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Change of Front in Tunisia? 
(By a Special Correspondent) 

What M Mendes-France envisages for Tunisia today and what he may envisage for Morocco to
morrow is not independence at all but merely the minimum concessions to nationalism necessary to end 
the present racial conflict, in which in the long run the French settlers must be the losers, so that French 
interests may be guaranteed and the North African countries eventually brought into a close union with 
France. 

T H E new inter im Cabinet which 
has just been sworn in T u n i 

sia marks another change in the 
checkered history of Franco-Tuni
sian relations. The establishment of 
this new Cabinet, consisting of 12 
Tunisians, is the result of the efforts 
made by the French Prime Minister 
M Mendes-France to come to grips 
w i t h this the second most urgent 
external problem facing France to
day, The speed w i th which M 
Mendes-France has init iated this 
change and the manner in which 
it has been hailed by the wor ld press 
has tended to give the impression 
that the Tunisian problem is now 
well on the way to a peaceful solu
t ion and that henceforth Tunisia's 
independence is only a matter of 
time. 

M u c h of this unfortunately is 
mere wishful th inking and unfound
ed speculation. What Mendcs-
France has achieved in regard to 
Tunisia is not a change of heart but, 
as in lndo-China, a change of front. 
Mendes-France is different f rom his 
predecessors in that he has appre
ciated the necessity of dealing w i t h 
facts, particularly ugly facts such as 
what he called the " a t rocious" war 
in lndo-China and the bloody con
flicts raging in N o r t h Africa. The 
efforts are not fundamentally direct
ed to a satisfaction of Tunisian as
pirations, towards independence, 
but towards saving a desperate situa
t ion for France. Thus in so far as 
the strength of Tunisian national 
resistance obliges him to come to 
grips at long last w i th the funda
mental issues—that of the Tunisians' 
demand for self-government and i n 
dependence—some progress may be 
expected. But beyond that and 
particularly in view of France's re
treat from Asia, Mendes-France's 
policy is centered on preserving in 
every way possible French interests 
and French control in Nor th Africa. 
This in fact involves an attempt to 
satisfy the demands of the Tunis ian 
people and those of the French set
tlers (a minor i ty of about 165,000 
in a population of nearly 4 m i l l i o n ) . 
It is this duali ty of a im which is 
bound to make for trouble when 
and if the new in ter im Cabinet gets 

down to talks regarding the real 
transfer of power from the French 
authorities to the Tunisian Govern
ment, 

FINAL AIM NOT STATED 

What is to be understood clearly 
is that no French Government lias 
ever stated that the final aim of 
French policy or any other French 
colony is to br ing the dominated 
peoples to independence- even in 
the most far distant future. Even 
in Indo-China the French still i n 
tend to put up a very strong fight 
to keep these states w i t h i n the 
French Un ion and the French 
Union today by its constitu
tion is a body in which the French 
play a dominant part and from 
which unlike the Commonwealth, — 
the various members have no r ight 
to secede. It is this r igidity in the 
constitution of the French Un ion 
and this absence of the right of 
secession which explains the reluc
tance of former French colonies to 
join the French U n i o n . Though 
Morocco and Tunisia being legally 
sovereign countries under French 
protection, are eligible for member
ship of the French Union , both 
countries have on many occasions 
declared that they do not wish to 
join the U n i o n but would prefer on 
the attainment of independence to 
sign entirely independent treaties or 
conventions defining their new rela
tionship w i t h France. 

It can be seen from this that what 
M Mendes-France envisages for 
Tunisia today and what he may en
visage for Morocco tomorrow is not 
independence at a l l but merely the 
min imum concessions to nationalism 
necessary to end, the present racial 
conflict, in which in the long run 
the French settlers must be the 
losers, so that French interests may 
be guaranteed and the N o r t h A f r i 
can countries eventually brought 
into a close union w i th France. The 
French are particularly worried 
about the desire of the N o r t h A f r i 
can countries for membership of the 
Arab League, for example, and also 
aware of the fact that since the U S A 
has strategic, interests in these 
countries, the time may come when 
the American Government might be 

desirous of gaining popularity in 
that region, by recognition of local 
poli t ical independence in return for 
rights at present granted by France 
without consultation wi th either 
Morocco or Tun i s i a - to maintain 
their bases in Nor th Africa. (This 
is what USA has done in Libya for 
example, a country wi th much 
smaller population and in many 
ways more backward than either 
Tunisia or Morocco.) It is un
doubtedly clear that Mendes-France 
has no intention of even discussing 
the question of the restoration of 
independence for the new Tunisian 
Cabinet w i l l have no control over 
Foreign Affairs and Defence. 

LIMITED POWERS 

The present Cabinet, therefore, 
has extremely l imited powers. It is 
an all-Tunisian Cabinet as far as 
it goes but it has no ministry of 
Defence or External Affairs and for 
the time being there are even no 
ministries for Public Works and Posts 
& Telegraphs: these last mentioned 
ministries are still to be run by 
French Directors. The inter im 
Government cannot in fact start 
governing un t i l certain conventions 
have been signed regarding what 
has been vaguely termed " negotia
tions w i th France for series of agree
ments defining of protection of 
rights and properties of the French 
settlers in T u n i s i a " . 'Phis raises an 
ominous souvenir for it may be re
called that it was just on this point 
—the definition of the rights of 
French settlers- that the long nego
tiations came to an end on Decem-
ber 5, 1951- On that occasion de
spite M Schumann's promise on 
internal autonomy, the French broke 
off negotiations on the grounds that 
they could not continue to discuss 
the formation of a elected par
liament unless the Tunisians ac
cepted the part icipation of French 
settlers in this body. 

W h a t then arc the " r igh t s " 
which Tunisians are now to be 
asked to guarantee? If as has been 
suggested by press reports the French 
settlers arc not to have any par t ic i 
pat ion in the Cabinet or in the pro
posed elected legislative body, are 
they also to be restrained from ex-
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erting their control over the Budget, 
a matter of supreme interest to the 
French settlers whose economic grip 
on the economy is the main draw
back to the development of a nor
mally balanced economy. In its 
annual Congress last month the 
powerful Tunis ian Trade U n i o n 
Movement ( U G T T ) drew attention 
to the growing unemployment and 
to the nefarious effects which this 
economic policy is having on the 
industrial development. It is, there
fore, very significant that the pre
sent Cabinet docs not have a T u n i 
sian minister for Finance. It sug
gests that the French have the i n 
tention to obtain some participation 
by French settlers in budgetary mat
ters before handing 'over this minis
try to the Tunisians. However, as 
the previous inter im Cabinet led by 
Premier Chenik found to their cost, 
a Cabinet wi thout control of Finance 
is not likely to be able to do much 
or to go far in any direction and a 
Cabinet which remains paralyzed 
through lack of such powers is not 
likely to retain popular support for 
very long. 

Thus it w o u l d seem that the new 
Cabinet w i l l have to face a very 
stiff bargain when it gets down to a 
preliminary definition of its powers 
w i t h the French Government. Re
ports from France state that the 
new Minister for Moroccan and 
Tunisian Affairs, M Christian Fou-
chct had said that these negotiations 
would begin in Paris w i t h i n 3 
months. The Neo Destour Party 
leaders have insisted that they begin 
immediately. The Tunisians are 
wel l aware of the use which the 
French settlers in Tunisia would 
make of 3 months' respite. The 
powerful " settlers' l o b b y " in Paris 
wou ld have time to exert all its 
financial and pol i t ical influence not 
only on the parl iament but also on 
the French press and public opinion. 
Already more than 115 Right W i n g 
deputies have stated their absolute 
opposition to Mendes-France policy 
in Tunisia while the French settlers 
are bombarding the French Govern
ment wi th protests and even threats. 

However, assuming that the new 
in te r im Cabinet does succeed in 
a r r iv ing at some arrangement where
by French economic interests and 
the life and property of the French 
settlers are guaranteed wi thout de
triment to Tunisian polit ical insti tu
tions, the question then arises whe
ther the Tunis ian Cabinet w i l l be 
able to govern effectively even w i t h 
in the l imi ted sphere of internal 
autonomy. Dur ing the " experi
m e n t " of 1950 one of the gravest 

difficulties encountered by the Che
n ik Cabinet was the obstruction and 
sabotage practised by French c iv i l 
servants in the various departments 
headed by Tunis ian ministers. T h e 
French stil l occupy nearly 50 per 
cent of alt the posts in the Tunisian 
C i v i l Service and if their attitude 
remains as it was in 1950-51 the 
present Tunisian Cabinet cannot 
expect to be able to govern effect
ively. Therefore, one of the first 
acts of the new Cabinet w i l l un
doubtedly be to demand certain 
changes in high places in the C i v i l 
Service and the very rapid replace
ment of Frenchmen by Tunisians. 

It is very typical of French colo
n ia l policy that having proclaimed 
to the wor ld self-government for 
Tunisia and having carefully chosen 
a very moderate Prime Minister to 
head the in ter im Cabinet the French 
should have interfered in the com
position of the Cabinet itself. The 
Neo Destour Party, which has the 
support of the overwhelming masses 
of Tunisians including the trade 
union movement of industrial work
ers and farmers, agreed to par t ic i 
pate in the Cabinet and it was this 
agreement which has made any 
chance of success possible. H a d the 
Neo Destour refused participation 
the Cabinet of Tahar Ben Ammar 
would soon have shared the fate of 
those headed by Baccouche and 
Mza l i . Nevertheless last week the 
French objected to more than 4 
Neo Destour members in the Cabi
net and even insisted that a. former 
Neo Destour member should be i n 
cluded as one of the four. This 
four th man is the controversial i n 
tellectual H a d i Nouira formerly a 
member of the Neo Destour po l i t i 
cal committee but who recently re
signed as some of his extremely pro-
French statements had displeased 
the Neo Destour leadership. T h e 
French arc particularly anxious, 
therefore, to have this man in the 
Cabinet and have in fact succeeded. 

T H E NEO DESTOUR 

The Neo Destour, however, have 
included among their 3 members 
the Political Director of the Party, 
M o n g i Slim (brother of Tunisian 
delegate to Asia, Taieb S l i m ) . 
M o n g i Sl im is Minister wi thout 
portfolio and it is obvious that his 
task w i l l be to deal w i t h the nego
tiations w i t h France which are to 
precede transfer of powers to the 
Cabinet. 

For the Neo Destour everything 
depends upon these negotiations 
since any failure on their part to 
obtain fu l l internal autonomy as a 
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first step w o u l d antagonize a very 
large section of the national move
ment which is pledged to achieve 
complete independence. In this res
pect it is to be remembered that 
for the Neo Destour Party as for the 
French 1954 is not 1951 and a lot 
of blood has been spilled in Tunisia 
since France broke off negotiations 
in that year. Since then the Party 
has been submitted to every form of 
repression and in addi t ion to the 
pol i t ical resistance a strongly orga
nised armed resistance has grown 
up into the National Liberat ion 
Army . The exploits of this A r m y 
have exerted a great influence on 
the Tunisian masses dur ing the last 
3 months and there is no doubt 
that the attacks by these groups on 
French settlers and Tunisian colla
borators have played a very large 
part in "pe r suad ing" the French 
Government to try a new policy in 
Tunisia. As in Indo-China the 
French Cabinet bowed to force, so 
in Tunisia the French have faced 
up to what Le Monde of Paris re
cognizes as revolution: " Thus one 
can say that from now on Tunisia 
is no longer in a state of upheaval 
but in a state of revolution." (La 
Monde, June 24.) 

The French authorities in T u n i 
sia have found themselves power
less to stamp out this armed move
ment which has at least the tacit 
support of the whole populat ion: 
troops, tanks, paratroopers and 
trains have been rushed across the 
Mediterranean but the attacks con
tinue. Moreover French authorities 
while tracing every act of violence 
of Tunisians against French settlers 
have not yet arrested or produced 
for t r ia l a single Frenchman respons
ible for the many atrocities against 
Tunisians such as the murder of 
the trade union leader, Farhat 
Hached in December 1952 or the 
murder of the Bey's physician, Dr 
M a m i , in July 1954. T h e French 
are stil l sending troops to Tunisia 
and the question of how law and 
order is to be restored is not at a l l 
clear. If the Neo Destour Party is 
to be asked to exert its influence to 
call upon the Liberat ion A r m y to 
lay down their arms, then who is 
going to guarantee that the French 
terrorists w i l l lay down theirs? T h e 
solution of this problem w o u l d 
necessitate the transfer of internal 
security (Police) to the Tunisian 
Cabinet and up to now there is no 
indication that the French are dis
posed to concede this. This question 
is therefore one of the most danger
ous rocks upon which the Mendes-
France policy is likely to founder. 
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