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THE ALGERIAN WAR 
ANTHONY WEDGWOOD BENN, M.P. 

THE war in Algeria is now half-way through its sixth year. 
According to official French sources the number of dead on both 
sides amounts to nearly 180,000. The Algerians say that they 
have lost 600,000 killed and 400,000 wounded. In addition, 
they point to a million and a quarter civilians taken from their 
homes by the French and concentrated in re-groupment camps, 
and half a million more who have fled to become refugees in 
Tunisia and Morocco. 'The Economist' once calculated the cost 
of the war at £1 million a day. At its peak strength, the French 
maintained over 600,000 troops in the field against a rebel army 
less than one quarter that size. 

Yet though the policy of military pacification has absolutely 
failed, no effective political solution has been seriously attempted. 
The consequences of this unresolved war have been felt as much 
outside Algeria as inside. It has cost the French people their 
Fourth Republic and many of their liberties. It has stirred 
African opinion more than any other single issue. It has occupied 
the attention of all the great powers and the United Nations. 
And for the NATO alliance it has presented a most disagreeable 
choice of difficult alternatives. 

The Algerian war now threatens to become internationalized. 
There could easily be an extension of the fighting onto the 
Tunisian and Moroccan frontiers. And foreign intervention of 
a graver kind cannot be ruled out. This is the prospect that faces 
the world and makes urgently necessary a solution. And to do 
that we must first understand the background. 

The French occupation of Algeria dates back to 1830,when 
Algiers was captured after a three-year siege. It was not until 
1857 that the conquest was completed with the subjection of 
Kabylia. But even after that, insurrection against the French 
continued spasmodically. The process of colonization encouraged 
a large number of French settlers to make their permanent home 
in Algeria. They received good land and protection, and they 
remain today the dominant factor—with the army—in the situa
tion. Despite the claim that Algeria is an integral part of France, 
the pattern of colonization followed classic lines. French 
citizenship was only quite recently extended to the Arabs, who 
have had no real voice in their own government. Such constitu-
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tional development as has been attempted has come about as 
a result of nationalist pressure in recent years. 

The modern nationalist movement in Algeria dates back to 
the '20s when Messali Hadj founded—in France—the Etoile 
Nord-Africaine, which represented the aspirations of all the Arabs 
in the Maghreb. In 1936 he returned to Algeria and founded 
the P.P.A. It was—inevitably—banned by the French and its 
leaders arrested. Messali himself spent most of the next twenty 
years in jail. 

During the Second World War the hopes of the nationalists 
were greatly raised by the belief that France would be compelled 
to give freedom to the Maghreb. But this was to reckon without 
her Allies. In 1942 came the North African landings—when 
British soldiers were dressed as G.I.s to reduce the resistance 
from the Vichy garrisons. Then the French were maintained 
in power. Hence the bitter comment : "The uniforms were 
American, the troops were British, and the victory was French." 

In 1945 an uprising occurred and was put down with the 
greatest severity. According to American correspondents, 
10,000 Algerians were killed before order was temporarily 
restored. The P.P. A. re-emerged in a new guise as the M.T.L.D., 
still under Messali's presidency. It contested the 1948 elections 
to the newly constituted Algerian Assembly. But this venture 
into constitutionalism offered little encouragement to those who 
had advocated the attempt. There is general agreement that 
these elections were faked by the French. The M.T.L.D. only 
got eight deputies in the new Assembly, and Ferhat Abbas's 
U.D.M.A. got only seven others. The rest were officials and 
pro-French Arabs who earned the title "Beni O u i - O u i V . 

Experience of this constitution precipitated a fierce debate 
inside the M.T.L.D. and turned them towards other methods 
of achieving freedom. Different tendencies emerged on the 
Central Committee over the form the Algerian Revolution should 
take and how it should be launched. The Messalists became a 
minority as against those who were more militant and believed 
in a national front to cover all political groupings. When the 
first shots were fired in November 19^4, the orders were in fact 
given by an inner and highly secret activist group who had formed 
themselves into a revolutionary committee of unity and action— 
the C.R.U.A.—and who resolved to act as a fuse to ignite the 
powder keg of Algerian nationalism. 
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By this time the split with Messali Hadj was complete. He 
refused to join forces with the newly formed F.L.N, national 
front and, after the revolution had begun, he himself formed the 
M.N.A. in opposition to it. For historic reasons the M.N.A. 
has been largely backed by Algerians working in France, and 
there is no evidence that it is an effective force in Algeria itself. 
The bitterness between the F.L.N, and the M.N.A. has been 
intense. The F.L.N, regard the M.N.A. as traitors to the cause 
of national unity, and the M.N.A. repudiate the claims of the 
F.L.N, to represent the Algerian people. There is ample evidence 
that a savage vendetta of violence has been conducted by each 
group against the other. And this unhappy split has undoubtedly 
helped the French enormously in their propaganda activities. 
The supreme irony is that Messali, whose place in the history of 
Algerian nationalism is beyond argument, has now been released 
by De Gaulle and lives under French police protection whilst 
still proclaiming his leadership of the Algerian people. 

This split which is misunderstood and over-emphasized has 
been a definite factor in misleading the Socialist International and 
the British Labour Party in their attitude to the Algerian war. 
And it has been offered as an excuse by the French Socialists 
under Guy Mollet for their appalling record on Algeria. 

Yet the simple and indisputable fact is that the F.L.N, is 
a highly organised national front and is the only combatant force 
in the cause of Algerian freedom. Since their famous conference 
in 19^6 when they elected their leaders and adopted a very full 
constitution, they have constituted within themselves an em
bryonic state. This was consolidated two years later, in 19^8, 
when the Algerian government in exile—the G.P.R.A.—was 
founded. It is now recognized by nineteen countries and fully 
supported by many others. 

These are the credentials of the F.L.N., and they cannot be 
ignored. 

Its published aims and policies show it to be a revolutionary 
social movement pledged to "the rebirth of the Algerian state in 
the form of a democratic republic". It is anti-Communist, 
anti-racialist, and pledged to a Maghreb federation. It is closely 
linked to the independent Algerian trade unions—U.G.T.A.—and 
stresses the social revolution which will be achieved by its victory. 

Successive French governments have always been confident of 
military victory. Even Guy Mollet spoke and acted as if he 
had the power to impose his alternative policy of "internal 
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autonomy". Self-determination was not even included as a 
possibility. "Algeria is a part of France" remained the official 
view. Indeed, under Mollet, even the informal contacts with 
the F.L.N, were broken off after the kidnapping of Ben Bella 
and the other Algerian leaders. More French troops were sent 
to intensify the fighting and the famous phrase "the last quarter 
of an hour" was coined in anticipation of victory. 

The war became more bitter and more horrible with terrorism 
and torture—authenticated beyond any shadow of doubt—to 
symbolize the hopelessness of it all. 

This was the background of De Gaulle's return to power. But 
what France needed was not a new constitution, but a new 
Algerian policy. And that was the one thing to be denied it. 
Two years after returning to power De Gaulle has brought 
France no nearer a solution to this problem. 

In his famous speech of 16th September, 19^9, De Gaulle 
appeared to be setting out on a new course. He granted the 
principle of self-determination and set forth various alternatives. 
Whilst rejecting any political discussions with the F.L.N, he 
offered cease-fire talks, and this offer was immediately accepted. 
They nominated Ben Bella and his four colleagues to act on their 
behalf. The French Government—and a lot of the world's press 
—took this as a calculated insult. But it was not so. Ben Bella 
has been able to keep in close touch with the F.L.N, since his 
imprisonment, he is still one of the very top leaders of the 
revolution, and enjoys the confidence of his colleagues to such 
an extent that he would certainly be authorized to negotiate on 
their behalf. 

At this stage the F.L.N, were cautiously optimistic about De 
Gaulle's intentions. They did not mind a ban on negotiations 
about the future of Algeria, provided that the guarantees for 
self-determination were cast-iron. They were confident that 
a general election would lead to an overwhelming vote for an 
independent Algeria. But they suspected that De Gaulle was 
not in charge of the situation. 

The 'colon' rising in Algiers in January provided the ideal 
opportunity to test the sincerity of De Gaulle's new policy. He 
succeeded in restoring order, and the leaders of the revolt were 
arrested. But it was only some weeks later that the price of his 
victory became apparent. In subsequent speeches De Gaulle 
banged the door on a negotiated peace settlement to be followed 



102 A F R I C A S O U T H 

by genuine self-determination. Since March all hopes of peace 
have faded and the war continues. 

It would, however, be quite wrong to imply that things have 
gone back to what they were. In the last two years the Algerian 
war has been more and more a matter of international concern. 
It has always had the support of the Arab League and it was 
backed by the Bandoeng Conference in 19^^. In 1957 it was 
successfully raised at the United Nations, although the resolution 
passed then was totally innocuous. The General Assembly 
resolutions of 19^8 and 19^9 were progressively better, and the 
French escaped severe censure only because of De Gaulle's self-
determination offer. The world is now firmly committed to 
self-determination, and De Gaulle makes a great mistake if he 
thinks that he can retreat from it. 

There have also been important developments outside the 
U.N. The Pan-African Conference in Tunis was absolutely 
dominated by the Algerian war. For the delegates there it was 
i 'an act of aggression committed by N.A.T.O. against the whole 
continent". And it seemed to indicate that the settlers would 
always choose to fight if they seemed in danger of having to 
surrender their privileged position. The plan for volunteers was 
more than a gesture. It was an indication that for many African 
nationalists this war would decide their future too. 

The attitude of the Communist Powers to the Algerian war 
has been somewhat more complex. The Russians behave with 
complete diplomatic propriety and do not recognize the G.P.R. A. 
This policy may be reinforced by a fear that an independent 
Maghreb would come under American influence. The Chinese, 
however, are not thus inhibited. They have urged their assistance 
on the Algerians, who have been reluctant to take up all the offers 
made. The acceptance of massive Chinese help might damage 
their cause in the eyes of the world. Yet it remains a powerful 
threat. And the F.L.N, leaders would not hesitate to fall back 
upon it if total military defeat faced them. 

For the N.A.T.O. Powers, Algeria presents an awkward 
choice. The leaders in Washington and London know that the 
policy of military pacification cannot succeed. But they dare not 
come out openly for fear of shattering the alliance. Indeed 
American military aid for France over the last ten years has run 
at an average of one million two hundred thousand dollars a day. 
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And yet, in the face of the facts of the situation, it is quite 
clear that America and Britain cannot continue with this policy. 

What then is likely to happen if nothing is done? We must 
expect an intensification of the fighting this summer and probably 
a flare-up along the Tunisian and Moroccan frontiers. If this 
produces incidents like the Sakiet raid, the Security Council 
would be bound to act; and so, undoubtedly, it would if foreign 
intervention were to reach serious proportions. 

For France the prospect is even grimmer. De Gaulle cannot 
last indefinitely without producing results. And since he is 
clearly not in a position to impose a liberal solution, a civil war 
in France cannot be ruled out. 

It is, therefore, perfectly clear that the Algerian war cannot 
be solved within the political or military context of Algeria itself 
or of Algeria and France. It is bound to be internationalized in 
some form before it can be settled. In hard terms this means 
either an extension of the fighting with all that that involves, 
or an international solution sought at, and underwritten by, the 
United Nations. With full United Nations backing for a cease
fire, negotiations for self-determination and a supervised referen
dum, peace could be restored. After that, enormous interna
tional aid would be necessary to put the new state on its feet. 
It is along these lines that Western policy should be reshaped. 
For the whole of Africa is watching to see whether freedom is 
held to be a matter of world concern and, if so, whether it can 
be peacefully achieved or not. Algeria is not an issue on which 
any of us can afford to remain uncommitted. 




