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THE REFERENDUM IN ALGEfifA 

A L e t t e r  from Charles F. Gallagher 

Algiers  
September 30, 1958 

During t h r e e  long, t ense  days from Friday,  
Septerdber 26, t o  Sunday, September 28, more than 
four  mi l l ion  e l e c t o r s  i n  Algeria -- Muslim and Euro- 
pean c i v i l i a n s ,  and t h e  French m i l i t a r y  -- were 
ca l l ed  t o  t h e  p o l l s  t h r o ~ g h o ~ l t  t h i s  country. They 
wect i n  the  midst of a  revolut iocary g u e r r i l l a  war 
which has been waged i n  Alger i a  s ince  November 1, 
1954, and they voted under t h e  psychological weight 
of a barrage of French propaganda urging a ''Yes" 
vote f o r  the  adoption of a new c o n s t i t u t i o c  f o r  
France and a l l  i t s  overseas t e r r i t o r i e s ,  and t h r e a t s  
of deadly r e p r i s a l  f r o n  t h e  Algerian National  Liber- 
a t i o n  Front (FLN) , which has recent ly  r a i sed  i t s e l f  
t o  t h e  s t a t u s  of a  Provis ional  Government f o r  t h e  
Algerian Republic (GPRA), f o r  any Muslim who took 
p a r t  i n  the  b a l l o t i n g .  

To t h e  seemingly simple quest ion asked 
i n  t h e  referendum: "Do you approve of t h e  new con- 
s t i t u t i o n  of t h e  French Republic," t h e  voters  of 
Algeria responded w i t h  a seemingly overwhelming 
voice of approval, expressed i n  t h e  th ree  o f f i c i a l  
languages used i n  t h e  voting: French ( ~ u i ) ,  - Arabic 
(~a ' an ; ) ,  and Berber (1h). - - 

These a r e  t h e  o f f i c i a l  f igures :  

Registered Voters 4,335,009 
Voted 3,445,060 
Valid Votes 3,416,088 
Yes 3,299,908 

(96.5 per cent  ) 
No 115,791* 

( 3.5 per  cen t )  

* The t o t a l  of "Yes" and "No" votes does not q u i t e  
agree with t h e  t o t a l  va l id  votes,  b u t  t h i s  remains 
a mystery of t h e  o f f i c i a l  f igures .  
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Percentage of Voters Among Those 
Registered : (79.4 per cent). 

I n  f ac t  the question was not a simple 
one f o r  Algeria t o  answer, and the results most cer- 
ta inly do not mean what sonre observers, especially 
among the u l t rapat r io t ic  groups here and the local  
press, have assumed they mean: a mss ive  desire 
among the Muslim population of Algeria t o  be forever 
French. I n  frankness there is almost no one who 
knows exactly w h a t  the vote does mean, although 
there are suppositions tha t  can be made from it; and 
there i s  hardly anyone bold enough t o  predict con- 
cretely what w i l l  5e the pol i t ica l  effects  of l a s t  
week's election on the shape of future relations be- 
tween France and Algeria. The most that  can be done 
is t o  offer some comments on the nature and conduct 
of the referendum, and t o  scrutinize it as  closely 
a s  possible. To do th i s ,  I have answered some of 
the principal questions which I put t o  myself, and 
t o  every qualified observer I could find, during 
and a f t e r  the polling of the past few days. 

Who were the voters? 

The grand t o t a l  of registered voters 
(4,335,009) has not been broken down by groups. 
But by careful estimate it includes a t  l eas t  600,000 
Europeans, based on the fac t  that  65 per cent of the 
s l ight ly more than one million European-classified 
segment of the population i s  over 20 years of age. 
It a lso  includes 200,000-plus soldiers, tha t  part  
of the approximately 500,000 French troops here of 
voting age. 

Most observers assume with logic tha t  
t h i s  group of more than 800,000 Europeans and m i l i -  
tary voted en masse and voted 'yes," although it i s  
possible tha t  from 10-20 per cent of the "No" vote 
came from left- and right-wing European extremists 
(communists, Progressists, and ~ o u j a d i s t s )  and the 
personally disgruntled. This leaves the Muslim 
voters roughly as  follows: 

Registered Muslim voters 3,500,000 
~ u s l i m s  actually voting 2,650,000 

Muslim "YesVi 2,550,000 
Muslim "No" 100,000 

Muslim abstentions 850,000. 
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Thus, one out of four Muslims, approximately 24 per 
cent, abstained. 



Another category needs treatment, however: those Muslims who, i n  
s p i t e  of a high-pressure r e g i s t r a t i o n  campaign conducted by t h e  m i l i t a r y  author- 
i t y  responsible f o r  t h e  e l ec t ions ,  were not on t h e  r e g i s t r a t i o n  l i s t s .  The 
Muslim population of Algeria,  census of 1954, was 8,600,000, increas ing a t  a 
r a t e  of around 250,000 a year .  This would give about 9,600,000 a s  t h e  present  
population, l e s s  perhaps 100,000 dead i n  t h e  r ebe l l ion ,  and 100,000 refugees 
i n  Tunisia and Morocco. Assuming a f i g u r e  of 9,400,000, of which s l i g h t l y  
more than 50 per cent  i s  under twenty years  of age, the  number of p o t e n t i a l  
adu l t  Muslim vo te r s  i s  4,600,000.   he age group 20-21 conta ins  only around 
100,000, owing t o  t h e  much lower b i r t h  r a t e  two decades ago.) This leaves  
1,100,000 unregistered Muslims -- unregistered f o r  one of two reasons: ( a )  
they vo lun ta r i ly  followed o r  were forced t o  fol low FLN orders  not t o  r e g i s t e r ,  
o r  (b )  they were i n  those  regions, such a s  t h e  Collo Peninsula, the  Ouarsenis 
mountain chain, and p a r t s  of Kabylie, where French m i l i t a r y  presence i s  not 
s t rong enough t o  compel obedience and where, conversely, t h e  F'LN consignes a r e  
law. 

There i s  r e a l l y  then a two-part breakdown: 
( a )  Muslims who voted "Yes" 2,550,000 
( b )  Muslims who d i d  not vote  "Yes" 2,050,000 

i l . , (1)  unregistered 
(2 )  abstained 
(3)  voted "No" 

Was t h e  referendum a f r e e  e l e c t o r a l  consul ta t ion?  

This i s  the  key quest ion and one which can be  answered only with con- 
s ide rab le  reservat ions .  One might say f i r s t ,  t o  the  c r e d i t  of t h e  mi l i t a ry  
a u t h o r i t i e s  -- who themselves f e l t  t h a t  t h e  honor of t h e  French Army was a t  
s take  -- t h a t  n e i t h e r  I nor anyone I have ta lked t o  has seen o r  heard of any 
d i r e c t  physical  pressure put on t h e  Muslim population by those i n  charge of 
t h e  referendum. Nearly t h r e e  hundred French and fore ign correspondents ob- 
served t h e  voting and were f r e e  t o  go anywhere they pleased without p r i o r  no t i -  
f i c a t i o n .   h his concession had t o  be fought f o r ,  s ince  t h e  Army o r i g i n a l l y  
asked f o r  24-hourst advance not ice  f o r  v i s i t s  t o  some of the  more remote a reas ;  
b u t  seeing t h e  p o t e n t i a l  bad pub l i c i ty  on t h e  i s sue ,  t h e  Information Office 
acceded t o  p ress  demands. ) 

The a t t e s t a t i o n  of r e s u l t s ,  presided over by a Control  Commission 
brought from metropolitan France, seemed l ikewise  va l id .  Indeed, M.  Hoppenot, 
Chief of t h e  Control  C o d s s i o n ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  asked one French journa l i s t  whom 
I know wel l  -- and who had been a r res t ed  i n  May by t h e  m i l i t a r y  regime here  
a s  "too l i b e r a l "  -- t o  look f o r  s p e c i f i c  ins tances  of fraud.  One poss ib le  de- 
v ice  feared by the  Commission stemmed from the  f a c t  t h a t  e l e c t o r s 1  cards were 
not d i s t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  Muslim population, f o r  f e a r  t h a t  FLN agents  would demand 
them from t e r r i f i e d  Muslims and destroy them j u s t  before  e l e c t i o n  day; ins tead  
t h e  cards were kept a t  t h e  p o l l s  and had t o  be claimed by t h e  v o t e r  when he 
presented himself.  A t  t h e  end of t h e  voting day, many p o l l  c l e r k s  s a t  with 
unused cards (of  those abs ta in ing)  on t h e i r  l e f t ,  b a l l o t s  (white f o r  yes,  pur- 
p l e  f o r  no) on t h e i r  r i g h t ,  and t h e  b a l l o t  box i n  t h e  cen te r .  The temptation 
m y  have been g rea t  f o r  some of them -- one cannot say it was succumbed t o  -- 
t o  stamp t h e  cards ,  s l i p  a white b a l l o t  i n t o  an envelope and put  it  i n  the  box, 
and so on. M.  Hoppenot requested j o u r n a l i s t s  t o  s t ay  t o  the  end a t  various 
po l l ing  booths, f o r  he himself had only 1,000 observers f o r  8,000 booths. 



But, a s  wss pointed out t o  h i m ,  i f  someone were watching the  temptation would 
probably be res i s ted .  Who w i l l  ever know? 

Although there  was no physical constraint ,  there remains the  question 
of psychological pressure, and of this there  was considerable. From the  white- 
washed crosses of Lorraine which dotted the  h i l l s i d e s  i n  the  Constantinois t o  
the  blinking red-white-and-blue "Oui" - neon signs i n  the  harbor of Algiers, the  
A m y  went a l l  out i n  a campaign f o r  a favorable vote. As the  correspondent of 
Le Monde wrote i n  describing the first day's ba l lo t ing  i n  Kabylie, "The v i l -  
l agers  voted i n  general a s  the  Army suggested." One wonders i f  the same or- 
ganization t h a t  i s  pol i t icking c a n  run-a f r e e  election.  

Eyewitness accounts i n  some of the  remote back-country mechtas of 
Kabylie, the  hear t  of the  rebel l ion i n  many ways, were revealing. A t  Mekla, 
where the  rebels  had warned the inhabitants the night before, only four indi-  
viduals out of f i v e  thousand voted. A t  Djemaa Sahari;) nearby, the  men of the  
v i l l age  s a t  together i n  uneasy s i lence i n  the main square, each waiting f o r  
the others t o  make the first move toward the pol ls .  Word was sent surrept i -  
t ious ly  t o  the  o f f i ce r  i n  charge t h a t  i f  he sent f o r  the  v i l l agers  they would 
come t o  vote. That is ,  i f  he would give them an excuse, so  t h a t  they could 
t e l l  the  fellagha when they returned some future  night t h a t  they had been 
forced t o  vote, they would come. But he refused t o  do t h i s ,  saying tha t  h i s  - - 
ins t ruct ions  c iear ly  forbade him t o  i n t e r f e re  i n  any way. And no one voted. 

There i s  a l so  the touchy issue of ind i rec t  pressure outside the elec- 
t i o n  area i t s e l f .  Does freedom begin i n  the  i so la t ion  booth o r  must it be 
in tegra l  i n  the  society? Two s to r i e s  suggest the kind of th rea t  t h a t  hung 
over most Muslims. One was the story of t en  young Muslims working i n  Algiers 
who went back home t o  vote i n  the  mountains where they were registered.  They 
were anxiously begging a r ide  from passing army trucks t o  get  t o  t h e i r  v i l l age  
i n  time, because they wanted t o  bring back proof they had voted. Perhaps they 
had not been ordered by t h e i r  employers t o  bring back proof, but they knew it 
would be b e t t e r  f o r  t h e i r  job security,  and a l l  around, i f  they had a stamped 
card i n  t h e i r  wallet .  ('The stamping of e lectors1 cards i s  an obvious necessity 
t o  prevent double voting, but many Muslims look upon it a s  a means f o r  the  
au thor i t i es  t o  keep a permanent check on those who voted and those who didn' t .)  

Another example of the dilemma mny Algerians faced was expressed 
by the te le type operator of a news agency who returned t o  the  of f ice  trenibling 
with rage and f ea r  a f t e r  casting h i s  ba l lo t .  An absent-minded clerk had by 
e r ror  stamped h i s  - car te  d1ident i t6  instead of h i s  - car te  d161ecteur. It was 
l i k e  a permanent branding mark on h i s  face, f o r  the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of get t ing a 
new ident i ty  card a r e  qui te  something, especially i n  wartime Algiers. "If I 
hadn't voted the French would have taken it out on me, and now tha t  I ' m  marked 
t h i s  way the FLN w i l l  f ind out and cu t  my throat  some day," was the way he 
surmned up h i s  freedom of choice. 

Clearly the  question i s  whether, i n  sp i t e  of the  most honest e f f o r t s  
by the mili tary -- who d i d  succeed i n  holding an elect ion f a r  more honest than 
any Algeria ever saw under previous c iv i l i an  control  -- anything l i k e  f r ee  
elections can be held i n  Algeria under present circumstances. When two s ides  
a r e  locked i n  a bloody and desperate b a t t l e  i n  the f i e ld ,  the  ba l lo t  box be- 
comes simply another arena of the struggle, and might prevai ls  over r i gh t  i n  
one a s  i n  the other. 



One f'urther consideration i s  whether the  e lect ions  were in te l lec tu-  
a l l y  f ree  i n  the  sense of being f u l l y  understood by the  par t ic ipants .  What - 
d i d  the  vote mean t o  t he  voters? 

It seems t h a t  it had almost a s  many meanings a s  there  were e lectors .  
To the  Europeans, of course, i n  t h e i r  vast  majority, it meant t h e i r  passionate 
longing f o r  in tegrat ion and t h e i r  des i re  t o  f ind security i n  the  mass of forty- 
four million Frenchmen a t  home. To some Muslims, voting f o r  the  first time i n  
a collsge unique where t h e i r  vote stood f o r  a s  much a s  t h a t  of a European, 
waiting i n  the  queue with the Europeans meant a new equali ty and dignity.  

For many of the  Muslim wornen, who were voting f o r  the  f i r s t  time, 
the  event was the  greates t  of t h e i r  l i ve s .  They stood, dressed i n  t h e i r  F r i -  
day bes t ,  laughing and chat ter ing outside the polls, only t o  give way t o  a 
s t i l t e d l y  serious a i r  when they stepped ins ide the  precincts.  Most of them 
had no idea of what t o  do; some would hold the envelope i n  one hand and the  
b a l l o t s  i n  the other,  c lear ly  wanting t o  put the "r ight"  color i n  the envelope 
i n  f ron t  of the  clerk,  but,  being i l l i t e r a t e ,  not knowing which t o  choose. To 
others i n  the  Sahara, where the  l eve l  of comprehension was even more primitive, 
bu l l e t i n s  were given out i n  a t  l e a s t  one case a s  "For de Gaulle" and "For the  
fellagha." It would have taken a brave individual t o  vote fo r  the fellagha 
under those conditions. A t  another place i n  the  Sahara the  doctor's o f f ice  
served a s  the  e lect ion booth and the voting was accompanied by a few nose drops 
and medical advice f o r  the  women; it was the  only place t o  which they had ever 
gone among the  Europeans, and the  only place t o  which they could be persuaded 
t o  go without fea r .  

Finally,  it i s  impossible not t o  be touched by the story,  to ld  me 
by a French correspondent fr iend,  of seeing two Mzabite women -- the Mzabites 
a r e  a heret ical ,  f i e rce ly  t r ad i t i ona l  and pur i tan ica l  Muslim subgroup i n  the  
Sahara -- who burs t  i n t o  t ea r s  a t  the  po l l s .  They had been girlhood fr iends  
and had not seen each other f o r  f i f t e e n  years, since t h e i r  respective marriages. 
For Mzabite women never leave t h e i r  husbandst homes and t h i s  was the f i r s t  
time they had s e t  foot outside i n  a l l  t h a t  time. 

What, then, are the ten ta t ive  conclusions t ha t  can be drawn from the 
referendum? 

The most important single f a c t  i s  t ha t  the  FW i s  now weak, much 
weaker than many suspected, and t h a t  the  French A m y  i s  more respected, o r  more 
feared, than the  rebels  i n  most cases. The FLN had threatened t h a t  it would 
disrupt the  e lect ions ,  which it f a i l ed  t o  do -- there  was no unusual ac t i v i t y  
during the  three  days of voting -- and it had claimed the  power t o  force a 
boycott by the  Muslims, which it a l so  f a i l ed  t o  do. And i n  t h i s  country of 
ephemeral passions with a strong tendency t o  bandwagonism, there  i s  a good 
chance t h a t  t h i s  show of s t rength by the  French w i l l  r e su l t  i n  more strength, 
and t h a t  the  F'LN w i l l  l o se  even more ground a s  a concomitant of i t s  declined 
prestige.  

The pa t te rn  of abstentions seemed t o  r u n  c lear ly  along l i n e s  of 
force, but it should be mentioned i n  passing t h a t  the  abstentions do not always 
indicate  by any means t h a t  t h e  absta iners  would have said "No" i n  a t r u ly  f r e e  



e l e c t i o n .  It simply meant t h a t  t h e r e  were, i n  a l l ,  around two mi l l ion  Muslims 
s u f f i c i e n t l y  under r e b e l  con t ro l  t o  be a f r a i d  t o  t ake  p a r t  i n  t h e  referendum. 

I n  t h e  same way t h e  'yes" vote cannot be  taken f o r  granted. A l l  ob- 
se rve r s  of long experience here agree t h a t  four  years  of r ebe l l ion ,  with t e r r o r  
and exact ions  from one s i d e  and f i e r c e  repress ion  from t h e  o the r ,  have produced 
a f e e l i n g  of despai r  and d isgus t  among l a r g e  segments of t h e  Muslim population, 
e spec ia l ly  i n  t h e  urban middle-classes and t h e  a r t i s a n  end commercial groups 
which have suffered  t h e  most. A majori ty of t h e  a f f i rma t ive  votes seem t o  
have been an expression of t h e  general  f ee l ing :  Give us peace a t  any cos t ;  i f  
de Gaulle can somehow do t h i s  (and we suspect he can),  then  l e t  him go ahead 
and a c t  a s  he th inks  b e s t .  

There a r e  two add i t iona l  long-range implica1;ions f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  of 
Algeria which appear i n  the  voting. 

One i s  t h e  new bond of honor which has been forged between t h e  French 
Army and t h e  two and one-half mi l l ion  Muslims who voted ''Yes." I n  de l ibe ra te ly  
i n v i t i n g  t h i s  vote and assur ing  the  biuslims of i t s  protec t ion ,  t h e  Army has i n  
e f f e c t  drawn up a con t rac t  with them -- counting fami l i e s ,  they represent  
probably ha l f  t h e  population of Algeria -- which w i l l  be almost impossible t o  
break i n  t h e  foreseeable fu tu re .  The FLN, l e t  it be  remembered, has put  it- 
s e l f  on record t h a t  it w i l l  exerc ise  r e p r i s a l s  agains t  these  vo te r s  and t h e  
Army i s  obliged t o  defend them. Thus i f  t h e r e  were an attempt on t h e  p a r t  of 
a P a r i s  government t o  negot ia te  ever so  s l i g h t l y  with t h e  r ebe l s ,  t h e r e  i s  a 
s t rong l ike l ihood t h a t  the  Army would move t o  p ro tec t  i t s  honor, j u s t  a s  it 
d i d  on May 13. 

The o the r  i s  t h e  c a p i t a l  importance of the  feminine vote. Apart 
from the  v igne t t e s  described above, which l e n t  a c e r t a i n  charm t o  an otherwise 
g r i m  e l ec t ion ,  t h e r e  i s  no doubt t h a t  vot ing  f o r  the  Muslim women was the  f i r s t  
s t e p  toward an emancipation which they have shown every s ign  of wanting s ince  
some of the  f i r s t  feminis t  demonstrations connected with t h e  May 13 coup. It 
w i l l  not be so  easy from now on t o  keep them locked up a t  home, and t h e  ma- 
t e r n a l i s t i c  campaign now being d i rec ted  by t h e  wives of high army o f f i c e r s  t o  
b r ing  Muslim women out  i n t o  the  modern world i s  playing another  p a r t  i n  t h e  
s t range  f r iendship  between t h e  mi l i t a ry  and t h e  indigenous population. It i s  
always d i f f i c u l t  f o r  a u t h o r i t i e s  of one socie ty  o r  r e l i g i o n  t o  make changes 
i n  t h e  inner  s o c i a l  morale of another  group by d i c t a t e ,  bu t  t h e r e  a r e  many 
s igns  t h a t  t h e  v e i l ,  now beginning t o  be  dropped qu ie t ly  i n  numerous individual  
cases,  may come tumbling down with a rush,  and t h a t  new laws on polygamy -- 
which would have t o  b e  demanded by t h e  Muslim women themselves -- w i l l  follow. 

The e f f e c t  of t h e  referendum on t h e  u l t imate  outcome of t h e  Algerian 
revolut ion,  i n  an  opera t ional  sense, i s  problematical;  it does not y e t  appear 
t o  have influenced anything. The Europeans should t h e o r e t i c a l l y  have been 
given a boost by it, bu t  they have s o  f a r  reacted with apathy. The only a t -  
tempt a t  a demonstration during t h e  two days following Sunday's voting came 
t o  nothing, and t h e  i n v i t a t i o n  t o  show the  f l a g  f o r  the  General 's v i s i t  has 
produced nothing l i k e  t h e  hys te r i a  of May. Perhaps they f e e l ,  a s  do most ob- 
servers ,  t h a t  nothing has r e a l l y  been s e t t l e d .  



One need only glance a t  t h e  newspapers t h e  day a f t e r  t h e  referendum 
t o  see  t h e t .  The g u e r r i l l a  ac t ions  go on i n  the  maquis, and the re  i s  t h e  usual  
spr inkl ing  of b o d s  acd grenades i n  the  s m l l e r  towns. To be sure ,  r e b e l  ac- 
t i v i t y  i s  much reduced now f r o n  what it was two years  ago, o r  even one year  
ago. M i l i t a r i l y  t h e  French pos i t ion  becomes a b i t  b e t t e r  every day and one 
sometimes has t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  t h e  French a r e  c lose  t o  crushing t h e  r ebe l l ion  
by force ,  jus t  a s  t h e  paratroopers wi th  t h e i r  much-discussed nethods of ex- 
treme b r u t a l i t y  have made Algiers  a s a f e  c i t y  once nore. But the  hard core of 
t h e  r ebe l l ion  remains; t h e  end, l i k e  an ever-receding i n f i n i t y ,  i s  not qu i t e  
i n  s i g h t ,  and one wonders whether the  guard can ever  be  l e t  down. How sa fe  
would Algiers  b e  i f  t h e r e  were not paratroop p a t r o l s  on a l l  t h e  main s t r e e t s ,  
a midnight curfew, p ro tec t ive  g r i l l s  on a l l  windows, and searches f o r  ent ry  
i n t o  a l l  public  bui ld ings?  

General de Gaulle a r r i v e s  here Thursday i n  recognit ion of the  f a c t  
t h a t  Algeria i s  s t i l l  France 's  cancer. Exhortations a r e  being mult ipl ied on 
a l l  s ides  f o r  him t o  pronounce t h e  magic word "In tegra t ion ,"  which has acquired 
a s  g rea t  a mystique f o r  t h e  Europeans here  a s  "Independence" has f o r  most of 
t h e  r e s t  of t h e  world. It i s  reported t h a t  the  General w i l l  be to ld  f irmly by 
some of t h e  highest  m i l i t a r y  a u t h o r i t i e s  t h a t  nothing l e s s  then in teg ra t ion  
w i l l  do. To most of t h e  c i v i l i a n  Europeans t h i s  means p o l i t i c a l  in t eg ra t ion  
with France and equa l i ty  of r i g h t s .  To t h e  Muslims it stands f o r  a standard 
of l i v i n g  and economic oppor tuni t ies  equal t o  t h a t  of the  European minority. 
And t h e  Army, without saying much, has given s igns  of favoring the  Muslim con- 
ception a s  t h e  only way t o  permanent understanding. 

When, without even considering the  t h i r t y  thousand rebe l s  who s t i l l  
abound i n  t h e  mountains and f o r e s t s ,  o r  those of t h e  two mi l l ion  who sa id  "No" 
o r  nothing, the re  a r e  such widespread d i f fe rences  I n  the  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of a 
bas ic  word l i k e  "Yes," the  prospects  f o r  an ea r ly  so lu t ion  t o  the  Algerian 
problem cannot be  considered good. 




