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Introduction

Between 1945 and 1965, the relationship between France and Algeria became the
crucible in which a new French polity was forged. This book argues that the Algerian
War was not a distant colonial episode but a metropolitan crisis that reshaped identity,
law, and party politics in the very heart of the republic. The violence that erupted after
the liberation of France illuminated a contradiction at the center of French modernity:
an avowed universalism paired with an imperial order predicated on hierarchy. The
resulting struggle transformed the institutions of the state, ruptured the party system,
and reordered the terms of public debate.

The story begins with the end of the Second World War, when hopes for renewal
collided with the realities of empire. The massacres at Sétif, Guelma, and Kherrata in
May 1945 exposed the limits of reform and foreshadowed a decade of mounting
confrontation. As Paris grappled with reconstruction at home and resistance abroad,
lessons drawn from Indochina seeped into doctrine and politics, shaping how officials
would interpret unrest in North Africa. The years that followed saw the emergence of
new nationalist movements, culminating in the FLN’s coordinated attacks of November
1954—events that put the Algerian question at the center of French public life.

War in Algeria quickly became a war within French institutions. Counterinsurgency
techniques—quadrillage, regroupement centers, psychological operations, and an
expanded intelligence apparatus—promised control but carried corrosive effects. The
urban campaign in Algiers revealed how policing blurred into warfare and how torture
and secrecy migrated from the periphery to the metropole’s legal and moral
vocabulary. Debates over means and ends did not remain confined to the colonies;
they reshaped jurisprudence, altered police practices, and pressed courts and
parliament to redefine the boundaries of emergency and legality.

These pressures accelerated the unravelling of the Fourth Republic. Polarized parties,
fragile coalitions, and the constant strain of colonial conflict produced a paralysis that
street protests and military discontent exploited. Special powers and states of
emergency sought to manage the crisis while eroding republican norms. The May
1958 insurrection in Algiers and the ensuing appeal to Charles de Gaulle marked a
constitutional rupture. In the name of restoring order, France created a presidency-
centered Fifth Republic whose architecture was indelibly stamped by the Algerian
question. Gaullism promised grandeur and a path to self-determination that would
disentangle France from empire while reasserting state authority at home.

If institutions changed, society did as well. Public opinion fractured across ideological,
generational, and regional lines. Intellectuals, clerics, artists, and journalists
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confronted the ethics of rebellion and repression, and the streets of Paris became sites
of confrontation and mourning—from the police violence of 17 October 1961 to the
funeral procession shattered at Charonne in February 1962. These moments were not
peripheral tragedies; they were constitutive of a new civic memory that contested who
counted as French and how dissent should be policed.

The end of empire also arrived as a social fact in metropolitan neighborhoods. The
mass repatriation of pieds-noirs, the precarious fate of the harkis, and the growth of
Algerian communities in French cities pressed urgent questions about citizenship,
welfare, housing, labor, and belonging. Municipal administrations, trade unions, and
charitable associations became frontline actors in a politics of repatriation that tested
the capacity and identity of the state. Violence from the paramilitary OAS
reverberated across both shores, underscoring how decolonization could amplify
rather than mute polarization.

This book places France’s internal transformations in a wider international frame. The
Algerian conflict unfolded in a world of Cold War alignments, UN resolutions, and trans-
Mediterranean networks. Decisions in Paris were constrained by Atlantic commitments
and European integration, even as Algerian leaders leveraged diplomatic forums and
diaspora activism to internationalize their cause. The cost of war, the demands of
modernization, and the imperatives of welfare-state expansion intersected, forcing
trade-offs that redefined both budgetary priorities and political coalitions.

Across twenty-five chapters, the narrative follows three intertwined threads: the
evolution of military strategy and its migration into metropolitan law and policing; the
politics of repatriation and the social reconstruction that followed; and the eruption of
public debates that toppled the Fourth Republic and enabled the rise of Gaullism. By
1965, with independence secured and a new constitutional order entrenched, France
had been remade—less an empire with a republic than a republic coming to terms
with the loss of empire. The legacies of this transformation endure in political
institutions, legal doctrines of emergency and amnesty, and the contested memories
through which citizens continue to understand the nation’s past and future.
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CHAPTER ONE: From Liberation to Revolt: Sétif,
Guelma, and Kherrata, 1945

May 8, 1945, dawned across Algeria with the throb of liberation. In Europe, the guns
had fallen silent, and victory over Nazi Germany was being celebrated in town squares
and cafés from Paris to Marseille. The news traveled quickly across the Mediterranean,
carried by radio broadcasts, cabled dispatches, and the excited chatter of
dockworkers, civil servants, and soldiers on leave. For many Algerians, the end of the
war in Europe promised a new beginning: rights, representation, and perhaps an end
to the inequalities that structured everyday life. The crowd that gathered in Sétif that
morning carried French tricolors alongside banners invoking nationalist slogans, a
mixture of jubilation and demand that was not uncommon in the months after war.

The city of Sétif, perched on the high plateaus of eastern Algeria, had long been a
crossroads of markets, administration, and military authority. May 8 brought a carnival
atmosphere to its central boulevards: brass bands, schoolchildren in neat rows, and
veterans in uniform marched under the gaze of colonial officials. The local nationalist
leader, Fatma Boussaha, raised the Algerian nationalist flag—an act charged with
symbolic meaning but not atypical for the day. A French police officer attempted to
seize the flag, an encounter that quickly turned into a confrontation. The spark found
kindling: anger, pride, and the pent-up frustrations of years under Vichy-era
restrictions, wartime conscription, and economic strain.

What followed escalated with unnerving speed. Violence spread through the town,
targeting European settlers and pied-noir families, as well as colonial police and
administrators. Rumors—some accurate, many inflated—circulated by telegraph and
hurried phone calls across the province. In the countryside, attacks multiplied in the
hours and days after the initial clash. The villages of the surrounding region saw
assaults on European farms and outposts. The French response was swift and severe:
army units, spahis, and colonial infantry deployed with orders to restore order. Martial
law was declared, and reprisals began almost immediately, directed not only against
armed groups but against the general population.

The massacres at Sétif, Guelma, and Kherrata unfolded in different tempos but with
similar logic of collective punishment. In Guelma, local European militias and
gendarmeries rounded up suspected nationalists, often on the basis of rumor and
denunciation. Hundreds of Algerian men were detained in makeshift camps and
executed or beaten. Kherrata, a small town in the same corridor of violence, witnessed
extreme brutality as the army hunted insurgents and civilians alike. Official casualty
figures compiled in the aftermath—still debated and politicized—suggested a death
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toll of several thousand Algerians, with dozens of European lives lost. The mismatch in
scale was stark and became a marker of the event in collective memory.

Algeria in 1945 was a colony in the midst of contradictions. Formally part of France, it
had a European settler population that enjoyed full citizenship and political rights,
while the Muslim majority lived under a separate legal regime governed by the Code
de I'indigénat. The war had left the economy strained, food rationed, and
unemployment high. The promise of French universalism—Iliberty, equality,
fraternity—sat awkwardly against the reality of segregated schools, limited access to
the ballot, and administrative hierarchies that reserved key posts for Europeans. For
many Algerians, the war had been a shared sacrifice: conscripts fought in Europe and
North Africa, laborers worked in factories, and families endured loss. The victory
should, they thought, unlock new possibilities.

For French authorities, the events of May 8 were framed as a law-and-order crisis
rather than a political problem with deep roots. The response combined immediate
military repression with a narrative that emphasized criminality, foreign agitation, and
the dangers of uncontrolled crowds. In the days that followed, reports from the
military governors emphasized the need to reassert authority swiftly, even as
journalists and humanitarian workers sent dispatches that painted a different picture.
One French officer, summarizing the mood in a confidential note, wrote that “the first
duty is to reestablish confidence,” a line that masked the harshness of the methods
employed. Such notes circulated quietly among officials and hinted at the tensions
within the administration.

The choice of date was not lost on observers. May 8, 1945, carried symbolic weight as
the day of victory over fascism and occupation. For French leaders, it was a moment
to reassert the legitimacy of the republic and the integrity of the empire. For Algerian
nationalists, it was an opportunity to press for reforms, representation, and
recognition. The juxtaposition—celebrations of freedom in Europe amid violent
repression in the colony—underscored a paradox that would recur throughout the
decade. The events revealed how the politics of liberation could look radically different
depending on where one stood in the empire.

In the immediate aftermath, French officials sought to contain the political fallout. The
Governor-General, Maurice Viollette, tried to balance firmness with conciliation. He
announced investigations and promised reforms, including limited extensions of
political rights. Yet the same authorities who issued calls for calm also authorized
mass detentions and collective penalties that contradicted the spirit of those promises.
The prefectural system, backed by military commanders, operated with broad
discretionary powers. In a colony accustomed to hierarchy, the line between policing
and warfare was always thin, and May 1945 blurred it further.

Across the Mediterranean, metropolitan France received the news amid its own
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reconstruction. Paris was rebuilding, not only physical infrastructure but political
institutions. The Fourth Republic was not yet born—it would be formalized later that
year—but the provisional government under Charles de Gaulle was navigating the
transition from wartime to peacetime rule. Algeria, as an integral part of France,
occupied a special place in the calculus of governance. The events there threatened to
complicate an already fragile stability. De Gaulle spoke of a “community of peoples”
and the need for reform within the empire, but the first priority for many officials was
restoring order.

For Algerian nationalists, the repression of 1945 became a crucible. Messali Hadj, a
leading figure in the Algerian People’s Party (PPA), found himself under renewed
pressure, and his organization faced suppression. Ferhat Abbas, a more moderate
voice who had pinned hopes on gradual reform, watched as the space for legal
activism narrowed. The violence radicalized a generation, convincing many that
petitions and legal strategies would not suffice. Oral histories collected decades later
describe the shock of seeing friends and relatives detained or killed, the lingering fear
in villages, and the determination to seek new paths. These experiences fed the
formation of new political organizations and, eventually, clandestine networks.

The colonial economy, meanwhile, continued to churn through the wartime changes.
Rationing persisted in some areas, and agricultural output struggled to meet demand.
Labor migration to France had increased during the war, and Algerian workers in
metropolitan factories began to organize and articulate demands. These workers
brought news from the colony into French cities, building bridges between colonial
grievances and metropolitan labor politics. In Algeria itself, price inflation, poor
harvests, and land scarcity compounded social tensions. The repression did not erase
these problems; it simply put them under a temporary, and brittle, lid.

Intellectuals and clerics were not immune to the shifts. In Algeria, French-educated
Muslims debated the meaning of Frenchness and the limits of republican inclusion. In
France, commentators began to notice that the empire was not simply a distant
possession but a domestic political issue. The language of rights—so central to the
resistance narrative in Europe—was increasingly applied to colonial subjects, even as
officials hesitated to implement reforms that would redistribute power. Newspapers
carried reports and counterreports; letters to editors argued about the sequence of
events. The fog of information thickened rather than lifted.

It is worth pausing on the detail of violence. At Sétif, the initial clash became a pattern
of street fighting, then reprisals in neighborhoods where Muslims and Europeans lived
in close proximity. In Guelma, the colonial militia’s role was especially prominent,
pointing to the importance of local settler networks in shaping outcomes. In Kherrata,
the terrain of hills and narrow valleys made escape difficult and pursuit brutal.
Soldiers, gendarmes, and settlers each operated with distinct logics—military
discipline, legal authority, and communal defense—yet their actions converged in a
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general atmosphere of harshness. The result was not simply casualties; it was a
rupture in social trust.

French officials thought in terms of reestablishing order; many Algerians interpreted
the events as a sign that the colonial system would defend itself by force. The key
protagonists were diverse. On the French side: the military, the prefecture, the
colonial administration, and the European settler organizations. On the Algerian side:
crowds emboldened by the moment, local leaders willing to take risks, and those who
chose to flee into the countryside. Each group had its own logic, and these intersected
unevenly. The memory of events, too, diverged. In European households, stories
emphasized fear and the defense of community; in Muslim families, they emphasized
loss and injustice.

The communications context of 1945 shaped how events unfolded and were
remembered. Radio broadcasts carried official announcements; handwritten posters
appeared on walls; word of mouth traveled through marketplaces and cafés.
Authorities tried to control the flow of information, but rumors outran cables. Some
French officials privately acknowledged the difficulty of establishing a clear timeline. In
their internal memos, they worried about “exaggerations” on both sides, a term that
served to bracket the scale of violence. Such caution did not prevent firm action, but it
did complicate later attempts to reconstruct the sequence.

The debate over numbers—always politically charged—obscured a more
straightforward reality: the repression was disproportionate and shaped by colonial
assumptions about order. French authorities often cited the initial attacks on
Europeans to justify harsh measures, but the collective nature of reprisals shifted the
conflict from a police action to a war-like operation. The effects were felt not only in
immediate casualties but in the long tail of fear and resentment. Schools were closed,
markets disrupted, and families scattered. The colonial state projected power, but at a
cost to its moral legitimacy among the governed.

Those who survived May 1945 often recall the silence that followed as much as the
violence. In villages, people rebuilt, buried, and tried to resume normal life. In cities,
debates resumed over the meaning of citizenship and reform. French administrators
issued directives about reconstruction and aid, but these were filtered through
hierarchies that prioritized European interests. For many Algerians, the experience
was one of being both French and not-French—subjects of a republic that did not fully
extend its rights to them. The contradiction was not theoretical; it was lived in homes,
schools, and workplaces.

The events also had a demographic dimension. In the immediate aftermath, some
Algerian families sought to leave for France, hoping for better jobs and less overt
discrimination. Others moved internally, seeking work in different provinces or shelter
with relatives. European settlers, meanwhile, consolidated their hold on urban jobs
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and political offices. The colonial labor market, already segmented, grew more rigid.
The wartime economy had opened some doors; the repression closed others. It was a
moment that redefined mobility and opportunity in ways that would echo in the
migration patterns of the 1950s and 1960s.

As the Fourth Republic took shape later in 1945 and 1946, legislators in Paris debated
the status of the colonies. New frameworks promised a more inclusive empire—La
France Union, the Departmentalization of Algeria—backed by talk of equal rights and
modernization. Yet the gap between legislation and practice remained wide. In Algeria,
voting rules, administrative quotas, and economic policies still favored Europeans. The
reforms looked progressive on paper but did little to dismantle the structural
inequalities that had fueled the May violence. For many Algerians, the lesson was
clear: legal change would come slowly, if at all.

For the French state, the events of 1945 posed a test of its capacity to govern a vast
empire with limited resources. The military, stretched by demobilization and
occupation duties, had to balance force with restraint. The administration had to
manage public opinion at home and abroad. International attention, still focused on
the aftermath of the world war, briefly turned toward North Africa. The United Nations
was in its infancy; decolonization was not yet on its formal agenda. But the ripples of
May 1945 did not go unnoticed. Diplomats, journalists, and exile activists began to file
reports that would later inform broader critiques.

The police and judicial response also set precedents. Courts handled a flood of cases,
some against armed suspects, others against bystanders caught up in sweeps. The
use of collective penalties, curfews, and detention camps normalized emergency
measures in everyday governance. Lawyers—European and Muslim—navigated a
system where rights were unevenly applied. Appeals to higher authorities often hit
bureaucratic walls. The experience taught both administrators and subjects what
“order” looked like under colonial law. It was a preview of techniques that would later
be applied more systematically.

In the countryside, agricultural rhythms were disrupted. Harvests were delayed,
laborers were detained, and local markets thinned. Landholders adjusted by calling on
colonial officials for protection, while tenants and day laborers struggled to secure
work. The result was not only economic loss but a change in the balance of power in
rural communities. The colonial state, already a distant arbiter, became more present
and more intrusive. Its presence was felt not as a provider of services but as an
enforcer of discipline. This shift in the nature of authority mattered for the years
ahead.

Among French observers, there were those who sounded warnings. Some colonial

officials, having served in other parts of the empire, recognized the pattern: repression
could buy time but not loyalty. They drafted memos arguing for meaningful
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reform—land redistribution, expansion of voting rights, investment in education—and
these memos survive in archives as evidence that alternatives were considered. But
institutional inertia and settler politics constrained action. The desire for stability
trumped the appetite for transformation. The result was a policy of gradualism that
satisfied no one.

For Algerian youth, the experience of May 1945 became a lesson in political realism. In
schools, where curricula emphasized French history and values, many students saw a
disconnect between what they read and what they lived. In cafes and backrooms,
discussions turned to organization and secrecy. The idea of a structured, clandestine
movement grew more appealing. Stories from Guelma and Kherrata were told and
retold, sometimes with embellishment, but always with the conviction that change
would require collective action. These narratives laid the emotional groundwork for
future mobilization.

The French military drew its own lessons, though they would only fully surface later.
Officers studied how quickly a festive crowd could become a riot, how local militias
could shape outcomes, and how information control was as important as firepower.
The experience confirmed the value of rapid deployment, decisive action, and
cooperation with local authorities. These lessons were noted in training and planning
documents, creating a repertoire of techniques that would be adapted elsewhere. In
May 1945, Algeria became a laboratory of colonial policing, even if few in Paris called
it that at the time.

Meanwhile, the ordinary business of administration continued. Tax collection, road
maintenance, school inspections—these routines provided a framework for daily life
even as the political landscape shifted. European settlers maintained their dominance
in business and civic associations; Muslim associations pressed for recognition and
resources. The French state tried to mediate, but mediation under unequal conditions
tends to favor the powerful. The rituals of governance—prefectural circulars, municipal
meetings, court sessions—helped restore the appearance of normalcy. Behind the
scenes, however, trust had been damaged.

As 1945 turned to 1946, political parties and associations regrouped. The SFIO, the
communist party, and the MRP each had their own positions on colonial reform, and
they debated these in the context of the new constitution. In Algeria, new Muslim
parties emerged, seeking legal status and electoral footholds. Messali Hadj’s followers
tried to rebuild, while Ferhat Abbas charted a more moderate course. The French
administration watched closely, sometimes tolerating, sometimes suppressing. The
oscillation reflected a broader uncertainty: how much openness could the empire
withstand without unraveling?

The immediate aftermath of May 1945 also affected France’s international image.
Reports of the violence circulated among exiles and sympathetic observers. The
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emerging human rights discourse, forged in opposition to Nazi atrocities, created a
language through which colonial repression could be criticized. The French
government sought to manage these perceptions, emphasizing the exceptional nature
of the events and the steps taken to restore order. Yet the contradiction remained: a
republic that celebrated liberation abroad while suppressing it at home. The
dissonance would become harder to ignore.

For soldiers and police who participated in the repression, the events left personal
traces. Some saw themselves as defending their community; others wrestled with the
moral weight of orders executed in chaotic circumstances. Veterans of the war in
Europe found themselves in a different kind of conflict, one less clear-cut than the
fight against fascism. Their letters and diaries reveal a mix of duty, fear, and
uncertainty. These private experiences shaped the institutional culture of the security
forces, contributing to a mindset that valued decisiveness and loyalty over
deliberation.

The massacres were not simply a regional episode; they were a signal. They marked
the moment when the contradictions of empire became visible in a single, violent
snapshot. For French administrators and politicians, the events demanded attention
because they threatened the stability of a crucial part of the republic. For Algerians,
they offered a lesson about power and rights. For observers around the
Mediterranean, they confirmed that the end of the world war would not automatically
mean the end of colonial order. The stage was set, though few knew it at the time, for
a longer and more complex confrontation.

In village squares and urban neighborhoods, life eventually resumed. Markets
reopened, schools welcomed students, and the routines of work and family reasserted
themselves. But the memories of May lingered in gestures, silences, and stories. A
mother might pause at the mention of a certain date; a teacher might select a lesson
carefully; a shopkeeper might watch the road for uniforms. These small details
mattered because they constituted the texture of everyday life under a system that
had revealed its capacity for violence. They also shaped how people interpreted the
promises and threats of the future.

As the Fourth Republic consolidated, the events of May 1945 became a reference
point in debates over reform and order. Legislators cited them as evidence of the need
for change, while officials cited them as proof of the risks of haste. The duality
mirrored the broader dilemma: how to modernize the empire without destabilizing it.
In the background, the voices of those who had lived through the massacres—often
absent from official proceedings—continued to echo. They reminded anyone who
listened that numbers and dates, while important, never fully captured the lived reality
of the day.

For Algeria and for France, 1945 was a year of beginnings and endings. The war in
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Europe ended; a new political order began; and a cycle of confrontation in North Africa
started that would last nearly two decades. The events at Sétif, Guelma, and Kherrata
were not the first chapter of the Algerian War as later defined, but they were a prelude
that set tone and stakes. They exposed the fragility of imperial universalism and the
intensity of local aspirations. They showed how quickly celebrations could turn to
crises and how authority, once challenged, could respond with terrible speed. The
empire carried on, but the ground beneath it had shifted.
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