Observation no: 111
Country-year: France 1955
1. Did the current regime come to power in a military coup?

No.

2. Has the country ever experienced a military coup?

Yes. In 1799, General Napoleon Bonaparte came to power as the First Consul,
effectively ending the French Revolution.! In 1851, Bonaparte’s nephew, Louis
Napoleon, dissolved the assembly of France’s Second Republic and reclaimed power
by military force.2

3. Isthe country’s top leader a former military officer?

No. The Prime Minister (PM) during and immediately preceding the Suez Crisis was
Guy Mollet, who was in office from February 1, 1956 through June 13, 1957.3 Mollet
was in the French army in 1939 later joined the resistance during World War Two
but there is no evidence that he was an officer. He began his career political career
in 1945.

Prior to Mollet, PM Edgar Faure was in office from February 23, 1955 through
February 1, 1956.% Faure was a member of the resistance during the German
occupation of World War Two but he was not a military officer. He was a career
politician and lawyer.

Prior to Mollet, PM Edgar Faure, who served from February 23, 1955 through
February 1, 1956, was a career politician. His predecessor, PM Pierre Mendes
France, who served from June 18, 1954 through February 23, 1955 was a lieutenant
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in the French Air Force in WWIL5 That said, since France’s involvement in the Suez
Crisis began on October 31, 1956, Mendes France was not technically the leader in
the year prior to conflict initiation. Therefore the answer to this question is still “no.”

President Rene Coty, who served from 1954 through January 1959, joined the army

in World War I but not as an officer. In the 1920s he became a career politician. That
said, the presidency in France was largely symbolic due to the parliamentary nature
of France’s political system until the Fifth Republic was inaugurated in 1958.6

4. Is the military officer corps largely closed to those who do not share the
leader’s ethnic or sectarian background?

No.

5. Are there strict ideological requirements for entry into the senior officer
corps?

No.
6. Is party membership required for entry into the senior officer corps?

No.

7. Does military training involve extensive political education or ideological
indoctrination?

No. That said, the French military underwent some ideological change in the wake of
World War Two and the French experience in Indo-China. While the military of the
Fourth Republic (beginning in 1944) was still characterized by pre-war ideological
tensions between regime and the military, Bankwitz notes that “the officer corps in
general had accepted the military attitudes which only a minority in it had openly
expressed before 1940. Since the defeat, the officers had been forced to choose
between honor and obedience, between nation and regime. Now, they publically
embraced the idea of conditional obedience... they firmly believed there were ‘cases
in which rebellion is a duty.’ "7 Defeat in 1940 was blamed upon politicians and the
army put forth a vision of the regime that had led the nation astray from what
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should have been a tightknit relationship with the military. Additionally, one of the
central ideas to French civil-military relations at this time was the idea of the
“nation-in-arms” and as the “army as a microcosm of the nation.”8

8. Has the military been used to repress internal dissent in the last five
years?

No.

9. Has the military been used to govern the country in the last five years?

No.

10. Is there a paramilitary organization separate from the regular military,
used to provide regime or leader security?

No.

11. Is there an internal intelligence apparatus dedicated to watching the
regular military?

No.

12. Has a purge of the officer corps occurred in the last five years?

No.

[t is important to note, however, that the epuration legale (“legal purge”) of French
officials with links to the Nazis or other collaboration with the Vichy Government
was conducted from 1944 through 1949.° The litigation on many of these cases

lasted for decades afterwards and involved some former senior military officers.

13. Is there an institutionalized forum through which civilian leaders and
military officers regularly exchange information?

No.

The office of the president is technically the chief of the French Army, but this was a
largely symbolic position in 1955. Very little information is available in English on
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this subject. Given the history of French civil-military relations, it is likely that there
were some kind of successor-institutions to the pre-War institutions such as the
Superior Council of War and the Permanent Committee of National Defense, but that
they, like their predecessors, met rarely and remained relatively important since the
political upheavals of 1936.10

It is also noteworthy that French Army under De Gaulle in 1955 was considerably
more vocal on questions of political life than in previous periods (see question 7).
According to the law, various constitutions and legal interpretations of French law
since Article 12 of the 1791 Constitution specified that the army was subordinate to
civil power. That said, Bankwitz argues that this system was overturned in 1940, at
which point the army began to informally wield political power by nature of the
standards and requirements known as “conditions morales” it imposed on the
regime, which effectively allowed them veto power over legislation.

10 Jbid., 84.



