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1. Introduction 

There has been little disagreement that the Armed Islamic Group (GIA) 
bears responsibility for part of the campaign of gruesome massacres that 
have plunged Algeria into mourning in recent years. Paradoxically, there 
have been huge discrepancies between what people hold to be the actual 
identity of the GIA. 

The incumbent authorities in Algeria, governments and major news agen-
cies in the West claim it is a fundamentalist terrorist organisation. This is the 
received view. But segments of the Algerian population talk of the GIA as 
bearded security agents. Some Islamists believe it is a sect of Kharidjites 
while others qualify the Kharidjites as being infiltrated and manipulated by 
military intelligence. There have been claims that the GIA is just made up of 
gangs of apolitical hooligans and criminals. Some journalists have even 
maintained the GIA has never existed as an organisation, the names of its 
leaders are fictitious, and the whole thing is a propaganda tool fabricated to 
cover for the death squads and operations of the secret services. 

What is the actual identity of the GIA? How does one make sense of 
these contradictory claims? What are their respective truth and falsity con-
tents? Can some of them be reconciled?  

These are a few of the questions this paper intends to tackle. 

The argument put forward here is that the GIA is a counter-guerrilla or-
ganisation. As will be explained more fully, a counter-guerrilla organisation is 
a war instrument used to pursue the strategic objectives of modern counter-
insurgency warfare. It is within this framework that the currently available 
facts about the GIA, its interactions with Islamist insurgents, on the one 
hand, as well as the data about the rapport between the GIA and the incum-
bent regime, on the other, make most sense. 

Section 2 reviews the received opinion about the GIA and presents a 
sample of views that contradict it. 

The GIA has evolved substantially since its inception and, in our view, 
any claim about its identity has to be time-bound if it is to make any sense. 
Section 3 provides a brief history of the GIA and locates the time frame 
within which our thesis about its identity is restricted.  

The thesis that the GIA is a counter-guerrilla organisation is presented in 
section 4. Some general background about the principles, modus operandi and 
history of counter-guerrilla forces is given in section 4.1. Section 4.2 will il-
lustrate some distinctive features of two counter-guerrilla organisations, 
namely Force K, active during the Algerian liberation war (1954-1962), and 
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the Selous Scouts, active in the Rhodesian war (1972-1979). These were cho-
sen because, as will become clear, both these groups and the events in which 
they were involved are of direct relevance to the men who are currently run-
ning the counter-insurgency campaign in Algeria. Section 4.3 presents the 
first argument, which consists of showing that the GIA manifests the institu-
tional attributes of a counter-guerrilla force. In section 4.4 a second argu-
ment demonstrates that the functional identity of the GIA is to implement 
the strategic principles of counter-insurgency warfare. Section 4.5 discusses 
the explanatory value and testability of this hypothesis. 

Two alternative hypotheses about the GIA's identity are studied in sec-
tion 5. Section 5.1 looks at the Islamist claim that the GIA is an (infiltrated) 
Kharidjite sect while section 5.2 deals with the thesis that it is an anti-social 
movement.  

Section 6 summarises the main points of this study. 

2. The Received View and its Sceptics 

The widely disseminated and accepted view outside Algeria is that the GIA 
is − what the acronym stands for − an Islamic insurgent organisation.  

The Algerian government and media say the GIA is a ‘terrorist organisa-
tion’, a ‘fundamentalist organisation’ which seeks the destruction of ‘the Al-
gerian State and Nation’ using armed terror. Foreign affairs minister Attaf 
and president of the Senate Boumaza often refer to it as ‘a fanatical terrorist 
organisation’1, and prime-minister Ouyahia asserts that it is made up of ‘reli-
gious cranks who pretend they are purifying Algeria.’2 Ex-prime minister 
Malek affirms it has ‘a central command – a national emir – who defines the 
policies, and is largely made up of intensively indoctrinated Islamists but also 
comprises hooligans acting for their private interests.’3 General XA claims it 
is an ‘Islamist terrorist’ entity, with a strength of ‘1300 to 2000 men’ organ-
ised in ‘a loose structure in which various groups operate with a large auton-
omy.’4 Another officer of the Algerian army says: 

The GIA is the youngest terror group in Algeria. Their logic is perverted to the 
point where killing is not a crime. We are talking about very young men who have 
had nothing in their lives but hardship and poverty, then suddenly they are offered 
warmth and hospitality by GIA teachers. Slowly, they are steeped in a new religious 
doctrine. Psychologically, their interpretation of God becomes an absolute in their 
lives. They are told to kill those who are not with them in their beliefs and absolve 
themselves from responsibility because they believe it is not their will to kill, but the 
will of God. We have taken prisoners who genuinely believe that in killing a child 
they become closer to God by saving their victim’s soul. It is a travesty of the Is-
lamic faith but they are beyond all reason.5 

 
A A top-officer of the military who spoke anonymously but Le Monde of 7 May 1998 said it was the 
chief of staff, major-general Mohamed Lamari 
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Major-general Djouadi says the ‘monarchies of the Gulf sponsor the GIA’6 
while General X connects the emergence of the GIA to the influence of the 
Sudanese Hassan al-Turabi, the Saudi Ossama Ben Laden, the Egyptians 
Omar Abdul Rahman and Cheikh Al Ghazali, in addition to the religious 
scholars in Qom in Iran.7 The Algerian press regularly echoes these claims. 
For instance El Watan speaks of the GIA as being ‘organised by Iran’s intel-
ligence service’8 and Le Matin says the ‘GIA is armed by Sudan.’9 Political 
parties allied to the military (RCD, MDS etc.) propagate the same beliefs.10 

These views have acquired wide international acceptance. For example, 
the US Department of State annual reports on patterns of global terrorism 
affirm that the ‘Armed Islamic Group’ is ‘the most radical of the insurgent 
groups’11 while its yearly reports on human rights practices in Algeria assert 
the GIA is a ‘terrorist armed Islamic group.’12 The French authorities hold 
the same tenets except that, in their statements, they further qualify it with 
attributes such as ‘barbarian’, ‘savage’, ‘religious’ and ‘criminal’.13 In the 
Council of Europe the GIA is spoken of as ‘Islamists stemming from the 
FIS’ who ‘turned towards violent terrorism.’14 The Arab League refers to it 
as an organisation of ‘terrorists’ and ‘Islamic extremists’ or ‘deviants’ and so 
do, for instance, the regimes of Egypt, Tunisia and the United Arab Emir-
ates.15 

These official pronouncements are broadcast as true beliefs internation-
ally. Reuters dispatches regularly refer to the GIA as ‘the most violent guer-
rilla movement’, ‘Muslim rebels’ or ‘Muslim guerrillas’.16 Agence France Presse 
bulletins recurrently dub it as either ‘armed Moslem fundamentalists’ or ‘the 
most radical of the fundamentalist groups.’17 The Associated Press hammers in 
much the same belief: the GIA is ‘a radical insurgency organisation’ and ‘the 
insurgency’s most violent movement’, which ‘seeks to destabilise the mili-
tary-backed government’ and ‘establish a new government based on a strict 
interpretation of Quranic law.’18 Retailers of the products of the news agen-
cies, for example ABC News, broadcast views on the GIA such as: 

The GIA’s proclaimed goal is the overthrow of the current military-backed govern-
ment and establishment of an Islamic state based on Islamic law. The group’s phi-
losophy is radically anti-governmental, anti-intellectual, anti-secularist and anti-West 
policies, and is blamed for much of the slaughter during the past five years.19 

These beliefs have been canonised by a number of ‘experts’ on terrorism 
in general, and Islamic movements, violence or terrorism in particular, in TV 
and press interviews, articles and books. In France, Gilles Kepel, Xavier 
Raufer, Rémy Leveau, Séverine Labat, Roland Jacquard, and André Glucks-
mann have been particularly active in validating the claims of the military 
regime. Kepel, for instance, says the ‘GIA movement embodies a radical 
Islamist sensibility, which drives the contradictions arising within the world 
Islamist movement to their fiercest.’20 Xavier Raufer, from the French MI-
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NOS think-tank, a regular presence on French and Swiss televisions and Al-
gerian press, restates ceaselessly that the GIA is a ‘fundamentalist terrorist’ 
organisation, with increasing international links in ‘Tunisia, Morocco, 
France, England, Bosnia, Syria and Afghanistan’, that ‘applies the same strat-
egy as that of the Shining Path [guerrillas] in Peru ten years ago.’21 In the US, 
‘terrorism expert’ Phillips propagates similar beliefs about the GIA, which, 
he claims, is ‘one of the most ruthless and violent Islamic revolutionary or-
ganisations in the world.’22 In Israel, Maddy-Weitzman sanctions the same 
views. This ‘expert’ says the GIA is ‘an Islamist coalition’ of ‘armed net-
works’  whose ‘approach may be said to constitute an Islamic version of 
Frantz Fanon’s teachings on the cleansing, purifying properties of violence 
or, alternatively, of the Khmer Rouge’s vision of how to build a new soci-
ety.’23 Impagleazzo, an Italian ‘expert’ on Algeria, echoes analogous claims, 
i.e. the GIA is made up of  

Gangs of adolescents, and disaffected government supporters. They are the armed 
bands of the desperate, who have adopted the destructive psychopathic radicalism 
of Pol-Pot – destruction at all cost.24 

However widespread and ‘expert’-sanctioned these beliefs may be, they 
do have their sceptics. In Le Monde Libertaire, Ait-Hanlouda wrote: 

For us journalists, at the beginning of the conflict, it was clear that the Islamists 
were the perpetrators of abominable assassinations, killing innocent people, young 
school girls with scarves, etc. But le petit-peuple [the lower classes or ordinary people] 
were saying loudly that the Sécurité Militaire was behind the attacks attributed to the 
Islamists. For us, it was typical of le petit-peuple loving rumours, doubting the official 
account. But as the attacks went on, doubt entrenched itself and spread to an in-
creasing number of people. The official accounts were becoming more and more 
implausible: judicial investigations were never opened. The course of events was 
confirming daily le petit-peuple’s rumour that the army organised counter-maquis and 
set up the GIA, the aim being to discredit the Islamists by sending faxes claiming re-
sponsibility for killing journalists, intellectuals, foreigners, etc. It was about present-
ing them as bloodthirsty fanatics and extremist criminals, rapists fearing neither God 
nor man. This propaganda was effective in France as it resonated with the myth of 
the Arab slaughterer. Most Algerian journalists knew the GIA emanated from the 
security services attached to the ministry of defence but they could not write it. 25 

Ait-Hanlouda goes on to say that ‘some journalist colleagues remain con-
vinced that figures such as Djamal Zitouni and Antar Zouabri are fictitious 
and have never existed. […] This hoax has only been made possible by the 
press censorship whose purpose has been to make the existence of the GIA 
seem plausible.’26 

An Armed insurgent groups, the Armée Islamique du Salut (AIS), describes 
the GIA as ‘pawns manipulated’ by ‘eradicators of the military’27 while the 
Ligue Islamique de La Dawa et du Djihad (LIDD) maintains the GIA is a ‘Kha-
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ridjite group’ and ‘a secret apparatus of the junta’ used to ‘project Islam as a 
religion of blood and violence and Muslims as bloodthirsty people.’28   

For Francois Gèze, the GIA does not have ‘a centralised politico-military 
leadership’, and thus, the issue is ‘whether its groups are a simple creation of 
the Sécurité Militaire or only manipulated.’29 According to François Burgat 
various components act under the GIA flag: ‘Afghan war veterans’, ‘com-
mon law criminals’, and ‘provocateurs’ consisting of ‘groups that are manipu-
lated or directly made up of government recruits or military agents.’30 Burgat 
believes:  

These provocateurs are left or ordered to commit atrocities against the civilian popula-
tion − under the guise of armed insurgents − with the aim of discrediting the Is-
lamists and exacerbating divisions among them. The presence of an extremist com-
ponent within the Islamists provides an easy cover under which the regime revels.31  

Commenting on the nature of the GIA, Human Rights Watch declared: 

The GIA, a group or groups with a record of brutal attacks on security personnel 
and terror attacks on civilians, had no visible political structure that commented au-
thoritatively on its program or actions. Increasingly extreme edicts were issued in its 
name, which authorities permitted to be published in the press despite a strict cen-
sorship regime that encompassed statements by FIS leaders. Since the killing in 1994 
and 1995 of the GIA’s original leaders, mass killings increasingly became part of 
atrocities attributed to it.  

Doubts that all of the killings attributed to the GIA were the responsibility of a sin-
gle organisation acting alone were fueled by the posture of the security forces to-
wards the perpetrators in 1997 and 1998 and by a series of statements by former se-
curity officials claiming Algeria’s military intelligence apparatus, the Securite Mili-
taire, had both deployed forces masquerading as Islamists and manipulated GIA 
groups through infiltration.32 

Clearly then, although the belief that the GIA is an Islamist insurgent 
group is widely accepted as authoritative or true, it is not incontrovertible. 
This belief will be shown to be actually false. 

 

3. A Brief History of the GIA 

To say the GIA is ‘A’ or ‘B’ means the social entity labelled GIA is ‘the same 
as A’ or ‘the same as B’, i.e. it instantiates all the properties of ‘A’ or ‘B’. This 
is a process of identification. 

One of the basic failures of the claims made about the identity of the 
GIA is that they implicitly take for granted that what they posit as constitut-
ing the identity of the GIA persists over time. This excludes construing the 
identity of the GIA as time-dependent. But even a cursory look at the his-
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tory of the GIA points to an evolving entity with stages of drastic changes in 
its social content.  

One might model the social evolution of the GIA by five stages:  

a) Nucleation, from January to October 1992; 

b) Growth, from October 1992 to September 1994; 

c) Inversion, from September 1994 to November 1995; 

d) Disintegration, from November 1995 to early 1996; 

e) Atrophy, 1996 to date. 

The military coup of 11 January 1992 prompted the spontaneous appear-
ance of an increasing number of little armed cells throughout the national 
territory. For instance, in the West, there was the Saad group in Sidi Bel-
Abbes, in the East, Aazi El Jemai-led groups in Bousaada and Msila while 
Arezki Ait-Ziane and Munir Brahim set up cells in Boumerdes and Tizi Ou-
zou.33 In the central regions of Medea and Ksar El Boukhari Sayah Attiya 
and Ali Benhejar did the same.34  

However the groups that were to become the nucleus of the GIA were 
operating in Algiers, the theatre of operations of armed groups of different 
tendencies. Two groups are thought to be the core that grew into the GIA: 
1) the group led by Mansour Meliani and 2) the cells commanded by Mo-
hamed Allal (alias Moh Leveilly).35  

Meliani is reported to be the first to have used the denotation ‘Armed Is-
lamic Group’ for the cells of Afghan war veterans over which he took com-
mand in January 1992.36 Meliani was a veteran of the group of Mustapha 
Bouyali who had attempted to organise an armed rebellion in the 1980s. 
Bouyali was killed in 1987, and aids such as Meliani, Abdelkader Chebouti, 
and Azzedine Baa were arrested. They were released in 1990 by a presiden-
tial amnesty and, following the January 1992 military coup, became active 
organisers of the armed insurgency. Meliani broke away from Chebouti who 
was closer to the FIS and had refused to lead the Afghan war veterans; the 
Afghans had opposed the commitment to electoral politics of the FIS since 
its creation.37 This group attacked the barracks of the Admiralty in Algiers in 
February 1992. Large scale arrests within the group on the eve of the attack 
have been read as indicating deep infiltration of this group.38 Meliani was 
arrested in July 92 and the leadership of this group passed onto his deputy, 
Mohamed El-Oued, himself later captured in October 1992.39 

The second group has been associated with the leadership of Mohamed 
Allal. This group was made up of small cells of radical youths with no mili-
tary or political experience, in the district of Algiers. Mohamed Allal was 
killed in September 1992; his deputy, Abdelhak Layada (alias Abu Adlan), a 
panel beater, took over.40  
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These two groups fused together in October 1992 and formed the nu-
cleus of what was to become the GIA. Prior to this fusion, there had been a 
meeting on 1 September 1992 in Tamesguida, in the district of Medea, at 
which representatives of cells and groups emerging nationally had agreed to 
co-ordinate the armed insurgency under Abdelkader Chebouti, as national 
military commander, and Kacem Tajouri, as co-ordinator with the political 
leadership of the FIS.41 The meeting was reportedly attacked by the security 
forces and Mohamed Allal was killed in the fighting. Layada, his deputy, 
took over and refused to honour the pledge of allegiance to Chebouti, unit-
ing instead with the group of Afghan war veterans led by El-Oued.42 Re-
ports say the agreement was that El-Oued would lead the joint-force but he 
was arrested just after the agreement, in October 1992, and Layada became 
the leader of the GIA.43 

The second stage in the social evolution of the GIA is that of expansion. 
The leadership of Layada lasted till July 1993 and was marked by the use of 
the name ‘GIA’ in its publications (Esha-hada), fatwas to kill journalists and 
intellectuals, and verbal attacks on FIS leaders.44 Attacks on high visibility 
targets increased and anti-FIS pronouncements became vociferous especially 
after the March 1993 meeting in which the other armed insurgent organisa-
tions, such as the Mouvement d’Etat Islamique (MEI), agreed to unite and co-
ordinate with the FIS.45 Layada was arrested in July 93, leaving the leadership 
of the GIA in the hands of his second deputy, Aissa Ben Ammar.46 His ten-
ure lasted only a few weeks. He was killed in August 93 and Sid Ahmed 
Mourad (alias Djaafar el Afghani) took over.47 Mourad’s leadership was 
marked by the initiation of attacks on foreign nationals (one week after the 
FIS set up its first foreign representation in Germany on 14 September 
1993), further attacks on journalists, the proliferation of communiqués as-
serting the GIA’s independence and distinct identity from FIS, and threats 
to kill FIS leaders (Abbassi Madani, Ali Belhadj, Mohamed Said, Abderezzak 
Redjam) along with MEI leader Said Makhloufi.48 This gave the GIA an in-
creasingly important projection of power on the insurgent scene, despite 
suspicions that it was infiltrated. The suspicions grew due to the short ten-
ures of its leaders, its claims of responsibility for assassinations widely be-
lieved to be the work of the Direction du Renseignement et de la Sécurité (DRS), 
e.g. that of Kasdi Merbah, its operations defaming the whole Islamic move-
ment, and its attacks on FIS.49  

In February 1994, both Mourad and the deputy leader , Sayah Attiya, 
were killed.50 Cherif Gousmi (alias Abu Abdallah Ahmed) took over the 
leadership of the GIA.51 In March 1994 a large number of prisoners escaped 
during a massive break out from the Tazoult prison; a significant number of 
them joined the GIA. In May 1994 the GIA reached its apex of strength as a 
large number of insurgent groups agreed to unite under its umbrella. This 
took place on 13 May 1994, in the mountains south of Algiers. A number of 
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insurgent groups agreed to unite under the GIA, which at the time appeared 
as the most visible and active insurgent force: GIA groups, the MEI led by 
Said Mekhloufi (a group said to be of salafi ideological orientation with a 
professional guerrilla experience rooted in the Algerian war of liberation), 
the Front Islamique du Djihad Armé (FIDA), an urban guerrilla force of the 
Algerianist tendency, various other independent groups from mainly central 
districts of the country, and some FIS political leaders, such as Mohamed 
Said and Abderezzak Redjam.52 In July 1994 the Armée Islamique du Salut 
(AIS) announced its creation.53 This force comprised insurgent groups con-
centrated mainly in the West and East of Algeria. They had been active, ei-
ther independently or under the Mouvement Islamique Armé (MIA) since 1992, 
having refused to join the GIA earlier in May, agreeing instead to unite with, 
and act as the military wing of, the FIS in response to the threat posed by 
the GIA to the political future of the FIS.54 The GIA leader, Gousmi, was 
killed on 26 September 1994 as negotiations between the FIS leaders and the 
government were reportedly making good progress.55 

This marks the beginning of the third stage in the social evolution of the 
GIA: inversion. Whereas since 1992 the membership of this force grew 
steadily, the reverse process set in after the demise of Gousmi. His deputy, 
Mahfoud Tadjine (alias Mahfoud Abu Khalil), took over the leadership hav-
ing been endorsed by the majlis shura (consultative council) of the force only 
to be ousted a few days later through a coup led by Djamal Zitouni (alias 
Abu Abdurrahman Amin), Antar Zouabri, Adlan and Bukabus. Zitouni be-
came the de facto leader of the GIA.56 In October and December 1994 Zi-
touni consolidated his power and launched purges against guerrilla com-
manders of the Algerianist tendency, the ousted leader being the first of 
them.57 In January 1995 the GIA started a campaign of bombings leaving a 
large number of civilians dead. In March 1995 Zitouni issued a fatwa for kill-
ing all armed groups refusing to join the GIA: attacks on the AIS started.58 
In May 1995 Zitouni issued a fatwa for killing FIS representatives abroad if 
they did not stop speaking in the name of the struggle within 6 months (Ab-
delbaki Sahraoui, Anwar Hadam, Abdellah Anas, Rabah Kebir, etc.).59 In 
July 1995 the GIA claimed responsibility for killing Abdelbaki Sahraoui in a 
Paris mosque and for a wave of bombings in the French capital.60 In Algeria, 
the GIA killed two nationally prominent guerrilla commanders: Azzedine 
Baa, who had been leading an independent group in the district of Blida im-
placably denouncing the ‘anti-islamic practices’ and ‘infiltrated’ nature of the 
GIA, and Abdelnacer Titraoui, from the GIA.61 From September 1995 till 
November 1995, Zitouni oversaw the killings of tens of the most able GIA 
guerrilla commanders and political officers, most of whom were reported 
from the Algerianist tendency or former MEI fighters.62 FIS leaders Mo-
hamed Said and Abderezzak Redjam were among the casualties. The presi-
dential elections were held in November 1995. 
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November 1995 demarcates the beginning of the fourth stage in the so-
cial of evolution of the GIA. As the news of the assassination of the FIS 
leaders who had defected to the GIA in May 1994 spread, a process of disin-
tegration started in November 1995. Tens of cells, sections, companies and 
whole groups issued communiqués denouncing the ‘take over of the GIA by 
the mukhabarat’ (DRS) and the ‘anti-Islamic beliefs and practices’ of the 
GIA.63 Strictly speaking this process had in fact been initiated in August 
1994, a month in which the GIA attacked the French embassy, announced 
the set up of a ‘caliphate’ and started burning down schools. This was the 
month in which Said Mekhloufi and his group left the GIA over its ‘repre-
hensible acts’.64 But the break up and disbanding of the GIA accelerated ir-
reversibly only after Zitouni’s large scale purges within the GIA became 
public. The process was almost complete by the beginning of spring 1996. 
The break away groups later reconstituted themselves under their earlier 
form (e.g. FIDA), or into new groupingsA or else remained independentB; all 
these groups were to join subsequently the unilateral truce declared by the 
AIS in September 1997.65  

After the disintegration, the fifth stage of the GIA’s evolution, the atro-
phy of the GIA, began. It had shrank to a few groups operating mainly in 
pockets in Medea, the Mitidja, Boumerdes and Dellys. Zitouni was killed on 
16 July 1996 in Medea, some say by FIDA commandos while others think by 
the DRS.66 Two days later Antar Zouabri, a faithful aid of Zitouni, took over 
the GIA remnant.67 In September 1996, Hassan Hattab in charge of the 
GIA groups in Boumerdes and Dellys broke away from Zouabri’s GIA.68 
Zouabri issued a fatwa against the constitutional referendum in November 
1996, and claimed responsibility for massacres in January, March and June 
1997. The Algerian press said Zouabri was killed in July 1997 but in October 
1997 general Fodhil Cherif declared he was still alive.69 No basic change has 
been reported up to this time of writing. 

Given all these developments, it is clear that the constituents of the social 
entity labelled ‘GIA’ in 1992 were not the same as those in 1994, which, in 
turn, were different from its constituents in 1995 or 1997. It follows that any 
careful identification of the GIA cannot but take into account its time-
dependence. 

When we argue, in the next section, that the identity of the GIA is that of 
a counter-guerrilla organisation, the claim is restricted to the period from 
September 1994 to this day. 
 
A For instance, the Mouvement Islamique pour la Dawa et le Djihad (MIDD), led by Mustapha Kertali, set 
up on 21 July 1996, or the Ligue Islamique pour la Dawa et le Djihad (LIDD), led by Ali Benhejar, and 
created on 5 February 1997. 
B For example, the Katibat Er-rabanniya (The godly company), in the Louh mountain, led by Abdelka-
der Souane, or the Katibat Es-sahara (The company of the Sahara), in the Ghardaia district, led by 
Bouaine. 
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4. The GIA is a Counter-Guerrilla Force 

The argument that the GIA is a counter-guerrilla organisation is pre-
sented in three steps.  

First, some general features and examples of counter-guerrillas are dis-
cussed to introduce key notions and suggest that the thesis is a priori possible 
(sections 4.1 and 4.2). Next, section 4.3 justifies this view by showing that 
the GIA matches the institutional attributes of counter-guerrilla organisa-
tions. In the third step the focus is on the functional identity of the GIA, as 
section 4.4 argues that GIA actions are underlain by a strategic logic that 
corresponds to the prescriptions of counter-insurgency military doctrine.  

Section 4.5 will summarise and evaluate these arguments. 

4.1 Background on Counter-Guerrilla Forces 

A counter-guerrilla organisation is an irregular force, disguised and posing as 
a guerrilla force, whose function is to combat the real guerrilla force. It is a 
well established though, for obvious reasons, not widely known tactical in-
strument that many counter-insurgency (COIN) managers have used to pur-
sue the strategic objectives of various modern COIN campaigns. The ration-
ale behind the use of false guerrillas to combat genuine guerrillas is the prin-
ciple that the latter should be fought with their own methods, ‘carrying the 
revolutionary war into the enemy camp.’70 As one recent analyst of counter-
insurgency doctrine put it, within the counter-insurgency conceptual frame-
work, 

Insurgencies were seen to be most vulnerable not to conventional police work or 
military tactics but to a mirror image of guerrilla tactics and organisation. Insurgen-
cies were to be countered using the same tactics a partisan force might employ to 
harry and defeat a foreign invader. Guerrilla organisation would be broken down 
and defeated by the creation of a counter-organisation of paramilitary irregulars. 
These would include both a counterparts to elite guerrilla cadres [...] and to the 
common or garden variety of guerrilla militia, to be provided by civilian irregulars 
recruited in accord with political, economic, ethnic, religious or other criteria. And 
the advantages of no-holds-barred guerrilla tactics would be cancelled out when the 
same tactics were employed by the counterinsurgent.71 

A counter-guerrilla organisation as mirror image of the genuine guerrilla 
may comprise, amongst others, members of various ‘security’ forces, surren-
dered or captured guerrillas ‘turned’ by the former, in addition to members 
or groups that are dissident from, or in conflict with, the main guerrilla or-
ganisation. Organisationally and conceptually, a counter-guerrilla organisa-
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tion should be clearly distinguished from paramilitary militias, though both 
may operate in covert co-ordination to achieve COIN objectives. Also, al-
though a counter-guerrilla force is controlled ultimately by the intelligence 
body to which the security agents within it are attached, it needs to and does 
retain some degree of independence in order to be operationally effective. 

This pseudo-insurgent force, operating covertly among the guerrillas’ per-
sonnel and within guerrilla-controlled territory, is used to perform a wide 
variety of intelligence, subversive, offensive tasks and ‘special operations’ 
with the aim of discrediting, isolating, fragmenting and ultimately destroying 
the genuine guerrillas. Its activities include: infiltrating and gathering intelli-
gence (especially in the initial stages of the insurgency), disrupting and sow-
ing distrust within and between genuine guerrilla organisations, sowing dis-
trust between any genuine guerrilla organisation and the local population to 
deprive the former of the latter’s support, observing guerrillas and guiding 
regular COIN forces to attack them, or itself independently carrying out ag-
gressive hunter-killer tasks as well as other kinds of ‘special operations’ (as-
sassinations, sabotage, kidnappings, selective or indiscriminate mass-terror 
etc.). Of course, the specific compositions and functions of counter-guerrilla 
organisations vary with the context of their operations and the nature of the 
strategic goals and phases (of the war) involved. 

(1) The use of counter-guerrillas was introduced and developed by Euro-
pean colonial powers in their attempts to defeat armed decolonisation 
movements in Africa and Asia. For example, the French used counter-
gerrillas in Indochina and Algeria. In Indochina, the Groupement Mixte 
d'Intervention (GMI), originally known as Groupement de Commandos 
Mixtes Aéroportés (GCMA), which comprised teams of native tribesmen 
organised and led by French agents, operated behind Viet-minh revolution-
ary lines and carried out various subversive and aggressive tasks against 
them.72 In Algeria, the French also used pseudo-insurgent instruments such 
as the Force K, the ‘National Army of the Algerian People’ ostensibly under 
the command of ‘Brigadier General Bellounis’ but actually commanded by 
General Parlange, and the 600-member counter-guerrilla force under ‘Colo-
nel Si Cherif’ in fact led by the SAS (Service d'Actions Speciales).73 In the 
1955-1960 war in Kenya, the British Special Branch made a reportedly suc-
cessful use of a pseudo-revolutionary force, the counter-Mau-Mau, made up 
of former Mau-Mau independentist guerrillas but actually commanded by 
Europeans under the leadership of Kitson. 74 In the 1964-1974 independ-
ence war in Mozambique, the Portugese also used various counter-guerrilla 
groups such as the Commandos Africanos led by Spinola and the Flechas 
(Arrows) intelligence-gathering units commanded by Portugese intelligence, 
both of which included a high proportion of ‘turned’ Mozambiquan guerril-
las.75 In the 1972-1979 liberation war in former Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), 
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the Rhodesian Central Intelligence Organisation made a deadly successful 
use of a pseudo-revolutionary force known as the Selous Scouts. 76 

Western specialised military schools have built upon these colonial war 
experiences and, through the training of the military personnel of many non-
Western countries in these schools, have spread COIN doctrines and war 
programs in many parts of the world. The ‘special’ warfare military schools 
operate 

1) to help client regimes destroy popular organisations and insurgencies; 

2) to help proxy subversive forces destabilise insubmissive sovereign 
states; 

The former is justified as ‘preserving democracy’, the latter as ‘facilitating 
democracy’.77  

For example, one such specialised military school in the US, the John F. 
Kennedy Special Warfare Center, at Fort Bragg (North Carolina), trains for-
eign military personnel in  

1) how to combat guerrillas and prevent them from succeeding (Counter-
insurgency course); 

2) how to help defeat an enemy by developing and fielding one's own 
guerrilla forces (unconventional warfare course). 

McClintock says that the mission of the center is  

To develop, organise, equip, train and direct indigenous military and paramilitary 
forces [...] with particular attention to subversion, other underground/auxiliary ac-
tivities and guerrilla tactics  

and that it  

provides orientation on the basic organisation of Special Forces operation on the 
tactics and techniques of guerrilla force organisation, development, operations, and 
demobilization; psychological operations; guerrilla and counter-guerrilla practical ex-
ercises.78 

During the 70s and 80s, the use of pseudo-revolutionaries and counter-
guerrillas became incrasingly sophisticated – for instance in Angola79, Nica-
ragua80, Turkey81, Spain82 and Northern Ireland83. COIN doctrine and prac-
tice continues to be applied in many parts of Africa, under the management 
of French-trained officers, French COIN personnelA or that of mercenaries 
 
A France deploys many of its counter-insurgency-trained troops, notably the French Foreign Legion, 
the RPIMA's parachute regiments (eg. 2e REP and 9e RPC in Toulouse) and some naval infantry 
units in its former colonies. The training of counter-insurgency forces of client dictators and juntas is 
done locally by some of these troops but some training is also conducted in France in the bases of 
these counter-insurgency forces. 
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with experience in COIN warfare who – for their own profits and those of 
big multinational corporations – prop up various dictators and military jun-
tas.84 The same is true of many parts of Central America85. McClintock says 
that, to this day, counter-guerrilla organisations of various kinds ‘remain at 
the heart of counter-insurgency systems in El-Salvador, Guatemala, Colom-
bia, Peru and the Philippines in perfect accord with long-standing United 
States military doctrine.’86 In the Muslim world, countries known to have 
American, British and/or French trained COIN forces include Algeria, Bah-
rain, Egypt, Indonesia, Jordan, Malaysia, Morocco, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, 
Saudi-Arabia, Senegal, Tunisia and Turkey.87 

(2) The ways in which counter-guerrilla forces operate have evolved and 
diversified continuously since the 50s so that it is hard to pin down a proto-
type model or standard operational procedures. However, some general fea-
tures are worth pointing out. 

The credibility and consequent acceptance by both the local population 
and genuine insurgents of the counter-guerrillas is a pre-requisite for their 
operational success. The deception process by which the counter-guerrillas 
acquire acceptance is called ‘validification’.88 ‘Validification’ procedures, that 
is to say the deception methods used by pseudo-guerrillas to infiltrate and 
establish themselves as genuine insurgents, depend on detailed operational 
intelligence to avoid arousing suspicion, and are variously adapted to the na-
ture of the areas (rural or urban) involved and other specific circumstances. 
Detailed operational intelligence often enables the pseudo-insurgent to es-
tablish contact with the local people and the contact(s) or agent(s) of the in-
surgents among them. The latter are used to arrange meetings with the in-
surgent forces in the area. These meetings constitute the last stage in estab-
lishing the pseudo-insurgents' ‘credentials’. The ‘validification’ can also in-
volve other, more cunning procedures. For example, in order to prove 
themselves as true insurgents, the Selous Scouts in Rhodesia were sometimes 
required to call in air strikes on, or close to, their own positions. They sub-
jected themselves to mock ambushes; they themselves attacked selected 
regular army units or struck at selected civilians − e.g. those recognised as 
enemies or traitor-informers (‘sell-outs’) by the local population or the insur-
gents − to avoid arousing suspicion. Ultimately the success of the ‘validifica-
tion’ procedures is said to depend crucially on the ability of the pseudo-
insurgents to simulate the genuine insurgents down to the smallest details. 
This is achieved by intensive, careful training, whereby selected members of 
the security forces learn the habits and modus operandi of the insurgents 
down to the tiniest minutiae, but also by inducting politically illiterate or na-
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ive insurgentsB as well as surrendered or captured guerrillas who have been 
‘turned’. 

The technique of ‘turning’ is important because the ‘turned’ guerrilla 
makes the best replica of the genuine guerrilla. There are various accounts of 
the process of ‘turning’ or converting guerrillas into their opposites. For in-
stance, for the counter-Mau Mau in Kenya, Paget says: 

it had been found that the loyalty of most Mau-Mau (revolutionaries) tended to be 
directed towards an individual leader rather than a cause. Therefore they were often 
perfectly willing when captured to ‘turn their coat’ and to operate under European 
leadership against their former comrades in arms.89 

Beckett reports that ‘guerrillas may be tempted by offers of reward, amnesty 
and, as a symbol of government trust, may even be recruited into special 
units and sent back into remote and inaccessible areas to hunt down their 
erstwhile colleagues.’90 In Mozambique, Beckett reports:  

Arriaga (a counter-insurgency officer) claimed 90% success rate in persuading cap-
tured guerrillas to turn against their former colleagues, by payment of cash rewards 
for weapons and the widespread distribution of surrender leaflets [...] Spinola (an-
other counter-insurgency officer) even made the point of evacuating wounded guer-
rillas to hospital before his men (to subsequently convert them).91 

As for actual details of the psychological process involved, Newsinger 
writes of the Mau Mau:  

How then were Mau Mau prisoners ‘turned’, how were they recruited into the coun-
ter-gangs and persuaded to help hunt down their former comrades? Taming, as Kit-
son called it, involved three stages. First the prisoner would be treated harshly, kept 
chained and poorly fed to ‘make him realise he was not such a wonderful hero as he 
supposed’. This stage was, at least nominally, non-violent. Then, when his self-
esteem had been sufficiently demolished, it would be rebuilt on Kitson's terms. The 
prisoner would be unchained and employed doing routine menial jobs around the 
camp, gradually integrated into the unit. If this worked out, the last stage saw him 
sleeping with the others, doing guard duty and going out on patrol. [...] The conse-
quences of failing to co-operate led to ‘the alternative of a death sentence.’92 

In the more recent war in Rhodesia, Ellert describes a much shorter pro-
cess of conversion whereby a surrendered or captured guerrilla was knocked 
 
B The Truth and Reconciliation Commission, in South Africa investigating various kinds of terror acts 
perpetrated during the apartheid era, found that the apartheid regime set up counter-revolutionary 
groups, such as the African Armed Resistance (based in Transkei), to fight against the ANC. It 
founded many training centres, such as a farm called Vlakplaas, in which politically naive trainees 
learnt to kill, murder and infiltrate anti-apartheid groups. Graduates of these training schools also 
committed various acts of terror so that people began to see African groups wanting freedom as 
bloodthirsty and violent, and equate blind violence with anti-apartheid. The Commission found that 
the trainees in such centres were people wanting to join freedom movements but who actually joined 
these counter-guerrilla groups and committed acts of terror in the name of anti-apartheid without 
realising that the state was directing their actions. 
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down and rebuilt as his opposite. The development of shorter-time ‘turning’ 
methods aims at reducing the time-span between capture of the insurgents 
and their redeployment as pseudo-insurgents in the same area, so as to over-
take the companions of the captured insurgents warning fellow insurgents 
and the local population. He states that 

The technique of ‘turning’ or inducing a captured guerrilla to co-operate with the 
Selous Scouts (the pseudo-insurgent force) was achieved in many ways. Firstly he 
was made aware of the hopelessness of his own situation – death was the only alter-
native. Secondly he was put together with other ‘captures’ some of whom he would 
recognize from other training camps [...] They would explain the many benefits of 
working with the Selous Scouts – these included a standard kill-bonus of $1000. 
Thirdly, the African members of the Selous Scouts subjected the prospective recruit 
to a crash course in political re-orientation. The ‘turning’ process was often achieved 
within twenty-four hours and many successful kills were recorded when a Selous 
Scouts unit moved into a village using the recent capture to authenticate them and 
request a guide to the nearest resident group.93 

Cilliers believes that the susceptibility to conversion of captured guerrillas 
depends on the strength of their ideological committment to the cause of 
liberation. He claims that 

research has substantiated that there is a willingness among captured insurgent per-
sonnel to change sides in the traumatic post-contact and initial period of capture. 
Should a captured insurgent not be presented with obvious means of escape and be 
physically involved in counter-insurgency operations on the side of government 
forces he, in effect, becomes committed to the latter cause.94 

In any case, whatever the ‘turning’ techniques used, the managers of 
pseudo-insurgents operations deem it necessary to have a constant supply of 
fresh ‘turned’ guerrillas so as to remain up to date with the guerrilla's internal 
security measures. This is also needed to update ‘validification’ procedures 
because, with time, genuine guerrillas and local populations learn to dis-
criminate between genuine and pseudo-insurgents and may evolve complex 
anti-‘validification’ recognition-codes. 

Past the stage of ‘validification’ and acceptance by the local population 
and genuine insurgents, and supplied with rules of operational co-ordination 
between the pseudo-insurgent team and regular army or police units in order 
to minimise the chances of possible clashes between them and to perform 
joint operations if any, the counter-guerrilla force is ready to execute a wide 
variety of anti-insurgent tasks. 

The most obvious and continuous task is gathering intelligence from 
meetings with the local population and/or insurgents and/or their contacts 
and networks between them: in sum, ‘identifying the enemy.’ The informa-
tion is then passed on to conventional units of the counter-insurgency forces 
for ‘action’. Other forms of intelligence-gathering involve reconnaissance 
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missions to determine physically the exact locations of bases, or of specific 
installations in such bases. According to Cillier, ‘the majority of insurgent 
casualties inside Rhodesia were the direct result of intelligence obtained dur-
ing pseudo operations.’95 

But pseudo-insurgent tasks are not restricted to intelligence gathering or 
combat tracking. For the strategic objective of demobilising the people and 
severing their support for the insurgents, infiltrated pseudo-guerrillas may 
carry out a variety of tasks aimed to create distrust between the local popula-
tion and insurgent forces. Cillier says that 

Such actions could include acts of indiscretion towards property, women and cattle, 
or local customs and tribal beliefs.96 

Psychologically preparing the people to reject or demonstrate hostility 
towards, or disinterest in, the guerrillas, is also achieved through the counter-
guerrillas calling in police or regular army units or air strikes 

On the insurgent group after they had left a specific village or place. After two or 
three such occurrences the insurgents invariably suspected the population of in-
forming government forces of their presence. In revenge, and to forestall any repeti-
tion, innocent members of the village or place were executed. This would normally 
put an end to any voluntary support that the insurgents could expect from the popu-
lation. [...] A second method used relatively widely once an insurgent contact man 
had been identified, was for a pseudo team to eliminate him publicly after labelling 
him a traitor to the insurgent cause. Since the rest of the population and insurgents 
knew the contact man to be a loyal and staunch insurgent supporter, such a death 
would lead to considerable disillusionment and bewilderment.97 

Another equally important subversive task is ‘to create a focus of chronic 
internal and external conflict within the enemy camp.’98 To create dissension 
within the insurgent force, or between competing insurgent organisations, 
the counter-guerrillas look for actual and potential frictions, lines of conflict 
(sectarian, ethnic, ideological, political etc.) and operate to magnify and exac-
erbate the tensions whenever possible into open armed hostitility. For ex-
ample, in the Rhodesian-Zimbabwean war, two competing nationalist insur-
gent armed forces, the ZANLA (Zimbabwean African National Liberation 
Army) and the ZPRA (Zimbabwean Peoples Revolutionary Army), were of-
ten incited to fight each other by counter-guerrilla operations. About these 
activities, Cillier writes that  

A major success that did result from these operations was the mutual suspicion and 
distrust between insurgent forces in the field. Contact between such groups was in-
creasingly preceded by lengthy exchanges of oral and written messages and co-
ordination of forces for a single operation presented acute problems. This was even 
more so in those areas where both ZANLA and ZPRA forces were operating. 
Within ZANLA, groups frequently attacked one another. To increase this breach 
even further, pseudo ZANLA teams began attacking ZPRA insurgents, thus ensur-



© 1999 Hoggar        www.hoggar.org 

390 Intents and Perpetrators 

 

+ + 

+ + 

ing that the next encounter between ZANLA and ZPRA would turn into an armed 
clash. During the period between 1976 and 1978 when ZANLA attempted to en-
croach on Matabeleland, the success of this method was such that a captured 
ZANLA commander confessed to having been shocked by the fact that his first 
eight contacts were with ZPRA forces. He was captured by security forces in the 
ninth.99 

In addition to these two kinds of subversive actions, pseudo-guerrilla op-
erations can also involve more offensive tasks, such as ‘hunter-killer’ activi-
ties, luring guerrillas into traps and ambushes -- such actions being often 
supported by paying substantial bonuses for insurgent casualties. 

A diverse set of actions called ‘special operations’ may include, for in-
stance, ‘hostage-taking, random killing and maiming, sabotage, capture and 
killing.’100 Special operations involving bombings and mass killings of the 
civilian population obey an age-old terror principle, which the Document on 
Terror describes as follows: 

First, the entire population must be subjected to terror in order to establish the con-
ditions for the destruction of one part of the population. Second, whoever is not in 
the ranks of the terrorists is either an actual or a potential opponent, or creates fa-
vorable conditions for the opponent by his passive attitude. The former must be de-
stroyed, the latter must be terrorized. Third, if it is probable that a certain group 
contains one single enemy who cannot be identified, the entire group must be wiped 
out to make sure he is destroyed.101 

Lawrence Bailey, an ex-US marine employed as a mercenary in El Salvador, 
describes this kind of terror operations: 

there is a striking difference between news reports of the El Salvador war and what 
actually takes place in the field. The difference is the target of attack. ‘The army is 
not killing communist guerrillas, despite what is reported,’ he said. ‘It is murdering 
the civilians who side with them. It is a beautiful technique,’ Lawrence Bailey said. 
‘By terrorising civilians, the army is crushing the rebellion without the need to di-
rectly confront the guerrillas,’ he said. Bailey contends that the massacres of civilians 
are not scattered human rights abuses in an otherwise traditional war. ‘Attacking the 
civilians is the game plan,’ he said. From the talks he has had with others in his po-
litical camp in El Salvador, and from what he has seen in the field, the strategy is 
clear. ‘Kill the sympathizers, and you win the war.’ ‘The murders,’ he concluded, ‘are 
not a peripheral matter to be cleaned up while the war continues, but rather, the es-
sential strategy.’102 

The arsenal of ‘special operations’ also comprises ‘political operations’C   
– political take-overs or manipulations through infiltrated agents, abductions 

 
C As an illustration, one may cite Kitson's prescription for counter-guerrilla political operations in 
Northern Irealand: ‘set up pseudo-gangs (both Loyalist and Republican), to be involved in infiltration 
of diverse groups, manipulating loyalist gangs and orchestrating a campaign of assassinations that 
would terrorise the population; (mainly through SAS and other special units) wage a massive psycho-
logical war to discredit the IRA and, in the short term try and split them along Left/Right, 
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or assassinations of adversary elite (individuals or groups) etc. – ‘psychologi-
cal operations’, counter-propaganda, special disinformation and so on. 

(3) Finally, from the scattered literature on the overall effectiveness of 
counter-guerrillas, it seems that, as a military instrument, the tactic can be a 
‘most effective means of effecting insurgent casualties.’ Even if one allows 
for the over-glamorised gloss on some of the ‘success stories’, evidence of 
effective military use of counter-guerrilla exists and is compelling. Of course, 
not much literature is available to document cases of effective destruction of 
counter-guerrilla units. As a purely military instrument in the COIN cam-
paign, the effectiveness of pseudo-insurgent operations is mixed and vari-
able. But they have limited meaningful impact on the overall outcomes of 
wars. They often prove to be counter-productive in the long term, especially 
where their use is extensive and the incumbent regime has no political le-
gitimacy. The moral, psychological and political implications of the local 
population, the insurgents and world opinion becoming aware of ‘security’ 
forces posing as insurgents and committing atrocities are highly damaging. 
This also undermines the regime's claim to legitimacy as enforcer of the law. 
Often, as the COIN campaign advances, the counter-guerrillas become in-
toxicated with their absolute power over life and death, distrustful and run 
out of control. They tend to lose sight of the purpose of the war and pursue 
increasingly aggressive and punitive strategies against the people to deter 
them from supporting the insurgent cause, hence further alienating them 
and channelling their discontent against political institutions. 

4.2 Examples of Counter-Guerrilla Forces 

Force K, during the Algerian liberation war (1954-1962), and the Selous 
Scouts, in the Rhodesian war (1972-1979), will now be discussed in some 
detail. The history of both these units is relevant to the ongoing conflict be-
cause it is part of the COIN tradition and experience of the current manag-
ers and advisers of Algeria’s military.  

The most influential generals of the army are former officers in the 
French army.D They led the military coup of January 1992 and constitute the 
hard core of the self-styled ‘eradicator’ faction of the military. They are 
committed, as soldiers, to French military and security doctrines, strategies 
and tactics.103 Further, the French army and intelligence services are directly 
involved in the counter-insurgency campaign.104 In 1994, France despatched 
about fifty military advisors to advise and staff its Algerian trainees.105 

                                                                                                                         
Doves/Hawks, North/South, and military/political axes.’ See R. Faligot, Britain's Military Strategy in 
Ireland: The Kitson Experiment, Zed Press, London 1983, p. 20. 
D They include Mohamed Lamari, Mohamed Mediene, Abdelhamid Djouadi, Mohamed Touati, 
Khaled Nezzar, Smain Lamari and Larbi Belhair. 
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France has numerous personnel trained in COIN warfare, a substantial 
number of whom are deployed in its former colonies including Algeria. 
These include, in addition to the Foreign Legion and some naval infantry 
units, the RPIMA parachute regiments specialised in COIN operations over-
seas. In the summer of 1995, about 1500 members of these special para-
troopers units were despatched.106 For mobile counter-guerrilla warfare, 
France has provided its Algerian trainees with special anti-guerrilla helicop-
ters, some of which are equipped with night-vision equipment, as well as the 
required training of the pilots at Le Luc, near Toulon.107 French intelligence 
regularly meets the chief of the regime’s military intelligence.108 French anti-
terrorist forces (GIGN, RAIDS and Gendarmerie) also train Algerian special 
units under the umbrella name of ‘anti-terrorist units’. The satellite Helios-1 
specialised in surveillance of the Maghreb (put into orbit in July 1995), the 
spy ship Berry which patrols the Algerian coastline, checking all radio com-
munications (even those of the government and army), and French spy 
planes, supply on daily basis exhaustive data to the analysts of the French 
DRM and DGSE intelligence agencies.109 

The relevance of the Rhodesian experience lies in that mercenaries, 
among others from South Africa and former Rhodesia, with counter-
insurgency combat experience in Rhodesia, Namibia, Angola, Mozambique, 
are also currently advising, training and assisting the Algerian military. Ac-
cording to The Observer, a multinational corporation of war, called Executive 
Outcomes, is currently selling its military and security services (training and 
advisory roles) to the Algerian regime. 110 It is engaged extensively all over 
Africa, notably in Algeria, Angola, Botswana, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Malawy, 
Nigeria, Rwanda, Sierra Leone and Zaire, where it shores up military regimes 
in return for ‘large shares of an employing nation's natural resources and 
commodities.’111 This multinational of war has corporate links with oil and 
gas multinational corporations and companies engaged in the search for 
gold, diamonds and other gems and minerals. That is to say that ‘Executive 
Outcomes’ are not just ‘guns for hire’. They are ‘the advance guard for major 
business interests engaged in a latter-day scramble for the wealth of Af-
rica.’112 It comprises various European mercenaries, former Rhodesian and 
South African military officers with counter-insurgency combat experience 
in various African war campaigns.113 Drillbits & Tailings says Defence Sys-
tems Limited also sells COIN expertise to the army.114  

4.2.1. Force K in Algeria 1954-1962 

Force K − K for Kobus − was a counter-guerrilla organisation set up by the 
French DST in Algeria in the latter part of 1956.115 It should not be con-
fused with Force K − K for Kabylia − involved in operation Oiseau Bleu.116 
Its counter-maquis (roughly, ‘zone of operation’) was located between Ain-
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Defla and Oued Fodda, on the borders between the military district 3 and 4 
as defined by the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN). 

Force K was under the ostensible leadership of ‘Kobus’, whose real name 
was Belhadj Djillali Abdelkader, a former Messalist ‘turned’ into a French 
intelligence informer while serving a three-year prison sentence for being a 
member of the Organisation Secrète (OS). This pseudo-guerrilla force was in 
fact under the command of Captain Conille, who led the SAS of Lamartine, 
and that of Captain Hentic in charge of the harkaE of Beni Boudouane. Its 
membership grew from 200 to 1400 in 1958 and included former national-
ists ‘turned’ or inducted forcibly through compromising them, politically il-
literate or naive nationalists, fugitive criminals and mercenaries recruited 
from the ordinary criminal world. Force K included political commissars 
who indoctrinated both these pseudo-insurgents and the population. The 
French lieutenant Heux was in charge of handling its organisation, recom-
mending any necessary changes in the force, indoctrinating the pseudo-
guerrillas and co-ordinating between Force K and French army units as well 
as Bachagha Boualem's harka. 

To get accepted by the population, Force K's political commissars em-
ployed anti-French propaganda in the hamlets; the Algerian flag was raised 
in Force K's camp and Kobus troops wore the same insignia as worn by the 
Armée de Libération Nationale (ALN). At the same time, their propaganda line 
against the FLN was intensely hostile: the ‘FLN is led by communists’, it is 
the ‘real enemy’ and ‘all true nationalists’, such as those in Force K, ‘have to 
first cleanse Algeria of the FLN red leper.’ Along with an infamous room for 
torture, the Force K base had well equipped printing facilities. 

Its subversive actions involved sowing distrust between the population 
and the FLN guerrillas, isolating the latter from the former. This was done 
through the rapes of women, torture, stealing from and heavily taxing the 
population, in general spreading an atmosphere of terror and confusion in 
the minds of people, all done in the guise of FLN guerrillas. In its hunter-
killer operations, it is reported to have destroyed the FLN mujahideen in its 
assigned area. 

This success was, however, only temporary. Soon, this ‘French Trojan 
horse in the heart of the Algerian resistance’ was neutralised, using the very 
psychological principles and deception tactics that underlay Force K. Colo-
nel Si Mhamed and Omar Oussedik astutely adapted and turned these prin-
ciples against the French and Force K.117  

Under Soustelle's psychological warfare experts, the French tried even 
larger scale experiments: the Armée Nationale du Peuple Algérien under the os-
 
E Harkis were Algerians recruited by France to serve as para-military militias. The harka is a centre 
regrouping the harkis. 
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tensible command of ‘Brigadier General Bellounis’118 but actually under the 
supervision of the SDECE and command of General Parlange, and the 
counter-guerrilla force of ‘Colonel Si Cherif’ factually led by the SAS.119 The 
SDECE tried a last experiment in 1960. It set up the Front Algérien d’Action 
Démocratique (FAAD), a political party campaigning for ‘an Algerian republic 
associated to France’, also known as the ‘third force’, supported by an armed 
wing operating in the Bou Kahil, Zemra and Djelfa regions. The political 
party was outwardly led by Belhadi, Khellifah and Laid, former leaders of the 
Mouvement National Algérien (MNA) rival of the FLN, while the military 
wing was seemingly commanded by Amar Badri, a guerrilla and militant of 
the MNA. The actual commanders of the political and military branches of 
the FAAD were colonel Mercier and colonel Peltier, in Algiers, and colonel 
Marceau in Paris, while the supervisor of the whole operation at the Service 
Action of the SDECE was colonel Roussillat.120 These experiments are said 
to have succeeded in destroying a number of ALN guerrilla units but they 
ended in failures.121 Commenting on these experiments Faivre said: 

Attempts to create a third force in political and military opposition to the FLN were 
repeated throughout this war: the Kabyle operation in 1956, sometimes known as 
Oiseau Bleu, the Kobus Force, the National Army of the Algerian People of Bel-
lounis, the auxiliary forces of Si Cherif, the ‘bleus’ of captain Léger, the committees 
of public salvation involving Muslims, the Challe project for the federation of self-
defence and territorial units, the aborted rallying of Si Salah, the commission of 
deputies, and the Algerian republic proposed to general Jouhaud. Some of these at-
tempts were led by the secret services, others were initiated by politicians or the 
military. All of them failed either for the inadequacy of the intelligence or the lack of 
political will [...] The FAAD was also doomed to failure from its inception.122 

4.2.2 Selous Scouts in Rhodesia 1972-1979 

For a proper understanding of the Rhodesia-Zimbabwean war and the de-
velopment of Rhodesian counter-insurgency doctrine, strategies and tactics, 
the emergence of the Selous Scouts counter-guerrilla unit and the develop-
ment of its subversive operations, it is essential to consult the references 
cited in section 4.1 as well as Evans' work.123 Suffice to say here that the 
Selous Scouts evolved from a classic pseudo-guerrilla tracking and secret 
reconnaissance unit to a battalion strength force, lavishly funded by the 
Rhodesian Central Intelligence Organisation (CIO) and the Directorate of 
Military Intelligence. It was made up mainly of former Zimbabwean nation-
alists but under the executive direction of CIO's Special Branch security and 
intelligence officers (white Europeans). 

This literature also contains a wealth of operational details: ‘validification’ 
procedures used by the Selous Scouts, anti-deception tactics of the genuine 
resistance, ‘turning’ techniques, co-ordination rules between the Scouts and 
other Rhodesian regular force units (‘frozen areas’) and their problems, 
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techniques for sowing dissent between the population and the Zimbabwean 
guerrillas, methods for sowing conflict within and between the armed insur-
gent organisations. These procedures will not be illustrated in detail here as 
this was done, to some extent, in section 4.1. We will, instead, look briefly at 
a few examples of the so-called ‘special operations’.  

In the class of aggressive operations, according to Ellert, the Scouts were 
continually searching for different clandestine warfare techniques and tactics 
to improve their kill-rate. 124 For instance, having noted the wide use of ra-
dios and record-players among the resistance through their close association 
with captured guerrillas, they used radio-bombsG or cassette-playersH fitted 
with compact plastic explosives and multi-switch delay mechanisms which 
were supplied to the guerrillas through agents or secretly introduced into 
rural stores by substituting them for existing stocks. Another example: hav-
ing learned the food, clothing and equipment habits of the guerrillas, the 
Selous Scouts launched a poisoning campaign. The intelligence laboratory 
impregnated odourless, colourless lethal toxinsI into the fabric of various 
consignments of clothing (blue Denim trousers and jackets, underpants etc.) 
which were passed to the guerrillas through various routes. The Scouts also 
poisoned water reservoirs used by the guerrillas and introduced measured 
quantities of bacteriological poisons in various places along the Ruya river, 
near the Mozambique border. In all these ‘special operations’, an unknown 
number of guerrillas were reported killed, but a substantial number of un-
suspecting civilians died in the process too. According to Ellert, the Rhode-
sian regime hid these murders under the category of malaria or cholera epi-
demics. 

From the many dastardly Selous Scouts ‘special operations’ aimed at sev-
ering local and international support from the Zimbabwean insurgents, two 
examples are worth citing. 

The first concerns their massacre of St Paul's Musami missionaries while 
masquerading as ZANLA guerrillas. Prior to the massacre, it was known to 
the Rhodesian authorities, police and army that many individual missionaries 
disliked the regime's repression and ill-treatment of villagers and Ellert says 
that they ‘strongly identified themselves with the guerrilla cause and actively 
assisted them with supplies’.125 The Special Branch, which monitored the 

 
G Radio receivers were fitted with a homing signal effective up to fifty kilometres. The device was 
operated only when the radio was switched off, which in practice meant that the signal would be most 
active when the guerrillas were sleeping. 
H The design was such that the cassette-player would not explode until the on-off switch had been 
operated several times. This was meant to ensure that the radio would now be in a base-camp where 
the kill rate would be higher. 
I The poisons were selected so as to be absorbed by osmosis through prolonged skin contact in the 
genital, anal or arm-pit areas.  
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missionaries, was aware that ‘ZANLA guerrillas were in contact with the 
mission workers.’126 

The circumstances of the massacre are that on the evening of 7 February 
1977 armed men said to be ZANLA guerrillas entered the mission, lined up 
the European staff and gunned them down. Ellert says that 

The St Paul's killing came as an ideal propaganda opportunity for the hard-pressed 
Rhodesian government. The Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace had in Oc-
tober 1976 published a litany of murder, torture, malicious injury to property, extor-
tion and threat and bodily harm which laid the blame at the door of the Rhodesians. 
The publication, Civil War in Rhodesia, had embarrassed the Rhodesian government 
and news of the St Paul's incident enabled the Rhodesians to yell ‘bloody murder’ 
back.127 

Various pieces of evidence pointed to the Selous Scouts' responsibility for 
this operation. They included spent cartridge identification, the killing of five 
African villagers living near the mission for being informers or ‘sell-outs’ (a 
Scouts ‘validification’ procedure) on the same night of the massacre as well 
as the ‘frozen status’J of the district surrounding the mission, on instructions 
from security headquarters, some days before the incident. This corrobo-
rated the information that, a day prior to the killing, a group of armed men 
had been seen jumping from a truck at a distance 25 km from St Paul's 
Musami. At the time, this was reported to be the genuine ZANLA section in 
the area. The ZANLA expressed surprise at the news. Ellert comments: ‘this 
new group was never accounted for and disappeared.’128 

The second example of Selous Scouts's ‘special operations’ involved cut-
ting the throat and massacring sleeping British missionaries and their chil-
dren at the Elim Pentecostal mission, a year after the St Paul's Musami inci-
dent, on 23 June 1978. Six men, armed with axes, bayonets, knives and 
heavy clubs, identifying themselves as ZANLA guerrillas, attacked the mis-
sion and then disappeared into the surrounding forest, leaving a gruesome 
scene: 

Thirteen people had been bayonetted, hacked and chopped to pieces in an orgy of 
the most grotesque proportions. Women had been sexually assaulted and the men 
had endured savage beatings with their hands tied behind their backs.129 

Ellert says that this incident came at a time when top-secret plans were 
being prepared for Operation Favour when ‘the Rhodesians were making 
desperate attempts [...] to achieve a popular swing in world opinion in favor 
of the Internal Settlement partnership.’130 In other political assassinations, 
the use of axes, bayonets, knives and clubs and non-use of fire-arms was 
 
J The Selous Scouts pseudo-teams adopted the rules of ‘frozen areas’ to operate without being killed 
by the Rhodesian security forces. A frozen area is a space in which security forces are not allowed to 
operate, except along the main roads. 
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thought to be a way of getting round the efficient system developed by the 
ballistics section of the police to identify and link spent cartridge cases to 
guerrilla weapons from the operational area in question or to those of the 
Special Branch of the Central Intelligence Organisation. 

Despite their many secret operations, which were successful in inflicting 
various military, political and psychological damages on the independentist 
guerrillas, commentators such as Ellert consider that the Selous Scouts were 
unsuccessful in substantially affecting the result of the liberation war. A last 
but not least illustration of the Selous Scouts’ damaging but ultimately vain 
‘special operations’ was their bombing campaigns. Ellert says: 

The final hours of the Selous Scouts were as sullied as they were ignominous. Many 
Scouts bitterly resented what they perceived as a political sell-out of the Whites in 
Rhodesia. In early 1980 several incidents took place which all had the clear trade-
mark of the Selous Scouts. In mid-February a number of disgruntled Scouts em-
barked on a bombing campaign in Salisbury (Harare) which they hoped would be 
blamed on ZANLA. The blasts came in the wake of a statement by Bishop Mu-
zorewa who accused the Patriotic Front guerrillas of having plans to convert 
churches into schools and military barracks [...] The Presbyterian church in Jameson 
(Samora Machel) Avenue and the Kingsmead Chapel in Borrowdale were bombed, 
resulting in the accidental death of two civilians. Two days later, a crude bomb con-
sisting of two RPG-7 projectiles, some slabs of TNT explosives and detonators were 
found inside a green canvas haversack together with a handwritten note from guer-
rillas expressing their desire to destroy churches. The makeshift bomb had been 
concealed at the Anglican cathedral in Salisbury (Harare). 

Several days after this find, two African members of the Scouts, Lieutenant Piri- 
gondo and Corporal Moyo, died in a mysterious blast which completely wrecked the 
Renault Sedan in which they were driving. The explosion occured [...] south of the 
city centre of Salisbury (Harare), and it was speculated they were on their way to yet 
another site when fate took a hand.131 

After this digression to familiarise the reader with the general concept 
and mode of operation of counter-guerrillas, we are now in a position to 
look at the body of accumulated facts indicative of GIA’s identity. 

4.3 Institutional Identity Argument 

In modern COIN doctrines and war programmes, a counter-guerrilla or-
ganisation is a tactical instrument whose main identifying institutional attrib-
utes are as follows. 

a) It is an irregular guerrilla-like force, posing as a guerrilla entity, often 
operating in areas with a strong presence of genuine guerrilla. We call this 
the irregularity attribute. 

b) It comprises, amongst others, members of various ‘security’ forces, 
surrendered or captured guerrillas ‘turned’ by the former, in addition to 
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members or groups that are dissident from, or in conflict with, the main 
military-political insurgent force. This is the composition attribute. 

c) It carries out intelligence, subversive, offensive and ‘special’ operations 
aimed at damaging the military and/or political and/or ideological and/or 
psychological and/or financial force of the main military-political insurgent 
force. This is the anti-insurgent operation attribute. 

If the GIA can be shown to embody these attributes, it will justify the 
view that it is a counter-guerrilla organisation. 

That the GIA is an irregular force, claiming to be committed to combat-
ing the incumbent regime, operating in urban and rural zones with a pres-
ence of genuine islamist insurgents, is uncontroversial. The account will only 
focus on demonstrating that conditions b) and c) are met by the GIA. We 
discuss the GIA composition in section 4.3.1 and GIA operations in section 
4.3.2. In section 4.3.3 we review the argument, present some objections to it, 
and conclude. 

4.3.1 Composition of the GIA 

The GIA has comprised infiltrated security agents and ‘turned’ guerrillas at 
the top of its structure.  

Various sources asserted security agents infiltrated the GIA: Ex-prime 
minister Brahimi, ex-diplomat Zitout, several intelligence officers now exiled 
in Europe, a few academic specialist on Algeria and intelligence analysts, 
journalists, and the targets of the intelligence themselves, erstwhile members 
of the GIA.132 For instance Gèze and Vidal-Naquet wrote in Le Monde on 5 
March 1998: ‘Western intelligence services are convinced the GIA are highly 
infiltrated by the [Algerian] military secret service agents to discredit Is-
lamists and to maintain a climate of terror to prevent any revolt.’ The Rand 
Corporation report by Graham Fuller says: 

Suspicion had arisen, among French analysts that the Algerian intelligence ser-
vices had infiltrated and were manipulating several Algerian terrorist groups both to 
sow disinformation and support terrorist acts in a desire to bring the West – espe-
cially France – around to the conviction that the Islamists represent an unacceptable 
violent movement.133 

Various testimonies from erstwhile targets of the infiltration, who left the 
GIA late in 1995 and early 1996, confirm it too. For instance, katibat al-
muhajirun (the company of exiles) says: ‘the despotic regime chose a strategy 
of deceit and conspiracy to undermine the jihad from within by injecting 
hypocrites and collaborators among the ranks of the mujahidin at a time of 
inattention on the part of the sincere mujahideen.’134 Seriyat al-iqdam (de-
tachment of bravery) denounced ‘the plan of the infiltrated fifth column to 
liquidate the decision-makers among the preachers and military leaders.’ 135 
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The army, the military intelligence and the police have separate units spe-
cialised in infiltration. Captain Haroun, former intelligence officer, says a 
unit called infiltration Section operates within the DRS.136 Dalila, a former 
policewoman now exiled in the United Kingdom, says ‘the infiltration of the 
Islamists’ is the job of ‘the religious brigade, bearded policemen.’137 

Maghreb Confidentiel explained the routes for infiltration this way: 

The directorate of intelligence and security (formerly Sécurité Militaire) of General 
Mohamed Mediene, alias Tewfik, has organised a vast operation of manipulation of 
the GIA along three axes of infiltration 

1) The creation of armed groups that carry out attacks, in the name of the 
GIA, and end up joining them. 

2) True-false deserters from the army join the GIA with their weapons, and 
provide them with information pre-packaged by the central government. 

3) The infiltration of agents from the bottom, i.e. in neighbourhoods where 
some manage to get recruited. These true-false GIA have three missions in-
spired by the famous ‘bleuite’, which allowed Captain Léger, in the Algerian 
War, to disorganise the underground ALN. 

A well known case of the latter is Lieutenant Farid who infiltrated urban 
insurgents in the Casbah in the summer 1992, and lasted till 1994, time at 
which he was eventually found out and shot dead.138 Il Messaggero Domenica 
reported that the validification technique used was an attention grabbing 
pseudo-arrest operation, in Bab El Oued, in which Lieutenant Farid ostensi-
bly managed to escape. This established him in the Casbah, and within one 
year, he rose to the national leadership of the GIA, as he proved efficient at 
obtaining weapons, hide-outs, money, and recruiting insurgents.139 His ac-
tivities will be discussed later. Here suffices to mention that once he was ac-
cepted, he became a gate of infiltration in that he was recruiting fellow intel-
ligence officers into the GIA.140  

Maghreb Confidentiel omitted two important routes of infiltration. The first 
is the Afghan route. Even before the military coup of January 1992 and the 
emergence of the armed groups, the regime had planted many of its agents 
within the FIS. These were among the veterans of the Afghan war. The Al-
gerian-Afghans enjoyed prestige among the radical segment of the social 
base of the FIS for the legitimacy they earned fighting the Soviets. The Alge-
rian-Afghans are known for their strong opposition to the electoral strategy 
of the FIS and advocacy of armed struggle. Captain Haroun says: 

The surveillance work of radical Islamists dates back to the war in Afghanistan. To 
support the Soviet troops in difficulty against the Afghans, the Soviet KGB had 
asked their Algerian counterparts, with whom they had strong links, to infiltrate the 
Afghan maquis. To carry out this operation, the military security sent a number of of-
ficers among the Algerians who, by conviction, wanted to fight alongside their Af-
ghan brothers. One of them had even become a close collaborator of Commandant 
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Messaoud, who was one of the most important leaders of the Afghan resistance. 
When they came back, the officers – with a solid experience in Islamist groups – 
were converted into the combat against Islamists, which had intensified from the 
late 80s. The GIA were infiltrated right from the outset. This allowed the secret ser-
vices to follow closely their development and to act effectively especially whenever 
they attempt to unify their ranks. 141 

The second route was the famous evasion of about 1 000 prisoners from the 
Tazoult prison, in March 1994, an operation master-minded by the Afghan 
veteran Qadi Said. Various accounts exist about the operation but there is no 
dispute that it infiltrated a large number of security agents and hardened 
criminals into the GIA.142 

Now, concerning the presence of the ‘turned’ component within the GIA 
various testimonial and inferential evidence support its existence. For exam-
ple, Seriat al-iqdam (the detachment of bravery) stated that ‘the leadership of 
the GIA fell into the hands of a suspect and unknown clique manufactured 
by the secret services’143 while Seriat al-wafa-a (the detachment of fidelity) 
stated that ‘by our lack of vigilance, a band produced by the military intelli-
gence infiltrated itself up to the centres of decision making.’144 These testi-
monies do not give details about the ‘production’ process but it is notori-
ous.’145  

For instance, in the testimony he gave about the torture he suffered at the 
hands of the DRS, Gharbi Brahim says: ‘the military security wanted to make 
a mole out of me.’146 In the testimony of Thamert Hocine, tortured first in 
the Police School of Châteauneuf in Algiers and then at the centre of mili-
tary security in Blida, one reads some details of the ‘turning’ method: 

The officer who was sitting next to me was old. He was using a paternalistic tone to 
try and convince me to collaborate, ‘to come back to the straight path…’ The tor-
turers took me to a corner of a shed to resume the interrogation. There were several 
officers and soldiers waiting for me. One of the officers used a soft approach at 
first. He offered me to work for the military intelligence and save my life. Another 
one took over from him and told me in a peremptory tone: ‘otherwise you will be 
executed’.147 

While Gharbi and Thamert resisted the ‘turning’ attempts there are other 
surrendered or captured activists or guerrillas who could not. The bushkara 
(hooded informers), accompanying the daily arrest, are the visible evidence 
of surrendered or captured insurgents successfully ‘turned’. For instance, a 
Gendarmerie captain told Devoluy and Duteille: 

Mustapha Bensayed was lightly injured when he was captured following an engage-
ment, in El Harrach, between his group of urbanites and an anti-terrorist unit that 
had been tracking them for weeks. After questioning, the prisoner revealed he was 
Mustapha Lebrika. He had cold-bloodedly killed a young policeman at a bus stop, at 
the beginning of the year, to prove his commitment. After a series of attacks in the 
East of Algiers, Mustapha took a nom de guerre: Abu Salah, and supplanted his com-
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mander. After treatment and conditioning, Abu Salah was ‘turned’ by Captain Ra-
chid Benmohamed. He was used to neutralise an armed group led by one of his ri-
vals operating near Larbaa. He disappeared in February 1993, ‘probably killed by 
another armed band suspecting the infiltration’, says Captain Benmohamed.148 

The conversion of ‘turned’ guerrillas, who are called ‘penitent terrorists’ by 
Algerian officials, is acknowledged by the minister of justice, Mohamed Ad-
ami. In 1997 he declared:  

The application of law of mercy has allowed many of those who repented to make 
amends to their people, because many of them have taken up arms and fought 
against their former comrades. They have also effectively helped security services 
with the intelligence and information at their disposal.149 

The ‘turned’ insurgents are recycled into the paramilitary militia unitsB or 
pseudo-insurgent armed groups such as the GIA.150 The scale of the ‘turn-
ing’ into paramilitary and counter-guerrillas irregulars is not known. There is 
an official figure of 5,000 ‘penitent terrorists’ since 1995 but it should be 
taken with scepticism.151  

There is testimonial evidence of ‘turned’ insurgents at the top of the GIA 
structure. A probable, though less obvious, ‘turned’ was the former leader of 
the GIA, Zitouni, an unknown and reportedly very cruel figure, was precipi-
tously elevated to the position of emir of the GIA. He had an unprecedented 
ability to last very long in that position. Islamists hold the view that he had 
been ‘turned’ during his detention, along with thousands of other FIS activ-
ists and supporters in the Sahara camps, following the military coup in Janu-
ary 1992.152 These sources maintain that during his detention he received the 
visit of several officers from the DRS and the army. An abridged account, 
from insurgent sources, of how Zitouni was subsequently infiltrated into the 
GIA, and later took over the GIA is given in the appendix.  

In addition to these two components (infiltrated agents and ‘turned’ guer-
rillas), the GIA also comprised genuine insurgents. These comprised reli-
gious, political and military cadres, who up to 1994 saw the GIA as the only 
credible military force. Nationally known figures are Mohamed Said and Ab-
derrezak Redjam. The bulk of the ranks however comprised young militants, 
often politically uneducated.  

The proportion of agents of the military (infiltrators and ‘turned’) relative 
to the overall membership has evolved with time. In the pre-Zitouni stage 
one could speak only of the GIA as an infiltrated insurgent organisation be-
cause the available evidence indicates that the military agents were in small 
 
B The militia units, which include the Groupes d’Auto-Défense (GAD – self- defence groups) and the 
Patriotes, number over 200,000 men. They are led by guerrilla veterans of the liberation war (1954-
1962). A notorious militia leader is Commandant Azzedine, ironically the very man who destroyed the 
counter-guerrilla Force K, in the decolonisation war. 



© 1999 Hoggar        www.hoggar.org 

402 Intents and Perpetrators 

 

+ + 

+ + 

proportion and not in full command of the organisation. The OPA (politico-
administrative operation) that put Zitouni and other security agents in total 
control, the gradual elimination of the most able cadres that followed, and 
the massive break away − from 1995 up to early 1996 as the realisation of 
the deception sank in at the rank-and-file level – changed the proportions of 
its constituents drastically. As will be concluded at the end of this argument, 
it mutated into a conventional counter-guerrilla organisation, more like the 
force K or the Selous Scouts model, with a dominant membership of secu-
rity agents, ‘turned’ guerrillas, and ordinary criminals. 

4.3.2 GIA Operations 

Let us now examine whether there is a correspondence between the GIA's 
modus operandi and the classic forms of counter-guerrilla activity: intelli-
gence work, subversive operations, offensive activities and ‘special’ opera-
tions. 

4.3.2a Intelligence Work 

The evidence that suggests the existence of counter-guerrilla intelligence 
gathering activities within the GIA is more inferential than testimonial or 
documentary. No public testimonial evidence exposing the details of the 
methods used by the army-controlled GIA from meetings with other insur-
gents (in the GIA and outside it), contact men and the local population is yet 
available.  

But, of course, there is inferential evidence that intelligence has in fact 
been gathered and passed on to the army. Il Messaggero Domenica reported that 
infiltrator lieutenant Farid gave the locations of the hide-outs of urban in-
surgents in Algiers to the security forces; a good number of insurgents were 
killed as a consequence.153 He would also take with him highly able fighters 
into battles where they would all get killed. We can also infer that intelligence 
flowed the other way. Farid got many policemen, informers, magistrates, and 
civil servants killed by genuine unsuspecting GIA guerrillas. These targets 
had been real sympathisers of the Islamist insurgency and had been passing 
intelligence to the insurgents. Lieutenant Farid’s selection of targets must 
have originated from his security colleagues.  

Stories of ‘betrayals’ leading to ambushes or arrests by the military 
abound. The most significant event of this kind occurred in the winter of 
1995 as waves of arrests and operations followed the murders of the most 
able political, military and religious cadres of the GIA. This campaign started 
in November 1995, right after the presidential elections which brought 
Zeroual to power. These large waves of simultaneous arrests and operations 
were reported to have badly affected genuine insurgent groups in Algiers, 
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Larbaa, Medea, Khemis Meliana, Djebel Louh, and Al Qasr. Massive intelli-
gence transfer must have preceded this extensive campaign. 

4.3.2b Subversive Operations 

‘Subversive operation’ refers here to any overt or clandestine activity by 
which those who make up an institution, an organisation or a movement are 
turned against each other. There is testimonial and documentary evidence to 
support the view that the GIA carried out various operations with the aim of 
subverting the Islamist armed insurgents, and the whole Islamic movement 
by turning people against the armed insurgents. 

In its description of the activities of the ‘putschist leadership’ of the GIA, 
al-wathiqa ashar-iya (the jurisprudential document) describes their subversive 
consequences: ‘turning the shooting away from the despotic regime and 
onto our own ranks’154, ‘the fragmentation of this Group into feuding fac-
tions’155, ‘the demolition of the trust between the leadership and the muja-
hideen, and among the mujahideen themselves’156, or also ‘the splitting of 
the Muslim ranks into two parties, a blamed party and a blaming party, a 
suspect party and a suspecting party.’157 

As for the nature of the subversive operations, al-wathiqa ashar-iya reports 
them as including: ‘the spreading of conflict and disunity within the ranks of 
the mujahideen with fictitious incidents and preventing the promotion of a 
policy of brotherhood and tolerance among the mujahideen’, ‘spreading ru-
mours, about the leaders and commanders of the Group, accusing them of 
heretical deeds, immorality, and disbelief’ or ‘disseminating hatred and divi-
sion’158. It also lists: ‘the fabrication of false pretexts and lies to secure 
agreement of some mujahideen to fight other mujahideen brethren.’159 Seriat 
al iqdam (the detachment of bravery) reported ‘the spreading of sectarian […] 
ideas [...] and the sowing of the seeds of conflicts, division and sedition 
among the brethren of the same faith.’160 Seriat al wafa accused the infiltra-
tors at the top of the GIA of ‘sowing despair in the ranks of the mujahideen 
by creating a climate of fear, hatred, terror and suspicion among the broth-
ers.’161 Two other techniques were reported: ‘removal of the commanders 
known for their effectiveness against the despotic regime’ in addition to 
‘severing the links between the jihad zones of operation.’162 

The subversive operations orchestrated by what the break-away groups 
call the ‘putschist leadership of the GIA’ have not spared insurgents outside 
the GIA, such as the AIS. There is evidence that the AIS (Armée Islamique 
du Salut) was also the target of fierce subversive propaganda. For example, 
the GIA has been seditiously portraying it as ‘a heretic sect with blasphe-
mous innovations’ who ‘gave their struggle, loyalty and obedience to the 
FIS, hence becoming apostate Kharidjites.’163 Typical GIA statements that 
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have been interpreted as propaganda for creating and exacerbating frictions 
include: 

examples of insinuations with the intent of creating frictions and exacer-
bating them into open armed hostility include GIA propaganda statements 
such as  

the malevolent Western media, with the help of propagators of lies, hype the exis-
tence of an organisation called ‘the Islamic Salvation Army’. This organisation was 
inflated to the point where people were misled into believing that its size was on par 
with that of the GIA.164 

or 

the enemies of Allah from the Christians and the Jews do their utmost to create a 
‘military’ organisation with a ‘jihad’ guise on a par with the GIA to foment conflict 
and infighting among the mujahideen.165 

With regard to the GIA's subversive operations aimed at sowing dissen-
sion between the people and the insurgents, and turning them against each 
other, there is a range of supporting testimonial and documentary evidence. 

For instance, the jurisprudential document, cites the GIA's subversive ac-
tions as ‘driving people to revolt against the jihad’, ‘prompting the people to 
withdraw gradually their support’, and ‘sowing despair and despondency 
among the ranks of the mujahideen and the people.’166  Katibat Larbaa (the 
company of Larbaa) speaks of these subversive consequences as ‘misleading 
the people about the truth.’167 Seriat al-iqdam describes them as ‘tarnishing 
the reputation of the mujahideen in the hope of turning the people against 
them, alienating their sympathisers and distancing the scholars from them’ 
or as ‘cutting the jihad movement from the people.’168 Katibat Tablat ob-
serves that the consequence of the GIA subversive operations has been ‘1) 
driving many people to carry weapons in the service of the despots, 2) driv-
ing the inhabitants of the countryside to abandon their land and seek refuge 
in cities.’169  

The documented subversive operations that caused, initially, bewilder-
ment and disillusionment and then produced the reported divisive conse-
quences are not unusual. They have deliberately targeted the most sensitive 
areas in the lifestyles and identities of the people: their religious beliefs, their 
sense of honour, their security, their livelihood and their deeply held aspira-
tions to such values as justice and education. 

A few illustrative testimonies about livelihood-threatening subversive op-
erations bear witness to ‘violation of people’s property’, ‘extravagance and 
exaggeration in demands of money and property from people, and lack of 
appreciation of their circumstances’, ‘sabotage of water reservoirs and de-
struction of house furniture of defenceless people’, ‘burning and destruction 
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of public factories and facilities’, ‘plundering of money […] robbing houses 
and shops by force of arms’, and ‘burning property of peaceable citizens 
(cars, lorries, water pumps and electric generators).’ 170 

The GIA's published material, far from concealing these acts, boasts 
about the destruction of private properties (houses, shops etc.) as well as 
collective properties: public health infrastructure (water reservoirs, hospitals 
and pharmacies), social infrastructure (town halls, youth centres etc.), eco-
nomic infrastructure (factories, commercial centres etc.) in no uncertain 
terms. For example two GIA communiqués reported operations such as:  

Batna: burning of enterprises of the despotic regime included a state-owned super-
market, a leather company, a pharmacy and seizing of the medicine, the youth club, 
a place of dance and immorality, the town hall, the regional district headquarters 
[…] a big number of cars and coaches belonging to the despotic regime.171 

A detachment of the Group carried out a raid against a company specialised in pros-
pecting and digging of wells. The mujahideen destroyed three heavy rigs costing 
around 16 million centimes.172 

Destruction and burning of a number of the enemy’s commercial centres and a simi-
lar number of lorries and coaches belonging to the public sector.173 

Other operations with the objective of building up people's resentment 
against the insurgents include the destruction of their educational means and 
hopes for their children. GIA-published material acknowledges the destruc-
tion of schools: 

In the same Wilaya (Batna), our detachment of destruction and sabotage carried out 
the destruction of seven educational institutions that did not heed the instructions 
addressed to them by the leadership of the mujahideen.174 

As for targeting people's sense of security, the GIA's operations aimed at 
sowing distrust and provoking hostility between the insurgents and the 
population, as reported by the groups that broke away from the GIA, in-
clude: ‘prescribing the killing of Muslims on account of the slightest sin such 
as cigarette smoking and other similar deeds’, ‘prescribing the killing of in-
nocent persons’, ‘the killing of children, women and elderly persons, and the 
random detonation of bombs in public places’, and ‘permitting the killing on 
the basis of suspicion and conjecture.’175  

4.3.2c Offensive Operations 

Unlike strictly intelligence work and subversive activities, offensive opera-
tions shift emphasis to inflicting maximum casualties on the insurgents. But 
what distinguishes counter-guerrilla offensive operations from classic offen-
sive warfare is their singularly secretive or disguised nature.  
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There is testimonial and documentary evidence to establish that what 
break away groups call ‘the putschist leadership of the GIA’ oversaw the 
execution of such operations within the GIA itself, and against other insur-
gent organisations such as the AIS.  

The testimonies of defecting guerrillas are pervaded with words such as 
‘treachery’, ‘deception’, ‘confusion’ and statements like ‘the deviation of 
these people [putschists] has become obvious lately […] in its worst form as 
they perpetrated massacres of mujahideen and they permitted killing sense-
lessly and illegitimately, in a treacherous and deceitful manner’176, and, ‘huge 
numbers of our brothers were recalled from several companies in Kasr al-
Boukhari and El Affroun and killed treacherously.’177 And further, ‘the phe-
nomenon of disappearance of competent mujahideen, prominent for their 
jihad experience, became widespread. We were told ‘‘they died in combat’’. 
Many of our brothers were killed treacherously.’ 178  

 Ambushes and hunter-killer operations based on deceit were reported by 
testimonies [referring to the ‘putschist GIA leadership’] such as ‘they would 
send away brothers on the pretext of training […] and then would treacher-
ously kill them’, ‘they would promise safety than kill’, in ‘suspiscious mis-
sions’, and ‘fake ambushes’.179 Some reports speak of secret trial techniques: 
‘the putschist leadership of the GIA sought to deprive the jihad, through 
secret trial, of the known preachers, the sons of the Islamic movement and 
the faithful youth who followed the righteous way.’180 Others point to ‘dis-
guised warfare’: ‘they are known to kill on account of mere suspicion or a 
vested interest and to make lawful the blood, honour and wealth of those 
among the Muslims who disagree with them on the most futile matters’ or 
‘they prefer to fight the brothers who disagree with them in the interpreta-
tion of religious matters or a tradition of the Prophet (s) […]. Indeed, they 
thrive on self-righteousness and advocate fighting their brothers before 
fighting the enemy.’181 

These reports are however limited in details. In 1993 infiltrator Lieuten-
ant Farid obtained 200 pairs of Tango training shoes which were distributed 
among urban insurgents in Algiers.182 The security forces decimated their 
ranks as those who wore them were shot on sight. The security forces re-
portedly joked about how many tangos they killed everyday.183 Another 
technique used was the infiltration of special kalashnikov bullets, which 
would explode in the gun’s chamber. The GIA and the MIA units of Algiers 
were provided with large quantities of doctored ammunition and weaponry 
and consequently suffered heavy casualties.184  

The GIA communiqués corroborate these reports. For example, the se-
cretive killings of two prominent FIS figures, Mohamed Said and Abderez-
zak Redjam, were announced as martyrdom by the GIA. But after the news 
spread in Algeria that the GIA had in fact killed them, the GIA resorted to 
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justifying their killings on the grounds that they were ‘apostates’. First the 
GIA had published a communiqué that stated: 

Just as early leaders such as the brothers Meliani, Sayf Allah Jaafar, Abu Abdallah 
Ahmed and many other heroes gave their life, so did Mohamed Saïd and Abdel-
rezzaq Redjam. They met their Lord while fighting for the religion and defending it. 
They died under the banner of the GIA in the battles of Islam against anti-Islamic 
tyranny to prove to the people that the path they embarked upon was that of Jihad, 
the path of blood and martyrdom and not the path leading to arm chair politics and 
political trips. May Allah have mercy on them, accept their gift of martyrdom. May 
He lead us on that very path, Amen […]. They were killed about two months ago in 
an ambush set by the despots and died instantly.185  

Once witness reports stating they had been savagely tortured and slaugh-
tered by Zitouni and his men spread nationally, the GIA published new 
communiqués stating: 

Let it be mentioned that Mohamed Saïd and Abdelrezzaq Redjam were never con-
vinced of the legitimacy of the jihad, a fact known to all, because they believed in sa-
tanic politics and not the politics of the shariah,186  

and 

These heretical apostates had pledged allegiance to the organisation led by the hypo-
crite Mohamed Saïd who was hiding behind his heretical deeds until he was killed by 
our salafist brothers.187 

Saïd and Redjam were only two targets of the wider campaign – which 
had started after Gousmi’s demise – that decimated the whole Algerianist 
tendency within the GIA.188 Other prominent guerrillas liquidated in the 
same way include Abdelnacer Titraoui, assassinated in July 1995, and 
Mahfoud Tadjine (the leader overthrown by Zitouni) and Abdelwahab La-
mara, both assassinated in December 1995.189 A reliable estimate of casual-
ties of the various kinds of clandestine warfare operations within the GIA 
ranks is still unknown but, in 1998, ex-prime minister Brahimi said: 

In May 1994, two eminent FIS ‘ulama (scholars), Shaikh Mohamed Saïd and Ab-
derezzak Redjam joined the GIA along with many of their supporters. Their idea 
was to unify the ranks of the mujahideen. But afterwards both Shaikh Saïd and Red-
jam as well as one hundred and fifty of their followers had their throats cut by the 
GIA.190 

As for the offensive operations against other Islamist insurgent groups 
such as the AIS, GIA publications make no secrets of them. In March 1995 
a communiqué-fatwa declared war on all the groups that had refused to join 
the GIA.191 Under the rubric ‘fighting the pockets of apostasy’, GIA-
published material reported news items such as: 
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The GIA solved the matter of the residual AIS pockets by obliterating their pres-
ence in the city of Batna. […] In a declaration published in this issue of Al-Ansar the 
GIA clarified its position with regard to the army which fights for a return to the 
electoral process and reclaim the 188 parliamentary seats. The GIA declared that 
whoever fought under the banner of that army belonged to anti-Islamism and de-
served to be fought and repressed. The Group sought to sit down and engage them 
in a dialogue in order to explain to them the solid aims of the shariah in the jihad. 
Following such a dialogue, a group of 70 members from the region of Chlef, West 
of Algiers, decided to join the Group and declare their repentance. The Group set-
tled the fate of the members in the region of Batna; one part repented and the other 
was overcome by force of arms. […] Battles are still going on between the GIA and 
the AIS pockets in the region of Jijel.192 

After issuing a war declaration against the AIS and explaining the conditions and 
reasons behind this decision, the soldiers of the GIA have carried out an attack 
against the AIS in Chlef, which resulted in the death of 11 of its members.193 

Brahimi has testified that: 

Since 1994, the GIA targeted the Islamic Salvation Army (AIS) instead of attacking 
military objectives. In 1994 and 1995, many Algerian sub-battalions deserted their 
barracks with their ammunitions and joined the AIS in the mountains near Ain 
Oussera, Tablat, and Larbaa. All of them were killed by the GIA. But where the 
GIA does not exist, it is the army which does the dirty job. Therefore the regular 
army was sent into action when in April 1995 a large number of soldiers abandoned 
their units at Ain Defla and took to the mountains.194 

4.3.2d ‘Special’ Operations 

In COIN terminology, ‘special’ is a euphemism for unconventional and ex-
tra-legal activities, often with an exceptional degree of violence, deliberately 
intended to create a psychological effect on specifically targeted groups with 
the aim of changing their political behaviour in a manner consonant with the 
COIN objectives. These may include political kidnapping, political assassina-
tions, ‘selective counter-terror’ and ‘mass counter-terror’. 

There is circumstantial evidence to support the case that the GIA carried 
out such kinds of operations. Here only a few representative examples of 
each of these four categories of ‘special operations’ are exposed one by one, 
in the order they have been listed. 

 

The kidnapping of the 7 monks of Tibeherine 

The kidnapping of Christian de Cherge, Luc Dochier, Celestin Ringeard, Mi-
chel Fleury, Bruno Lemarchand, Christophe Lebreton and Paul Pavre Miv-
ille from the monastery of Tibeherine, in Medea, took place earlier than the 
evening of 26 March 1996, the date at which the Algerian military regime 
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made the announcement. The GIA claimed responsibility for their kidnap-
ping only a month later, on 26 April 1996.195  

Prior to the kidnappings, the Trappist monks had very good relations 
with the population of Tibeherine as well as with the Islamist insurgents, 
whom they reportedly treated for gun wounds and referred to as ‘our broth-
ers from the mountain.’196 Monsignor Claverie, other French sources and 
insurgents say that the monks they had been given guarantees for their secu-
rity by the insurgents during the Christmas 1993 visit by Sayah Attiya, an 
insurgent commander in the district of Medea.197 Rivoire said the monks had 
discreetely supported the dialogue initiative of Sant’ Egidio (Italy) and had 
regular contact with Hocine Bouslimane, a figure close to the FIS leader-
ship.198 Impagliazzo, from the Sant’Egidio community, confirmed this 
claim.199  

The kidnapping of these symbolic targets prompted revulsion in Algeria, 
and attracted strong condemnation from the Islamic-world and the interna-
tional community, isolating further the whole insurgent movement.  

In a communiqué published on 4 April 1996, i.e. after the announcement 
of the kidnapping by the military authorities but before the GIA claim of 
responsibility, Katibat al wafa, in Medea, issued a statement denouncing the 
kidnapping and explaining: 

It remains to be pointed out that we do sense a complicity between the perpetrators 
and the secret services because the statements of the forces of repression an-
nounced the kidnapping of the monks only on the night of 26 March 1996. But on 
the night of the abduction, the kidnappers of the monks had killed five innocent 
people, among whom were some of the best youths who grew up in mosques, in-
jured several persons, destroyed their houses and television sets. Why have the 
forces of repression kept quiet on these events? The latter were afraid of being ex-
posed to the world for doing nothing and not leaving the barracks to come to the 
rescue of the people. Had they gone out they would have foiled the kidnapping op-
eration. 

The communiqué further asked: 

Was the kidnapping operation a ploy of the military regime because the killing of the 
monks would fuel the anger of France and that of the West and the supporters of 
the Sharm Echeikh summit? The aim is to force the West to increase its economic 
and military aid to the regime in its ‘fight against terrorism’. 

The kidnapped monks were subsequently assassinated in the most grue-
some manner, a killing claimed by the GIA.200 Tincq believes their assassina-
tion was carried out with the complicity of Algerian secret services, a view 
shared by Captain Haroun who adds the extra detail that ‘the death of the 
monks is the result of a conflict between the Algerian and French secret ser-
vices.’201 According to Haroun, French intelligence had access to the monks 
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once during their detention, an event at which they were given tracking elec-
tronic devices, but as the SDECE attempted to free them, acting independ-
ently from the Algerian military intelligence, they were killed.202 Aroua sug-
gested their killing served ‘to galvanise Christian public opinion around the 
world against Algerian Islamists, and to isolate them from international un-
derstanding and solidarity.’203 

 

High Profile Assassinations 

Islamic religious figures, non-military foreign visitors, political figures and 
journalists are some of the categories that have been particularly targeted by 
the GIA.  

The GIA claimed, for instance, the assassination of Abdelbaki Sahraoui, 
inside a mosque in Paris. 

The first operation carried out by our brothers was the killing of Abdelbaki Sahraoui 
who went on fighting the GIA after the expiry of the delay given to him and his like 
in the declaration of 11 July 1995.204 

It also claimed the killing of Mokhtar Kadri, as states the GIA news item 
entitled ‘killing of a high official in the ministry of religious affairs’: 

One of the GIA companies ambushed and killed a high official in the ministry of re-
ligious affairs whose name was Mokhtar Kadri of the Kouba town. The ministry 
headed by the apostate Essasi Lamouri is one of the biggest enemies of the muja-
hideen. 205  

These assassinations prompted dissent against the insurgents from the di-
rect identification group of the victims (religious scholars and preachers). 

Another important category in the political assassination programme of 
the GIA has been that of journalists. The GIA has publicised the motto ‘we 
fight with the sword those who fight us with the pen.’206 More than 60 jour-
nalists have been killed, not all claimed by the GIA.207 A few examples: 

After issuing a threat against journalists, instructing them to stop working in the in-
formation departments of the military regime, the GIA continued to carry out its 
threat by slaughtering the sports journalist Makhlouf Boukhdar on the night of 
Monday, in Constantine. His body was placed in a car boot. In another operation, 
the despotic journalist Boukerz, enemy of Allah, was killed last Monday.208  

In the same town (Birkhadem) the mujahideen succeeded in eliminating one of the 
voices of the despotic regime. The defunct used to work as a journalist in the radio-
television of the apostate enemy. She did not respond to the edict of the Group 
which warned the journalists and gave them a delay to give up their posts or face 
death at the hand of the Group.209 
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The psycho-political effects of this class of assassinations served the in-
cumbent authorities. These killings aroused journalists and media institutions 
in Algeria and the world to identify more closely with their fellow victim, 
and react in a corporatist way. For many journalists, the reaction was simply 
a rallying to the cause of the incumbent authorities.210 

As for the assassination of political figures, the GIA targeted mainly 
those who were active in defending a negotiated settlement. For instance, a 
few days after the signing of the National Contract for Dialogue in Rome in 
January 1995, the news bulletin of the GIA, Al Ansar, stated: 

In a military operation carried out by one of the companies of the Group, six mem-
bers of the FLN party were killed in the Western town of Relizane. They were work-
ing for the forces of the apostate enemy. As is well known, there is a close pact be-
tween this party and the apostate despotic regime.211 

This intimidated the identification group of the victims, the FLN, which un-
der the reforming leadership of Abdelhamid Mehri had been instrumental in 
contributing to expose and isolate the eradictor faction within the military, 
and proposing a constructive framework for peaceful negotiations.  

Another similar political assassination was that of Kasdi Merbah. Merbah 
had been president of the MAJD party, a former prime-minister, and head 
of Algeria’s military intelligence for more than a decade. He was believed to 
have files indicting influential members of the military. On his return from 
Switzerland where he had met opposition leaders, as part of his efforts to 
broker a peace deal, he was assassinated. This occurred on 21 August 1993, 
the very day the hawkish eradicator Redha Malek was appointed prime-
minister. A special unit from the military was believed to have killed him and 
his security guards.212 Surprisingly, his murder was claimed by the GIA.213  

 

Selective mass terror operations 

As for the third kind of ‘special operations’, there is evidence for GIA op-
erations targeting families of the irregular militias as well as those of the Is-
lamist insurgents. 

GIA attacks on the families of the militias have been claimed in its publi-
cations. For instance, the following report on an attack in Sidi Moussa: 

One of the companies of the Group stormed two houses belonging to the despots 
who fight Allah, His messenger, may Allah’s peace and blessing be upon him, and 
the believers. The mujahideen slaughtered the two families without sparing any-
one.214 

And from Baraki: 
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This region saw a series of successful operations, with the help of Allah. These in-
clude the killing of a family from the despots.215 

The direct identification group of the victims (the militias in particular, 
and the security forces in general) responds to these killings with a heighten-
ing of their aggressiveness. From the genuine insurgent audience, these mas-
sacres provoke demoralisation and the hightened fear of retaliation on their 
own families. From the wider community, they stimulate discontent, con-
demnation, and the rejection of the insurgents. 

These massacres were the prelude to the GIA and the militias launching 
widespread punitive killings of the families of insurgents (those who broke 
away from the GIA and those of other genuine armed opposition groups 
(FIDA and AIS)). The GIA claims responsibility for the mass-killings; for 
instance, this on the attack on Ktiten in the Medea district: 

The Mujahideen may Allah protect them attacked the region of Ktiten whose popu-
lation is known for its staunch support of the apostates of the jaz-ara [Algerianists]. 
Our brothers executed God’s sentence on 31 members of those convicted of being 
apostates.216 

The ‘convicted’ were in fact mainly women and children, all belonging to 
the family of Ali Benhejar, one of the authors of the jurisprudential docu-
ment cited above, which documented the crimes of the GIA and led to the 
revolt nationally against the ‘take over by the infiltrated leadership’. Several 
insurgent groups denounced the GIA’s killings of their families.217 

From the indirect audience, by demonstrating the inability of the insur-
gents to protect their families and supporters, the punitive mass-terror pro-
duced forced submission and control of the wider population. As Le Figaro 
put it, ‘every massacre isolates the armed groups from the civilians who used 
to support them. This turning leads to a discredited guerrilla whose recruit-
ment is suspicious.’218 Abroad, mainly presented as Islamist terror, they elic-
ited world-wide horror and condemnation.  

Although the killings of the families of the militias and those of insur-
gents may seem mutually exclusive in purpose, they are in fact complemen-
tary actions: part of the same classic ‘unconventional terror tactic’ used in 
counter-insurgency warfare. For example, in the chapter entitled ‘Tactics 
against insurgents and terrorists’, one finds a list of ‘unconventional’ coun-
ter-guerrilla tactics that include the following prescription: 

Counter-insurgency forces need to realise that guerrilla movements normally labour 
under certain disadvantages which should be exploited at every opportunity [...]. 
Guerrillas frequently live in fear of violence to themselves and their families. Al-
though this violence might come from government forces, there is often a fear of at-
tack by rival guerrilla groups or in retaliation for a perceived betrayal of the ‘move-
ment’ for which the fighter is actually risking his life and liberty.219 
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Random mass terror operations 

Finally, the fourth kind of ‘special’ operation − GIA's indiscriminate mass-
terror tactics − is also confirmable.  

For instance, insurgent groups denounced GIA operations describing 
them as ‘indiscriminate and random killings’, ‘bomb attacks in the midst of 
the civilian population’, and ‘wholesale killings of children, women and eld-
erly people.’ 220 

Random maiming and killing operations are claimed in the GIA's own 
published material: ‘an explosive device was planted in one of the civilian 
cafes resulting in the death of one of the despots’221, and, ‘our mujahideen 
brothers succeeded in destroying a bar in which a new year celebration was 
being organised.’222 

During the Algiers bombing campaignC in Autumn 94, the most deadly 
car bomb was detonated (on 29 January 1995, at the eve of Ramadan 1995) 
in front of the Commissariat Centrale of Algiers. Casualties numbered forty 
two dead and two hundred and eighty six injured, included many civilians. 
The bombing was claimed by the GIA. This kind of mass terror operations, 
mistakenly called ‘blind terrorism’ targets, kills and maims anonymous civil-
ians intentionally as representatives of their identification group, in this case 
the wider population. From this direct audience, the psycho-political re-
sponse it provoked was disorientation, outrage at, and alienation away from, 
the insurgents and a security need from, and hence some legitimation of, the 
incumbent authorities. Abroad it reinforced an already pre-formed interna-
tional image of barbaric and ideologically corrupt insurgents. 

In reference to the bombing campaign in Paris tourist sites and train sta-
tions in the summer and autumn 1995, a communiqué entitled ‘Comment on 
the call to Islam to Chirac’ and signed by Zitouni stated: 

There we are continuing with pride and force our jihad and our military strikes: this 
time in the heart of France and in the midst of its biggest city to show that, with Al-
lah’s favour, our force is bigger than what the enemies of Allah reckoned. It was also 
made plain that nothing stood in our way as long as the action we sought to carry 
out was  ‘a worship of Allah’, may He be exalted.223 

 
C On 14 September 1994, a day after the release from prison to house arrest of FIS leaders for talks 
out of the crisis with representatives of the junta, the GIA expressed its opposition to the talks by 
restating its ‘neither reconciliation, nor dialogue, nor truce’ slogan. On 12 October, just as talks began, 
a car bomb was detonated in Algiers. This bomb was followed by a series of car bombs throughout 
the autumn. The first bomb in a public space was detonated in Algiers Airport in August 93, a week 
after the murder of Kasdi Merbah. Though officially blamed on ‘Islamists’ the trial of the accused 
reinforced the widely held opinion that it was an attempt of the military regime to achieve a popular 
swing in world opinion in its favour as ‘a bastion against barbarism.’ 
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In March 1997, the GIA was more specific about the bombings it claimed as 
can be seen in a document it made public.224 St Michel RER station on 15 
July 1995, Place de l'Etoile on 17 August 1995, Maison Blanche metro sta-
tion on 6 October 1995 and Musee-d'Orsay RER station on 17 October 
1995. Interestingly, the list of bombings claimed in this GIA document in-
cludes other bombings which, according to Libération of 20 April 1997, never 
actually took place. In The Observer, John Sweeny wrote:  

Even some Western analysts question Europe's backing for the Algerian regime. 
One political analyst said: ‘Le pouvoir has the French government in particular by the 
balls. They have made secret donations to French parties and politicians, so that 
they can blackmail them. At one time, five French cabinet ministers had mistresses 
controlled by the Algerians. And if the French don't play ball, they can bomb Paris.’ 
‘French military intelligence and the DGSE [France's MI6] believe that at least some 
of the bombs in Paris were put there by terrorists manipulated by le pouvoir.’ This ex-
traordinary claim is supported by an influential Rand Corporation report .225  

4.3.3 Critique of the Argument  

We may begin by noting that the credibility of the proposition (that the GIA 
is a counter-guerrilla organisation) is supported by the background discus-
sion and the examples presented therein. The fact that counter-guerrilla or-
ganisations are standard tactical prescriptions in modern COIN warfare, the 
training of Algeria’s military in French COIN doctrines, the presence in Al-
geria of French and international mercenaries with counter-guerrilla exper-
tise and combat experience supporting and advising the army, all made the 
thesis possible, a priori even plausible. 

Next, in the preceding section, we first laid out the irregularity, composi-
tion and anti-insurgent operational attributes that are necessary and suffi-
cient identifying features of any counter-guerrilla organisation. These attrib-
utes are those generally prescribed in modern counter-insurgency doctrines 
and tactics. We then showed that these attributes do match the body of facts 
and information currently available about the GIA. It therefore follows that 
it is justified to hold the view that the institutional identity of the GIA is that 
of a counter-guerrilla organisation.  

Among the criticisms that may be raised against this argument, ‘selectivity 
of the data’ with regards to matching the anti-insurgent operational attribute 
to the facts and information about the GIA seems the only serious objec-
tion. The compatibility of the irregularity and composition attributes with 
the data is obviously unproblematic. 

As a matter of fact, one could object that the operational data about the 
GIA do not include pro-insurgent and anti-incumbent operations which 
have been ‘conveniently’ left out in the comparison with the anti-insurgent 
operational attribute. For instance, various reliable reports exist about GIA 
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military operations against the forces of the military regime. These opera-
tions have been claimed by the GIA in its publications. But then, why are 
such kinds of operations not taken into account in comparing the prescrip-
tions of the anti-insurgent operational attribute with the data? Could it be 
that the counter-guerrilla model does not adequately account for all the op-
erational data about the GIA? 

In response to this criticism, two points should be considered. 

First, on a general note, the execution of pro-insurgent operations con-
currently with anti-insurgent ones by the same counter-guerrilla organisation 
is not a contradiction in terms. As was discussed in the general background 
(section 4.1), these seemingly mutually incompatible operations are consis-
tent with counter-guerrilla identity and modus operandi. It may seem coun-
ter-intuitive but incumbent regimes committed to modern counter-
insurgency doctrines do allow, for the ‘validification’ needs of their ‘domes-
ticated’ guerrillas or for various subversive or political purposes, the killing 
of their own regular forces. In the particular case of the Algerian military 
regime, evidence does exist to show that it authorises the killing of its own 
regular forces for what it considers higher subversive or political purposes. 
For instance, the former first secretary of the Algerian embassy in Tripoli, 
Mohamed Larbi Zitout, stated that 

Between February and April 1992, the military intelligence deliberately shot dead 
about 50 traffic policeman to discredit more efficiently the FIS.226 

Le Monde reported the testimony of an Algerian policeman, Fouad, who 
served the incumbent regime and is now exiled in France: 

At the beginning, there were doubts, rumours, and then the first confirmations. At 
funerals of murdered policemen, their families prevented their colleagues from 
touching their coffins, telling them ‘it is not the Islamists who have killed him, it is 
you!’ The most popular policemen, ‘the most just, the most loved’ were shot dead 
‘as if to shock, to make people revolt’ […] On one occasion the soup for 1600 po-
lice cadets was poisoned by a policeman. Ninjas special commandos were shot dead 
in their backs though they were backed up by military […] garrisons. Fouad affirms 
he pursued a car that had just perpetrated an attack. ‘We managed to stick close to 
it. We were happy. Suddenly we saw it drive into a military intelligence barracks. I 
reported it on my radio and was told ‘mission accomplished, return to the station.’ 
Fouad recounts that on another occasion a commando unit riding a car executed a 
policeman in the street. ‘We had the registration number, the car was going to be 
identified. Then there was silence in the walkie-talkie. We were told to stop the 
chase.’227 

One may therefore infer that the military are unlikely not to have sacri-
ficed members of their regular forces for counter-guerrilla ‘validification’ 
needs. Clearly then, what gives an anti-insurgent to the operations of a 
counter-guerrilla organisation is not so much the executing of anti-insurgent 
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operations to the exclusion of pro-insurgent ones as much as it is the con-
current carrying out of both activities with the overwhelming preponderance 
(dominance) of the former over the latter. 

Secondly, while part of the GIA's pro-insurgent operations can be ac-
counted for in terms of ‘validification’ requirements, it is not the case that 
this explanation accounts for all such operations.  

It should be remembered that the thesis being defended here is that it is 
the GIA post-Gousmi which is a counter-guerrilla organisation. Of course, 
the GIA has operated as an infiltrated armed opposition group since 1993. 
The reason our claim does not cover the pre-Zitouni era is that it is only af-
ter the tenure of Gousmi that both the compositional profile of the GIA and 
the proportion of its pro-insurgent operations relative to its anti-insurgent 
ones changed drastically. This threshold is the precursor to the increasing 
dominance of ‘turned’ agents at the top of the GIA's structure, the gradual 
elimination of genuine pro-insurgent cadres (military, political, religious) and 
the massive desertions from GIA ranks by politically literate insurgents. The 
compositional profile of the GIA is now much more like Force K with a 
dominant membership of security agents, ‘turned’ and ordinary criminals. 
The same threshold was followed by a drastic increase in the proportion in 
the GIA’s anti-insurgent operations relative to its pro-insurgent ones. The 
bulk of the GIA's pro-insurgent operations took place in the pre-Zitouni era; 
the post-Gousmi era saw a drastic decrease in pro-insurgent operations. 

That which accounts for part of the GIA's pro-insurgent operations is 
simply the presence of genuine insurgent members and groups since the 
process of transforming the GIA from an infiltrated armed group into a 
conventional counter-guerrilla institution did not take place, nor consolidate, 
instantaneously.  

In sum then, if one does not ignore the important fact of the evolving na-
ture of the GIA's identity and the time dependence of the scale of the pro-
insurgent operations associated with the GIA, then the objection of ‘selectiv-
ity of the data’ with regards to matching the anti-insurgent operational at-
tribute to the data about the GIA fails to undermine the argument support-
ing the proposition that the institutional identity of the GIA is that of a 
counter-guerrilla organisation. 

 

4.4 Functional Identity Argument 

Instead of identifying the GIA by its institutional properties one may at-
tempt to do so by its type of function. In a functional identification, role, 
rather than structure, is the basic discriminator. For example, what individu-
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ates ‘a mouse trap’, is not so much its constitutive elements as much as its 
role. 

In an insurgency context, what characterises the purpose of a military 
force is its strategy. As a means of functional identification, it would there-
fore be appropriate to infer the strategic patterns that underlie the GIA ide-
ology and activities, pin down the strategic doctrine that fits them, and iden-
tify the larger aims it serves. 

This exercise pre-requires some acquaintance with the strategic principles 
of guerrilla as well as counter-insurgency warfare. This is done briefly in sec-
tion 4.4.1. Section 4.4.2 is devoted to analysing the strategic patterns that 
underlie the GIA activities. The main ideas are summarised in section 4.4.3. 

4.4.1 Guerrilla and Counter-Insurgency Strategies 

In low intensity conflicts, the operations of the military contenders are 
tightly bound to political and psychological imperatives to influence the loy-
alties of the civilian population. 

The strategic postulate of guerrilla warfare is that the civilian and military 
spheres of activities have to be fused and engaged in struggles whose pri-
mary objective is political. The agent of this warfare is the guerrilla, neither 
soldier nor civilian, but both at the same time: a token of the inextricable 
link between the combatants and the population.228 

Counter-insurgency (COIN) warfare postulates the appropriation and inver-
sion of the strategic principles of guerrilla warfare as the most effective doc-
trine to defeat the insurgent.229 The revolutionaries have to be fought with 
their own weapons, on their own grounds. 

These fundamental precepts entail sets of guerrilla and COIN strategic 
principles, typical examples of which can be schematically classified as fol-
lows.  

4.4.1a Preserving Oneself and Destroying the Opponent 

Guerrillas are militarily weak and hence fight strategically defensive and tac-
tically offensive wars. ‘Hit and run’ warfare typical of guerrillas give prece-
dence to preserving the revolutionary forces over conquering territory. 

COIN strategy appropriates this principle. For instance it prescribes, es-
pecially in the first stages of the insurgency, scaling down operations and/or 
accelerating army withdrawals until it controls its base areas and the popula-
tions dwelling therein, even if it means giving up territory to the insurgents. 
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4.4.1b Mobilising the People 

Guerrilla movements usually prescribe the physical and political unity of the 
movement with the people, and severing the links between the later and the 
incumbent authorities. Such movements implement this principle through 
organising, administering, politicising, educating, serving and defending the 
people. Insurgency movements typically take drastic measures to prevent the 
guerrillas antagonising the masses who provide political support, informa-
tion, and human and material resources to the insurgency. 

COIN strategy adopts and inverts this principle. It enjoins separating the 
insurgents from the people and turning the latter into a palisade against the 
former. This is usually done by neutralising the political and para-
political/military organisations and influence of the insurgents, and then fur-
ther by counter-organising the people into political, para-political and para-
military organisations controlled by the incumbents. 

 

4.4.1c International Support for Oneself and Isolation of the Opponent 

Typical guerrillas seek international support and aid to their cause. COIN 
strategy instructs that it is absolutely imperative to ensure the alliance of ad-
jacent countries, wider international support, and the discrediting of the in-
surgency on the world stage. 

 

4.4.1d Unifying the Efforts 

Conventional guerrilla strategy requires that the political, military, diplo-
matic, propagandist, social and educational efforts should be complementary 
arms co-ordinating towards a single goal rather than disjoint battlefields. It 
enjoins unity of planning and direction from the village to national levels. 

The same principle is adopted by COIN strategies, which prescribe taking 
the war to the insurgents at all levels: military, political, diplomatic, psycho-
logical and economic, from the village to the international arena. This is usu-
ally directed by a centralised command and control structure involving both 
military and civilian authorities. 

 

4.4.2 Strategic Function of the GIA 

One can now analyse the activities of the GIA by the strategic principles just 
reviewed. 
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4.4.2a Destroying Oneself and Preserving the Opponent 

The subversive activities discussed in section 4.3.2b and the offensive opera-
tions reviewed in section 4.3.2c provide evidence that after the GIA suc-
ceeded in incorporating the bulk of the insurgents it set about destroying 
itself as well as all the insurgent forces that had refused to join in. 

On the other hand it acted to preserve the military forces of the incum-
bent regime. This is borne out by its intelligence work (section 4.3.2a) and 
various testimonies of groups that broke away from the GIA. For instance, 
referring to the rule of Zitouni, the company of Medea wrote in its jurispru-
dential document: 

The period when they had usurped the power was characterised by weak leadership 
of the struggle and the combatants. The military operations were halted and all the 
commanders able to harm the taghut [arrogant oppressor] and sap its foundation 
were removed. The operations inflicting material and moral damage on the taghut 
were ordered to stop, and in their stead the fire was redirected against the military, 
political and religious cadres inside and outside Algeria.230  

4.4.2b Demobilising the People 

Various kinds of GIA operations sowing conflicts between the insurgents 
and the people were reviewed in section 4.3.2b. The personal security, prop-
erty, honour, and religious beliefs of the populations supporting the insur-
gency were constantly attacked by the GIA. Members of the GIA were im-
pregnated with an ideology excommunicating the Algerian people from Is-
lam. Their political discourse was about negation, exclusion and aimless de-
struction which alienated the people.231 The GIA massacres discussed in 
4.3.2d prompted the target populations to join the armed militias to protect 
themselves.  

In other words the GIA has been both a demobilising agent, severing the 
bonds between the insurgents and the population, and a counter-
mobilisation spur, inciting the latter to join the counter-organisations of the 
incumbents.  

4.4.2c International Isolation for Oneself and Support for the Opponent 

The first GIA attack on foreign nationals occurred on 21 September 1993, 
exactly one week after the FIS set up, overseas, its executive office for for-
eign affairs. The campaign of killings of foreign nationals, including those of 
nuns and priests, and the claiming of bomb attacks in Paris in 1995 (see sec-
tion 4.3.2d) provoked international condemnation in both the Muslim and 
Western worlds. These actions discredited the whole insurgent movement, 
not just the GIA. They were seen as barbaric, cruel, and medievalist aggres-
sors with no regard to basic sanctities, hence resulting in international isola-
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tion. They also confirmed the regime’s propaganda as the last bastion against 
an impending terrorist deluge. The bombings in Paris gave a pretext for 
strengthening ‘international co-operation against terrorism’. In countries 
such as France, Spain, Italy, and Belgium, especially and in addition to the 
Arab world, this meant banning any form of organised civil, political or in-
tellectual opposition to the military regime.  

The GIA literature is replete with pseudo-theological proscriptions of 
diplomatic work. False scriptural interpretations are marshalled to exclude 
support from ‘Christians’, ‘Jews’, ‘Shiites’, ‘non salafi sunnites’, and ‘salafis 
not engaged in jihad’.232 Even ‘salafis engaged in jihad’ such as the Lybian 
and Egyptian armed Islamic groups were excommunicated, for ‘being in-
fected by Seyyed Qutb’s thoughts’, leaving, in actual fact, no one as an actual 
or potential supporter outside Algeria.233 The GIA issued repeated threats 
against FIS representatives abroad ordering them to cease all activities ‘in the 
name of the struggle in Algeria.’234 In May 1995, it threatened with death 
Abdelbaki Sahraoui and Moussa Kraouche (in France), Abdelkader Sahraoui 
and Rabah Kebir and Abbassi Madani’s sons (in Germany), and Anwar 
Haddam (in the US) if they did not cease issuing statements and meeting 
officials in host countries within six months.235 In July 1995 Abdelbaki Sah-
raoui was assassinated in Paris, inside a mosque, and the GIA claimed re-
sponsibility for the killing.236 The GIA is widely accused, within the insur-
gent groups, of giving names of insurgency supporters outside Algeria to the 
DRS.237 

4.4.2d Disintegrating the Efforts 

The GIA disjoined military and political activities. There is evidence to show 
that it de-politicised, in principle and in practice, the insurgency, turning it 
into a war for its own sake, a criminal enterprise of killing without justifica-
tion or cause. The GIA targeted its own membership with a pseudo-religious 
propaganda describing politics as ‘an impurity that must be avoided’, ‘a sa-
tanic activity practised by Christians and Jews’, a ‘trade of blood for 
chairs’.238 It drilled unrelentingly that ‘the GIA does not need cadres as 
much as it needs sincere men who love death.’239 However, the same propa-
ganda instruments proscribing politics as ‘a satanic activity’ have legitimised 
it for the GIA leaders: 

The GIA is the sole legitimate and guided authority. It orders all Muslims in the re-
gions where it combats to obey its commander who is their legitimate leader. He 
performs a legislative, judicial, political and military role on behalf of the Caliph.240 

Public statements and literature of this force vigorously asserted that ‘the 
GIA is not the armed wing of the FIS’241, as if to deprive it of any political 
advantage in negotiations. They attacked all FIS dialogue initiatives, espe-
cially the National Contract signed by the main political parties in Rome in 
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1995, as betrayals of its ‘no dialogue, no truce, no reconciliation, and no 
pact’ motto.242 It went to great length to attack the earlier electoral victories 
of the FIS and also the integrity of its leaders. For instance the GIA repeat-
edly denounced the ‘deviancies and atheism of the polytheistic democratic 
elections’243 and, referring to the FIS electoral victories, it condemned ‘those 
who have called for the triumph of God’s religion with multi-party democ-
racy’ because ‘in truth they support the heretical doctrine and polytheistic 
way.’244 The GIA also pursued a campaign of attacks on the moral character 
and religious integrity of the FIS leadership describing them as ‘freaks’, ‘de-
viants’, ‘madmen’, ‘double-minded’, ‘heretics’ for example.245  

On the media front the GIA was reported to have dismantled many 
propaganda instruments of the FIS and other insurgent groups (e.g. the 
weeklies Minbar Al Jumu’a (The Friday Pulpit), Al-Rayya (The Standard), Al 
‘Itissam (The Stronghold), the radio-station Al Wafa (The Fidelity)).246 On the 
other hand it imposed its own literature (communiqués, and periodicals such 
as Al Ansar (The Supporters) and Al Jamaa (The Group) periodicals) as the 
sole reading material allowed in the maquis.247 When Zitouni took over the 
GIA he reportedly decreed that all books (including classical Islamic texts on 
theological exegesis, jurisprudence, politics and military ethics), newspapers, 
and pamphlets be discarded or destroyed; he only allowed his pamphlet and 
GIA literature as reading material.248 Insurgent individuals and groups who 
had undergone this ideological drilling before they left the GIA describe its 
content as ‘attacking rational thought and decision-making’, ‘sowing schisms 
and ideological dissension’, ‘creating doubts on the veracity of Islam’, and 
‘channelling attention to trivial religious matters and issues irrelevant to the 
insurgency.’249 They describe the effects it had on them as ‘demoralisation’, 
‘despair’, ‘loss of confidence’, ‘disorientation’ and ‘fear’.250 

4.4.3 Summary  

The pattern that stands out from this analysis is that the GIA violates the 
basic strategic principles of guerrilla warfare and implements those of COIN 
warfare. The function of the GIA is to execute COIN strategy whose larger 
aim is to crush the insurgency.  

In other words, if guerrilla leaders and strategists, say Vietnamese Ho Chi 
Minh, Chinese Mao Tse Tong, or Algerian Emir Abdelkader (1832-1847) or 
Krim Belkacem (1954-1962) were to analyse the GIA they would not de-
scribe it as an ‘insurgent’ or ‘revolutionary’, nor ‘guerrilla’ organisation, as 
does, for instance, the Algerian regime, the US Department of State, Agence 
France Presse, Reuters, or some ‘experts’ on terrorism. It performs quite the 
opposite role, that of a counter-guerrilla irregular force.  
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4.5 Assessment of the Counter-Guerrilla Hypothesis 

Before spelling out alternative hypotheses about the identity of the GIA, 
general comments about the counter-guerrilla hypothesis are in order. 

First, in our survey of media material and analytical works on the GIA, 
we came across only two claims that defend the counter-guerrilla thesis. At-
taf and Guidice suggested: 

What the French experts managed to do, using methods learned from their lost 
combat against Vietnamese communists, their Algerian likes are improving on it to-
day. False ‘Islamist maquis’, which are in fact maquis… of the army, correspond to 
the false maquis set up by the French […]. Yesterday this was called ‘Force K’ for 
instance. Today it is called ‘GIA’.251 

Attaf and Giudice did not provide detailed arguments to support their 
view of the GIA but their historically informed intuition and analogy guided 
them to what is, in our opinion, the first correct appraisal of the GIA's iden-
tity to be published. Abdelhamid Brahimi, former prime-minister of Algeria, 
also pointed out that: 

The GIA is an invention of the military intelligence, a bit like the GAL [Anti-
terrorism Groups of Liberation] in Spain when Felipe Gonzalez was in power. The 
GAL in Spain is like a Spanish GIA to fight the ETA [Euskadi Ta Askatasuna – 
Basque Homeland and Freedom Group]. The GIA was thus created to fight the 
FIS. Naturally, their first target was the AIS and then the poor peasants who voted 
for FIS.252 

Secondly, to hold the view that the GIA is a counter-guerrilla entity is to 
recognise that there is an integrated set of assumptions (i.e. the principles 
and modus operandi of counter-guerrilla organisation and warfare) that ef-
fectively order the accumulated yet unsorted facts and observations that are 
indicative of the GIA's identity into a coherent picture. This model of the 
GIA's identity has explanatory value because it fits the body of detailed facts 
and observation and because – in the same way a map would do – it in-
creases our understanding of the GIA's identity by reducing the number of 
facts taken as independent. 

Thirdly, just as a map can give more information than was needed to 
construct it, this model is larger than the observations that gave rise to it. It 
has deductive consequences other than those it was constructed to explain, 
some of which are new particulars that can be tested. 

Among the various consequences one can deduce from assuming that the 
GIA is a counter-guerrilla organisation, consider for instance the explanatory 
value of the notion of ‘frozen area’ in elucidating a puzzling class of events: 
GIA operations in contiguity with, yet unopposed by, the regular forces. 
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For example, there is the enigma of the killings at road-blocks, manned 
by ‘bearded men’, in between close road-blocks set up by regular forces of 
the army. In the past six years thousands of car or bus passengers were ran-
domly slaughtered or machine-gunned in road-blocks set up in the most 
militarised districts of the country.253 There is compelling testimonial evi-
dence that these ‘false road-blocks’ operated in close proximity to security 
forces. Libération (from France) published, for instance, the testimony of 
Samir whose brother, an executive in a power station, had been killed by gen-
darmes. 

In the summer of 1993, Samir’s younger brother refused to service the houses of 
gendarmes. He paid for refusing to get involved in corrupt practises. One night, his 
house was surrounded by five men. His back was burnt and he was finished off with 
a bullet in his head. ‘Those who killed my brother did not know he had a profes-
sional telephone for communicating with his colleagues. For four hours, throughout 
the attack, he was in touch with his assistant who was alerting the army, the police, 
the police headquarters… No one came, no one moved.’ A few days after the burial, 
Samir went back with a van to collect things from the burnt house. ‘There I saw the 
unthinkable: a false road-blocks, then a real one, one kilometre away from the first. 
My brother’s assistant told me, trembling, it was the gendarmes who killed my 
brother.’254 

Amnesty International also reported that: 

Most massacres have taken place around the capital in the Algiers, Blida and Medea 
regions in the most heavily militarised part of the country. In many cases massacres, 
often lasting several hours, took place only a very short distance, a few kilometres or 
even a few hundred meters away from army and security forces barracks and out-
posts. […] That the security forces have not intervened during the massacres is also 
a fact, which is not disputed by the Algerian authorities.255 

Referring to the massacres in the summer of 1997, Libération pointed out 

Just as the patterns of assailants − Islamic groups according to the press and the au-
thorities − are always the same, the behaviour of the security forces is strangely re-
petitive too. The latter intervene only several hours after the crimes. At Rais, there 
was a small garrison a few hundred metres from the killing. Immediately next to 
Beni Messous, there are at least 4 military concentrations. The massacre of Friday 
night took place 200 meters away from the caserne du train (military transport centre) 
and the headquarters of the military intelligence, and 300 meters away from two 
bases, that of the gendarmerie and the airbase for special paratroopers. This led even 
the press controlled by the authorities to ask many questions. As a matter of fact, 
how can one explain that terrorists move freely in several lorries, massacre civilians 
for several hours, abduct and kidnap women and leave without being challenged? 
All this happens at the door of a capital whose outskirts are tightly patrolled.256 

Now if one believes, as is argued here, that the GIA is a counter-guerrilla 
organisation, then the unintelligible fact of the frequent occurrence of ‘GIA 
road-blocks and massacres’ in close proximity to passive regular forces finds 
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its no-miracle explanation in the counter-guerrilla concept of ‘frozen area’. 
In the case of the Rhodesian insurgency, the ‘frozen area’ rule was applied to 
co-ordinate between the Selous Scouts pseudo-guerrillas and the regular 
forces. A document of the Rhodesian military states: 

A frozen area is a clearly defined area, in which Security Forces are precluded from 
operating, other than along main roads. Army security forces already in an area to be 
declared ‘frozen’ will be withdrawn from such an area by the time stipulated in the 
signal intimating that such an area is to be ‘frozen’. This signal must be acknowl-
edged by the recipient. The above ruling also applies to all armed members of the 
Services and Government Departments with the exception of: a) Those personnel 
tasked to operate exclusively along the Cordon Sanitaire b) Those personnel sta-
tionned at Protective or Consolidated Villages and establishments provided with a 
permanent guard in which case they are restricted to 1000 metres from the perime-
ter of such establishments. c) In the event of a vehicle breakdown, ambush or mine 
deterioration on the main road within a Frozen area those personnel involved are to 
remain in close proximity to their transport.’257 

In other words, an operational co-ordination between the GIA and the regu-
lar forces, as prescribed in COIN management procedures for counter-
guerrilla forces, may well account for these puzzles. 

Fourthly and finally, note that this hypothesis about the GIA's identity is 
actually testable. If, as is assumed here, the GIA is a counter-guerrilla force, 
then there must exist publicly accessible data, in the form of both material 
and testimonial evidence, to confirm conclusively the nature and structure of 
the institutional relationship between the GIA and the DRS. We would con-
sider this hypothesis decisively refuted if a competent international investiga-
tion failed to come up with material and testimonial evidence confirming 
that the GIA is a COIN appendage of the DRS, under the ultimate com-
mand of major-General Mohamed Mediene. 

 

5. Alternative Theses on the GIA’s Identity 

Of course, alternative hypotheses may be conjectured to account for the 
body of accumulated facts that are indicative of GIA's institutional identity. 
In the literature on the GIA, one encounters three other main views. The 
GIA is alternatively held to be an ‘Islamic guerrilla force’, i.e. the received 
view discussed in section 2, a ‘Kharidjite sect’ and an ‘anti-social movement.’ 
We briefly discuss and evaluate the evidential support for, and explanatory 
value of, the latter two. 
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5.1 The GIA is a Kharidjite Sect 

In Islamist writings attempting to pin down the identity of the GIA, one 
commonly finds a class of denotations highlighting either its ideological par-
ticularity (e.g. ‘Kharidjite’ or ‘Hijra-Takfir’) or its inclusion of (or control by) 
‘mukhabarat’ (DRS) agents. 

The spread of testimonial reports and the objective support of the GIA 
to the COIN campaign make transparent why such writings would refer to 
the GIA as infiltrated or mukhabarat, it is less clear why the GIA is referred 
to as ‘Kharidjite’. 

The Kharidjite denotation is a reference to one of the earliest sects in Is-
lamic history (8th century) which, according to some viewsD, emerged as a 
dissent against Imam Ali’s acceptance of arbitration during the battle of Sif-
fin. Originally made up of warriors mainly from the Tamim tribe, led by an 
obscure soldier named `Abd-Allah b. Wahb al-Rasibi, it progressed into 
some kind of popular movement as an increasing number of soldiers de-
serted Imam Ali's army to join ‘those who went out’, whence the name Kha-
ridjiteE. This movement, though momentarily defeated by Imam Ali in the 
battle of an-Nahrawan, continued and manifested itself in resurgent armed 
insurrections which destabilised the Eastern part of the Muslim lands during 
the last two years of the Caliphate of Imam Ali. Some historians see these 
Kharidjite armed insurrections as having contributed to Moawiya's victory 
over Ali and their continued resurgence under Ummayad rule as having 
aided the Abbassids' defeat of the Ummayads. 

From a doctrinal point of view, the original and subsequent Kharidjite are 
said not to have had a unified set of doctrines but to have shared two dis-
tinctive doctrines. First, a rejection of the legitimacy of Imam Ali's Caliphate 
and a condemnation of Uthman's conduct. Secondly, while the original Kha-
ridjite movement branded as apostate or infidel whoever did not disown Ali 
and Uthman, subsequent manifestations of Kharidjite did the same for who-
ever did not accept their point of view on a variety of other self-defining is-
sues. One may speak of their rejection of the doctrine of justification by 
faith without works and their regarding a Muslim as murtad (apostate), kafir 
(infidel) or mushrik (polytheist) for moral shortcomings, ma'siyya or kabira 
(minor or major sins) − which, according to the Quran and prophetic tradi-
tions, are considered as not entailing excommunication − or for simply resid-

 
D There are other views that do not see a connection between the origin of the Kharidjites and the 
issue of arbitration at the battle of Siffin. The view expressed here is reported from C.E. Bosworth, E. 
van Donzel, B. Lewis and C.H. Pellat (eds), The Encyclopedia of Islam, Vol. IV, Brill & Leiden Publish-
ers, The Netherlands 1991, p. 1074. 
E There is an alternative view that associates Kharidjite with the idea of their leaving the community 
of believers. 
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ing in the dar el harb (i.e. Muslim territories under the authority of a ruler they 
consider as infidel). 

 In terms of attitude and behaviour, historical accounts associate the Kha-
ridjite with cruelty, as they committed countless murders, especially not spar-
ing women, with extremism and intolerance towards Muslims and a relative 
benevolence towards non-Muslims. Some historians view the Kharidjite's 
extremism, intolerance and schismatic mentality as the cause of endless reli-
gious disputes and splits within their ranks and as having chiefly contributed 
to the failures of the Kharidjite guerrilla wars. 

Undoubtedly, given that the GIA holds doctrines of takfir (ex-
communication) resembling those of the early Kharidjite and since the 
GIA's guerrilla nature and indiscriminate use of violence against the Muslim 
population prompts parallels with the armed insurrectionary aspect of the 
Kharidjite's political history, the identification of the GIA as ‘Kharidjite’ 
seems plausible. In fact, there have been arguments put forward to justify 
this identification. These arguments involve two main steps.  

First, they justify the view of Kharidjism as a trans-historical phenome-
non rather than one confined to the early history of Islam. For instance, 
Srour258 appeals to the authority of the Prophetic saying: 

Zaid ibn Wahb Al-Jahani was in the army that set out to fight the Karidjites and 
heard Ali saying: I heard Allah's Apostle saying, ‘in the last days of this world there 
will appear young foolish people who will use (in their claim) the best speech of all 
people (i.e. the Qur'an) and they will abandon Islam as an arrow going through the 
game. Their belief will not go beyond their throats (i.e. they will have practically no 
belief), so wherever you meet them, kill them, for he who kills them shall get a re-
ward on the Day of Resurrection.’ 259 

to justify this interpretation. The trans-historical nature of the Kharadjite 
phenomenon is also justified by appealing to the authority of Imam Ali's in-
terpretation: 

Ali Ibn Abi Taleb, may Allah be pleased with him, said, after he had been told that 
the whole army of the Kharidjites was annihilated: many more Kharidjites will be 
born and whenever they gather under a leader and a banner they will be killed till 
their last generation will be forced to lead the life of robbers and thieves.260 

The second stage of these arguments consists in demonstrating that the 
membership of the GIA, its doctrines and practices, match the characteristic 
attributes of the Kharidjite, as described in the prophetic sayings or as classi-
fied by classical jurisprudents, such as Ibn Taymiyya. For instance, in his ar-
gument by correspondence, Srour's paper mainly emphasises the youthful-
ness and ignorance of the members of the GIA, their doctrines of ex-
communication, their practices of killing Muslims (men and women) and 



© 1999 Hoggar        www.hoggar.org 

 What is the GIA? 427 

+ ++ + 

+ + 

sparing anti-Muslim forces as the key attributes that would identify the GIA 
as Kharidjite. 

Probing the justifiability of this identification pre-requires an expertise in 
Islamic jurisprudence, textual analysis, and the body of hadith literature (pro-
phetic traditions) and its interpretation as well as in eschatology, all of which 
are beyond the scope of the present discussion. However, assuming that this 
identification is justified, one finds that it extends one's understanding of the 
GIA but it raises several problems. 

Identifying the confusing GIA with the well-understood historical Kha-
ridjite allows Islamists to make inferences about the former on the basis of 
the latter and hence makes the former a less unfamiliar entity. It recognises 
precisely the doctrines of the GIA and locates them within the wider body 
of doctrines of the deviant sects known in the history of Islam. This specifi-
cation of the ideological particularity of the GIA is its main strength. It also 
fits some facts such as the youthful, unspiritual, uneducated, extremist, intol-
erant, schismatic nature associated with part of the membership of GIA as 
well as the guerrilla war and criminal forms of its actions. In sum then, these 
inferences about the GIA, on the basis of the doctrines and political history 
of the Kharidjite, do fit some facts and make the GIA a less unfamiliar en-
tity. 

But familiarity should be distinguished from explanation. The Kharidjite 
hypothesis has a number of shortcomings and raises several questions. For 
instance, even if one puts the issue of the evolving nature of the GIA aside, 
this hypothesis ignores the DRS and the ‘turned’ components whose pres-
ence within the GIA is established. It fails to explain the specific and de-
tailed forms that the GIA operations take. These are important features in-
dicative of the GIA's identity. Moreover, this identification also fails to ac-
count for the common political and strategic patterns that underlie the GIA 
operations. It is one thing to recognise the similarity between the anti-
Muslim nature of the armed insurrections of the historical Kharidjite and the 
anti-Islamic guerrilla warfare of the GIA, but it is quite another thing to ex-
plain why the strategic patterns that underlie its operations are such that they 
serve to implement the COIN strategy of the incumbent authorities.  

Of course, most of the communications that identify the GIA as Kharid-
jite also refer to it as infiltrated by DRS agents. But none says how these two 
entities may be related conceptually, organisationally, operationally and func-
tionally. In these accounts, the emphasis is sometimes on the Kharidjite 
character and some other times on the military intelligence feature, depend-
ing on the sets of facts needing explanation, as if they were somehow incon-
gruous, indissoluble identities that cannot be integrated. 
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 In addition to these problems, the identification of the GIA as Kharidjite 
raises further questions. For instance, how should one interpret the trans-
historical nature of the Kharidjite phenomenon? 

One could interpret this trans-historicity as meaning that every manifesta-
tion of Kharidjite-like insurgents is inevitable, spontaneous, and natural in 
the sense of being an expression of a regularity of history. But this view is 
hard to defend. Arab regimes have an interest in artificially engineering, or 
catalysing Kharidjite-like movements in order to lengthen their survival. Ex-
tremist groups provide them with a domestic and international legitimacy 
(they otherwise lack) as a bulwark against anarchy, bigotry and terror. Any 
psychological warfare department can engineer them by impregnating sus-
ceptible target groups with the old Kharidjite doctrines.F These social, politi-
cal, and ideological manipulations undermine the ‘naturalness’ that one 
would ascribe to any Kharidjite manifestation under the interpretation of 
trans-historicity we just mentioned.  

To sum up this discussion, our conclusion is that the ‘Kharidjite’ and 
‘mukhabarat’ denotations do reflect a few salient characteristics of the GIA 
but they stand fragmented and, in our view, fail to fit, summarise and explain 
the wider set of facts indicative of its institutional and functional identity.  

5.2 The GIA is an Anti-Social Movement 

The hypothesis that the GIA is an anti-social movement, or various of its 
slightly different versions, has appeared in some French writings. Unlike 
much of what is written in the largely islamophobic mass media in France, 
these writings appear as objective social inquiry. 

This hypothesis about the identity of the GIA emerges from various ar-
gumentative schemes seeking to interpret Islamist ‘political violence and ter-
rorism’ as excessive forms of action due to a lack of social actors, as deriving 
from an inversion process. In the sociology of political violence and terror-
ism, there is a theory that claims there are forms of terrorism that are the 
outcome of inversion.261 Inversion is taken to denote the process through 
which a collective action drifts away from both its inceptive ideals as well as 

 
F These regimes oversee the situational conditions under which extremist movements often emerge. 
Cultural alienation, political dictatorship, economic deprivation and social disintegration constitute a 
structurally violent environment which dislocates human lives and produces people with feelings of 
powerlessness and isolation, and unable to find opportunities to make their lives worthy and meaning-
ful. It is the people who experience most acutely these alienating feelings who have been most suscep-
tible to extremist ideologies. The mukhabarat (military intelligence) of some Arab regimes have im-
pregnated selected inmates in prisons by feeding them with reading material on the doctrines of the 
historical Kharidjites. (Abdurrahman ben Mu`ala al-Luwayhaq, Al Ghulu fi-Deen fi Hayat al Muslimeen al 
Mu-‘assira (Religious Extremism in the Contemporary Muslim World), Mua-ssassat ar-Rissala, Bey-
routh, 1992 and Na’aman ‘abd errezaq Assamirai, Atakfir, Judhurahu, Asbabuhu wa Mubariratuhu (Ex-
communication, its History, Causes and Justifications), Al Manara, Beyrouth, 1986). 
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the population on behalf of which it claims to be acting, ending into ‘organ-
ised practice of indiscriminate and irredeemable violence.’ It is said to in-
volve a gradual loss of meaning and an estrangement from the social move-
ment whose views the armed group claims to be voicing: those who previ-
ously suffered on behalf of people oppressed by a system drift away from 
their ideals and become scornful, dismissive and negative of people's exis-
tence, needs and expectations and turn into criminals outside their group as 
well as within it. Within this framework, terrorism therefore derives from 
inversion, i.e. the collapse of a social movement into its negation, an anti-
social movement. There are three features which are said to distinguish an 
anti-social movement. In an anti-social movement, the political actor or arm 
bearer: 

1) Construes (and speaks about) the people − on behalf of whom he 
claims to act − as an abstract and ideological construct and not as a concrete, 
human and social entity. This is the identity condition. 

2) Inverts opposition from fellow members into betrayal and that from 
social adversaries into total enmity. This is the opposition condition. 

3) Has neither the wish to create a new society, nor the vision to trans-
form it and his actions are never constructive or future-directed but aim ex-
clusively at the destruction of the existing order as the ultimate end. He in-
verts the relationship between violence and politics; his violence is expres-
sive rather than instrumental, an end in itself rather than a means to an end, 
spontaneous rather than rational. This is the totality condition. 

It is this sociological perspective, or some of its journalistic versions, that 
some authors have applied to interpret the ‘political violence and terrorism’ 
in Algeria, in general, and that of the GIA, in particular. Labat, a representa-
tive figure of such a view, asks 

When the ambition of a fraction of the armed groups is […] not so much the man-
agement of an instrumental violence as it is a ‘blind’ violence, and, as the conflict 
gets entrenched, some groups linked to the FIS gradually lost sight of the initial aim 
of the struggle, thus evolving similarly to the GIA, should one speak of a dérive terror-
iste [terrorist drift]?262 

Within this perspective, the argumentative strategy often put forward, as 
does Labat, to substantiate this sociological interpretation of the ‘political 
violence and terrorism’ associated with the GIA can be broken down into 
three steps: 

a) Put forward a delineation of the social dislocation of the FIS following 
the coup d'état; 

b) Throw out a narrative for the emergence, or actually take over, of the 
GIA, and an outline of the social recombination processes underlying it; 
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c) Argue that the GIA is an anti-social movement.  

In Labat's account, these three steps are meant to demonstrate the col-
lapse of the FIS into an anti-social movement (the GIA) and hence account 
for the ‘political violence and terrorism’ of the GIA. Although, for the pur-
poses of this section, only the argument that the GIA is an anti-social 
movement, i.e. argument c), is of central relevance, a brief sketch of the full 
argument is important for the evaluation and criticism of Labat's view later.  

 First, the social dislocation of the FIS following the coup d'état of Janu-
ary 1992 is described as a fracture between the cultural and institutionally 
integrated component of FIS, on the one hand, and its labour, social and 
least integrated component, on the other, or − as Labat puts it − between its 
‘institutionalised elite’ and its ‘proletarianised elite’.G. The decapitation of 
most of its leadership (repressed, broken down and dispersed by the regime), 
the failure of its electoral strategy and its unpreparedness for an armed 
struggle are said to have left what remained of the local and national officials 
divided and marginalised. This dislocated the movement.  

The second step deals with the recombination of individuals and groups 
that fragmented away from the FIS or had existed outside it into the GIA. 
Labat’s main point is that it is those that were the least integrated into the 
FIS and the socially marginalised and excluded youth that recombined under 
the MIA and most importantly the GIA. Labat asserts 

The subordinate cadres of the party, those who were marginalised by the electoral 
strategy developed in the three years of FIS electoral existence, provided the first 
battalions to the armed groups after the electoral process had been interrupted. As 
the repression of the regime became more systematic and severe, numerous actors, 
peripheral to the social movement, came to picture the social scene only as a battle-
field.263  

The social recombination under the GIA, according to Labat, consists of 
those least disposed to submit to the authority of the FIS and those least 
rooted and accountable to society: ‘the most troubled actors and those least 
integrated to the party’, ‘Afghans’, ‘Hijra-Takfir’ groups in addition to 

A majority of elements sharing a common exclusion that makes them the figure-
heads of the under-urbanised Algeria: unemployed, trabendistes, the excluded from 
the educational system, actors that represent a social movement whose surge onto 
the political scene takes mainly the form of a violence against the State. This vio-
lence is the terrain into which they transfer their quest for new forms of collective 

 
G Labat claims: ‘Is it enough to interpret the spiral of violence suffered by Algeria simply as the substi-
tution of the participatory logic of the FIS up to 1992 with the military option of the armed groups? 
Should it not be seen as the effect of the polarisation of the Islamist party into two irreducible trends 
as a result of the tension between the revolutionary aspirations of its proletarianised elite and the con-
servative disposition of its institutionalised elite?’ S. Labat, ‘Le FIS à l'épreuve de la lutte armée’, in R. 
Leveau (ed.), L'Algérie dans la guerre, Complexe, Paris 1995, p. 87. 
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identity. The armed Islamic groups also know how to make their interest converge 
with those of local clientelist networks. They get the rallying, or at least the support, 
of bands of delinquents whose anti-state postures and thirst ‘to smash cops’ they 
convert into forms of politico-religious crime.264  

Labat does not fail to mention, too briefly though, the infiltration of the 
GIA by the DRS.265 In Labat's account, this is an incidental detail, irrelevant 
to her supporting arguments and her terrorist drift thesis.  

 The final step in Labat's argumentative scheme is to claim the GIA is an 
anti-social movement. For this, she argues that the GIA instanciates the fea-
tures proper to anti-social movement. In Labat's view, the GIA construes 
the popular base as a purely abstract and ideological construct and not as a 
concrete human resource to mobilise: 

The GIA are a distorted image of the social movement once expressed through the 
FIS. They are caught in a drift that leads them to perceive the social and political 
scene in an ultra-ideological and bellicose mode. Increasingly distant from its origi-
nal social references, the violence of the GIA becomes a direct and exclusive con-
frontation with the state and feeds its own dynamics.266  

This purports to show that GIA meets the identity condition of an anti-
social movement. Labat further describes the notion of opposition within 
the GIA in the following terms: 

The social and political adversary, in this case the regime and its representatives or 
associates, is demonised – enemy of Islam, unbelievers in the pay of Christian cru-
saders and Jews – whereas the partisan gets ascribed a meta-social identity.267  

Furthermore, Labat considers that the GIA has no political perspective 
other than to overthrow the existing regime. She says ‘the morbid drift of 
the GIA confirms that the means tend to get confused with the end.’268 She 
also argues that the armed violence of the GIA is expressive rather than in-
strumental: ‘the GIA puts an alternative logic in place: an action is not 
judged by its possible outcomes but according to its conformity with the 
cause it is supposed to defend.’269 Labat equally asserts: 

As carriers of a ‘culture sauvage’ [savage culture] that diffused into the compost fertil-
ised by the FIS, these former sympathisers of the party are at the borders between 
militancy and crime, and see in the handling of weapons the means to enhance their 
local symbolic and material capital.270  

This last claim combines with those Labat makes above about the GIA's 
identity and opposition conditions to complete the argument that identifies 
the GIA as an anti-social movement. 

Is Labat's thesis correct? Although Labat does not provide adequate evi-
dence to support this thesis, some of its content happens to be in fact cor-
rect. 
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Labat neither reads nor understands Arabic and provides no evidential 
support for her claims: no data about, or interviews with, members of the 
GIA is given, not even an analysis based on literature published by the GIA 
is presented. 

But some of the claims Labat makes are correct. In so far as the GIA has 
comprised a ‘Hijra-Takfir’ membership, ‘Afghan veterans’ and some margin-
alised youth, this component of the GIA manifests indeed the identity and 
opposition principles of an anti-social movement. These principles may be 
regarded as analogues, in sociological terms, of ‘Hijra-Takfir’ or ‘Kharidjite’ 
doctrines, on the basis of the testimonial reports of the various break away 
insurgent groups in Algeria, and the GIA literature.H In other words, there 
has indeed been a component of the GIA that displays the attributes of an 
anti-social movement. 

But the GIA has also comprised other components which Labat ignores 
without any justification. Labat ignores the fact that the GIA also comprised, 
at some stage, a substantial number of elements she would classify as ‘insti-
tutionalised elite’ of the FIS, for instance Mohamed Said, Abderezzak Red-
jam, and members of society who would hardly qualify as marginalised (pro-
fessionals from all walks of life, deserting soldiers and officers etc.). Like-
wise, Labat regards the presence of members of the security forces infil-
trated within the GIA as insignificant and incidental despite strong testimo-
nial and circumstantial evidence to the contrary. Similarly, the existence of 
‘turned’ guerrillas within it is not accounted for. These components of the 
GIA can hardly be associated with an anti-social movement.  

Furthermore, it is obvious that highlighting these unjustifiably ignored 
components seriously undermines Labat's claim that the GIA's violence is 
expressive rather instrumental. Quite apart from the objection that one can-
not separate expressiveness from instrumentality in any violent action, the 
evidence that Labat, Khelladi and Martinez present is either lacking or selec-
tive.I First, one needs only read GIA published literature to find explicit ref-

 
H One has to rely on testimonies from insurgents inside Algeria because it is not at all clear whether 
relying exclusively on GIA published material is sufficient for showing that the GIA is an anti-social 
movement. The reason is that, even if one takes this inversion framework of analysis for granted, one 
would need to establish whether it is these ideological features which led GIA members into terrorist 
actions. Although the GIA has comprised a membership committed to ‘Hijra-Takfir’ ideology, a care-
ful scrutiny of the GIA published literature in the light of events shows that a substantial part of the 
GIA's beliefs and doctrines appear as post-facto justification for various violent actions. Furthermore, 
the fact that the main ideologues of the GIA, e.g. Abu Muss`ab Assury, Abu Qutada Al Falistini, and 
Abu Hamza Al Misri, are not Algerians, have never lived in Algeria, and are widely regarded as linked 
to Arab intelligence agencies, further undermines relying solely GIA published material to relate the 
GIA's ideology to the social status and consciousness of its membership in Algeria. 
I Khelladi makes the claim that ‘it is a new Islamism that is not so much after destroying a state as it is 
after purifying its soul by killing. It is the expiatory jihad, the ritual of blood, the sullied body that is 
slaughtered, mutilated, at which they go unrelentingly. It is the impossible redemption that the re-
leased violence confirms […] The violence of Islamic groups is deliberately primitive, barbarian, irra-
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erence to strategies, and hence instrumentality, of violence. 271 Secondly, one 
may grant that say a small number of schools are destroyed by frustrated 
youths. But is the organised destruction of several hundreds of schools ex-
pressive and not instrumental violence? Is the organised mass-killing of the 
civilian population and the well planned selective elimination of the ‘institu-
tionalised elite’ within the GIA expressive and not instrumental violence? Is 
the perpetration of massacres and bombings within areas of specific political 
geography and against specific target-groups expressive and not instrumental 
violence? Is the kidnapping of priests, killing of specific foreigners, rape of 
women expressive and not instrumental violence? Labat empties the GIA's 
violence from its instrumental content, which was shown to serve, in fact, a 
COIN strategic function.  

The last but not least failure in Labat's account is the lack of attention to 
the time-dependence of the compositional profile of the GIA even though 
there is good evidence that the relative presence and distribution of these 
various components within it changed drastically over time. Reducing the 
GIA to one of its sub-components, and freezing it within a particular period, 
precludes various questions that would undermine the rather simplistic terror-
ist drift thesis. For instance one thinks of the break-away from the GIA of 
most genuine insurgent groups and individuals after the uncovering of the 
DRS infiltration, manipulations and killings of its most competent members 
(‘institutionalised elite’) were uncovered. Perhaps this should be described, in 
Labat’s terms, as a dérive anti-terroriste, an anti-terrorist drift. 

Borrowing such terms would not, however, be a good idea. Beyond the 
substantive deficiencies and failures of the dérive terroriste thesis as applied to 
the GIA, it is the framework of analysis within which it lies that requires 
careful scrutiny. Refuting the thesis without questioning the unspoken pre-
suppositions intrinsic to this framework only re-asserts it by the back door. 
A few points need to be made.  

First, this framework is not clear even about its basic objects of enquiry: 
‘terrorism’ and ‘violence’. Within it, they denote vague and ideologically and 
politically evaluative categories open to dispute, rather than particular sets of 
facts, or specific and detailed patterns of violent acts. 

Besides, inversion theories of terrorism are not explanatory, as some 
practitioners, such as Labat, hold them to be. They are also not testable. 

                                                                                                                         
tional. It does not kill, it shows, exposes, and demonstrates.’ (see A. Khelladi, ‘Les islamistes Al-
gériens’, in Les Temps Modernes, No 580, January and February. 1995, p. 151). Martinez also claims that 
the GIA's violence is more a statement of deprivation, rejection and misery suffered by the militants 
(i.e. an expression of a class consciousness) than an instrument for attaining some goal: ‘the destruc-
tion of schools by armed groups […] is due not just to the content of the taught courses, seen to be 
against quranic injunctions, but also to the frustration felt by the mujahideen against a system that 
excluded them too early [in their lives].’ (see L. Martinez, ‘L'enivrement de la violence: ‘djihad’ dans la 
banlieue d'Alger’, in R. Leveau (ed.), L'Algérie dans la guerre, Complexe, Paris 1995, op. cit., p. 69.). 
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They do not assign causes nor do they provide sets of integrated assump-
tions that would account for specific cases of violence. What they provide is 
assignments of meanings, interpretations imputing subjective states (mo-
tives, dispositions etc.) to human agents participating in ‘violent’ actions. 
These putative states are in general not publicly (‘inter-subjectively’) accessi-
ble and hence not verifiable, as is the case in Labat's account. 

Even so, this is not to say that inversion theories, with their stress on the 
subjective rationale of violence, would not be useful accounts if they were 
complemented by analyses from other perspectives such as the political or 
strategic ones. J But in Labat's analysis the strategic perspective is given no 
consideration at all. 

Clearly, the pre-suppositions that direct Labat's identification of the ob-
ject of inquiry, her choice of method, perspective and, as was discussed ear-
lier, her way of identifying facts and assessing evidence are highly selective. 
They direct attention to certain selected portions of the wider content of the 
Algerian war reality, and they deflect it away from some others. After all, 
state terrorism or violence, although much more destructive in Algeria and 
elsewhere, are poorly researched objects of inquiry. Labat, like most ‘experts 
in terrorism studies’, shows no interest in analysing and accounting for state 
involvement in the GIA, and in state terrorism in Algeria in general. The 
pre-suppositions that direct Labat's choice of method and perspective in her 
study of the GIA are not inevitable. For example, in ‘terrorism studies’ in 
European societies a distinction is often made between leftist terrorism and 
rightist terrorism. Leftist terrorism is said to proceed from the collapse of an 
idealistic movement into an anti-social movement, to project itself from be-
low, to be anarchic. Rightist terrorism, on the other hand, has been tied to 
secret services, the police and crime (a hand of the state or some of its lead-
ers), to work from above, to be authoritarian. The equivalent distinction in 
an insurgency context would be that between an anti-social movement and a 
counter-guerrilla force. But Labat ignores this well-known distinction. 

 
J To highlight this point one may think of the following example. In so far as modern military or pa-
ramilitary forces are indoctrinated (as part of their training) 

1) into believing that they are a special elite acting on behalf of abstract and meta-social con-
structs (the Nation, National Security etc.) rather than on behalf of concrete, human con-
stituencies, 

2) into objectivising opposition into total enmity, into targets to be attacked and destroyed, 
3) into championing absolutes (do-or-die attitudes), and the destruction of the target (prop-

erty, people or system) as an ultimate end. 
it is legitimate to say that they embody the defining attributes of an anti-social movement. But then it 
is obvious that to account for the specific ‘violent’ or ‘terror’ actions of any such force, it is just not 
enough to invoke the three principles above (identity, opposition and totality). One would need to 
understand the strategies and tactics involved to be able to account properly for the patterns of such 
actions. 
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One may speculate on the political values and interests at work behind 
the pre-suppositions and orientation of this kind of sociological inquiry into 
the nature of the GIA. The dérive terroriste has obvious consequences in terms 
of war policy recommendation. In Labat's reductive account, the violence of 
the GIA appears as having both a social source and character, as empty of 
political and strategic content, and as unconnected with the military regime, 
and even less with the French government whose COIN experts advise and 
supervise Algeria’s generals. Discourses on violence being strongly norma-
tive, this account depoliticises and criminalises the wider insurgent violence 
by implication and it sanctions state violence, and French support to it, by 
omission.K 

The value-oriented bias of Labat's inquiry into ‘Islamist terrorism’ is un-
fortunately not just an aberrant exception; it is in fact typical of studies pos-
turing as objective inquiries into the phenomena of violence in the interna-
tional order, what the philosopher Alexander George calls the discipline of 
terrorology.272 In a critical survey of such studies about conflicts in Latin 
America, Indonesia, Africa and the Middle-East, Herman and Sullivan have 
shown that they ignore wilfully large scale state terror and state sponsored 
terror and deflect and impose the terrorist charge on the victimised popula-
tions.273 As George put it, ‘the reader's gaze is directed away from the com-
plicity and responsibility of his or her own government for the ‘tragic situa-
tion’ and towards more convenient targets.’274 Referring to the discipline of 
terrorology and the underlying value and interest orientations of its research 
efforts, Herman and Sullivan asserted that, 

Western governments and business firms do underwrite such intellectual efforts, 
and they want data and analyses pertinent to their needs in confronting their per-
ceived enemies, who are rebels and restive under-classes, rather than right-wing 
governments engaging in large-scale torture and killings, or Western organised and 
funded insurgents attacking disfavoured states. The definition, models of ‘terrorism’, 
and appropriately selective focus of attention follow accordingly.275  

In their exhaustive analysis of the political economy of terrorology, what 
they call ‘terrorism as ideology and cultural industry’, Herman and Sullivan 
argue that in order to maintain access, control and privileged positions in the 
Third World, in the face of nationalist and popular upheavals, governments 
and corporate multinationals develop and sponsor institutes and think-tanks 
whose business is to produce and justify policy recommendations on ‘terror-
ism’ and to manufacture, refine and distribute ideological instruments of 
propaganda: information, disinformation, selected facts, analyses and per-
spectives on the topic of ‘terrorism’. These are then disseminated to the 
public by the mass media through interviews, articles, books etc. by selected 
 
K This is also the case for the writings of Kepel, Leveau, Galissot, Khelladi, Martinez and Raufer. 
These will be analysed in detail in a forthcoming publication. 
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analysts and intellectuals directly or indirectly funded by the terrorology in-
dustry and self-servingly given the authoritative status of ‘experts on terror-
ism.’ 

6. Summary and Conclusion 

Although it is widely accepted that the GIA is responsible for part of the 
massacres suffered by the Algerian population, there are large discrepancies 
between the various views on the GIA’s actual identity. These conflicting 
theories were reviewed, a brief chronology of the GIA was given and it was 
pointed out that any examination of the institutional identity of the GIA 
should recognise the fact that it has evolved over time. In September 1994, 
following the demise of Gousmi and the OPA that put Zitouni in charge, it 
underwent a drastic change. The thrust of this paper did not deal with the 
GIA pre-Zitouni because identifying it as an infiltrated Islamist insurgent 
group before then is uncontroversial. The focus of this paper has been on 
the GIA's identity post-Gousmi; its thesis, that the GIA is a counter-guerrilla 
organisation. 

This paper defined the concepts of counter-guerrilla forces and discussed 
some general features about how the latter operate. These concepts and mo-
dus operandi were illustrated in the case of the Force K and the Selous 
Scouts because of their direct relevance to the counter-insurgency campaign 
currently unfolding in Algeria. 

The paper then presented the argument in support of the view that the 
GIA is a counter guerrilla organisation. The strategy of the argument was to 
show that the GIA embodies the identifying institutional attributes typical of 
a counter-guerrilla organisation. The body of accumulated facts indicative of 
the GIA's identity does fit the irregularity attribute, the compositional profile 
condition and the anti-insurgent operational attributes typical of a counter-
guerrilla force. 

This argument was contradicted by what seems the most serious objec-
tion, i.e. selecting out GIA pro-insurgent operations in the matching of the 
counter-guerrilla anti-insurgent operational attribute with the relevant body 
facts about the GIA. This objection was dealt with by pointing out the time-
dependence of the GIA's identity, the fact that the advent of Zitouni's lead-
ership oversaw a drastic increase in the proportion of the GIA's anti-
insurgent operations relative to its pro-insurgent ones, and that the modus 
operandi of counter-guerrilla forces allows for small scale pro-insurgent op-
erations for ‘validification’ purposes. 

The second justification of the counter-guerrilla hypothesis focused on 
the functional identity of the GIA. The GIA was shown to operate in viola-
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tion of all the strategic principles of guerrilla warfare and in accordance with 
those of COIN warfare. 

The paper indicated that the countr-guerrilla thesis has been independ-
ently asserted by Attaf and Guidice, and Brahimi. The thesis was said to 
have an explanatory content because it effectively orders the accumulated 
and unsorted facts about the GIA into a coherent picture. It was pointed out 
that it has deductive consequences other than those it was constructed to 
explain; the example of the operational ‘frozen areas’ was discussed.  

This paper also considered the main alternative hypotheses about the 
GIA's identity. The Islamist thesis that considers the GIA as an (infiltrated) 
‘Kharidjite sect’ was reviewed. It was shown to reflect a few salient features 
of the GIA, (e.g. some of its religious and political doctrines), but to fail to 
fit, sum up or explain the wider body of facts indicative of the GIA's iden-
tity.  

The alternative view was Labat's thesis; the GIA as an ‘anti-social move-
ment’. It was indicated that Labat's thesis correctly applies to the Hijra-
Takfir component of the GIA but her identification of the whole GIA as an 
anti-social movement was shown to be false. Labat used an unjustifiably se-
lective body of facts, weak evidence and ignored obvious facts contradicting 
her matching the defining attributes of anti-social movement to those of the 
GIA. Labat also overlooked the time-dependence of the compositional pro-
file of the GIA. Some comments on the politically oriented bias of Labat's 
inquiry were made to explain her rather unjustifiably selective and eviden-
tially weak analysis. 

An important conclusion of this assessment was that the counter-guerrilla 
thesis is, unlike other claims about its identity, testable. If, as is claimed here, 
the GIA is indeed a counter-guerrilla force there must be publicly observable 
data, material and testimonial evidence, to confirm conclusively the nature 
and structure of the institutional link between the GIA and the DRS. This 
thesis would be decisively refuted if an international war crimes investigation 
team, that includes counter-insurgency experts from neutral countries, failed 
to come up with the adequate material and testimonial evidence. Given that 
the Algerian generals have already appealed many times to foreign bodies to 
monitor elections, there is no reason why they should not do so to refute the 
allegations that give them paternity over the GIA. 
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Appendix 

Zitouni’s Infiltration, Rise and Practices within the GIA according to insur-
gent sources 

The 1996 report of the Rabitat al-Islamiyya li-Dawa wal Jihad (Islamic League 
for Predication and Jihad) on the effects of military intelligence upon the 
GIA states that prior to his rise Zitouni had been an insignificant figure with 
no public profile. It says he had enjoyed no media exposure, until the propa-
ganda of the military regime, and that of France, exploited the anti-French 
sentiment of the population to infiltrate him as a hero. It gives the following 
account: 

The French and Algerian media hyped his role as leader of the attack on the French 
embassy whereas the operation was planned and executed by the group of Mahfoud 
Abu Khalil. According to some sources, Zitouni was not a leader but a member of 
the group. The media then wanted to draw public attention and concentrate the 
minds on the name of Jamal Zitouni to transform the person behind it into an in-
ternational star and a hero.  

The report distinguishes between his infiltration into the population and that 
into the insurgent movement. For the latter it claims that: 

Jamal Zitouni acquired a reputation among the mujahideen and his name was linked 
to the smuggling of an anti-aircraft weapon (Doushka). In reality, the acquisition of 
the weapons was, to a large extent, the effort of a mujahid brother who had defected 
from the army; he was in charge of this weapon. This brother did not survive longer 
and was killed in a battle in the region of Khemis Miliana. As to the Doushka, its fate 
remains unknown since it was never used in battles or for shooting down aircrafts or 
helicopters. There is no trace of it, nor of its whereabouts until now […] Recently, a 
witness named Abderrezzaq Al-Qara, who fought in the group of Zouabri, declared 
in a testimony, which is recorded on a video in our possession, that the Doushka and 
the other arms were recovered by the military authorities from a cache in the moun-
tains. He personally heard this from Antar Zouabri who explained how this hap-
pened and who was responsible[…] Was the whole affair planned to launch Zitouni 
and create a halo of heroism around him to achieve specific aims? Was the matter a 
plan of the secret services and the weapons were returned to their sources once they 
played their roles? Or was there within the leadership of Zitouni and his henchmen 
somebody working with the despotic regime. This could explain why the weapon 
was never used for it was destined only as a mere exposition and display piece. Time 
will reveal the truth. 

Following the death of Gousmi, who, according to a public report issued by 
the Medea Battalion on 15 January 1996, was killed in an ambush pre-
arranged in collaboration with his driver, the constitutional leadership which 
took over was swept aside by a coup. The report says that instead of the ap-
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pointment of Mahfoud Abu Khalil, the first deputy of Gousmi, and hence 
interim leader according to ‘article 10 of the third principle on the political 
constants of the GIA’, various pre-planned events culminated in the unau-
thorised issue of a communiqué appointing Djamal Zitouni as leader. The 
report states:  
The appointment of Jamal Zitouni as leader of the GIA happened through announcement 
only and not through a plebiscite from the mujahideen, present or absent, as was the case 
with the plebiscite that Abi Abdallah Ahmed secured from everyone. All the military dis-
tricts pledged their allegiance to him.  

If one takes the view that these statements are true, it remains a mystery why 
this coup was not challenged. Publicly accessible periodicals of the insur-
gents do not discuss this issue but Ait-Aarab cites an anonymous source 
who offered the following explanation: 

But the brothers, fearing for the implosion of the Group and eager to avoid harming 
it, decided not to challenge Jamal Zitouni, temporarily, until the consultative assem-
bly would meet. But the faction of Jamal Zitouni (Antar Zouabri, Fares Said, Abou 
Abbas, alias Boukabous, Adlan and others with suspicious links to the secret ser-
vices) ensured that the consultative assembly never met. Zitouni started to dismiss 
the commanders with whom he disagreed. He also proceeded to kill others on the 
pretext that they had links with the secret services or were splitting the Group. He 
replaced them with commanders close to him. He succeeded in killing more than 
seven hundred able commanders in the various districts of the country. The absence 
of Abu Khalil Mahfoud during the first days of the leadership of Zitouni helped the 
latter put his plan into execution. Abu Khalil Mahfoud had fallen into an ambush set 
up at night by Zitouni’s men and was told afterwards that his group had been mis-
taken for an army patrol. He was wounded in his feet and spent seven months in 
bed. This absence was a golden opportunity for Jamel Zitouni. He ordered that no 
visitor be allowed access to Abu Khalil in the hospital, especially his close friends. 
Zitouni dismissed also brother Khaled Abu Saeeb, the second vice-deputy of Abu 
Abdallah Ahmed, and appointed Fares Assaid as his deputy. The latter was among 
the most abominable individuals who tortured Abu Khalil Mahfoud and Abdelwa-
hab Lamara, the ex-commander of Fida. Other strangers with suspicious links with 
the secret services took part in the torture of the brothers.L  

This source also makes the claims that: 

Zitouni also took part in the torture by burning of brother Abu Mohamed, the sur-
geon of the group. He tortured him, his wife and their daughter in front of an as-
sembly of people[…]. Abu Khalil as well as dozens of brothers were savagely tor-
tured. One of the brothers, named […], from […], who fled from the prison of the 
Group […], where he had his ten toes cut off, described to us the situation as fol-
lows: ‘Zitouni appointed a special group for torture. The members of this group 
would break bones, mutilate, burn and Zitouni himself would take part in the tor-
ture.’ The brother went on to describe this appalling spectacle: Zitouni would ask 

 
L M. Ait-Aarab, ‘dirassa tarikhiyya lil jamaa al islamiyya al mussalaha’, op. cit., p.31. 
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Abu Khalil Mahfoud and Abdelwahab Lamara to imitate the sounds of animals and 
to sing. Abu Khalil bore his ordeal with patience and, tied by a rope and in chains, 
did tell Zitouni: ‘you and your men belong to the secret services. You follow the way 
of the Kharidjites and the group of exile and excommunication and you seek to de-
stroy the jihad, its symbols and leaders.’ But Zitouni kept laughing and mocking 
Abu Khalil. The more Abu Khalil spoke, the more he was hit and tortured. This is 
the testimony of the brother […]. He is still alive and the testimony is recorded on 
tape.M 
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