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Algeria 1992–2002 
Executive Summary 

Algeria experienced an internal conf lict between the ruling party, the National Liberation  
Front (FLN), and numerous Islamist factions from January 1992 to February 2002. One of the attributed 
triggers of the conf lict was the f lawed transition to multiparty democracy and the integration of opposing 
factions into the political system between 1988 and 1991.1 In 1991, parliamentary elections were held, 
where the opposition Islamic Opposition Front (FIS) was projected for an electoral victory in the second 
round of voting. Fearing an Islamist victory, however, the military stepped in and canceled the second round 
of the elections, launching a coup that forced President Chadli Bendjedid to resign, and it assumed control 
of the government. FIS leaders were arrested, and resistance was generally repressed. Three major armed 
groups emerged—the Islamic Armed Movement (MIA, based largely in the mountains), the hard-line  
Armed Islamic Group (GIA, primarily urban), and the Islamic Salvation Army (AIS).2

Attempts to unite the rebel groups as an armed wing of the FIS were made but ultimately failed when 
the Algerian military uncovered their plans and launched an attack to stop these efforts.3 The motivation 
to engage in the conf lict differed for each Islamist faction. The MIA and AIS were driven by political issues, 
hoping to force the regime to reinstate political pluralism. Their attacks were almost exclusively targeted 
towards security forces and government off icials. The GIA wished to unleash a “total war” driven by religious 
and ideological motives, and it targeted civilians and all those who opposed their jihad.4

In the early to mid-1990s, the scale of violence peaked with widespread violence targeting civilians, 
scholars, journalists, and foreign nationals.5 Elections held in 1995 were won by General Liamine Zéroual, 
the army’s candidate, and a gradual decline in violence occurred in the following years. Negotiations were 
held between the military and the FIS, which led to a 1997 truce under which some militants laid down 
arms. However, lasting peace negotiations came after the 1999 election of Abdelaziz Boutef lika as president. 
The Civil Harmony Law delineated terms of conditional amnesty for Islamists involved in the conf lict if they 
were willing to stop f ighting by January of 2000 and comply with the terms of the surrender.6

Assessing the Five Factors 
1.	 Was the country at the time of the conf lict a nation? 

Yes. Following the struggle for independence from French colonial rule, building a national cultural 
identity was fundamental to the country’s unification. In this case, Algerian nationalism was centered 
around being Arab and Muslim. In the early 1990s, approximately 99 percent of the population were 
ethnically Arab-Berbers and Sunni-Muslim.7



Study of Internal Conflict (SOIC) – Algeria 1992–2002  |  Page 2 of 4

2.	 Was the government perceived as legitimate by 85 percent of the population? 

No. A combination of elite politics and authoritarian governments excluded the population 
from formal political participation in Algeria until attempts at democratization began in 1988.  
Even so, civic participation was low in the first free and fair elections in 1990–91.8 The projected  
FIS victory led to the military canceling the second round of elections, overthrowing the government, 
and becoming the de facto government of Algeria.9 During the first stage of the conflict, the population 
generally supported the groups and the Islamic cause. The expansion of the conflict into a terror 
campaign of indiscriminate killings, however, decreased public support for the insurgent groups.  
Moreover, the 1999 presidential election witnessed a withdrawal of six of the seven candidates  
due to claims of electoral fraud.10

3.	 Did the government maintain or achieve security control over roughly 85 percent of the country’s 
overall population? 

No → Yes. Part of the government’s strategy to dismantle and contain the insurgent groups  
involved indiscriminate violence toward the factions, often resulting in civilian casualties.  
Nonetheless, the counterinsurgency efforts were less brutal than the insurgents themselves. By the  
mid-to-late 1990s, levels of violence had declined, and the government had weakened the  
insurgents to the point where attacks were isolated and on a lower scale. Estimates show that more 
than 100,000 people were killed, and more than one million Algerians were displaced as a result 
of the conflict.11

4.	 Did the rebel movement have persistent access to external sanctuary in a neighboring country 
to a militarily significant degree? 

No. Although some insurgent groups had support from Algerians in Europe and brief assistance  
from Libya at the beginning of the conflict, these efforts were not to a significant degree to be considered 
external sanctuary. Most Arab countries supported the regime against the insurgency.12

5.	 Was there a government army or armed constabulary force in existence at the start of the conf lict? 

Yes. The Algerian military has always played a significant role in the country’s politics, and by 1989, 
the country’s defense forces comprised the army, navy, air force, and national gendarmerie. In addition, 
approximately 18 percent of the country’s GDP was allocated to sustain these forces.13

Outcome
Technically a government defeat. The war began when the military canceled an election which an Islamist 

group, the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) was poised to win. The political party in power before the coup 
eventually returned to lead the government, but the military government in power when the civil war 
began was not in power when it ended. A round of elections held in 1995 was won by General Liamine 
Zéroual, the army’s candidate. During the conf lict, the insurgent groups were splintered and frequently 
fought each other. In a tactical sense, most of the various insurgent groups were destroyed or surrendered  
during the conf lict, and the insurgents were not successful in seizing power in the country. They did, however, 
force political negotiations which led to the removal of the military government and a return to democracy. 
The Algerian War was a complex internal conf lict between multiple Islamist factions and the government. 
After almost a decade of violence, support for the insurgent cause decreased, boosting government efforts 
at a national reconciliation plan. The new government that emerged from peace talks granted conditional 
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amnesty to those who participated in the conf lict. Within the definition used by the SOIC research program 
of government victory, an argument could be made for both “government victory” and “government defeat.” 
The government in power when the f ighting started, the military junta, and later its leader General Liamine 
Zéroual, however, were not in power when it ended, so under the standing rubric, this case is classif ied 
as a government defeat. This case supports the Five Factors model.

ALGERIA 1992–2002 

NATIONAL IDENTITY YES

GOVERNMENT LEGITIMACY NO

POPULATION SECURITY NO→ YES

EXTERNAL SANCTUARY NO

EXISTING SECURITY FORCES YES
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