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1. Introduction 

Several hundred men, women and children were killed and burned one 
night, on Sunday 4 January 1998, in Meknassa, a cluster of hamlets in the 
district of Relizane in the West of Algeria.1 

Six days earlier, on Tuesday 30 December 1997, in this very district, 176 
people in Khrouba, 113 in Sahnoun, 73 in El Abadel, and 50 in Ouled Tayeb 
had met the same fate: all massacred in a single night.2 

The night following the Meknassa massacre, Monday 5 January 1998, 29 
people in Sidi Maamar and 33 people in Ouled Bounif were also massacred. 
Once more, both villages were in the district of Relizane.3 

‘Source of Algerian massacres a mystery’ headlined Alan Sipress, the for-
eign correspondent of the Detroit Free Press. ‘Why would the militants turn 
against the people in whose name they claim to be waging an Islamic revolu-
tion? Why would the army murder the very people it is supposed to protect? 
Getting at the truth won’t be easy,’ Sipress added, ‘the mystery of the latest 
round of butchery is matched only by the magnitude of the massacres.’4 

In addition to empathy with the victims and a condemnation of the still 
unidentified perpetrators, the massacres have prompted national and inter-
national questioning and demands for an inquiry. Articles and news reports 
on the mass killings abound in competing theories about the identities of the 
perpetrators and their intents. 

Most of these articles and reports compared their putative intents with 
the particulars of individual massacres for asserting or assessing their truth. 
For instance, witness statements, reported appearance of assailants, passive 
proximity of security forces, or kinship details of the victims of a given mas-
sacre were used as supporting evidence. In fact, one may say that many of 
the explanations were framed to account for these particulars. 

This paper also seeks to clarify the issue of responsibilities for the massa-
cres. But its aim is not to get at the truth. Short of an international expert in-
quiry, any such claim would be inappropriate. It does intend however to 
make a contribution towards the truth by reviewing the alternative explana-
tions put forward so far, analysing their explanatory contents, and demarcat-
ing their limits.  

When reviewing this literature, five clusters of congruent theses on the 
intents behind the atrocities stood out. The massacres were claimed to be (1) 
an Islamist retributive campaign, (2) a counterinsurgency military tactic, (3) 
an expedient tool in factional hostilities within the army, (4) an eviction tac-
tic for land privatisation, and (5) a generalised settling of family and tribal 
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scores. This literature review is therefore synthesised and presented within 
this intent-based classification. Classifying by inferred intent, and not by al-
leged perpetrator, allows greater intelligibility and conciseness because the 
conflict does not simplistically pit a uniform incumbent regime against a 
monolithic Islamist insurgency. 

To analyse the explanatory force and limits of these putative intents, this 
paper uses an approach that departs from the usual comparison of the theo-
ries with reported particulars of individual massacres. It attempts to test 
these claims against global patterns observable in the series of massacres. 
Such patterns are available from the recent study of Ait-Larbi et al. who con-
structed victimisation macro-indicators by aggregating data about individual 
mass killings.5 For instance they looked at the annual and monthly variations 
of the number of massacres, their territorial distribution, and political geog-
raphy. By testing the putative intents against such data it may help delimit 
their truth and falsity contents.  

The structure of the paper is as follows. 

Section 2 gives brief background information about the parties in the 
armed conflict, the alleged perpetrators.  

Section 3 reviews each of the five alternative explanations. Section 3.1 
looks at the massacres as an Islamist retributive intent. Section 3.2 surveys 
the counterinsurgency policy explanation. Section 3.3 is devoted to the claim 
that the massacres are outcomes of states of conflict between the factions 
within Algeria’s military. The suggestion that the mass killings are intended 
as eviction measures for land privatisation is discussed in section 3.4. The 
thesis that the massacres are a tribal or social war is reviewed in section 3.5.  

Section 4 analyses the explanatory scopes of these five intents. The com-
parison of their logical consequences to the time variations of the massacres 
is presented in section 4.1 and 4.2 while their testing against the political ge-
ography of the mass victimisation is carried out in section 4.3. 

Section 5 summarises and concludes this work. 

2. The Context 

Algeria became independent from France in 1962. French troops had taken 
Algiers in 1830. An armed struggle against the French was launched by the 
Front de Libération Nationale (FLN – National Liberation Front) in 1954. 
When the French left, they had killed three quarters of a million people; one 
and a half millions according to Algerian official figures. The fighters of the 
Armée de Libération Nationale (ALN – National Liberation Army) were no 
more than a few tens of thousands. 
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Since the country’s independence, the army has held the monopoly of 
power. National euphoria and buoyant oil prices gave Algeria some stability 
up to the mid-1980s. At that point, years of rigid one-party rule, misman-
agement of the economy, corruption, social inequities, alienation from Islam 
and Berber culture, and marginalisation of civil society were causing wide-
spread resentment. The international oil and gas price collapse in 1986 fu-
elled the latent crisis. Youth riots broke out in October 1988. The army re-
pressed them, causing considerable bloodshed; at least 500 people were 
killed. 

Constitutional reforms ensued, paving the way for a transition from the 
one-party socialist rule of the FLN to a multiparty system. However, when 
the multiparty legislative elections of December 1991 resulted in the Front 
Islamique du Salut (FIS – Islamic Salvation Front) gaining the majority of 
the votes in the first round of a two-round poll it was poised to win, the 
army cancelled it. Chadli was removed from power and the army set up a 
High Council of State in his stead. Thousands of real and suspected FIS 
members and supporters were arrested, to be detained without charge in 
camps in the Sahara desert where many were tortured. The FIS was out-
lawed. 

Its fragmented and radicalised remnants triggered a violent counter-
response against policemen, soldiers, civil servants and some journalists. 

Algeria was hence caught in a widening cycle of violence. Civilians were 
entangled in the struggle between the Islamist insurgents and the incumbent 
military regime. There are about thirty thousand political prisoners.6 The 
numbers of those tortured, ‘disappeared’ or summarily executed are num-
bered in tens of thousands.7 Figures given for civilian deaths have ranged 
from 60,000 to more than 100,000.8 

Allegations of responsibility in the massacres of civilians have been made 
against all the contending military forces. 

On the incumbent side, the regular forces consist of the land forces, the 
air force and the navy, a 60,000 strong special anti-guerrilla force, the Direc-
tion du Renseignement et de la Sécurité (DRS – military intelligence) and the 
Direction du Renseignement Extérieur (DRE – military counter-
intelligence), the Gendarmerie Nationale, and the Police. Altogether these 
forces are about 200,000 strong. 

The army also fields a number of irregular forces. The main one, a para-
military militia force of at least 200,000 men, operates for the most part un-
der the command of the Gendarmerie. This force is divided into the 
Groupes d’Auto-Défense (GAD – Self-Defence Groups), a territorial de-
fence force, and the Patriotes, a territorial offence militia force.  
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The incumbent regime denies the allegations that its forces perpetrate the 
massacres. It accuses the Islamist insurgents of committing them. 

On the insurgent side, there are two national guerrilla organisations, the 
Armée Islamique du Salut (AIS – Islamic Salvation Army) and the Ligue Is-
lamique de la Dawa et du Djihad (LIDD – Islamic League for Dawa and Ji-
had).9 There is also an urban guerrilla organisation, the Front Islamique du 
Djihad Armé (FIDA – Islamic Front for Armed Struggle) mainly based in 
Algiers.10 These forces are loyal to the political leadership of the FIS.11 They 
have observed a unilateral truce since early October 1997.12 There are other 
tiny groups of insurgents with no discernible political leadership.13  

The Islamist insurgents accuse the incumbent military regime of perpe-
trating the massacres.14 Up to their unilateral truce they claimed responsibil-
ity for killings members of the security forces, the army and the militias. 
Prior to 1995 the FIDA claimed responsibility for killing important civil ser-
vants. These insurgent forces are not known to have ever claimed responsi-
bility for mass killings of civilians.15 They deny the allegation that they are 
responsible for the massacres.16 

Two other contending forces are in dispute. The army has been accused 
of operating a number of death squads17, only two of which are known: Or-
ganisation de la Sauvegarde de la République (OSRA) and Organisation de 
Jeunes Algériens Libres (OJAL).18 It denies the existence of all these forces.  

The DRS has been accused of fielding an irregular force, the Groupe Is-
lamique Armé (GIA – Islamic Armed Group) which is alleged to be a 
counter-guerrilla force and not an Islamist insurgent force as is widely be-
lieved.19 Islamist insurgents identify the GIA somewhat differently. They say 
the GIA is a Kharidjite sect infiltrated and controlled by the military intelli-
gence.20 The army denies these claims. It says the GIA is a fundamentalist 
terrorist organisation. 

3. Five Alternative Explanations 

Readers’ familiarity with these claims is not uniform so the amount of space 
allocated to each claim is inversely proportional to the volume devoted to it 
in the dominant media. These reviews are simply digests. The only part 
where some fresh insights are contributed is section 3.3; a coherent account 
of the structure and dynamics of factions in the military is proposed. 

3.1. Massacres as an Islamist Retributive Campaign 

This is the thesis with the widest media exposure. It has been proposed in 
various forms that can roughly be sub-divided into two classes. 
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The first kind accounts for the massacres by imputing to the Islamist in-
surgents retribution as a psychological motive. For instance, general-president 
Zeroual explained that the massacres are a proof that the ‘criminal groups’ 
have failed and, ‘because of this failure, they pour all their hatred out today 
and commit criminal acts against innocent civilians.’21 Prime-minister Ah-
med Ouyahia repeatedly termed the massacres ‘desperate acts’ of ‘criminals, 
traitors and mercenaries’, whose motive is ‘revenge against a population 
which has stood up to terrorism.’22 The minister of cooperation, Lahcen 
Moussaoui, referred to the massacres as ‘the last spasms of the rabid beast,’23 
while the communiqués of Mostefa Benmansour, Minister of Interior, recur-
rently declared them ‘savage acts’ of ‘malevolent revenge against the Algerian 
people, who resists heroically against the attempts to destroy its homeland.’24 
Ex-minister Leila Aslaoui also speaks of the ‘logic of despair’: 

the Islamists have lost politically and militarily. This is the reason they have turned 
against the people that supported them at one stage but who do not support them 
anymore today. 25 

Editorials of the ‘independent’ press typically point out to ‘the nihilism of 
the armed groups that realised their defeat and isolation in society.’26 

In the alternative versions of the Islamist retribution thesis, the accounts 
emphasise and impute punishment as an instrumental intent. Here the claim is 
that insurgents carry out massacres to alter the political behaviour of the tar-
get populations, rather than simply release an ‘incensed despair’ as the thesis 
above would have it. There are four sub-species of such claims. They are 
distinguishable by their kind of imputed intent and the range of the corre-
sponding target populations.  

In the first one it is argued that the massacres are part of a terror policy 
the insurgents pursue to prevent their social base ‘from defecting’ by ‘mak-
ing the price of crossing-over very costly.’27 This kind of explanation pre-
sumes that the population, which once supported the insurgents by supply-
ing them with money, food, shelter and intelligence, would have decreased 
or withdrawn such backing, become hostile to them or switched allegiance 
to the military regime. 

In the second variety, it is suggested that, in response to the military re-
gime's strategy of forcing the civilian population to arm itself, the insurgents 
perpetrate the massacres to deter the population from going over into a pa-
ramilitary militia force. The purpose, says Adler, is ‘to retake terrorised peas-
ants, to nip the rallying in the bud and to break the first vigilante forces that 
were slowly being set up.’28 It is not acknowledged explicitly, but this expla-
nation seeks to account only for a narrow range of the target population, i.e. 
the families of the members of the militia forces.  



© 1999 Hoggar        www.hoggar.org 

 On the Politics of the Massacres 311 

+ ++ + 

+ + 

The third type proposes that the insurgents perpetrate massacres against 
families of the militias in order to retaliate against the massacres committed 
by the paramilitary militias (against their own families and those of their 
supporters). A few commentators have spoken of the ‘spiral of exaction-
retaliation operations between the Islamists and the militia armed by le pou-
voir.’29 This view is a hybrid thesis imputing the victimisation of the families 
of the militias to the insurgents, and that of the social base of insurgents to 
the militias.  

In the fourth, the proposition is that the massacres are a result of ‘fac-
tional infighting among the rebels.’30 This thesis is meant to account only for 
the victimisation of the social base of the insurgents. Such accounts never 
identify which among the AIS, LIDD and the FIDA are the in-fighters and 
why/how such infighting would cause the massacres.  

The only accounts that are specific about the identity of the in-fighters 
assume the GIA is an insurgent force. For instance, Stora says that ‘the GIA 
appears to be punishing unarmed civilians’ in the areas under the control of 
its rival, the AIS, which implemented a unilateral cease-fire on the 1st Octo-
ber 1997, and seeks to sabotage a potential deal between the FIS and the re-
gime.’31  

It is however not obvious that the GIA is an insurgent force. Evidence to 
the contrary is quite compelling.32 If one takes the view that the GIA is a 
DRS-commanded counter-guerrilla force, the GIA’s victimisation of the 
families of AIS members should be included in the thesis of massacres as 
counter-mobilisation tactics discussed in the next section. 

This review focused only on the retributive intent, be it psychological or 
instrumental, because of its wider media exposure. There are however other 
intents that have been imputed to the Islamist insurgents. Malek, an ex-
prime-minister and now leader of the Alliance Nationale Républicaine (ANR 
– National Republican Alliance), explains that: 

Ramadan, a sacred month, is chosen by fundamentalist terrorism to set the most 
murderous actions it perceives as offering to God. Slaughtering is considered a pi-
ous act. The victims of bullet wounds are further slaughtered. This gives this barba-
rous act a ritual meaning.33 

Khelladi makes the suggestions that the Algerian Islamic movement has 
adopted a new Islamism that: 

is less interested in overthrowing a state than purifying its soul. By killing. It is an 
expiatory Jihad; the ritual of blood, the stained body that is slaughtered, mutilated, at 
which they go unrelentingly. The impossible redemption confirmed by the released 
violence. […] The violence of the Islamic groups is deliberately primitive, barbarian, 
irrational. It does not kill. It exposes and proves […]: mutilated bodies, old men and 
women killed, the policemen murdered by his brother, etc. 
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This violence is deliberately nihilistic and seeks to reduce the inimical state to its 
zero degree by killing and terrorising the society that supports it actively or pas-
sively.34 

Gallissot proposes yet another version of the purification intent. He says 
the Islamists, whom he calls ‘the dispossessed of the West’, kill in order to 
‘purify the Islamic community’ from the Western Other, and that includes 
the national state which, he says, has not yet been indigenized.35 He calls this 
la purification communautaire.36 

Cherif, leader of the communist party, also thinks the massacres are in-
tended as ‘moral and religious purification’ while, as instrumental intent, he 
claims they seek to ‘demonstrate the impotence of le pouvoir and incite inter-
national pressure against it.’37 Messaoudi, a member of the RCD, says of the 
Islamists insurgents: 

They want to massacre in the most barbarous way. Their aim is clear: create panic in 
the population, incite it to flee and surge onto Algiers to implode the capital. The 
FIS seeks to impose chaos to take power, all the power.38  

3.2. Massacres as a Counterinsurgency Strategic Programme 

To the exception of one mention in the British weekly The Observer39 this the-
sis has had no exposure in the English or French language media and will 
therefore be reviewed here in some detail.  

Basically, it conjectures that the campaign of massacres is a counter-
mobilisation tactic prescribed by the counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy im-
plemented by the Algerian generals.  

Three different but complementary accounts of this explanation are re-
viewed alternately in sections 3.2.2-4. To make this survey more intelligible, 
some elementary notions of COIN strategy are briefly introduced in 3.2.1. 

3.2.1. Elements of COIN strategy 

For a COIN-trained general, Algeria's violence is not so much a ‘civil war’, a 
‘tragedy’ or ‘human rights crisis’ – as it is a circumscribed, protracted, low-
intensity conflict (LIC) where military activities are strongly bound by politi-
cal and psycho-social considerations to influence the perceptions and loyal-
ties of the civilian population.40  

According to French COIN military doctrine, to wage war against insur-
gents who establish strategic base areas (from which they expand through 
guerrilla operations), mobilise popular support and seek outside backing, one 
needs to implement a set of COIN strategic principles.41 The strategic prin-
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ciple relevant to the issue of massacres is that of ‘counter-mobilisation of the 
population’.42  

In order to fight expanding insurgents who ‘move like fish in water’ 
within a civilian population which they organise, administer, politicise and 
defend – and which in turn provides them with recruits, supplies, intelli-
gence, political and moral support – French COIN military strategy pre-
scribes a ‘destruction-construction’ programme. The destruction part re-
quires the neutralisation or crippling of the mobilising organisation and in-
fluence of the insurgents. The construction part involves ‘counter-organising 
the masses’, i.e. separating them physically and politically from the insur-
gents and turning them into a bulwark in defence of the incumbent regime.43 
This strategic doctrine is implemented using various tactics, most of which 
involve the massive application of terror, and the exploitation of the threat 
of it, to bring about the prescribed reversal in the behaviour of the target 
population. 

In the Algerian War (1954-1962), for instance, the French resorted on a 
large scale to indiscriminate retributive mass killings in pro-FLN populated 
rural areas, to root out the FLN's politico-administrative organisation 
(OPA).A Once this was achieved, they used psychological operations to steer 
the terrorised target populations into various counter-organisations such as 
professional or social associations and, more importantly, so-called local self-
defence forces.44 

These forces were paramilitary proxies organised on a territorial basis 
whose objectives were to destroy resistance organisations, enforce recruit-
ment and support, gain control over territory and spread thuggery and ter-
ror.45  

In under-populated and remote rural areas, the French army applied mas-
sive terror, using massacres by ground forces, artillery fire and aerial bom-
bardments, to uproot and disperse the villagers. After this destruction stage 
the French counter-organised them into fewer and more easily controlled 
centres de regroupements (strategic hamlets) close to towns or cities. These ham-
lets provided the infrastructure needed to destroy the OPA of the FLN, to 
separate physically and politically the FLN from the villagers, and to facili-
tate their surveillance as well as the psychological actions to counter-mobilise 
them.46 Referring to this strategic hamlet programme in the Algerian War, 
Jules Roy said: 

The army has determined to make the zone where the rebels were hard to control 
into an empty area of misery. It has evacuated the inhabitants and razed the houses 
so that the FLN can find no refuge there. This is the reason for those pathetic re-
groupings of populations around the cities or towns, those clusters of sheet-metal 

 
A See A. Aroua, ‘Reading Notes in French Colonial Massacres in Algeria’, in part V of this book. 
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shacks. In all of Algeria, it is estimated that one million and a half men, women and 
children have been torn from their homes by force of their own fear, and are leading 
a terrible displaced life somewhere else.47 

A concise summary of why the COIN doctrine entails massacres can be 
found in Leo Kuper's work on theories of genocide:  

In the struggles for national independence after the Second World War, Sartre ar-
gues that the superiority of the colonialists in weapons, and of the colonised in 
numbers, determines the strategies employed. The insurgents rely on terrorism, am-
bushes, harassment, and extreme mobility, made possible by the support of the en-
tire population, which feeds, hides and replenishes the liberation forces. Against par-
tisans supported by the whole population, the only effective strategy is to ‘empty the 
sea of its water’, that is, to destroy the people, men, women and children. [...] It is 
[...] ‘symbiosis between the liberation forces and the masses of the people’ which 
encourages a genocidal response by the colonisers in the attempt to deny the insur-
gents their popular support.48 

3.2.2. Massacres in Urban Areas 

That COIN is the war strategy to which the army is committed in combating 
the insurgency is suggested, according to jurist Taha, by the pronouncements 
of the army’s top officers on ‘low intensity conflict (LIC) strategy’ or on 
‘Islamists evolving [among the population] like fish in water’.49 Lalioui ar-
gues the same because of ‘the colonial heritage of Algeria’s military’, ‘its 
French-trained generals’, and the presence of multinational corporations of 
war known to offer counterinsurgency training.50 

There is a literature that points to several measures perceived as a coher-
ent part of the destruction segment of the COIN destruction-construction 
programme. 51 These include: the forced dissolution of the Islamic Salvation 
Front following its electoral victory, the arrests of its leadership, elected 
members of parliament, party members and active supporters, the removal 
from office of FIS elected mayors and officials in all municipal and regional 
councils, the disbanding of its parapolitical associations such as the Syndicat 
Islamique des Travailleurs (SIT – trade union), Islamic professional bodies, 
student unions, women social work associations, and charities, in addition to 
the extra-judicial killings, imprisonments or expulsions of FIS sympathisers 
from the armed forces, police, public administration, justice system, labour 
unions, media and universities.52 

It has also been pointed out that the corresponding construction segment 
consisted of measures such as the setting up of executive governing bodies 
(DEC – Délégation Executive Communale) to run the municipal and re-
gional councils, the creation of new political parties such as the ANR and 
the Rassemblement National Démocratique (RND – National Democ-
ratique Rally), the artificial empowerment of co-opted Islamist parties such 
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the Mouvement pour la Sociéte de Paix (MSP – Movement for the Society 
of Peace) and Nahda (Renaissance Party) to absorb the FIS electorate, the 
creation or strong co-optation of parapolitical organisations such as trade 
unions (UGTA – Union Générale des Travailleurs Algériens), professional 
bodies (journalists, medical doctors and engineers), student unions, youth 
and women associations and religious orders.53 These bodies, it is asserted, 
served to assimilate and counter-mobilise segments of the urban populations 
into organisations loyal to the incumbent regime.54  

The destruction of the Islamist organisations, influence and infrastructure 
in urban areas was achieved partly through intelligence work and partly by 
the use of torture, extra-judicial killings and disappearances.55 Some FIS 
members and Algerian human rights activists claim the reversal in the politi-
cal behaviour of part of the urban populations, and their counter-
organisation, were prompted by terror, mostly through indiscriminate bomb-
ing campaigns, particularly in the months leading to the elections that took 
place in 1995, 1996 and 1997.56 

3.2.3. Massacres in Suburban and Rural Areas 

The second type of hypotheses that appeal to COIN strategy as explanatory 
intent is specific to massacres located in suburban or populated rural areas, 
such as in the South-East of Algiers and the districts of Blida, Médéa, Ain-
Defla, Tipaza and Tiaret: locations with notable guerrilla activity. Here it is 
suggested that the campaigns of massacre are intended to counter-organise 
the target populations into irregular paramilitary forces. As José Garçon put 
it: 

The arming of civilians is a strategic decision of the regime which marked a major 
shift in the anti-Islamist struggle of the army up to 1994. Aware of the inadequacy of 
its military strength (150,000 to 160,000 men) to cover an immense territory and 
wishing to save the army from ‘‘the dirty work’’, le pouvoir made the arming of civil-
ians a priority. [It did so] to the extent that a question became a leitmotiv whenever 
there were massacres in villages that had refused to accept the arms but resigned 
themselves to doing afterwards: was it not a case of forcing people to bear arms af-
ter ‘a need of security, hence of State, hence of militias’ had been induced in them 
(according to an expert)? 57 

In addition to relieving over-stretched regular forces, minimising their 
losses and disguising or evading, through irregular proxies, state responsibil-
ity for illegal acts, this ‘privatisation of the war’ serves to create cheap repres-
sive energy supplies.58 In her analysis of the arming of the civilian popula-
tions, social worker Ighilès says:  

The only politics our junta knows is that of fear and manipulation. It manufactures 
large scale terror but imputes it to its discredited opponents in order to legitimise it-
self as the ultimate safeguard against the collective fear it underhandedly instigates. 
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The only social development programme our top brass moral and intellectual crip-
ples have is the magnification and exploitation of the divisions within the most de-
prived and insecure sections of our society. In their warped minds, social develop-
ment equals transferring the conflict with their armed opponents into a social inter-
necine war in which our poorest communities are divided, turned into mass spy net-
works, and kill and get killed without knowing why. The military propaganda calls 
these vigilantes groupes d’auto-défense (self-defence groups), les patriotes and l'Algérie de-
bout (the standing up Algeria). But aren't these militias groups made up of the same 
social material as that of their armed opponents?  

L'Algérie debout can then have one only meaning: an Algeria whose complex so-
cial fabric is shattered and levelled so that it can be easily patrolled; an Algeria where 
organic social interactions are disintegrated into reactions of lone, undifferentiated 
individuals juxtaposed in their fearful submission to the junta.59 

Their point, Garçon and Ighilès, that the incumbent authorities covertly 
generate security needs within some target populations to enlist them into 
their paramilitary organisations, seems plausible but lacks details. 

The closest thing to a specific explanatory scheme is expounded in an es-
say by Amer who claims that the regime uses massacres as ‘goads to counter-
organise the masses.’60 Amer says: 

The massacres appear purposeless and disorganised outburst of sadistic and nihilis-
tic brutality. In fact, they are precise COIN instruments for producing determinate 
political effects. They are called ‘special operations’ in the psy-ops department of the 
DRS [military intelligence] and in the unconventional anti-guerrilla warfare courses 
taught at the Applied School of Special Troops in Biskra and at the Cherchell Mili-
tary Academy. The massacres are carried out by two agencies. The GIA, an irregular 
force disguised as Islamist rebels; it uses guerrilla tactics to combat the genuine re-
bels and is managed by the DRS. Undercover death squads selected from the patriot 
militia force; they are operationally run by the Gendarmerie Nationale.61 

Amer’s account of ‘the multiplicative generation of militias through mas-
sacres’ involves many stages and seems to make heavy use of a biological 
analogy (pathogenesis). The diagram in figure 1 is a translated summary of 
the stages in his explanatory scheme. According to Amer the goading of a 
given target population starts with a GIA massacre: 

A GIA massacre operates like a ‘Trojan horse’ mechanism. It offsets the natural de-
fence of the host population and, through the application of terror, fragments it into 
polarised, isolated and highly vulnerable individuals and groups ready to be turned 
and recombined, through propaganda and organisation, into militia units. The use of 
assailants camouflaged as Muslim guerrilla fighters has determinate impacts on the 
targeted people, often the families and supporters of the rebels. The psycho-political 
response of the identification group of the victims is terror, confusion, disillusion-
ment with, and distrust of, the guerrillas, and dissension. Shifts in loyalty set in. 
From the wider neutral population, these operations provoke extreme fear, con-
demnation and hostility towards the guerrilla fighters, in addition to a strong sense 
of insecurity and isolation. 62 
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These two processes are shown as ‘massacre’ and ‘shattering of social 
fabric’ on the diagram. Of the next three stages (3, 4, and 5 in the diagram), 
Amer asserts: 

These shifts in loyalty are then entrenched by state and local propaganda operations 
drilling five key notions into the population: a) incriminations of ‘Islamist terrorists’, 
b) the inability of the guerrillas to protect their families and supporters, c) blaming 
the victims as deserving their fate for their erstwhile misguided political loyalties, d) 
the need for people to take up arms to ensure their own self defence against terror-
ism, e) the willingness of the authorities to cater for their security needs by provid-
ing them with arms and training as self-defence militias. The next stage is that of re-
combination and release. It involves inducting, arming and training screened ‘volun-
teers’, paying them for duty periods, providing them with social privileges (guaran-
teed jobs, free transport, health care, social activities etc.) and some badge of author-
ity or uniform to enhance their prestige. 63 

According to Amer, this process could be thought of as the switching 
mechanism of the replicative cycle that depletes the social base of the Is-
lamist rebels and fills up the armed counter-organisations of the regime. The 
second half of the ‘proliferative cycle’ (the lower semi-circle in the diagram) 
is a duplication of the process described above except that this time the per-
petrators of the massacres include ‘selected units from the terror-induced 
militias themselves.’64 

The Patriot militias are different from the SDG (Self Defence Groups or GAD in 
French) in terms of membership and operations. The latter are mainly scared villag-
ers and peasants trained to perform territorial defence and surveillance tasks. But 
the Patriots are made up of volunteers who may have lost a male relative killed by 
the Muslim guerrillas, former criminals, ‘penitent terrorists’ (surrendered, or cap-
tured and turned guerrillas). They may include selected militiamen from the SDG, in 
particular revenge-bent young men whose entire families have been massacred in 
GIA special operations. These forces are led by veteran guerrillas of the Algerian 
liberation war. Operationally, they are mobile forces that engage in territorial of-
fence, to track down and destroy local Muslim guerrilla units and infrastructure, and 
subversion. Undercover death squads from the Patriots also operate very much like 
the GIA. The DRS uses them to carry out massacres in areas other than their overt 
bases of operation to goad other target populations into the ever-increasing armed 
shield protecting the regime.65  

This completes one replicative cycle in ‘the multiplicative generation of 
militias through massacres’ and, according to this explanatory scheme, 
makes the generation of militias a ‘self-perpetuating and snowballing proc-
ess.’66  
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3.2.4. Massacres in Under-Populated Rural Areas 

The third type of conjectures accounting for massacres as COIN opera-
tions concentrate on those that take place in under-populated rural areas: for 
instance, in the Ouarsenis mountains in the West of Algeria. 

Here it is claimed that the massacres are intended to dislodge and scatter 
villagers from isolated areas under the control of the Muslim guerrillas in 
order that they flock and regroup in large villages more easily dominated by 
the military, or in towns and cities where they can be readily controlled. This 
situation differs from mass killings in populated rural areas in that for the 
latter case the reversal of loyalty is sought without the displacement of the target 
population. 

Sweeney accused the generals of perpetrating the massacres and, quoting 
Algerian intelligence officers and soldiers in exile, explained ‘they have 
launched their own version of what the British in Malaya and the Americans 
in Vietnam called the ‘‘strategic hamlet programme’’.’67 He put the case that 
massacres are perpetrated only after the villagers fail to meet verbal demands 
to evacuate the village or take up arms for ‘self-defence’.68 Mari reported the 
same, including in the case when the villagers in a remote area (Ain Sour in 
Ain-Defla) did not respond to retributive warnings, and deprivations such as 
taking back state housing, closing the school, the infirmary etc.69  

Amer suggests that ‘evacuating’ and resettling the villagers is intended to 
achieve several COIN objectives. He claims that: 

[it] deprives the guerrillas from the human and material resources and the intelli-
gence provided by the villagers. This isolation facilitates the tracking of the guerrillas 
and retaking territorial control of these remote areas from which the regime tacti-
cally retreated at an early stage of the war. The physical and political disjunction of 
the Muslim guerrillas from the villagers destroys their ‘‘parallel hierarchies’’ within 
the population in a way that prevents them from regenerating. Regrouping fleeing 
villagers in large hamlets, policed by hamlet militias, or in towns and cities simplifies 
their control and psychological actions to influence and counter-organise them, in 
particular through social and economic enticements. 70 

In an article entitled La reconquête du terrain perdu (the reconquest of the 
lost ground), the daily El-Watan, a paper widely seen in Algeria as a media 
agency of the DRS, made a statement that seems to support much of what 
Amer claims.71 It may be interpreted as a thinly veiled endorsement of ‘the 
exodus of the populations victim of terrorism’: 

The rural world, which is conservative by nature, was a compost to rampant islam-
ism which presented itself as the alternative to the rent-seeking, incompetent and 
decadent FLN. It is not by accident that the socialist villages, theoretically supposed 
to be at the avant-garde of the peasantry, swung over into the hands of the dissolved 
party. 
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[...] The thesis of Louisa Hanoune, amplified in France, that it is the eradication-
ist State which expels the peasants from their lands, is dangerous and insidious be-
cause it absolves terrorism from all its misdeeds. Although it is too early to speak of 
re-occupation of space in some regions, it is urgent to think from now on about 
post-terrorism for areas in the hinterland which are finding tranquillity and peace 
again. Everything must be revised there: repairing roads, gas, drinking water, social 
housing, jobs, women emancipation, etc. But can we apply such a programme with 
under-trained and most often isolated communes? 

The State must get back its due and what it has lost. The same causes produce 
the same effects. This, at least, we know.72 

3.3. Massacres as Instrument in the Army’s Inter-Factional War 

This thesis had some cursory exposure, especially at the height of the massa-
cres of 1994, 1997 and 1998. We look at it here with some detail. 

The basic claim is that the massacres are instigated by the ‘hardline’ fac-
tion of the military with the intent of undermining the power and political 
initiatives of its rival ‘softline’ faction in its bid to dominate the military insti-
tution and the whole political system. 

This hypothesis has been suggested as explanation for particular bursts of 
massacres in 1994, 1997 and 1998, but not for all the massacres. Note also 
that this putative intent is not necessarily exclusive of the COIN programme 
intent. In fact it may be mixed with it, in that different corps and/or agents 
of the military would have factionalist or private − as opposed to institu-
tional − objectives in implementing the COIN-war programme. 

The typical form in which this explanation has been advocated involves 
two argumentative sequences. First, some sort of identification of the nature 
of the posited factions is given. Various accounts attempting to connect the 
massacres to particular states of conflict between the given factions are then 
proposed. 

We review this explanation using the same outline. In section 3.3.1 we 
focus on the nature of the fault-lines that divide the factions apart. Section 
3.3.2 discusses the principles that regulate the interactions between the fac-
tions and, after reviewing the main issues that throw them into states of con-
flict, explains how the massacres occur as outcomes of such states.  

3.3.1. Factional Structure of the Military 

Algeria's military is an army of the praetorian type.73 In other words it is dis-
tinguishable from a professional army by the following features: 

a) low professional standards ;74 
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b) loyalty principally to the military corporation rather than the state or the 
nation ;75 

c) a permanent disposition to intervene with naked force in the political 
system. There were, for example, four coups d’état (in September 1962, 
June 1965, January 1992, and September 1998), two attempted coups (in 
December 1967 and September 1997), and one civilian president assassi-
nated by the DRS in June 1992 ;76 

d) ruling a decaying political system with extensively fragmented civil-
military boundaries (in 34 years and 6 months of independence, from 
July 62 to December 98, there were 31 years of military rule – 13 years 
under colonel Boumediene, 13 years under colonel Chadli and 5 years 
under general Zeroual – and 3 years and 6 months of civilian rule – 3 
years under Ben Bella and 6 months under Boudiaf) ;77 

e) a weak cohesiveness. 

Of this last, Lahouari Addi states that: 

Although the army exercises sovereignty and sees itself as Algeria’s supreme author-
ity, with the Council of Ministers merely running the administration, it does not 
form a homogeneous whole. It is made up of several structures – including the na-
tional police, the military security force, and various military districts – that are all 
formally subordinate to the general staff but nonetheless retain some autonomy. In 
addition, the officers in charge have their own networks of supporters, which make 
them even more independent of the authorities. The government, of which the army 
and police are supposed to be the secular branches, is short-circuited by a system 
outside the official power structure. This conflict mechanism, which is not apparent 
in normal circumstances, bursts into the open in times of crisis.78 

In recent years, there has been an increasing realisation that the factional 
structure of Algeria's military consists of a number of amorphous groupings 
of officers that coalesce into two main factions, often referred to as the 
‘hardline’ faction and the ‘softline’ faction. These factions have been desig-
nated by various other terms. 

The ‘softline’ faction (le clan réconciliateur) has been described as the ‘con-
ciliators’, the ‘faction of the presidency’, the ‘Zeroual-Betchine faction’, and 
the ‘military-as-government faction’. Generals reportedly affiliated to this 
faction include Liamine Zeroual, Mohamed Betchine, Tayeb Derradji, Ka-
mal Abderahmane, Abderahmane Cherif, Hassan Bendjalti, Mohamed Ben-
hadid, Salah Gaid, Chabane Ghodbane, and Rabah Boughaba.79 The 
softliner denotation suggests that members of this faction believe in less 
military interventionism, a politically negotiated settlement, and in the transi-
tion to a more inclusive form of government that would somehow integrate 
the FIS. 
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The ‘hardline’ faction (le clan éradicateur) is also referred to as the ‘eradica-
tors’, the ‘faction of the chief-of-staff’, the ‘Lamari-Mediène faction’, and the 
‘military-as-institution faction’. Generals said to belong to this faction in-
clude Mohamed Lamari, Mohamed Mediène, Smain Lamari, Fodhil Cherif, 
Said Bey, Zoubir Ghedaidia, Mohamed Benslimane, Ahmed Sanhadji, Ah-
med Djenouhat, Abdelhamid Djouadi, and retired but still influential gener-
als such as Larbi Belkheir, Khaled Nezzar, Abdelmalek Guenaizia, Mohamed 
Touati, and Abbas Ghezail.80 The ‘hardliner’ reference suggests this faction 
is disposed towards seeking the indefinite perpetuation of military rule, an 
exclusively military outcome to the conflict, and the political and physical 
eradication of the FIS. 

Although this two-faction model captures an important fault-line be-
tween the factions, the ‘hardliners’-versus-‘softliners’ distinction can be criti-
cised as misleading. It has been pointed out that the so-called softliner gen-
erals, for instance Rabah Boughaba, Mohamed Betchine and Kamal Ab-
derahmane, have carried out brutally repressive orders against civilians.81 
There is scepticism about this faction’s interest in genuine dialogue, inclu-
siveness and democracy, except as expedient tools or adjuncts in its struggle 
for the domination of the military institution and the political system. Simi-
larly, it has been pointed out that the so-called military hardliners foster and 
use civilian allies, integrating even the Islamist MSP party into the process, as 
a tactical tool in their rivalry with their military competitors.  

In other words, the hardliners-versus-softliners distinction is inadequate 
because it locates the genesis of (and the fault-lines between) the factions 
solely around the issue of the transition to a democratic system inclusive of 
the FIS. It obfuscates the existence of the factions and their history of rivalry 
for the domination of the military institution and political system prior to the 
issue of the transition. 

The formation of these factions dates back to the Algerian war of libera-
tion, which was a shared career experience that caused and cemented one of 
the main sets of centripetal bonds clustering each grouping of officers to-
gether. The ‘softline’ faction may be construed as the factional successor of 
the guerillas of the interior ALN (Armée de Libération Nationale) and the 
‘hardline’ faction as the factional successor of the officer corps of the mili-
tary professionals of the external ALN and the ex-officers of the French 
army.82 The current inter-factional struggle for the domination of the mili-
tary institution and political system is a striking repetition of the conflicts 
that pitted the officers of the interior ALN (the wilayists) against the coalition 
of officers of the external ALN and the ex-officers in the French army.83 
The type of bonding inherited from the Algerian war of liberation does not, 
however, exhaust the sets of ties (vertical and horizontal) that cluster each 
faction together (and segment the two apart). 
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In terms of vertical links, each faction has of course its basic network of 
patron-client connections. With regard to the branch of service, the public 
data indicate that the hardliners control the general staff of the army (Mo-
hamed Lamari), the DRS (Mohamed Mediène and Smain Lamari), the Spe-
cial Forces (Fodhil Cherif) and the Air Force (Benslimane and then 
Aouadi).84 Up to September 1998, the softliners controlled the presidency 
(Liamine Zeroual), the military cabinet (Mohamed Betchine), the general se-
cretariat of the ministry of defence (Mohamed Ghenime), the National Gen-
darmerie (Tayeb Derradji), and the Navy (Chabane Ghodhbane). From the 
available data about the regional origins of the officers, the ‘softline’ faction 
has a stronger chawi and a weaker kabyle memberships than the ‘hardline’ fac-
tion.85 Not as much is known about family ties as factional bonds. The 
‘softline’ faction has been termed nationalistic and conservative and the 
‘hardline’ secularist and liberal. Yet past practices of the leaders of both fac-
tions indicate they are not committed to any specific ideology, which they 
regard as hindering their ability to attract military and civilian clients. Their 
only commitment is to a praetorian orientation.  

In Algeria the general public identifies the factional rivalry as between 
hizb frança (the faction of France) and hizb esserqa (the faction of thievery) and 
not as ‘eradicators’ against ‘conciliators’, respectively. France is the military 
and political patron of the eradicator faction (Lamari-Mediène) whose pre-
dominant membership comprises ex-officers of France's colonial army and 
French-trained officers.86 The conciliator faction (Zeroual-Betchine) has 
acted as a political client of the US.87 Not much is known about generational 
factors and interests of rank as horizontal binders. These factions should 
also be distinguished by the kind of rent-creating apparatuses of the state 
that each grouping of generals has captured in order to appropriate re-
sources for itself and its clients.88 

Having explained the limitations of the established distinctions, we shall 
nonetheless recourse to the hardliners or ‘eradicators’ versus softliners or 
‘conciliators’ designations, which are the distinctions in current use, for sim-
plicity. 

3.3.2. Factional Conflict within the Military 

The normal mode of interaction between the two factions is not conflict. 
Nor is it co-operation as occurred in the military coup of January 1992, a 
hybrid affair cobbled together to stave off a perceived vital threat to the 
whole military institution.89 

The regular interaction mode between them has been described as a bal-
ance of the ‘delicate’ or ‘unstable’ kind.90 Abdennour Ali-Yahia sees the ‘pre-
carious internal equilibrium’ of Algeria's military system as following from a 
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rule preventing the concentration of power within a single faction, a sort of 
regulative law of anarchy: ‘the factions agree to keep the power but not to 
the advantage of a dominant man or grouping that may eliminate them or 
curtail their role.’91 

This balance is regulated through mechanisms such as joint meetings and 
common decision-making procedures. Addi states that: 

In times of crises, the top military brass meets in conclaves to reach a compromise 
binding on all of them. That is the way the decision to cancel the 1991 [parliamen-
tary] election or that to nominate Liamine Zeroual for the presidency were reached. 
The generals’ informal meetings are not reported in the press – understandably, 
since the Constitution does not provide for them. […] Given the importance of the 
decisions it makes, this informal assembly is, in fact, installing itself as a sovereign 
body.92 

The first of several conclaves took place, after the demise of colonel 
BouMediène, in December 1978 for the joint nomination of colonel Chadli 
Bendjedid as president. The next was held in December 1986 to arbitrate the 
conflict between Chadli and the then army chief-of-staff, general Mustapha 
Belloucif. A third, held in October 1988, saw the joint decision of decreeing 
emergency law. A month later, the conclave met again and agreed to nomi-
nate Chadli for a third presidential term. In May 91, another meeting was 
held and resulted in the common decision to remove the prime-minister, 
Mouloud Hamrouche, the arrest of the FIS political leaders, and the repres-
sion of demonstrators. Since the coup of 11 January 1992, also preceded by 
a conclave a week earlier, the meetings have been held on a regular basis. 
The participants of the conclave include the general-president, his military 
advisors, the chief-of-staff, the heads of the DRS, Navy, Airforce, Land 
forces, and the Gendarmerie Nationale, the commanders of the 6 military 
districts (MD), and the central directors of the ministry of defence. These are 
major-generals and generals but Addi says that in 1999 the colonels and even 
majors sought to attend these illegal meetings.93 As for the decision-making 
procedures in such conclaves, Ali-Yahia says: 

The important decisions are taken only after Marathon meetings to find a general 
consensus. Power is shared as the army has separate centres of decision that decide 
together by consensus and never by majority.94 

The regulation of the equilibrium has limits however. This happens, for 
example, when the representative of the compromise between the factions 
seeks to exercise an independent authority by going beyond his mandate as 
delegate on behalf of his faction and caretaker of the delicate balance. Addi 
comments that: 
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The system works only if the military figure appointed as head of state does not at-
tempt to control it. A president who takes literally his constitutional role as supreme 
head of the armed forces critically upsets the balance of power.95 

When the internal balance of the military is upset, the factions enter into 
a conflicting mode of interaction as they seek to assert their domination 
and/or counteract the facing threats thereof. The intensity of the factional 
rivalry fluctuates with political events and can reach the level of armed hos-
tilities. It is only limited by their need to maintain unity in the face of ever-
present civilians. 

The factional hostilities can be direct and limited to the military sphere. 
Faction-motivated promotions, assignments, purges, assassinations and coup 
attempts are such instances briefly reviewed in the sections 3.3.2a-c. 

They can also be indirect, through a third civilian party; members or or-
ganisations in the government or opposition, parapolitical organisations, 
media adjuncts, or paramilitary proxies for example. The third civilian party 
can also be massacred civilians, according to the thesis reviewed here. All 
these will be succinctly surveyed in the sections 3.3.2d-g. 

3.3.2a. Assignments, Promotions and Demotions 

Assignments and promotions to key command positions are the focus of 
fierce competition. The political survival of a faction depends on the ability 
of its leadership to advance the careers and interests of its officer clientèle (cli-
entship), and safeguard the command of key units that prevent the other 
side gaining a dominating military position or potentially organising a coup. 

The coup of 1992 had cross-factional support but was technically carried 
out by the eradicators; it was led by general Khaled Nezzar, then minister of 
defence. Following the assassination of president Boudiaf, the civilian façade 
of the regime was assigned to the ‘conciliator’ faction; Zeroual was nomi-
nated to the presidency in February 1994. The ensuing migration of officers 
of this faction, from the army to government, further weakened its holding 
within the military institution. This faction, with its stronger dominance in 
government and weaker presence in the military, sought to dislodge clients 
of the eradicators from their positions and convert its stronger political 
muscle into a less unfavourable balance of power within the military. If one 
looks at the profile of demotions (‘early retirements’) in the army from 1992 
to October 1998, one sees a greater proportion of eradicator generals; 
Khaled Nezzar, Mohamed Touati, Larbi Belkheir, in November 1994, Sen-
hadji in September 1996, Abbas Ghezail in July 1997, and Said Bey in Octo-
ber 1997. In 1997 there were reports that the eradicators quashed decisions 
to put tens of officers from their faction to early retirement.96 This move-
ment is to be contrasted to the sole eviction, from the conciliator grouping, 
of general Benhadid in May 1995. The pendulum swung back however in 
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Autumn 1998 when the leaders of the conciliator faction were dislodged: 
Zeroual was coerced to step down in September 1998 and Betchine was 
forced to resign in October 1998. 

The outline of assignments to the command of critical operational units 
reflects a small progress for the Zeroual faction. Up to May 1994, the 1st, 
2nd, 3rd, and 5th MDs had been under the command of eradicator generals 
Ahmed Djenouhat, Khelifa Rahim, Said Bey and Abdelhamid Djouadi, re-
spectively. In May 1994, the commands of the 6 military districts were as-
signed to a pool of relatively young generals, known as officers of the inde-
pendence, on the basis of their kill-ratio records in the counterinsurgency 
campaign but also on their factional affiliation. Pro-Zeroual generals Hocine 
Benhadid, Fodhil Saidi and Rabah Boughaba were appointed to the 3rd, 4th 
and 5th MDs, respectively.97 The factional affiliation of Belkacem Qadri, the 
commander of the 6th MD, is not known nor is that of Mohamed 
Bekkouche who was transferred from the 4th to the 2nd MD. But signifi-
cantly, the 1st MD, vital from a coup-making point of view, remained under 
the control of the hardliners, as general Said Bey, a staunch eradicator, was 
transferred to this position from the 3rd MD. Since then, Benhadid was dis-
lodged from the 3rd MD in May 1995, to the advantage of eradicator general 
Zoubir Ghedaidia. On the other hand pro-Zeroual general Kamal Ab-
derahman took over the 2nd MD, at the expense of Bekkouche, in June 1996, 
and Rabah Boughaba swapped from the 5th MD and took over the critically 
important 1st MD from Said Bey in the midst of the massacre crisis of Oc-
tober 1997. The eradicators did however compensate the loss by taking the 
command of the 5th MD, now under Abdelhamid Djouadi. The factional 
affiliation, if any, of Abdelmajid Saheb the current commander of the 4th 
MD, who took over the position after the assassination of Saidi, is not pub-
lic. 

In faction-ridden armies, the traditional way of resolving competition for 
a finite number of senior positions is to promote an equal number of adher-
ents to higher ranks and divide key commands in such a way as to prevent 
either side gaining a dominant position. The eradicators and conciliators re-
portedly agreed on a joint list only up to 1994.98 In the summer and autumn 
1995 both factions fiercely rejected each other's proposal and could not 
agree on a common list of officers to be promoted to the rank of general 
and major-general.99 The deadlock recurred in July 1997 and July 1998; the 
promotion proposals were frozen.100 

3.3.2b. Assassinations 

This musical chair rivalry can take the form of assassinations. General Fodhil 
Saidi was assassinated in a booby-trapped car on 7 June 1996, a day before 
the public announcement of his appointment to head the military cabinet of 
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general-president Zeroual.101 This would have made him the effective minis-
ter of defence. General Saidi, a first class military-academy graduate with a 
degree in political science, had been the chief of the DRE (counter-
intelligence) during the rule of colonel Chadli. He was the commander of the 
4th MD at the time of his assassination. He had supported the nomination of 
Zeroual for the ministry of defence in 1993 and for the presidency in 1994, 
and had defended positions against an exclusively militaristic approach to the 
COIN campaign. Observers commented that eradicators Lamari and Medi-
ene feared that the appointment of this strategist with strong links in the 
DRS would undermine irreversibly their domination and strengthen their 
rival.102 There have also been reports of entrenched animosity between him 
and eradicator general Smain Lamari, the DRE chief.103 

Another highly ranked fatality of eradicator assassination is general Mo-
hamed Boutighane, second in command of the navy and close to Zeroual 
and Benhadid, and bitterly opposed to general Mohamed Lamari, reportedly 
for ‘his over-zealous brutality in commanding the anti-terrorist campaign.’104 
He was assassinated on 27 November 1995.105 Commander major Cherchali, 
a conciliator intelligence officer close to general Betchine, had been working 
in the DRE, under the command of eradicator Smain Lamari, at the time of 
his assassination on 24 June 1998.106 

Two attempts to assassinate Zeroual, one in December 1996 and one in 
January 1997, were reported.107 General Tayeb Derradji, a general trained in 
Arab military academies, so close to Zeroual that the latter had proposed 
him as president in his own stead in 1994, also escaped two assassination 
attempts, one on the last week of October 1994 during a visit to Paris108, and 
the other on 26 May 1999 in Algiers.109 No high-ranking eradicator casualty 
has been reported but there was an assassination attempt on Khaled Nezzar, 
who escaped a remote-controlled bombing on 13 February 1993.110 

The assassination of president Boudiaf for his corruption investigations 
was master-minded by eradicator general Smain Lamari but had the tacit 
backing of officers from both factions.111 There have been claims that the 
killings of general Mohamed Touahri and Colonel Hachemi Touabih, both 
reported to be fatalities of a helicopter crash in Bechar in February 1998, are 
the results of factional infighting but other reports, however, say their work 
for the Mouvement Algérien des Officers Libres (MAOL – Algerian Move-
ment of Free Officers) was the cause of their murder.112 

3.3.2c. Coups and Attempted Coups 

The inter-factional rivalry of Algeria’s military can intensify from isolated 
fratricides into coup attempts and armed hostilities. There was one at-
tempted coup in 1997 and one successful coup in 1998, both by the eradica-
tors against their conciliator rivals. 
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September 1997 saw the worst massacres of the war, the holding of a 
conclave and the plotting of a military coup, by eradicator Lamari, staved off 
by the US.113 Widespread rumours and some politicians (off-record) spoke 
of president Zeroual fleeing to the US embassy and of US threats to chief-
of-staff Lamari. But the only visible indicator of a crisis was the unusual bol-
stering statement of support of US Ambassador Ronald Neumann to 
Zeroual.114 Zemmouri observed that 

The US ambassador, Ronald Neumann, a discreet and pragmatic diplomat, can pride 
himself for completing his three-year mission in Algeria with honours for preventing 
Algeria from sliding into a new coup d’etat. Warned by informers worried by the fe-
verish and unusual comings and goings between the ministry of defence and the 
staff headquarters, he took advantage of his farewell visit to president Zeroual to re-
state, in the midst of ever insistent rumours of an imminent coup, that Washington, 
without being opposed to the military measures against terrorism, wishes that they 
would be taken ‘within the rule of law’. The message was perfectly clear: any action 
aimed at destabilising Zeroual would be denounced and combated. It was clear 
enough, in any case, for the knives to be put back in the cloakrooms and the con-
clave, originally planned by the ‘eradicators’ to put Zeroual and his military advisor 
(general Mohamed Betchine) in the dock, to be transformed into a stormy, but quite 
‘ordinary’ in these times of crisis, working session.115 

The next coup attempt, in September 1998, was more successful. Zeroual 
announced, on 11 September 1998, he would step down and organise early 
presidential elections. Reports said ‘irresistible pressures’ were brought to 
bear on him, by Mohamed Lamari, Mohamed Mediène and Smain Lamari, 
to either ditch general Betchine, his military and intelligence advisor, or step 
down.116 Ali-Yahia likened the forced resignation technique of this coup to 
that used to oust president Chadli after the elections of December 1991.117 
Malley reported that ‘Zeroual had informed some Arab and non-Arab lead-
ers, through reliable allies, that a power struggle with the aim of threatening 
the army was imminent in Algiers.’118 The conclave that ousted him report-
edly took place early in the second week of September, in the midst of in-
creased killings of civilians and the most vitriolic attacks on Zeroual and 
Betchine in the eradicator press.119 These were the culmination of a cres-
cendo of factional hostilities that had started late in May 1998 after Betchine 
had been elected to the political bureau of the RND: an initiative read as a 
measure prior to his candidacy for the 2000 presidential elections. Other ob-
servers explained that the eradicators reproached Zeroual for his refusal to 
sign the promotions of eradicator officers earlier in July and Betchine’s in-
creased encroachment into the oil rent apparatus.120 After Zeroual’s political 
demise, the eradicators’ campaign of ‘irresistible pressures’ did not abate un-
til Betchine was forced to resign from his post as military advisor to Zeroual 
in October 1998, and from the political bureau of the RND in November 
1998.121 
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3.3.2d. Civilian Extensions of Barracks 

This internecine battleground is not confined to the military. It crosses Alge-
ria's shattered civil-military boundaries into the civilian sphere. Each faction 
has its own sets of adjuncts in government, as and in political parties, 
parapolitical surrogates, media instruments, and as proxy paramilitary mili-
tias, all of which get mobilised to shore up its particular political position or, 
when required, undermine that of its rival. As Addi puts it: 

The government composition reflects the political line of the army, whose various 
factions nominate their protégés as ministers. Those appointed have two briefs: to 
stand up for the general interests of the regime and to show their loyalty to the fac-
tion that appointed them. 122 

Ali-Yahia points out that the factions also negotiate the proportions of 
nominations of their clients in the regional governments (walis) and in dip-
lomatic representations.123 In his analysis of the extension of the military fac-
tions into the civilian sphere, Ait-Mehdi observes that: 

Up to its demise in the autumn 98, Zeroual's faction controlled a larger serfdom at a 
ministerial level but had conceded the prime-ministry and foreign ministry to its ri-
val. Prime-minister Ahmed Ouyahia and foreign minister Ahmed Attaf were protégés 
of eradicator generals Fodhil Cherif and Mohamed Mediene. At the parliamentary 
level, the main adjunct of the ‘conciliator’ faction was the RND, an artificial party 
that won the majority of seats within three months of its fabrication, while the main 
ally of the political wing of the eradicators was the MSP. The FLN is split because it 
does the bidding for both factions: the Benhamouda-Yahiaoui-Hadjar led grouping 
tends the conciliator patrons while the Belayat-led clique does the eradicators’ bid-
ding. Among the tiny parties in the parliament, the RCD stands out for its enlist-
ment by the militarist wing of the eradicators. The senate is an extension of the con-
ciliator barracks. A third of it is made up of what is known as the militia lobby, i.e. 
people like Boumaza, Boubnider, commandant Azzedine, Zbiri etc., and retired 
generals and ministers, all of whom were nominated by Zeroual. The rest of the 
senate more or less reflects the clientist distribution of the parliament. The high se-
curity council (HCS) is equally divided between the military rivals and has no politi-
cal party membership.124  

The factional affiliations of the parapolitical bodies were, on balance, in 
favor of the Zeroual faction until the summer of 1998. The main labour un-
ion (UGTA), the national organisation of mujahideen (ONM), and that of 
the children of martyrs, all of which make up the so-called revolutionary 
family, are co-opted by the softline faction. By contrast the hardline faction 
controls only smaller surrogate organisations such as women's rights 
(RAFD) and professional bodies like the Algerian medical union (UMA). 
This advantage is however offset by the stronger media muscle of the hard-
line faction. The public media like the national television, the French daily El 
Moudjahid, and the Arabic daily Ashaab, are under the tight control of general 
Mediène. These are however somewhat less partisan than the faction-owned 
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and polarised ‘independent’ press, e.g. El Watan, Liberté, Le Matin and Al 
Khabar, which defend the eradicator barracks. Papers such as L'Authentique, 
Demain l'Algérie and Al Acil write for their patrons in the softline barracks.125 

When the conflict between the military rivals increases in intensity, it re-
flects on these political, social and media agencies engaging into faction-
motivated hostile statements, proposals for legislation, demonstrations, 
strikes and/or smear campaigns. Referring to such recurring episodes, Ali 
Yahia remarks that: 

Each time there is a change in the balance of power in favour of dialogue, the hard-
liners in the military call upon the eradicationists in the political parties and in civil 
society to make violent statements in the press and organise ‘spontaneous’ demon-
strations. 126 

October 1997 is remembered as a month in which the massacres reached 
genocidal proportions. At the time, the victory of the RND following the 
rigged local elections of October 23 was counter-acted by widespread dem-
onstration, curiously the first to be allowed since the coup in January 1992. 
They were organised by an ostensibly incongruous coalition involving the 
Islamist MSP, the staunchly anti-Islamist RCD, part of the FLN, in addition 
to a short-lived alliance of genuine opposition parties such as the FFS, the 
Nahdah Movement (NM) and the Parti des Travailleurs (PT – Labour 
Party).127 The demonstration, which was widely believed to be at the instiga-
tion of the eradicator faction to offset the political advantage of its rival, de-
nounced both the electoral fraud and the RND, without success. The dem-
onstrations were eventually called off when the number of demonstrators 
shouting ‘pouvoir assassin’ and other faction-indiscriminate slogans increased 
alarmingly close to the boundary beyond which the imperative to dominate 
the civilian sphere supersedes internal military quarrels over power-sharing. 

3.3.2e. Competition over Paramilitary Control 

The competition over the control of armed civilians is a comparatively more 
decisive factional battlefield. In 1994, the initiative to arm the population 
served to support over-stretched regular troops with cheap repressive sup-
plies expedient for COIN anti-guerrilla warfare. At a time when the concilia-
tor faction was negotiating with the imprisoned FIS leaders, it also served to 
make the military eradication policy irreversible. Since then, this force, con-
trolled by the Gendarmerie Nationale, has proliferated throughout the coun-
try and is now estimated at over 200,000 men. The bloating of this paramili-
tary structure, and the recession of insurgent activity, has made the control 
over this force a high factional stake. 

The first reported factional wrangling over militia control took place in 
November 1995 when L’Authentique, speaking on behalf of Betchine, argued 
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for the necessity of ‘federating one day the Patriots’, which at the time were 
led by veterans of the liberation war, many of whom sought autonomy to 
extract political and business privileges in exchange for their services.128 
Garçon said that the laws passed in March 1997 for the federation of the 
militias were motivated by a factional struggle for the appropriation of the 
paramilitaries: 

The use of paramilitary groups has become a key element in the negotiations that 
led, in February 1997, to the creation of the RND, the presidential party needed to 
win the legislative elections. […] Although each faction tries to appropriate this 
force, the army, which considers the militia necessary so as not to expose its units, 
does not intend to let the small warlords boost their family fortunes in the name of 
their ‘resistance against fundamentalism’ and extract negotiating power from it.129 

The laws passed in March 1997 gave the operational control of the mili-
tias to the Gendarmerie Nationale, at the time under the command of eradi-
cator general Abbas Ghezail.  

But with Zeroual's dismissal of Ghezial and his appointment of general 
Tayeb Derradji as the head of this body, in July 1997, his faction completed 
the control over this armed structure, sparking hostile counter-reactions 
from the hardline grouping, which perceived it as a threatening military 
counter-weight. 

At the emergency conclave held in September 1997, reports spoke of bit-
ter rows between the factions over the fate of this paramilitary force. Hawk-
ish eradicator Lamari proposed that, together with General Fodhil CherifB, 
head of the anti-terrorist special forces, and general Kamal Abderahmane, 
head of the 2nd MD, they re-structure the paramilitaries and put them under 
the command of a then unnamed general.130 Generals Nezzar and Mediène, 
once supporters of the militias project, reportedly argued that this proxy 
force was turning into an increasingly uncontrollable force involved in 
criminal activities. They proposed its gradual dismantling.131 

On the opposite side, Zeroual, once a dove opposed to the militia initia-
tive, is said to have defended the status quo, which was to the advantage of 
his faction. It was reported that he pointed out the duplicitous position of 
his rivals by referring to the earlier distribution of 25,000 Kalashnikovs to 
civilians in Kabylia, by eradicator General Said Bey, then head of the 1st 
MD.132 

This factional conflict over militia-control played itself out in a different 
form in April 1998. Following an unprecedented arrest of two militia leaders, 
El-Abed, mayor of Jdioua, and Fergane, mayor of Relizane, eradicator pa-
 
B Few days before the conclave, General Fodhil Cherif had taken the unusual step of attacking pub-
licly the Gendarmerie Nationale: ‘It is the careless and grave abdication of the authorities that have led 
to this situation.’ See Le Monde, 8 October 1997. 
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pers Liberté, El Watan and Al Khabar initiated a series of articles denouncing 
these militias as involved in massacres of civilians, corruption, and in wide-
spread extortion.133 The response of the military rival was swift. The Alge-
rian national TV ran adverts for militia recruitment and a documentary 
showing the wives and children of the alleged perpetrators praising their pa-
triotism and integrity. The suspects were then released from detention on 
orders from Adami, the justice minister and client of the conciliator faction. 

Some observers likened these hostilities to a precedent in Algeria’s mili-
tary politics. On 19 June 1965, Colonel BouMediène overthrew Ben Bella. 
This coup, by the factional genitors of today's eradicators, was carried out to 
pre-empt the setting up of a militia force. Ben Bella, the FLN left-wingers, 
and the guerrillas of the internal ALN (the factional genitors of today’s con-
ciliators) had sought to create a military counter-weight to the professional 
army whose core was comprised of the external ALN and ex-officers of the 
colonial army.134 

3.3.2f. Rivalry in Negotiations with the FIS 

States of factional conflict also arise over the issue of negotiations with the 
FIS. The faction led by Zeroual sought a negotiated transition to a more in-
clusive political system which would somehow re-instate and co-opt the FIS. 
That led by Lamari and Mediene has been in favour of the physical and po-
litical eradication of the FIS, and has been unwilling to tolerate any conces-
sion beyond individual defections. Ali Yahia comments that 

The two strategies clashing within the National Popular Army are the cause of see-
saw decisions, alternations of hardening, aggressiveness, and search for dialogue, 
which influence the political landscape in a negative way. As a matter of fact two 
opposing tendencies co-exist. One of them is concerned with maintaining order; it is 
a force of conservatism, and against progress. The other seeks to work for civil 
peace and national reconciliation through dialogue. 135 

The factional politics underlying these positions have been explained as 
follows. A negotiated settlement with the FIS is a favourable option to the 
conciliators for it would meet their interests of purging their institutional 
rivals as well as satisfy the demands of the FIS opposition. This stems from 
the fact that it was the eradicator faction that executed the military coup in 
January 1992 and has since carried the main operational burden of the re-
pression. Responsibility settlements or trials for the bloodbath and destruc-
tion would predominantly affect the Lamari-Mediène faction. This is also 
said to be the recommended option of the US, the foreign patron of the 
conciliator faction.136 On the other hand, the eradicator faction suspects that 
any negotiated settlement would be at its expense; this option is also said to 
be the policy recommendation of its patron, France.137 
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Zeroual engaged in both direct and indirect discussions with jailed FIS 
political leaders in 1993, 1994, 1995, and 1997.138 Indirect contacts were 
made through generals Mohamed Betchine, Tayeb Derradji, and Abdelmajid 
Cherif, brother in law of Zeroual and related to FIS official Ali Djeddi. The 
negotiations invariably inflamed factional tensions and provoked two types 
of eradicator counter-action. 

A novel and political type of counter-response was the holding of parallel 
talks with the military wing of the FIS (i.e. the AIS). In June and July 1997, 
FIS leaders Abbassi Madani and Abdelkader Hachani were released follow-
ing earlier negotiations with generals from the softline faction. The next 
agreed step was reported to be Madani's televised appeal to the Islamic 
armed opposition for a cessation of hostilities.139 

This however never occurred. The perpetration of massacres flared up in 
August 1997, and early in September Madani was re-arrested on orders from 
general Mediène, and, as already discussed, Lamari attempted a coup. Sur-
prisingly, a month later, Madani Mezerag, commander of the eastern AIS 
force, declared a unilateral truce, broadcast on national TV, just a couple of 
days after Zeroual had made the public statement that ‘the case of FIS is 
closed.’140 

It transpired later that general Mediène and eradicator general Smain La-
mari – the counter-intelligence chief – had initiated once illicit contacts with 
the AIS and negotiated a parallel truce, without the knowledge of Zeroual, 
hence appropriating and inverting a longstanding political weapon of their 
rivals.141 This thwarted the threatening political initiative of the softline fac-
tion. Addi summed up this episode saying: 

The truce signed with the AIS in October 1997 had the objective of preventing the 
success of the negotiations between the presidency and the political leadership of 
the FIS, which would have made of Zeroual the peacemaker and reinforced his 
power relative to the high command of the army.142 

This type of eradicator counter-action was however singularly political. 
The typical neutralising response since 1994, as this thesis claims, has been 
the policy of escalating the repression.143 

3.3.2g. Instrumentality of Massacres in Factional Hostilities 

There are two types of claims that explain the massacres as outcomes of par-
ticular states of conflict between the contending factions. 

In the first type, the belief that the massacres result from factional con-
flict is induced from the concurrence of the mass killings with factional 
feuding. The time correlation is ascribed causal content without it being ex-
plicitly articulated. For instance Garçon remarks that ‘the coincidence of the 
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acts of terror with the progress in negotiations suggests there is a real power 
struggle at the top of the state.’144 Amari says ‘the people can only take note 
that every time a child is killed and a woman is raped a fragment of power is 
being renegotiated.’145  

In the second kind of explanation, specific intents are imputed to one of 
the factions. For example, the massacres of the summer and autumn 1997 
were accounted for as general Mohamed Lamari ‘thwarting the peace initia-
tive [and] warning […] the advocates of a covert dialogue with FIS’146 
against initiatives at his expense. There have also been claims that the killings 
were intended ‘to discredit those inclined towards negotiations.’147 

The ascription of such intents has been reinforced by the factions’ prac-
tices of exploiting the issue of human rights violations, and the responsibility 
for committing them. This was pointed out in the January 1997 news reports 
and most recently, in the summer of 1998, when the campaign to dislodge 
Zeroual and Betchine from power was at its most intense. 

Through their media adjuncts, the eradicators accused Betchine of sup-
porting the use of widespread torture to repress the youth uprising of Octo-
ber 1988; he was in charge of military intelligence at the time. This press also 
provided accounts of extortion, corruption and judicial crimes committed by 
Betchine. It also revealed that justice minister, Adami, a client of the con-
ciliator faction, had ordered the displacement of thirty-two political prison-
ers who died during the transfer.148 

These denunciations had been sparked off by earlier attacks, in the pro-
Betchine press, which ‘broke a security taboo’149 as this revealed that general 
Belkheir had been an informer of president Mitterand’s secretary and, to-
gether with general Nezzar, created ‘at least 300 death squads in Algiers only 
in 1992’, without the consent of the Haut Comité d’État (a temporary body 
that filled president Chadli’s post after his ousting).150 These revelations had 
followed earlier leaks pointing to the eradicator faction bearing responsibility 
for the secret detention, torture, and summary executions of scores of civil-
ians.151 

The fact that these practices are not exclusive to Algeria’s military has 
been used to lend credence to this thesis. Faction-ridden armies of Latin 
America have resorted to the same arsenal of dirty tricks. Two cases in point 
are Brazil and Colombia; George Joffé, for instance, has pointed to the anal-
ogy between their military intelligence structures and that of Algeria’s mili-
tary.152  

In the 1970s, the duros (hardliners) and the castelistas (softliners) of the 
Brazilian army fought it out.153 It was common for the duros to aggravate the 
repression to discredit their military rivals in government. For instance, Far-
cau says: 
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Throughout 1974 and 1975, the hardline army commanders intentionally increased 
the number of brutal kidnappings, tortures, and murders of journalists, labour lead-
ers, and even one American citizen, primarily to embarrass and discredit the gov-
ernment. And just as the hardliners used the security forces as a weapon against the 
castelistas in the struggle for power, so Geisel’s reining in these forces should be 
viewed in this light and not necessarily in terms of a personal commitment to hu-
man rights.154 

In Colombia, the same tactics were used in the rivalry that pitted the 
‘military as government’ (led by president Natush) to the ‘military as institu-
tion’ faction (led by the army chief-of-staff Garcia Meza) in 1979. Farcau 
observed that ‘Garcia Meza was able to commit the most heinous human 
rights violations and, while Natush and the ‘generationalists’ were helpless to 
stop him, they were forced to shoulder the blame.’155 

3.4. Massacres as Eviction Tactics in Land Privatisation 

This theory has had some media coverage. It suggests the massacres are in-
stigated by big land-speculators, a large part of whom are retired army offi-
cers or active officers in part-time business activities. The alleged intent is 
the eviction of tenants from the most fertile land being considered for priva-
tisation, in order to appropriate them. Michael Willis says: 

The clearing of rural areas through the threat of renewed massacres opens the way 
for some to control and benefit from the abandonment of valuable land. The main-
tenance of a certain level of violence averts scrutiny, particularly from abroad, of a 
range of shady financial interests that many at the top undoubtedly operate.156 

The claim has, for the most part, not been used to explain all the massa-
cres. It has only been intended to account for the massacres in particular lo-
cations, such as those in the arable lands of the Mitidja region and the sub-
urban areas West of Algiers. 

Here also one can say that ascribing this purposive action may not ex-
clude either the COIN programme intent or the factionalist war intent. The 
land privatisation motive is not necessarily exclusive of either intent since it 
may be combined with them, in the sense that different officers within Alge-
ria's military have private − as opposed to institutional and/or factional − 
objectives coinciding with those of the COIN programme. 

The usual structure in which this theory of the massacres is argued in-
volves sketching out their correlations with the intrinsic economic value of 
the lands where they take place, and/or with the shifts in the value and legal 
status of these lands, prior and after the occurrence of the massacres. 

Referring to the massacres of the summer and autumn 1997, Alain Joxe 
states: 
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We observe that the recent big massacres, in Algeria, are located in the most popu-
lated, accessible, and best patrolled districts of ‘useful Algeria’: the fertile plains of 
the Mitidja, the big suburbs of Algiers. They often took place at a few hundreds me-
ters away from barracks or police stations, and from security forces which remained 
‘neutral’ and did not intervene, under orders or otherwise. Any observer of massa-
cres carried out in fertile lands and areas under urban expansion knows that there 
cannot be massacres in such types of territory without underlying estate operations. 
Either they seek to recreate large land ownership by depopulating the co-operative 
farms set up at independence. Or they seek to depopulate lands for urban land 
speculation. To make rural populations flee, it is necessary and sufficient, in a state 
with no rule of law or in a military dictatorship, to massacre some entire villages. 
The effect of terror generates a multiplicative effect of flight. 157 

The Mitidja region, vast plains lying south-west of Algiers, is geo-
historically known as Algeria's breadbasket because of its high return arable 
land. These lands are also coveted because they lie along the coast and are 
‘ideally located for building tourist complexes in anticipation of the return of 
peace when Algeria will re-establish its tourist industry, which has been 
curbed for the past thirty five years.’158 There is currently a project to build 
four new cities in the Mitidja. The legal status of these lands changed drasti-
cally at independence when the Algerian state recovered what had been 
usurped by French colonisers, by nationalising eight million hectares of ar-
able land over the whole country. About eighty percent of the land was to be 
cultivated by land tenants through collective farms. In accordance with the 
June 1962 Tripoli Charter of the FLN (which asserted that ‘land belongs to 
those who cultivate it’, and ‘sharing, without parcelling out, the land’ 
through a co-operative system), this principle became law by the decree of 
August 1969. The agrarian revolution charter of 1971 maintained the princi-
ple of small and medium property, and included legal provisions to prevent 
post-mortem land ownership fragmentation or concentration. It granted 
‘eternal usufruct’ to the tenants who cultivated nationalised lands and gave 
them the right to transfer this usufruct to a male inheritor (not already re-
cipient of land tenure) if committed to cultivating the land. 

The legal status of these lands has however undergone a reverse change 
since September 1995 as the military regime announced it was intending to 
privatise 2.8 million hectares (out of 8 million hectares of arable land), 0.1 
million hectares of which lie in the Mitidja region. Even before the privatisa-
tion law was passed, in 1998, about 60,000 hectares in the Mitidja region had 
reportedly been given to land speculation since September 1995.159 The law 
facilitates acquisition by ex-mujahideen, former guerrilla fighters in the war 
of liberation, reconverted into business.160 This is widely perceived as a pref-
erential treatment of what is known as the militia lobby, a pressure group 
that includes people like commandant Azzedine, Boubnider, and Zbiri, for-
mer guerrilla commanders. Some of them were involved in setting up the 
paramilitary forces in 1994, and are to this day running the COIN operations 
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in co-ordination with, and for, the military.161 Other important beneficiaries 
include army officers engaged in part-time business activities, retired army 
officers, and powerful state bureaucrats who launder vast sums of money 
stolen from public institutions.162 In October 1990, Prime Minister Mouloud 
Hamrouche ordered the publication of an initial list of 150 state bureaucrats 
and officers who had misappropriated nationalised land, an initiative which 
was promptly halted by powerful interests in the military.163 Referring to 
these beneficiaries, Louisa Hanoune, leader of the labour party, stated: 

For a whole series of people, there are many profits to be made. For instance, Alge-
rian potatoes are left to rot in the ground and this allows ‘cronies’ to import foreign 
potatoes and embezzle a lot of money in the process. The same holds for the new 
law on the redistribution of land which profits ‘liberation war mujahideen and their 
legal beneficiaries’ who are in fact people close to le pouvoir, and some of them are 
real mafiosos. One should note that the lands where whole families are slaughtered 
as well as those of their neighbours who flee in terror are considered as abandoned 
and therefore liable to redistribution. The same holds true for small entrepreneurs 
who are harassed, racketed to the point of closing their businesses. These are then 
taken over by some other owners who, curiously, are never harassed.164 

In summary then, those who infer a land privatisation intent from the 
massacres often do so on the grounds of particular physical, economic and 
legal consequences. Physically, the massacres have created a spiraling exodus 
of villagers to large urban centers. Economically, the massacres occur in 
lands of high intrinsic economic value but the sale prices of these killing 
fields has sharply decreased as farmers abandon, or sell the land for a paltry 
sum. Land ownership has shifted legally, from small tenant farmers to me-
dium to big military-backed beneficiaries who steal or buy these depopulated 
lands. Some commentators, Forestier among them, have even suggested that 
the observed age-indiscriminate nature of the massacres serves the legal pur-
pose of preventing anyone from the progeny of the victim legally claiming 
the ‘eternal and bequeathable usufruct.’ He says: 

At each massacre, the land pushes the farmer to the cities. In order to accelerate this 
movement, the killings are increasingly vile. There have been reports of cases of 
cannibalism in the massacres. Babies have been nailed to doors or burned in the 
oven of a cooker. The murderers keep going at children to eliminate up to the last 
heir and hence prevent any future legal review of the allocations of lands. It happens 
that after a first massacre the survivors remain in their houses because they do not 
know where to go. At ar Rais, the death commandos came back a second time to 
decimate them.165 

Finally, one should point out that not all accounts of this theory involve 
sketching out correlations between the massacres and land privatisation as 
such. Some advocates of the privatisation rationale of the massacres do so 
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on the basis that it is just a particular instance of wider correlative patterns 
between the violence engulfing Algeria and the restructuring of its economy. 

Many Algerians intuit that the ongoing economic restructuring maintains, 
modulates and shapes some of the violence. No empirical research into the 
various connections between the intensity, modulation and distribution of 
the violence, and the main economic and financial operations that have 
taken place in Algeria since 1992 is yet available. Some fragmentary pieces of 
information however do support that intuition. These can be classified into 
3 sets of observations. 

First, consider what Karabdji reports about violence as an expedient tool 
for privatising public pharmaceutical companies: 

A number of investors are exerting pressure on the government to sell sound com-
panies such as Air Algérie or Sonatrach (oil company). At the same time, other profit-
able public companies are the target of real destabilisation attempts. This is the case, 
for instance, of Saidal, a pharmaceutical company which tries to revive the national 
industry against strong competition from private import companies. ‘This dynamics 
is disturbing’, explains an executive from Saidal. ‘The director of our company has 
been the victim of several terrorist attacks. Our production installations are regularly 
targeted and we have been forced to create a subsidiary security company to protect 
us. No one will be able to convince us that these attacks are the work of Islamist 
groups.’ 

Clearly, the lobbies wishing Algeria to continue importing drugs instead of 
manufacturing them would be behind these attacks. Destabilisation through a vio-
lence that is easily attributable to terrorists is not the only weapon used by those 
who wish to transform Algeria into a gigantic commercial counter.166 

The beneficiaries of the privatisation programme are officers of the army, 
relatives, other civilians acting as proxies for the officers, or people con-
nected with the higher echelons of the military regime. Hadjadj remarks: 

The wild privatisation of the economy, under the leadership of the IMF, has above 
all replaced the lucrative state monopoly by that exerted by the new godfathers who 
have divided the import market – about 10 billion dollars each year – among them-
selves. The weight of a godfather is proportional to his protection within le pouvoir. 
To identify the potential sectors of corruption, suffice to make an inventory of the 
state budgets or those offered by state banks (still waiting for a reform or privatisa-
tion of their management): health, farm-produce, equipment and infrastructure, in-
dustry, security, national defence. 

A good example is that of drugs where, through private import companies, fam-
ily links with the dignitaries of the regime are openly displayed. Among the best 
known names, one finds Ghenim, Bouhadja, Benmansour, Laroussi, Sidi Said, La-
mari.167 

Four of these names have access to the monopoly of institutional vio-
lence. Benmansour is the minister of the interior, Ghenim and Bouhadja are 
generals, and Lamari is the army chief-of-staff. Lamari is associated to Mo-
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hamed Ait Djedou, the pharmaceuticals magnate.168 Many observers also see 
the connection with eradicator Lamari as crucial in benefiting, from the 
‘other side of the counter’, the French pharmaceutical industry. Algeria im-
ports 80 % of its drugs, which represents 4.5 % of its oil earnings (e.g. 500 
million dollars in 1995), and most of them are produced by French pharma-
ceutical companies.169 

In a study of the economy of the war, Martinez pointed out that: 

The tactics of Islamic armed groups goes with a phenomenon of privatisation of the 
most exposed sectors. The systematic destruction of public vehicles has led to a pro-
liferation of private transport companies which represent, now, 60 % of the market 
in Algiers. The decree of December 1987 allowed the private sector but it was only 
after the start of the civil war that a really wild privatisation occurred. […] Accord-
ing to a study by the ministry of transport, financed by the World Bank, private 
transport companies hold 100 % of the market shares in Annaba and Setif, 98 % in 
Constantine, 86 % in Blida and 74 % in Oran. The violence of the emirs has also fa-
voured the modernisation of the building industry. The sabotage of cement factories 
has led to the creation of new private companies.170 

Karabdji agrees with Martinez about the economic motivation of the vio-
lence but does not share the latter’s certainty about the identity of the insti-
gators and perpetrators: 

A civil servant at the Chamber of commerce acknowledges that ‘the public monopo-
lies have been replaced by private monopolies close to the circles of le pouvoir. It is 
useless to try to import food products, drugs or building materials. Everybody 
knows that in these markets there are people one cannot bypass and it would better, 
for one’s own security, not to get close to them. I challenge any Algerian operator to 
import sugar or French cement. At best, he would receive a polite refusal from the 
supplier.’ […] Some operators have had less luck: Algerians are convinced that some 
assassinations attributed to Islamic armed groups are linked to affairs of rivalry in in-
ternational commerce.171 

In the second set of observations, it is often pointed out that it is no ac-
cident that those who hold the monopoly of institutional violence are the 
very ones who benefit most from the privatisation and corruption. Swiss 
member of parliament Ziegler says: 

The hundreds of victims of the massacres of Rais and Beni Messous do not risk up-
setting the military: their death contributes to maintaining the generals’ oil rent de-
posited mainly in the banks of Geneva. For more than five years, since the military 
coup of January 1992, the bloody chaos organised by the killers, some of whose 
commanders work in the Algerian secret services, serves admirably the strategy of 
the generals. As long as women, men and children are slaughtered in the Mitidja, the 
suburbs of Algiers or in Kabylia no one will speak of free elections. The generals are 
certain to loose them, together with the staggering profits they extract monthly from 
the oil and gas revenues. In Geneva, through joint stock estate companies, whole 
streets belong now to generals and directors of petro-chemical public companies. In 
Berne, a general – Abdelmalek Guenaizia – occupies the embassy. He attends to the 
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good running of the transfers. Some Algerian diplomats have even been called to 
order by the Swiss Department of Foreign Affairs: they spend their time setting up 
front companies in Lichtenstein. This is not exactly a diplomatic activity.172  

Le Nouvel Afrique Asie reported that ‘general Betchine, security advisor to 
the president of the republic, has become an element one cannot bypass in 
the East of Algeria, where he comes from. There he controls intelligence, 
the real estate, farm-produce industry and, despite his rivalries with the gen-
erals Smain Lamari and Mohamed Mediène, shares with them the repression 
apparatus.’173 He also owns several newspapers in Algeria and is said to have 
large land and estate properties in France, Switzerland, Tunisia and Syria. 
General Mediène controls important market shares in oil and gold prospect-
ing, whilst his elder son represents the South Korea industrial giant, Dae-
woo, in Algeria.174 General Khaled Nezzar owns large estates and property 
in Algiers, Batna and Constantine. His son is said to control large shares in 
the import of farm-products, and to be married to the daughter of a multi-
millionaire who owns, among others interests, the restaurant in the Château 
de Versaille in France and the Go Fast airline company that shuttles between 
Paris and Algeria’s main oil base, Hassi Messaoud.175 General Larbi Belkheir 
has estate property in Morocco, France, Switzerland, and Venezuela.176 He 
amassed a fortune estimated in hundreds of millions of dollars from the Fiat 
car project that never saw the light of the day when he was secretary at the 
presidency, and from a regular rent from Italian gas pipeline companies.177 
Generals Abdelhamid Djouadi, Lakehal Ayat and Abdelmajid Cherif hold 
the monopoly of private security companies for the surveillance of oil 
fields.178 

The third set of observations touches on less obvious correlations be-
tween the violence and the retructuring of the economy. Economist Bellami 
writes: 

Economic liberalisation has been imposed using overt and covert state terror. The 
‘economic yield’ of bomb attacks on public companies is the closing down of facto-
ries, and layoffs of hundreds of thousands of workers at no political cost since the 
blame is shifted on shadowy armed groups such as the GIA. In fact, a sizeable per-
centage of the workers made redundant are recycled as paramilitary repressive re-
sources. In a country with 115 % inflation in 4 years, 8% decrease in industrial pro-
duction, a wiped out middle class, and an unemployment affecting 30 % of the ac-
tive population, can it be just a random coincidence that, on one hand, factories are 
closed down and more than 800,000 workers are made redundant and, on the other 
hand, over 200,000 militiamen, earning salaries 2 to 3 times the guaranteed mini-
mum wage, be raised? Is it haphazard that the IMF ‘restructuring’ prescriptions give 
explicit support to this destruction of our economy and militarisation of our society? 

179 

Bellami also observed that 
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The new economic, financial and monetary laws serve to legalise an unchecked and 
socially brutal liberalisation, launder staggering thefts and sell cheaply national re-
sources to some unscrupulous multinational companies. Most of them were passed 
between 1992 and 1996 by members of the National Council of Transition (CNT), 
that is to say, without a single exception, people appointed by the military and not 
elected by the people. Can it be incidental that these laws were passed when the 
country was swamped by the tides of terror? When there was not a single elected in-
stitution to make such decisions? At a time the visibility of the coercive power of the 
army was at a maximum? When the margins for social protest were absent? An Al-
gerian proverb says ‘coincidence is the will of others.’180 

3.5. Massacres as a ‘Barbarian Cycle’ 

This explanation is most frequently, though not exclusively, found in the 
writings of French commentators and ‘experts’ on violence. The suggestion 
here is that the massacres are an all-out social war, a ‘spiral of revenge and 
hatred’181, a ‘generalised settling of scores’182, a ‘permanent feud’183 a ‘sense-
less frenzy of horror’, or a ‘barbarian cycle’184 rooted in Algeria's history and 
culture. British journalist Hirst speaks of an ‘obscure, almost indecipherable 
[...] barbarous civil war’ with ‘clan, family and community vendettas rooted 
in the country's harsh history.’185 Grandguillaume, a French anthropologist, 
says ‘history is part of the current events [and] we are witnessing an all out 
feud that leads to these atrocities.’186 

Two aspects distinguish these theses from those reviewed earlier. Firstly, 
the instigators, perpetrators, and their victims are not narrowly, or politically, 
defined. They belong to universal social categories, such as the family, tribe, 
clan, or community, depicted as caught up in a politically blind and murder-
ous pandemonium. Secondly, no instrumental intent, be it strategic, political, 
or economic, is invoked here to explain the atrocities. Some suggestions do 
ascribe psychological motives such as ‘revenge’ or ‘hatred’ to entities such as 
‘families’ and ‘tribes’. Typical accounts, however, appeal to historical, cultural 
and/or social facts and regularities in contra-distinction to putative intents in 
the states of consciousness or policies of the instigators or perpetrators as is 
the case in 3.1-3.4. 

Grandguillaume believes that some massacres are attributable to ‘family 
vendettas’: 

Family feuds do play a role. Traditional hatreds between villages, families, and clan 
subsist. What are their causes? Issues of shame, unresolved quarrels about land. 
They reappear these days at football games that may end with violent fights between 
opposing supporters.187 

Garçon reports an unnamed Algerian official stating: 
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When the justice of the State does not exist, when there is no authority to appeal to, 
and the neutrality of the djemaa [traditional mediators] makes them suspect, personal 
revenge, family or tribal vendettas, lex talionis become the rule.188 

For massacres as ‘tribal atavisms’, or as ‘clan punitive expeditions’189, 
Abdi invokes the psychological motives of ‘hatred’ and ‘revenge’: 

In the rural areas, it has become a tribal war. Some tribes are loyal to le pouvoir be-
cause one of their members may be a minor civil servant, policeman, gendarme... or 
even an officer in the army. The spiral of horror starts when the Islamists kill a 
member of this tribe. The latter then decides to accept the arms offered by the secu-
rity forces and takes revenge against those whose children have joined the guerrilla 
forces. In the end, the Islamists come back to massacre the avenging tribe. And this 
goes on, because the army has succeeded in implicating people who never wanted to 
take sides in the war since 1992.190 

Now when the massacres are described as a matter of chaotic social 
criminality, the accounts speak of ‘Algeria becoming a gangland’191 where 
the killings are perpetrated by ‘local mafias running their own militias’192, or 
‘warlords recruiting men from their families and seeking to enlarge their 
fiefdom.’193 Garçon perceives an anarchic violence: 

The eruption of violence has never been so obscure since the beginning of the hos-
tilities because it involves a multitude of actors: small warlords, Islamists or militia-
men, various military factions, gangsters acting in the name of God or country, each 
of these having clienteles to satisfy, targets to terrorise, lucrative trafficking to con-
trol and personal, tribal or local reprisals to assuage.194 

Her account omits a particular form of banditry that Grandguillaume 
does not disregard: 

One should include the existence of a massive criminality. With all this idle youth, in 
a climate of institutional violence where there is no place for the rule of law, crimi-
nality can only prosper.195 

Clearly these accounts depict the massacres as empty of strategic, political 
or economic instrumental content. 

Among the explanations in terms of cultural and/or historical facts and 
patterns, one finds claims that the cause of the massacres lies in the nature 
of Islam and the social character of Algerian people. Le Pen explains that 
‘these spectacular massacres are part of [their] tradition.’196 Leconte says ‘the 
killings are done in the name of Islam or, at least, of a certain idea of Is-
lam.’197 Grandguillaume asserts that Algeria is a ‘violent [and] harsh soci-
ety.’198 Articles in Le Monde and L'Express frequently use notions such as the 
‘Algerian violence’, the ‘singularity of Algeria’s violence’, ‘Algeria’s culture of 
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war’ to explain the massacres. Hirst also claims ‘historians and sociologists 
tend to agree’ that ‘Algerians have a natural bent for extremism.’199 Amin, 
Egypt’s former ambassador to Algeria, equally states 

Algerians are much rougher than Egyptians or their neighbours in Morocco and 
Tunisia. They are good hearted, but even in their daily dealings they are harsh, 
tough, devoid of the softer ways of a civilised people. This is mainly because of the 
hardship they endured at the hands of the French.200 

Historical explanations basically involve pointing out historical examples 
of violence among Algerians as instances of a regular pattern subsuming to-
day's violence. Leconte says: 

From the colonial night, some historians would have us believe, Bugeaud had ex-
ported Western barbarity to other shores of the Mediterranean. Nothing is said 
about the violence internal to the Algerian nationalist movement. Accepted in the 
name of the struggle against the occupier, this third world version of the ‘end justi-
fies the means’ created havoc within the ranks of the militants before it turned 
against society. Since its liberation war, Algeria lives a permanent settling of scores 
whose current version is the most deadly.201 

The havoc to which Leconte refers is the conflict between the National 
Liberation Front (FLN) and the Algerian National Movement (MNA).202 
Granguillaume also includes ‘the violence of the FLN against the population 
in order to involve it in the struggle,’ and ‘that against the harkis’, which con-
tinued after independence.203 Of the latter, he makes the claim that: 

Today, there are retributions whose origin should be searched for in the conflicts 
created by Algeria's independence in 1962. I am thinking of the massacres of the 
harkis that took place that summer, in the first months following independence. The 
number of victims is estimated at between 60,000 and 100,000. The harkis were Al-
gerians recruited by France and were militias of the same type as those currently 
armed in villages by the Algerian authorities. At independence France denied the 
harkis access to the French territory. These people became prisoners in their own 
country. They were killed. These harkis were not isolated individuals. They belonged 
to families, and tribes. I am convinced there are deep-seated grudges that are re-
activated by the current events. Today the qualifier ‘harki’ or ‘son of harki’ is con-
tinuously used as an insult by both camps. The harki is the one who betrayed his 
country.204 

These social or historical explanations locate the ‘cause’ of the massacres 
to facts preceding Algeria’s independence in 1962. For similar explanatory 
claims appealing to post-independence facts, one can find references to the vio-
lence ‘rooted in the Algerian schools’. Granguillaume again: 

It is a harsh society. Just like its schools for instance. Children are often beaten and 
bullied in schools. Some years ago there was talk of introducing rules against corpo-
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ral punishment. This is to say that one is subjected to violence right from school, at 
a very young age. The citizens are brutalised in their daily lives.205 

Adler says the national education of Algerians is suspect: 

The hideous violence raging today is, before all, the daughter of colonial times and, 
of course, that of the mass nationalist education under the rule of Boumediene 
which, far from seeking the appeasement of minds, exalted, Soviet-way, a war of lib-
eration totally mythicised. 206 

Grandguillaume also finds roots for ‘the Algerian violence’ in the linguistic 
policy of arabisation at the expense of the French language.207 

4. Explanatory Scopes of the Five Intents 

We now attempt to evaluate the explanatory force and limits of these five 
putative intents. 

Rather than compare them to particulars from individual massacres, we 
assess their consequences against some victimisation macro-indicators ob-
tained by aggregating data from individual massacres. These collective data 
are available from the study of Ait-Larbi et al., An anatomy of the massacres.208 

They define two types of massacres: selective mass victimisation (SMV) 
events, and random mass victimisation (RMV) events. They characterise a 
massacre of the SMV kind as an episode where a selected sub-group of un-
armed civilians are killed indiscriminately. One example would be the killing 
of members of a given family singled out in a quarter or village. They charac-
terise a massacre of the RMV type as an event where a random victimisation 
of a random sub-group of the population takes place, for instance a bomb-
ing in a public place. 

The data they used were obtained mainly from news reports in the inter-
national press. The authors acknowledged they were incomplete and dis-
torted (by under-estimation). Their data were sketchy up to early 1996, but 
for the later period they integrated various data sources, which were 
searched through the Internet; this gave them a more comprehensive data 
set. 

They first focused on the victimisation events as the relevant unit of 
analysis. They generated several indicators: the magnitudes and frequencies 
of the SMV and RMV events, their respective annual and monthly fluctua-
tions, their district distribution over the national territory, and their political, 
military and economic geographies. 

They then concentrated on the population of victims as a unit of analysis. 
The numbers of deaths and their time, space and social distributions were 
calculated. Non quantitative analyses of selectivity, vulnerability, and re-
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sponse in the victimisation were made, along with an account of the effects 
of the mass killings on the victimised populations. 

Another unit they looked at was the population of crimes and perpetra-
tors. They generated collective data about injuries and weapons in the SMV 
episodes, and weapon and target trends in RMV events. Some patterns 
about the organisational aspects of the perpetrators were also inferred. 

Clearly there is a vast amount of data against which to test the logical 
consequences of the five putative intents we reviewed in section 3. A large 
programme would be needed to carry out an exhaustive inspection against 
the available data. 

Our resolving of the scopes of the five explanations will be restricted to 
only a few of the time and space macro-indicators obtained in the study us-
ing the victimisation events as a unit of analysis. These are the most reliable 
observables of their data set, and one does not need many auxiliary assump-
tions to draw testable consequences from the putative intents. 

4.1. Monthly Fluctuations of the Massacres 

Figure 2 shows the monthly fluctuations of the numbers of SMV and RMV 
events from April 1996 to December 1998. A phenomenon of waves of mass 
killings with lulls in between is clearly observable. The total massacre activity 
has seven waves, named W1 ,…, W7 in the figure, i.e. eruptions of mass terror 
with different timings, levels of intensity and duration. Figure 3 displays the 
monthly fluctuations of the corresponding numbers of victims of selective 
and random mass victimisation for the same period. The wave structure is 
observed again. The timings and lifetimesC of these peaks of terror are 
equivalent to those observed in the total massacre activity. The intensities of 
the peaks are in proportional relation. 

4.1.1 Wave Structure of the Massacre Activity 

How can the wave structure shown in figures 2 and 3 be an exclusive outcome 
of any of the five conjectured intents? 

Take the barbarian cycle hypothesis (HBC). How can it entail that ‘clan, 
family and community vendettas rooted in the country’s harsh history’ flare 
up and abate in the way indicated in figures 2 and 3? Why would there be 
periods when clan and family vendettas and social criminality erupt collec-
tively? Why would there be lulls in between these explosions of social may-

 
C Ait-Larbi et al. define the lifetime of a massacre wave as its full width at half-maximum. Suppose 
there is a train of massacres that increases, reaches a maximum of N massacres at some month tmonth , 
and then decreases. The lifetime of such a massacre wave is the duration between the massacre activity 
registering N/2 crescendo and decrescendo. 
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hem? Why would the harshness of Algerian society, its schools and Arabic 
language produce massacres with an alternating time modulation? 

It seems unlikely that Grandguillaume’s theories of ‘Algerian violence’ 
would engender the wave character of the massacre activity, except, perhaps, 
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© 1999 Hoggar        www.hoggar.org 

 On the Politics of the Massacres 347 

+ ++ + 

+ + 

if some bizarre ad-hoc hypotheses were conjectured to save them. The bur-
den of saving his theories is on him. 

The problem with HBC lies in that its explanandum is rather vague: ‘Alge-
rian violence’, rather than some set of specific facts. Further, ascribing inac-
cessible subjective states such as ‘hatred’, ‘revenge’ and ‘harshness’ to socio-
logical categories such as ‘family’, ‘clan’ or ‘society’ may be acceptable in 
‘subjective rationales of violence’ discourses but is no help in accounting for 
specific facts. For one thing, such an approach obfuscates explanations in 
terms of strategies of actions prescribing specific facts of violence. 

When reporting their finding of the wave character of the massacre activ-
ity, Ait-Larbi et al. pointed out, quoting Merloo, that the alternation in the 
regime of mass killings may be the outcome of a strategy for the effective 
maintenance of terror. The constant application of terror produces, over 
time, immunity to fear and the will to resist. Merloo says: 

Totalitarian strategy in its tactical description of the techniques of mass intimidation 
and collective control discovered that the arousing of simple panic, fear and terror 
do not suffice. Too great a mental pressure exerted over a long period of time loses 
its frightening impact and often stirs rebellion and critical resistance in the people, 
militating against the final aim of producing obedient automatic thought machines 
out of human beings. 

In order to better reach its goals, the more scientific strategy makes use of waves 
of terror ‘with in-between periods of relative calm and freedom’ – the so-called ‘breath-
ing spell,’ (peredishka). These intervals of relative freedom and lack of overt tensions 
can be used to much better advantage for political persuasion and mass hypnosis 
provided some new wave of terror is anticipated. It is completely comparable with 
the patient in hypnotherapy who becomes easier to hypnotise at every session. The 
alternation of terror and breathing spell, for example, the alternation of a cold war 
of hatred with the opposite propaganda for harmonious, peaceful coexistence, can 
gradually cause confusion and increased anxious anticipation in people.209 

Consider now the land privatisation hypothesis (HLP). There is no obvi-
ous land privatisation parameter that alternates with time. It is unlikely that 
all the massacre waves would be entailed by HLP even if one assumes that 
the instigators of the massacres for land privatisation master this scientific 
strategy of terror and modulate the killings accordingly. Figures 2 and 3 dis-
play the massacre activities and victimisation volumes for all the territory, 
some parts of which have no particular land or estate value. The Mitidja 
would account for only a small part of the total victimisation. Furthermore, 
in the bare version of HLP , given a particular region, once terror has been 
applied to drive the land tenants out, there would be no obvious need to 
maintain the terror. We will return to this point later. 

Let us now look at the Islamist retribution hypothesis ( HIR ). It is not 
clear how the outpouring of ‘hatred’, ‘revenge’, ‘despair’ would bring about 
mass killings that flare up and abate in a structured way at a national level. 
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Minister Moussaoui described the massacres as ‘the last spasms of the rabid 
beast’, the rabid beast referring the collective of Islamist insurgents.210 The 
‘spasm’ reference is a vivid representation of the wave structure of the mas-
sacre activity. But in so far that a spasm is an involuntary movement and 
‘rabid beasts’ suggests uncontrollably violent fanatics, the probability of in-
surgents releasing their nihilistic anger collectively and synchronously at par-
ticular periods, in between lulls of collective quietude, appears rather remote. 
The psychological intent version of HIR seems implausible. 

Of course, one can assume that the Islamists master the scientific strategy 
of terror outlined by Merloo. In this case, only the instrumental version of 
HIR would survive because ‘medieval and rabid fanatics’ in fits of ‘despair’, 
or seeking ritual, moral or religious purification, are not likely to engage in 
calculated instrumental violence. Unless, of course, Redha Malek, Hachemi 
Cherif and Khalida Messaoudi can save their theory with ad-hoc auxiliary 
assumptions to explain the time modulation of the rituals. 

The instrumental version of HIR cannot be ruled out in principle. To be-
lieve that HIR explains the wave structure is to say that the insurgents punish 
their social base to prevent it from defecting to the incumbent side using a 
technique for constant deterrence. In other words, the time modulation of the 
terror would, in this case, be intended to maintain the populations constantly 
prevented from defecting to the military regime. 

Consider now the COIN counter-mobilisation hypothesis (HCOIN). The 
army has the monopoly of expertise and means in the application of force. 
The proposition that it modulates its COIN-prescribed mass killings in such 
a way as to maintain the whole society under constant terror is plausible. 
None of the features in figures 2 and 3 exclude HCOIN. The same can be said 
about the factional warfare hypothesis (HFW). Without further auxiliary as-
sumptions, it cannot be excluded in principle. 

Rather than test each of the putative intents against the whole wave struc-
ture of victimisation, we explore next how they may produce, individually or 
in combination, any of the W1 , …, W7 waves with intensities and lifetimes 
as shown in figures 2 and 3. 

4.1.2. Timings of the Massacre Waves 

We focus only on HIR , HCOIN , and HFW . As discussed above, it is probable 
that the massacres resulting from exclusive land privatisation intents do not 
contribute significantly to the time fluctuation of the victimisation activity. It 
is more likely they would contribute to the activity as combined with HCOIN 
and/or HFW but then geographic indicators would test HLP more stringently 
than time indicators. HBC is an unlikely single explanation for the waves and 
will be ignored in what follows. Nevertheless, ignoring it does not mean that 
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social units such as ‘family’ or ‘clan’ can be presumed to be uninvolved. The 
Algerian civil war, as with others, does not occur in a vacuum; it opposes 
various social units (family, clan, tribe, etc.).D 

Now in order to assess whether any of the W1 ,…, W7 waves supports or 
undermines HIR and/or HCOIN and/or HFW , we review some of the public 
and relevant political events concurrent with the waves. 

W1: Take the victimisation sequence shown as W1 in figures 2 and 3. Its 
activity peaked in July 1996 (figure 2) and its deaths in August 1996 (figure 
3). On the insurgent side the only public and relevant event was the creation 
of the Mouvement Islamique de la Dawa et du Djihad (MIDD – Islamic 
Movement for Predication and Struggle) in July 1996. On the incumbent 
side, Zouabri took over as the head of the GIA following the assassination 
of the monks of Tibherine, and the ensuing murder of GIA leader Zitouni, 
outcomes reportedly resulting from a clash between the DRS and the French 
SDECE.211 There are three indications of factional hostilities. There was the 
assassination of conciliator general Saidi, a day before his appointment at the 
defence cabinet, in June 1996. The promotions and assignments scheduled 
for 5 July were frozen as conciliators and eradicators could not agree on a 
joint list. Conciliator Zeroual intensified cross-party consultations, in July 
and August 1996, for the national conference on dialogue in September 
1996. None of the events on the insurgent side or incumbent side refutes 
HIR and/or HCOIN and/or HFW . 

W2: This wave peaks in November 1996. The only significant political 
event was the constitutional referendum held on 28 November 1996. This 
event seems irrelevant to HIR and/or HCOIN and/or HFW. This wave will 
however be resolved more finely by looking at its weekly constituent varia-
tions in section 4.2. 

W3: Consider now the wave W3 that reaches a maximum in January 1997. 
Advocates of the thesis of massacres as ‘moral, religious or ritual purifica-
 
D What distinguishes a given civil war from another is not the involvement of social units such as 
family or clan, but the particular lines and configurations of conflict between these units. In this re-
spect one could think of HBC as accounted for, and subsumed under, HCOIN as follows. During the 
Algerian war of liberation the French military used sociologists and anthropologists to engineer 
counter-organisation techniques for their larger aim of counter-mobilising the populations against the 
revolution. The COIN campaign exploited family, clan, and tribal divisions and similarities to involve 
the civilian population against the FLN. McCuen says: ‘the French tried a similar counter-organisation 
of the population in Algeria, seeking to block the ‘‘parallel hierarchies’’ which they had seen the Viet-
minh and FLN establish among the people. They tried to bring as many Algerians as possible into 
some type of organisation. The French army’s psychological and information service (SAPI) studied 
the population to determine what homogeneous divisions could be made in organising the Algerian 
people. A number were possible. For example, the religious brotherhood was a ready-made organisa-
tion. The shepherds, farmers, and fishermen were other possibilities. The SAPI decided however to 
concentrate the French efforts on the rural populations and specifically on the veterans, women, and 
youth. It considered these segments to be decisive in the struggle for the control of the people.’ (See J. 
McCuen, The Art of Counter-Revolutionary Warfare, op. cit., p. 98) 
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tion’ regard this wave as evidence of their claim because this timing partly 
overlaps with the month of Ramadan, which they regard as a special month 
for offering blood.212 As for HIR , there are no apparent events, within the 
insurgent movement, which would be indicative of an intensification of the 
campaign to punish the populations to deter them from defecting to the re-
gime. There is no reported indication of the social base of the insurgents 
increasing its disposition to support the regime. 

Taking the opposite view, advocates of the HCOIN intent may claim the 
month of Ramadan is a month of increased religiosity, mosque attendance, 
social activity and solidarity, hence greater political influence and deploy-
ment of the insurgents. This would jeopardise counter-mobilisation efforts 
of the COIN campaign, and hence incumbents’ need to destroy the mobili-
sation momentum in favour of the insurgents. 

With regard to HFW, several events may be taken to support it. Zeroual 
escaped two assassination attempts, one in December 1996 and one in Janu-
ary 1997.213 Generals from both factions met in a blustering conclave whose 
reported issues of contention were the nature of the political party to be set 
up as a front for the army at the next legislative elections (the RND as it 
turned out later), and the control of the militia.214 Abdelhaq Benhamouda, 
leader of the main labour union, and a client of the conciliator faction, was 
assassinated a few days after announcing his intention of creating a ‘centrist 
party’, and his criticism of the eradicator parties (RCD, ANR and Et-
tahadi).215 

W4: This wave peaks in April 1997. Laws for the legislative elections of 
June and regulations for the control of the militia were decreed by the Na-
tional Council of Transition, a ‘parliament’ appointed by the military, in 
March 1997. The leader of the urban-based FIDA insurgent force was shot 
dead. In April and May 1997, there were no apparent event indicative of HIR 
and/or HCOIN and/or HFW in the available literature. 

W5: This wave of massacres picks up in June 1997, reaches a maximum in 
August and recedes in November of the same year. Although the massacre 
activity shows a double peak there should be no confusion that one is ob-
serving a single train of massacres, as can be ascertained from the structure of 
the respective numbers of victims at the time (see figure 3). On the insurgent 
side, two major events took place. In July 1997, Abbassi Madani and Abdel-
kader Hachani, the first and third leaders of the FIS respectively, were re-
leased from detention. In September the armed wing of the FIS declared a 
unilateral truce, Abbasi Madani was re-arrested, and in October the two re-
maining insurgent forces (LIDD and FIDA) joined the truce. 

On the incumbent side, there are strong indications of factional hostili-
ties. In June 1997, the RND, a party that had been created three months ear-
lier, won the majority of seats at the legislative elections. This party acts as 
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front for the army, but it is the members of the conciliator faction, general 
Betchine in particular, who have greater control over it. The release of the 
two FIS leaders, an initiative of the military conciliators, was bitterly criti-
cised by the eradicator parties and the press in July. The factions reached a 
deadlock over a joint list of promotions and assignments, usually announced 
at the anniversary of independence. Still in July Zeroual dismissed eradicator 
general Ghezail from the command of the Gendarmerie Nationale and re-
placed him with conciliator Tayeb Derradji. Hubert Vedrine, foreign minis-
ter of France and supporter of the eradicators, visited Algeria. In September, 
the eradicators attempted a coup against Zeroual216, thwarted his dialogue 
initiative by re-arresting Abbasi Madani hence severing Zeroual’s contacts 
with the political wing of the FIS, on one hand, and outdid their army rivals 
by brokering an agreement with the AIS, on the other.217 In October 1997, 
eradicator general Cherif, commander of the special anti-terrorist forces, 
criticised publicly the commander of the Gendarmerie Nationale, conciliator 
Derradji, an unparalleled action in the history of the army. Zeroual dismissed 
eradicator major-general Said Bey from the command of the 1st MD and re-
placed him by conciliator general Rabah Boughaba, moved from the 5th MD, 
and the RND took an overwhelming share of the votes in the rigged local 
election. HFW draws strong support from the events concomitant with this 
wave of mass killings. 

W6: This train of mass victimisation began in November 1997, peaked in 
January 1998 and subsided in February of the same year. January overlapped 
with the month of Ramadan (usually taken as evidence for the ‘ritual purifi-
cation’ explanation). On the insurgent side, the truce still held effectively 
(since the first week of October) for the AIS, LIDD, and the FIDA, thus 
excluding HIR. The unilateral nature of the truce means one may not exclude 
HCOIN for this wave. As an indication pertinent to HFW , in December 1997 
elections for two thirds of the seats of the senate were held (Zeroual ap-
pointed the remaining third). The RND was victorious in capturing 80 out 
of the 92 seats, entrenching further the conciliators control of the govern-
ment. 

W7: This series of atrocities builds up from May 1998, peaks in August 
and ebbs in October of the same year. The truce of the AIS, LIDD, and 
FIDA was still effective. In May 1998, the affair of the Relizane militias 
brought to the open the factional conflict over militia control. Conciliator 
general Betchine was elected to the political bureau of the RND, an initiative 
that was interpreted as a step in his candidacy for the 2000 presidential elec-
tions. In June 1998, the eradicator press initiated a series of attacks on 
Betchine and Zeroual, accusing the former of corruption and human rights 
violations. In July 1998 the media war escalated as the press controlled by 
Betchine criticised both the eradicator generals and the eradicator press. No 
promotion or assignment of army officers was announced on the anniver-
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sary of independence in July. In August 1998 the media hostilities intensified 
further as specific allegations appeared against Betchine in the press: Ali 
Bensaad affair, Benboualia affair etc.218 The RND party retaliated by orches-
trating campaigns of support for general Betchine. In the first week of Sep-
tember, the press acting for Betchine counter-attacked further, accusing the 
leaders of the eradicator faction (generals Belkheir and Nezzar). Belkheir was 
accused of acting as informer for Mitterand’s secretary and both of them of 
setting up hundreds of death squads after the military coup of January 1992. 
A conclave was held and Zeroual was coerced into resigning. In October 
1998 Betchine followed suit from his position as military advisor to the 
president. All these concomitant events suggest this wave is predominantly 
engendered by factional hostilities (HFW ). 

4.1.3. Intensities of the Massacre Waves 

The peak intensities of the waves of massacres show an increasing trendE 
from W1 to W6 and then the maximum intensity of the next wave decreases 
sharply (W7). 

Why do the intensities of the peaks gradually increase from W1 to W6? 
Why is the peak intensity of W7 smaller than expected from the preceding 
trend? How can these features be logical consequences of HIR and/or HCOIN 
and/or HFW ? 

First consider HIR , HCOIN and HFW taken individually. 

To say that all the massacres are part of an Islamist retribution campaign 
is to claim that, from August 1996 to January 1998, the insurgents increased 
gradually the intensity of their punishment operations against their social 
base and the larger population to prevent them from switching loyalty to the 
military regime. It also entails claiming that the Islamist insurgents decreased 
their retributive campaign after January 1998. Is there an obvious reason for 
the insurgents to increase the intensity of their punishment up to January 
1998 and then decrease it? If, as HIR asserts, the intent is to administer some 
aversive stimulus contingent on a defecting political behaviour or ‘fitting the 
crime of switching loyalty’, then it would be implicit that somehow the rate 
of defection of the population would have increased gradually up to January 
1998, after which this rate would have suddenly decreased. This does not 
correspond to the facts. If participation to the elections is any indicator of 
some loose loyalty, then, in fact, the rate of participation of the population 
decreased gradually in the 3 elections (November 1996, June 1997 and Oc-
tober 1997). It is not then clear why the insurgents would wage waves of 
massacres with increasing peaks in intensity. Furthermore, the insurgent 
 
E For W4 the massacre activity peak does not follow the trend but the corresponding victimisation 
volume peak is about the same as that of W3 . 
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forces were observing a unilateral truce early in October 1997. One would 
expect that, on assuming the terror waves are Islamist retributions, the waves 
would die down. But in fact the peak intensity of W6 is even larger than that 
of W5, i.e. the truce does not affect in any way the logic and process of vic-
timisation that increased after August 1996. The massacre wave W7 is also 
incompatible with HIR given the truce. 

Take now HCOIN. Here too it is not clear why the managers of the COIN 
campaign would increase gradually the peak intensities of the massacre 
waves up to January 1998 and then drastically decrease it. After their crush-
ing military defeat of 1995, the insurgents could no longer defend their social 
base, and therefore one could interpret this fact as explaining why the cam-
paign of massacres as ‘counter-mobilisation goads’ would pick up in 1996. 
One can also interpret the increase in the intensity of the massacre waves as 
a measure to counter-mobilise the population rapidly before the insurgents 
reconstitute themselves militarily and politically. But some of the rises in the 
peak intensities seem just too abrupt. 

The sharp decrease after January 1998 does not seem attributable to a 
COIN logic. There was no definite reversal of population loyalty in January 
1998, nor was there any re-organisation of the insurgents. What took place 
in January 1998 was an unprecedented international outcry to stop the di-
verging intensification of the massacres. The likely damper of the massacre 
activity was the strong international pressure to investigate responsibilities 
into the mass killings. This humanitarian intervention into the massacres 
runs counter to COIN strategy, which prescribes measures to win, and not 
alienate, outside support. This suggests a crisis and not a military textbook 
COIN campaign. 

One way to save HCOIN would be to assume it is combined with HFW. 
HFW is in principle contingent on HCOIN and it can hardly account on its 
own for the increase in peak intensities. But combined with HCOIN it imports 
some element of crisis or uncontrollability into the COIN campaign, and 
hence would make ‘HCOIN + HFW’ a plausible explanation for the gradual rise 
in peak intensities up to January 1998. Again, the sharp drop in the peak of 
W7 would, in this case, also be due to the international pressure. 

One could now think of alternative explanations involving various combi-
nations of intents, say the least unlikely ‘HIR +HCOIN’ or ‘HIR +HCOIN + HFW’. 
Consider ‘HIR +HCOIN’ as the candidate explanation. This would entail that 
both the insurgents and the incumbents perpetrate the massacres. They 
would compete for the loyalty of the civilian population using massacres as 
means to alter its political behaviour. The waves in figure 2 would be admix-
tures of two types of waves attributable to two agencies. The same can be 
said about the deaths time profile shown in figure 3. 
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Nothing excludes this hybrid hypothesis up to W5. The rise in the peak 
intensities can simply be said to result from an intensification in the dispute 
for the loyalty of the population. The problem with this hybrid explanation 
is the intensity of the W6 and W7 waves of mass killings. Given the truce in 
the first week of October, one would expect HIR not to be operative beyond 
it. But then why is W6 subsumed by the same increasing pattern that covers 
W1 to W5. Therefore HIR seems redundant and, further, the massacre wave 
W7 excludes it. It follows that the only way of saving this hybrid explanation 
is to restrict its domain of relevance up to W5 and offer some auxiliary as-
sumption to justify both the combination of intents and its restricted domain 
of bearing. 

The same analysis may be repeated for the larger compounded intent ‘HIR 
+HCOIN + HFW’. Analogous conclusions result. 

4.1.4. Lifetimes of the Massacre Waves 

Figure 2 shows massacre waves with 3 levels of duration. W5 and W7 have 
the longest lifetimes (about 4 months), W2, W3 and W6 have the shortest life-
time (about 2 months) while W1 and W4 endured for an intermediate period 
(2.5 to 3 months). 

Why do the waves of mass victimisation have different lifetimes? Why is 
it that after the international outcry in January 1998, only a long lived wave of 
massacre was perpetrated in 1998? 

Assuming the waves W1 to W5 can be accounted for in terms of HIR en-
tails that the campaigns of retribution do not last the same amount of time. 
W2 and W3 are short lived, W5 lasts the longest, and W1 and W4 persist for a 
mean duration. It is not obvious what events and auxiliary assumptions one 
would need to look for to explain the differences in the lifetimes. In this 
state of affairs one can only safely say that the lifetimes of W1 ,…, W5 nei-
ther support nor undermine HIR. 

As regards accounting for W6 and W7 , HIR is not plausible because of the 
insurgent truce. Supposing the same cause produces the same effect, given 
that the lifetime of W6 is about the same as that of W2 and W3 , and since 
the duration of W7 equals that of W5 , one might be justified in inferring that 
only W1 and W4 may be consequence of HIR. 

Consider now HCOIN. The lifetimes of the waves seem neutral to confir-
mation. It is not self-evident why HCOIN would entail waves of differing du-
rations. It can only be said that the effect of the international pressures of 
January 1998 was to interrupt the massacres of short and intermediate life-
times, up to December 1998. 

As regards HFW, the analysis of the timings of the waves indicated that 
for the W3, W5 and W7 massacres the factional hostilities are overwhelmingly 
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present. Since W5 and W7 have the longest duration, it may be justified to 
correlate long-lived waves of massacres with factional hostilities. 

Consider now combined intents as an explanation, for instance ‘HIR 
+HCOIN’ or ‘HIR +HCOIN + HFW’. Assuming the same cause produces the 
same effect, since HIR is not operative for W6 and W7, the least unlikely 
theories remain HCOIN for W2, W3 and W6, ‘HIR +HCOIN + HFW’ for W1 and 
W4, and ‘HCOIN + HFW’ for W5 and W7. 

4.2. Weekly Fluctuations of the Massacres at Election Times 

Ait-Larbi et al. calculated the weekly variations of the selective and random 
mass killing activities around the 28 November 1996 constitutional referen-
dum, the 5 June 1997 parliamentary election, and the 23 October 1997 local 
elections. This is shown in figure 4. They also computed the corresponding 
numbers of victims in SMV and RMV events, as shown in figure 5. In both 
cases one observes homologous trends. Election days correspond to lulls in 
between massacre waves. Prior to the elections the mass killings start about 
four weeks earlier, peak one to two weeks later, and then subside one week 
before the poll. One week after the elections, the mass killings rise again. 

 

 

Figure 4: Weekly Fluctuations of SMV and RMV Events at Election Times. 
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Figure 5: Weekly Fluctuations of Deaths from SMV and RMV Events at Election 
Times. 
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The proposition that the massacre waves at elections times are conse-
quences of HIR is undermined by the fact that the 23 October 1997 local 
elections were held at a time when insurgents were observing a unilateral 
truce. The October 1997 wave is not only homologous to the waves regis-
tered around previous elections, but it is also higher in intensity. It would be 
logical to infer that the data refute HIR as an explanation for this sub-set of 
massacres, unless, of course, one calls upon some extra-assumption to make 
HIR applicable only to the two earlier elections. 

Let us now look at HCOIN. Participation in the elections would, in this 
case, be regarded both as conferring legitimacy to the regime by default, and 
a counter-mobilisation of the people against the insurgents. But why would 
the COIN war managers modulate their mass killings as shown in figures 4 
and 5? One could argue that, according to Merloo’s work on the misuse of 
psychology by political agencies, collective control of a population can most 
effectively be obtained by using waves of terror with lulls in between: ‘the 
intervals of relative freedom and lack of overt tensions can be used to much 
better advantage for political persuasion and mass hypnosis provided some 
new wave of terror is anticipated.’219 The data do not therefore exclude 
HCOIN. 

One may raise the question of what accounts for the fact that the massa-
cre wave of the October 1997 local elections is more intense than those ob-
served in earlier polls. The wave shown in figure 4 is actually a constituent of 
the larger wave W5 shown in figure 2. Since the factional hostilities are 
strongly correlated to W5 , one might reasonably take the view that the in-
creased intensity of the massacre wave of October 1997 is engendered by 
‘HCOIN + HFW’. 

4.3. Political Geography of the Massacres 

From among the wide range of geographic macro-indicators generated by 
Ait-Larbi et al., we restrict this analysis to the political geography macro-
indicators of the mass killings. 

They distinguished the political identities of the victimised districts, and 
examined the relation between the identities of these districts and their re-
spective degree of victimisation. This was achieved using the results of the 
local elections of June 1990 and the parliamentary poll of December 1991 as 
indicators of political identity.F They further argued that since these elections 
took place before the military coup of January 1992, and were reportedly 
free of rigging and intimidation, they were more reliable political indicators. 

 
F The same analysis was made with the results of the June 1997 and October 1997 elections and the 
authors presented convincing evidence that the conclusions drawn out of these indicators are flawed 
because these elections were rigged. 
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For both the local elections of June 1990 and the legislative elections of 
December 1991, they found a striking pattern. The stronger a constituency 
allegiance to the FIS, the greater is its degree of victimisation. The stronger a 
constituency allegiance to the FLN, the smaller is its degree of victimisation. 

These patterns held true for most but not all the districts in the territory. 
Ait-Larbi et al. showed that these two generalisations broke down for some 
districts. They argued that some of the exceptions could be explained be-
cause the victimisation data were distorted but, more importantly, suggested 
that political allegiance to the FIS and the regime was only one determinant 
of the victimisation in competition with other variables such as population 
density, military geography and economic geography. 

In order to present the dominant trend (however not exclusive), they ex-
amined the relation between constituency allegiance to the FIS/FLN and 
victimisation at the level of classes of districts, as opposed to the level of indi-
vidual districts, of comparable victimisation. This should be regarded as some 
kind of averaging process.  

Figure 6 shows the percentage of FIS, and FLN and RCD, municipalities 
against the corresponding degree of victimisation. This was obtained by par-
titioning the districts into 6 zones. Zone 1 comprises the districts with more 
than 50 massacres, i.e. Algiers, Blida, and Médéa. Zone 2 consists of districts 
with more than 20 and less than 50 massacres, i.e. Tipaza, Ain-Defla, Tlem-
cen, Tiaret, and Saida. Zone 3 covers the districts with more than 10 and less 
than 20 massacres, i.e. Relizane, Sidi Bel Abbes, Tizi-Ouzou, Boumerdes, 
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and Msila. Zone 4 includes the districts with more than 5 and less than 10 
massacres, zone 5 involves those with at least 1 and less than 5 massacres. 
Zone 6 covers the non-victimised districts. 

Each of these zones is ascribed an average district victimisation value cal-
culated by dividing the total number of massacres in the zone by the number 
of constituent districts in the zone. For example Ait-Larbi et al. found that 
zone 1 suffered an average of 100 massacres per constituent district. The 
average district victimisation values for the zones are shown as the abscissas 
in figure 6. 

These six zones are also assigned political identity indicators: in this case, 
the total number of municipalities gained by the party of interest over the 
total number of municipalities competed for in the constituencies within the 
zone. These were calculated for the FIS, and the FLN and RCD, and are 
shown as ordinates in figure 6. 

The two sets of indicators in figure 6 show that the stronger a zone’s alle-
giance to the FIS, the greater is its degree of victimisation, and that the 
stronger a zone’s allegiance to the FLN and RCD, the smaller is the degree 
of its victimisation. Ait-Larbi et al. did the same analysis using the results of 
the legislative elections of December 1991. The results are shown in figure 7: 
the same relation between political allegiance and degree of victimisation is 
found. They pointed out that it suggests ‘electoral cleansing’. 
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Since HIR postulates that the massacres are Islamist retributions intended 
to prevent the population defecting to the incumbent regime, one would 
reasonably infer that the areas with the weakest loyalty to the FIS would be 
singled out for higher victimisation. There would be no need for the insur-
gents to resort to retributive punishment in zones strongly loyal to them. 
This however is simply falsified by the evidence of figures 6 and 7. Unless 
some ad-hoc assumption is made to save HIR, it is refuted by the facts. 

As regards HCOIN, it is supported by the evidence of figures 6 and 7. The 
stronger a zone’s political allegiance to the FIS, the harder it would be to 
counter-mobilise it, and hence the larger is the volume of terror required to 
reverse its political behaviour (destruction by terror, followed by construc-
tion). The zones with a strong allegiance to the FLN would not need coun-
ter-mobilisation as the FLN is itself a counter-organisation serving the mili-
tary. Hence, no terror is needed to alter the political behaviour of the corre-
sponding constituencies. 

These data are neutral to HFW and HLP. HFW is contingent on HCOIN in 
any case, and while the timings of the massacres may be easily related to fac-
tional hostilities, it is not clear how the latter might show up in geographic 
indicators of victimisation. The same holds for HLP which would probably 
be more sensitive to economic geography indicators. 

5. Summary and Conclusion 

This paper surveyed the literature on the massacres that have recently terror-
ised the Algerian people. The review focused exclusively on the question of 
responsibility for the killings. 

Five clusters of explanations were identified. The massacres were sug-
gested to be  

(1) an Islamist retributive campaign,  

(2)  a counterinsurgency military tactics,  

(3)  an expedient tool in factional hostilities within the army,  

(4)  an eviction tactics for land privatisation,  

(5)  a generalised settling of family and tribal scores. 

Each of these putative intents was reviewed, with greater space devoted 
to those with less media exposure. In each case, an attempt was made to 
clarify the structure of the explanatory claim and delineate some of its pre-
suppositions. 

To examine the explanatory scopes of these alleged intents, the paper 
tested their logical consequences against victimisation macro-indicators ob-
tained by aggregating data about individual mass killings. These were ob-
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tained in the study of Ait-Larbi et al. This examination focused only on the 
monthly fluctuations of the mass killings, their weekly fluctuations at elec-
tion times and their political geography. 

The monthly fluctuations showed that it was untenable to defend the 
‘barbarian cycle’ thesis and narrowed considerably the explanatory scopes of 
the remaining explanations without excluding totally any of them. Both the 
weekly fluctuations of the mass killings around the time of elections and 
their political geography undermined the Islamist retribution thesis and lent 
strong support to the mixed ‘HCOIN + HFW’ intent. In short they support the 
theory of massacres as both counter-mobilisation goads and eradicator pres-
sure means to undermine the conciliator faction of the military. 

This analysis is however not conclusive. The comparison with the data is 
incomplete. One needs to test the logical consequences of the five putative 
intents against all the empirical macro-indicators available. This is a large re-
search project; Ait-Larbi et al. generated a large number of such indicators. 
We intend to present more comparisons with their data in forthcoming pub-
lications.  

Although we believe this research effort is important in maintaining ra-
tional views on the matter, especially that the manufacturers of consent have 
been peddling a facile propaganda for far too long, our belief is that, ulti-
mately, a conclusive identification of the responsibilities can only come from 
an independent, impartial, expert and international investigation. 
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