CHAPTER 55

The War of Algerian Independence:
The Fifth Republic and the Return of de Gaulle

and Naorth Africa proved a crushing burden
for post-war France, The fall of Dien Bien
Phu in May 1954 bmught down another French
government, but the new Prime Mindsier, Pierre
Mendes-France, was a politician in a different
moubd. He was, ke Téon Blum, a Jew, wugh,
ntellectuul wnd ar lass ready 10 face realities — at least
some of the realities. e fullilled his undestaking 1o
bring France our of the disastrous dirly war in
[ngho-China in July 1934 by agrecing @ the peace
terms of the Geneva Co , and he negotiated
Tunisian dutonomy, but, mtensibly over weakness
in dealing with North Afdea, he was braught down
tn February 1455, The deétermination of the Gaullis
right to maintain France’s calonial rale led 1o more
falls of government untll, in 1956, independence
was conceded to-both Tunisia and Moroceo. Bu
Algerin was different, Politicians of all parties -
cammunests, socialisis and conservatives — regurde
Algerin, poverned througgh the French Ministy of
the Interior, as part of France. One million French
sertbers, the wedi moim, from the wealthy 1o the
hard-working fisherman or capenter, who hod lived
in Algeria for @ generation or more, saw themselves
as the French of Algeria, not as Frenchmen living
in & colony of France, All the French political
leaders echired Mendis-France when he declared,
‘France without Algeria would be no France.”
Yet all the mlk about Algeria being a part of
France was paradoxicul and hypoerltienl, as was the
thetoric in the constiration of the Fourth Republic,

Thl: defence of her empire in Indo-China

whose preamble promised equality withour distine-
Hom of race or religion. Racism was a8 rampant in
Algeria as it was in the worst of European colonics
overseas. How could Algeria be France if the
majority ol its inhabitnis, the g million Mushim
Arabs, were not Frenchmen with equal righis?
There wits no place for the Algerian in the higher
administration of the country; the economy was
daminated by the wealthy Europenn serflers: the
plight of the land-hungry poar Muslim Algerian
wits aggravated by o high birthrte; meanwhile, ihe
larger, more mechanised wetrler farms no Jonger
required large numbers of peasant labourcrs. The
Fourth Republic instiruted somo reforms b, on
the key bwue of political rights, only 1 measure
of ostensible power-shadng was mtroduced. An
Algerian-elected assembly was created, chosen by
twin clectoral colleges, one composed of the Furg-
pean French citizens, plus a few meritorious
Muslins, some 500,000 tlectors, who chose siy
members of the Assembly; the rest of the Muslim
prpubation chose the other sixty members. Even this
was ot enough lor the European setilers: elecroral
corruption made doubly sure that the European
minority wild conitinue s domination.

The tragedy of Algerin wos that violence and
atrocities, vobing great loss of innocent lives,
marked the path to natienhood. That was not how
the mujority ol moderate Muslims wished o achieve
their rights. A lack of vision and of generosity and
the reselution of the plads nafry, aciated by fear and
material self-interest, o deny the Muslim Algerians
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geninitiely equal rights and sclf-determinaton eh
the ouicome of the struggle to be decided by the
extrendits, The setlers belicved that their powErT,
backed by the army of all France, could abways
overwhelm such guerrills units as the FLN (Front
de Libération MNationale) could muster. But iheir
confidence misled them, In the end, the French
were sickened by the bloody excesses and the
slaughter of civilians, which gpilled over lnto metro-
politan Franee. The majority that ultimatcly
counted was not that of the pieds moin in Algeria,
bt the majority of voters in France. Th them
Ahe price of retaining Algeria and defending the
Enropean setthers proved too high. Die Gaulle ended
the Algerian conflict an the only ferms that could
be secured: those demanded by the FLN leadership.

The twisted road from the dose of the Secand
Waorld War o Algerian independence in 1962 was
punctuated by waves of violence, abortive negnti-
ations and constinmional crises, The liberatio of
Eurape in May 1445 bad raised the expectation of
colonial peoples that a new era had dawned for
them, In Sédl, a small Algerian market town, these
expectntions led 10 g bloody clash, the first of many,
Fatremint Muslims carrying nationalist Nags wrned
an Eutopean setlers that May, murdering and
raping more than a hundred. The French respanse
was b "paciy’ the region in rypleal colanial fashion,
kilting thissands of Muslims. The indelible impres-
sion of racisy conllict and boodshed overshadowed
all political speeches, De Gaulle had promised a
new deal o the French colonial peoples: they witld
be led aentmally to seli-governmont, but ihe time
and manner would be decided by the French. Thus
thee initiul stance of the Faropeans was that violence
wanld not wrest thar decision of decolonisation from
them. French military power was so overwhelming
that proposals put forward by the more moderate
Algerian nationaliss leaders, soch as Ferhat Abbas,
fur & campromise solution were nol entertined
(Abbis had proposed an independent Algeria feder-
ated to France). The movement for independence,
therefire, became more radical, and new leaders,
such ss Ahmed Ben Bella and Belkacem Krim,
wure reddy (o use violenee, With fust a fow hundred
armed men, Belkacem Keim started an open revaly
om 1 Minvember 1954, Throughout the country 1
proclamation wis distributed addressed “To the
Algerian people’ and ansouncing the formation of
the Front de 1ibénition Mationale, whose obegtive
Wits tn gain Algeran independence.

But the FLN also promised that French settlers
and French interests would be dealr with fairly: the
pieds mainy could even opt for Algerian thationality.
Por more than seven years the FLN fought, withowt
devinting frum their objectives. Bur the tmplacable
hostility of the settlers made it impossible for any
agreement (o be reached which might have safe-
guarded their future. In 1954 the Fourth Republic
rejecied as unthinkable the very idea of Algerion
independence. The primé mintster at thas Hme.
Plerre Mendés-France, und his socialist minister
of the interior, Frangois Mitterrand, were ready to
shandon colonialism in Inde-China, Moroccs and
"Funisia, bur notin Algeels — for, as they repeatedly
procluimed, “Algeda is Franci," Thekr solution was
military repression, which was to be combined with
economic reform o redece unemployment. Bu
Reform had no chance. The FLN answered
fepression with termorism.

Ten years afier Sétif, in August 1955, indiscrini-
nate terrorism was repeated at Philippeville. The
murder of Europeans and their Muslim allics by
an FLN-instigated mob led in tuen to the killing
ol more than 3 thousand Muslims in reprisals. Such
violence coubd anly play into the hands of the FLN,
who regarded as their enemy, ot only France, but
those moderate Muslims who were preparcd o
aceept French rule. The FLN killings were directed
as much sgainst these ‘traftorous” Muslims is
against the French, Indeed the Muslim Algerians
who had placed their trust in France were (o beécome
the most teagie victims of the war, The FLN
resorted to bombing calés and dance halls in
Algeria, cuusing blondshed wherever Europeans
came together in large numbers. The French army
responded with equal ferocity, torturing FLN
suspects 10 goin information. French militry power,
however, could not crush the terrorists, Al e
could b achicved were temporary victories over
the FLN, us in what hecame known as the Barle
of Algicrs,

Meanwhile, the prele novr became suspicious of
the intentions of the government in Paris, Would
they negutiate with the FLN ahove their heads?
The FLIN was gaining respectability intermationally
at the United Nutions, receiving support from
Tumisia, while Nasser's Egypl - necently victorions
ewer the French < broadeast pro-Algerian propa-
ganda from Calro. Practical help, however, was not
w0 readily forthooming.

In the spring of 1958 the paths of the European
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sertlers g the recaleirrant generals in Algicrs, on
the one hand, and the politicians of the Founh
Republic, on the other, fatefully crossed. From
15 April until 13 Moy 1958 Paris was politically
paralysed: no government could be lormed. The
way was opened for the retum of de Gaulle ar the
end of May. "T'his spelt the collapse of the Fourth
Republic wnd, after another four years of confusing
politics, military repression and blondshed, of
French Algerin as well.

Die Craulle, in 1947, had miscalculpted and ax 3
result of his resignation spent a lomg decade in the
political wilderness, prepacing for his return. He
wished to end the Fourth Republic and what he
regarded as its fatally Nawed parHumentary consti-
tuthon, which he believed had brought back ihe
errors of the Third Republic, Bui he would not
poize power  uncoisttutionally. The Fourth
Republic mist turn to him and ask him to sve
France from chaos. This did nod mcan that he wis
reluctant 1o explod the feeligs of those groups of
Frenchmen in France and Algesia who were ready
toconspire ajgainst the Fourth Republic. His refusal
0 condemn disloyaley 1o the Fourth Republic o
those ready to defy the guvernment in Parls belore
he came 1o power was sulficient o encourage the
beliel that his Algerian peliey would be resolutely
French, A master of lofty rhetode, de Gaulle could
be all things 1o all mén. When, three weeks afier
the fall of the government on 15 April 1058, Presi-
dent Rend Coty had found to politician able 1o
form 4 new government, he consulted de Gaulle,
But on 13 May, it was Pierre Plimlin, & mun wha
was anathema to the army in Algerii, (o whom he
turmed,

In Algiers, 13 May 1958 was the decisive day.
Brigadier-Geoeral  Jacques  Massy and
Commander-in-Chief General Raoul Salan, with
thelr dasbclates, were practically in open revalt
against Paris, Although Plimlin received the backing
of the Mational Assembly o form the test govem-
ment, the conspiracy. on both sides of the
Mediterrancan was in full swing. De Gaullé had 1o
make his move, Although it wos the insurrecthon of
the wrmy in Algers and the threat of ¢l war
that was forcing the hands of the President and
legitimnte government ol the Fournh Republle, de
Gaulle had to give the appedninge of sl indepen-
dence and personal disinterest in anything excepr
the cause of saving France, In a crucial public
statement of 15 May de Gaulle svilded mentiondng

the insurrection in Alglers beyond relerring o
‘dismirbance in the Aghting forces”; he condemned
the ‘regme of the parties', which he said eould nix
solve Prapce’s problems, abd harking back toe his
mission in 140 concluded, 'Not 5o long ago the
country, [n it hour of peril, trusted me o dead it
v oo o s gabvation, Todsy with the iridls that face
i once agaln, it should know that | am ready to
assume the poweni of the Republic,' By placing
kimself at the "disposal” of the Frenih people over
the head of the President, the government and
Mational Assembly die Guulle undermined whatever
authority Usey might lave been dble o exert. The
French people wiould not have taken kindly to a
usurpation of power led by the army, which would
have provoked protests, rots and widespread civil
disturhances,

There were still furmidable obstockes in the way
ol & degal transition of power, After all 4 government
under Picrre Pfimlin was functioning and there was
o rel danger of an insurrection in metropoliton
France other than by armed units from Algeria.
Greneral Masss knew he woiild need oo camouflage
any use of force. He planned o coup in Paris code-
famed Reésurrection: mass demonstrations swould
be arganised, heckesd up by paratroopers aidified
from: Algiers and the south-west region of France
whao would ococupy strategwe governmoent hidldings
The crisis reachid fever phch o 28 and 29 May,
e Guulle's relutionship with Resurrecton is one
of the most hotly arjued controvirsies dmong
histisrians. Tad the General himsell glven the order
o sel the coup b motion or was it Gawllist
supporters in Paris who gave the green light to the
army generals in Algiers? What seems lkely §s thar
de Gaulle had expressed himsell in an ambiguous
way, yet hatd grven elear indication that i he fafled
b i piower by legal process, which he preferred,
he woubd have mken advantage of the Algiers plat

The atrfift actually begnn when six Dakotas ook
ofl ey 0 the afternoon of 28 May, That evening
i Paris President Coty called in de Goulle and
frvited him 1o form 4 'government of national safety’
atee France was on the verge of cvil war. Coty
dlso had b aecept dé Caulle’s demand that he
winld (ke over anly if he conld prepare plans for
i new constitution, meanwhile he would govemn
without the Mutiondl Assembly, De Gaulle then
agreed that he wonlid be granted special powers for
only six minthy and would [t oeed’ o appear
belnre the Mational Assembly for confirmation as






