The Fourth Republic

The Legacy of the Past

From the French Revolution in 1789 onwards, there were always two visions of France. One was the revolutionary France, Bastille Day, 1871 and the Paris Commune, the Popular Front and the Resistance. The other was the France of strong government and national pride: The France of Napoleon I and III; of the anti-Dreyfusards and of the right-wing leagues of the 1930s; of the Pétainists under Vichy.

Between 1875 and 1940 the Third Republic seemed to represent the victory of Republican democracy. Leon Blum launched the Popular Front government on a wave of optimism in 1936, passing long awaited social reforms. It collapsed a year later under the weight of pro-Fascist and anti-Republican elements. In 1940 the Third Republic collapsed after the defeat in the war against Hitler.

France became the ‘Etat Français’, an authoritarian state, glorifying the cult of Marshal Pétain and dedicated to ‘Work, Family, Nation’. On 10th July the National Assembly voted, 468 – 80 to end the Constitution of the Third Republic and replace it with the new ‘French State’. Pétain promised to be the ‘shield of France’, protecting France from the worst consequences of defeat and wiping away the left wing and anti-clerical traditions of the Third Republic.

After 1942 support for Vichy began to ebb. The STO conscripted thousands of workers, crimes committed at Drancy and Isieu, the eager collaboration of the Milice soon boosted Resistance. The ‘Guerre-Franco-Française’ became even more bitter. Passive collaboration tainted almost everyone  and active collaboration involved leading politicians like Pierre Laval, businessmen and leaders of the Catholic Church. Even the Resistance was badly divided. In 1944, France badly needed some patriotic myths to hide some ugly realities. It still does.

The mood of 1944- 45 required villains to be punished. The outrages of Oradour-sur-Glane were clearly committed by Germans, but they were helped by French traitors: Pétain, leval, Carles Maurras( leader of Action Française), Joseph Darnand and Paul Touvier ( Milice). There were women who had taken German lovers during the occupation and businessmen who had cut profitable deals with the Germans. There was much talk of ‘épuration’ but in reality many criminals were not pursued and the process of punishment was uncontrolled and inconsistent. The number of people killed in revenge was probably less than 10,000, not the 100,000 as sometimes claimed.

The Liberation myth played an important part in the rebuilding of France after the war. When Paris was liberated, de Gaulle dominated the scene, not riding on an American tank but walking ‘alone’, as leader of the Free French, liberating his own people. When he made his first speech, de Gaulle said France had been set free  ‘by the French, with the help of their British and American allies’. Throughout the war, de Gaulle had often acted, rather absurdly, as the embodiment of the French nation. Yet, the ‘Vichy Syndrome’ persisted. Although wished out of existence, it had a profound impact on the French army and foreign affairs, which made it unable to face reality in Indochina and Algeria.

‘Dictator by Consent’ – France and de Gaulle,

1944 – 46

One of de Gaulle’s claims to fame as Head of State in 1944-45 is that he ‘saved the nation from Communism’. There were several reasons why the revolutionary situation in 1944 did not lead to a Communist take over of which de Gaulle’s prestige is simply one:

· As leader of the Free French de Gaulle had been out of the country since 1940 and had not been involved in the in-fighting and compromises which had scarred the Resistance in France.

· The fact that the ultimate military power in France in 1944-45 was the USA; the Americans simply would not tolerate a Communist take over.

· The situation of the French Communist Party. Its leaders, such as Maurice Thorez, badly felt the need to live down the 1939 Nazi-Soviet Pact. They also followed Stalin’s policy of co-operation with the new government.

· The speed with which de Gaulle moved. He had made plans to set up a provisional government early in 1944 and his agents were already active. Once in France and with the backing of two American divisions, de Gaulle quickly incorporated the FFI into the Free French Army and quickly passed a decree (28 October) dissolving the Communist militia.

· The international situation enhanced de Gaulle’s prestige. The ‘Big Three’ treated France as a great power, taking part in the four-power occupation of Germany.

De Gaulle thus became ‘dictator by consent’ on the back of massive public popularity, which he had built up since 1940. By the summer of 1945 the period of transition was over and it was now necessary to devise a new permanent constitution.

For de Gaulle and his supporters the issue was simple. The old party politics of the Third Republic had failed. France needed a strong presidential system, building on the current sense of national unity and directly in touch with the people. A republican monarch. This would be decided by a Constituent Assembly, which would devise and vote on a new constitution. The political parties launched into action.

There was an inevitable clash between de Gaulle, who was unanimously elected head of the Provisional Government in November 1945, and the political parties. Ironically, one of de Gaulle’s problems was that he did not have a political party of his own. Another problem was the difficult economic situation.

De Gaulle won the first round when a referendum rejected a plan to restore the institutions of the Third Republic and a second referendum backed de Gaulle’s plan that the Constituent Assembly should only be temporary, until the new system was in place. But when de Gaulle formed his first government he was forced to accept five Communist ministers in his cabinet. He was soon forced to run the government using the kind of party bargaining that he hated so much. After two months, stating that he was merely a ‘prisoner of the parties’ de Gaulle resigned in disgust on 20th January 1946. It was clear that he did not expect to be out for long and that he would be called back to power with the strong powers he desired. He spent 12 years out in the political wilderness.

A New Constitution

Devising a new constitution was a slow process. Eventually, after a second referendum and by a majority of just one million (8 million abstained), the Fourth Republic would have a political system similar to the Third Republic. A President, elected by both houses, would be in office for seven years and would appoint a Prime Minister. Real power would lie in the National Assembly. The President would have limited powers.

Tripartism

Up to 1947, governments of the Fourth Republic were based on tripartism, power-sharing between three main parties. This included the Communist PCF, the Socialists and a Christian Democrat Party, the MRP. Tripartism was always an uneasy compromise and did not last long. Its main difficulties included:

· The coalition was too large and diverse. This made it difficult to agree on any detailed policy.

· The difficult economic situation, especially inflation, following the resignation of Pierre Mendès-France in 1945.

· The Communists were regarded with suspicion by their Socialist partners, especially as the Cold war was taking hold.

· Traditional French anti-clericalism. This made left-wing co-operation with the MRP difficult especially over education issues.

· De Gaulle. He made life difficult for the Fourth Republic, forming the RPF claiming that it was ‘ the party that was not a party’.

Early in May 1947, the Prime Minister Paul Ramadier dismissed the Communist members from the coalition government. It would be 1981 before any Communists became members of the cabinet again;

The Third Force

An alliance between the Socialists, the MRP and the Radicals. On the outside were the Communists and RPF.. Immobilism meant that the Third Force suffered from mounting cynicism among the public that nothing was happening and nothing had changed. In the 1951 elections the RPF won 120 seats, the Communists won over 100. The Third Force fell apart over schools and France was ruled by a coalition of the MRP and Radicals without Socialist involvement. A sense of decline and pessimism enveloped the political scene:

Discredited 1930s politicians including Vichyites joined the cabinet; an unimpressive conservative President Coty replaced Auriol; the bulk of the RPF joined the government in 1953 prompting de Gaulle to announce his ‘real’ retirement; the launching of a new right wing movement, the Poujadists led by Pierre Poujade; the defeat at Dien Bien Phu. 

Economic History

The story of the post-war French economy is one of the most striking aspects of the history of France since 1944. France went through a period of sustained economic modernisation and prosperity known as the ‘Thirty Glorious Years’. The France of the 1970s was unrecognisable from the France of the 1930s, with higher living standards, healthy rates of population growth, high levels of investment and an urbanised, modern infrastructure.

Several reasons can be suggested for the remarkable transformation:

· The impact of the Marshal Plan. The post-war years were a boom period for Western Europe as a whole, not just for France.

· The results of European integration. France, in partnership with Germany, took a leading role in the economic co-operation, which led to the creation of the ECSC and EEC.

· Centralised national planning. The origins for this can be traced back to Vichy.

· Above all, the Monnet Plan
The Monnet Plan

When Pierre Mendès-France became Minister of the National Economy in 1944 his attempts at nationalisation and national planning were resisted by the political establishment. After he resigned in 1945, the problem of inflation got worse and the economic crisis in 1946-47 was a key factor in prompting the USA to bring in the Marshal Plan.

In January 1946, Jean Monnet was appointed head of the Commissariat General du Plan. Monnet thus became head of a body of about forty economic experts who could virtually ignore parliament and rely on continuity of policy, however often governments came and went. The first economic plan was issued at the beginning of 1947, an ideal time to gain maximum benefit from Marshall Aid. Monnet and his colleague Robert Schuman were also chief architects of the 1951 Schuman Plan, which integrated the French and German Steel and Coal Community.This would lead the way to the EEC.

The Monnet Plan soon achieved its targets for the post-war reconstruction and quickly won over the banks and industrialists who had been so hostile at the beginning. The Cold War boosted the growth of military projects and the economy in general; close co-operation with West Germany brought its rewards. The Enarques ensured the continuation of Monnet’s policies long after he had left the scene. This central direction of the economy is often called dirigisme.
Between 1949 and 1973, investment grew to record levels, while foreign trade and exports, especially to the rest of Europe, increased sharply. Large projects were launched in housing and in transport, especially rail modernisation. In the 1950s and 60s, French economic growth was sometimes higher than that of West Germany and consistently double that of Britain.

Contrary to popular myths, the economic successes of the Fourth Republic were considerable; though much of the credit for them was claimed by the Fifth Republic. 

Foreign Policy

Three issues dominated the foreign affairs of France from 1944:

1. The problem of decolonisation. The issue poisoned the politics of the Fourth Republic and culminated in disaster in 1954 and 1958.

2. Franco-German relations.

3. The rebuilding of France as a great power and the development of a distinctive French foreign policy. The politics of ‘grandeur’

Much was achieved to reclaim French status and prestige in 1944-45. France was one of the four occupying powers of Germany. On the other hand, the obsession with wiping away national humiliation meant that post-war France found it almost impossible to handle decolonisation.

Indochina
The aim of the Viet Minh  was independence from the Japanese, not to bring back French rule. After the war, attempts to re-establish French colonial authority in Indochina inevitably led to conflict. Although it may have been possible to come to some sort of compromise when Ho Chi Minh came to Paris in 1946 ( Pierre Mendès-France and even some army realists wanted this), hard-liners made sure that the new French Constitution ruled out independence for the overseas territories. War broke out in December 1946.

The so-called ‘Saigon Clique’ which dominated French colonial policy resulted in a long war which led to a dreadful waste of lives and vital resources. This led ultimately to the defeat at Dien Bien Phu. This was not so much a decisive battle but a moment of realisation. Talks began at Geneva in April 1954 and Mendès-France pulled France out. The baton passed to USA.

North Africa
After ending the Indochina war, Mendès-France began to disengage from French North Africa. He granted autonomy to Tunisia and began independence talks with Morocco, which ended in 1956. Algeria, however, presented an insoluble problem.

· The Algerian Muslim nationalists, the FLN developed into a formidable military and political force.

· Many in the French army, burning with rage over the double humiliation of 1940 and 1954, were utterly against any political settlement or « sell out ».

· There were over one million French settlers in Algeria.

A long and bitter war began which was to last from 1954 – 1962. By 1958 there were more than 350,000 French troops fighting in Algeria. Governments were increasingly embarrassed by reports of torture and atrocities and public opinion was turning against the war. In May 1958 rumours of new peace moves provoked a rebellion by the right wing ‘Ultras’ in Algiers. Leading army officers like General Salan made it obvious that they would not put down the rebellion. Faced with this crisis, the Fourth Republic collapsed. De Gaulle made it clear that he would step in to rescue France.

1958

In May 1958, Algeria was rocked by a revolt by the settlers and army rebels who launched a coup d’état code named ‘Operation Resurrection’, aiming to prevent what they feared to be a surrender of French rule. As the revolt began, France had three distinct centres of power:

· Paris, where  the Pflimlin government and President Coty had to defend the Republic ;

· Algiers, where General Salan and the rebels were leading the coup ;

· Colombey les-Deux-Eglises, where de Gaulle was in waiting.

Both in Paris and Algiers, de Gaulle was seen as the key to the situation. If he joined the revolt, he would virtually guarantee its success; on the other hand, de Gaulle was the one man who could face down the army and the Right. There is little doubt that he deliberately exploited the crisis as a path to power.

To the militarists and extremists in Algiers, de Gaulle appeared to be the strong man who would establish authoritarian rule and save Algérie Française. Throughout, de Gaulle was careful to avoid direct links with the rebels, although Salan and other rebel leaders expected de Gaulle to back them. For de Gaulle, the revolt was another 1940, requiring once again the ‘saviour of the nation’. But, even though there were Gaullist agents in Algeria and de Gaulle himself may have secretly encouraged the rebels, he preferred to stick to the legal path. He had no wish to be tied down by commitments to the army.

To parliamentary politicians, de Gaulle’s support was a two-edged sword. Yes, he was ‘ at the disposal’ of the Republic – but only in order to change it. Although there was a mass Republican rally in Paris led by Mendès-France, the air of crisis led President Coty to invite de Gaulle to form the next government. He was sworn in as the last Prime Minister of the Republic on 1st June 1958.

He then moved very quickly to draw up a new constitution, confirmed by his favourite method of a referendum (79% voted ‘oui’). After gaining 78% of the votes in the presidential election, de Gaulle was inaugurated as the first President of the Fifth republic in January 1959.

Essays

1. What factors led to French economic recovery under the Fourth Republic?

2. Examine the view that ‘the achievements of the Fourth Republic have been greatly underrated’.

3. What problems faced the Fourth Republic and how successful were politicians in dealing with them?

With what justification has it been claimed that, in the years 1940-1969 ‘again and again, Charles de Gaulle was the Saviour of France’?

Set out a clear point of view: either ‘proving’ the claim to true or tackling it head-on. Don’t sit on the fence! Make a clear, argued case. Is the quote justified?

Next, analyse the key words of the question. ‘Saviour’ is a loaded word, tending to hero-worship – do you wish to attack it? Even the simple word ‘France’ needs attention: does this mean democratic France, Republican France, Gaullist France. ‘Again and again’ can be debated. 1940 – 44 and possibly 1958-62, but ‘again and again’ seems to imply an endless list of unique achievements. What did he save France from?

Below is a list of achievements credited to de Gaulle:

· 1940     the decision to fight on alone, de Gaulle’s BBC broadcast ;

· 1943     standing up to Churchill and Roosevelt, uniting French resistance ;

· 1944     the Liberation of Paris, ‘France liberated by the French’ ;

· 1945     ‘dictator by consent’, saving France from Communism or civil war ;

· 1946     de Gaulle resigns ; France wastes the chance to achieve stability.( also proves de                    Gaulle to be a true democrat not another Napoleon) ;

· 1958      the return of de Gaulle, saving France by a new strong presidency ;

· 1962      de Gaulle as the one man able to save France from the Algerian crisis ;

· 1960s     restoring French greatness with ‘grandeur’ in foreign policy ;

· 1968      de Gaulle saving France from ‘anarchy’ of May 1968 ;

· 1969      accepting the will of the people and retiring without protest ;

· 1970 since his death, a legacy of continuity and stability.

Having chosen which of these claims are (i) true (ii) false  (iii) exaggerated, you can apply your judgements to a framework of key events, using these to support your case, not to describe what happened.

