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1. the radical electors

“ In France there are a great many 
radical electors, a certain number of 
radical deputies and a very small 
number of radical ministers ; asi for the 
heads of the civil service, they are all 
reactionaries. He who properly under­
stands this has the key to our politics.” 
(Alain, Elements of radical doctrine).

For the French ’68 was a bad year. The 
non-events of May, as they were to 
become, were trial enough; more un­
comfortable by far, however, was the 
discovery that the Federal Republic of 
Germany had usurped the leadership of 
western Europe. The financial crisis over 
the deutschmark revaluation later in that 
year symbolised the economic pre­
eminence that West Germany had en­
gendered for itself during the 20 years 
of its existence. As if to touch in the 
detail on this new European picture the 
countries of the Warsaw Pact initiated 
a military invasion of Czechoslovakia, 
and the French themselves prepared for 
an extended period of inner repair. 
“ A pres de Gaidle,” with the general 
himself still at the Elysee Palace, had 
begun. The new de Gaulle was to be 
Willy Brandt.

The disturbances of May 1968, which 
involved the whole spectrum of the 
French political system, though it was 
the extremist groups of the left that stole 
the glamour, were an indication, a 
symptom, of the French decline, rather 
than a cause of it. The most that can be 
said of the May and June events, 
remembering that they were only the 
culmination of many months agitation, 
is that their study could lead to a series 
of analytical conclusions about the state 
of internal politics in France.

Two things will, hopefully, emerge from 
this pamphlet. First, the regime of the 
fifth republic has stood French history 
on its head and stimulated a return to 
state power. Second, in part as a conse­

quence of developments in Europe, and 
as a result of the departure of de Gaulle, 
French foreign policy has moved into a 
more deliberately calculating expansion­
ist phase beyond Europe. Both of these 
developments are of vital interest within 
the context of British foreign (and to a 
lesser extent domestic) policy; firstly 
because it raises the whole question of 
the kind of judgments involved in a 
closer commitment to western Europe, 
since this turns very much on the struc­
ture and philosophy of national govern­
ments, within the European sphere, and 
secondly because the most active area 
of French expansion is also an area 
which closely affects British long term 
planning, the Mediterranean. With a 
new Conservative government in office 
in the United Kingdom that has stated 
that the whole content of British policy 
in the Middle East and beyond Suez is 
to be reviewed, the prospect of greater 
friction with the French is immensely 
increased.

An important point which emerges 
when examining some characteristics of 
recent French history is that the roots 
of Gaullism run very deep in that 
history and in the very nature of French 
politics, and that the general’s personal 
leadership of the Gaullist movement 
was, in fact, a moderating, rather than 
an exacerbatory, factor. In addition, 
the resignation of de Gaulle coincides 
with an air of growing crisis in the field 
of European integration. Paradoxically, 
the next few years are likely to see 
a defeat for the integrationists and a 
return to a more fluid state of affairs in 
western Europe. It may be possible, too, 
to make some calculated deductions as 
to the likely course of political develop­
ment at the factional level within France.

Difficulty, however, springs from the 
problem of criteria. In judging the 
record of the first ten years of the fifth 
republic, do we employ the yardsticks
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of the third and fourth, or do we 
abandon the patterns of the past and 
seek the unique elements in de Gaulle’s 
republic?

We must recognise that the Gaullist 
republic has become one of left (con­
sistently in disarray) against majority 
group. This raises the temptation of 
producing the orthodox analysis which 
has become the irritating habit of all 
modern journalistic political commen­
tary, that of right and left, conversatism 
and reform, order and change and so 
forth. This will take us nowhere in the 
fifth republic. It is partly because this 
simple stratification has disappeared in 
the train of Gaullist politics (which have 
confused nationalism-and jingoism, re­
action, revolution and philosophical 
radicalism) that a certain esoteric 
excitement has gathered following the 
revival of the Radical Party. Some have 
hoped to find in the experiment of 
Servan-Schreiber in resurrecting this 
ancient institution, a new (almost 
apolitical) party falling across the 
centre of the political spectrum but 
moving onto a completely new “ revolu­
tionary ” plane. This hope flows from 
the conviction that Gaullism itself does 
not neatly toe the traditional line of 
party politics, but has been an attempt 
at lifting French politics onto an 
abstractly different level. Hence, for this 
small band of commentators, the 
Radical Party must substitute itself in 
that role, through employing a com­
pletely independent policy structure.

The main body of political opinion, 
however, has preferred to regard the 
new radical group as a return to the 
old centre, and the acting out of a time 
honoured French tradition, the pitting 
of the centre against the extremes. It 
happened in the earlier crisis years of 
the old republic, under MM. Queville 
Bidault, Pleven and others, and French­
men inured to confirmed habits see a

new centrist revival as the antidote to a 
resurgent and united left and a 
weakened (because post-de Gaulle) 
Gaullist force. These are two alternative 
viewpoints, and show only that in 
France, at least, the future is a be­
wildering range of possibilities. All that 
is feasible is to present the facts and 
hazard opinion. The “ resurgent and 
united left ” has not, as yet, appeared, 
and as the dismissal of Garaudy from 
the Communist Party is followed by the 
defection of an even more prestigous 
member, M. Tillon (who even served as 
a communist minister in de Gaulle’s 
provisional government in 1945) and 
the forces behind Mitterrand squabble 
with the Socialist Party and the re­
mainder of the non-communist left over 
the tactics of opposition, the prospect 
of such unity is very sad indeed. This, 
too, conforms to tradition.

the struggle for the state
The coming months will see many 
attempts to assess the contribution of 
Gaullism or of de Gaulle, which are, 
to begin with, two distinct phenomena, 
to French political history. The one 
important observation that should be 
made, however, is that the political 
forces released by de Gaulle have added 
greater confusion to the most persistent 
problem bequeathed by the revolution 
of 1789, the power and position of the 
state.

British political experience can learn 
from this particular French dilemma 
only by a process of extrapolation on 
its own growth, by seeing, that is, the 
alternatives that the English political 
system faced in the 17th and 18th 
centuries and by drawing from this 
exercise certain conclusions that can be 
proffered, though gingerly, to the French 
commentator. The British “ solved” the 
problem of state power largely by agree­
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ing that its power was a concept capable 
of limitation, capable of being harnessed 
within a parliamentary system, and in 
all this, as every good reader of Bagehot 
should know, “ the use of the queen, 
in a dignified capacity, is incalculable.” 
To borrow from Bagehot once more, 
the secret of stability in England, for 
better or for worse, is the decision “ to 
be governed in a way you understand.”

In France, the issue has been, since the 
revolution, “ Napoleon or the Assem­
blies ” and the choice of France has so 
often been “ the one man we can 
imagine, and not by the many people 
we cannot imagine.” The parliamentary 
republics, in other words, punctuated 
the regimes of the Napoleons and the 
de Gaulles.

But de Gaulle was preceded by decades 
of third republic government, boring 
and uninspired yet relevant enough to 
overcome world war, scandal and riot 
over a period of 70 years. At a glance, 
then, the conclusion one reaches about 
French developments since 18 June 
1940, which is the starting point for the 
existence of de Gaulle as a man of 
history, is that the general placed, once 
again, the whole question of the struc­
ture and role of the state in dispute.

Not only, the argument should run, did 
he reintroduce the conflict after 1940, 
and in a more direct way after the 
liberation of France in 1944, but also 
returned continually to the issue during 
his years in political limbo after 1946. 
Repeatedly, he challenged the basic 
legitimacy of the state represented by 
the fourth republic, and just as 
insistently offered himself as the legal 
and political alternative. It was this 
process of “ confrontation ” with the 
fourth republic, de Gaulle’s rejection of 
the right (and, just as much, the com­
petency) of the politicians of the 1946 
republic to rule France and his own

refusal to work within the coniines of 
the 1946 constitution, that helped create 
the set of circumstances which led to his 
return to power in 1958. In other words, 
he had preserved, by all this, his ability 
to impose conditions, to reshape the 
whole structure of the constitution, to 
change the direction of French politics.

The return of de Gaulle in 1958 sym­
bolised the persistence of the quarrel 
over the nature of the state. Just as 
important, therefore, his retirement calls 
for a reassessment of the condition of 
France.

The argument that de Gaulle resurrected 
the seemingly secondary question of 
constitutional relationships and political 
power, rests on strong evidence. It is 
important, however, to emphasise that 
he was assisted in this task by certain 
trends in France of which he was not 
the personal instigator, which were not 
linked to Gaullist ideals or to de Gaulle’s 
own ambitions, yet which coincided 
with, and in some respects magnified, 
the special aspects of de Gaulle’s 
methodology which were, after his 
assumption of power in 1958, to in­
crease the potency of the centralised 
state. First, the governments of the 
fourth republic attempted to rebuild 
the shattered power of France. The 
republic sprang from a unique political 
situation: a defeated power, yet a victor 
with an inherent and flagrant conflict 
over state loyalties, manifested in the 
antagonism between collaborators and 
the resistance, between Gaullist “ legit­
imists ” and anti-de Gaulle parliament­
arians, between communists and non­
communists. There were splits, laterally 
and vertically, on all conceivable bases 
of disagreement.

The defeat of 1940 was, more than all 
else, a result of the political, economic 
and military decay that had overtaken 
the French since 1918. Consequently,



the main thrust of this policy of revival 
was seen in the marked change in 
economic policy that became apparent 
after liberation. Beginning on 13 
December 1944 the provisional govern­
ment of de Gaulle initiated a pro­
gramme of extensive nationalisation. 
The Banque de France and the prin­
cipal commercial banks were brought 
under the control of the government; 
major insurance companies were 
nationalised. Today over 50 per cent 
of insurance business in France is 
conducted by nationalised organisations. 
Coal, electricity and gas were taken 
over, and Air France and the Renault 
automobile complex (in 1945 a very 
small company) were added to the rail­
way network that had been nationalised 
before the war. This programme was to 
be far more ambitious than, for 
example, that of Great Britain which, 
even with a Labour government in 
power, was not to bring insurance, 
banking or the motor industry within 
the ambit of the state. Moreover, in 
France the process begun under de 
Gaulle was to be adopted and 
strengthened under the early govern­
ments of the young fourth republic.

With the planning of Jean Monnet the 
country embarked on one of the most 
ambitious, and one of the most success­
ful, investment planning experiments to 
be attempted in a non-collectivist state. 
Yet, in part this centralising zeal, with 
faint echoes of Colbert, was not to 
persist into the late ’forties. De Gaulle 
and his proteges had provided much of 
the original impetus, and the strong 
popular support for communist and 
socialist parties in the early post-war 
period made such policies both simple 
to implement and more necessary in 
general political terms. By 1947, how­
ever, the general was a private citizen, 
the communists, by far the strongest 
party in the country, had been thrown 
out of the government, and the socialist

p a r ty ,  the s f i o , was embarking on its 
slow journey of decline from a position 
of importance to the level of impotence 
it achieved by the early 1950’s. There 
was no further nationalisation after
1948, and later governments, as the 
spectrum of power shifted across the 
political centre to the centre right after
1949, introduced their own versions of 
the dirigisme that had meant central 
planning and public control at the 
beginning.

There was, then, a brief honeymoon for 
centralism of the de Gaulle variety, and 
modifications of it were to appear from 
time to time through the years of the 
fourth republic. The variety of emphasis 
on the state’s role was the product of 
differing philosophies. But for General 
de Gaulle the meaning of his adminis­
trative reforms was perfectly clear: 
“ It is to the state that it falls to build 
the nation’s power, which, henceforth, 
depends on the economy. The latter 
must be diverted, all the more so 
because it is deficient, because it needs 
to renew itself, and because it will not 
do so unless prevailed upon. Such, in 
my view, is the principal motive for the 
measures of nationalisation, control and 
modernisation taken by my govern­
ment” (de Gaulle, Memoires de guerre). 
This singular preoccupation with the 
power and privilege of the state, how­
ever, was not to be emulated by others, 
apart from de Gaulle’s own disciples. 
To the more practical adherents of the 
Mouvement Republicain Populairt, 
which was to assume much of the 
burden of government after de Gaulle’s 
departure early in 1946, the problem 
was the same, that of reinvigorating 
France, but the style and philosophy 
was different, apart from Georges 
Bidault, who never fully recovered from 
being a protege of de Gaulle, and who 
destroyed himself eventually by back­
ing the right wing extremists during the 
Algerian crisis of 1958,
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Apart from one or two Gaullists in the 
group, the m r p  did not rely on constant 
reiterations of the dignity of the state, 
the glory of France, that had punctuated 
de Gaulle’s speeches. Yet, and this is 
the important point, the fourth republic 
did not, as the fifth republic hopes to 
do, kill the issue of the role of the state. 
In many ways the mundane life style of 
the fourth republic governments merely 
disguised a continuing, though slow and 
erratic, trend of centralisation. De 
Gaulle’s style was missing, but the dis­
array within the party system remained 
an open invitation to either stagnation 
or individual initiative. The immobil- 
isme into which the old republic sank 
for long periods made it possible for the 
opinionated Vincent Auriol, as presi­
dent of the republic, to do far more 
than “  chase hares.” Contrary to the 
vague notion of a constitutional presi­
dent arbitrating above the squabbling 
of parties, Vincent Auriol made periodic 
sorties into the political arena and, 
paradoxically, sowed the seeds of the 
notion of strong presidential power that 
was to be institutionalised under de 
Gaulle. Auriol, a leading socialist, had 
often attacked the idea of a president, 
yet had been forced, by the total in­
adequacy of a party regime to act and 
thereby help increase the bankruptcy of 
the assemblies. The irrelevance of the 
assembles to the formulation of foreign 
policy, and, to a lesser extent, the 
programming of economic planning 
decisions, was consistently exhibited 
under the fourth republic. In foreign 
affairs the point was perfectly illus­
trated, for up until 1954 the conduct of 
foreign policy was monopolised by the 
m r p . The party controlled the Quai 
D ’Orsay through its own foreign 
minister, apart from a flying visit from 
the socialist Blum in 1946, until the 
radical Mendes-France took it away in 
the middle of 1954. After the London 
agreements were signed in June 1948, 
agreements seriously changing the state

of relations in Europe, the foreign 
minister, Georges Bidault was howled 
down in the national assembly, and was 
saved only by the support of an ambi­
valent socialist group that was finding 
foreign policy too difficult a subject. The 
assembly was infuriated most by the 
total lack of consultalion in foreign 
affairs, and this grievance persisted 
under his m r p  successor, Robert 
Schuman. Leading members of the 
assembly questioned foreign minister 
Schuman about his failure to keep the 
deputies, or even the committee on 
foreign affairs, informed, in particular, 
in 1950, about his coal and steel com­
munity project. Schuman’s reply was 
instructive, though self contradictory: 
“ I respect the separation of executive 
and legislative. It is not I who demand 
a strong executive. But I will not allow 
negotiations to be directed by an 
assembly.”

He was, in fact, both using the consti­
tutional vocabulary of de Gaulle, and 
relying on its implications, while 
earnestly denying the fact. It was in­
dicative, in this context, of the gulf that 
was emerging between a governmental 
machine that was centralising itself, and 
the French public. It was this estrange­
ment that Mendes-France, for all his 
other faults, attempted to remedy during 
his term in office in 1954. Yet even he, 
in some ways an aberration on the 
political scene, could not escape the 
undercurrent of pale chauvinism, later 
jingoism, that made of the fourth and 
fifth republics a vague unity. It should 
be remembered that this same Mendes- 
France consistently opposed the Rome 
treaty that many now see as the work 
of a Europeanist France. Mendes- 
France refused to see France bound by 
the wording of “ mere treaties.” In the 
end, overtaken by the colonial crisis 
that was to destroy the fourth republic, 
it was to de Gaulle that France turned, 
and it was with this man that the gulf
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between state and country was deepened 
and consolidated.

De Gaulle had both the charisma and, 
eventually, the legal apparatus to intro­
duce an era of highly centralised per­
sonal government, building on the latent 
trends that had shown themselves 
briefly and at intervals under the old 
regime, and lacked only the personifi­
cation that de Gaulle, the only possible 
candidate, himself refused. He now 
introduced a system that could pass, in 
turn, for presidential, monarchical or 
simply autocratic. He also possessed 
sufficient political capital to enforce the 
only Algerian policy _ that would 
succeed. For Georges Bidault, the old 
hand of the fourth republic, the General 
“ had the secret of the k in g ; ” the 
difference this time, however, was that 
the king ignored his friends.

Yet, aided by a constitutional frame­
work attuned to his own personal touch 
(and drafted by a man who will, even­
tually, be recognised as the most 
Gaullist of all French politicians, above 
de Gaulle himself, Michel Debre, now 
minister of defence) the new president 
of the republic assumed, it was to seem, 
the power of the France of January 
1946. He was to lead his republic to a 
second explosion, ten years exactly after 
the insurrection of May 1958 that had 
primed his return to power. Signifi­
cantly, the demonstrations of 1968 were 
the product of precisely that conflict 
that de Gaulle had intensified and 
attempted to solve by the strengthening 
of his own personal rule to the detri­
ment of the parties, the conflict, that is, 
between the claims of the state and the 
latent “ incivisme" of the mass of 
radical electors (even through students) 
to which Alain referred. The real issue 
activating the sociology students of 
Paris in the early months of 1968 was 
the overweening paternalism of the 
bureaucratic administrative machine.

There were issues enough for the 
students, had they sought them (for the 
general was not about to provide them). 
In the most immediate field, that of 
education, the undergraduates were 
confronted with an abysmal record. The 
history of French education since 1945 
had been one largely of non-reform: 
of the rejection of the Langevin-Wallon 
plan of the 1940’s, of the defeat of the 
Berthoin project in 1955 and the 
Billeres scheme of 1956 (all abortive 
plans for reforming education). After 
1958 the fifth republic began to feel the 
pressures of the post-war population 
explosion, with the result that the 
government was faced with a serious 
resource problem. The earlier planning 
that could have prevented an accumula­
tion of educational blockages had not 
materialised, and Paris was obliged to 
pour cash into the schools and univer­
sities in an attempt to head off trouble. 
In 1952 national expenditure on edu­
cation had stood at 2,209 million francs; 
at 'the end of the fourth republic in 1958 
it had reached only 4,850 million francs. 
By 1968 the figure had become over 
21,000 milion francs and is still rising, 
as the administration reacts to pres­
sures from within the universities and, to 
be fair, to a more adventurous train of 
thought within the government. The 
years 1958 to 1966 were filled with 
attempts to modernise the educational 
system, but the product was May 1968 
and its preceding period of unrest. 
When, as the government tried to re­
store its credibility, the higher education 
act came through the assemblies, the 
act itself pointed to “ the imperial edu­
cation system (which) applied a central­
ising concept ” and the sickening con­
cept of “ autonomy and participation.” 
Looking back on the episode from the 
standpoint of the new troubles at 
Nanterre early in 1970, one wonders 
whether the trick has worked, or 
whether the students are going to 
realise that the government has pro­
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duced only reorganisation 'in place 
of the massive reforms and expansion 
programmes that many of them looked 
for. Above all this, however, the 
students made their mark on a regime. 
It was no coincidence that the regime 
was that of de Gaulle.

May 1968 : Gaullism takes 
over______________________
The students failed, if what they pushed 
for was a victory “ for the imagination,” 
for under Chaban-Delmas and the 
pontifical eye of Georges Pompidou, the 
new society stage one has: cultivated, 
it seems, the vacuous quality that seeped 
into the last few years of de Gaulle’s 
rule, this time adding to it a taste for the 
politically exotic as emissaries slip away 
from Paris to Madrid, Lisbon, and to 
various parts of North Africa where 
democratic method is equally sparse, 
and as Mr. Vorster is received with 
ceremony by the hierarchy of the French 
state. The French government, that has 
been providing the South African 
government with helicopters and sub­
marines for some time, has again en­
joyed the fruits of its knack of playing 
both sides at once. In contrast to the 
massive (even though justified) attacks 
launched against the Conservative re­
appraisal of South African arms policy, 
African states treated the French with 
a velvet glove. At the o a u  conference 
in Addis Ababa in August, the African 
delegates expressed a delirious approval 
of a French offer to do nothing more 
than “ re-examine ” its South African 
policy.

The students lacked theory ; indeed they 
presided over the death of revolutionary 
theory, substituting enthusiasm for dis­
cipline and finally falling prey to the 
habit of the French left of being in­
capable of uniting. In 1968 the unions, 
the communist party, the radical 
students, Roman Catholic and Maoist

alike, seemed to have inherited the 
weaknesses that plagued the s f i o , the 
communists and the other groups of re­
form in the earliest years of the fourth 
republic and which, then, invited the 
ascendancy of governments of the 
centre right in which socialists played 
a negligible part, and from which com­
munists, after 1947, were totally ex­
cluded, regardless of their electoral 
strength. Despite their theoretical dis­
order, the students of this newest of 
lefts knew, at least, that the struggle 
was not between class and class but 
between state and individual. The battle 
was against Colbert and Louis xiv, 
against the empire of Napoleon in, 
despite its elegance, against, in fact, the 
very “ brilliance ” and “ grandeur ” of 
France that to the general was the basis 
of France’s claim to her unacknow­
ledged pre-eminence in the world. Yet, 
after the riots of Spring 1958, the ancien 
regime was to survive, though mutilated 
and exposed ; the lesson of the piece, 
la Victoire de la France, was to be 
rammed home by the president of the 
republic ; “ we know all too well to what 
new bankruptcy, irreperable this time, 
the role of the parties would lead our 
country.” “ Gaullism . . .  is but the 
contemporary form of our country’s 
impetus ” (de Gaulle at a press confer­
ence on 9 September 1968).

As a statement of Gaullism these two 
observations could stand alone, in 
sufficiency. The theme is quite clear: 
Gaullism is the doctrine of the state, of 
the immense transcendance of French 
historical existence. Since that existence 
has persisted beyond the trials of revolu­
tion and of military defeat, it treats with 
disdain the claims of mere passing 
ideology: “ it is too late for any
ideology, and in particular communism, 
to prevail over national feeling ” (ibid).

This particular analysis is crucially 
important if the historical significance
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of de Gaulle is to be appreciated. Since 
Gaullism had drawn upon, and ex­
tended, the reasoning of de Gaulle, and 
since elements of that political trait 
have influenced the formulation of both 
foreign and domestic policy under both 
fourth and fifth republics (for the 
rassemblement du peuple francais 
flourished for several years after 1947, 
bringing pressure to bear on the govern­
ment, especially in the area of foreign 
policy) and since Gaullism remains a 
potent form in France now, the impact 
of the person of de Gaulle on post-war 
French history is almost total. The new 
factor is the absence of de Gaulle him­
self. The difficulty has always been that 
of seeing Gaullism as a facet of de 
Gaulle’s political power ; in fact it is the 
reverse, as de Gaulle himself has often 
made clear. Gaullism is a version, he 
says, of the impetus, the spiritual energy 
of the country at a particular moment 
in time, and de Gaulle has been 
“ privileged ” to accomplish and clarify 
its mission. It is essential to grasp the 
nature of de Gaulle’s obsession with his 
own right to spell out the Gaullist 
message if one is to fathom out the 
disinterested manner in which he dis­
pensed “ the truth.” His own political 
legitimacy, as he so often said, stemmed 
from his aid to France in crisis: “ no 
system of thought, will or action could 
inspire France as is necessary in order 
to be France, except the one to which 
events have given rise since June 1940.”

“ This enterprise, although known as 
Gaullism since 1940, is but the con­
temporary form of our country’s 
impetus, once again revived, to achieve 
a lustre, power and influence in keeping 
with its human vocation among men ” 
(ibid).

This was a legitimist argument, on 
which he relied constantly during his 
period out of power, that was to be­
come, to many abroad, at best in­

creasingly irritating and, at the saddest, 
incredibly boring. Yet it had retained 
sufficient of its magic to activate the 
dull hordes of middle class taxpayers 
that thronged the Champs Elysees in 
arid support of the republic in the 
Summer of 1968. Nevertheless, the 
whole episode had hastened the final 
decline of de Gaulle and, more relevant, 
had added strength to Gaullism. This 
might seem an inconsistent argument, 
but it is necessary to explain it, if an 
insight into the working of Pompidou’s 
France is to be gained.

The theory and practice of Gaullism 
is linked, not to General de Gaulle, but 
to an analysis of the essence of French 
being. The most powerful feature of its 
philosophy, therefore, is that it draws 
strength from the whole of that being: 
it claims 1789 as its own, it lauds the 
republican cause, yet relies on the 
notion of the leader, and clearly General 
de Gaulle has fitted this role, and hence 
accommodates the Bonapartist, imperial 
and monarchic traditions that competed 
throughout the 19th century. Gaullism, 
in a sense, obviates the political 
volatility characteristic of post-revolu- 
tionary France, and herein lies its 
greatest strength. An important observ­
ation to make, however, having said 
that any stability that has been enjoyed 
by the fifth republic is based on the 
apparent conquest of historical un­
certainty, is that the republic of 1958 
was more the republic of de Gaulle than 
of Gaullism. Paradoxical as it seems, it 
is a logical extension of the argument 
that the person of de Gaulle is quite 
separate from the on going nature of 
Gaullism. Under de Gaulle the republic 
was moderated and controlled because 
de Gaulle was firmly in con tro l; the 
Gaullism of a France without de Gaulle, 
a Gaullism now attempting to consoli­
date its position, is, and will be, a far 
more calculating and more dangerous 
animal.
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There are two good reasons for defend­
ing this particular argument. On the one 
hand the constitution of the fifth 
republic was tailored to the general’s 
own requirements, and this will prove 
to be its greatest weakness, since it 
depends largely on the personality of 
the man who holds the office. From the 
special powers provision of article 16 
which allows (and has, in fact, allowed) 
for total intervention by the president 
of the republic in the political affairs of 
the country, for a suspension, that is, of 
the constitution and the imposition of 
totalitarian rule (though technically for 
only a short time), to the careful separa­
tion of executive from legislature, the 
Debre constitution of 1958 offered the 
alternative of a prime ministerial regime 
of considerable vulnerability. But in 
choosing the Elysee rather than the 
Hotel Matignon, in opting for the presi­
dency, de Gaulle struck out on the path 
to a semi-presidential system, pursuing 
the stability of the British parliamentary 
structure (though relying on the notion 
of full separation of cabinet and parlia­
ment, rather than on our conventional 
practices of tight party discipline and 
collective responsibility) and the mas­
sive centralised power of the United 
States presidency. Gradually, through 
the constitutional reform of November 
1962 (which established direct, popular 
elections to the presidency) and because 
of the personal strength of de Gaulle, 
the French system went the way of 
strong centralised power, acting through 
execu tive delegates. De Gaulle’s stay "in 
office can never be described as ‘ cabinet 
government.’ The cabinet, at all times, 
appeared to act by license from the 
president, and de Gaulle’s normal prac­
tice of choosing technocratic placemen 
(such as Couve de Murville), rather 
than party politicians, facilitated this.

On the other hand, and as a corollary 
to this, the chief characteristic of de 
Gaulle’s style was his disregard for

party machinations. As a man of arms 
more than as a figure of politics, de 
Gaulle never underwent the apprentice­
ship of party work. As an avowed 
disciple of the philosopher Bergson, the 
general allowed the instinctive side of 
his nature to triumph over the intel­
lectual ; argument, as a result, seemed 
an empty exercise and the political party 
epitomised, for him, empty argument. 
During the war, and during the brief 
period of provisional government, he 
made it abundantly clear that he saw no 
value in “ le systeme,” the factional 
dogfight that plagued the last days of 
the third republic and, most important, 
reduced France to defeat. He was 
determined to replace that system ; in 
the event he was forced to wait until 
1958 until he could try a second time, 
for his attitudes in 1945 produced 
nothing but enmity in the parties that 
emerged after the war. Those parties re­
established the machinery, though with 
several important changes, of the old 
republic, and by 1949 the administration 
of Dr. Queville had revived the habits 
and methods of the pre-war system. De 
Gaulle had abandoned power in January 
1946, and during his twelve years of 
private life his experience of Gaullist 
party politics must have served to con­
firm his thoroughly entrenched mis­
givings about the value of party. The 
rassemblement du people franeais, a 
party which mushroomed after April 
1947 in personal response to the call of 
de Gaulle at Strasbourg, was, through 
the writings of Debre, Palewski (and, 
very briefly, intellectual polymaths such 
as Aron) and through the open thuggish- 
ness which became a visible feature of 
Gaullist rallies, to develop Gaullism far 
beyond the vaguer premonitions of de 
Gaulle himself. He was, in fact, out­
flanked, and his image distorted by the 
doctrinaires who professed to speak in 
his name. The r p f  started as a party of 
valeur and salvation, and rapidly be­
came an anti-communist bastion on the
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right. It was, nevertheless, the ambiguity 
and incompleteness of de Gaulle’s own 
political direction that produced a 
movement open to following the leader­
ship of the most vociferous or most 
extreme of its number.

This vagueness was a defect in the 
general’s style in 1947, and remained to 
influence the development of his follow­
ing after his assumption of power in 
1958. In this second post-1958 chapter 
of the Gaullist story, however, there 
was to be a significant difference. The 
nature of de Gaulle’s grip on power 
after 1958 made of his physical presence 
in control a moderating factor over the 
mass of his supporters. The threat of a 
movement towards greater doctrinaire 
extremism, in the name of orthodoxy, 
remains as an alternative for the years 
following his departure.

The function of de Gaulle as a moder­
ating influence stems from two related 
factors: the ambiguous nature of his 
approach to politics, and the obstacles 
placed in the path of organised political 
pressure by the fifth republic’s constitu­
tion itself. The negative aspect of de 
Gaulle’s method is partly the result of 
a marked inability on his part to handle 
detail (exacerbated by rapidly failing 
sight in the last years of his presidency) 
and from an almost legendary prefer­
ence for the grand gesture, the philoso­
phical stand. This was magnified in the 
field of foreign policy by a hazily formed 
conviction that France benefitted most, 
if the world of states was reduced to the 
lowest conceivable depths of confusion, 
both about his own motives and about 
the possible alignments of the future, 
that France was strongest, that is, in 
situations of international fluidity. Such 
negativity produced relative inaction at 
the domestic level and diplomatic irrita­
tion at the international level. In foreign 
policy the affirmative lost out repeatedly 
to the non. Tn domestic policy such was

the level of unconcern with political 
minutae that the outbursts of 1968 were 
rooted in the philosophical rather than 
in the particular. De Gaulle had pro­
vided the students with many griev­
ances, but with no issues, such was the 
anaemia of his rule. Each group there­
fore manufactured its own, the students 
their demands for social and educa­
tional reform and for philosophical 
radicalism, the factory workers their 
wages, and in this found the source of 
their disunity. Pursuing separate ends 
they saw no need for cohesion. But that 
the infuriated president of the republic 
could seek to rely in his appeals on the 
meaningless benality of “participation” 
for interim salvation was testimony to 
the moribund state of the French body 
politic. To complement this low profile 
technique at the domestic level, the 
separation of state apparatus and parlia­
mentary machine, together with the 
personal grip on power enjoyed by de 
Gaulle through a constitution construc­
ted for his own brand of government, 
magnified the implications of the new 
distribution of party power after 1958.

Gaullism clears the decks
The most notable result of the return to 
power of General de Gaulle was the 
massacre of the French communist 
party in the first elections of the fifth 
republic in November 1958. Because of 
the new electoral procedures, involving 
a second ballot (where the leaders on the 
first ballot fought it out for the seats 
and in which the preference invariably 
went against the communist candidate), 
and because of the bedazzlement of the 
electorate by the promise of de Gaulle’s 
regime, the representation of the com­
munist party in the national assembly 
fell to a mere ten seats. In 1956 it had 
stood at 145 seats. The communist vote, 
it is true, had plummetted from 5 5 
million in 1956 to 3,900,000 in 1958,
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but only electoral surgery could trans­
pose this to a reduction in parliamentary 
strength from 145 to ten (figures for 
Metropolitan France only). The massive 
support for de Gaulle in the referendum 
earlier in the year, the result had been 
a huge 80 per cent y e s  to his pro­
gramme, had undoubtedly indicated the 
direction of prevailing political winds, 
and large numbers of voters abandoned 
the parties of the left to rally behind the 
newly formed union for the new 
republic. The socialist party, too, saw 
its parliamentary strength halved to 40 
seats, such was the ability of the new 
Gaullist movements to appeal to the 
moderate voters around the centre. As 
a consequence, the centre party, the 
m r p , lost ground too.

The turnaround was stark. From a par­
liamentary system dominated by the left, 
the French electorate produced a mirror 
image on the right. Retrospective 
analysis shows, however, true to the 
French tradition, that this dramatic 
change was closely linked to the sense 
of crisis prevailing in 1958. There was a 
rallying to the personal intervention of 
de Gaulle and a return to the candidates 
of the safe, conservative right. If this 
represented the measure of disillusion 
With the old republic, however, it did 
not meet exactly the desires of de 
Gaulle. He had, all through the process 
of rebuilding his power, sought to avoid 
too powerful a  parliamentary accom­
plice. The accomplice, he recognised, 
could quickly become a rival, and a 
doctrinaire rival at that. De Gaulle’s 
decision to rely on the single member 
constituency with a second ballot was 
based partly on the hope that a degree 
of the previous factionalism would be 
reproduced, limiting the cohesion of 
parliamentary fronts, especially those 
of the right, and hence maximising his 
own freedom. In the event, the penchant 
of the French public for the dramatic 
political gesture, as Alain warns us,

proved the stronger ; the parties of the 
centre and of the left were made to 
share the blame for the chaos that had 
overtaken that system, and the new 
president (he was elected in December, 
under the method he was later to 
abolish) was faced with the prospect of 
dealing with a vociferous parliamentary 
majority. It soon became evident that 
de Gaulle was to rely upon the office of 
prime minister to circumvent the 
demands of the new assembly. It was 
henchman Debre who assumed the un­
enviable task of protecting the policies 
of a leader who was still in the throes 
of perfecting them.

In the elections that were to punctuate 
the first ten years of de Gaulle’s republic 
the non-Gaullist parties were to re­
cover ground, but the marriage between 
Gaullism and crisis was to endure, 
bringing near disaster to the left in the 
ballot of June 1968 that followed in the 
wake of the student riots. In the elec­
tions of November 1962 the parties of 
the left had recovered a little ; the 
communists increased their national 
assembly foothold from ten places to 
41, and the s f i o  increased in strength 
from 40 to 67. But the majority of the 
u n r / u d t / independent republicans was 
preserved and strengthened, increasing 
over 1958 and providing the first real 
parliamentary majority ever to exist in 
France. This signified at least two 
things: the pull of Gaullism, or of de 
Gaulle (we shall know only as Pompi­
dou meets his electoral challenges) was 
proving increasingly attractive, and the 
traditional parties were threatened with 
considerable, possibly permanent, de­
cline. Both facts seemed to substantiate 
de Gaulle’s claim that he represented 
the ongoing (and returning) spirit of 
“ the real France.” Parliament, it 
seemed, had been cured of its petty 
weaknesses, and Frenchmen were grow­
ing to like the taste of centralised 
leadership.
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It seemed, in other words, that France 
was beginning to move the way of the 
American presidential system, even 
though the one uncertain feature re­
mained the lack of a guaranteed parlia­
mentary stability. The American consti­
tution had evolved around strong, 
organised p arties ; nothing could pre­
vent the habits of the third and fourth 
republics returning to France, except 
(and this is important) the separation of 
executive and legislature that de Gaulle 
had seen written into his own constitu­
tion in 1958. Even then, parliamentary 
stability appeared to be increasing, sug­
gesting that political eyes were straying 
away from the Palais Bourbon and 
beginning to look upon the office of 
president as the emerging residence of 
power.

Nothing acted to illustrate this better 
than the presidential election campaign 
during 1965. The most significant event 
in that campaign was clearly the (abor­
tive) candidature of Gaston Defferre, a 
politician of considerable standing in 
his own locality of Marseilles with an 
attractive record of positive policies. 
The Defferre challenge was significant 
in a number of ways: it was based on a 
co-operation of the non-communist 
groups on the left, always an unpredict­
able combination in F ran ce; it repre­
sented, too, a confrontation with de 
Gaulle on his own rules. It was a 
challenge, in other words, for the 
presidency not, as the communist party 
had long insisted, for the assembly 
where the “ people ” wielded the power.

It was, no matter what the outcome, the 
baptism by the parties of the presidential 
system a la France. From now on the 
rules of power were recognised, and 
even though the Defferre candidature 
was, almost inevitably, to fall foul of 
division on the left (he was to retire 
before the presidential election, partly 
as a result of the lack of solid support

from the communists) the notion of a 
political presidency had been instilled 
into the French electoral consciousness.

De Gaulle, then, had won his first point. 
France was to have proper, grown up 
presidents, even though the general was 
considerably affronted when competi­
tion for his crown appeared. Yet the 
campaign of 1965 also made apparent 
the impractieality of his ideals, for the 
essence of his presidency had been the 
transcendent quality of his rule, his 
function as “ prime mediator on behalf 
of the nation.” Now, the resurgence of 
the socialists behind Defferre, and the 
general electoral melee that surrounded 
the elections of 1965, most of all, the 
politicisation of the candidatures that 
did remain to compete with de Gaulle, 
some (like Lecanuet and Mitterrand) 
with an unexpected degree of success, 
showed just how political an office the 
presidency had become. The general 
might have managed to retain the 
national character of the office ; his suc­
cessors would find it increasingly 
difficult. Those elections also proved, 
much to de Gaulle’s annoyance, that 
his status was rooted much more firmly 
than he would prefer in the despicable 
electoral process. Not only did he need 
to go to a second ballot to secure the 
necessary majority in 1965, he also 
realised that the stronger the incumbent, 
at this time he himself, the more united 
would be the rival groups that sought to 
overthrow him. On the second ballot 
the practice developed of groups on the 
extreme right siding with those on the 
left. Despite the comforting conclusion 
that polarised coalitions were more 
likely (if they developed as conventional 
practice) to ease the election of future 
presidents, de Gaulle could hardly have 
taken pleasure in the fact that many 
political analysts chose to credit his 
eventual victory to the voting loyalty of 
the elderly and of women. Nevertheless, 
the overall lesson was clear. The French,
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borrowing much from the American 
experience (with television, badges and 
even “ favourite sons ” ) had absorbed 
the idea of the president and had liked 
it. What they had not perfected, as yet, 
was the idea of a national president with 
a degree of political colour. They were 
half-way there ; the defeated candidates 
of greatest standing, Mitterrand and 
Lecanuet, were moderates possessing, 
moreover, two useful qualities denied 
de Gaulle: a sense of their own limita­
tions, and a respect for the methods of 
representative politics. It was de 
Gaulle’s lack of such qualifications that 
was, even in 1965, contributing to a 
gathering cynicism which was to sink 
rapidly to the level of personal ridicule.

Thus, in selling the presidency, the cam­
paign of 1965 accentuated the trend 
towards political centralism. The top 
heavy centralism of Louis xiv had been 
feudal; the story since liberation had 
been one of modernising an essentially 
primitive parliamentary system. On that 
primitive system de Gaulle had attemp­
ted, in 1944, to impose a regime of 
central leadership. During the fourth 
republic a string of governments, some 
lasting only hours, had balanced pre­
cariously on the coalitions of a frag­
mented assembly, yet seeking all the 
time to harness the administrative 
power of a vaguely defined state. After 
1958 the personal power of de Gaulle 
combined with a centralising constitu­
tion to attempt a restructuring of the 
French political system in order to 
produce a popular national leader and 
strong balanced parties. Article 16 gave 
the president special residual powers ; 
under articles 54 and 61 the president 
is given the task of protecting the con­
stitution : the president has the power, 
like the British prime minister, to dis­
solve parliament, and appoints the 
prime minister, which in France is a 
political act. There is a definite choice, 
as compared to the comparatively

limited powers of the British sovereign, 
who must respect parliamentary real­
ities. De Gaulle chose Debre, Pompidou, 
Couve de Murville, but could have gone 
elsewhere. The president promulgates 
bills and appoints to the higher civil 
service and administrative posts. He 
can also, under article 11, appeal direct 
to the electorate for their approval by 
referendum of certain major decisions 
(such as treaties or community agree­
ments) affecting the actual operation of 
the constitution. The president is, since 
1962, directly elected. All this, while a 
reflection of a strong desire to see the 
political future of France guaranteed a 
greater level of stability and executive 
certainty, is also a product of a particu­
lar philosophy of the state. But, what­
ever the misgivings, if the attempt 
succeeds, the verdict on de Gaulle will 
be far kinder than that on France.

There are, therefore, opposing by 
products of de Gaulle’s republic: on the 
one side the state centralism that can 
only threaten to produce an over­
simplified, and therefore autocratic, 
state machine, and on the other the 
centralisation necessary to produce 
national parties, from groups hitherto 
formed of parochial deputies, and an 
awareness of a national political unity 
that at all times must be made to 
function. This latter was noticeable in 
the run up to the general election of
1967. The Gaullists, in that election, 
had many headaches, chief among them 
being that it was the first national 
election, for them, that was free of any 
sense of impending crisis, and crisis, as 
all followers of the r p f  in the late 
’forties should know, is the staple diet 
of Gaullist campaigns. This factor, how­
ever, was neutralised by prime minister 
Pompidou through his efforts to rally 
the Gaullist and associated parties into 
a coherent force, and to centralise and 
strengthen the whole by assuming the 
leadership himself. It was prime
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ministerial electioneering on the British 
pattern and seemed to provide the 
sense of direction previously lacking, 
quite apart from filling the position at 
the head of the Gaullist loyalists that 
de Gaulle himself had scrupulously 
avoided. Inevitably, such a coalescing 
of support behind Pompidou made it 
desirable for the parties of opposition 
to consolidate in order to compete.

Remnants of the old m r p  and the con­
servative groups merged to form the 
democratic cen tre ; a federation of the 
democratic and socialist left lined up 
behind Mitterrand with an agreement 
in the bag which would eliminate 
obstruction by one candidate of a better 
placed left nominee in any run off 
ballots. In some areas the federation 
forged links with the democratic centre. 
This arrangement, however, was tacti­
cally weak for the centre, as the com­
munist party was better organised at 
local level and could hope to overpower 
the loosely linked democratic centre. 
The 1967 results showed, for all the lack 
of critical issues, the strength of the 
trend towards polarisation within the 
system. The communist party took 72 
seats (it had managed only ten in 1958), 
while the Gaullist candidates totted up 
8.5 million votes on the first ballot, an 
improvement of over 1.5 million.

But all this is part of the history of 
Gaullism and of de Gaulle ; the period 
of apres de Gaulle, which borrows so 
much from the first ten years of the 
fifth republic, starts in the Spring of 
1968. Looking back on the crisis of 
mid-1968 one gains a certain insight 
into the quality of de Gaulle’s technique 
that will forever compete with the 
positive side of his reign in the final 
judgment. We can forgive, at a pinch, 
the manipulation of the o r t f  (the 
national broadcasting system). In the
1967 election campaign the majority 
group, the U N R /u D T /in d e p e n d e n t  re­

publicans, with 6 million voters, were 
given 90 minutes of valuable television 
time; the French Communist Party, with 
over 3 million supporters at the pre­
vious election, were given 27 minutes. 
De Gaulle had treated himself to an 
extra helping of t v  time just before the 
1965 presidential election. Prior to the 
general election of June 1968 he 
appeared, with a suitably helpful inter­
viewer, both before and, more signifi­
cantly, after the official television 
campaign had run its course, Bidault 
had always said that the general never 
forgot the power of the broadcasting 
media after his speeches to occupied 
France. And generals, no matter how 
old they become, never fail to recognise 
the value of good communications. It 
was up to his enemies to destroy them. 
But can we forgive the manner in which 
de Gaulle buttressed his own position 
in June of 1968 by appealing to the 
very elements which had sanctioned the 
empty policies of the first ten years of 
the fifth republic, the very same leaven 
of mediocrity that thronged the Champs 
Elysee in support of order on 30 May 
1968? They seemed to be the same 
elements who would support a second 
Poujade. Many of them certinly appre­
ciated the timely amnesty for the old- 
guard “ ultras,” Soustelle, Bidault, 
Salan (whatever de Gaulle’s underlying 
motivation). Even the vision of a regime 
bolstered by the French troops on the 
Rhine, that had been blessed with a 
thinly veiled personal visit from de 
Gaulle mid-way through the troubles, 
must have held its attractions.

The wheel of opportunism, in fact, had 
turned full circle, even though in re­
verse. The general was again looking 
to crisis for his salvation, but in this 
case had no regime to accuse but his 
own. On the surface, at least, however, 
the concoction worked. The Gaullist 
candidates were returned, in June 1968, 
on the straitjacket tails of la grande
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peur, with the largest popular majority 
in the short history of the fifth republic. 
The relevant aspect of the election 
results of 1968, and later events were to 
confirm this, was that an expanding 
sector of the French public had come to 
realise that it was voting for a post-de 
Gaulle regime. The events of May had 
shown, ironically, that the republic 
could survive in spite, not because, of 
its domineering president. The in­
creased votes went to Gaullists, not to 
de Gaulle, and this realisation provides 
any speculative discussion of the new 
fifth republic with two central elements: 
the legacy of de Gaulle is both a wide 
based, and increasingly organised, 
Gaullist movement, and secondly there 
had been a popular rejection of the 
heady diet of “ grandeur” that had 
become the sole grace of the general’s 
politics. France “ apres de Gaulle,” we 
were told, would be one of introversion 
and domestic concern. It was a vote for 
safety.

It is clear, however, that such profound 
change in the balance of attitudes within 
France is likely to produce unexpected 
results. On the one hand, at the 
domestic level, a greater role for the 
political parties will either lead, in 
the best French tradition, to splits within 
those parties and hence a revival of the 
coalition system of the earlier republics, 
or will produce a struggle for orthodoxy 
within the Gaullist ranks and hence, 
true to the best political habits of the 
left, lead to greater dogmatism on 
questions of principle. The Stalinists of 
the Gaullist movement, the Debres, 
perhaps the Chaban-Delmas’ (who, 
though a moderate in comparison to 
Soustelle and Debre, was a central 
figure in the confusion preceding de 
Gaulle’s capture of power in 1958, and 
was a leading light in the Gaullist r p f  
all those years ago) will resist the 
abandonment of ten years of foreign 
policy and domestic paternalism.

Even Maurice Schumann, the foreign 
minister, who is seen in this country as 
a Europeanist and a new ally for British 
marketeers, appears in a different light 
when one sees his name on the binding 
of a book entitled “ Honneur et Patrie," 
carrying a preface by General de Gaulle. 
Indeed, Schumann seems to grasp better 
than most the essentials of Gaullist 
thought, for even way back in late 1946, 
after de Gaulle’s resignation it was 
Maurice Schumann who offered the best 
definition of the Gaullist spirit: “ There 
is neither Bidault nor de Gaulle doc­
trine,” he said, “ there is a doctrine of 
France.” (L Aube, 12 July, 1946). 
Schumann was then a prominent mem­
ber of the Roman Catholic m r p  that 
was to take so much of the Europe 
building glory that the French were to 
monopolise, despite the contributions of 
Spaak, Stikker and the rest. That same 
Schumann must surely have felt the 
attraction of dual loyalties when the 
Gaullist rally was launched the follow­
ing year. They are all, Schumann, 
Debre, Chaban-Delmas, men of de 
Gaulle, and their most predictable 
quality in that, like their Messiah, they 
grow more cantankerous with age.

This is the listing vessel that Pompidou, 
who is president first, Gaullist second, 
must pilot over the next six years. For 
the moment he will have the prospect 
of a divided left behind to aid him ; 
the Garaudy affair and the need within 
the communist party hierarchy to make 
good the damage inflicted upon it during
1968 (with both its ambiguous stand 
during May and its equally equivocal 
reaction to the Czechoslovak crisis to 
its credit) appear at the moment to 
reduce to zero the possibility of a mas­
sive assault from the left at the general 
elections of 1973. Even so, the first 
overtures for collaboration have been 
made, and the threat of a left-backed 
presidential candidate in 1976 is very 
great indeed. If the 1973 results seri­
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ously affect the grip of Pompidou and 
his government or their power, by pro­
ducing disaffection within the majority 
or a resounding comeback for the 
opposition, 1976 should be an interest­
ing year. A  second, and stronger, pos­
sibility is that the traditional, 19th 
century pattern of a reversal of parlia­
mentary majorities will re-establish 
itself, but with the swing being not from 
right to left (it used to be the opposite 
under the third republic) but from 
centre and right, where it now rests, to 
a new radical alternative.

The first ten years of the fifth republic 
produced an awareness of the presi­
dential device as an office linked to, but 
not reliant on, a parliamentary system. 
This republic has borrowed heavily 
from the United States in order to 
develop this ‘ semi-presidential regime ’ 
(as the French call it) and has, in­
creasingly, accepted the concept of 
presidential power. The decade of de 
Gaulle’s rule left this mark at least, and 
Georges Pompidou is working to en­
trench the habit. But the recent by 
election at Nancy has thrown up an 
alternative for future change, and the 
governing axiom in French politics is to 
make good allowance for the radical 
innovation.

The Nancy election is significant for a 
number of conflicting reasons. Clearly, 
the most compelling is the candidature 
of Jean Jacques Servan-Schreiber who, 
through his journalistic adventure “ Le 
defi americain,” put forward his version 
of a post-de Gaulle “ new politics.” 
Whatever de Gaulle was during his 30 
years at the front of the political stage, 
he was always a man of yesterday (even 
over Algeria, independence was only a 
final alternative); he happened to be 
present at those times when the appeals 
of yesterday’s glories assumed new 
proportions. And, despite the efforts of 
Pompidou’s new government (though

clearly of the ancien regime) to sell the 
new society of Chaban, the reliance on 
a collection of domestic policies of 
immensely vague proportions leaves 
that government ill prepared for any 
challenge, no matter how maverick, 
resting on a positive newness. It is 
Servan-Schreiber’s hope that his newly 
purchased toy, the emaciated radical 
party (the party that had formed the 
backbone of the third republic and has 
struggled for survival since 1955, which 
he recently equipped with a spanking 
new 1960’s manifesto, which leaves it, 
ten years behind the times, a front- 
runner in France) can provide that 
challenge and become the vehicle for 
his own, Kennedy style attack on the 
presidency in the elections of 1976.

This new manifesto, resting on the 
principle of “ revolution through re­
form,” a political contortion that pro­
vides countless permutations for the 
French analyst, steals freely from the 
vocabulary of the marxist left and the 
Gaullist right. It is an attempt to move 
onto a new technocratic plateau in an 
effort to attract from every disillusioned 
or discontented quarter of the political 
spectrum. The communist party, how­
ever, _ appears to have identified the 
exercise as a simple resurgence of the 
traditional centre, though Mitterrand, 
the candidate of the left against de 
Gaulle in 1965 has, significantly, re­
ferred to the party’s programme as 
“ realistic and interesting,” and as the 
1973 general election approaches the 
activities of the parties of the non­
communist left, in conjunction with the 
refurbished radical party, bear watch­
ing. Servan-Schreiber himself, although 
clearly aiming at success in elections for 
the assembly, is more interested in 
Pompidou’s throne, and if he can resisl 
takeover bids from the likes of Mitter­
rand, his chances in 1976 (when he will 
still be just 51) will be exceedingly 
strong. Necessarily, his overall strategy
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includes an assault on the parliamentary 
stronghold of the Gaullist majority, and 
this is what we must prepare for three 
years hence.

With the failure of the French com­
munists to preserve and strengthen 
links with the moderate left, the new 
radical phenomenon will certainly pro­
vide a powerful attraction. What is 
equally certain, however, is that the 
likeliest outcome of Servan-Schreiber’s 
effort will be a re-emergence of the old 
political centre, as the communists and 
Gaullists build up attacks from the 
flanks. Seeking to protect his ground, 
the radical will be forced to fall back 
to the loyalty of the traditional centre, 
and his manifesto will go out of the 
window.

All of this, in any event, depends upon 
the early performance of the new radi­
cals. This is the significance of the 
Nancy by-election. Coupled with the 
fact that Nancy and the surrounding 
region was a traditional stronghold of 
Gaullist electoral support (yet one that 
had become, of late, increasingly peeved 
by what it considered Paris double- 
dealing, which led to the resignation in 
protest of the incumbent" Gaullist 
deputy) the election is also to be seen 
as a half term report on the Pompidou 
administration. Win or lose for Servan- 
Schreiber, one could not ignore the fact 
that a large section of the local Nancy 
political establishment pointedly invited 
him to stand, despite the nomination of 
an official Gaullist candidate. The out­
come was, in this context, revealing. A 
massive dent appeared in the Gaullist 
majority and Servan-Schreiber was 
swept into the national assembly with 
an impressive show of support. Even 
after recalling the habit of representa­
tive systems to punish the governing 
majority at local elections, the victory 
of the radicals did illustrate the very 
simple point that this new party is seen

as the valid alternative, and one which 
can feed on a variety of discontents.

Now that the prime minister, Chaban- 
Delmas, is to be challenged in Bordeaux 
in the by-election for his parliamentary 
seat (held, under a constitutional twist 
that has developed under the fifth re­
public, by a substitute nominee) both 
by the radicals and by the left, now 
suitably engaged in argument and vacil­
lation, it is certain that the opposition, 
at least, will become most entertaining. 
One indispensable observation is that 
the Gaullist majority defies orthodox 
political classification, and this compli­
cates, often invalidates, treatments of 
the French situation. It is facile to 
accept the Gaullist group as a counter­
part, say, to the British Conservative 
Party. To begin with, the Gaullist 
majority is made up of several separate 
sections. An ally of this majority, for 
example, is the republican independent 
group. Although regarded as part of the 
Gaullist family it retains a potential will 
of its own and is, moreover, growing in 
strength: in 1962 the republican in­
dependents gained 35 seats, but had 
raised this tally to 64 in the 1968 
elections. In this last ballot, as if to 
emphasise the probationary nature of 
their relationship with the more overtly 
Gaullist groups, the r i  fielded some 
candidates openly in opposition to the 
official Gaullist nominee. They remain, 
that is to say, a threat to the cohesion 
of the present majority as do, presum­
ably, members of the reformist wing of 
the Gaullist group itself in the event of 
a tightening of the grip already taken 
by that sector of the governing majority 
that gives Gaullism a reactionary face 
to outside observers.

Gaullism, then, is a self contradictory 
phenomenon. Its borrowings from the 
policies of the traditional left helped 
explain its attraction of so many com­
munist and socialist votes in the early
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elections of the fifth republic. Gaullist 
foreign policy rarely provoked the 
French Communist Party since the latter 
harboured few resentments in this 
sphere. The assumption of leadership by 
Pompidou simply adds to the confusion 
and proves the po int: Pompidou began 
life as an ardent socialist, a desciple of 
Jaures, and is now the spokesman of a 
national movement so many have dis­
missed as reactionary and facist. In a 
sense the Gaullist movement bears 
comparison to the Congress Party of 
India. The Congress Party, too, attemp­
ted to provide a new politics based on 
national idealism. It absolved the habit 
of central leadership from the Nehru 
dynasty, and found common cause in 
the rejection of foreign rule. By mid- 
1964, however, when Nehru died, it 
was already becoming clear that 20 
years of independent political develop­
ment and an accumulation of military 
and economic shortcomings were to­
gether producing stresses that Congress 
could not contain. The death of Nehru 
simply exacerbated and strengthened 
existing divisions. India, on the other 
hand, is sub-continental in dimension 
and is suffering inevitable pressures 
from the highly separatist governments 
in Kerala, Bengal and elsewhere. In 
India, that is, it will be the centre failing 
to hold. In France, thanks in part to the 
contribution of Gaullism, the centre is 
still the prize.

dangerous times___________
As France moves into the 1970’s per­
haps we should warn her that other 
’70’s have been dangerous times. The 
Franco-Prussian war of 1870 was 
followed by years of rebellion and civil 
strife that was to end in the Boulangism 
of the 1880’s. The revolution itself inter­
rupted the ’70’s a hundred years before. 
The next ten years will have its conflict. 
It will be conflict between presidential

power and the reawakened demands of 
the assembly. The complicating factor 
will be the position of prime minister. 
The movement towards powerful execu­
tive power steamed ahead under de 
Gaulle, mainly because of the personal 
influence of the general, but this formula 
included a controlled parliament and a 
committed prime minister; committed, 
that is, to the Gaullist line. This requires 
two things: a strong presidential figure, 
and a sympathetic assembly. Neither of 
these can be guaranteed. The American 
presidential method triumphed, against 
the original intentions of the constitu- 
tion-writers, who thought they were 
producing a democratic parliamentary 
structure, because there developed a 
conventional acceptance of the almost 
by-partisan quality of the chief office. 
Moreover, the assemblies in the United 
States eventually absorbed some of the 
traditions of the British, while political 
factors produced a simplified pattern of 
parties. The president is given great 
freedom of decision, and the lines of 
congressional control are fairly primi­
tive (withdrawal of funds, examination 
of witnesses in committee). This fact, 
added to the noticeable habit of the 
vast majority of voting Americans of 
seeing the president as national leader 
rather than party man (once the election 
is out of the way) gives the u s president 
immense power. On the other extreme, 
the British prime ministerial system, 
because it relies on tight disciplinary 
control of parliamentary majorities, 
gives great power to a British leader. 
In France they have hovered between 
the two, and run the risk of having 
neither.

Under de Gaulle there was no issue, 
but as the years pass, and the popularly 
elected French president chooses his 
prime ministers, he will be faced in­
creasingly with the problem of squaring 
his choice with the prevailing mood of 
the deputies. Until now there has
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developed a triangular pattern, with 
Gaullist president, prime minister and 
assembly. This will pass, and if a 
favourable assembly is the lynohpin 
there could be excessive friction if the 
complexion of that assembly is changed 
through elections. True, the constitution 
separates executive from parliament, 
no minister is permitted to sit as a 
deputy, but that constitution has 
operated only with strong Gaullist 
representation. The only real solution is 
to advertise the office of president so 
successfully that it will become the 
centre of power (as it is intended to 
be) and of gravity, reducing the appeal 
of the assemblies to the parties. There 
has been a start made on this, but in the 
end there will remain a sticky problem : 
what to do with the prime minister.

The American president has never had 
o n e ; the British prime minister has no 
competitive head of s ta te ; the West 
German constitution relies on the 
notion of a weak president. The two 
headed French state has set itself a 
question to answer, and as soon as the 
incumbent president fails to retain the 
momentum that was built up under de 
Gaulle, the offiice of prime minister will 
recover ground. If the political balance 
of the assembly (which is elected every 
five years, the president every seven) 
moves against the current president, his 
cabinet nominees will have a tough 
tim e ; the majority party, moreover, 
will so pressurise the government that 
the president will be forced to dis­
associate himself. He will retire to a 
certain apoliticism which, while it has 
been the aim of many in France, in­
cluding Genera] de Gaulle, would never­
theless be a departure for the fifth 
republic, which has hitherto had a 
president “ of the majority.” De Gaulle, 
therefore, left all the course corrections, 
the most difficult ones, at least, to his 
successors. Pompidou has much greater 
political ability than de Gaulle, but his

tenure is not guaranteed beyond 1976. 
French politics lasts for ever. The 
problem is still, even now, that of the 
distribution of power and of the nature 
of the state.

the socialist dilemma
The story of the section francaise 
d'Internationale ouvriere, the French 
socialist party, has been that of the 
failure to square its own doctrinal in­
clinations with the massive, and en­
trenched, appeal of the communist left 
and the erratic attractions of the con­
servative and Gaullist right. As a con­
sequence, the French socialists forfeited 
an early claim to be a major party in 
France and a primary force in the field 
of reform. The s f i o  emerged from the 
war with nearly 4 \  million votes, equal 
to the support of the new m r p  and only 
a little lower than the communist party, 
which has consistently polled high 
returns since 1945. Only the crisis 
mentality of 1958, always a means of 
slashing the communist vote, took the 
communist share of the total national re­
turn below 20 per cent (and even then by 
a marginal amount). But in the six year 
period after 1945 the socialists disputed 
amongst themselves the nature of their 
own role and reduced themselves from 
a party of the government, and a senior 
one at that, to a faction of the opposi­
tion. The same process was to repeat 
itself after 1958.

The French socialists face a spectrum 
of rivalry that is not known to the 
Labour movement in Great Britain and 
is no longer known to social democrats 
in Germany. To begin with, the s f i o  
is confronted with a powerful competi­
tor in the shape of the French Com­
munist Party. The p c f  is relatively 
young. It emerged, in fact, from the 
congress at Tours in 1920 w'hen Leon 
Blum and the moderate socialists went
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in one direction and a large group on 
the left abandoned the movement, 
accepted the 21 conditions of the 
s e c o n d  c o n g re s s  of the C o m in te rn , a n d  
became an independent communist 
party. The French communists, because 
of this, have certain qualities reserved 
for 20th century innovations, and 
because of the timing of their emergence 
have close links with Moscow. As the 
Garaudy affair illustrated, this is still 
very true. Nevertheless, or perhaps 
consequently, the French Communist 
Party has attracted enormous support.

The reason for this is not certain. 
Goguel, an authority on the develop­
ment of parties in France, argues that 
the party does not attract simply from 
the impoverished peasantry or urban 
proletariat, as we are normally led to 
believe. For a number of sociological 
and historical reasons Goguel argues the 
p c f  appeals to 'the “working class elite,” 
the same strata of politicised working 
class that seemed to desert the inter­
nationalist line prior to 1914 and help 
take the social democratic parties, 
especially in Germany, into their 
national establishments and away from 
trans-national solidarity. In France, 
partly because it was not tainted by 
19th century revisionist marxism as 
were the social democratic parties, the 
appeal of the party intensified. It was 
not, therefore, dependent simply upon 
straight forward working class support 
that could easily move to follow a rival 
socialist p a r ty ; the party’s strength, in 
this way, was protected, and it has 
become a facet of post-war French 
politics that the communist vote has 
remained remarkably constant. Only a 
crusading appeal to the “ radical elec­
tors,” such as that of de Gaulle in 1958, 
or a doctoring of the electoral system, 
has seriously affected either the com­
munist vote or the communist strength 
in the national assembly. The p c f  
appeals to the totality of the French

revolutionary spirit, and it is well to 
remember that in France this is often 
considered a test of true Frenchness. 
In the presidential election of 1969 
Jacques Duclos, the communist candi­
date, could still collect a good fifth 
of the votes cast.

In contrast, the most the s f i o  could 
offer in its electoral contests was a 
programme of non-communist reform. 
As if this were not disabling enough, 
the socialists were faced, after 1944, 
with a new mouvement republicain 
populaire. The m r p , a movement draw­
ing upon both the Resistance and the 
Roman Catholic idea for its strength, 
offered both novelty and the prospect 
of reform based on control of the 
political centre. The socialist party, in 
the event, was trapped in the jaws of a 
doctrinal dilemma, and never really 
escaped. Mollet, who became secretary 
general of the s f i o  in 1946, fully 
realised the problem and attempted to 
revive a doctrinal purity, pursuing a 
role between the communist left and the 
m r p . For a short time this succeeded 
and the French administration gingerly 
proceeded on the tripartite basis of 
communist, socialist and m r p  collabora­
tion. This Mollet policy of independent 
socialism within the government failed, 
and from this failure can be traced the 
decline in the fortunes of the s f i o , that 
has never been fully reversed. A central 
factor in the defeat of the Mollet pro­
gramme was the gathering spirit of con­
frontation at the international level, 
especially during and after 1947. The 
communists found it relatively simple 
to retreat to a position of doctrinaire 
opposition to a developing anti-soviet 
stand on the part of the French govern­
m en t; similarly, the parties "of the 
centre and right eventually adopted a 
definite attitude of pro-western align­
ment. De Gaulle helped the process 
along by launching the r p f  in the Spring 
of 1947, when the whole question of the
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French commitment was still in a fluid 
state. In May the socialist premier, 
Ramadier, followed up by ejecting the 
communist ministers from the cabinet.

That there should have been a socialist 
prime minister in this immediate post­
war period is a mark of the prominence 
of socialist leaders generally. Blum, 
Moch and Mayer were also in positions 
of influence. This, nevertheless, worked 
against the ideas of Mollet, who wished 
to prevent a polarisation of political 
forces in France and retain a certain 
relevance for s f i o  policies. As the 
commitment crisis intensified during 
1947 and 1948, however, Mollet lost 
out to the strong men of the party 
(Ramadier, Blum, Moch) and the 
leadership split over both the require­
ments of foreign policy and the eternal 
problem of participation or opposition 
in the government. The dilemma was to 
persist, and by early 1950, after a refusal 
by prime minister Bidault to meet 
socialist domestic policy, the socialists 
withdrew from the French cabinet for 
the first time since the end of the war. 
For the remainder of the fourth republic 
they were to oscillate between one 
alternative and the other. They left the 
government in February of 1950, re­
turned to it in July and finally moved 
into the opposition proper in 1952. As 
if to pinpoint the erratic quality of the 
socialist performance, Guy Mollet was 
made prime minister in 1956. As a 
result of this uncertain status, the 
impact of socialist opinion on French 
domestic or foreign policy under much 
of the fourth republic was minimal.

They had suffered a decline in electoral 
fortunes since 1945, seeing their parlia­
mentary strength reduced from 146 
seats to 94 in January 1956. Under the 
fifth republic, facing a massive popular 
swing to the Gaullist parties, which 
have always been able to attract from 
all areas of the political spectrum, and

a damaging reform of the electoral 
system, the socialist party suffered a 
further reduction of its assembly foot­
hold to 44 seats. The socialist problems 
were to multiply. The party had op­
posed de Gaulle during the Algerian 
crisis, voting 117-3 against accepting 
him. Even then, however, before the 
fourth republic finally died, the alterna­
tive was only a popular front in which 
the socialist voice would need to 
compete with others far stronger, and in 
the end it was the socialist conversion 
that enabled de Gaulle to return. Led 
by Auriol, Mollet and Deixonne, the 
party decided to back de Gaulle. Even 
then, the majority within the socialist 
group was a mere th re e ; dilemmas 
persisted. In the investiture debate for 
de Gaulle the socialist stand was re­
versed : 42 socialists supported him, 
49 opposed. With the Algerian situation 
worsening, however, de Gaulle suc­
ceeded in gathering a majority of 105 
(covering the greater part of the centre 
and right deputies, and half the 
socialists) and the new republic 
emerged.

With a strong Gaullist representation in 
the national assembly after the 1958 
general election, and with a disastrously 
diminished socialist and communist 
sector, the socialist position had de­
teriorated seriously. And when Mollet, 
given a post of minister of state in de 
Gaulle’s first fifth republic cabinet, 
resigned in December 1958 in protest 
against the new economic policies of 
the government, the decline was com­
pounded. Hence, with a communist 
party led by demoralised and conserva­
tive leaders of the old guard, and a 
socialist group failing in its lukewarm 
efforts to revitalise itself, the fifth re­
public began its life dominated by the 
attitudes of the conservative right and 
centre. The Gaullist vote has steadily 
increased ; the parties of the left have 
failed to stimulate. Thus, when the
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radical element has been awakened it 
has taken the form of open, and 
anarchistic, insurrection in the streets ; 
when the refugees from the established 
order have stood their ground it has 
been around alternatives of the centre. 
The new radical socialist party under 
Servan-Schreiber has looked to this 
potential. The most the left has pursued 
has been confederations for electoral 
purposes, and these have been riddled 
with internal dissent. A president, say 
Mitterrand, prised into the Elysee by 
communist and socialist collaboration 
would soon be presiding over a chaos 
of doctrinal strife. The disunity of the 
French left and, more especially, the 
dismaying poverty of its thought, have 
left the field wide open to the dictates 
of the Gaullist system.

This total lack of cohesion within the 
opposition has denied power to all 
representatives of the non-Gaullist left. 
The communist party, which still has 
4 \  million electoral supporters, has 
lurched from crisis to doctrinal crisis. 
Its feeble responses to the events of
1968, both in Paris and in Czechoslo­
vakia, were followed by a programme 
of internal bitchiness that saw Garaudy 
and then Charles Tillon (a Resistance 
hero and a militant communist, active 
even before the founding of the French 
party itself) expelled. Instead of healing 
their differences, party members seem 
to be earnestly developing them. The 
party has toyed with the idea of a 
popular front during 1970, but its pos­
sible allies see little attraction in the 
offer. The left generally, in fact, is in a 
totally fluid state, which only serves to 
magnify the desperation of social demo­
crats who still hope for a revival of 
s f i o  prestige. The socialists have not 
recovered from the outbreak of federa­
tion sickness that gathered force during 
the 1960’s. If these electoral combina­
tions were seen as a salvaging act, they 
failed to work. In the March 1967

elections, the socialist-radial federation 
polled less votes and gained less seats 
than the component parties had collec­
tively gathered previously. Disastrously, 
in the elections of June 1968, in the 
wake of the May crisis, the federation 
had its parliamentary strength cut in 
half.

Unwittingly, the federation tactic will 
prove the final blow for the old French 
socialist party. For, submerged in the 
federation and its after effects, the party 
is in no real position to counteract the 
centrist alliance project of Servan- 
Schreiber so as to retain its autonomy. 
The socialist contribution to such an 
alliance, which if successful will cause 
serious, possibly permanent, damage to 
the communist party, will be important, 
but it will in no way be socialist. 
Duverger and other leading French 
analysts have pointed to the centrist 
experiment as the logical antidote to a 
complacent Gaullist majority. In be­
coming so, however, it will present the 
communists with a first class problem 
of tactics and will deliver to the 
socialist rump a final stamp of un­
socialist approval as the alliance absorbs 
its members.



2. the economic fulcrum

For a soldier dc Gaulle did remarkably 
well in appreciating to the full the value 
of sound economics as the demagogue’s 
best friend. As Alexander Werth sug­
gests, de Gaulle dropped out in early
1946 because he realised that the 
France he was attempting to lead was 
pitiably weak, dependent upon massive 
American aid and internally divided on 
economic and social policy.

This was not, the general knew, the sort 
of France that could make demands, as 
new premiers made their pilgrimage 
to Washington for new credits. How 
satisfied, in contrast, de Gaulle must 
have been when circumstances returned 
him to power in 1958. Despite domestic 
uncertainty and an economic precarious­
ness, the France he inherited had pro­
vided the groundwork for a new 
resurgence. Monnet’s “ planning ” had 
already reached its tenth year and was 
beginning to produce results. The ad­
vantages of membership of the coal and 
steel community and the common 
market were beginning to be enjoyed. 
The coal and steel pool had existed 
since 1952 and, meshing with certain 
elements of Monnet’s overall industrial 
scheme, eased some critical bottlenecks 
in French basic industries. The common 
market was barely in existence by 1958, 
but its demands on the French economy, 
in terms of modernisation and research, 
were gathering pace. Nevertheless, the 
common market and the other bodies 
created by the treaties were already 
established by the time of de Gaulle’s 
succession, and the best he could do 
was accept them and turn them to his 
own advantage, and this he was to do.

The fifth republic was to capitalise on 
the faltering start made by its prede­
cessor and drag parts of France, kicking 
and screaming, into the 20th century. 
The instability of the last days of the 
old republic, and the lack of continuous 
political direction of finances (there had

been well over twenty changes of 
minister under the fourth republic) had 
given de Gaulle serious economic prob­
lems to solve, although he called on a 
politician of the old order, M. Pinay, 
to produce the answers. However, de 
Gaulle rid himself of Pinay once the 
economy, through a series of stiff 
measures (including a devaluation), had 
found its true feet, and France was able 
to accumulate vast reserves of gold and 
show growth rates often above those of 
the United States, sometimes even above 
those of West Germany.

Economic traditionalists such as MM 
Pinay and Ruelf saw the greatest poten­
tial in the restriction of wages, but 
though producing the desired effect, 
stability in the eyes of foreigners, the 
measures consolidated the appeal of the 
French Communist Party and produced 
for the French socialists the same dilem­
ma of “ participation or opposition ” 
that they had faced in 1949. Mollet re­
belled against the Debre government and 
led the s f i o  into opposition, and, just as 
the socialists had left the government 
in 1950 and watched it launch the coal 
and steel community as a bystander, so 
the socialists were preparing in the first 
years of the fifth republic to move to a 
position of relative ineffectiveness in an 
opposition where communists always 
stole the doctrinaire thunder.

There was to be a lot of economic 
rationalisation in the first few years of 
de Gaulle’s rule, but the policies were 
to reflect the same notion of paternal­
istic centralism that shone through the 
overall political climate of de Gaulle 
and of Gaullism. The most enlightening 
example is the development of regional 
planning in France. The planning of 
Monnet, which dates from 1947, was 
basically investment biased and opera­
ted through a central commission, which 
developed investment programmes in 
accordance with co-ordinated needs.
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Most regional planning machinery, on 
the other hand, was set up under the 
fifth republic. The interministerial com­
mittee for regional planning was estab­
lished in November 1960. But, instead 
of truly regional planning councils, in 
France the centralising notion persists. 
There responsibility has been given, 
very largely, to a delegate, a representa­
tive of the prime minister, who has the 
task of co-ordination, formulation and 
arbitration on matters of regional de­
velopment. He is, in other words, a 
central official with regional concerns.

Public investment is still programmed, 
in the main, at the national level. Slight 
devolution has taken place, but the 
channelling of funds to regional projects 
still tends to move through agencies of 
the government, not through local or 
private concerns. This is not necessarily 
a criticism of method ; the situation is 
simply useful as an illustration of the 
persistence of certain habits. France is 
far more open to decentralisation than 
many western European states. It is 
geographically immense, twice the area 
of Great Britain or West Germany, and 
has marked varieties of locality. With a 
Mediterranean South, Atlantic West. 
Alpine East, industrial North and 
centre, with vast agricultural' areas and 
independently minded wine producing 
regions, France remains a political 
oddity in western Europe through its 
adherence to the dogma of centralism.

Tn other ways France has moved against 
its tradition. She has created the multi- 
department group, the circonscription 
d ’action regionale, which is a collection 
of departments overseen by a regional 
prefect, and she uses these groups to 
implement aspects of the national plan. 
But, once again the same practice, the 
regional prefect comes under the prime 
minister and the central departments of 
state, and is really a unit in the national 
plan. He centralises his data and fits

into the patchwork picture that has 
emerged in France since the war and 
which makes impossible the sort of 
regionalism that has gained popularity in 
this country. The momentum in France, 
even though the idea of regional stimu­
lation has developed, is against local 
autonomy.

In the latest phase of the plan, for the 
period 1966-1970, the regional idea has 
been merged with the national objec­
tives contained in the plan itself. It is 
hoped that the regions, through the 
machinery of consultation provided, 
can influence the growth of economic 
activity in their own localities. The 
notion is good, the facilities (almost 
inevitably) lacking, for this fifth plan 
outlines the ten sectors of investment 
in which the regions will combine with 
the national plan structure to develop 
regional economic strength (that is, 
schools, universities, sports, culture, 
health and social facilities, transport 
and communications, telecommunica­
tions, urban facilities, water and ad­
ministration) and omits entirely the type 
of investment which really could pro­
duce any regional self sufficiency: 
manufacturing investment, industrial 
reorganisation or large scale capital 
outlay. Where planned investments 
destined by the plan for a particular 
region are of “ national interest ” the 
region has no influence at a l l ; to quote 
the official line “ with investments of 
national interest the regional prefects 
are consulted only as to the local con­
ditions under which the investments will 
he effected.” (Regional Planning in 
France, p. 15. Ambassade de France 
No. b / 42/ 2 / 8).

As a reflection of this increasing con­
centration of power in Paris the practice 
has grown up of discussing the idea of 
greater decentralisation. This, in itself, 
is innovatory in France. A regional de­
velopment policy has blossomed which
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aims at directing funds to backward 
areas and producing regulations and 
inducements which might encourage 
interest in declining regions. Ironically, 
such energetic measures merely increase 
the power of the centre, since it now 
becomes the reservoir of initiative and 
money.

The government seems pleased with its 
regional policies. The policy, it says, 
“  has created new relations of solidarity 
at regional level,” and then goes on to 
damn itself by pointing out that “ it is 
very much in evidence in regions such 
as Brittany and Alsace ” (op cit, p  28), 
for Brittany has maintained and de­
veloped a deep antagonism with Paris 
precisely because of excessive ignor­
ance, by the government, of Breton 
wishes for greater independence. Alsace 
is even more significant as illustration, 
for it was in neighbouring Lorraine, 
where Gaullist following was almost as 
strong as in Alsace, that Servan- 
Schreiber handed out a drubbing only 
recently to the incumbent Gaullist 
deputy in a by-election. It was the 
Lorraine way of protest against dictator­
ship from Paris ; it could so easily have 
been Alsace. If the government chooses 
to see Breton opposition and Lorraine 
discontent as features of its regionalisa- 
tion programme, then the most we can 
do is observe the facts. Indeed, official 
reports on the regional question point 
out that sociologists and economists are 
not convinced of the success boasted by 
Paris: sociologists point out the in­
adequacy of social relations, economists 
place the accent on the new regions’ 
economic dependence upon Paris, 
geographers regret that administrative 
criteria have been given more weight 
than others (op cit, p 29).

The French government reacted to inter­
nal inefficiency by attempting to region- 
alise some of its policies. It produced, 
however, little above administrative re­

form, which increased the power of the 
state to intervene. Under the regional 
planning programme Napoleonic cen­
tralisation was attacked, but only in 
order to streamline the chain of com­
mand. France was divided into 20 
regions, with a regional prefect in each, 
but this merely erroded the depart­
mental base, and increased central 
power in an indirect fashion. Despite 
efforts to expand the independence of 
local bodies, control has moved in the 
reverse direction ; for example, in the 
period 1962-1965 the state doubled its 
subsidies to the communes to allow for 
the implementation of the fourth plan, 
and in the five year period from 1959 
to 1964 public credit institutions nearly 
doubled the size of their loans to 
the localities. This technique simply in­
creases the reliance on the central 
administration, a reliance that can be 
broken only through more realistic 
regional policies involving decentralised 
taxation and local representative organs. 
With all of this is mind, it is comically 
ironic that de Gaulle fell on a referen­
dum that proposed, with Senate re­
forms, changes in regional organisation. 
They refused de Gaulle and forewent 
the reforms. They presumably thought 
it a fair exchange.

Common M arket competition produced 
enormous problems of reorganisation. 
There had been under the earlier re­
publics a tradition of mercantilist pro­
tectionism, and added to the serious 
stagnation that enveloped France in the 
interwar period (national per capita 
income rose from 5000 francs in 1913 
to only 5,500 francs in 1938, while in 
real terms French industrial capacity 
dropped by 10 per cent), this left France 
ill prepared to meet any challenges after 
1944. It was Monnet’s wish that France 
should be exposed to a degree of com­
petition that would stimulate higher 
efficiency. The coal and steel community 
helped do this and after 1958 the
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demands of the common market placed 
even greater strains on the French 
economy. De Gaulle or not, action on 
the modernisation front would have 
become essential.

The heart of the common market, as 
France had intended, was the agricul­
tural system. Yet the French dis­
covered, and are still discovering, that 
their agricultural industry will have to 
face a process of continuous rationalisa­
tion and investment if it is not to 
explode in a gathering pressure of in­
efficiency. They had the guidance fund 
of the common agricultural policy, as 
they intended, but had to augment those 
mechanisms from within their own 
system. The reforms of 1960 and 1962 
aimed at modernising farming and 
making of farmers a group equal in 
status to other important producing 
groups. The small farm, the crux of the 
problem, was attacked: mergers were 
encouraged, land development funds 
were made available and development 
agencies were created. An attempt was 
made to reorganise the market structure 
in agriculture. A  fund for regularising 
farm markets was established in 1960 
with government grants of over £100 
million. The objects have been to pro­
duce a uniformity of pricing methods, 
develop a more efficient set of practices 
and to raise exports. A  social fund was 
set up in 1962 to expand the range of 
social benefits available to the farming 
community, and during 1960 and 1962 
legislation appeared aimed at producing 
a horde of agricultural colleges and 
schools.

Near self sufficiency is France's greatest 
economic strength. It explains not only 
the reforms that the government has 
introduced in order to maintain this 
self sufficiency, but also, more impor­
tant, the obsession the French have 
displayed concerning the common agri­
cultural policy (c a p ) of the community.

The policy was formulated very much 
in reflection of French needs, and there 
is no possibility that the structure will 
be sacrificed in the entry negotiations 
with Britain and the other applicants. 
While it remains the pivot of Anglo- 
French differences on the specific Issue 
of common market entry (the British 
agricultural system is diametrically op­
posed to the c a p ) and borrows from the 
general distrust that pervades all con­
versation between Paris and London, 
the French do have a direct and frantic 
interest in seeing the c a p  survive un­
touched. With the prospect of greater 
rationalisation for French agriculture 
approaching, in the wake of an accept­
ance of the e e c  commission’s Mansholt 
plan for farming reconstruction in the 
community (which involves the raising 
of farming unit sizes and the encourage­
ment of small operators to leave the 
land), the need to protect the existing 
mechanisms is paramount. There can 
be no doubt about this particular point 
—the c a p  is not negotiable.

The French farming community absorbs 
close to 15 per cent of the national work 
force in comparison with around 3 per 
cent in Great Britain, though the recent 
assaults on inefficient farm units 
(through government rationalisation 
schemes and through projects piloted by 
the commission of the European com­
munity) have introduced a noticeable 
drift from the land. In paralleling, in 
lesser measure, the contraction of small 
farming in this country several centuries 
ago, this movement away from the 
rural areas will, coupled with existent, 
contemporary economic and social 
pressures, provide an additional source 
of political volatility. It means a re­
duction of the same farm vote that 
moved the hands signing the common 
agricultural policy agreem ents; it 
means a swelling of the misplaced urban 
population sprawl that finds it so easy, 
in France, to react to political clowns.
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The shopkeepers and small businessmen 
fell in with Poujade (who is now happily 
tucked away high up in the Gaullist 
hierarchy); the footloose farmer add 
another factor of instability.

Lord Walston’s response (Farm gate to 
Brussels, Fabian Research Series 288) 
to this is to accept the main points of the 
c a p , by relying on increased home pro­
duction and by guaranteeing reasonable 
returns to the British farmer, but to 
develop a mechanism for preventing 
over production. We must, he says, be 
prepared to rely on overseas suppliers 
where there is a long term price ad­
vantage. This is a valid approach pro­
vided consumers are not expected to 
bear the whole burden of such policies, 
but it still overlooks the political resist­
ance to changes in the c a p , from within 
the six.

The opening of tariff walls after the 
signature and implementation of the 
Rome treaties placed greater pressure 
on French industry, too, and the govern­
ment was obliged to respond. Business 
was given support and finance for 
modernisation, but large sectors of 
French business had never been con­
vinced of the wisdom of common 
markets, and whereas the agricultural 
lobby was placated by the construction 
of the producer oriented c a p , the b ig  
wheels of business were expected to 
fend for themselves. As a result, Euro­
pean business has moved into a stage of 
concentration and multi-national mono­
poly, producing immense manufacturing 
concerns that neither the Rome treaties 
nor the existing state of trade union 
organisation in Europe provide for.

The legacy of de Gaulle in the economic 
field, therefore, draws from this ten 
year period of adaptation and consoli­
dation of the centralist method. The 
legacy, however, was double edged. On 
(he one hand the Pompidou administra­

tion inherited a state machine where all 
the lines of information and control ran 
from the centre outwards, but accom­
panying this, the stability and inter­
national strength that de Gaulle fostered 
up to 1968 was achieved at the expense 
of neglect of the social implications of 
his policies, and in spite of the fact that 
the modern trading state is an integral 
part of the international, co-operative, 
commercial system. Hence, de Gaulle 
founded the economic power of his fifth 
republic on discipline and restraints at 
home, and founded his fabulous inde­
pendence in the world on forgetting that 
other states grew in power. Both melted 
away in 1968: the first through the riots 
of May and the economic distress pro­
duced by the speculation and strikes 
that followed and the inflationary in­
creases that ended them ; the second 
through the baleful discovery in 
November that the West Germans had 
a pretty handy economy, too, and that 
in the last analysis France was no more 
independent of international economic 
fluctuations than the Bourse. 1968, 
clearly, was the end of de Gaulle.

Pompidou moved into the Elysee, then, 
with a greater sense of reality. Even 
though he had taken great delight in 
laughing up his sleeve from Rome 
while the general performed in Paris, 
Pompidou must have absorbed the 
lessons of ten years of grandeur. And 
in  the final analysis, when you take 
away the grandeur from a noble presi­
dency, there is little but boredom left. 
This is what Pompidou is offering, but 
in  the circumstances France can 
afford little else. The collapse of de 
Gaulle’s regime in 1968 showed one 
thing, at le a s t: de Gaulle could only 
operate from a position of economic 
and political strength. He resigned in
1946 because the weapons he needed 
were denied h im ; his real foreign 
policy initiatives in the fifth republic 
did not fully develop until 1962 and
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after, when the Algerian tightrope had 
been traversed. By this time the 
economic strength of France had been 
significantly increased, and the presi­
dent could move on to the Franco- 
German treaty, and the public obstruc­
tion of British approaches to Europe.

To give him credit, Pompidou has 
made an effort. With Chaban-Delmas 
he has invented the new society. Like 
the version introduced by General de 
Gaulle, that of Pompidou started with 
a devaluation, in August of 1969. 
Then, with the trade figures going 
further into the red, the new govern­
ment introduced a package of severe 
economy measures. This “ recovery 
plan,” as it was described, was based 
on a direct attack on personal con­
sumption, but by early 1970 it was 
beginning to show signs of succeeding 
and as the planning for the sixth plan 
1971-5 gathered pace there was much 
talk in French business circles of a 
new growth cycle. The employer 
federation called for a planned growth 
rate of 7 to 8 per cent, a high rate by 
British standards, well above e e c  pro­
jections and nearer to those of Japan.

It is interesting to note the pre­
occupation shown in France with 
Japan’s economic expansion. One can 
detect a hint of immense covetousness, 
chiefly because some French econo­
mists feel that the Japanese achieve­
ment can be repeated in France, 
taking her way beyond Germany and 
Great Britain and into an undisputed 
lead in western Europe. In many ways 
the countries are sim ilar: a certain 
paternalism, though in Japan it is not 
from the state but from industrial and 
commercial chieftains, and a similar 
regard for the effectiveness of private 
savings as an economic force. If France 
does embark on a new growth pattern 
through the ’seventies it will be repro­
ducing exactly the pattern of de

Gaulle’s period : economic weakness, 
devaluation and austerity, growth. This 
pattern had a definite impact on the de­
velopment of de Gaulle’s overall policy 
structure, leading him into greater and 
greater self righteousness in inter­
national affairs. Pompidou, a banker, 
will be more shrewd. The foreign 
policy of France, de Gaulle used to 
say, is not governed by the state of the 
Bourse. Pompidou knows that on this, 
at least, the General was wrong, and 
events bear this out.

The new society, whatever this irrita­
ting phrase connotes, will be a France 
of greater introspection. It simply 
remains to be seen whether violence 
will be the midwife of this particular 
new society. How has the new society 
fared ? Well, there has been a new law 
curtailing demonstrations, passed by 
the national assembly in May in the 
face of unified opposition from all on 
the left, and minister of the interior 
Marcellin is doing his best to emulate 
the socialist Moch who made such a 
useful impression on the French politi­
cal establishment in the ’forties by 
hammering the communists from the 
same ministry. Marcellin is determined 
not to be caught asleep, as was the 
administration in 1968, and has spent 
his time collating extensive dossiers on 
the disruptive elements in the uni­
versities and on the streets. The left- 
wing newspaper La cause du peuple 
was the first to feel the b o o t; in May, 
1970, two of its contributors were 
brought to court for inciting murder. 
On the same day the government closed 
in on the movement publishing the 
newspaper. Geismar, a leading figure 
on the militant left, was arrested two 
days later. With the intervention of 
Sartre on the side of the victims came 
the less appealing side of the business: 
respectable militants, particularly 
Nobel prize winners, are not to be 
bullied. The purge quietly continues.
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Indeed, the present government seems to 
show a remarkable degree of selectivity 
in everything it does. In foreign policy 
this is very prominent. Not only does 
it choose its militants, it also chooses 
its pressure groups. When the road 
hauliers (economic key-holders as 
strong as the railwaymen) demon­
strated against government measures 
earlier in the year the measures were 
cancelled or deferred ; when the shop­
keepers tried it, they were imprisoned. 
And if the students fail to adjust to the 
implications of the 1969 act of orienta­
tion, which proposes to tackle the 
question of university representation ? 
On this prime minister Chaban-Delmas 
is quite clear : “ the act has made pro­
visions for the government to be able 
to take special measures, and, if the 
occasion arises, you may be sure that 
it will not fail to do so.” (7 April, 
1970.) There seems to be developing, 
as a product of a deepening antagon­
ism between certain social areas and 
the government, a habit of confronta­
tion and violence. Now that France 
has turned her eyes from the world, to 
which de Gaulle directed them, to her 
own garden, many see nothing but 
weeds. Marcellin must have nightmares 
about Candide.

This steady trend towards greater con­
servatism in France, which is showing 
signs of alienating those Gaullists who 
feel affinities with elements of the left 
(Gaullism, being a doctrine rooted in a 
certain spiritual idealism, finds it 
possible to accommodate a multitude 
of principles), produced a reaction of 
jubilation in some official circles in 
Paris to the victory of the right in the 
British elections in June. It confirmed 
their own judgment, and Nixon 
accepted the argument, that the 
western world was moving, at last, 
against the evils of reform. It was the 
only crumb of comfort the French 
could find in the Conservative

triumph : Conservative foreign policy 
would mean less freedom for Paris in 
the areas she was fast exploiting, South 
Africa, Rhodesia, the Mediterranean, 
and the Conservative negotiators in 
Brussels would be candidates who actu­
ally, and honestly, wanted to join EEC.

The prospect is that of greater econo­
mic unrest in France, and presumably 
greater repression, despite projects for 
high growth rates. The side effects of 
the devaluation of 1969 are beginning 
to work through the French economy, 
producing pressures on wages and 
prices. This seems to be accompanied 
by a singular lack of preparedness on 
the part of Giscard d ’Estaing, the 
finance minister. In November of 1969, 
three months after the devaluation of 
the franc, he forecast that the six 
months after the currency readjust­
ment would produce price increases of 
“ about 2.7 per cent ” (press conference 
19 November 1969).

In the debate on economic policy in 
the French national assembly during 
May of 1970 he seemed to have 
changed course: “ Price increases are 
still high . . . For the whole of 1970 a 
4 per cent increase was forecast and 
this will require careful watching . . . 
In March, 1970, the rate of price 
increases was 5.6 per cent.” Yet with 
post-devaluation price inflation setting 
in (a common phenonemon), the 
government is promising an end to the 
disinflation programme that formed 
the heart of the “ recovery plan ” of
1969. This would mean relaxing con­
trols at a time when they are most 
needed. The alternative is to reimpose 
the restrictions, or replace them, as 
Giscard d ’Estaing has already pro­
posed, with “ permanent rules." This 
sounds suspiciously like the institu­
tionalised controls that have been 
attempted in this country but which 
have raised such vociferous opposition.
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Imposed on a situation as touchy as 
that existing in France at the moment, 
such controls would lead to serious 
trouble. A beginning was made over 
the planned controls de progres, 
written agreements with contractual 
force signed by both employers and 
unions. The government line is similar 
to the one proposed by the Conserva­
tives here : the government says it is 
not out to bash the unions but to give 
them greater responsibility. A whole 
batch of such agreements was signed 
in the nationalised sector early in 1970.

Significantly, the communist-led c g t  
refused. Not only, it seems, do the com­
munists wish to preserve their doctrinal 
freedom, but they appreciate that 
there are some difficult times ahead in 
which written agreements are more 
likely to protect the interests of em­
ployers ; when the chips are down, too, 
the communists will remember that 
direct action produced unexpected 
results for the students and workers in 
1968. The incident, refusal to sign the 
contracts, serves chiefly to light up the 
ping-pong characteristics of French 
communism : seeking popular fronts 
of the left, yet isolated within the union 
movem ent; casting out the Garaudv 
softies, yet spending the Spring of 
1968 deciding not to fall outside the 
constitutional order. Yet, as always, the 
long run fortunes of the communist 
party will be based on its social con­
tacts, and these improve as the 
economic situation deteriorates. We 
shall have to wait and see. At the 
moment the greatest enemy of the com­
munist party is its own erratic idealism.



3. foreign policy: the 
selective process

There are some, like the leaders of the 
British Labour Party, who look upon 
foreign policy as a time consuming 
chore. There are others, such as half 
the population of France, who look 
upon it as fun. Perhaps, assuming that 
grown up states feel the pressing need 
for foreign policies, it is better to enjoy 
it. The British Foreign Office is tradi­
tionally obsessed with French foreign 
policy, more so since 1945, since it 
realises that French policy could so 
easily be its own.

The foreign policy of France has 
become highly personalised, more than 
in any other major state apart from 
China. This has tended to give French 
policy an aggressive characteristic, both 
because that policy has been led by men 
who, like Robert Schuman, Mendes- 
France, de Gaulle, positively wanted to 
lead it, and because when a policy 
structure is elaborated by an identifiable 
individual the easiest thing to do is 
analyse the action in terms of grudge or 
idealistic ambition.

The Quai d ’ Orsay, the traditional 
source of French foreign policy, has 
suffered serious decline during the 20th 
century. This decline was exacerbated 
in the interwar period by its lack of 
real success on the international scene 
and by its failure to maintain the high 
standards of its personal intake. Since 
1944 this trend has continued, and has 
been assisted by the practice, developed 
in the main by de Gaulle, of filling the 
French foreign office positions with 
technocrats. Couve de Murville was a 
perfect exam ple; his background was 
that of inspector of finances, yet under 
de Gaulle’s first administration he was 
already in a senior position on the 
permanent staff of the Quai d ’Orsay. 
The French foreign office was failing to 
attract high grade individuals because 
foreign policy, during the interwar 
period especially, had lost its glamour.

The weakness from which France suf­
fered during the 1920’s and ’30’s pro­
duced a slavish reliance on London, 
and the instability of the third republic 
produced constant changes of cabinet 
and hence continual replacement of the 
foreign minister (although this office, 
alone, has always suffered least from 
government reshuffles). In the inter­
war years, however, a degree of con­
tinuity was maintained through the work 
of the permanent head of the foreign 
office, the secretary general. Throughout 
the confused period that followed 
Versailles the backbone of French 
policy formation was represented by 
the two secretaries general who ran the 
department in succession, Berthelot and 
Leger. But after 1945 this continuity 
broke down.

Consequently, the contribution of the 
Quai itself to the content of French 
foreign policy has seriously diminished, 
more so since the second world war. 
There was no policy planning staff, as 
there was in the American state depart­
ment, that could develop a clear line of 
policy for successive administrations. 
Moreover, under the provisional gov­
ernment of General de Gaulle the ecole 
nationcde d ’administration had been 
established to produce professionals for 
the French civil service (25 years before 
the Fulton committee recommended it 
in Great Britain) and the net effect was 
to provide the Quai d ’Orsay with 
“ classless technicians ” in contrast to 
the upper class product that once rep­
resented typical French foreign service 
material. This development led many 
authorities, Grosser and Dumaine 
among them, to deplore the condition 
into which the Quai d ’Orsay had fallen.

There had developed “ a progressive 
proletarianisation of the diplomatic 
corps,” and by 1950 the Quai was 
packed with “ technicians” led by 
Couve de Murville (later foreign minis­
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ter under de Gaulle in the fifth republic) 
and Alpliand, both inspectors of 
finances (that is, professional adminis­
trators). On the other hand, this influx 
of professionals produced a marked 
shift in the intellectual climate of the 
French foreign office. There developed 
a greater competence in the technical 
foreign policy problems which were to 
become standard with the advent of 
Marshall aid, the o e e c  and then, after 
1950, the economic integration institu­
tions. In addition, traditional prejudices, 
harboured by the Quai d ’Orsay and 
perpetrated, one imagines, by "social 
inertia, began to disappear.

None of this, nevertheless, destroyed 
the unique quality of the Q uai; it re­
mained, though in diluted form, a self- 
governing community. The lack of any 
real continuity, after 1945, in the formu­
lation of policy, and the shift of 
emphasis within the Quai towards pro­
fessionalism made it easier for the 
foreign minister to impose his own 
notions. Under Bidault, from 1944 to 
1948, French policy sank into the limbo 
of attempting to pursue the objectives 
that de Gaulle had provided during the 
later stages of the war. These attempts 
were to fall foul repeatedly of the 
growing antagonism between the allies, 
especially over Germany. French policy 
on Germany at that point, borrowed 
from, or coincided with, parts of both 
Soviet and Anglo-American policies, 
but as 1947 wore on the need for total 
commitment to one particular side in 
the developing East West argument 
became irresistable. De Gaulle, now 
belly aching from the sidelines, pitched 
in with his Strasbourg speech and 
launched the rassemblement du peuple 
francais. This speech, delivered in April 
of 1947, came before the address given 
by General Marshall at Harvard (in 
June) which was to speed up the pro­
cess of East West division. In that de 
Gaulle staked his own personal claim,

during that speech in Strasbourg, on his 
opposition to communist power, “ sep­
aratists ” he called them, a term he was 
to forget, conveniently, in Quebec 
twenty years later, he must share the 
blame for the increasing polarisation 
of forces in France during 1947. There 
had been a mounting anti-communist 
pressure during 1947, and Ramadier 
kicked the communist ministers out of 
his government in May, again, before 
Marshall’s offer of aid. True, President 
Truman had already propounded his 
doctrine, and the experiences in Greece 
and elsewhere were confirming latent 
suspicions in the West. Bevin was 
adding his bit from London. But the 
action of de Gaulle in launching his 
anti-communist crusade in the Spring of
1947 (in a France that was, because it 
was still searching for commitment, the 
crucial international actor) was a consi­
derable component in the consolidation 
of the cold war spirit. He has con­
sistently blamed the division of Europe 
on the actions of the three at Yalta, to 
which conference to his perpetual 
chagrin he was not invited, and even 
used the same argument to stay out of 
trouble when Czechoslovakia was in­
vaded in 1968. He should remember his 
own personal contribution to the battle 
in April of 1947.

Georges Bidault was elbowed out of the 
Quai following his disastrous perform­
ance during the London conferences in 
the first half of 1948. He had returned 
from London with nothing to offer the 
assemblies, which he had continually 
ignored, but the steady resurgence of 
Germany. Schuman took over the 
foreign ministry in July of that year, 
and the trend of personalised foreign 
policy was to intensify. Robert Schuman 
was the worst culprit of all, and it was 
lie, likewise ignoring the assemblies, 
who was to deliver the knock out punch 
to the Labour Party’s European policy 
(if there was such a thing) in May of
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1950. The historians will probably view 
the Schuman declaration of 9 May 
1950, proposing the foundation of a 
European coal and steel community, 
as the pivot of post-war western Euro­
pean history. It also marked the 
beginning of the serious Anglo-French 
antagonism that de Gaulle was to 
personify later.

It has seemed to a number of writers 
that Schuman’s act was simply a re­
flection of a legendary complex con­
cerning Germany. More to the point, 
he had made a stab at supremacy in 
western Europe, and succeeded because 
his initiative dispensed with both West 
Germany and Great Britain in one blow. 
This supremacy was to prevail until
1968, and even then it was not Great 
Britain that was to challenge it but the 
coalition government in Bonn. The fact 
that both London and Paris were to 
bicker, over a 20 year period, about 
their prestige in Europe, and then lose 
out to a third state, provides us with a 
useful introduction to a discussion of 
French politics in the ’70s. Neverthe­
less, when de Gaulle took over in 1958 
he had the weapon of the e e c , at least, 
at his disposal. The jntegrationist efforts 
of the fourth republic had provided the 
leader of the fifth republic with a ready 
made diplomatic organism consisting 
of six western European states, tied 
together by the most powerful of all 
diplomatic forces, economics. With the 
fourth republic’s innovations in econ­
omic planning and its eventual commit­
ment to a nuclear deterrent capability, 
its legacy was chock full of potential, 
and de Gaulle was not about to 
squander any of it.

England v. France: from the 
General to the particular
The passing of de Gaulle leaves one 
thing unsaid. De Gaulle always defined 
greatness as “ the ability to keep up a

great quarrel,” but we are mistaken if 
we think that his disappearance will 
reduce the level of conflict between 
British and French governments. Their 
interests clash too fundamentally and 
too consistently for that. All that we 
have now is conflict without daring and 
without style. We are in for a rough 
time. As the common market entry 
negotiations gather speed it is well to 
remember that those discussions stand 
at the end of an eternal pattern of des­
tructive antagonism. All that de Gaulie 
did was to simplify the issues.

During the ten years of de Gaulle’s 
presidency we were subjected to a- pro­
cess of education which had, as its 
central theme, the simple fact that we 
were not part of Europe. Our greatest 
fault, in this respect, is that we lasted 
out the second world war. Not only did 
de Gaulle never forgive us for this, 
but he concluded, accurately, that it 
made it impossible for the British to 
make the European commitment. The 
French had had no choice. De Gaulle 
began his post-war political career 
obsessed with the idea of alliances 
incorporating London, Paris and 
Moscow. Not only would such an 
alliance system knock the Germans for 
good, but it would also prevent any 
serious American penetration in 
Europe and leave the French with 
plenty of space to play diplomats. As 
a result, the cold shouldering of France 
during the post-war conferences and 
the developing rift between East and 
West that could only mean continued 
United States occupation, emptied de 
Gaulle’s policies of any content. Rather 
than preside over the burial of his 
ideals he dropped out in January, 1946, 
leaving Georges Bidault to arrange the 
funeral.

De Gaulle, nevertheless, managed to 
f o r g e t  e n o u g h  o f  h is  p r in c ip le s  to  
la u n c h  th e  r p f  in  1947, h o p in g  to  r id e
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paranoia. The alliance with Moscow 
(which de Gaulle had, in fact, signed 
in 1944) had sunk without trace. The 
General was to pop up continually 
through the late ’40s and early ’50s, at 
any hint of crisis or threat to the state, 
to offer himself as saviour. Even this 
he had given up by 1955, and it must 
have come as a matter of considerable 
surprise that the Algerian bone lodged 
itself firmly in the gullet of the fourth 
republic and allowed him to announce, 
in 1958, with a hastily dusted air of 
inevitability, that he was “ at the dis­
posal of the nation.”

six and out
The common market story has become 
part of popular British mythology. 
This mythology, however, rests on two 
other m yths: that the British were 
martyred innocents, and that the whole 
ghastly tragedy was the work of 
General de Gaulle. We asked for the 
Schuman initiative in 1950. The 
Foreign Office should have seen it 
coming. We were in no position, a 
decade later, to avoid de Gaulle’s 
obstruction. From the beginning, the 
only interest of the Foreign Office here 
was in retarding the growth and con­
solidation of the European economic 
experiment of the six. From the first 
moment, well before the 1957 Rome 
agreements, the British Government 
sought to overthrow the concentrated 
power inherent in the proposed Rome 
treaty community. Relying on the 
agreement by the six in Venice in 1956 
that the planned union would be open 
to other members of o e e c  (of which we 
were a founder member), the British 
Government succeded in recruiting the 
support of a majority of o e e c  member 
states for an idea of a European free 
trade area, and discussion on this 
stalling proposal proceeded con­

currently, within the framework of 
o e e c , with talks amongst the six of the 
coal and steel community on their own 
plan for union.

This early British counter attack 
through the o e e c , backed up by the 
Scandinavian governments and pre­
ferred by many other European states 
outside the six, was resisted by the 
French. When de Gaulle arrived at 
the Elysee in 1958 he put an end to the 
nonsense. In November of that year he 
delivered the first non, years before the 
first publicised vote of 1963. Anglo- 
French battles continued. The British, 
repulsed, switched from pursuing 
massive enlargement of the common 
market to seeking membership itself, 
having fallen back meanwhile to an 
entrenched position within e f t a . By 
1960 (the same year that the e f t a  
convention took effect) the British 
treasury, foreign office and even the 
federation of British industry had 
developed pro-market views. In simple 
terms the government was faced with 
three alternatives : to join the six, to 
remain outside the market and survive 
by our own devices, or to destroy it. 
Such was the confusion produced by 
the interaction of the government’s 
objectives that it attempted to incor­
porate all three, and pursued these 
collective, though seemingly incom­
patible, aims to the limits of diplomatic 
feasibility. This confusion has not 
disappeared.

British membership of e f t a  merely 
made matters more complicated, how­
ever. The attack from London had 
developed a second front, threatening 
an inundation of the community by a 
motley crew of peripheral European 
states. The French felt justified (and 
clearly spoke for their six partners 
much of the time) in rejecting British 
overtures. By 1962 de Gaulle had found 
his way around the intricacies of the
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western European scene, and had 
developed his own scale of common 
market priorities. He had, inevitably, 
taken sole charge of the direction of 
foreign policy, and had chosen Couve 
de Murville to provide enunciation of 
the more mundane elements involved.

The trick, for de Gaulle, was to control 
the rate of change within the com­
munity, maximising economic and 
diplomatic gains, minimising restric­
tions on French freedom. He performed 
this very w ell: it meant consolidating 
the existing state of semi-integration, 
obstructing British entry and forging a 
headline catching rapprochement with 
West Germany. During 1962 and 1963 
the gains were chalked up : de Gaulle 
blocked the Fouchet plan (a French pro­
ject!) in April, 1962 ; rejected Britain’s 
application in January of 1963 and 
signed the Franco-German treaty of 
co-operation and friendship a week 
later. First victory to Paris.

But as the mythology deepened, the 
British Government were given definite 
signs that the French were not pre­
pared to allow too great a swing into 
supra-nationalism. Not only had the 
general torpedoed the Fouchet scheme 
in 1962, he went on, via the agricultural 
crisis of mid-1965, to place it on 
record that he was not willing to allow 
either majority opinions to prevail 
within the community or arrangements 
favourable to France to be tinkered 
with. Failing to impress this point on 
his five partners, the French delegation 
was withdrawn from community opera­
tions and the decision making organs 
of the common market languished for 
many months. A compromise agree­
ment allowed the six to begin work 
again early in 1966. But this was very 
much an indication of the level of 
French thinking on the usefulness of the 
market. When the community became 
operative in 1958, France had already

begun to feel the beneficial effects of 
economic reforms at home. After 1958 
the fifth republic was to build on these 
reforms and give itself economic 
strength sufficient for it to dictate, in 
great measure, the speed and direction 
of EEC development. During the Rome 
treaty negotiations France had already 
ensured that she would benefit from an 
advantageous agricultural system and 
from a privileged position concerning 
her own overseas possessions. After 
the emergence of the common market 
the French persistently sought to 
impose their will. France succeeded in 
part in 1965. She had tried the same in 
1960, again over agriculture, and had 
gained, by December of that year, a 
compromise agreement.

Clearly, 1965 was the key year in the 
development of the market. It repre­
sented the definitive end of supra- 
nationality in western Europe, and, in 
that this provided the final proof to the 
British that it was safe to take the 
plunge, it must also be seen as the 
turning point in British attitudes. The 
French, it was seen, would look after 
us. They, too, were worried by the 
intergrationist dynamic that appeared 
to have overtaken their partners and 
the non-political institutions of the 
community. As Couve de Murville 
said, in October of 1965 (in the heart 
of the agricultural crisis): “ these
negotiations have created an entirely 
new political situation.” It was clear, 
in other words, that the winner would 
take all, and de Gaulle was not ready 
to lose. This destruction by the French 
of the supranationality issue stands as 
de Gaulle’s common market codicil to 
the inheritance taken up by Pompidou 
in 1969. From 1966 the market had 
completely altered its political direc­
tion ; indeed that year was the 
beginning of the completion stage that 
would finally make of the community 
a tightly knit entity, but it had opened
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with the realisation (manifested in the 
impasse on agriculture) that the com­
munity was controlled by one state. 
That state was France, and the issue 
was not agriculture, but sovereignty.

The Luxembourg meeting of the 
foreign ministers ot' the six in January, 
1966, illustrated the point, for Couve 
de Murville used the conference to 
offer a French memorandum on co­
operation between the council of 
ministers and the permanent com­
mission, in marked contrast to the 
original intention underlying the Rome 
agreements. The greater part of the 
memorandum was adopted, and the 
power of the council of ministers was 
institutionalised. Henceforth, to quote 
the official record, “ unanimity will be 
required, not only for altering past 
decisions, but also for taking any new 
series of important m easures: the 
agricultural financial regulation ; 
organising the market for fruit and 
vegetables, sugar, and oils and fats . . . 
etc., etc.” (The common market today, 
p 21. Ambassade de France B/32/1/7.) 
The Conservatives should bear this in 
mind as they haggle on terms over the 
next few years. The French government 
described the 1965 crisis as “ a crisis of 
growth ; ” that is a graceful turn of 
phrase.

Pompidou was in on all this, and cannot 
be separated from the main body of de 
Gaulle’s politics. Analysts in Great 
Britain have hoped to paint his presi­
dency as one of common market relax­
ation leading to British entry. His per­
formance at the Hague summit of 1969 
is seen as a turning point in French 
policy. This is true in some respects, 
hut the greatest mistake is to see it as a 
break in the continuity of de Gaulle’s 
own pattern. The change in emphasis 
inherent in Pompidou’s statements and 
actions, and it is backed up by his 
ministers in other ways, is a response

to significant changes in the balance of 
forces in Europe. The French, as a 
result, are losing interest in the Euro­
pean economic community and are 
hastily seeking another role elsewhere.

Again, the starting point is 1968: the 
end of de Gaulle and the end of French 
supremacy in western Europe. It was 
coincidence that the general enjoyed his 
power during the latter half of France’s 
European honeymoon. But he made the 
most of it. He would have exploited the 
possibilities of a different set of circum­
stances : supremacy in South East Asia, 
in Central Africa, in Germany, had it 
existed. However, when Bonn dug in 
her heels, late in 1968, out came the 
manuals on diplomatic practice at the 
Quai d ’Orsay and out came the con­
tingency plans at the Elysee Palace. 
When Soames was offered, over lunch 
with de Gaulle a few months later, an 
Anglo-French conspiracy, we were see­
ing nothing more than had happened in 
the 18th century when a French treaty 
with Austria was signed. That, too, was 
a volte-face, as were the 19th century 
alliances with Russia, Italy and then 
Great Britain ; and in the 20th century 
a return to the little entente after 1920 
represented the same pattern, as did 
the Schuman declaration of 1950. The 
Soames episode was the rumblings of 
yet a further drastic realignment. Such 
is the French dilemma.

Predictably, Pompidou displayed limit­
less chagrin in the wake of Brandt’s 
successful negotiations in Moscow in 
August of 1970. He rejected the German 
proposal for a western summit. “ It is 
always good to meet,” offered Pompi­
dou, “ but you have to have something 
to say to each other.” The prospect of 
Bonn elbowing in on hitherto exclusive 
practices was clearly too much for the 
new president. The knives will surely 
be out for Pompidou’s visit to Moscow 
in October 1970. “ As you know,”
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added Pompidou, referring to the visit,
“ I like to have a thorough knowledge 
of the files.” One can almost see him 
fishing out the standard communique 
that Tiad been used by Couve de 
Murville in similar circumstances back 
in January 1967: “ If we concluded this 
agreement with Germany in 1963 (the 
Adenauer—de Gaulle friendship treaty) 
and we did not then have the relations 
with the Soviet Union which we have 
now, it was because the position and 
policy of the Soviet Union were 
different.” With a little adjustment, this 
statement will serve again.

The change, in other words, was initi­
ated by de Gaulle. It is being continued 
under Pompidou. The British fumbled 
it, but time will produce the nuclear 
collaboration and the secret consulta­
tions over Berlin and Germany that 
occupied de Gaulle. Meanwhile, the new 
president of the republic is out to bury 
the common market of the six (by 
making it a market of enlarged pro­
portions, even if he only allows the 
British an association agreement in the 
end) and set off in search of surer, and 
greener, pastures. However, continuity 
or not, the complexion of French 
foreign policy has altered. It has lost, 
inevitably, the dash of de Gaulle ; it has 
lost the global flavour that the general 
provided. He saw open diplomatic gates 
in every geographical direction. By 
vague language he could keep them 
open, and the more the voice of France 
was broadcast, the greater, by some 
reasoning, she would be. If one gate 
slammed shut, as one did in Ottawa, 
another would rest ajar. This is not 
Pompidou.

the choice for Paris: Europe 
or the inland sea___________
The French have taken Napoleon’s 
dictum to heart. A nation of shop­
keepers, the British are being invited to

look after the common market store. 
Whether this is facilitated by a close 
association agreement or an eased entry 
into the community, the French need 
help in ramming the lid on western 
Europe. The Mediterranean awaits. The 
act of realignment initiated by de Gaulle 
has been executed with amateur haste 
by the new government. The task of 
making friends with London will take 
time, Bonn will make certain of th a t ; 
but the western half of the Mediter­
ranean, once the French took a long 
look at it, was wide open.

The process was rapid. Pompidou be­
came president in June 1969, and by 
October the new foreign minister, 
Maurice Schumann, revived the mori­
bund co-operation agreement with 
Algiers. In November, Schumann took 
steps to “ consolidate France’s exem­
plary relations with Tunisia.” On 6 
December 1969, in a broadcast to the 
country, President Pompidou announced 
the “ re-establishment of traditional 
relations with North African countries.” 
A new ambassador was being des­
patched to Morocco, putting an end to 
four years of Franco-Moroccan feud 
following on the Ben Barka kidnapping, 
an affair that poor de Gaulle had taken 
as personal affrontery. On 15 December, 
in a further national broadcast, Pompi­
dou announced his policy of “strength­
ening French presence in the Mediter­
ranean, particularly in the western 
Mediterranean.” King Hassam n  of 
Morocco has been to Paris and invita­
tions for state visits arrive at the Elysee.

This is the post-colonial pay off for 
France. It is also opportunism of the 
sort de Gaulle would not have topped, 
for the Mediterranean offensive of the 
French fits into a significant change in 
the outlook of the North African states. 
It has been clear, since the Rabat con­
ference of Arab governments, that 
attitudes have changed in the Maghreb.
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In the long term this will produce 
important results in the whole Mediter­
ranean area. France has moved in at 
the start.

Apart from combining their policies on 
the Middle East war, and thereby opting 
out, Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco have 
abandoned various standpoints on dif­
ferences that have prevented closer col­
laboration in the past. Tunisia has made 
border concessions to Algeria ; Algeria 
has returned appropriated property. 
Algerian Moroccan relations have been 
improving consistently for some time. 
All three governments back Colonel 
Boumedienne’s new line on the evacua­
tion of the Mediterranean basin by 
Soviet and United States military con­
tingents, a line which is likely to dis­
please Cairo (which is dependent heavily 
upon Soviet assistance) and benefit 
France, who is earnestly refurbishing 
her Mediterranean credentials. This re­
versal of policy by the Algerian govern­
ment represents a significant alteration 
in the distribution of forces in the 
Mediterranean, and France intends to 
make the most of it. She is the obvious 
link for the North African states with 
western Europe, and as the commission 
of the e e c , only recently, began pressing 
for closer e e c  connections with Algeria, 
Paris must sense the immense potential 
involved. The centre of gravity of 
French policy, therefore, has changed. 
It has moved southwards, making of 
France the bridge between the European 
community and the states of North 
Africa and the possible leader of a new 
western Mediterranean network. Her 
political and economic presence has 
been strengthened, and the scale of 
French military help to the area has 
increased. Algeria and Tunisia have 
benefited recently from military agree­
ments with Paris. The Libyan story 
(which, apart from military hardware, 
includes a massive $1000 million econ­
omic arrangement centred on oil) has

been highly publicised. Morocco is in 
the process of signing military contracts 
with the French.

In achieving all of this the Pompidou 
government is reaching heights the 
British foreign office can only dream of. 
In moving closer to Algiers the French 
are driving a wedge between Moscow 
and the young governments in the 
western M editerranean; by slipping 
into Libya and back into firmer rela­
tions with Morocco they are muscling 
in on areas of traditional British in­
fluence and stamping on United States 
cultural efforts. Not only is the govern­
ment in Paris capitalising on a distinct 
shift in the attitudes of the North 
African states, she is buttressing her 
position by working in bilateral accords 
with the European members of the West 
Mediterranean club. There has been an 
under publicised military deal with 
Spain, concluded (again significantly) at 
the exact moment thaf the whole 
Spanish-United States military/econ- 
omic relationship was being reviewed 
in Madrid and Washington. Similar 
meetings have taken place with the 
Italian and Portuguese governments 
with the central theme being arms sales 
or military co-operation. Apart from 
representing, as a totality, a high level 
of diplomatic success for the French, 
these western Mediterranean arrange­
ments help solve a typically French 
economic problem: in 1969 overseas 
orders for French arms dropped by 
38 per cent, a heavy loss to the French 
trade balance. The new Mediterranean 
offensive will carry, as an incidental, the 
seeds of a solution to the problem.

In any event, no analysis of French 
policy can ignore the fact that a highly 
selective technique has replaced the 
simplified statesmanship of de Gaulle, 
his obsession was French influence, 
which he magnified by obstruction and 
by awkwardness. It applied to the whole
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field of international politics and it 
produced, in the end, a series of nega­
tives. Non to the common m ark e t; non 
to the general assembly ; non to n a t o . 
De Gaulle enjoyed them. Pompidou, 
who will run things until 1976, at least, 
prefers others to make the running. He 
will retain the accomplishments of his 
predecessor but the concentration of 
French policy, now more influenced b\ 
other personalities in the administra­
tion, will be on areas of positive gain.

De Gaulle, and this is a measure of his 
archaism, relied on the concept of 
“ great power ” to give his policies 
substance. All this in spite of the fact 
that only two “ great powers ” now 
exist, with perhaps a third emerging. 
The general nevertheless utilised the 
residual legacies of the great power 
system to the advantage of France. 
Realising, for example, that he could 
not have all his own way in the United 
Nations, he made an effort to reduce 
the influence of the general assembly to 
the level that existed prior to the uniting 
for peace resolution that the assembly 
had used during the Korean war to 
boost its power. The “ thingamajig ” 
(as de Gaulle called the u n  ; supra- 
nationality in any form was contempt­
ible) had one redeeming feature: the 
security council, where France held a 
permanent seat and could sit alongside 
real great powers. Similarly, de Gaulle 
tended to reintroduce the four power 
concept into any area of dispute that 
could accommodate it. Four power 
solutions meant French voices. In 
Berlin, in the Middle East, anywhere 
the notion stood up, he used it. Under 
Pompidou the practice has continued, 
and where the four power concept 
seems impractical something else is 
invented. On Indo-China, Maurice 
Schumann prefaces his remarks fas he 
did, for instance, on 2 April 1970) with 
the expression “ France is no doubt 
best fitted to offer all the parties con­

cerned a supreme chance to seize the 
opportunity of negotiating.” This is 
strong language. And in such negotia­
tions “ no one,” says Schumann, “ dis­
putes the right of France to participate.” 
Bearing in mind that the French base 
their rights on their colonial experiences 
in Indo-China (though they invoke, for 
technical strength, the Geneva confer­
ence of 1954), it seems illogical that on 
Israel, or on Indo-Pakistani conflicts, 
not to mention the civil war in Nigeria, 
they forget the claims that Britain could 
make on like grounds.



4. an observation on 
colonial technique

As France moves into the '70s, one 
observation, in the field of foreign rela­
tions, needs to be made. De Gaulle 
made his appeal in June of 1940 not 
merely to France but to the empire.

Despite the fact that the empire, in the 
main, ignored him, the fourth republic 
inherited a vast overseas territorial 
establishment. It was to dither between 
policies on the colonial question for 
twelve years before going down with 
it, and because of the dubious French 
record on colonial emancipation de 
Gaulle took on a network of contam­
inated ex-colonial relationships. He was, 
as the rising star of the third world, to 
revolutionise the standing of France in 
the less developed areas and, aided by 
arrangements salvaged by the fourth 
republic (the “ overseas territories ” 
clauses in the Rome treaty protocols 
provide an example) he was to push 
France the way of a post-colonial 
imperialism. Postwar the French rid 
themselves of an empire of some 12 
million square kilometres and over 70 
million subjects. The fourth republic 
rode a difficult path through the de­
colonisation phase, having to match it 
with a programme of economic and 
political reorganisation in Europe. 
Algeria, which fell between the two, 
finally dished the regime.

As a result the constitution of the 1958 
republic was largely a “ colonial 
problem ” constitution. The preamble 
to this constitution speaks of an “ evolv­
ing ” concept for colonies, and suggested 
a constitutional commitment by the 
French state to the promotion of a 
changing relationship with her colonial 
possessions. The referendum of Septem­
ber 1958 seemed to symbolise the new 
approach: overseas territories were
offered a choice as to their connection 
with France. Guinea, alone, rejected the 
French community provisions of the 
fifth republic constitution (for example,

article 76) and was cut adrift by Paris 
with unprecedented speed, to be left 
casting about for any spare East Euro­
pean, Chinese or Soviet help that might 
be on offer.

The community never really worked. 
The French never seemed quite certain 
whether they wanted a commonwealth 
or a disguised empire (the distinction in 
France being that one gives its members 
a seat in the United Nations, the other a 
seat in the French national assembly). 
Partly because of an administrative 
philosophy that makes it difficult to 
borrow from the commonwealth struc­
ture (they lack a monarchy, and always 
overformalise their centralism: the
French concept of an overseas depart­
ment, for example, is closer to Portu­
guese practice than to British) and 
partly because there had developed, by 
the middle of de Gaulle’s stay, a re­
vised policy of re-ordering France’s 
relations with her former colonies, a 
more immediate link with each particu­
lar territory has been pursued ; that is a 
series of bilateral agreements, creat­
ing a network involving defence, foreign 
policy, raw materials supply, currency 
arrangements and so on. This has been 
the French method of retaining and 
maximising its influence in the old 
empire. The greater part of it now 
falls, conveniently, within the third 
world and under de Gaulle, who de­
veloped a curious knack of appearing 
as the father of non-alignment, France 
assumed a strong position in this sphere.

But the generalised approach of de 
Gaulle, who thought more in terms of 
gesture than of action, is being replaced 
by the selectivity that is the main feature 
of the new French government. In that 
a thrust has developed where previously 
there was mere “ brilliance,” to use 
the language of de Gaulle, France has 
become the foremost expansionist 
power in the world. Initial elements of



41

this expansionism appeared very early 
on in the life of the fifth republic, but 
the non-specific nature of de Gaulle’s 
method limited it to a consolidation of 
French links and the making of France 
the true champion of self determination 
and national independence. This will 
stand the Pompidou government (which 
often appears to be led by Debre from 
the defence ministry in matters of minor 
foreign relations) in very good stead.

The European community, until 1968 
a loyal ally of France, played its full 
part in this process of colonial expan­
sion. Not only did the community rope 
in a whole family of primary producing 
third world nations through the 
Yaounde Conventions, it also became 
a front rank source of financial aid to 
under developed countries. The French, 
as the foremost ex-colonial power in the 
community, made certain that the flow 
of aid and the pattern of association 
agreements entrenched French contacts 
in the former empire and ex-French ter­
ritories in Africa, for example, receive 
a privileged quota of e e c  aid.

This economic intervention in, now 
selected, parts of the third world is 
intensifying. There are. in addition, over 
650,000 Algerian labourers in France 
on current reckoning. They send back 
to their relatives in North Africa more 
than 1000 million francs a year, more 
than the combined earnings of Algeria 
from oil and natural gas. Tn Libya. 
Pompidou’s “ free Quebec,” a whole 
volume of economic agreements have 
been concluded. Senses of proportion, 
needless to say, went by the board. One 
needs a sense of the ridiculous, instead, 
to accept the platitudes of Chaban- 
Delmas in explaining away the Mirages 
sale to the government in Tripoli. The 
aircraft, and there were over a hundred 
of them, were wanted by the Libyan 
government to provide a defence system 
guaranteeing the country’s security.

This was the text of the explanation 
given by the French prime minister on 
27 January 1970 in a televised interview. 
He then proceeded to punch large holes 
in his explanation by arguing that such 
defences were needed for a country of 
such vast area and such minute popula­
tion, less than 2,000,000. A country of 
this size could never hope to provide, 
independently, the ground crew and 
trained personnel required to utilise a 
large force of sophisticated aircraft. The 
implication is an obvious one: a con­
siderable, and continuing, French ad­
visory presence. Such a presence is 
guaranteed in Algeria, Morocco and 
Tunisia: 95 per cent of the 45,000 
French teachers working abroad, and 
more than 64 per cent of French tech­
nical personnel outside France, are 
concentrated in these three countries.

Another facet of this economic retrench­
ment is the imbalance emerging in 
French overseas trade to the detriment 
of the less developed nations. In her 
trade with countries outside the franc 
area, French exports only cover, on 
average, 85 per cent of her import bill.

On her trade with the franc area itself, 
that is with the former overseas ter­
ritories, there is a surplus running at 
around 400 million francs (or more) 
annually. (“ Statistiques du commerce 
de la F r a n c e Resultats mensuels, July
1969. In 1967 the balance in France’s 
favour was 289 million francs ; in 1968 
it reached 670 million francs). This is 
remarkably similar to the situation in 
the sterling area that has often produced 
justified criticism from the raw material 
suppliers in Africa and Asia who kept 
the area in balance with the outside 
world much to the gratification of 
London. This, then, is the content of the 
French colonial method. But the France 
that is applying it is now far more pur­
poseful. If this is chaos, as the general 
prophesied, then let us have order.



5. a word of history in 
conclusion
rhe themes developed in this essay 

relate closely to the shape of French 
historical patterns. The “ revolutions ” 
of 1940, 1944 and 1958, therefore, have 
not equalled, in historical impact, that 
of 1789. In so many other ways, how­
ever, France has moved away from 
habit. The economic innovations, alone, 
that have overtaken France since the 
war are unprecedented. Change, in other 
words, has harboured traditionalism. 
With the disappearance of de Gaulle, 
who more than anyone represented 
these twin manifestations, an air of 
mystery has invaded the subject. M. 
Pompidou is conspicuously unknown by 
all but the most privileged observers.

Georges Pompidou will be 60 in 1971. 
As a young man, apart from exhibiting 
a certain brilliance in classical studies, 
he underwent a conversion to socialism 
of the Javres variety. Unlike many 
present Gaullists, moreover, he reacted 
indifferently to de Gaulle’s “ call ” of 
June 1940. He continued teaching in 
occupied Paris. Such a secondary matter 
is conveniently omitted from the potted 
biography available to anyone calling at 
a French Embassy. His first open con­
tact with de Gaulle was his appointment 
to a minor post, after the liberation in 
1944. In 1946, almost as an indication 
of his lack of political stature, he found 
himself in the middling post of a deputy 
to  the commissioner general for tourism. 
He nevertheless seemed to progress via 
a series of steps that Alexander Werth 
(in “ de G aulle”) describes as “ sheer 
luck and personal pull.” In 1954, 
employing this facility, he found himself 
as a director of the Rothschild Bank 
and several other business concerns.

The most fascinating chapter in this 
obscure history remains the years of 
r p f  militancy in the early 1950’s. This 
movement launched by de Gaulle in
1947 developed rapidly, collecting an 
impressive body of adherents. The

present Defence Minister, Debre, was 
prominent. The present Prime Minister, 
Chaban-Delmas, cultivated certain clan­
destine contacts with the movement, 
preferring in the meantime to preserve 
the respectability reserved for a 
“ rad ical” label, which he used in 
elections. To be blunt, the r p f  could 
have accommodated Sir Oswald Mosely 
with little real effort. It depended on a 
heavily biased anti-communist platform, 
and dragged in nationalism, jingoism 
and anthropological debate to give its 
programme appeal. Personalities con­
nected with the movement (Soustelle, 
Aron and Malraux amongst them), con­
tributed to a journal called Liberte de 
1’Esprit in which they provided socio­
logical, anthropological and political 
justification for anti-Russian efforts to 
strengthen “ civilisation ” against the 
threat from the East. In time this 
became a generalised rejection of sub­
mission to super power pressures from 
both East and West.

Pompidou’s role in this Gaullist exercise 
is significant chiefly because it is so 
sheltered. According to Werth, Pompi­
dou was actively engaged as an adviser 
to de Gaulle in this dubious r p f  period, 
and even took a behind-the-scenes part 
in the putsch of May 1958. A lot of very 
loose ends remain, therefore, before any 
political assessment of the new president 
of the republic can be made. In a sense, 
one can read de Gaulle’s motives into 
the selection of Pompidou as heir. His 
greatest quality was the lever of apoliti- 
cism  he possessed. He has never sat in 
parliament. By rejecting the political 
pecking order (by ignoring, in other 
words, the systeme he had always de­
tested), de Gaulle made a simple point: 
the presidency is not up for grabs.

The most surprising aspect of this 
manoeuvre, clearly, is the failure of de 
Gaulle to clarify the position of the 
president, coupled with the ambiguous
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position of the prime minister. The 
dilemmas facing Georges Pompidou 
as president leave a vast area of un­
certainty in the midst of French con­
stitutional practice. In this context de 
Gaulle’s favouring of Pompidou ap­
pears as an intelligent stab at a solution. 
The presidency can never be a party 
office. It is, in a sense, a party office in 
the United States, but there is no prime 
minister. Pompidou (like Couve de 
Murville) has at best only tenuous 
political connections, and this recom­
mended him. But at the same time, and 
here is the point of danger, Pompidou is 
a deep rooted adherent to Gaullist 
fundamentals, despite his socialist 
beginnings. He is therefore obliged to 
consolidate the power of the Gaullist 
groups and entrench their hold on the 
majority. He must, naturally, do this 
without imperilling his own status, and 
without tainting his own conceptual 
neutrality. If he achieves this, he de­
serves the laurels of de Gaulle and more 
besides.

Pompidou's France, then, is one of 
immense constitutional, political and 
social problems, greater by far, by virtue 
of their subtlety, than those confronting 
de Gaulle in 1958. He came to power 
then with almost total freedom. Pompi­
dou, on the other hand, is a product 
of the fifth republic, and in a way this 
is his greatest asset, but he will need 
more than “ sheer luck and personal 
pull ” to last it out.

This pamphlet opened with a quotation 
from Alain, a borrowing from the essay 
by A. J . Grant on “ The Government of 
Louis xiv ” provides an apt conclusion: 
“ But before the end of the reign, the 
relative importance of the ministers had 
declined ; they were at last the almost 
servile executors of the King’s w ill; and 
he had grown intolerant of opposition 
and protest . . .  the King is God’s vice­
regent and is possessed of a sort of

divine infallibility . . . ” “ In his reign 
the monarchy ceased to be the one 
principle of unity in the state . . .  It 
became something apart from the 
people and the nation. The way was 
thus prepared for the revolution . . . ”

Will Pompidou, the successor, prove, to 
our surprise, to be “ a good king? ”
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young fabian the author 
group
The Young Fabian Group exists to give 
socialists not over 30 years of age an 
opportunity to carry out research, dis­
cussion and propaganda. It aims to help 
its members publish the results of their 
research, and so make a more effective 
contribution to the work of the Labour 
movement. It therefore welcomes all 
those who have a thoughtful and radical 
approach to political matters.

The group is autonomous, electing its 
own committee. It co-operates closely 
with the Fabian Society which gives 
financial and clerical help. But the group 
is responsible for its own policy and 
activity, subject to the constitutional 
rule that it can have no declared politi­
cal policy beyond that implied by its 
commitment to democratic socialism.

The group publishes pamphlets written 
by its members, arranges fortnightly 
meetings in London, and holds day and 
weekend schools.

Enquiries about membership should be 
sent to the Secretary, Young Fabian 
Group, 11 Dartmouth Street, London, 
SW1 ; telephone 01-930 3077.

James Bellini is an ex-officio member 
of the Young Fabian Group executive 
committee and convener of its foreign 
policy study group. He read law and 
European history at St. John’s College, 
Cambridge, where he graduated in 
1966. He is currently completing a 
doctorate programme at the London 
School of Economics in the department 
of international relations: his special 
fields are post-war French politics and 
the problem of German re-unification. 
He is also assisting in writing a history 
of war correspondents.
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