
MILITARY HISTORY STRATEGIC ANALYSIS

A Comprehensive Strategic Analysis of the Algerian War: 
Critical Lessons from Alistair Horne’s A Savage War of 
Peace
Published: September 20, 2025  |  Index ID: #704

Alistair Horne’s A Savage War of Peace: Algeria 1954–1962 remains the definitive historical and strategic account 

of one of the most brutal decolonization conflicts of the 20th century. This seminal work does more than recount 

chronological events; it provides a rigorous technical examination of asymmetric warfare, the failure of colonial

administrative structures, and the high moral and political cost of counter-insurgency (COIN) operations. For

historians, military strategists, and political scientists, the Algerian War serves as a cautionary matrix for

understanding how a technologically superior conventional force can win nearly every tactical engagement yet lose

the strategic objective of the war.

The Theoretical Framework of the Algerian Conflict

The conflict in Algeria was not a standard colonial uprising; it was an existential struggle for the French Fourth 

Republic. Unlike other colonies, Algeria was administratively partitioned into French départements, making it

legally a part of France. This distinction creates the unique "civil war" atmosphere described by Horne. The war's

foundation rests on several core pillars that are essential for any technical analysis of the era.

The Sociopolitical Catalyst

The Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) launched its campaign on November 1, 1954 (Toussaint Rouge). The 

primary mechanism was the utilization of violent catalysts to provoke state overreaction. By executing high-profile 

attacks against civilians and symbols of French authority, the FLN forced the French government into a cycle of 

collective punishment, which effectively radicalized the moderate Muslim population and drove them into the arms 

of the insurgency. This is a classic application of the insurgent mobilization model, where the goal is not to

defeat the army but to alienate the population from the state.

The Fragility of the Fourth Republic

The French political system at the time was characterized by extreme instability. The 1946 Constitution created a 

parliamentary system where the executive branch was weak and beholden to shifting coalitions. This "immobilism" 

prevented long-term strategic planning. Horne details how the fall of six different French governments during the 

war period created a vacuum of leadership, eventually necessitating the return of Charles de Gaulle and the birth 

of the Fifth Republic in 1958.

Strategic Mechanics: FLN vs. French Military

The technical disparity between the combatants was immense. On one side stood a modern European army 

equipped with aviation, heavy artillery, and NATO-trained officers. On the other was a decentralized guerilla force, 

the Armée de Libération Nationale (ALN), the military wing of the FLN. However, as the following table illustrates,

the FLN’s reliance on non-conventional metrics of success allowed them to bypass French tactical dominance.



Metric / Strategy French Military (Conventional/COIN) FLN/ALN (Insurgency)

Primary Objective Territorial control and neutralization of 
rebels.

Political legitimacy and international 
recognition.

Operational Unit Regimental and Division-level 
maneuvers.

Small, autonomous cells (Katibas).

Success Metric Body counts and arms caches 
captured.

Degree of civil administration 
paralysis.

Communications Radio, signal corps, and centralized 
command.

Clandestine couriers and oral tradition.

Logistics Heavy reliance on supply lines and air 
support.

Living off the land and civilian taxation 
(Wilaya system).

Technical Analysis of Counter-Insurgency Operations

The French military response in Algeria eventually became the blueprint for modern COIN theory, most notably 

articulated by officers like David Galula. However, the implementation was fraught with technical and ethical

failures that Horne analyzes in depth.

The Quadrillage System

To combat the elusive nature of the ALN, the French implemented Quadrillage. This involved dividing the Algerian

map into a grid and assigning specific units to "own" each square. The technical goal was to ensure no area was

left unmonitored. While this successfully restricted ALN movement in rural areas, it required an unsustainable

number of troops (upwards of 400,000) and tied down the military in static defense, leaving them vulnerable to

coordinated raids.

The Challe Plan (1959-1960)

General Maurice Challe introduced a more aggressive technical framework. Instead of static defense, he created 

mobile reserve units that used heliborne assaulttactics to strike at the heart of ALN sanctuaries. The Challe Plan

was militarily devastating. By 1960, the ALN was effectively broken as a conventional fighting force. However, the

political will in Paris had already eroded, proving that military victory in a vacuum is insufficient to end a

revolutionary war.

The Morality and Efficacy of Torture

Horne’s narrative provides a chilling breakdown of the Battle of Algiers (1956–1957). Faced with a wave of urban 

terrorism, General Jacques Massu’s 10th Parachute Division utilized systemic torture to dismantle the FLN’s cell 

structure. Technologically, the intelligence gathered was highly effective in the short term, leading to the capture of 

key leaders like Saadi Yacef. Yet, the moral costwas catastrophic. The revelation of these practices destroyed

French domestic support for the war and tarnished France's international standing at the UN.

The Role of Internationalization and Media

A critical component of Horne's analysis is the FLN’s mastery of asymmetric diplomacy. While the French viewed 

the war as an internal matter, the FLN successfully internationalized it. They leveraged the Cold War dynamics, 

gaining support from both the Arab League and the Eastern Bloc. The technical execution of their propaganda 



ensured that even as they lost on the battlefield, they were winning the war of global opinion. This represents a shift 

from physical to cognitive warfare.

Operational Case Studies: Failure and Success

Case Study 1: The Morice Line

To isolate the ALN from their bases in Tunisia and Morocco, the French constructed the Morice Line. This was a

sophisticated technical barrier consisting of electrified fences, minefields, and radar-guided artillery. 

•  Technical Execution: High. It effectively cut off the flow of arms and reinforcements.

•  Outcome: While it crippled the ALN’s external operations, it did nothing to address the internal political 

grievances of the Algerian population.

Case Study 2: The Battle of Algiers (Urban Warfare)

In 1957, the FLN moved the conflict into the heart of the capital. The technical challenge for the French was 

identifying combatants among a civilian population of hundreds of thousands. The solution—identification cards, 

checkpoints, and intensive interrogation—turned Algiers into a police state. This case study illustrates the paradox 

of urban COIN: the more control the state exerts, the more it validates the insurgent’s claim of state oppression.

Comparative Matrix of Key Political Factions

The conflict was not just between France and the FLN. It involved several competing interests, which Horne

categorizes as follows:



Group Incentive Primary Strategy

Pieds-Noirs Preservation of colonial status quo. Political lobbying and later, 
paramilitary violence (OAS).

Harkis Loyalty to France / Economic survival. Auxiliary military service for the 
French Army.

The OAS Keep "Algérie française" at any cost. Terrorism against the French state 
and FLN alike.

The Gaullists National stability and grandeur. Pragmatic withdrawal and creation of 
a modern state.

The Collapse of the Fourth Republic and the Rise of De Gaulle

One of the most complex technical transitions Horne describes is the May 1958 Crisis. A combination of military 

unrest in Algiers and political paralysis in Paris led to a coup d'état that brought Charles de Gaulle back to power. 

De Gaulle’s role is analyzed through the lens of strategic ambiguity. For years, he led both the settlers and the 

military to believe he supported them, while privately recognizing that the cost of maintaining Algeria was 

preventing France from becoming a modern global power. This "managed retreat" was a masterpiece of political 

maneuvering, though it led to several assassination attempts on his life by the Organisation Armée Secrète (OAS)

.

The Bleuite: A Masterclass in Psychological Warfare

Among the most fascinating technical details in A Savage War of Peace is the Bleuite. This was a French 

intelligence operation designed to create paranoia within the FLN. By leaking false information that high-ranking 

FLN commanders were actually French agents, the French caused the FLN to turn on itself. The resulting internal 

purges (the "night of the long knives") led to the execution of thousands of loyal FLN members by their own 

comrades. This case study highlights the devastating efficacy of information operations in irregular warfare.

Practical Lessons for Modern Policy

The Algerian War provides several universal axioms for modern military and political integration:

1.  The Primacy of the Political: Military success is irrelevant without a viable political resolution. The French 

Army won the 1959 campaigns but had no political product to sell to the Algerian people.

2.  The Cost of Intelligence: The use of torture provides immediate tactical intelligence but creates a long-term 

strategic deficit by delegitimizing the state.

3.  The Refugee and Exile Factor: The war ended with the displacement of over one million Pieds-Noirs and the 

abandonment of the Harkis, creating a demographic and social legacy that still impacts French politics today.

4.  The Danger of Paramilitary Splinters: The OAS demonstrates how a military that feels betrayed by its 

government can become a greater threat to the state than the original insurgency.

Synthesis of Strategic Outcomes

The conclusion of the Algerian War in 1962, marked by the Evian Accords, was not a traditional peace treaty but a

total withdrawal. Alistair Horne’s analysis underscores that the "savage" nature of the war was a direct result of the



refusal of both sides to seek a middle ground early in the conflict. By the time negotiations were possible, the level

of mutual bloodletting had reached a point where co-existence was no longer an option.

Ultimately, A Savage War of Peace serves as a technical manual on the limitations of power. It illustrates that in the 

era of decolonization and modern nationalism, the will of a mobilized population often outweighs the technical and 

material advantages of a global power. The Algerian experience continues to be studied by military academies 

worldwide, including the Air University and West Point, as the quintessential example of the "Small Wars"that

define our modern era. The lessons of Algiers—the importance of hearts and minds, the danger of mission creep,

and the necessity of political clarity—remain as startlingly relevant today as they were in 1962.
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