the ruling regime by eliminating 
all bases of social support for it. In contrast to the MIA and AIS, the GIA was active for the 
most part in urban settings, whereas the MIA and the AIS were firmly established in and 
conducted operations from mountainous areas. The GIA relies on fundamentalist ideology in 
order to finance the war through the “Islamic rent” paid by Middle East states.47 The ideological 
basis for the GIA’s campaign was that Algeria’s apostasy was not limited to the government 
but included the society in general. All Muslims who did not follow the specific teaching that 
governmental power is derived not from the will of the governed but from the Quran were 
deemed apostates. This ideology of Takfir wal-Hijra (excommunication and exile) was 
eventually disowned by the global jihad and was the impetus for the later creation of the GSPC. 
From 1998 on, the GIA and a splinter group from it, the Salafist Group for Preaching and 
Combat (GSPC), as well as other groups related to the GSPC have been active.48 

                                                           
42 Ibid., 
43Gharib, Mohamed, (1997): The Algerian Islamist movement, Algeria: Revolution revisited, Islamic World 
Report, p. 79.  
44 Mustafa Bouyali became the emir of the MIA despite his superficial knowledge of Islamic teaching.  Between 
1982 until he was ambushed and killed in 1987, Bouyali became something of a legend, dodging the police and 
carrying out daring operations. 
45 Takeyh, Ray, “Islamism in Algeria: a struggle between Hope and agony,” Middle east policy, Vol. X, nº 2, 
(Summer 2003), p. 69. 
46 Ibid, p.70.  
47 Martinez, Luis, The Algerian Civil War 1990–1998, op.cit, pp. 198-206. 
48 Martinez, Luis, “Why the Violence in Algeria,” Journal of North African Studies, Vol.9, nº 2 (2004), pp. 14–
27. 
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The FIS established a dual strategy combining conciliation and aggressiveness. It attacked the 
state bureaucracy-its corruption and nepotism and the spread of un- Islamic practices, and 
focused on social welfare through acts of national solidarity and large political demonstrations 
to force the regime to consider some Islamic perceptions on matters of national concern.49 In 
Addition, the FIS reverted to armed violence in January 1992 in response to the army’s coup, 
its annulment of the FIS national election victory, its rejection of FIS activists who sought 
peaceful means to power, the subsequent arrest of hundreds of FIS leaders including its top 
leadership, and the outright banning of the party.50  These events changed the character of the 
Algerian political struggle. What had been emerging as an uncomfortable accommodation 
between a reformist presidency and the FIS had been transformed into a zero-sum game that 
has brought the country into a state of massive violence and guerilla war.51 In order to avoid 
the “Illumination of Algerian politics” by the FIS after its victory in the general elections, and 
in order to secure their own interests and that of the nomenklatura, the army cancelled these 
elections and adopted a multidimensional strategy for the uprooting of the FIS as a political and 
social force. The strategy was not considered as one of containment, but final eradication of the 
FIS.52 

  

 The Algerian regime also issued the Rahma (mercy) Law in early 1995 aimed at creating 
desertions within Islamist rebel groups. The Rahma Law declared that citizens who disarmed 
would be granted amnesty as long as they were not involved in blood crimes, permanent injures, 
or destruction of public property and assets. Those involved in blood crimes would have their 
death penalty commuted to between fifteen and twenty years in prison, and all other prisoners 
would have their sentences reduced in half.53 The main goal of this law was to create large 
numbers of deserters in the guerilla and Islamist camps. The regime identified that groups such 
as the GIA and GSPC would have to be dealt with differently than the FIS. The Rahma Law 
offered a political solution to some of the moderate members of these groups by inducing them 
to accept the lightened sentences, while allowing the regime and military to keep up the pressure 
on the rest of the Islamist groups. 

  

 Meanwhile, the wider Islamist movement in Algeria became more moderate, accepting 
the electoral process and even allowing women’s participation in it as well as in the economy 
at large.54 Unlike the FIS, those Algerian Islamist parties with participationist strategies 
toward the state, like the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas (Movement of Society for Peace), and 
Islah (National Reform Movement) have been allowed to compete politically, and since 1997, 
Hamas has even been part of the Presidential Alliance, comprising the National Liberation 
Front (FLN) and the National Democratic Rally (RND). On the other hand, President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika offered an amnesty to Islamist rebels in September 1999. Most groups 
accepted, and by the January 2000 deadline some 5,000 AIS militants had surrendered their 
weapons.55 But the GSPC refused amnesty. By 2002 the GSPC claimed to have over 4,000 
fighters and was concentrating its attacks on Algerian military convoys and bases. In 
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September 2002 Bouteflika ordered a crackdown on the GSPC, Algeria’s largest anti-Islamist 
operation in five years.56 The Group responded with stepped-up raids, including an attack led 
by Saïfi on a convoy near Batna (West of Algiers, 300 KM) in January 2003 that killed forty-
three soldiers.57 Despite the GSPC’s new global rhetoric, Hattab remained committed to 
national jihad, but his leadership was challenged by rival amirs who had a more 
internationalist outlook, including Nabil Sahraoui, Abdelmalek Droukdel (a.k.a. Abu Musab 
Abdelwadoud), and Saïfi. Saïfi’s kidnapping of thirty-two European tourists in the Tassili 
Massif was a challenge to Hattab.58 
 
4. The Future of Radicalism: The Trans-nationalization of Domestic Terrorism  

Basically, there had always been a certain degree of tension between national terror and global 
terror in the Algerian Islamist movement. Despite its Algerian origins, Algerian authorities 
deny the existence of a connection between Algeria’s domestic terrorist groups and AQIM. 
Rather, they see AQIM as a new type of terrorist organization driven by its extremist ideology. 
On the other hand, the “Afghans” were inspired by global jihad because of their experience in 
Pakistan in the late 1980s and early 1990s. But the GIA’s self-proclaimed goal had always been 
“jihad in Algeria.” Jean-Pierre Filiu addresses this issue, saying “the national framework of the 
armed struggle was explicit”59. This same tension between national vs. global jihad continued 
under the GSPC/AQIM. Hassan Hattab, for example, was an Algerianist, focused on national 
jihad. With the death of Antar Zouabri at the hands of security forces in February 2002, the 
GIA falling apart, and the AIS long gone, Hattab preferred to retrench and concentrate on the 
GSPC’s Kabilia strongholds in the mountains east of Algiers. However, Hattab’s Algerian 
strategy was challenged by other amirs with a more global outlook, including Sahraoui, 
Droukdel (a.k.a. Abu Musab Abdelwadoud), and Saïfi (a.k.a. Abdelrezak El-Para). Saïfi’s 
kidnapping of the thirty-two hostages in early 2003 can be seen, therefore, as a direct challenge 
to Hattab’s national jihad approach60. Hattab was deposed in 2003 by the internationalists in 
favor of the more globally oriented Sahraoui 61. 
  
 Actually, attacks on foreign targets, including attacks on foreign installations beyond 
Algeria’s borders and on foreign interests within Algeria, were also manifestations of the 
GSPC’s global jihad. One of the first such attacks was the raid on the Lemghiti army barracks 
in Mauritania in June 2005.62  By the time that GSPC officially became AQIM, global jihad in 
Algeria had failed. Inroads into the Sahara had been significant, and had raised alarm among 
US policy makers, but they appeared to have more to do with kidnappings for ransom and 
contraband trafficking than with global jihad. Initiatives undertaken by the internationalist wing 
of GSPC/AQIM did not succeed in integrating the Algerian Islamist movement into the global 
jihad. Nor did they succeed in slowing the prevailing trend among Algerian Muslims away 
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from armed jihad altogether, a trend that had manifested itself in a series of publicly supported 
amnesties and the surrender of thousands of fighters. In effect, global jihad in Algeria meant 
local suicide bombings backed by internationalist rhetoric. Despite such rhetoric the Group 
remained focused on its strongholds in Kabylia and on its Saharan support groups 63 . 
Nonetheless, the attempt by the GSPC/AQIM to turn global and embrace the campaign 
against the Far Enemy, especially the thrust into the Sahelian countries, did succeed in 
one respect: It got the attention of American Global War on Terror (GWOT) warriors 
and led to a massive securitization program in the region. Whilst as a regional economic 
and military power, Algeria has sought to lead a coordinated response among Sahel states to 
terrorist threats. In addition, Algiers seeks to impede AQIM’s ability to extract large ransoms 
from Western countries and, thereby, to build up a treasury to pay more recruits and buy more 
arms.64 
  

 Needless to say, since 9/11, the United States has considered Algeria an important 
partner in this fight against terrorism. The new presence of AQIM at an international level is 
the direct result granted credibility to Algeria's plight and strife. The West became very much 
interested in Algeria as an expert that was acquired against a transnational movement that needs 
to be dealt through a concerted international process and on the basis of a consensual legal 
definition of terrorism given by an international legal instrument that is clear and devoid of any 
religious or cultural stereotypes. 

  
 The January 2013 attack on the In- Aménas gas facility in eastern Algeria demonstrated 
the on-going threat to such interests from radical groups.65  This fact happened on January 16th, 
2013, five days after the French intervention in Mali. The action was claimed by Belmokhtar’s 
group, which had split up from AQIM in December 2012. This action was a response to the 
developments in Mali and a means to show AQIM its capacity to conduct large-scale 
operations. They seized 792 hostages, among Algerian and foreign workers, executing 23 of 
them of British, French and North-American nationalities. This fact became known as the 
hostage crisis and provoked a strong military response from the Algerian army. The raid 
suggests that Belmokhtar continues to work closely with AQIM elements despite the 
differences that led the veteran jihadist to be ejected as Emir of Katibat Al-Moulathamoun in 
October 2012 and to create his own formation in early December 2012. However, there is a 
strong possibility that Belmokhtar’s raid on In- Amenas will have the inevitable result of 
creating further competition between him and the AQIM leader Abdelmalek Droukdel (a.k.a 
Abou Mosaâb Abdelouadoud), having as a consequence further attacks in Algeria, from AQIM 
Central point of view, and further attacks of similar magnitude by Belmokhtar across the region, 
in particular against troop countries contributing in Mali, a way for him to confirm his 
supremacy over AQIM in retaliation to his eviction and probably negotiating with Al Qaeda 
Central the creation of Al-Qaeda Sahel Franchise under his leadership.66 
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In the regard of terrorist groups´ actions, the most important fact of 2014 at an international 
level, was the rise of the self-entitled “Islamic State” (IS) or (“Daech” from the Arabic 
acronym) and of its caliphate created between Syria and Iraq. Its emergency had an impact on 
the rest of the former Al Qaeda followers around the world, causing important ruptures among 
its affiliate groups which, till then, led the global jihad and was displaced by the new group. 
This influence also was felt inside AQIM, whose command center is in Algeria. The 
contradictions among the two groups started in July 2014, when the IS demanded AQIM’s 
loyalty for its “caliphate”. The leader of AQIM, Abdelmalek Droukdel, rejected the request and 
restated his fidelity to Al Zawahiri, Osama Bin Laden’s successor in Al Qaeda.67 
  
 However, September 2014 witnessed the emergence of the organization called “Jund al 

Khilafa”, which means "Soldiers of the Caliphate," in Algeria. The militia is headed by Gouri 
Abdelmalek*, known as khaled Abu Suleiman, who declared his loyalty to the Islamic State 
(IS). Gouri, who was the commander of AQIM's central region, said in September that his 
fighters were abandoning AQIM because of "the certain deviation of the methods of the mother 
organization al-Qaeda, and that of the Islamic Maghreb."68 
  
 Obviously, it is a small cell without great possibilities of development, but that compli 
cates even more the relations among Algerian Islamist radicals.  These fragmentations are an 
example of their debilities in Algeria. Also they show that: Algeria terrorist cells are 
increasingly disarticulated; they do not have popular support at all; their actions concentrate on 
increasingly less points of national geography, mostly in the isolated mountains of Kabylia and 
in some determined places of Sahara; and, at last, the Algerian state and armed forces have a 
solid and radical strategy to completely eliminate these remaining terrorists and guarantee the 
security of Algeria’s citizens, contributing, with their experience, to the antiterrorist fight in the 
Sahel region, in fact, the Algerian security services eliminated almost all of the Caliphate’s 
Soldiers in Algeria in the late 2016. “There is no ISIS in Algeria,” said Madjid Bougerra, 
Algeria's Ambassador to the United States. “They have tried, but we have succeeded in 
countering all their efforts. Our security forces have, for the last two or three years, mobilized 
to secure our borders – be it on the east with Libya or in the southern part of the Sahel region. 
And believe me, ISIS does not exist in Algeria,” he continued.69 Algeria simply does not offer 
the same political conditions and governance vacuums that ISIS has exploited elsewhere in the 
Middle East and North Africa.  
 
 Traditionally, Algeria has put into practice a three-part strategy: massive force 
deployment against militant groups; pervasive security presence (the ranks of the police, in 
particular, have expanded considerably over the last decade); and, notably through the Civil 
Concord, a policy of national reconciliation that provided an amnesty to Islamist insurgents 
and, in exchange for leaving politics, allowed them to engage in conservative social 
activism. ISIS’ emergence led to the addition of a fourth dimension, a focus on cyber-security 
and online jihadist recruitment. 
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The emergence of the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) as a military force and existential 
threat to Iraq has once more turned the region into a global strategic playground for extremists. 
This demands a coordinated response at the regional and global levels. And in North Africa, 
the inspiration and vigor that the movement has generated among radical jihadis is leading to 
the geopolitical re-positioning of roles for Algeria and Morocco. This repositioning is allowing 
Algeria to regain the regional influence it lost following its failure to play an effective role in 
the conflict in Mali over the past years.70 

  

 Overall, the Algerian approach focus on the increased regional cooperation which is 
considered to be vital in combating Islamist groups and criminal gangs operating in Algeria and 
in the wider region. For many years, Algeria push for regional cooperation and discreet aid 
from the West is crucial to help the Sahel countries regain control of their territory from al-
Qaeda forces and prevent the terror group from taking hold in Africa.71  

  

 It is by all accounts remarkable that over the next decade, Algeria’s political Islam 
movement could evolve in a number of different ways. So, the future of Islamism in Algeria is 
not certain at all; especially after the Arab Spring which has offered local terrorist groups 
(radical Islamism) the opportunity of gaining ideological influence and material strength and it 
has allowed al-Qaeda to consider repositioning itself on the African continent. 

 

5. Conclusion 

This study states from its onset that it has no intention to making sweeping conclusions. 
Regardless of the fact that the Islamic identity of Algeria is rooted in its culture, tradition, and 
the religious affiliation of the vast majority of its population, the relations between the state and 
Islam in Algeria have always been complex, but rarely have they been as complex over the past 
few decades. Hence, Islamism has always played a defining role in both the national struggle 
against the French and in the newly independent Algerian state. However, many Algerian 
Islamist movements today believe that Algerian nationalism, which was forged in the struggle 
against the French colonizer, has run its course. Although unprecedented social unrest led to 
political changes that allowed Algeria Islamists to form political parties and compete in multi- 
party elections - which are now in the government or at least in parliament- There is an inherent 
tension in all these parties between respect for Islamic principles and traditions and the 
commitment to democracy. Many Islamist movements in Algeria derived strength from patterns 
of failing state policies, corruption, lack of social services, inefficient state sectors of the 
economy, political repression, and lack of alternative political parties. 
  
 This study reveals a model for understanding patterns of international terrorism. Although 

radicalism appears to hold relatively little appeal in Algeria recently. The case study of radicalism in 
Algeria also points to how violent extremism is in reality influenced by a range of issues, 
including the processes of globalization and contemporary politics, media, culture, society and 
post-colonial legacy, It is that which created a spiral of radicalization and generated political 
extremism, intolerance and terrorism.  
  

                                                           
70 Roussellier, Jacques, ISIS, a Game Changer for Algeria, at  http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=56981 
71 Filiu, Jean-Pierre :“Could Al-Qaeda Turn African in the Sahel?”, Carnegie Papers, Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, USA:Washington DC , nº 112, June 2010, p. 1. 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 47 (Mayo/May 2018)  

24 
 

Any serious study of terrorism in Algeria would notice the dynamic character of its modes of 
expressions that reflect not only their radical inclinations but also their despair In fact, terrorist 
groups had become more extreme through their sporadic and media craving act. 
  
 For more than a decade, Algeria has suffered from the scourge of terrorism, resulting in 
the destruction and loss of human life, the disintegration of the social structure and the 
disruption of the democratic construction process as a result of the use of the Islamic militancy 
to Islam one of the dimensions of national identity and a religion that strives for peace and 
rejects violence to justify its extreme behavior, which was the fertile ground that  produced 
terrorism in Algeria in the 90’s and at the level of dramatic and bloody wide. 
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