Charles de Gaulle  After WWII

By Joel Colton

Head of the Provisional Government

After the war, de Gaulle was unanimously elected president of the provisional government in October 1945. Representing the newly restored political parties and the Resistance groups, his provisional government carried out the spirit of the Resistance programs, instituting a number of far-reaching economic reforms, including the nationalization of various industries and the inauguration of plans for economic modernization. The country could not agree on a new constitution, however, and two successive constituent assemblies had to be elected.

While the constitution was still being debated, President de Gaulle grew impatient with the role played by the political parties and with the subordination of the executive branch to the legislature. He had already let it be known that he favored a constitution that would provide for a strong executive and a stable government. In January 1946 he resigned precipitously.

Retirement and Recall

De Gaulle disapproved of the constitution of the Fourth Republic, adopted in October 1946, and he returned to his country home at Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises to write his war memoirs. He made a renewed political effort in 1947 by organizing the Rassemblement du Peuple Francais (Rally of the French People), a national coalition "above parties, which the left viewed as an authoritarian threat to democratic institutions. The organization had little success, and de Gaulle again withdrew from politics in May 1953 to complete the three volumes of his brilliant war memoirs: L'appel (1954; Eng. tr., The Call to Honor, 1955), L'unite (1956; Eng. tr., Unity, 1959), and Le salut (1959; Eng. tr., Salvation, 1960).

Meanwhile the Fourth Republic, despite economic prosperity, met military disaster in Indochina in 1954 and then faced an insoluble colonial war in Algeria, which began that same year. In the grave crisis that broke out in the spring of 1958, army leaders and European settlers in Algeria staged a mass demonstration in Algiers on May 13, directed against any attempt in Paris to form a government that would make concessions to the Algerian nationalists. Civil war threatened in the continuing crisis, and political leaders of various persuasions turned to de Gaulle as the one person who could avert disaster. On June 1, 1958, the National Assembly named de Gaulle premier and granted him wide emergency powers, including the right to prepare a new constitution to be submitted to a popular referendum. In September 1958 the new constitution, providing for a presidential system, was overwhelmingly adopted by 83% of the electorate.

President of the Fifth Republic

Legislative elections in November 1958 assured a majority for the new Gaullist party (the Union for the New Republic) and other supporters of de Gaulle, and in December 1958 he was elected president of the Fifth Republic by a 78% vote of the electoral college. He was inaugurated in January 1959. Michel Debre became the first premier of the Fifth Republic, but the President retained the decisive voice in all matters involving foreign affairs, national defense, and even key domestic policies. The President also had the power under the constitution to rule by decree in the event of emergency and to dissolve the legislature and hold new elections.

The new government adopted important financial and economic measures to combat inflation and to protect the industrial expansion already under way. It devalued the franc and (for psychological reasons) issued a new franc worth 100 old francs. Modernization plans and state investment in key sectors of the economy were continued. By the 1960s the French economy was experiencing unprecedented rates of growth and remarkable stability.

In international affairs President de Gaulle asserted France's independence of all outside control, calling for policies that would make France and Europe independent of the two superpowers, the United States and the USSR. He refused to admit Britain into his European scheme and blocked Britain's effort to join the European Economic Community (Common Market). In 1960, France showed its strength by successfully exploding its first atomic bomb.

Algerian Settlement

The Algerian War continued after 1958. Abandoning the hope of reconciling Algeria to integration with France, de Gaulle unexpectedly began to speak of independence. The groups that had helped bring him to power with the thought that his views on French grandeur would guarantee the retention of Algeria turned against him in open revolt, and in February 1960 and in April 1961 he had to use emergency powers to put down risings by the European settlers and the military in Algeria. The Secret Army Organization (OAS) resorted to terrorism in Paris and to attempts on his life.

In 1962, de Gaulle arranged a cease-fire with the Algerian National Liberation Front, and Algerian independence was approved in a popular referendum in France in April. It was widely conceded even by critics hostile to de Gaulle that he had succeeded in ending a crisis that no other French political leader had been able to resolve. By the early 1960's all other French colonies in Africa had also been granted independence.

Fluctuations in Popularity

In September 1962, de Gaulle's strong-minded domestic rule alienated many in parliament. He proposed that the constitution be amended to permit election of the president of the republic by direct popular vote. However, instead of submitting the proposed amendment to the National Assembly first, as the constitution provided, he insisted on putting it directly to the people in a referendum. When the Assembly passed a motion of censure, de Gaulle promptly dissolved it and held new elections. The referendum supported the de Gaulle amendment. The elections in November also resulted in increased strength for the Gaullists. In April 1962, after the Algerian settlement, Michel Debre submitted his resignation as premier and was replaced by Georges Pompidou.

In 1965, de Gaulle was reelected president for a second 7-year term, and he was inaugurated in January 1966, but with a marked decline in prestige. During the election campaign the hitherto muted criticism of his administration burst forth. Despite economic and technological growth, political stability, and a strong foreign policy, resentment was expressed at de Gaulle's excessive nationalism and at the failure of the government to cope with inflation and other economic problems. In the election de Gaulle received only a 44.6% plurality, and a runoff was necessary. He was then elected by a 55% vote.

In the legislative elections of March 1967 the Gaullist coalition won only a narrow victory despite de Gaulle's personal appeal. Political protests and massive economic strikes began, including demonstrations by farmers, and the government had to seek special powers to deal with the slowdown of the economy. Meanwhile the President continued his assertive foreign policy, forcing NATO forces to leave French soil, continuing to oppose British entry into the Common Market, condemning the American war in Vietnam, stirring up extremist separatist sentiments in Quebec, and tending to support the Arabs in their war with Israel.

Triumph in Adversity--1968

In the spring of 1968 the Gaullist regime faced a stern test. Massive student demonstrations and street fighting in Paris, in which the students occupied the Sorbonne for weeks, sparked a series of gigantic labor strikes--the greatest strike wave in French history--that paralyzed the economy. More than 8 million workers were on strike, over one third of the nation's labor force. The students agitated for reform of the nation's educational system, expansion of educational facilities, and a voice in decision making. The workers demanded a more equitable share in an economy that had been expanding dramatically since the 1950's but was suffering from severe inflation. De Gaulle at first planned a series of reforms to placate the students and labor and to ask backing for his reforms in a referendum. Premier Pompidou, whose government narrowly survived an attempt to censure it in parliament, advised against such a referendum and persuaded the President to dissolve parliament and hold new general elections.

In the election of June 1968, de Gaulle, effectively using the threat of a Communist takeover and gaining the support of many Frenchmen who were frightened by the student excesses, won a landslide victory for his regime. The Gaullist party, the Union for the New Republic, won 358 of the 487 seats, the first time in republican history that any party had won an absolute majority in the legislature. Despite Premier Pompidou's share in the Gaullist victory, the President startled the French people by replacing him with Maurice Couve de Murville in July 1968.

The keynote for the new phase of the Gaullist regime was the building of a "society of participation. Distinct from both capitalism and communism, the new society was pledged to give labor and students a share in the making of decisions that affected their lives and to assure workingmen a share in the profits of industry.

In 1969, de Gaulle submitted proposed constitutional reforms, which would have transformed the Senate into an advisory body and given extended powers to regional councils. When his proposals were defeated, de Gaulle resigned the presidency on April 28 and retired to his home in Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises. There he worked on his memoirs, a legendary figure in his own time, until his death on Nov. 9, 1970
Documents:

Harold Macmillan, speech in the House of Commons (31st July 1961) 
Therefore, after long and earnest consideration, Her Majesty's Government have come to the conclusion that it would be right for Britain to make a formal application under Article 237 of the Treaty for negotiations with a view to joining the Community if satisfactory arrangements can be made to meet the special needs of the United Kingdom, of the Commonwealth and of the European Free Trade Association.

If, as I earnestly hope, our offer to enter into negotiations with the European Economic Community is accepted, we shall spare no efforts to reach a satisfactory agreement. These negotiations must inevitably be of a detailed and technical character, covering a very large number of the most delicate and difficult matters. They may, therefore, be protracted and there can, of course, be no guarantee of success. When any negotiations are brought to a conclusion then it will be the duty of the Government to recommend to the House what course we should pursue. 

 

Charles De Gaulle, speech (4th January 1963) 
The Treaty of Rome was concluded between six continental States - States which are, economically speaking, one may say, of the same nature. Indeed, whether it be a matter of their industrial or agricultural production, their external exchanges, their habits or their commercial clientele, their living or working conditions, there is between them much more resemblance than difference. Moreover, they are adjacent, they inter-penetrate, they prolong each other through their communications. It is therefore a fact to group them and to link them in such a way that what they have to produce, to buy, to sell, to consume - well, they do produce, buy, sell, consume, in preference in their own ensemble. Doing that is conforming to realities.

Moreover, it must be added that from the point of view of their economic development, their social progress, their technical capacity, they are, in short, keeping pace. They are marching in similar fashion. It so happens, too, that there is between them no kind of political grievance, no frontier question, no rivalry in domination or power. On the contrary, they are joined in solidarity, especially and primarily, from the aspect of the consciousness they have, of defining together an important part of the sources of our civilisation; and also as concerns their security, because they are continentals and have before them one and the same menace from one extremity to the other of their territories; finally, they are in solidarity through the fact that not one among them is bound abroad by any particular political or military accord.

Thus, it was psychologically and materially possible to make an economic community of the Six, though not without difficulties. When the Treaty of Rome was signed in 1957, it was after long discussions; and when it was concluded, it was necessary in order to achieve something that we French put in order our economic, financial, and monetary affairs and that was done in 1959.

Thereupon Great Britain posed her candidature to the Common Market. She did it after having earlier refused to participate in the communities we are now building, as well as after creating a free trade area with six other States, and, finally, after having - I may well say it, the negotiations held at such length on this subject will be recalled - after having put some pressure on the Six to prevent a real beginning being made in the application of the Common Market. If England asks in turn to enter, but on her own conditions, this poses without doubt to each of the six States, and poses to England, problems of a very great dimension.

England in effect is insular, she is maritime, she is linked through her exchanges, her markets, her supply lines to the most diverse and often the most distant countries; she pursues essentially industrial and commercial activities, and only slight agricultural ones. She has in all her doings very marked and very original habits and traditions.

 

Paul-Henri Spaak, The Continuing Battle: Memories of an European (1971) 
A new political event of extreme importance was in the making: General de Gaulle had torpedoed our negotiations without having warned either his partners or the British. He had acted with a lack of consideration unexampled in the history of the EEC, showing utter contempt for his negotiating partners, allies and opponents alike. He had brought to a halt negotiations which he himself put in train in full agreement with his partners, and had done so on the flimsiest of pretexts.
What had happened? There is every reason to believe that it was the attitude adopted by Macmillan at his meeting with Kennedy in Bermuda which so upset the President of the French Republic. Macmillan's crime was to have reached agreement with the President of the United States on Britain's nuclear, weaponry. He had in fact arranged for the purchase of Polaris missiles from the United States. In General de Gaulle's eyes the cooperation with the Americans was tantamount to treason against Europe's interests and justified his refusal to allow Britain into the Common Market. The General's resentment was all the greater because a few days before the Bermuda meeting he had received Macmillan at Rambouillet. The British Prime Minister, he claimed, had told him nothing of his nuclear plans. On the other hand, de Gaulle gave Macmillan no warning that he was about to torpedo the negotiations in Brussels. I think the full truth about these events still remains to be told. The French and British versions which have been circulating in the chancelleries differ, but what is certain is that France, without consulting her partners, unilaterally withdrew from negotiations to which she had earlier agreed and that she did so, moreover, after first insisting that the Six must present a united front.

We were faced with a complete volte-face. Stunned and angry, our first reaction was to ignore what had been said in Paris and to continue the negotiation as if nothing had happened. The British showed extraordinary sang-froid. Though, deep down, they were greatly shocked, they gave no outward sign of this and continued to present their arguments at the negotiating table with imperturbable calm.

 

Charles De Gaulle, speech (4th January 1963) 
I should like to speak particularly about the objection to integration. People counter this by saying: "Why not merge the six states together into a single supranational entity? That would be very simple and practical". But such an entity is impossible to achieve in the absence in Europe today of a federator who has the necessary power, reputation and ability. Thus one has to fall back on a sort of hybrid arrangement under which the six states agree to submit to the decisions of a qualified majority. At the same time, although there are already six national Parliaments as well as the European Parliament and, in addition the Consultative Assembly of the Council of Europe ... it would be necessary to elect over and above this, yet a further Parliament, described as European, which would lay down the law to the six states.

These are ideas that might appeal to certain minds but I entirely fail to see how they could be put into practice, even with six signatures at the foot of a document. Can we imagine France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg being prepared on a matter of importance to them in the national or international sphere, to do something that appeared wrong to them, merely because others had ordered them to do so? Would the peoples of France, of Germany, of Italy, of the Netherlands, of Belgium or of Luxembourg ever dream of submitting to laws passed by foreign parliamentarians if such laws ran counter to their deepest convictions? Clearly not. It is impossible nowadays for a foreign majority to impose their will on reluctant nations. It is true, perhaps, that in this 'integrated' Europe as it is called there might be no policy at all. This would simplify a great many things. Indeed, once there was no France, no Europe; once there was no policy - since one could not be imposed on each of the six states, attempts to formulate a policy would cease. But then, perhaps, these peoples would follow in the wake of some outsider who had a policy. There would, perhaps, be a federator, but he would not be European. And Europe would not be an integrated Europe but something vaster by far and, I repeat, with a federator. Perhaps to some extent it is this that at times inspires the utterances of certain advocates of European integration. If so, then it would be better to say so.

Question:
To What extent was de Gaulle a French Nationalist?

