
*Scholar in Residence, AVİM

 

Robert Fisk is relatively well known for his recurrent hostility toward Turkey and the 
Turkish people, particularly as far as the Armenian issue is involved. He has used, as 
evidence of a genocidal intent, the forged documents published in 1920 by Aram 
Andonian,[1] the false interview with Atatürk published by The Los Angeles Examiner,[2]
and the absurd book written by an Armenian American, Sarkis Torossian, who pretended 
to be a former officer of the Ottoman, British and French armies.[3]

Albeit plainly wrong and expressed with an offensive wording, the ideological stance of 
Mr. Fisk is at least coherent, as proves his recent (17 November 2015) article published in 
The Independent about the deadly terrorist attacks in Paris:

The French-Algerian identity of one of the attackers demonstrates how Frances 
savage 1956-62 war in Algeria continues to infect todays atrocities.

Nowhere in the article, does Mr. Fisk give any evidence for a connection between the 
savage war of Algeria and the attacks of 13 November 2015. Even worse, Mr. Fisk proves, 
by this sentence only, his absolute ignorance of the subject: This war began in 1954, not 
1956. However, this error makes sense in the fictional world elaborated by Robert Fisk. 
Indeed, the war was launched by the Front of National Liberation (FLN) by a series of 
attacks: Out of ten killed persons, only two were armed soldiers; two were soldiers without 
weapons, two were Muslim civilians who sided with the French, and four were non-Muslim 
civilians, including a school teacher. His wife was seriously wounded but survived.

It is only fair to notice that, after these assassinations and until August 1955, the FLN 
almost stopped attacking civilians. However, this group received, during the first months, 
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a very limited support from the Muslim population and failed to recruit an impressive 
number of members. As a result, Youcef Zighoud, a regional commander of the 
FLN ᐀瀀爀攀挀椀猀攀氀礀  the one in charge of the only region, around Constantine, where the FLN 
had obtained some successes ᐀搀攀挀椀搀攀搀  to involve this population in the nationalist fight 
by inciting reprisals against her. He launched an insurrection which specifically targeted 
non-Muslim civilians. 119 of them were assassinated, as well as 41 pro-French Muslim 
civilians. At least 47 policemen and soldiers were killed during the clashes. At 
Philippeville, a part of the insurgents were drugged, not unlike Daesh (ISIS) terrorists 
today. In the mixed village of El Alia, out of 36 European civilians killed, 14 were children 
or teenagers. Indeed, the children were particularly targeted to scare the mothers, who 
were supposed to ask the husbands to leave Algeria. The insurgency was crushed 
mercilessly, and hundreds of FLN members were shot, but the bloodiest consequence was 
the decision, by a part of the European civilians, to take justice themselves by killing 
Muslims indiscriminately; several thousands died.[4] Regional leaders of the Algerian 
separatist movement had previously used a rather similar strategy of provocation in May 
1945.[5]

Whenever the West is attacked and our innocents are killed, we usually wipe the 
memory bank. Thus, when reporters told us that the 129 dead in Paris represented 
the worst atrocity in France since the Second World War, they failed to mention the 
1961 Paris massacre of up to 200 Algerians participating in an illegal march against 
Frances savage colonial war in Algeria. Most were murdered by the French police, 
many were tortured in the Palais des Sports and their bodies thrown into the Seine. 
The French only admit 40 dead.

These lines also reveal the deep ignorance and prejudices of their author. To start with 
the beginning, the demonstration of 17 October 1961 was not against Frances savage 
colonial war in Algeria. There were two reasons:

1) Officially, it was against the curfew imposed by the Parisian police to Algerians. 
Each reader will make his own opinion about this measure, but this is impossible to 
call it a petty measure of racism. It had a strong security rationale. Indeed, from 
1958 to 1961, the FLN had killed 47 policemen and wounded 140 others (in 
attempts of assassination), including 22 killed and 74 wounded from 1 January to 16 
October 1961 only. The month of August was the most bloody: Ten policemen were 
assassinated. This intensification of murders during the year 1961 had no military 
justification, as the referendum of 4 January 1961, organized by President Charles 
de Gaulle, gave him a large majority in favor of the self-determination of Algeria.

2) The French branch of the FLN actually used the indignation against the curfew 
and forced (including by threats of physical violence) Algerian workers to 
demonstrate on 17 October 1961, in a context of internal rivalry for power in the 
FLN. As the independence could happen relatively soon, the issue of power was not 
anymore limited to the party, but was also, and even more about Algeria itself. As a 
result, to show their importance, the FLN leaders of the Parisian agglomeration 
decided the demonstration, in spite the risk it represented for the safety of the 
participants.
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Regarding now the number of victims, up to 200 is a gross exaggeration, totally 
discredited more than 15 years ago. This figure emerged in 1991, in the book written by 
Jean-Luc Einaudi,[6] a former admirer of Pol Pot, who had no degree in history or political 
science, who did not claim to be a historian, and who mixed all the killings of Algerians by 
the Parisian police during the whole year 1961, the assassinations by the FLN (against 
moderate separatists of the Algerian National Movement, Algerian workers who refused to 
give money, or to follow a strict application of Islamic rule, especially as far as alcohol was 
concerned), and the actual killings related to the demonstration of 17 October. The only 
serious publications, by a professional historian, based on the archives of the Parisian 
police gives about 30 demonstrators, at most 50, who were killed.[7] Mr. Fisk, who has 
never set foot in any archive, dismisses this meticulous work based on primary sources 
with one sentence: The French only admit 40 dead, as if what a French historian could say 
has no importance, simply because of his nationality. This sentence is reminiscent of the 
nonsensical defense, by the same Robert Fisk, of the authenticity of an interview 
attributed by The Los Angeles Examiner. He dismissed the comprehensive demonstration 
of Türkkaya Ataöv by saying, with a highly contemptuous tone: The Turks say it is fake.[8]

The police officer in charge was Maurice Papon, who worked for Petains 
collaborationist Vichy police in the Second World War, deporting more than a 
thousand Jews to their deaths.

Once again, Robert Fisk simply does not know what he is talking about. Maurice Papon 
(1910-2007) was never a police officer in the full sense of the word. From 1930s to the 
turn of his public career in 1966  ᐀眀栀攀渀  he turned to business and politics  ᐀Ⰰ  Maurice 
Papon was in the prefectural body. During the Second World War, he was the general 
secretary of the préfecture de Gironde, namely the second man of the governorate of 
Bordeaux. He had authority on the police forces, including as far as the Jewish affairs were 
involved, but he never tried to become a police officer. He did not work at that time for 
the police. Actually, it was the opposite: He gave orders to the police. For reasons I shall 
discuss in the next paragraph, he continued his career after the liberation, and became in 
1958 the préfet de police de la Seine. The police of Paris has a unique statute of 
autonomy, and its chief often comes from the prefectural body, even if, of course, police 
officers can be appointed at this place.

This is not until 1981 that documents proving his involvement in the deportation of Jews 
emerged, and helped by effective lawyers, he multiplied the procedural ways to cancel 
the criminal investigation against him. Eventually, in 1998, he was sentenced to ten years 
in jail for complicity of crime against humanity, but acquitted of the charge complicity of 
murder, the court having judged that the prosecutor had failed to prove his knowledge of 
the existence of the gas chambers before the liberation of the death camps in 1945.

Moreover, it must be emphasized that Maurice Papon was not the only responsible for the 
brutality of the repression. For example, because of a failure of the intelligence 
department of the préfecture de police, Papon was informed about the demonstration 
only in the morning of 17 October; as a result, the number of policemen, especially the 
most trained ones, was insufficient, and this is the most dangerous situation. Moreover, 
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the responsibilities of the political hierarchy are clear, but the Minister of Interior Roger 
Frey (1913-1997) had a quite different behavior than Maurice Papon during the war: He 
joined the French Free Forces as early as 1940. As a result, linking the repression with the 
Vichy regime is not very convincing. It makes more sense to put in the more general 
context of the Algeria war and of the practices of the Gaullist regime during the first years 
(1958-1965).[9]

Omar Ismail Mostafai, one of the suicide killers in Paris, was of Algerian origin  ጀ and 
so, too, may be other named suspects. Said and Cherif Kouachi, the brothers who 
murdered the Charlie Hebdo journalists, were also of Algerian parentage. They came 
from the five million-plus Algerian community in France, for many of whom the 
Algerian war never ended, and who live today in the slums of Saint-Denis and other 
Algerian banlieues of Paris.

The figure of five million-plus is another evidence that Robert Fisk does not apply a basic 
rule of journalism: checking the facts. According to the National Institute of Statistics and 
Economical Studies (Insee), there were in France (in 2008) 710,000 Algerian citizens born 
in Algeria, 430,000 children of immigrants whose both parents were born in Algeria, and 
220,000 whose one parents was born in this North African country. As such, in 2008, 
1,360,000 persons could be called Algerian or half-Algerian in France, less than one third 
of Mr. Fisks figure.[10]

Numbers are not the only problem of Mr. Fisk. Once again, historical facts are mistreated 
by him. He does not provide any evidence for his extraordinary allegation: the Algerian 
war never ended for many Algerians in France. Actually, this allegation is even in 
contradiction with the thesis of its own author: Why did so many Algerians come to 
France, if it was this colonialist hell? The truth is that before, during, and even after the 
war of 1954-1962, the French government imposed to the company bosses  ᐀眀栀漀 
preferred the more educated workers from Germany, Spain and Italy  ᐀琀漀  hire Algerian 
workers for political reasons. Indeed, the development of medicine and basic sanitary 
measures in Algeria, a consequence of colonization, led to a quick increase of the 
population, which was a true burden for the local economy. The only safety valve was 
emigration. After the independence, France had a much more welcoming policy vis-à-vis 
Algerian workers than Britain and Belgium for the nationals of their own ex-colonies. 
Indeed, the Algerian workers enjoyed in France the same rights as the French workers, 
except the political rights. Furthermore, until 1973, a number of Algerian nationals 
(decided by Paris in agreement with Algiers) could go to France for work without a visa: 
there was no limit until 1964, 12,000 Algerian nationals per year from 1964 to 1968, 
35,000 in 1969 and 1970, and 25,000 each year from 1971 to 1973. Furthermore, the end 
of this practice was decided by the Algerian, not the French cabinet.[11]

Beyond his huge errors on the immigration, Robert Fisk implicitly presents the Algeria war 
as a war against Islam, or at least Arabic interpretation of Islam, in continuity with the 
colonial system. However, such a thesis has simply nothing to do with reality. The colonial 
administration, especially in Algeria, was predominately Islamophile, well before the 
Second World War. The best known example is the unveiling of the Great Mosque of Paris 
(1926), in one of the most prestigious quarters of the city, the construction of which was 
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entirely paid by the state thanks to a special law. Indeed, the law of 1905 normally forbids 
any use of public money for the construction of any religious edifice; the Great Mosque of 
Paris remains the only exception, because of an ad hoc bill. There are other cases, like the 
French Muslim hospital of Bobigny, close to Paris, established in 1936 and closed down in 
1961, or the respect for Muslim diet by the French army for the North African and 
Senegalese units.[12]

Regarding the Algeria war itself, those who played the religion card were almost only the 
leaders of the radical, religious wing of the FLN. The FLN conducted a war of 
extermination against the moderate separatists, who never failed to retaliate with guns 
when they could (about 4,000 victims on both sides, in France only), as well as against the 
pro-French elites.[13] Then, the radical wing of the FLN imposed on the rest of the 
party ᐀眀栀漀 did not wish such extreme measures ᐀愀 campaign of ethnic cleansing, in 1962-
63, against the settlers and the indigenous Jews, namely against more than one million 
persons, who fled by fear of the assassinations (with gruesome mutilations) and 
kidnappings.[14] This was the implementation of an idea visible among of the most 
extreme elements of the Algerian national movement since 1943.[15] At the same time, 
thousands of ordinary Algerians who had joined the French army for a series of reasons -
including the assassinations and massacres by the FLN (but rarely an opposition to the 
independence of Algeria- were exterminated.

Correspondingly, Mr. Fisks claim on Frances savage colonial war in Algeria is an over-
simplification: The savage methods, such as torture, were never generalized, either in the 
territory of Algeria or France, either in the time of the war or peace.[16] The war was also 
the climax of the French investments to improve the life of Muslim Algerians, with the 
openly expressed goal to keep, or regain, their support.[17]

I stop here my refutation of Robert Fisks false claims, the examples provided being 
already more than enough to show to what kind of journalism his piece belongs to. To 
finish, I am going back to his ideological coherence. Mr. Fisk is not simply a person who 
shows a remarkable aptitude for being fully wrong. His distortions of facts and his 
inventions are ideologically coherent. Indeed, he is not the first to isolate from their 
context the war crimes of French officers and civilians in Algeria, and to exaggerate their 
scope. This misuse of the Algerian tragedy was basically a joint strategy of the FLN and 
their Soviet masterminds. France was even accused of genocide.[18] Yet, the same 
Soviet Union was behind the emergence of the Armenian genocide claims by 1965  ᐀愀 
project prepared as early as 1950s.[19] Quite logically, the political branch of the Soviet-
supported Armenian Secret Army for the Liberation of Armenia (ASALA) in France 
advocated bombings against civilians in 1982, and used as an argument the example of 
the FLN.[20]

Mr. Fisk is not even new in being habitually wrong, but he perpetuates a decade-old, 
totalitarian tradition of disinformation against both France and Turkey.
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