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A

s the most intensively colonized
region of the Muslim world for
the longest periods of time
North Africa deserves special
attention from U.S. policy makers and
analysts concerned with the evolution of
political Islam. Indeed, policy-making
circles in the Pentagon were reported to be
viewing "The Battle of Algiers" (1965) as
the situation in Baghdad worsened.2
American policy makers need to understand the colonial and postcolonial dialectics
of political Islam, now that the United
States has become the principal imperial
power. The film, however, gave them the
wrong message – that one can beat down
an urban insurgency – because the French
could not win the war. Like our "global war
on terror" (GWOT), it was essentially a
political rather than a military contest.
In all of its many forms, ranging from
reformist movements to transnational jihad,
against "far" as well "near" enemies,3
political Islam must be viewed as a series
of responses to the penetration of Western
ideas and practices into Muslim societies;
and North Africa, geographically closest to
the European imperial powers, suffered the
most penetration and has exhibited the
greatest variety of responses over the past

century. Now that the United States has
replaced the Europeans as the principal
hegemon and foil for political Islam, it is
especially instructive to review its evolution
in North Africa over the past half century
and the mutation of some of its elements
into "al-Qaeda of the Islamic Maghrib."
This paper will argue that transnational
movements, however nebulous their online
presences, need local roots in the existing
international order of states if they are to
survive.4 Consequently, the best way to
combat violent transnational self-proclaimed enemies, such as al-Qaeda, is to
isolate them politically in their home states,
so that their respective populations, not just
governments, perceive them to be criminal
elements. Postcolonial North Africa offers
an interesting laboratory, and the four
contrasting national experiences suggest
alternative strategies for criminalizing them.
The stronger the legacy of Islamic reform,
the more favorable the prospects will be of
submerging violent new elements in a
relatively tranquil, but unforgiving, sea of
law-abiding political Islam. Conversely, the
weaker the legacy, the easier it may be for
violent groups to use Islam in distorted
ways to legitimate opposition to an incumbent regime – or even against an entire
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society.5 Yet an undiscriminating repression
of Islamist oppositions may spark more
violence and weaken moderate reformists,
thereby further strengthening the hand of
hardliners in the government. Massive
repression and more discriminating strategies have all been attempted in North
Africa, with mixed results. Morocco had the
most successful strategy of selective cooptation and repression, while Libya succeeded best with a repressive strategy.
It will be shown here that Morocco and
Tunisia had greater potential than Algeria or
Libya for a successful discriminating
political strategy. Better preserved Islamic
legacies offered more opportunities for
dividing and controlling the oppositions, but
strategies are matters of political choice that
are not predetermined. Each postcolonial
regime provoked new Islamist oppositions
and essayed a variety of strategies to
contain them. It will be seen that one set of
Algerian reformers (the Hamrouche
government, 1989-91) attempted to defy the
odds but was prevented from sustaining
simultaneous economic and political reform.
By contrast, an authoritarian regime in
Tunisia consolidated power by taking a
violent path and polarizing the political
community into fearful Westernized elites
and resentful counter elites. Morocco was
better able to contain its postcolonial oppositions by judicious use of pre-colonial institutions and a multiparty system inherited from
colonial times. It can credibly criminalize
transnational al-Qaeda while coexisting with
tamer varieties of homegrown Islamism.
This paper unfortunately cannot
examine the new local roots of violent
transnational Islam being cultivated in Iraq
under the American occupation or in
various EU countries, where North African
as well as other Muslims are recruited for

Iraq and other transnational causes. More
political beachheads and recruiting grounds
for al-Qaeda are opening up in the Paris
suburbs and provincial cities like Montpelier than in any of the North African states.
The "near enemy" of apostate or infidel
rule may be merging in the perceptions of
some North African immigrant communities with al-Qaeda's "far enemy"
(Sarkozy's France, backed by the United
States). But North African immigrants and
their second- or third-generation offspring
will be less vulnerable to such propaganda
to the extent that al-Qaeda is effectively
criminalized in the eyes of public opinion in
the home countries.
COLONIAL LEGACIES
French colonial rule gave rise to the
Algerian, Moroccan and Tunisian nationalisms that in turn activated "political" Islam
as they sought roots in Islamic as well as
national identities. Political Islam in turn
shaped the nationalist movements against
the French presence in all three of its
North African possessions, but the contexts
of anti-colonial struggle varied, depending
on the extent and longevity of colonial rule.
These were greatest in Algeria, and
greater in Tunisia than Morocco. France
assimilated Algeria (1830-1962), eradicating its ruling Ottoman infrastructure,
populating it with French citizens and
assimilating native Jews, expropriating
much of the best land for the settlers and
marginalizing the bulk of the Muslim
populations. In the protectorates of
Morocco (1912-56) and Tunisia (18821956), by contrast, the French deliberately
preserved the precolonial political orders,
even while repopulating them with French
settlers -not so many as in Algeria but
more, as a percentage of the respective
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ultimately becomes so efficient that he
transforms the master into his dependent).
Reformist Salafi currents associated
with Mohammed Abduh and Rashid Rida
found fertile soil in Tunisia, where earlier
Muslim reformers had already established
receptive foundations. Modern Quranic
schools, first founded in 1906,8 proliferated
in the interwar period and would be a
significant relay for Tunisia's third generation of nationalists. The modernizers
instrumentalized the Salafi movement and,
shortly after independence, integrated
Islam's traditional center of learning, Zitouna
University, into a Faculty of Theology of the
University of Tunis, an institution of higher
learning inherited from the French colonial
authorities. That is why the Islamist opposition that emerged two decades after
independence may have incensed incumbent
Tunisian authorities more than their regional
counterparts, as if all the lessons of the
heroic Tunisian struggle for independence
had been forgotten.
The same Salafi movement eventually
reached Morocco and encouraged the
formation of modern Quranic schools, but
they were formed later and enjoyed fewer
ties with Morocco's less developed nationalist parties than with Tunisia's NeoDestour party. The largest of them, the
Istiqlal, was relatively weak by Tunisian
standards and contained both secondmoment traditionalists and third-moment
modernizers in precarious equilibrium.
These would divide shortly after independence, setting the stage for political pluralism orchestrated by a monarch who, as
"commander of the faithful," could also
dominate the religious field and serve as
arbiter among different religious currents.
By exiling Sultan Mohammed V to Madagascar (1953-55), the French made him a

populations, in the older protectorate of
Tunisia than in Morocco. The French
virtually destroyed Algeria's Muslim social
infrastructures, such as schools, courts,
tribes and religious orders, while trying to
preserve them in Tunisia and especially
Morocco, the last territory to be colonized,
after learning expensive military lessons in
Algeria about how not to pacify a Muslim
country. The religious centers of learning
in Fez (Qarawiyin) and Tunis (Zitouna)
also survived, whereas the French invasion
of Algeria "ruined charitable institutions,
dropped the schools, and dispersed the
seminaries," as Alexis de Tocqueville
lamented in 1847.6 So also in Libya,
Mussolini's conquest in the 1920s virtually
decimated the population, but Italian
colonization (1911-42) was briefer, leaving
the Sanussi religious order intact with help
from the British.
In the course of their respective nationalist struggles, political Islam consequently
took different forms and served different
functions, depending on the orientations of
their emerging political elites. Early nationalists embraced France's civilizing mission and
desired only to be treated equally. Rebuffed
by heavy-handed colonial administrations,
they lost the political initiative to traditional
notables, who asserted their Muslim identity
and rejected foreign domination, much like
the stubborn slave in Hegel's classic dialectic.7 In Tunisia, however, a third generation
of children of provincial elites and middle
classes effected a synthesis of those earlier
moments of the colonial dialectic. While
asserting their Tunisian Muslim identity, they
also fully assimilated French culture and
those other aspects of the French civilizing
mission, such as techniques of mass mobilization, that could turn the colonial relationship on its head (just as Hegel's slave
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national hero and enabled the Palace to
encourage and control multiparty politics
after independence. Consequently, the
system could absorb and balance various
political expressions of Islamic sentiment,
whether Salafi or Sufi, tied to religious
orders that had flourished in precolonial
North Africa.
The Salafi religious-reform movement
paradoxically had the most political impact,
however, on the society it penetrated the
least, colonial Algeria.9 While it established
relatively few schools on the ground, it
served to redefine Algerian history in ways
that eventually serviced a revolutionary elite.
Tawfiq al-Madani, a publicist of the Association des Ulama musulmans algériens,
founded in 1931, joined the Provisional
Government of the Algerian Revolution and
wielded considerable influence in shaping
official images of Algeria's "presumed
authenticity." Others argued this "authenticity," centered on a particular reading of
Salafi reformism, "was in fact its exact
opposite, an alienation of Algerians from
their own imaginations of themselves, fixing
them in a closed and homogeneous destiny."10 Whatever the truth of the matter,
colonialism had devastated traditional culture
so much that interpretations of Islam
seemed to be up for grabs, and the government, by projecting a monotone "langue de
bois" from above, set the stage for religious
oppositions to vent their undisciplined
imaginations in what still amounted to a
cultural vacuum.
Salafi reform, though coming from
neighboring Egypt, seems to have been
weakest in colonial Libya. After independence in 1951, granted "accidentally" by
the international community, the leader of
the Sanussi religious order became king.11
Salafi reformers, insisting on scripturalist

interpretations of Islam that any literate
person could discover, generally attacked
religious orders as superstitious saint
worship because they prescribed intermediaries. But any potential opposition based
on a reformist movement was then cut
short by Muammar Qadhafi's military coup
in 1969, and his Green Book (1974-76)
subsequently outdid Algerian state-sponsored religion in promoting a "pure" universal theory alleged to be the true Islam.
POSTCOLONIAL ISLAMIST
OPPOSITIONS
The principal oppositions to the
postcolonial regimes assumed Islamic
forms adapted to their respective contexts,
replacing Marxism in the 1970s as the
ideological vehicle of protest. Each
opposition in a sense mirrored the regime it
was opposing, or, as François Burgat
quipped, each regime got the opposition
that it deserved.12 In the same spirit, a
Tunisian sociologist once opined that
Rashid Ghannoushi was the illegitimate son
of Bourguiba, while others have viewed the
Algerian Front Islamique du Salut (FIS) as
a stepchild of the Front de Libération
Nationale (FLN). Reflecting their betterpreserved cultural heritages, the Tunisian
and Moroccan Islamist movements projected moderate images in keeping with a
prevailing urbane piety, whereas Algerians
and Libyans were less cultivated.
The Tunisian single-party regime,
product of a colonial dialectic that had
successfully mobilized Islam for the
purposes of nation-building, went furthest
in reforms that upended the religious
establishment. Although by 1970 President
Bourguiba, after suffering heart attacks
and reverses of his economic policies,
made peace with the Zitouna scholars and
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stage, serving as arbiter of the various
secular and religious reformist currents of
the nationalist movement. Allal al-Fasi
(1910-74), its principal Salafi leader,
headed only one of several political parties
represented in government, and elements
of his Istiqlal party who were critical of
arbitrary royal rule under Mohammed's
successor, King Hassan II, were either
jailed or cajoled back into the royal stables.
As the party leadership aged and lost touch
with younger generations, Abd al-Salam
Yassin (1928- ), jailed 1974-77 for a critical
letter he wrote to the king, inspired a new
following outside the decaying multiparty
system. By the late 1980s, however, his
Al-Adl wal-Ihsan (Justice, Prosperity and
Charity) movement seems not to have
gained the sort of support achieved by
Ghannoushi's Islamic Tendency Movement
in Tunisia.15 The party continues to be
illegal, and Yassin has been in and out of
jail and house arrest, but other associations
and parties subsequently emerged. The
Justice and Development party became the
third-largest in Morocco's parliament after
the September 2002 elections. Evidently
playing by the king's rules, it presented
candidates in barely half the contests so as
not to gain a clear-cut victory.16
As in Tunisia, Islamist opposition
movements in Morocco were largely
peaceful, ready to work within existing
constitutional structures to achieve their
aims. Even Yassin, although refusing to be
politically co-opted, was committed to
change through peaceful means.17 Salafi
reformism coexisted with Sufi religious
orders in Morocco under the overall
supervision of the Alawi dynasty, which
had played on both traditions since its
emergence from maraboutic origins in
1666. Contemporary Islamism developed

even tolerated the formation of an Association for the Safeguarding of the Quran,
many of the less privileged and less
Gallicized middle classes felt left out of
postcolonial elite culture. Unable to make
it in the French system, Rashid Ghannoushi
had migrated to Syria, where he eventually
rediscovered Islam in a Baathist prison.
After returning to Tunisia, founding the
Mouvement de la Tendance Islamique in
1979, and pressing for political pluralism, he
was jailed by Bourguiba but subsequently
released by Ben Ali, who overthrew
Bourguiba in 1987. Although the regime,
despite accepting the principle of multiparty
pluralism, did not recognize Ghannoushi's
Nahda party, it was by all accounts one of
the most pro-democratic and moderate
Islamist parties in the Arab world.13
Ghannoushi was obliged to respect
Bourguiba's reformist legacy in order to
constitute a viable political opposition to
Ben Ali. Running independent candidates
in the 1989 parliamentary elections, the
Nahda registered overwhelming victories
over other opposition candidates and
gained close to 30 percent of the total vote
in Tunis, even by official vote counts, but
no seats in parliament. Had it been recognized, the Nahda party might have eventually won power through free elections,
although the initial goal in 1989 was
modest: ten seats in parliament (then
totaling 141 deputies) to promote educational reform, its leader claimed.14
In Morocco, an Islamist opposition was
also displacing associations of Marxist
inspiration in the universities by the mid1970s, although the king had hitherto
dominated religious discourse, and Salafi
reformism had come later to Morocco than
to Tunisia. After independence, the
revered King Mohammed V took center
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more slowly than in Tunisia, where the
colonial dialectic had progressed further, but
the new cultures of political Islam rested on
firm precedents. The same could not be
said for Algeria, where the revolutionaries
instrumentalized a relatively small movement of Salafi reformists and created a state
religious establishment with some help from
Egyptian Muslim Brothers and other foreign
assistance that was primarily focused on
Arabizing the old French – colonial educational establishment.
In Algeria, the hegemonic FLN tried to
contain the Salafists within its ranks and even
shut down Al-Qiyam al-Islamiyya, an
independent cultural association founded by
French-educated and other Salafi reformist
preachers. This movement had radical
requests (full implementation of the Sharia,
the prohibition of alcohol sales, the exclusion
of non-Muslims from public jobs), and was
tolerated until 1970. The authorities were
kinder to Malek Benabi, a distinguished
Islamic reformist with a background in
electrical engineering and director of higher
education 1964-67. He was permitted to
encourage the creation of a mosque in the
downtown Faculty of Letters of the University of Algiers18 and continued to direct
seminars about Islam, but he died in 1973 just
as students were moving away from Marxism toward political Islam, as in Tunisia and
Morocco. His former students constituted
the core of the Jazara, or "Algerianist" rather
than Salafi Islamists, the two strands of
Islamism that would come together in the FIS
in 1989. Out of meetings in the mid-1970s at
the University of Constantine, Abdallah
Djaballah (1956- ) and others would subsequently become Islamist politicians. Only a
few, like Djaballah, had time to acquire some
solid religious training before the era of
multiparty politics opened up.

Meanwhile, however, by the late
1970s, some of the Islamists, including
Abbassi Madani (1931- ), began to speak
more critically in the mosques against
authorities that were used to giving directives to pliant functionaries presenting
Friday sermons. One group of selfproclaimed free preachers emerged under
the leadership of Mustapha Bouyali (194086), a former freedom fighter (like Madani)
in the Army of National Liberation and
subsequent FLN activist "who tried unsuccessfully to get himself elected to the
National Assembly" in 1982 but was
dismissed from the party.19 Later in the
same year, shortly before Madani and
others were being arrested for inciting
students, he took up arms against the
regime rather than submit to a police
check. His Algerian Islamic Movement
would be pretty much rounded up by 1986,
its leader killed in a police ambush, but
Bouyali established a precedent for Islamist violence in Algeria. Significantly his
brother-in-law admitted that Bouyali "did
not have the required level either in his
knowledge of the Book nor that of the
Sunna" to preach, just "faith, which permitted him to become conscious of the
situation in which the country was living."20
Indeed, the International Crisis Group
prefers to classify Bouyali's movement "as
a rebellious offshoot of the FLN-ALN
tradition, which expressed itself in Islamist
terms in deference to the ideological
fashion of the 1980s….” 21
With the Sanussi religious order driven
underground, Libya has experienced
relatively weak Islamist opposition. Salafi
and other currents carried by the Egyptian
Muslim Brotherhood have attracted little
following outside the country's restricted
intellectual circles.22 There is a radical
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the remainder. A radical direct democracy
of sorts contained and controlled most
political expressions of Islam. When, as in
1989 and in the mid-1990s the Islamist
opposition resorted to violence, it was the
popular committees that led a brutal
suppression, not the army, which Qaddafi
weakened for fear of possible alliances
between officers and Islamists. But,
although Libya avoided Algeria's civil war,
Yahia Zoubir observes that "Libyans
nevertheless consider that Islamist resistance to the regime is legitimate."26
At the other end of the spectrum, the
Moroccans have selectively empowered a
multitude of Islamist movements, associations and political parties, beginning with
the Istiqlal party after independence, the
more plausibly to criminalize others in the
eyes of public opinion. The palace encouraged or tolerated the creation of many
Islamist opposition factions to compete
with one another, rather than frontally
assaulting them. King Hassan II also
managed delicately to neutralize Abd alSalam Yassin, his principal opponent in the
mid-1970s. After writing his open letter in
1974 to the king challenging his religious
legitimacy, the Islamist philosopher was so
certain he would face execution that he
even prepared the linen for his funeral
shroud. The king, however, preferred to
intern him for three years in a psychiatric
hospital.27 While permitting him to think
and write, the palace effectively put him in
political quarantine rather than making him
a national martyr around which a national
opposition might solidify, as had happened
when the French authorities exiled the
royal family in 1953. Yassin inspired many
other activists, but the palace handled them
in the standard ways it had treated secular
progressives in earlier years, by police

tendency: for instance, the Islamist Fighter
Group of Libya. Traditionalist Islamic
opposition to Qaddafi's radical puritan
reinterpretations of Islam may be greatest
in Cyrenaica, where the Sanussi have the
strongest roots. Perhaps, too, despite their
ideological differences, the Sanussi protected some of the more radical splinter
jihadist groups in the late 1980s and 1990s,
given their shared hatred of the regime.23
STRATEGIES OF CONTAINMENT
The North African regimes have tried
a variety of strategies to contain their
Islamists. At opposite ends of the spectrum between divide and rule and direct
repression, the strategies of the Moroccan
monarchy and Libya's Qadhafi have been
the most successful.
Qadhafi preempted political Islam. He
expressed a "puritan" Salafi version of
Islam in its logically most extreme form. It
is the purely scripturalist version of religion,
the truths of which are ascertainable by
any literate individual.24 As stated in
Article 10 of the Great Green Charter
promulgated in 1988, religion was declared
subject to "personal and direct relations
with the Creator, without intermediary."25
Although exhortations to promote the
universal theory of his Green Book across
the world may fall on deaf ears, his version
of Islam is calculated to ridicule the
religious scholars and others who pronounce their interpretations and fatwas,
whether they are Salafi reformers, Muslim
Brothers, traditional ulama or adepts of
religious orders such as the Sanussiya. It
seems to work in a society atomized by a
brutal colonial situation and saturated with
oil revenues that discouraged most opposition and supported Qaddafi's gangs of
revolutionary committees, which repressed
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repression and selective co-optation.
A variety of Islamic youth groups
emerged in high schools and university
campuses in the mid-1970s, including
Chebiba Islamiyya, which the Moroccan
police may have used as a cover to assassinate Omar Benjelloun, an important Leftist
dissident.28 Some of the radical youth, like
Abdallah Benkirane, moved over to the
conservative al-Tawhid wal-Islah (Unity and
Reform) movement, which in turn joined
forces with Abdelkrim Khatib's Democratic
and Constitutional Popular Movement and
merged it into the Party for Justice and
Development (PJD) to compete in the
September 2002 parliamentary elections.
Although Dr. Khatib, himself an Islamist of
a more traditional school as well as leader of
Morocco's Army of Liberation before
independence, left the party in 2004, the
young Islamists had achieved respectability
as Morocco's third-largest party and
seemed poised to win a plurality of seats in
the legislative elections held on September 8,
2007. In the event, however, the party came
in second, winning only 46 seats, barely half
what it had expected, in a lackluster election
in which only 37 percent of the electorate
bothered to vote. Perhaps the PJD still did
not command "the same respect or popular
support as Yassine's al-Adl wal-Ihsan,"29
although it still offered the regime a veneer
of legitimacy.
While selectively repressing Islamist
groups in the 1980s and 1990s, the monarchy also attempted to improve its abysmal
human-rights record – the worst of any
Maghreb country in the 1960s and early
1970s – by freeing most of the original
Leftist generation of political prisoners and
then engaging in a truth-and-reconciliation
process loosely modeled on South
Africa's.31 Consequently, when King

Mohammed VI inherited his father's throne
in 1999, he projected the image of an
aspiring constitutional democrat. The
suicide bombings of Casablanca in May
2003, followed by the commuter-train
explosions in Madrid in 2004, involving a
number of Moroccans, led to massive
arrests of Moroccan Islamists. But those
who were tied to the incidents and to alQaeda were indeed criminals in the eyes of
most Moroccans. When, in September
2006, the police arrested 59 people and
seized 30 tons of TNT, the same sort of
explosive used in 2003, some observers
tried to link them to the PDJ, but the party
had already gained respectability32 and
indeed succeeded, despite intra-party strife
over the selection of parliamentary candidates, in winning an additional two seats in
the September 2007 elections.33 The
palace evidently made the necessary
distinctions between non-violent Islamists
ready to work within the constitutional
order and al-Qaeda. In addition to Islamist
elite parliamentary politics, the regime also
enabled massive Islamist demonstrations to
occur peacefully – hundreds of thousands
taking to the streets in March 2000 against
proposed reforms of the family law, at least
a million demonstrating for the Palestinian
cause in April 2002 and against al-Qaeda in
April 2005, protesting the killing of two
Moroccan embassy employees in Iraq.
Quite possibly, the Algerians kept their
Islamist oppositions in as close check as
the Moroccans, but the cost mounted to the
hundreds of thousands, not just hundreds of
broken lives as in Morocco. First, the
Algerians bottled up their Islamists in a
single-party system that allowed so little
room for dissent that Bouyali, as has
already been mentioned, took to the
maquis. When the single-party system
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finally imploded in October 1988, President
Chadli Benjedid hastened the demise of the
FLN by promoting multipartism. By late
1989 the regime had recognized over 60
new parties, including several Islamist
ones, and sponsored a new government,
headed by Mouloud Hamrouche (the
president's former director of protocol), to
promote economic and political reform.
The strategy of the president and the
new prime minister was to tolerate political
Islamism as a way of containing various
military and FLN factions. But one of the
Islamist parties, the Front Islamique du
Salut (FIS), erupted on the political scene
like a prairie fire, marginalizing all the other
young parties, Islamist and secular alike. It
captured majorities in most local councils in
the July 1990 elections, whereas the FLN
fared better in Saharan Algeria, where
religious orders were stronger than in the
more populated and colonially devastated
north. Meanwhile the Hamrouche government went ahead with a novel program of
economic reforms that had been gestating
in the presidency since 1985. Among them
was a gradual readjustment of the artificial
foreign-exchange rate, in line with IMF
recommendations. Coincidentally, the FIS
party platform that was unveiled in the
summer of 1989, when the party gained
official recognition, advocated removal of
artificial government controls in favor of
market forces. Opposition to the
Hamrouche reforms came not from the
new mass party, however hard inflation
might have been hitting its constituencies,
but rather from cliques of military officers
and civilian elites whose economic interests
were threatened. These factions used the
May general strike called by some of the
FIS leadership – even though it was fizzling
out – as a pretext to terminate the govern-

ment in July 1991. The new government
was then pressured to alter the electoral
law for the upcoming parliamentary
elections in ways that unintentionally
resulted in a mass victory for the FIS in the
first round, held in December 1991. There
would be no second round. Voluntarily or
not, President Chadli Benjedid resigned,34
postponing any Moroccan-style efforts to
selectively co-opt moderate Islamists.
What followed in 1992 was a resurgence, first, of surviving elements of
Bouyali's Algerian Islamic Movement,
regrouped in a Mouvement Islamique
Armé (MIA), and then the formation in
mid-October of the Groupe Islamique
Armé (GIA) under the leadership of 33year-old "Emir" Abdelhak Layada until July
21, 1993, followed by a succession of
younger ones, including Djamel Zitouni
(October 27, 1994 to July 16, 1996) and
Antar Zouabri (July 18 to February 8,
2002).35 Reacting against the excesses of
the GIA, another terrorist group, the
Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat
(GSPC), surfaced under the leadership of
29-year-old Hassan Hattab in 1996 and
gained international notoriety in 2003 by
kidnapping 32 European tourists in the
Sahara. Far from being evidence of alQaeda in the Sahara, the kidnappings
suggested that any link between the GSPC
and al-Qaeda was purely formal and
reflected a serious split within the GSPC.
Apparently Hattab had rejected any
allegiance to al-Qaeda and would have
preferred instead to negotiate a peace with
the authorities.36 After holding out for
negotiations, he in the end surrendered on
September 24, 2007, a month after Smain
Lamari, his apparent negotiating partner as
well as head of Algeria's military counterintelligence bureau, died of natural causes.37
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Meanwhile the Armée Islamique du Salut,
the armed wing of the FIS, made its peace
with the military in 1997 and again after
President Bouteflika's election in 1999. He
then launched a reconciliation policy
process culminating in a referendum
approving the National Reconciliation and
Peace Charter in September 2005. Algeria
now contains most Islamist elements in
political parties that participate, almost
Moroccan-style, in a formal politics of
parliamentary democracy. But Algeria
paid a much heavier price than Morocco
for this eventual success.
By most reckonings, over 100,000
Algerians were killed during the height of
the insurrection, 1992-98. The mass
slaughters of 1997 were particularly odious,
putting an end to any popular sympathies
with Islamic terror.38 To what extent, as
has been claimed, did the Département du
Renseignement et de la Sécurité (DRS),
the Algerian army's intelligence service,
penetrate and guide the various terrorist
groups to sow popular confusion and win
militarily a contest that had been lost in the
1991 elections? General Khaled Nezzar,
one of the principal "décideurs" in the
1990s, sued Habib Souaidia, a former
Algerian special-forces officer, for libel for
alleging in his book, La Sale Guerre (Paris:
La Découverte, 2001), that the military
pretended to be Islamist terrorists and
engaged in massacres. The verdict of the
French judges was ambiguous: "Il ne nous
appartient pas de juger l'Histoire."39 While
the Algerian officers denied engaging their
troops in massacres, they admitted arming
over 100,000 men in self-defense units.
The Algerian army stood at about 126,000,
and the police numbered only 40,000 at the
start of the insurgency.40
Whatever possible conspiracies there

may have been,41 the insurgency has
continued at a much reduced level since
1999. The most recent incidents, including a
bombing outside the prime minister's office
in April 2007 and the bombing of a military
barracks precisely three months later,
remain a mystery. Voicing more conspiracy
theories, some observers have suggested
that the supposed perpetrator, the GSPC
rebranded as "Qaeda of the Islamic
Maghreb," is yet another disguise for the
DRS.42 Ironically, the much-heralded
mutation of the GSPC into "Al Qaeda in the
Islamic Maghreb," finally announced
"officially" by Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri on
August 5, 2006, meant "that it has exhausted
its other strategic options and so is a sign of
weakness rather than strength."43 The
Algerian GSPC, successor to the GIA, had
become so weak and divided that it needed
some crumbs of international legitimacy
gained by associating with the struggle
against the "far enemy."44
Many Tunisians have pointed to the
Algerian situation as confirming the
wisdom of the Ben Ali regime in refusing
to recognize the Nahda as a legitimate
party. But, in recent years, Algeria has
imitated Morocco by tolerating a plethora
of parties, including Islamist ones such as
Abdallah Djaballah's Ennahda, recognized
in December 1990,45 whose leader
continues to enjoy a measure of credibility
in the face of orchestrated challenges to
his leadership. Tunisia's political Islamists,
however, were more deeply rooted and
also took a cautious approach to reform,
largely accepting Bourguiba's legacy.
Common to both Algeria and Tunisia was
the use of Islam as a protest vehicle
against arbitrary one-party rule. But
Tunisian civil society could have better
supported pluralism, even though the new
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not in time to prevent the simultaneous
April attacks in Algiers on the prime
minister's office and a police station, killing
33 and wounding over two hundred.48
According to one source, Algerian Interior
Minister Yazid Zerhouni cast doubt, however, about the nature and source of that
attack as well.49
In the summer of 2007, the international press speculated about a growing
threat from al-Qaeda across the
Maghreb,50 and Assistant Secretary of
State David Welch testified before the
House Foreign Relations Committee:
"Terrorism is perhaps the most pressing of
the issues that the Maghreb faces. The
merger in September 2006 between alQaida and Algeria's primary homegrown
terrorist group, the GSPC, marked the
beginning of a troubling trend that we have
since seen across the Maghreb…. [T]he
region's terrorist groups are increasingly
attempting to build ties with each other and
with the global jihadist network."51

Tunisian parties, formed since the early
1980s, lacked the maturity of their Moroccan counterparts. Instead, the Ben Ali
regime, after originally liberating
Ghannoushi and others from jail in 1988,
indiscriminately repressed the party in
1991-93, arresting tens of thousands on the
pretext of plotting against the regime. The
Nahda was portrayed to Tunisia's secular
elite as a threat to their way of life. The
regime thereby built up strong bases of
support, especially among women, and then
proceeded even to jail politicians who had
been officially designated to lead token
opposition parties. The police state rapidly
expanded the forces of law and order, at
least doubling the number Algeria had in
the early 1990s for only one-third of the
latter's population.46
All political movements in Tunisia were
forced either to go underground or into
exile, creating a political vacuum that could
only encourage violence. Al-Qaeda agents
blew up a synagogue in Djerba, killing 19,
including foreign tourists, in April 2002; and
two intensive shoot-outs with the police
occurred in late December 2006 and
January 2007. An unknown Tunisian
group, Youth of Tawhid and Jihad, claimed
to be the new armed presence, although
the Tunisian interior minister claimed
"Salafists from Algeria" to be responsible.
Was this one of a number of new appearances of "al Qaeda of the Islamic
Maghrib," as Jane's Foreign Report
suggested?47 One of President
Bouteflika's top security aides dismissed
this shadowy mutant of the GSPC and
asked that it not be given "more importance
than it deserves," as it would soon be
"totally eradicated," a comment that could
be interpreted as indicating imminent
changes within Algeria's top leadership but

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
It is a sad commentary on the Bush
administration's GWOT that a degenerated
GSPC could be trying to regain legitimacy
and a measure of support by linking to alQaeda's global jihad. The Pentagon, in
turn, has used alleged al-Qaeda activities in
the Sahara as a reason for developing the
Trans-Sahara Counter-Terrorism Partnership with a number of African countries,
including Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia,
thereby confirming the proximate presence
of the "far enemy" and legitimating alQaeda in the eyes of GSPC remnants and
new generations of potential recruits.
A wiser policy might indeed take
Algeria's civilian leadership, notably its
Ministry of the Interior, at its word and put
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"Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb" in
perspective. Rather than fueling it with
new anti-imperialist grievances, including a
deepening American military presence in
the Sahara, the United States would do
better to remain quietly on the sidelines and
let the Maghreb countries do any necessary counterinsurgency work. Each has
demonstrated ample capabilities. Morocco
has used its considerable political infrastructure to good effect, co-opting or
neutralizing its home-grown Islamists, none
of which has encouraged either internal or
global jihad. At much greater cost, Algeria
has also succeeded in eliminating its
internal jihadists and now practices a
Moroccan style of politics whereby it
manipulates its various political Islamist
oppositions and blocks its most credible
opponents. Like Morocco, Tunisia never
had an internal jihadist opposition, but Ben
Ali has managed to create the most
promising climate for global jihad in the
Maghreb by foreclosing all opportunities
for moderate political Islamists to engage in
politics.52 Rather than strengthening
Tunisia's repressive apparatus, the United
States might consider encouraging the
country's human-rights activists, including
moderate Islamists, but any encourage-

ment, to be taken seriously, would need EU
backing as well, notably that of France,
Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom.
Were Tunisia to measure up to Moroccan
or even Algerian standards of tolerating
Islamist oppositions, its authorities could
focus more on the real criminals.
The United States may have other
strategic reasons for expanding its military
presence deep into Africa, but the GWOT
should not be counted among them. The
"global war" should not be extended to
North Africa, as it only strengthens the
hand of al-Qaeda, giving it a dignity it does
not deserve and transforming it into a
further focal point, in addition to Iraq and
Palestine, for anti-American sentiment. To
be sure, the United States must quietly
track down the remnants of al-Qaeda and
any other global jihadists pointed against
"the far enemy," but a shadowy "al-Qaeda
in the Maghreb" is not a legitimate pretext
for supporting the human-rights abuses of
GWOT allies. A wiser strategy against
global jihad would take national selfdetermination more seriously, not by adding
to the repressive capabilities of states but
by leaving them alone, subject only to
human-rights campaigns and actions of the
international political community.
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