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Techniques of violence in the case of the Algerian civil war (1992-2003)

Violence as a technique for mobilizing civilians against the enemy

The techniques of violence used in the Algerian civil war has consisted among other things of disguising the militants’ identities at the “roadblocks” mounted by the armed fundamentalists who pass themselves off as members of he Popular National Army. In many cases, the manipulation of violence has been used by the Algerian regime as well as by the fundamentalists. As of 1995, this technique became a widespread means of collective assault against travelers who, slowing down for the roadblocks, were gunned then down. 

1-The regime’s techniques of violence  

We find the same logic in the Algerian military secret service. At the beginning of the civil war, and faced with the demobilization of significant numbers of its national police force in the fight against the armed fundamentalists, the Algerian military secret service themselves executed members of the GIA and transported their corpses during the curfew hours to the front of police stations. This method worked to implicate the police despite themselves. In the eyes of the local fundamentalists they were seen as being party to the fight against terrorism. 

2- What is the meaning of the manipulation of violence
The manipulation of violence analysed as the result of the Algerian army’s infiltration of the armed groups, continues today, beyond all moral explication which would hold this type of violence to be fiendish, as a process of mobilizing civilians against the enemy, and is used by the Algerian regime as well as the fundamentalists themselves. 
Considered as the result of the infiltration of groups armed by the Algerian army, and distinct from moralizing explanations that demonize the protagonists, the manipulation of violence is a way of mobilizing the civilian population against the enemy, a tactic employed equally by the regime and the fundamentalists themselves. 

In the absence of a significant political mobilization of the population directly affected by the outcome of the war, the Islamic religious identity of the protagonists in the war has muddled and confused the nature of political antagonisms in the conflict, which  consists in the opposition between nationalists and Salafist Jihadists. For the villagers, the notion that the enemy is invisible signified the perceived lack of difference between the enemy in terms of his ethnic, religious, and social identity.  Moreover, it is important to recall that the civil war started only after the annulment of the electoral victory of the FIS in December 1991. At that time, many of the armed fundamentalist groups that already existed were unified within the same organization—the GIA (Islamic Armed Group or Community – al Jamma in Arabic). The FIS, the outlawed Islamist party, turned to violence two years later, but had only secondary importance during the war in comparison with the GIA, which numbered more than 51586 activists in 1992-2002. Thus far, the Algerian civil war has claimed more than 100,000 victims. In 2004, there are more than 50 victims per month, both civilian and fundamentalists included.
The failure to significantly mobilize the population, whose role is decisive in the political outcome of the war, has blurred the lines between the different protagonists, each of them confessing Islam, clouding of the political conflict and the sense of violence. According to the villagers the enemy is invisible, he is similar: ethnically, religiously and socially the enemy is identical.

 Let us not forget that the Algerian civil war began as a result of the cancellation of the FIS (Islamic Salvation Front) electoral victory in December 1991. The different armed fundamentalist groups already in existence at that time joined forces becoming the GIA, the Armed Islamic Group or Community (al Jamaa in Arabic). Two years later, the FIS, the forbidden Islamic party, turned to violence and, compared with the GIA whose numbers reached more than 51586 activists in 1992-2002, held a place of secondary importance in the war. In 2004 alone, there have been more than 50 victims per month (civilians and fundamentalists alike). 

- Turning the population AGAINST rather than mobilising it in FAVOR of one of the protagonists 

When the Algerian secret service placed the fundamentalists’ corpses out in front of police stations in the GIA strongholds, they were not so much trying to undermine the security institutions as they were trying to put a stop to the demobilization of certain Army corps such as the national police, which was loathe to participate in the “war against the terrorists” as the regime called it, when they felt themselves to be the primary target. Likewise, the GIA’s technique of “roadblocks” starting back in 1995 was not so much an attempt to convert the population to the ideology of Salafism, but rather an enormous operation trying to mobilize the population against an unpopular regime. 
3- The opacity of the political conflict 

The problem of the manipulation of violence has been seen in moral terms or as a victimization of civilians. The techniques of violence used by each protagonist were aimed at mobilizing an ambivalent population against the enemy. The fundamentalists’ technique consisted of organizing armed actions in the hope of compromising the regime and reinforcing a counter-popular image of the Algerian army. 

There are no statistics concerning the roadblocks but we can safely say that stories about them were in the Algerian press more or less daily between 1995 and 2000. Ten or more civilians were killed each of these armed actions. Since 2000, when the GIA began to falter, the armed actions have become less frequent: fewer than ten victims were killed at roadblocks during the whole of 2003.  

4- Manipulating violence to cloud the political conflit

The dilemma for each protagonist in the conflict was that of mobilizing the mostly Muslim population against an enemy who himself claims to represent Islam. For the villagers it is a war where the enemy is “invisible” because he is similar: a brother, a neighbour, a familiar face. 

Islam is the Algerian state religion, it is also the fundamentalist groups’ credo as well as the religious identity of the vast majority of Algerians. In political terms, this spelled out the fact that the principal conflict of the war remained unclear from 1992 to 1995, the year Liamine Zeroual was elected president. 

5- A war between the ideologies of Nationalism and Salafism 

The doctrine of Salafism, the GIA’s ideology, is that of a return to the Islam of the 6th century, to the society of the prophet. In declaring the founders of first islamic society as the common origin of their “Salafist community” (GIA being but an acronym), Salafism becomes an ethnic, not a religious, form of Islam.  

We can therefore recognize that the violence used against Muslims whom they consider to be infidels is not simply a “coup d’état” but an eradication of the cultural, social, economic and political structures. The target of the GIA’s Salafist utopia is the Algerian nation-state. 

The fact that the different protagonists of the Algerian civil war all adhere to Islam has rendered the main political conflict indistinct, pitting not Muslim against Muslim in religious terms but rather Algerian nationalism and the contemporary nation-state against Salafism Djihadism, which is the enemy.

Conclusion : 

· The techniques of violence are used to fill a political gap owing to the fact that Islam is a common idiom in Algeria. 

· After 1995, the regime positioned itself on the nationalist front as safeguarding the nation-state against the “terrorism” of the fundamentalist groups and succeeded in mobilizing a large portion of the population, the veterans of the War of Independence, 1954- 1962, and their families into a “patriot” militia affiliated with the Algerian army, thereby transforming the counter-terrorist war into a popular guerrilla warfare, which has been the spearhead of the regime’s security policy as well as having reinforced its political position.
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