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14 The Decline of the
Imperial Role of the
European Powers: France,
Italy and the Future of
Northern Africa

Bruna Bagnato

Italy and France both emerged from the war weak, shattered, and utterly
exhausted. But the resemblance between their positions ends here.

ITALY 1945-9: FROM POST-COLONIALISM TO ANTI-
COLONIALISM

Former enemy, former pariah, Italy emerged from the war conscious of
the strenuous effort she needed to make to create for herself the image of
a country for which the suicidal Fascist experience had been nothing but
a temporary aberration:' painful but pregnant with salutary lessons for the
future. Conscious of having to expiate her political past in the hope of
ridding herself of the stigma of dictatorship and re-entering as rapidly as
possible the international political arena,* Italy was, albeit disingenously,
willing to implement the clauses of a peace treaty she considered exces-
sively punitive and humiliating for a people who had in the end rejected
Fascism and had combatted it at enormous cost and with enormous sac-
rifice. She was ready therefore to ‘suppress rightful indignation and suffer
salutary affliction while contributing to a non-isolationist formulation’ of
her foreign policy.?

Italy’s need for the reconstruction of a lively political fabric, but one
often incapable, amid the headiness of refound freedom, of translating its
political intentions from the level of enunciation of principles to that of
practical proposals;* the concomitant needs for rapid economic rebirth;
and for a solution to be found to a complicated institutional question — all
these pressing problems failed to reduce the bitterness caused by the high
price that the allies intended to exact from the country that had stabbed
France in the back and, more especially, had dared to challenge British
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hegemony in the Mediterranean. Nor was it by chance that, in the discus-
sions on the future of Italy’s ‘Mediterranean policy’, that is the future of
the pre-Fascist colonies, Great Britain should have had the inglorious role
of béte noire of Italian aspirations.’

Italy’s colonial problem, confronted with initial unease by the country’s
political leaders and public opinion, was already being taken into consid-
eration by the victorious powers at the time of the Potsdam Conference in
July 1945.°5 A decision was taken at Potsdam to set up the Council of
Foreign Ministers which was given the task of drafting the peace treaties
with Germany’s satellite countries. This was undoubtedly the most suit-
able forum for tackling the questions connected with the political destiny
of Libya, Eritrea and Somalia. In September-October 1945, the problem
of the Italian colonies was referred to the examination of the deputies of
the Foreign Ministers, who met together from January 1946 onwards to
deal with the question of the peace treaty with Italy. Signed in February
1947, this treaty, however, made no provision for a solution to the problem
of the pre-Fascist colonies, which was once again deferred. In October
1947 the conference of deputies decided to set up a four-power commis-
sion on the colonies. Between November 1947 and June 1948 this commis-
sion completed a fact-finding tour in Libya, Eritrea and Somalia. And in
July 1948 it presented a report on each of the countries visited to the
Foreign Ministers gathered at Lancaster House. It was the Commission’s
unanimous opinion that the granting of independence to the three [talian
colonies was premature, in view of the political backwardness of the in-
digenous populations and the inadequacy of the economic structures to
support the possible shock of immediate self-government. These arguments
provided useful ammunition for Italian claims and were not slow in being
seized on and used by the government in Rome.”

Such, in short, was the institutional framework within which the slow
and laborious process of the search for a solution of Italy’s ‘African’ prob-
lem was pursued. It was a process bedevilled by the sudden deterioration
in the relations between the Americans and the Soviets; by the open
British hostility to supporting Italian aspirations; by the embarrassing
and delicate situation of the United States, anticolonialist by tradition,
but often colonialist in practice; by the isolation of the French, who alone
were disposed to support the government of Rome fofo corde, and by
the manifest intention of both the Western powers and the Soviets to use
the colonial problem as a means of influencing an Italian public opinion
deafened and confused by contradictory signals, and hence particularly
vulnerable.®

Public opinion, government authorities and opposition parties seemed
unanimous, up until the political watershed represented by the elections of
18 April 1948, in their intention to defend the colonial argument, even
though conspicuous personal exceptions were not lacking.’ The ‘expulsion’
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from Africa, it was felt throughout the peninsula, would be unjust for a
number of reasons. These included the labour and skills that the Italians
had exported to Africa, the needs for an organic migratory policy, and the
‘universalist’ vocation of the heirs of the Roman Empire.'® Why should the
Allies deprive Italy of her territories in Africa, ‘even the poorest and most
onerous’,'" when the government in Rome did not have any covert inten-
tion of colonial conservation as this was commonly understood, but was
animated by the sole objective of permitting mainland Italy to contribute
to the proper development of the material resources of those regions and
the political preparation of their inhabitants, whom even the victors
had recognised as still too inexpert for political life to be able to govern
alone?

These were the considerations that Palazzo Chigi urged on its diplo-
matic representatives stationed in the capitals of the West. Yet there were
those who lost little time in putting the government on its guard against
the inadequacy of the arguments which were supposed to support and
explain the Italian requests.

Thus, in October 1947 the Italian ambassador in Paris, Pietro Quaroni,
one of the most attentive and acute observers of the international situ-
ation, and a man whose analytical skills often aroused admiration, wrote
to the Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Carlo Sforza:

I fear we are placing too much emphasis on the question of the colon-
ization — or valorizzazione, however we care to call it — of our colonies,
expecially in North Africa... First of all, are the French and the
English, . . . really so enthusiastic about the idea of seeing a powerful
Italian demographic base established in North Africa? I doubt it...I
would like to explain myself better: Tripolitania and Libya, after having
been for decades a wilderness of sand, an expanse of desert, have now
suddenly become for us a kind and promised land, which could by itself
resolve, or almost, our demographic problem. These are pindaric flights
of propaganda, I'll be told, but here a lot of people believe in them.

Not to mention, added the ambassador, the reactions of he Arabs to the
Italian designs: ‘I would really like to see’, he wrote ‘what pandemonium
will break out the day on which our plan for the europeanisation of North
Africa reaches the ears of the Arabs’. ‘For heavens’s sake’ Quaroni urged,
‘let’s not speak of these plans, neither in our press not in our foreign
chanceries: let us by all means think about them, but let’s keep them to
ourselves’. More generally, the diplomat noted that the battle for the
colonies was ‘from the propagandistic point of view being shaped in forms
and with formulae that no longer corresponded to the times’. ‘It is all too
clear that we understand the mandate of the UNO as a mandate of the
SdN, that is a fig-leaf to cover the word colony. .. Today one must speak
of independence, of self-government, one must speak of indigeneous peoples
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and not of Italians: in other words exactly the opposite from what we are
doing.’

Neither in Palazzo Chigi, nor in the government and parliament, did
Quaroni’s heartfelt and disenchanted appeal meet with a responsive audi-
ence. Still less could it be easily digested by public opinion, which contin-
ued to be subjected to a short-sighted and deafening battage, whose themes
remained the defence of the colonies and the maintenance of national
dignity, inseparably linked in a dangerous symbiosis.”” Nor did Quaroni meet
with any more of a receptive audience at the talk he gave at the Istituto
per gli Studi di Politica Internazionale (ISPI) in 1948. In the course of his
address the ambassador emphasized:

We need to recognise one fact, whether it’s a good thing or not I don't
know. The colonial period, which existed over the last century has ended.
England has lost India; Holland has lost Indonesia; France is losing
Indochina and the situation of her colonies in North Africa is very grave.
England is abandoning Egypt, France is leaving Syria and Irag. Now, in
response to this colonial world in ferment, it is very doubtful whether,
even if these colonies were to be restored to us, we would have the
strength and the ability to maintain them. Would it not be more suit-
able [Quaroni wondered] to put a brave face on it and renounce every-
thing that has been taken away from us, profiting from it to establish our
political and economic relations with the Arab world — which are very
important — on a completely different footing?"*

This innovative view of the future of the relations between Italy and her
colonies only became of relevance when the international debate on the
future of Libya, Eritrea and Somalia was reaching its epilogue. On 13
September 1948 the deputies presented their report to the Council of
Foreign Ministers, but the diversity of the Western positions, combined
with the accentuation of contrasts between the Western nations and the
Soviets, prevented the adoption of a joint resolution. In conformity with
the declaration issued on 10 February 1947, at the time of the signature of
the Italian peace treaty, the Foreign Ministers deferred a solution of the
problem to the United Nations, where the question was not examined
until April 1949. The Italian government gave a positive response to the
decision to defer the matter. For it gave a brief respite to Italy’s manoeuvres,
permitting her not only to exploit the tension with Moscow to ensure
Western support for her requests, but also, simultaneously, to exert pres-
sure on the Latin American delegations at the UNO to ensure they looked
favourably on her African aspirations. Sforza undertook intense diplo-
matic activity. At the Cannes meeting, the Italian Foreign Minister pre-
sented a plan to his French counterpart Schuman. This met with the support
of Paris but, on being presented to the UN General Assembly on 11 April,
was vetoed by the Anglo-Saxon group.” The Italian Foreign Minister
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understood that ‘the only way out was represented by a direct agreement
with London’.!® But the ‘Bevin-Sforza compromise’, which provided for
Italy’s trusteeship administration over Somalia and Tripolitania, met with
no success. Put to the vote in the General Assembly on 17 May 1949, it
was rejected.”

The last attempt to maintain a presence in North Africa as a mandatory
of the UNO having failed, Italy now subjected her foreign policy to a
complete volte face: ‘shedding all reservation and uncertainty’, she became
‘the champion of the principle of full autonomy for the peoples of Africa’'®
Italy, an ex-colonial power not by conviction but by the repudiation of her
colonial role by her victors in the war, thus translated this position of
weakness into a source of potential strength by transforming herself from
a post-colonial into an anti-colonial nation. The declaration of her anti-
colonial persuasion was calculated to strengthen Italy’s rapprochement
with the Arab states and to enable her, in this way, not to lose contact with
the African situation. The reflection on the tasks and needs of the Italian
presence in Africa only changed route, maintaining unaltered its basic
objective — that of confirming the Italian presence in the continent — which
could now be pursued thanks to the ‘unfortunate but providential’’ events
which had excluded Italy from the group of colonial powers.

The signals of this radically different approach are clear and unambigu-
ous. In an undated note, but presumably dating to June 1949, the General
Secretariat of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Rome pointed out that
‘the failure the London agreement had led Italy to recomsider her
position’:

We had to do so [it was explained] if we wished to remain abreast of
the situation and take due account of the developments that had taken
place both in the international field and in the local situations, and if
we wished to make our contribution to a concrete solution which can be
delayed no longer, since the deferment of the solution of the problem
of the colonies from one Assembly to the next is beginning to become
a dangerous game and disturbs the atmosphere of international
relations. . . It is thus necessary to surmount this impasse and reach a
decision which. .. may eliminate a serious source of friction and con-
trasts in international relations.”

Though forced to abandon her request for trusteeship administration
over Tripolitania, Italy was unwilling to renounce the safeguarding of her
interests in the region. Indeed, the decision to grant independence to
unified Libya was also explicable by taking this need into account. ‘For
self-evident reasons’, in fact, the government of Rome:

could not renounce the opportunity [which she believes she has] of ex-
erting her own influence in a region of Africa’s Mediterranean littoral,
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all the more so in a region in which her economic interests are preva-
lent. And this influence cannot be limited to the ‘mere material inter-
ests’ of the Italian community. Nor can the safeguarding of these interests,
if it is to be effective and lasting, disassociate itself from the exercise of
a certain political interest, which it both postulates and determines. As
things stand at the moment...it seems to us that our interests in
Tripolitania, as enunciated above. .., may be effectively safeguarded
only through the territory’s independence.”

Were not these the concepts, besides, that Mario Toscano, head of the
Office of Studies and Documentation at Palazzo Chigi, felt bound to
reiterate when he wrote:

Great Britain needs to recognise that a country in Italy’s present-day
condition will never be able to resign itself to having a door shut in her
face on the opposite shore of the Mediterranean, and will always tend
to consider. . . the central Mediterranean as her own zone of influence,
whatever promises to the contrary are made by her rulers and however
sincere their intentions may be.”

Italy’s decision to pronounce herself in favour of the independence of
unified Libya thus indicated the formulation of a Mediterranean strategy,
which was given the task of pursuing a number of short- and medium-term
objectives: thwarting British plans; favouring a better protection of ‘Italian
rights’; revamping Italy’s image among the Arab peoples. The conversion
to anti-colonialism thus opened up hitherto unsuspected and interesting
perspectives, ‘providing the salutary premises. . . for Italy’s larger involve-
ment in the African and Asiatic sectors’.® As Sforza maintained, ‘Italy’s
new attitude to the peoples of her former colonies’ opened up ‘opportun-
ities for fruitful collaboration with the Arab and Asian countries’.*
In his speech at Lake Success on st October Sforza said:

The Italian people is convinced it must ever more actively pursue the
friendship of those States that will surely emerge in those territories to
which it [the Italian people], with such great abnegation, had brought
the benefits of civilisation. Of this friendship Italy could be sure, based
as it was on the contribution of thousands and thousands of Italians with
whom the indigeneous populations have always lived in perfect har-
mony, even in the most difficult times.”

This sudden opening up of new horizons was regarded in Italy with great
optimism, but also with the caution suggested by a disenchanted observa-
tion of the limits of political action in the Mediterranean. The lack of the
human and financial resources necessary to make such a ‘regional’ policy
concrete and effective:®® the need to use European and Atlantic terms
in the slogans which were supposed to accompany and explain Italy's
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,>Eo.m:_ strategy; the difficulty of suppressing the recurrent defect of
flaunting, in the form of public speeches, a policy which had not yet been
officially formulated, and which, to be successful, needed on the contrary
to be conducted ‘in extreme silence’ with a view to not arousing the reac-
tions of the allies.”” For it was undeniable that the decision of the United
Nations ‘had removed the barrier which for so many years had hampered
the establishment of friendly relations between Italy and the Arab coun-
tries’.2 Yet it was all too clear that Italy’s new Mediterranean policy would
hardly be to the liking of her European partners: not only to Great Britain,
but even to France, a country which had never hidden her violent distaste
for the prospect of the independence of a unified Libya on the very borders
of her turbulent North African colonies.?” For the government in Rome it
was therefore a case of choosing between the risk of arousing the rancour
of her European allies, and the chances offered and the potential held out
by a philo-Arab policy. This choice had to be made; or the existence of any
alternative denied, while at the same time holding onto the Arab ‘card’
which had so unexpectedly dropped into the hands of Italian diplomacy.*

FRANCE 1944-54: THE TRANSITION TO THE UNION FRANCAISE
AND THE SURRENDER IN NORTH AFRICA

While the Italian response to the crisis of colonialism was one of ambigu-
ous anti-colonialism, full of promises and potentialities, France, with a far
Eaﬁ and more solidly entrenched imperial tradition, reacted by attempt-
ing an operation of simple maquillage. Having emerged from the war
nominally as a victor country, but only thanks to the benevolence of the
real victors, France adopted a posture of national pride in refusing to
accept her decline from big power status: if there was a decline, it was a
contingent phenomenon, a sad but necessary stage in a process of growth;
the malaise was due to a weakness of a temporary character, which could
be overcome by an appeal to the country’s great reservoir of human and
moral resources, and by the rapid reconstruction of the material resources
reclaimed from wartime use.”!

In the eyes of the French, the empire represented not just, and not so
much, an emblem to be regarded with the nostalgia with which a past
greatness was remembered, but as an ace up the sleeve, a pledge for a
better future.®? It was only thanks to the empire — it was stressed — that
France had been able to be considered not a liberated but a victor coun-
try.®® The empire had remained a happy enclave during the war; the over-
seas .ﬁoaﬁoimm did not have to suffer, with the exception of Indochina, the
humiliation of an enemy occupation; the joint effort expended in van-
quishing the Axis had reinforced the feeling of belonging to a political
unity: it had created an unbroken union sacrée>
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But this political and psychological lifeline to which the French govern-
ment and the public opinion of France continued to cling to avoid drown-
ing in the turbulent seas caused by the war, which was now redefining the
roles and balance of forces of the post-war period, hardly offered a safe
anchor. It was threatened by turmoil and the ever stronger winds of change
fomented by the claims for national autonomy. The signals emerging from
the overseas territories immediately after 1945 were hardly encouraging.
The uprising in eastern Algeria on 8 May 1945, the very day marking the
end of the war in Europe — held by some historians to be the premonitory
sign and dress rehearsal for the revolt in 1954, and to which the govern-
ment in Paris responded with the classical ‘colonial’ instruments of
draconian repression,” the hardly more edifying cases of Syria and Leba-
non, which tarnished the image of imperial France; the difficulties which
the government in Paris encountered in a Morocco where the sultan had
placed himself at the head of the anti-French revolt: all these were epi-
sodes which required some response from Paris which would restore order
to a situation of dangerous confusion. But this response, which translated
itself into the transformation of the empire into the ‘Union Frangaise’, was
so ambiguous, so full of undeclared aims, unspoken assumptions, sO replete
with rigidities and fears, as to give rise to hardly encouraging omens about
France’s future ‘imperial’ role.

The transition to the ‘Union Frangaise’ occurred in fact in the wake of
a necessary renewal of the interpretative co-ordinates of the colonial ‘phe-
nomenon’: necessary, but not by the same token desired. The reticence
and hesitation in continuing along the road of an effective revolution in
the perception of the problems of the overseas colonies were testified to
by the inability to make a clear choice between the two main tendencies
of colonial ideology and praxis: that is the tendency to assimilation, the
traditional framework of French colonialism; or the antithetical tendency
to autonomy, inseparably linked with the British imperial system.*

The Brazzaville Conference in 1944, while it ‘indicated the willingness
of Free France to undertake reforms’,”® proved of little use in shedding
light on the new colonial policy which was laboriously gaining ground in
the minds of French politicians. It was only the heads of the French colo-
nial administration, and not the representatives of the indigenous groups,
who had taken part in the Brazzaville meeting. Moreover, its discussions
had been mainly focused on the problems of black Africa; the strategic
problems of Mediterranean Africa and Indochina had not been addressed.
Nor were the import and significance of the notion of autonomy clarified;
the term itself was used inopportunely and with alarming casualness.
The contents and potential application of the federal principle also
remained obscure, though it could have represented a winning card. None-
theless, despite these shortcomings, the Brazzaville Conference had a
profound impact on the colonial debate that developed in France, for
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its recommendations were accepted by the constituents of the Fourth
Republic.*®

A prey to the contradiction implicit in the failure to choose between the
alternatives of assimilation and autonomy, the constituents of 1946 em-
braced both principles which, however valid in themselves, produced con-
flicting results if simultaneously applied in practice.” In the Constitution
of the Fourth Republic, the ‘Union Frangaise’ is mentioned in general
terms in the preamble and, at greater length, in title VIIL If the Preamble
had the character of a declaration of intent, and hence a degree of vague-
ness was inevitable and excusable, the interpretational doubts it aroused
were not removed in title VIIL. Here, by contrast, some degree of clarity
was necessary: it was indispensable, in other words, to grasp the horns
of the dilemma, and take a clear stance. But no such stance was taken.
H..wm federal idea of equality between national communities, and the as-
similatory idea of equality between human beings, were enunciated simul-
taneously and with equal conviction, and were forced into a difficult
cohabitation. The principle of hierarchy between the different forms of
civilisation was nominally abandoned but, at the same time, the validity of
the old adage about the ‘traditional mission’ of France was reaffirmed. The
system of representation in the Federal Assembly, the most important
organ of the ‘Union Frangaise’, seemed unduly complicated and artificial,
and that was precisely the intention of the motherland, fearful lest the
voting arithmetic might erode its political supremacy.

The simultaneous rejection of the idea of autonomy, considered inad-
missible, and that of assimilation, considered impossible, had the effect of
making the provisions of art. 75 of the Constitution largely inapplicable.
And yet this article represented the only safety valve for the expression of
Go aspirations to emancipation of the overseas territories. Provision was
in fact made in it for the possible evolution of the conditions of members
of the ‘Union Frangaise’, but it was an evolution which was supposed to
occur within the constitutional framework provided, and in conformity
with the principle of the perpetuity of the link between France and the
territories of her former empire. It was a framework devoid of the flexibil-
ity which would have permitted a painless readjustment of the system, and
permitted the transformations, whose premonitory signals had already
emerged before 1946, to have developed within it, and not outside it.

The rigidity of the new structure given to the empire, now the ‘Union
Frangaise’, was in fact motivated by deep-seated political reasons. France
was weak. She was forced to conduct a foreign policy within the restrictive
coordinates established by the new equilibria of the post-war world. She

mn.omvmma only reluctantly, and at some inconvenience, the de facto cur-
tailment of her ability to influence the international scenario in an effec-

.H?m. way. The government in Paris could only play a losing game. It was
obliged to acquiesce impotently in the loss of Eastern Europe as a traditional
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area of influence of its policy, and to accept that the German problem, the
recurrent sword of Damocles, the nightmare that disturbed the dreams of
the French from Sedan on, were discussed as an international and not as
a French problem. Only the ‘Union Frangaise’, it was thought, could save
the image of France as a great power and so permit the recovery of the
prestige she had lost in the war.

A close link of cause and effect was thus established between the
reconfirmation of France’s colonial and imperial vocation, and the ability
to regain her great-power status and reassert it at the political and diplo-
matic level. The recognition of this simple proposition was full of conse-
quences. If the coherence of the empire and the country’s status were so
intimately bound up, all those elements, all those international forces, that
were hindering, more or less deliberately, the success of the ‘Union’ were,
in reality, attempting to prevent the French renaissance, and to confirm
France’s position in a secondary role in the global diplomacy stakes.™ The
two blocs, it was argued in France, had reinforced their anti-colonial po-
sitions either with the intention — in the Soviet Union — of weakening the
French position in the Atlantic Alliance, or with the hope - in the United
States — of substituting a France considered incapable of maintaining her
status as a colonial power."

The rancour and resentment that these considerations aroused were an
indication of the complexity and difficulty of the task that France had to
fulfil: reinforcing her links with the territories of her former empire was
tantamount to reaffirming her own decision-making autonomy in estab-
lishing the confines of her national interests. Yet these confines, which
delimited the fluctuating margins of French foreign policy, had been drawn
by other international protagonists who could have expanded or restricted
them at will and according to circumstance, varying the pressure of their
own anti-colonialism on the infinite spatio-temporal combinations.

Bearing in mind this underlying political and psychological situation,
the tenacity with which France defended the proposed partition of Libya
and the subjection of a part of it to a French trusteeship administration,
and the dismay of the government in Paris at the decision to grant it
independence, are fully understandable. The consciousness of the ‘instru-
mental’ role which French support for the colonial theses of Palazzo Chigi
was supposed to provide, was strongly felt in the government circles in
Rome. France will continue to provide us with her support not for us but
for herself [wrote the Corriere della Sera in December 1947]. ‘An inde-
pendent Libya, or a Libya entrusted to the protection of the Arab League,
would be for France the decisive blow to the decline of her power in the
Maghreb’.*? In effect, Quaroni wrote to Palazzo Chigi in September 1949,
the independence of Libya had seriously endangered the French positions
in Morocco. The political advantages of the Libyans, the ambassador noted,
would have been intolerable for the Moroccans who made no bones about
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their disdain for those ‘Arab brothers’.* The Italian consul in Tunis,
Eugenio Prato, in November of the same year, reported the slow but
progressive transformation of Italy’s image in the Regency:

Last September, [he wrote] when our attitude to the Libyans clearly
emerged, the local press called us the weakest point of the colonial front
which had given way under the Indo-Arab-American pressure. . . for the
liberation of peoples. At a later stage, that is during these last few weeks,
the press has no longer spoken of Italy in an explicit way, but here and
there some very cautious, and I would say marginal, phrases of recog-
nition of the ‘liberal’ Italian attitude are apparent in the anti-French
polemic.*

In Morocco, where, ‘albeit in the most absolute calm, the nationalist idea
and the cause of independence had conquered the majority, if not virtually
the totality, of the population. .. one strand of the nationalist propaganda
was that the new Italy, with the renunciation of her colonies, had been the
most understanding and clear-sighted of the colonialist nations’.*

These were two major successes for Italian diplomacy, which sowed the
seed for a more actively involved policy in the Mediterranean. Palazzo
Chigi was conscious that ‘the Italian desire to conduct a philo-Arab policy
would certainly have damaged the French positions in North Africa’,* but
this was not considered a sufficient reason for renouncing or abjuring it.
On the other hand, wrote Sforza, ‘the French government might regret’
the repercussions produced by Libyan independence in Morocco and
Tunisia, but Paris ‘had the delicacy not to complain to us about it, and
understood that the responsibility for what had happened was in large part
due to the few who in England had precluded even a minimum accord
with Italy’.*

The decision of the United Nations on Libya, in effect, could only make
more difficult France’s control over her North African protectorates. For
not only was that decision potentially explosive, but the message it sent
was clear, unequivocal and, more especially, of universal application. In
Morocco and Tunisia the invitation of Paris to modify the institutional
framework of bilateral relations, and base it on the new formula of the
“Union Francaise’, met with a decidedly negative reception. On 9 August
1947, in a statement issued in Cairo, where he had been living in exile
since 1945, Habib Bourguiba, leader of the Tunisian ‘Néo-Destour’, after
maintaining the need to abolish the protectorate, explained that, in Tunisia’s
case, accepting forced integration in the ‘Union Francaise’ would be tan-
tamount to renouncing her ‘international status as a sovereign state’.”® The
Moroccan nationalist movement expressed similar views.” This predict-
able failure of the ‘Union Francaise’ in North Africa is explicable bearing
in mind the transitory character of the régime, in contrast to the perma-
nent character of the bond of association established in the ‘Union
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Frangaise’: a bond which entailed the important corollary of the impos-
sibility for members of the Union to secede from the association by any
unilateral act contrary to the general will. To the vague and illusory ad-
vantages offered by the entry into the new union, the nationalists preferred
the certainty of not having to relinquish precise competences. As Borella
clearly explains:

the colonized peoples, until they have achieved total independence, often
prefer the most unfavourable régime to an improved one, in the hope
that the former may prove temporary whereas the latter, if accepted,
would become definitive. It is astonishing to see young indigenous
nationalist movements vindicating their status as colonized peoples, s0
long as the colonial period still persists; the fact is that their strength
derives from the dependent position of their country. . . The total sub-
jection of the protectorate permitted the hope of one day achieving total
independence; whereas the improved situation accepted in the associa-
tion seemed to preclude such a prospect. . . The situation of the protec-
torates vis-d-vis the Union Francgaise had therefore to be dominated by
mutual ignorance.”

The relations between Paris and Rabat and Tunisia continued therefore to
be conducted outside the scheme delineated by the French constituents.
Morocco and Tunisia did not participate in the meetings of the Supreme
Council, nor in those of the Assembly, in which eighteen seats had been
reserved for their representatives. France, however, was incapable of
proposing an alternative to the institutional framework of the ‘Union
Francaise’. Her policy in North Africa was characterised by a lack of
consistency, confusion, a dangerous superimposition of different decision-
making authorities, the government’s inability to ensure the implementa-
tion of its decisions by those who were delegated to do so at the local
administrative level,”! and by the pressures that the beleaguered French
minorities in the two protectorates successfully exerted on an executive
constantly dithering over the alternative options of reform and repression.
Only the arrival of Mendés France in power, in June 1954, could open the
way to negotiations which would lead the two North African countries
to independence. An inevitable decision, taken in a climate charged
with tension, with the sinister image of Dien Bien Phu before people’s
eyes.

France was thus forced to surrender in North Africa, due to the pressurc
of events, and due to the intrinsic weakness of an internal system sub-
jected to increasingly insuperable challenges. For, so it was argued in Italy,
it had proved impossible for France ‘to reconcile her ancient colonialist
spirit with the granting of independence to the countries belonging to her
former colonial empire’: she had failed to understand that the definitive
collapse of traditional imperialism represented a ‘democratic evolution
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that was undoubtedly in the logic of history’.” How could France have
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believed she could have withstood the iron laws of History?
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