1956 Episode 16
PATRONS! HISTORY FRIENDS! Everyone in between! Part 2 of 1956 is now upon us, and here’s what you should do.
First – ask yourself, do you love history?
Second – answer yes, and have a listen to us here, as we unpack the Suez Crisis, in 21 easy steps!
For everyone, episodes 2.1 and 2.2 are out now, but for those Patrons at the $5 level and above, 1956 is about to get very interesting indeed! For the rest of the year we’ll be hitting you with the run up to, outbreak of and consequences of the SUEZ CRISIS. If you’ve been holding off from being a Patron up to now, then I can guarantee you that there has never been a better time to sign up. I think the last time we released a series so diplomatically juicy was…well…every time, but still, you’d be mad to miss out!
So what’s in the box of Episode 2.1: Bitter French Pills? Well in order to get to the bottom of Suez, we must begin the story with one its main actors, and this is where the French come in. In this episode, we will examine the painful post-war experience of France, why it was so reluctant to let go of its colonies and how this caused it more damage in the long run. As an integral, but largely forgotten player in the Crisis, understanding the French angle is essential for us. On many occasions, the fractured French government would be the only thing holding the also fractured plans for Suez together. Here, we discover what was moving the French in North Africa, and how its bitter Algerian pill, which it would put off swallowing for some time, so influenced its government’s decision to weigh in against Egypt.
[bookmark: _GoBack]I hope you’ll join me for this first episode of Part 2! I for one am really excited to get into it, so remember that if you want to access ALL of the history, come and visit us at www.patreon.com/WhenDiplomacyFails Thanksss!

Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to 1956 episode 16. This here is the first episode of the second phase of our series, and as such is available to all listeners along with the next episode. I hope you guys enjoy joining us here momentarily, and that this snapshot of 1956 will persuade you to join up with all of us by heading to ____. For everyone else, welcome, and I hope you’re looking forward to sinking our teeth into the other important story arc of this momentous year. The Suez Crisis is our end destination, but to get there we have to set things in their proper context and make sure we fully understand what’s going on. The British, French, Israelis, Egyptians and even the Suez Canal itself will all be explained in the coming episodes, and this overview should give you all a great window into the strange world that the 1950s was. 
It is history which is surprisingly recent – people my age could have parents who were born or who grew up during this tumultuous time, and they may be fortunate to also have grandparents who remember seeing details of such events on the news, or reading about them in the papers. Yet, while these events are quite recent – just over 60 years old – they are also part of our history, and they do help to explain how and why the West, and more specifically Europe, developed as it did. Messy debates and bitter struggles characterised this process, as states which were once world powers gradually came to terms with their new status, and their new position not as the superpower machine they had once been, but as merely one cog in this machine. To some, this acceptance process took longer than it did for others. In this episode, we open with just such an example. 
The French struggle in Algeria may seem both unrelated to the Suez Crisis and a few shades removed from our actual end goal, but in actual fact, Algeria tells a story, as much as the experience of Vietnam, of a French power in the steep decline, as a people looked gloomily on. Through successive French governments, different solutions were imagined, and while the Algerian question would not be properly solved until the early 1960s, the worsening of that situation in the mid-1950s tell us a great deal about the kind of French mindset which was prevalent at the time, and which led its governments to determine, in the end, that cooperation and intervention alongside Britain and Israel was wholly necessary. To understand why these powers acted as they did, we first need to understand what they were going through, and in this episode we attempt to do just that, by placing you in that bloody, regrettable period of French history when its government tried, with all its might, to cling on to the past. Brace yourselves then, as I take you to late 1954…
**********
Algerian people: Reflect on your humiliating, colonized condition. Under colonialism, justice, democracy and equality are nothing but a snare and a delusion…Side by side with our brothers to the East and to the West who are dying that their Fatherland may live, we call on you to reconquer your freedom at the price of your blood. Organize yourselves to give aid, comfort and protection to the Forces of Liberation. To take no interest in the struggle is a crime; to oppose it is treason…Long live the Army of Liberation! Long live Independent Algeria![footnoteRef:1] [1:  Cited in Arnold Fraleigh, ‘THE ALGERIAN WAR OF INDEPENDENCE’, Proceedings of the American Society of International Law at Its Annual Meeting (1921-1969), Vol. 61 (APRIL 27-29, 1967), pp. 6-12; p. 6.] 

Such a handbill was typical of the kinds of messages which the Algerian National Liberation Front left behind during their sporadic resistance to French colonial rule; this specific bill was hastily scrawled and pinned to a door on 1st November 1954. What had led to such a state of affairs? And why were the French even in Algeria at all?
In fact, the French were there and had been there in large numbers. One million white European settlers, given the mysterious name pied noirs, faced off against nine million Muslim Algerian natives. The struggle was plainly uneven in terms of numbers, but this was a state of affairs which had long since characterised the Franco-Algerian relationship ever since the French first annexed the region into their Empire in 1834, and then into the state of France itself in 1848. The French constitution of that revolutionary year established Algeria as an integral part of France – a map of the region shows Algeria as directly south of France, with only the Mediterranean Sea standing between the French and their favourite colony. 
So Algeria was split into three administrative regions, and the French acted as though they were governing any other province of France, even while they granted no such rights to the natives that lived there. Throughout this period the relationship was violent – the French unseated the old rulers of the country through acts of scorched earth, reprisals and mass rape as a policy. All the while, Algeria was kept in check largely because its society remained primarily tribal, and nationalism hadn't properly bloomed as it had in Europe. In addition, the French possessed the superior technology and organisational expertise which they had applied to other aspects of Africa, and which they would apply to new territories conquered in the decades to come.
The developing relationship with Algeria was a testament both to how important the French believed Algeria to be to their security and identity, and to the developing theories of the rights of man in far flung places. The French civilising mission was just as bloody, just as contested on the ground as France’s European counterparts, but Algeria sticks out because of its curious status throughout the years. Following the declaration of Napoleon’s Second Empire in the early 1850s, Algeria was classified under the indigenous code of 1865 as a territory of France. This idea was reinforced by the offering of citizenship to Algerian Muslims, but few took this offer up. Discrimination was rife of course, but the French did not cease to view Algeria as their backyard just because so few Algerians wished to get along. By 1881, Algeria’s status was reinforced in the midst of the Scramble for Africa, and Algeria was distinguished by its supposedly strong history of linkage to France. In the fifty years since they had arrived, the French hadn't treated Algerians on the ground any differently to their other colonial subjects, yet the lip service continued to be paid and, importantly for our story, French settlers were encouraged to travel to Algeria and spread the message of civilisation themselves. Most would settle in Algiers, the capital of the colony and its surrounding suburbs. 
Algerian natives had no genuine rights or protections, and various decrees essentially removed most of their entitlements. A white French settler could take an Algerian’s property or goods at greatly reduced prices, and any kind of justice system for Algerian grievances was practically absent. It should be said that not all French settlers took it upon themselves to be so ugly to their new Algerian neighbours, but in the absence of state controls, and the abundance of cheap, often free labour, the French gained a great deal. Algeria was squeezed, and the Algerian people themselves enjoyed few of the benefits of the relationship. Only near the end of the SWW, after the French had levied the Algerian soldier into two world wars, did the relationship change. 
As the allies thundered through Vichy French colonial territory, an ordinance was issued in March 1944 to encourage the colonials to support the allies – French citizenship and all of its inherent rights and entitlements were to be granted to all inhabitants of that curious French African limb in Algeria. This was confirmed in the 1946 constitution which established the fourth French republic. Here it was specified that French Algerians would not have to renounce their Islamic faith to become a French citizen – a not insignificant ruling for the time. After WW2 was in the rear-view mirror, the French administration of Algeria resumed as though nothing had changed. Much as was the case in Indochina, with similarly disastrous consequences, the French returned to their old posts and tried to turn back the clock. The Republic, it was assumed, would still retain its Empire as it had done since the 1870s. This time though, the clock would not be wound backwards.
Play recording of newsreel detailing French relationship with Algeria.
On 1st November 1954, after campaigns for improved conditions and equality of rights had been repeatedly ignored, the Algerian Liberation Front rose up in revolt. We opened the episode with the scene of a handbill being pinned to a villager’s door, as the revolution was announced. This scene was repeated across the country and over the next 16 months, the situation in Algeria got more and more out of control. In the background, the communist parties in both France and Algeria weighed in on the conflict, with both denouncing the violence as an example of the French imperialist disease which had also led to much bloodletting and military humiliation in Indochina. In May 1954, after all, Dien Bien Phu had shattered for good any notions of French imperial supremacy in Vietnam, and the region soon attracted more and more American attention as the French were forced to focus on matters closer to home.
Here, said the communists, was an example of French imperialism once more causing unnecessary suffering.[footnoteRef:2] Not so, said many French citizens both within Algeria and without – Algeria was a department of France, and the conflict stemmed from the tensions between Christian and Muslim, between natives and pied noirs. This tricky definition of the conflict was also used when the conflict made its way to the UN, and the French government defended its actions as though it was facing up to a civil war – this was not another Indochina, Paris seemed to insist, it was an internal issue for the French people to solve. Algeria, in the words of one historian, was ‘the jewel of France’s Empire’, and even while it was not presented as an imperial possession, it was still treated as such.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  See Irwin M Wall, ‘The French Communists and the Algerian War’, Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 12, No. 3 (Jul., 1977), pp. 521-543.]  [3:  See Christopher Harrison, ‘French Attitudes to Empire and the Algerian War’, African Affairs, Vol. 82, No. 326 (Jan., 1983), pp. 75-95; pp. 75-76.] 

Algeria was also France’s most important market, largely because of the disproportionate advantages and concessions which the home French government enjoyed when dealing with the Algerian resources, markets and citizenry. Strategically of course, Algeria provided France with an invaluable link to the Mediterranean and to North Africa – communications between the two regions was not plagued by the same difficulties as, say, Britain’s Kenyan possessions. The close proximity of the Algerian metropole and France proper also provided great opportunities to scores of French citizens for adventure and vacation. The historian Christopher Harrison wrote that:
There was scarcely a single major French writer or painter who had not at some time gone to seek inspiration in the Algerian towns, countryside and people. Algerians were attracted in increasing numbers to metropolitan France doing manual jobs scorned by the French.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid, p. 76.] 

Whether the argument appeared farcical or not then, a great deal of French citizens believed in the importance and the inseparable nature of Algeria to France. Little wonder that a French newspaper headline of the time read that ‘to lose Algeria is to lose France.’[footnoteRef:5] Yet, the French were in danger of losing Algeria once the revolt broke out. The native Algerians outnumbered the pied noirs by ten to one, and while they could not mobilise themselves as effectively, this disparity necessitated a vast expenditure in the French budget on materials and efforts to stamp out the insurrection. Periods of comparative quiet of course followed, the near ten year struggle, as conflict was relegated at times to the countryside. Yet, violence and bloodshed was never far away, and the French people were consistently reminded of the Algerian problem whenever a bomb went off in the South of France, or whenever Algerian rebels attempted to storm key buildings in Algiers.  [5:  Cited in Simon Hall, 1956, p. 27.] 

Play newsreel recording of conflict escalating in North Africa.
As Algeria became more problematic, the French government was faced with greater challenges from its other troubled colonies in North Africa. Both Tunisia and Morocco would be released from French custody by 1956, but in the initial years of the Algerian struggle, the provision of aid by the two colonies to the Algerians threatened to transform the conflict into a racially charged war of African versus Frenchmen. From 1956 this support only increased, and the two colonies issued passports to FLN representatives to enable them to travel abroad to make the necessary arrangements for the purchase of arms. They served as channels for the supply of arms to the rebels. They permitted arms depots and military bases to be established on their territory. They did not undertake to stop the rebels from carrying out raids into Algeria from bases on their territory. They both recognized the Provisional Government of the Algerian Republic as soon as it was formed. President Habib Bourguiba of Tunisia – who would remain President of Tunisia for over thirty years before retiring in 1987 – said that Tunisia would give the Algerian rebels every assistance short of declaring war on France.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  See Arnold Fraleigh, ‘THE ALGERIAN WAR OF INDEPENDENCE’, p. 8.] 

Tasked with solving these problems was the new French premier, Guy Mollet, who had been elected to that troubled office on 1st February 1956. The office of President of the Council of Ministers, which in French political lingo actually meant PM, seemed like something of a poisoned chalice by the time Mollet got his hands on it. Between 1954-58, a succession of no less than ten different French statesmen served as PM of France, before Charles de Gaulle put everyone out of their misery and rolled up his sleeves. Guy Mollet was thus one among many to hold the office, and the turmoil facing France in the 1950s stick out as the primary reason why French politics remained so unstable after the SWW, even while the likes of Britain and even West Germany managed to get a handle on things. Algeria was the latest in a long line of crises – crises in both identity, confidence and security had rocked France to its core by the time Guy Mollet took over, but he was hopeful that the terrible state of affairs in Algeria could be solved. All it would take was some understanding and a bit of give and take on both sides. 
On 6th February 1956, less than a week after assuming office, Mollet made the trip to Algiers, in a bid to ease the problems of the most pressing French trouble spot of the day. Algeria had become something of an open wound in the previous months, and a great reason for this was due to the reactions and shortcomings of the governor of Algeria, a liberal by the name of Jacques Soustelle. Soustelle had been appointed to Algeria in January 1955 with great plans for modernising the Franco-Algerian relationship, but his limited successes had been marred by the reluctance of Paris to actually spend money. Another hurdle was that Soustelle happened to take up his post at a time of increasing bitterness and bloodiness in the Algerian insurgency, which saw over 100 people killed in one attack including women and children in the town of Skikda, This led to reprisals, and the situation quickly escaped Soustelle’s control despite his best intentions. Guy Mollet’s decision to relieve Soustelle and replace him with a veteran of the SWW was made shortly before his arrival in Algiers, but it was far from popular with the French settlers in that city.
Mollet was effectively chased out of the city, and he felt forced into letting up – reappointing Soustelle as the pied noir chanted slogans calling for Mollet’s head. Mollet’s initially optimistic outlook was replaced by the end of the ordeal with an ashen-faced, stunned expression. A few days later he would reflect that ‘I should not have given in’,[footnoteRef:7] but by then it was too late. The intense feelings of the French settlers had won out – compromise was evidently impossible in the face of such vehement hatred. Guy Mollet was the French statesman representing France to the world during the Suez Crisis, but throughout the tenure of that event, French eyes and above all French men, money and materials were being spent in enormous numbers in Algeria. Mollet, having once harboured hopes of compromise, now felt he had little choice.  [7:  Cited in Simon Hall, 1956, p. 31.] 

He adopted a new line of thinking towards the war in Algeria, and believed that until the insurgency was defeated, proper meaningful negotiations could never take place. From February 1956 until his government collapsed in June 1957 over the issue of taxation for the Algerian war, Mollet became increasingly occupied with the Algerian question, yet he remained short of answers. Controversy emerged when it was learned that Mollet’s government had approved of various torture methods to wrest information out of the insurgents. The consistent use of torture by the French brings up the questions – why did the French behave in this way, and how was such a policy was justified by those that had led French forces in the event? The historians Tzvetan Todorov and Arthur Denner in their article on the subject of torture in this conflict answered the question thus:
The standard answer to this question, formulated military leaders many years ago by military leaders who decided that they would no longer try to conceal what had been done, is that torture was the only way to win the war. The Algerian war was not a traditional war, they explained; the enemy did not engage them on a mutually recognized battlefield agreed to beforehand. This was a civil war and the army did not who its enemy was. The French were being ambushed and violently attacked, but by whom? And who was giving aid and comfort to these invisible adversaries? The army needed to know, and for this they needed information; if no one was offering it voluntarily had to be coerced - through torture, if it came down to that.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Tzvetan Todorov and Arthur Denner, ‘Torture in the Algerian War’, South Central Review, Vol. 24, No. 1, On Torture (Spring, 2007), pp. 18-26; p. 19.] 

In a conflict like that which developed in Algeria, where indiscriminate bombings were a regular occurrence, the argument which was also put forward in favour of the use of torture sounds like something out of an episode of 24, where Jack Bauer has only a few hours to find and disarm a series of bombs before they all go off and kill hundreds, maybe thousands of people. In circumstances like these, why would Jack Bauer, or the French army for that matter, pause to consider the rights of a terrorist who knows exactly where these bombs are? Tzvetan Todorov and Arthur Denner argue quite reasonably that this scenario rarely if ever plays out, because bombers such as those that operated during the insurgency in Algeria were seldom if ever actually caught. Above all though, aside from the point that the Jack Bauer strategy is very rarely possible to use, the argument that torture was the only way for France to win the Algerian war is proved manifestly false, because the French did not win. This is because, as anyone who has studied any kind of civil or colonial conflict knows, harsh reprisals do not guarantee victory, they ensure eventual defeat by sewing resentment and hatred, and providing the rebels with a platform to appeal to their countrymen and find more recruits for their cause. 
Resorting to torture made the French government appear barbaric, and it caused immense international embarrassment for Mollet’s government when the truth was learned of. To those that took part in the torture though, Mollet’s unpopularity was less of a concern to them than the job they had to do, or the cruelty inflicted on their mates, or even, in some cases, the chance to avenge the defeat of French arms in Indochina. The Algerian insurgents had been dehumanised, the French conscript cut off from the outside world and told to do his job by removing this enemy to the state. It was all too easy for a cycle of endless violence and counterattack to become entrenched in the conflict, and again, any scholar or enthusiast familiar with other such colonial or civil wars will not be surprised by this pattern. Coming as it did after the depressing Indochina experience though, the French felt the Algerian pressure still more intensely than normal. 
Holding onto Algeria was thus an integral mission for the sake of French identity, but it wasn’t just Algeria that needed to held onto – all segments of the French Empire needed to be retained if France was to have a chance of meeting either threat posed by communism in its colonial possessions, or of measuring up to other superpowers like the Americans, Soviets and, so it seemed, the British. The Algerian episode was an important running sore for the French national psyche, but understanding how deep this wound ran in the aftermath of the heart-wrenching SWW experience is critical if we are to appreciate then the mindset of Guy Mollet’s government when it came to the Suez Crisis. In the first place, it should be said, the French had already been given good grounds to dislike Nasser’s Egypt even before news of the Suez Canal’s nationalisation had been received. 
Egyptian involvement in French business was a particularly sore issue for the French, and once the Suez Crisis had been concluded, the resentment felt towards Cairo would only increase. French Syria, released after 1945, would even form a union with Nasser’s Egypt for a few years after the latter’s triumphant stand against the Western Imperialists. Nasser’s star continued to rise after 1956, to the detriment of the French position in North Africa. The League of Arab States had been formed in 1945 to enable independent Arab countries to help other Arab peoples achieve independence. The League subsidized the Cairo office of the Committee for the Liberation of North Africa, which itself became heavily involved in the struggles for independence in Morocco, Tunisia and above all Algeria. After the Algerian rebels launched their revolution, Egypt served as the official HQ for the external leadership until after Tunisia and Morocco had achieved independence and the rebel leaders were able to establish headquarters in those two countries. 
In the interconnected post-war Arab world around the ME and NA, the French were heavily outnumbered in their efforts to cling to their glorious past. Before he had even nationalised the Suez Canal, Nasser had given the French more than a few reasons to feel resentful towards him, and Mollet’s government certainly wouldn’t have mourned the fall of such an ambitious and interfering Arab statesman; so more the better if they had the opportunity to play a significant role in Nasser’s downfall. Egypt continued to serve as both a channel and a supplier of military equipment and as a training ground for rebel soldiers well into the late 1950s. Throughout the Algerian conflict other Arab states also provided financial aid. Beginning in 1958 this aid took the form of an annual subsidy openly authorized by the Arab League. 
When the rebels set up their Algerian state in September 1958, all of the Arab League states granted recognition and exchanged diplomatic representatives as soon as was possible. In 1960 and 1961 the Arab League’s members adopted resolutions recommending that the Arab states send “volunteers'' to join the rebel forces in Algeria, if requested by the FLN. To the successive French governments, it must have seemed as though ever two-bit post-colonial authoritarian junta was out to inflict misery upon her, but such was the legacy and memory of bitterness among the developing third world that France proved wholly unable to escape. It is hard to say whether resentment towards Egypt motivated Guy Mollet to personally ensure that the French cooperated with the British to intervene in Suez alongside Israel – when we come to that point in the story we’ll see that plenty of other outstanding factors can help explain this act. 
The horror and ‘harvest of hatred’ as one official put it,[footnoteRef:9] that faced the French in Algeria, may seem detached from events in Egypt, but as our limited probe into Arab and North African collusion shows, these peoples were far more inclined to cooperate and connect with one another than the French had anticipated. Guy Mollet sent 300k soldiers to Algeria and implemented martial law in the entire country only a few weeks after his stay, but this only hardened everyone’s stance and failed to crush the FLN, which was Mollet’s goal above all. French military power, in a story similar to Indochina, simply was not capable of crushing this insurgency. It would take several years for the French to actually learn anything from this experience, and during that time the Algerian and French people – once considered so joined at the hip, became irreconcilable. Those that may have believed Indochina to be a once off, unfortunate series of circumstances, would have to see Algeria and the relinquishing of other North African territories as a clear sign that the French Empire was no longer guaranteed.  [9:  Cited in Simon Hall, 1956, p. 45.] 

Even as they accepted millions from the US and were permitted to withdraw their forces from NATO to fight the Algerians, the French proved ultimately unable to defeat the Algerians, Paris filed for bankruptcy and not merely the incumbent French government, but the very Republic of France itself collapsed in 1958.[footnoteRef:10] It seemed that only the person of de Gaulle and a fresh new start in the Fifth Republic would save what little French dignity and influence that remained in the world. The French realised too late of course that time had passed them and their Empire by, and that French fortunes could be made with far less effort and far greater returns not in the crumbling vestiges of their old empires, but in the pursuit of unity, security and cooperation closer to home in Europe. The pill was especially bitter and difficult to swallow, but other flavours to this pill certainly existed. Across the Channel, above all, the old frenemy of the French were facing struggles and identity crises of their own. [10:  See Arnold Fraleigh, ‘THE ALGERIAN WAR OF INDEPENDENCE’, pp. 8-10.] 

Next time, we’ll resume our coverage of this eventful year by looking at the British, and examining their long and storied relationship with the Egyptians, and of course that critical waterway known as the Suez Canal. Until then though history friends and patrons, my name is Zack and you have been listening to episode 16 of 1956. Thanks for listening and I’ll be seeing you all soon.
