
The French Revolution 

‘Here and today begins a new age in the history of the world,’ wrote
Goethe, the foremost representative of the Enlightenment in Ger-
many, in the summer of 1792. 

A year previously, the Dutch conservative patrician van Hagen-
dorp had seen the way things were going. ‘In all nations’ two great par-
ties were forming, he wrote. One, the party of the church and state,
believed in ‘a right government to be exercised by one or several per-
sons over the mass of people, of divine origin and supported by the
church’. The other denied any right of government, ‘except that aris-
ing from the free consent of all those who submit to it’ and held ‘all
persons taking part in government accountable for their actions’.24

What excited Goethe was that these two great ‘parties’ had con-
fronted each other on the field of battle at Valmy, in northern France,
and the second party had won. The forces of the French Revolution
had defeated the armies of half the monarchies of Europe.

Ten years earlier nothing would have seemed more absurd to most
thinking people than the idea of a revolution in France, let alone
one that would set all Europe ablaze. The French monarchy had ruled
for well over 1,000 years and had enjoyed unchallenged power for
140 years. Louis XIV, the ‘sun king’, and his great palace at Versailles
symbolised the consolidation of an enduring ‘absolutism’ which had
made France the greatest power in Europe, such had been the inher-
itance of his successors Louis XV and Louis XVI.

Yet in the summer of l789 that power had suddenly begun to fall
apart. The king had summoned representatives of the three ‘estates’
which made up French society—the clergy, the nobles and the rest
of the population, the ‘third estate’—to discuss ways of raising taxes.
But the representatives of the third estate had refused either to bow
to the nobles or to do what the king told them. They proclaimed
themselves a ‘National Assembly’ and, gathering on a tennis court
after the king had locked them out of their hall, swore an oath not
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1787-88: Aristocrat reaction
resists taxes on big estates, king
agrees to call Estates-General.

April 1789: Meeting of Estates-
General in Versailles.

June 1789: Third Estate delegate
declare themselves National
Assembly.

July 1789: Parisian crowd storms
Bastille.

October 1789: Women’s march on
Versailles, king dragged back to
Paris, Lafayette’s national guards
begin to dominate city,
constitutional monarchy.

July 1790: Feast of Federation in
Paris, celebration of ‘harmony’
between king and people.

Spring 1791: King tries to flee
Paris.

July 1791: Guards massacre people
in Champs de Mars.

August 1791: Beginning of slave
rising in Saint Domingue (Haiti).

September 1791: Constitution
with tight property qualification.

January 1792: Food riots in Paris.

April 1792: Girondin government
declares war on Austria and Prussia,
serious military defeats.

August 1792: Insurrectionary
journée in Paris, arrest of the king,
Danton joins government.

September 1792: Victory at
Valmy, election of Convention by
male adult suffrage.

January 1793: Execution of king.

February 1793: Britain joins war.

Spring 1793: Advance of
invading armies towards Paris,
Royalist risings in west of France
(Vendée).

May-June 1793: Insurrection in
Paris, Jacobin government led by
Robespierre and Danton, civil war.

Summer 1973: Murder of Marat,
end of all feudal payments,
Royalists hand Toulon to British.

September 1793: Journée in Paris,
law setting maximum prices,
beginning of Terror.

October-December 1793: Defeat
of Royalist and Girondist revolts.

February 1794: Jacobins end
slavery throughout French Empire.

March-April 1794: Execution first
of Hébert, then of Danton, by
Jacobins, revolutionary armies
successful on all fronts.

June-July 1794: ‘Great Terror’.

July 1794: ‘Thermidor’, execution
of Robespierre and other Jacobins.

November-December 1794:
Jacobin club closed, repeal of
‘maximum’ laws for prices.

March-May 1795: Vicious
suppression of last popular rising,
1200 arrests, 36 executions.

September 1795: New constitution
with restricted suffrage, government
relies on Bonaparte to suppress
royalist rising, real power with five
man Directory.

November 1799: Bonaparte seizes
power, becomes ‘first consul’.

1804: Bonaparte makes himself
Emperor Napoleon I.

Chronology of the French Revolution



to disperse until he gave them a constitution. The king responded by
summoning 20,000 troops and sacking his chief minister, Necker,
supposedly sympathetic to the call for reform.

The delegates of the third estate were all from the respectable
middle class, and most from the wealthier parts of it. Half were lawyers,
the rest mostly merchants, bankers, businessmen and wealthy middle
class landowners. There was not a single artisan or peasant. They
were also almost all convinced of the need for a monarchy, albeit a
‘constitutional one’, and for rigid property qualifications in any elec-
toral system. But they were not prepared simply to be crushed, and the
arguments in Versailles were creating a ferment among vast numbers
of people in Paris who had never thought of politics before. Clubs
emerged, initially among well off members of the middle class, at
which people discussed what was happening. A host of news sheets
and pamphlets appeared. Some 400 representatives of the Parisian
middle class met in the city hall and declared themselves the city
council, or ‘commune’. 

The fall of the Bastille and after
Rumours of a pending military coup stirred the masses of the city as
never before. On 12 July crowds from the poorer sections of the city
demonstrated, seizing any muskets they could find. Two days later a vast
number marched on the symbol of royal domination over the city,
the Bastille fortress, 100 feet high and surrounded by an 80 foot moat.
This was not just some protest demonstration. Powder for muskets
was stored in the building, and innumerable opponents of the regime
had been imprisoned there. The crowd was determined to capture it.
The defenders opened fire with cannon. Three hours of shooting fol-
lowed, causing 83 deaths. People dragged out cannon of their own,
seized from the Hotel des Invalides. After threatening to blow up the
fortress and the popular district around it, the commander surren-
dered the Bastille to the masses. Revolution had taken hold of the
capital—an example soon to be followed in town after town across the
country.

The fall of the Bastille was the first great turning point in the rev-
olution. The action of the Parisian masses emboldened the National
Assembly to decree the abolition of feudalism (although it expected
the peasants to pay compensation for the ending of feudal dues) and
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to pass a ‘declaration of the rights of man’, similar in tone to the Amer-
ican Declaration of Independence. Further mass action thwarted an-
other attempt by the king to stage a military coup. Women from the
poorer areas of Paris marched to Versailles, pulling 20,000 armed men
behind them. They broke into the palace and forced the king to return
with them to Paris, where he would be under popular surveillance.

This was still a long way short of the overthrow of the monarchy.
The crowd which attacked the Bastille and the women who marched
on Versailles did so very much on their own initiative, prompted by
the food shortages hitting poor areas as well as by hatred of the king’s
aristocratic friends. But they still accepted the leadership of the offi-
cial representatives of the third estate—upper middle class men who
wanted only limited change. These concentrated the new armed
power in Paris in the hands of a National Guard recruited almost ex-
clusively from the better off sections of the middle class. Presiding over
it was Lafayette, a former general and aristocrat, whose ‘democratic’
credentials came from acting as an official French adviser in the
American War of Independence. Under his leadership the assembly
set about framing a constitution which restricted the vote, through
a steep property qualification, to so-called active citizens and left the
king with the power to delay new laws by two years. People were ex-
pected to rejoice at a new order built around the ‘unity’ of the king
and the assembly, of the rich and the poor. Many did at first. There
was a general feeling of liberation and exaltation when the king, ex-
aristocrats, the middle classes and the Parisian masses jointly com-
memorated the first anniversary of the fall of the Bastille at a great
‘festival of the federation’.

The sense of unity did not last long. The aristocrats bitterly re-
sented the loss of their old privileges, even though they hung on to their
wealth. Many were to move abroad, from where they plotted the over-
throw of the revolution with those who stayed behind. The king and
queen wrote secretly to other monarchs, urging a foreign invasion. 

At the same time, there was growing bitterness among the masses
of both country and town at the fact that material conditions had not
improved. Already, the summer of 1789 had seen a wave of discon-
tent among the peasantry—‘the great fear’—which involved the in-
vasion of aristocratic chateaux and burning of titles to feudal dues. In
the cities and market towns there was repeated agitation over food
shortages, price rises and unemployment which merged into a hatred
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for aristocrats and speculators. There was a ferment of ideas, encour-
aged by a proliferation of newspapers—250 burst into print in the
last six months of 1789 alone—and the influence of political clubs
where people met to debate what was happening. The best known of
these was the Jacobin club in Paris, dominated by a lawyer from the
northern town of Arras, Robespierre, and corresponding with scores
of other such clubs throughout the country. Another lawyer, Danton,
dominated the Cordelier club, which was cheaper to join and so
closer to the masses, its members much influenced by the daily
newssheet L’Ami du Peuple written by Jean Paul Marat.

Yet for more than two years Lafayette’s ‘moderate’ constitutional
monarchism dominated the political terrain. An attempt by the king
to flee Paris in June 1791 to join counter-revolutionary armies gath-
ering across the border was only thwarted by the prompt action of a
village postmaster in summoning the local militia. The dominant fac-
tion in the assembly rejected any challenge to the monarchy. ‘The
revolution is over,’ they proclaimed and spread the story that the king
had been kidnapped. ‘The greatest danger’, said one leader, Barnave,
would be ‘the destruction of the monarchy’, for it would mean ‘the de-
struction of the concept of property’.25 Jean Paul Marat was driven
into hiding and a spell in exile in Britain. ‘Le Chapelier’ laws banned
unions and strikes. The National Guard opened fire on thousands of
people queuing to sign a republican petition in the Champ de Mars—
the venue of the Festival of Federation almost 12 months before. Fifty
died in a massacre rarely mentioned by those who weep over the sub-
sequent fate of the queen, Marie Antoinette.

Repression could not stop rising popular agitation, however. Food
shortages, price rises and unemployment drove the artisans and trades-
people (known as sans-culottes because the men wore trousers rather than
the breeches of the wealthy classes) as well as the labourers to the point
of desperation. January and February 1792 saw food riots in Paris, while
in the countryside bands of poor peasants descended on markets to
impose price reductions on corn and bread. One of the Jacobins, Hébert,
produced a paper Le Père Duchesne, specially directed at sans-culottes
readership. Jacques Roux, a popular priest in one of the poorest quar-
ters, built a group of followers, described by their enemies as the enragés
(‘madmen’), who articulated the elemental hatred of the poor for the
aristocrats and rich. A growing number of sans-culottes joined political
clubs and flocked to regular ‘section’ meetings held in each part of
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Paris. A revolutionary women’s organisation led by an ex-actress, Claire
Lacombe, built support among those who had participated in the food
protests and the march on Versailles.

Repression could not paper over the splits at the top of society either.
The king and queen were still plotting with the counter-revolutionary
armies abroad. The ‘moderates’ who ran the government fell out among
themselves, torn between fear of these plots and fear of the masses
below. Within the Jacobin club a group known as the Brissotins (after
one of their leaders, Brissot) or Girondins, who saw themselves as less
radical than Robespierre and Danton, began to manoeuvre to replace
Lafayette in the government. 

Each of these rival groupings believed there was a simple solution
to their problems—war against the foreign armies that had gathered
across France’s northern borders. The king believed war would lead
to defeat by foreign troops who would restore his full power. Lafayette
believed it would enable him to become a virtual dictator. The
Girondins believed they would benefit from a wave of nationalist en-
thusiasm. The most determined opposition to war came from Robe-
spierre, so often portrayed by historians and popular novelists as a
bloodthirsty monster. He argued in the Jacobin club that war would
open the door to counter-revolution. But he could not stop the
Girondins from agreeing with the king to form a government and
then declaring war on Austria and Prussia in April 1792.

Revolutionary war
The war began disastrously. The French army suffered serious defeats—
partly because its generals had a tendency to go over to the enemy—
and the king tried to use the resulting chaos as an excuse to get rid of
the Girondins. The Duke of Brunswick proclaimed on behalf of the
invading army that it would impose ‘exemplary vengeance’ if victori-
ous and ‘hand over the city of Paris to soldiery and punish the rebels
as they deserved’.26

The threat of counter-revolution backfired. It prompted a new up-
swell of activity from below. There was a feeling among the mass of the
population that foreign invasion threatened everything gained in the
previous three years. Thousands of people, ‘passive citizens’ officially
deemed too poor to vote, flooded into the sections, the regular mass as-
semblies in each Parisian locality. A call from the National Assembly
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for volunteers to fight the counter-revolutionary invasion led to 15,000
signing up in Paris alone. Fédérés, active enthusiasts for the revolution,
began to march to Paris from provincial towns—most notably those
from Marseilles, whose marching tune became the anthem of the rev-
olution. All except one of the 48 section meetings in Paris demanded
a republic. Local National Guard units in the poorer areas were in-
creasingly influenced by the revolutionary mood. 

It was not only the poor who were frightened by the spectre of
counter-revolution, so were the radical sections of the middle class led
by Robespierre, Danton and Marat. They saw that defeat stared them
all in the face unless they made a further revolution. They did so on
10 August 1792, the second great turning point of the revolution. Tens
of thousands of sans-culottes from the sections joined the fédérés to
march on the Tuileries palace. National Guards who were meant to
be defending the king joined the insurrection and it defeated the
royal troops after a battle in which 600 royalists and 370 insurgents
died. 

The Parisian masses were once again in control of the city. The As-
sembly, made up of ‘moderate’ representatives elected under the prop-
erty qualification less than a year before, bowed to the new power. It
voted to suspend the king, recognise the new revolutionary com-
mune based on the Parisian sections, and organise new elections based
on universal male suffrage. The Girondins were back running the
government, but had to give three positions to Jacobins—most no-
tably to Danton, who became minister of justice.

These changes alone were not enough to defeat the threat from out-
side. The French army continued to suffer defeat as the foreign
armies—now joined by the likes of Lafayette—marched towards Paris.
There were hordes of nobles and royalists in the capital, many in
poorly guarded prisons, waiting for the opportunity to wreak revenge
for the humiliations of the past three years. The officer corps of the
army and the government administration were stuffed with royalist
sympathisers. 

Only two things could deal with the threat to the revolution—
sending large numbers of eager revolutionary volunteers to con-
front the enemy at the front, and decisive action to stop further
coups by monarchists and aristocrats at the rear. The Girondins
who dominated the government were not capable of fulfilling either
task. But Danton displayed the energy needed to tap the popular
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mood. ‘Audacity, audacity and still more audacity’ was his slogan as
he used enthusiastic revolutionary volunteers from the poorer areas
of Paris to breathe new life into the armies at the front.

In Paris, too, the masses took a decisive initiative. Spurred on by
Marat, they took the crushing of domestic counter-revolution into
their own hands. They descended on the prisons and summarily ex-
ecuted those they believed to be royalists in what became known as
the ‘September massacres’.

The move was a response by crowds who knew they would face the
gibbet or the guillotine themselves if the enemy took Paris, and who
also knew many people in high places were ready to aid that enemy.
They had already seen friends and neighbours suffer—in the mas-
sacre at the Champ de Mars, in the slaughter at the front where of-
ficers sided with the enemy, and from the hunger brought by the
shortage of bread. They had to do something. Unfortunately, in the
panic and without organisations of their own to guide them, the
crowds were easily drawn into indiscriminate killing of those in prison,
so that ordinary prisoners died alongside rabid opponents of the rev-
olution. Nevertheless, the action had the effect of intimidating and
subduing the royalist fifth column in the city. 

On 20 September the revolutionary army halted the invading
forces at Valmy. The next day the new Convention—the first legis-
lature of any country in history to be elected by the vote of the whole
male population—abolished the monarchy and declared France ‘the
republic, one and indivisible’. 

Not only had the king gone, so had very many features regarded as
irremovable only three years before. The remnants of feudalism were
now swept away in deed as well as word, as were the tithes which people
had been forced to pay to keep bishops and abbots in luxury. The su-
perstitions of the church were no longer propped up by the might of the
state. There were plans to encourage education and extend scientific
knowledge, bringing the ideas of the Enlightenment into everyday life.
The customs posts which impeded trade routes in order to benefit local
notables were gone. In the volunteer militia units at the front ordi-
nary soldiers voted for their fellows to become officers.

No wonder Goethe believed a new era had begun.
Yet the revolution was far from over. The next two years saw a

further radicalisation both in the government and at the base of so-
ciety. Then, in the summer of 1794 there was a sudden falling back
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of the revolutionary wave, allowing new inequalities and some old
privileges to re-emerge in what became, eventually, a new monar-
chy. In the process there occurred the famous ‘terror’ which has so be-
fogged many people’s understanding of—and sympathy for—the
revolution. The execution of the king, agreed on by the narrowest of
majorities in the Convention, was followed by the execution of many
other aristocrats and the queen. Then the Jacobins sent Girondin
leaders to the guillotine; Robespierre and Saint-Just sent Danton and
Hébert to the guillotine; and finally, Robespierre and Saint-Just them-
selves were sent to the guillotine by the ‘Thermidorians’—a coalition
of former supporters of the Girondins, Danton and Hébert. It was
this grisly spectacle which popularised the saying, ‘Revolutions always
devour their own children’27—and with it, the implication that rev-
olutions are always futile and bloody enterprises.

It is a false generalisation. The English Revolution did not devour
its leaders—that task was left to the Restoration executioners—and
neither did the American Revolution. It is an observation which also
fails utterly to grasp the real forces at work in France.

The roots of revolution
Any brief account of revolutionary events necessarily concentrates on
eye catching events and the best known personalities. But a revolu-
tion is always more than that. It involves a sudden change in the
balance of social forces, resulting from slow, often imperceptible de-
velopments over long periods of time. It can only be understood by
looking at those developments.

At the top of the old society—usually known as the ancien régime—
were the monarchy and the nobility. The traditional feudal aristoc-
racy of the noblesse d’epée (nobility of the sword) retained a privileged
position in France which it had long since lost in Britain. The French
monarchy had over the centuries cut back on some of the indepen-
dent power of the great nobles. It had been able to do so by using the
towns and the new, moneyed ‘bourgeois’ classes as a counterweight
to the great aristocrats. The monarchs of the 16th and 17th centuries
had given institutional expression to this by selling positions in the
state administration and the courts to sons of the moneyed classes, who
soon became a new hereditary nobility, the noblesse de robe (nobility
of the robe). This group dominated the law courts (confusingly for
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English speakers, known as parlements) which implemented royal
decrees. 

Finally, there was yet another form of nobility consisting of the
great ‘princes’ of the church—bishops and abbots. These enjoyed
wealth comparable to the great aristocrats, while the mass of priests
lived in conditions hardly better than the peasants. The upper clergy
owed their positions to royal patronage—which, in turn, was depen-
dent on influence at court. So it was possible for someone like Charles
Maurice de Talleyrand—a member of one of the old aristocratic fam-
ilies, ‘lacking in all apostolic virtues’28 and who had not even completed
holy orders—to be given an important abbotship at the age of 21.
Like the nobles, the upper clergy paid no taxes yet received the rents
and feudal dues from vast tracts of land as well as church tithes. 

No major section of the nobility showed any inclination to give
up of its privileges. Indeed, as the costs involved in maintaining a life
of luxurious consumption rose, the nobility set out to increase them—
by greater severity in the enforcement of feudal dues, by taking over
parts of the communal property of peasant villages, and by monopo-
lising lucrative positions in the state, the army and the church. There
was a ‘violent aristocratic reaction’.29

This was while France was experiencing considerable industrial
growth, particularly in rural handicraft production. According to a
recent estimate the economy grew at 1.9 percent a year throughout
the 18th century.30 Textile output grew 250 percent, coal output
seven or eightfold, and iron output from 40,000 tons to 140,000
tons. By 1789 a fifth of France’s population were employed in industry
or handicrafts.31

The moneyed class of big merchants (especially in the Atlantic
ports connected to the West Indian sugar colonies), ‘putters out’ and,
occasionally, manufacturers (like the handful of monopolists who
controlled the printing industry) grew in size and wealth. The rich
bourgeoisie were in an anomalous position. In formal, legal terms
they were inferior to any members of the nobility. But often they
were richer and able to exercise considerable influence over the
monarchy. What is more, they could buy up land which gave them
feudal dues from the peasantry and could profit from acting as tax
‘farmers’ for the monarchy. Beneath them the lower bourgeoisie were
completely excluded from influence. But they, too, often channelled
money their families had obtained through trading, shopkeeping or
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luxury crafts into investments in land or into the purchase of certain
legal offices. Both groups of the bourgeoisie resented the discrimina-
tion against them by the aristocracy, but they by no means stood in
automatic revolutionary opposition to the absolutist monarchy.
Indeed, they could still look to the monarchy to protect them from
the aristocracy.

Wedged between the bourgeoisie and the urban poor were a mass
of small tradespeople and artisans. Traditionally they had relied on
state sponsored guilds to regulate prices and protect their incomes. But
the spread of the market made this a less and less effective way of
providing them with security. A sudden change in market conditions
might deprive them of an income, while the increase in the price of
bread after harvest failures—as in the late 1780s and again in the
early 1790s—might drive them close to starvation. What is more, a
growing portion of the artisan and small trading workforce was made
up of journeymen—employees—who could never expect to own their
own businesses. These had little in common with those artisans and
traders who remained conservative and guild-minded.

There were also a growing number of ‘men on the make’—people
prepared to look for any opportunity to get ahead: a lucrative trad-
ing deal, a financial reward for some political service, or the pio-
neering of a new productive technique. But although such people
could resent the ‘irrationality’ of the old order—they often devoured
popular forms of Enlightenment thinking—they were not revolu-
tionaries.

The peasantry made up the bulk of French society. It varied enor-
mously from region to region. In a few areas it had undergone changes
similar to those in England, with the emergence of capitalist farmers
employing innovative techniques. There were a rather larger number
of peasants whose production was oriented to the market (through the
cultivation of vines or a combination of spinning or weaving with
farming), but with holdings that remained small. Then there were vast
numbers who leased land from or shared their crop with landowners,
leaving them with no funds for agricultural improvement even if
some were able to employ a limited number of labourers. Finally,
there were many whose condition, apart from the absence of formal
serfdom, hardly differed from medieval times. Yet almost all of the
peasantry had certain features in common. They felt the land was
really their own, yet had to pay feudal dues to landowners, tithes that
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could amount to 9 percent of the crop to the church, and, usually, rent
on top. What is more, they had to pay high taxes from which the no-
bility and the clergy were exempt. This burden meant they suffered
terribly if their crops failed or the prices of things they had to buy rose. 

The complex interrelation between the monarchy, the aristoc-
racy, the different groups of the bourgeoisie and the various sections
of the peasantry has led some ‘revisionist’ historians to claim the rev-
olution cannot be explained in class terms.32 The bourgeoisie, they say,
was more likely to obtain its income from legal offices, landownership
or even feudal dues than it was from modern industry. Therefore, it
could not have been a class standing for a new, capitalist way of pro-
ducing in opposition to a nobility and monarchy based on feudal-
ism. These historians argue that their case is confirmed by the small
number of big industrialists involved on the revolutionary side and
the considerable number of merchants who took the side of the king.

Some of their factual claims are undoubtedly true. The bourgeoisie
as a class certainly did not stand in unremitting revolutionary oppo-
sition to the old order. It had grown up within this order over hun-
dreds of years and was tied to it, both ideologically and financially, in
innumerable ways. The leading revolutionary figures were not fi-
nanciers or industrial capitalists but lawyers like Danton and Robe-
spierre, journalists like Desmoulins, and even, in the case of Marat,
a former doctor to the upper classes. But the conclusions drawn by the
revisionists are fundamentally false. The intertwining of the interests
of the nobility and the bourgeoisie did not stop them being attracted
towards opposite visions of French society. One looked back to the
past, to the defence of aristocratic privilege and feudal dues against
all change. The other looked towards a society built around the formal
equality of the marketplace, where ancestry alone could not hold
back the ‘man on the make’. The mass of the bourgeoisie repeatedly
hesitated in face of the measures needed to advance that model of so-
ciety. But they certainly did not go into exile in disgust when it tri-
umphed, as did much of the aristocracy. 

The division of society around these rival poles was not, in the first 
place, brought about by the bourgeoisie, but by the aristocratic reac-
tion. As with the English and American revolutions, it was not the
mass of people demanding something new which produced the initial
upheaval, but the attempt of the old order to push things backward.

Money had become the central preoccupation of the French

288

A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE WORLD



monarchy in the 1780s. It had spent enormous sums on the Seven
Years War with Britain and Prussia, and more again during the Amer-
ican war with Britain. Bankruptcy threatened if it did not find ways
to increase its tax revenue. But it found this almost impossible. The
exemption of the nobles and clergy from taxation meant the burden
fell on the lower classes, and the point had been reached where most
of them simply could not pay more. Average living standards in the
countryside were falling, while wages in the towns had risen by only
22 percent against price rises of 65 percent.33 What is more, the
method of raising tax was hopelessly inefficient, with considerable
sums being siphoned off by the ‘tax farmers’ who collected it.

The king was briefly brought to see how serious the situation had
become. He appointed a ‘reforming’ ministry in 1786 which pre-
sented a plan to rationalise the tax system and extend it to the huge
landholdings of the nobility and the church. The aristocracy were out-
raged. An assembly of ‘notables’ picked by the king rejected the pro-
posals. When further reforms were brought forward, the noblesse de robe
in the provincial parlements refused to implement them—and when
the ministers tried to proceed in spite of them, they organised public
protests which turned into riots in some places. In these protests, the
nobility still found it possible to win the support of many members of
other classes. After all, the talk of higher taxes could seem like a
threat to some members of the bourgeoisie and peasantry. 

The nobility, seeing themselves as the natural leaders of society, had
the illusion that they could use popular support to bend the government
to their will. Their central demand was for an Estates-General—an as-
sembly which had last been convened in 1614. In agreeing to this in
May 1789, the king was conceding to the reactionary demands of the
aristocracy, not some progressive movement of the bourgeoisie or the
lower classes.

Yet this concession to the aristocracy forced the other classes to
organise. They were required to choose representatives of the ‘third
estate’. In the towns this meant assemblies to choose ‘electors’ who
in turn would vote for delegates. In the countryside it meant vil-
lagers deciding who to send to an area meeting which would take de-
cisions. The mass of people had no experience of such things and
usually put their trust in those best able to speak. The result was
that the assembly of the third estate was dominated by lawyers and
other well heeled members of the middle class. But the process of
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choosing delegates encouraged many millions of people to think for
the first time about what they wanted from society. In villages and
towns across France they drew up doléances—lists of demands they
wanted the Estates-General to implement. The discussion led to the
activist groups beginning to crystallise in the poorer quarters of Paris,
which were to storm the Bastille in July and march on Versailles in
October. It also encouraged ferment among the peasants, which
boiled over into revolt against local nobles in the summer of 1789.

The reactionary offensive of the aristocracy roused the middle class
and created the mood of self assertion among its representatives as
the Estates-General assembled. They were not revolutionary in intent.
They were still enamoured with the monarchy and, rather than abol-
ish it, wanted to cut the aristocracy down to size, so that there would
be an end to arbitrary privilege and bullying. But they were not pre-
pared to be dictated to, and they felt emboldened by the ferment in
society. Hence their defiant gestures—their assertion of ‘human rights’,
and declarations about the end of feudalism—could be followed by a
compromise which left the king with considerable power and the aris-
tocracy with their property.

But the aristocratic reaction was not going to be brought to an
end so quickly. So long as the aristocrats were in control of their for-
tunes, their country estates and the officer corps of the army, they
were going to try to re-establish their old positions of privilege. 

Reformers, revolutionaries and sans-culottes
The popular movements which had backed the middle class assem-
bly in the summer of 1789 had roused the lower classes to challenge
their miserable lot for the first time. They had begun to see that the
wealth of the few and the poverty of the many were two sides of the
same coin. At first they identified wealth with the aristocracy. But it
was not long before they were turning their attention to those sections
of the bourgeoisie who aped the aristocracy or who enriched them-
selves as ‘tax farmers’, landowners and speculators.

The agitation of 1789 had thrown up many thousands of new po-
litical activists among the middle classes. It was they who attended
the political clubs, read the mass of pamphlets and newspapers, and
took part in electoral meetings. They were exultant at first. It seemed
that history was offering them a chance to realise the dreams of the
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Enlightenment, to right the wrongs castigated by Voltaire, to intro-
duce the society imagined by Rousseau. They adopted heroic pos-
tures, imagining themselves as reincarnations of figures from ancient
Rome like Brutus.

But they were in danger of being trapped between aristocratic re-
action on the one side and the popular ferment on the other. For al-
though 1789 had shown that popular unrest could defeat the aristocracy,
peasants burning landowners’ title deeds did not stop if the landown-
ers were from the bourgeoisie, and townspeople did not stop attacking
food speculators who had bourgeois credentials.

It was this which led to the repeated splits within the ranks of the
middle class political activists. Typically, the majority opted for se-
curity, property and conciliation of the monarchy and aristocracy.
Only a radical minority were prepared to risk rousing the masses. But
then reaction, emboldened by the concessions made to it, would
make moves which threatened the majority and they would swing
behind the radicals—although with a section splitting away to join
the counter-revolution.

This was what happened in 1791 and 1792. It was to happen again
in 1793. 

The crisis of 1792, which culminated in the proclamation of the
republic and the execution of the king, had involved the overthrow
of Lafayette by the Jacobins and the Parisian masses organised through
the sections. The Girondins had gone along with this action, but were
still reluctant to go further and agree to the execution of the king.
They feared ‘the mob’—the ‘hydra of anarchy’ as Brissot called it.34

Against a background of growing hunger in town and countryside
alike, they resisted demands from the Parisian sections to control
prices, to requisition grain supplies to feed people and to take exem-
plary action against ‘hoarders and speculators’.

Instead they attacked the masses in much the same way as the
previous government. ‘Your property is threatened’, one of their lead-
ers warned the wealthy bourgeoisie in April, ‘and you are closing
your eyes to the danger… Chase these venomous creatures back to
their lairs’.35 The Convention voted overwhelmingly to send Marat
before the revolutionary tribunal on a charge of subversion, only to
see him acquitted. Hébert was arrested and the president of the Con-
vention declared—in language similar to the notorious statement of
the Duke of Brunswick—that unless ‘recurrent insurrections’ in the
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city stopped, ‘Paris would be destroyed’.36 The army suffered a new
series of defeats as its commander, Dumouriez, deserted to the enemy.
Disaffected peasants in the Vendée region in the west of France joined
a bloody monarchist rising.

Finally, on 29 May ‘moderates’ and royalists together seized control
of Lyons and imprisoned the Jacobin mayor, Chalier, before executing
him in July.

Robespierre’s Jacobins were as middle class as the Girondins, al-
though many historians argue they came mostly from a lower layer of
the middle class. They were just as devoted to the ‘rights’ of property,
as they repeatedly declared in their public statements. Robespierre was
personally incorruptible, but many of his supporters had no com-
punction about trying to benefit financially from the revolution—
after all, they were members of, or aspirants to, the bourgeoisie.
Danton had personally enriched himself, at one point accepting
money from the king. Marat and Hébert did agitate among the
Parisian masses—but from the point of view of those who were small
artisan or traders, with no objection to profit. 

But in the early summer of 1793 they could see that the alterna-
tive to the revolution going forward was a carnival of reaction which
neither they nor the gains of the previous four years would survive.
They could also see the only way to push the revolution forward was
to ally with the Parisian masses once more and make concessions to
the peasantry, even if that meant taking measures which clashed with
bourgeois interests. Robespierre wrote in his diary, ‘The dangers come
from the middle classes, and to defeat them we must rally the people’.37

In other words, the radical bourgeoisie in the Jacobin club had to
unite with the revolutionary sans-culottes of the Parisian sections
against the moderate Girondin bourgeoisie. The revolution’s third
great turning point had arrived.

On 26 May 1793 Robespierre issued a call for the people to revolt.
On 29 May, 33 of the Parisian sections met together and chose an in-
surrectionary committee of nine members to organise a journée—a new
uprising. On 31 May and 2 June the ringing of the tocsin (alarm) bell
and the firing of cannon summoned the masses onto the streets. They
surrounded the convention with 80,000 armed people and compelled
it to issue orders for the arrest of 29 Girondin deputies. The Parisian
sections were now the centre of power in the capital and the Jacobin
leadership was, in effect, the government of France.
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The defeated Girondins fled the city to stir up revolt in the provinces.
They had friends in the officer corps of the army, allies among the big
merchants, sympathy from middle class landowners afraid of the rural
revolt, the allegiance of all those who saw any ‘mob’ as a threat—and,
of course, support from an aristocracy which would rejoice in a victory
against the revolution. Within weeks, much of the south and west of
the country was in Girondin hands. The Vendée was held by royalists,
the anti-Jacobins had handed the southern port of Toulon and ships of
the Mediterranean navy over to the British, and foreign armies were
still marching towards Paris. The counter-revolution had even shown
it could strike in the capital when a young woman from the Girondin
town of Caen, Charlotte Corday, gained access to Marat by claiming
she needed his help, and stabbed him to death as he sat in his bath. 

The Parisian sans-culottes masses urged the Jacobin leaders to take
further revolutionary measures to stop the rot, and that leadership
soon saw it had no choice. A Committee of Public Safety—which re-
ported at least once a week to the convention and was subject to re-
election each month—was empowered to take whatever emergency
measures were appropriate. A ‘law of the maximum’ imposed price
controls on bread and speculation in people’s hunger became a capi-
tal crime. There was a forced loan on the rich to pay for the war and
a progressive tax, starting at 10 percent and rising to 50 percent, on
all income over the minimum needed to keep a family.38 The economy
became increasingly subject to central direction, with an important na-
tionalised sector producing war supplies. The land seized from émigrés
and the church was divided into small plots to placate peasant anger.
The volunteer revolutionary units and the old army units were merged
at the front, so that the volunteers could enthuse the regulars while
learning military skills from them, and they jointly elected their offi-
cers. Suspect officials were purged from government departments. Rev-
olutionary commissioners were sent with full power to put down the
counter-revolutionary risings in the countryside. All single men be-
tween the ages of 18 and 25 were required to do military service, with-
out the old exemptions which allowed the well-to-do to pay substitutes
to take their place. Finally, after further journées in September, the
convention and the Committee of Public Safety agreed to a policy of
severe repression—terror.
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The Jacobins and the terror 

The impetus for the terror came from below—from people who had
suffered under the old regime, who knew they would suffer even more
if it came back and whose friends and relatives were already dying daily
at the front as a result of betrayal and corrupt profiteering. It combined
the emotional desire for vengeance with the rational understanding
that, under conditions of civil war, opponents of the revolutionary
regime would seize every opportunity to do it damage. Prison would
not deter them, since they would expect to be released once their
plots were successful. People like Hébert on the ‘terrorist’ fringe of the
Jacobins fanned these feelings. But the main Jacobin leaders were
slow to embrace the call. Far from being the ‘callous butcher’ of
legend, Robespierre had been almost alone in calling for the aboli-
tion of the death penalty in the early days of the revolution. By con-
trast, the Girondins supported its use for ordinary ‘criminals’ from
the lower classes but had qualms when it came to the king.

Only 66, or one quarter, of the 260 people brought before the rev-
olutionary tribunal before September 1793 had been condemned to
death. From October the pace accelerated. The execution of the
queen, Marie Antoinette, was followed by the condemnation of the
Girondins and the Duke of Orleans (who had tried to advance his own
cause by parading as a Jacobin). In the last three months of 1793, 177
out of 395 defendants were sentenced to death, and by December
the number of people in Paris prisons had risen to 4,525—from 1,500
in August. Nevertheless, the number of executions at this stage was
much smaller than might be believed from popular accounts in novels
and films which suggest scores going to the guillotine every day. 

The 200 year litany of complaints about the executions of aristo-
crats and royalists must be put in perspective. Executions had been
a continual occurrence under the old regime. Poor people could be
hanged for stealing a piece of cloth. As Mark Twain once put it,
‘There were two reigns of terror: one lasted several months, the other
1,000 years.’ The army marching towards Paris from the north would
have installed its own terror, much greater than that of the Jacobins,
if it had been able to take the city, and it would have used the royal-
ists and aristocrats to point out ‘ring leaders’ for instant execution. The
‘moderates’ and royalists who took over Lyons, Marseilles and Toulon
established tribunals that ‘ordered patriots guillotined or hanged’.

294

A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE WORLD



The results ‘were piteous’39—the death toll in Lyons was said to be
800.40 In the Vendée a royalist priest reported that ‘each day was
marked by bloody expeditions’ against republican sympathisers. Even
to have attended a mass presided over by one of the clergy who ac-
cepted the republic was grounds ‘to be imprisoned and then mur-
dered or shot under the pretext that the prisons were too full’.41 At
Machecoul 524 republicans were shot.42 On top of this, there was the
enormous death toll in the battles on France’s northern borders, in a
war begun by the monarchists and Girondins and joined with en-
thusiasm by all enemies of the revolution, at home and abroad—a war
in which French officers sympathetic to the other side might delib-
erately send thousands of soldiers to their deaths.

The victims of the counter-revolution and the war do not figure
in the horror stories about the revolution retailed by popular novel-
ists, or even in Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities. For such writ-
ers, the death of a respectable gentleman or lady is a tragedy, that of
a republican artisan or seamstress of no concern.

This was essentially the argument Robespierre put to the con-
vention in late September 1793. He was justifying punitive measures
against one of the republic’s generals, Houchard, for retreating un-
necessarily and causing a military disaster. ‘In two years 100,000 men
have been butchered because of treason and weakness,’ he said. ‘It is
weakness for traitors which is destroying us’.43 It was an argument
which won over many of the deputies who vacillated over whether
to back Jacobin measures.

The worst bloodshed during the revolution did not take place in
Paris, where the revolutionaries never lost control, but in fighting to
reconquer regions held by its opponents. There were a handful of
cases where the republican armies took bloody revenge: in Lyons a rev-
olutionary commission passed 1,667 death sentences; in the Vendée
rebels taken prisoner carrying weapons were summarily executed; in
Nantes 2,000 to 3,000 supporters of the revolt were executed by
drowning in the River Loire; in Toulon there were mass executions
of those blamed for handing the city to the British.44

There is another aspect of the terror which has to be examined.
This is the terror which the revolutionary leaders directed at each
other in the course of 1793-94. It began with the antagonism be-
tween the Girondins and the Jacobins. The Girondins had shown in
the charges they had laid against Marat their own willingness to
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resort to repression. Nevertheless, the first Girondin leaders arrested
after the establishment of the Jacobin government had simply been
placed under house arrest. By then leaving Paris to stir revolt in the
provinces, they proved this was a disagreement which could not be
settled by words alone. Robespierre and Danton came to feel that
any Girondin left free would behave in the same way. Vigorous re-
pression—and in conditions of civil war, that meant execution—was
the only way to prevent them doing so.

But for the middle class Jacobins, the same logic which applied to
the Girondins applied, in conditions of civil war, to certain other re-
publicans. As far as Robespierre was concerned his own allies, the sans-
culottes of Paris, were beginning to become a problem. They had done
wonders in providing mass support for the revolution in the streets.
But they were also antagonising the very social group from which Robe-
spierre and other Jacobin leaders came—those people of property wa-
vering over whether to fight for the republic. At the very moment he
was adopting the sans-culottes’ call for terror, Robespierre began a crack-
down on sans-culottes organisations—in mid-September Jacques Roux
was arrested; in October Claire Lacombe’s Society of Revolutionary
Republican Women was dissolved; and finally, in March, Hébert and
several others were guillotined. 

The ‘extremists’ who put forward demands that could only frighten
the respectable, propertied middle class were not Robespierre’s only
problem. He also feared the revolution could be destroyed by those
who put personal interests and inclinations above the needs of the
moment. This applied especially to some of the circle around
Danton—a man capable of enormous revolutionary courage and en-
thusiasm, but also very attracted by the rewards available from mixing
with dubious wealthy figures. It was no coincidence that his friends
were involved in a major corruption case concerning the French East
India Company. When Danton began to draw around him an infor-
mal ‘indulgent’ faction in January and February 1794, Robespierre
began to fear he was following the path taken by the Girondins nine
months earlier. Five days after the execution of Hébert, it was the turn
of Danton, Desmoulins and others to be arrested, brought before the
tribunal and executed.

Robespierre and his close allies felt beleaguered. Their own class was
half attracted to the forces of counter-revolution. A class based on
profit making, its members were continually subject to the temptation
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of bribery and corruption. Only fear of drastic measures could keep the
middle class on the path to victory. Robespierre believed he stood for
a new form of society in which the essential values of the middle class
would be realised. He gave expression to this feeling by identifying his
goal as ‘virtue’. But he could not achieve this without disciplining the
middle class itself, and sometimes very harshly. As he put it in Febru-
ary 1794, ‘Without virtue terror is useless; without terror, virtue is
powerless.’

What is more, the terror made the state the focus for revolution-
ary feeling and action. It served to divert the sans-culottes masses away
from a path full of danger for the middle class—the path of increas-
ingly taking direction of the revolution into lower class hands. It was
much better for the middle class politicians if the sans-culottes were
dancing the Carmargnole while watching the state’s guillotine at work
than if they were arguing and acting on their own behalf. The terror
came to function not only to defend the revolution, but also to sym-
bolise the way in which the state was being centralised by a political
group balancing between the masses and the conciliatory elements
in the bourgeoisie.

By the spring of 1794 the Jacobins around Robespierre ruled alone,
winding down the popular organisations in Paris—purging the com-
mune, dissolving the sections, abolishing the commissioners who in-
vestigated food hoarding. Government power was centralised as never
before in the hands of an apparently unified group of men, no longer
beset by factions to the left and right. But such a centralised power
could only get its way by resorting more than ever to repression. As
Soboul explains: 

Hitherto the terror…had been directed against the enemies of the
revolution. But now it was extended to include those who opposed
the government committees. In this way the committees used the
terror to tighten their grip on political life.45

The centralisation of the terror created a momentum of its own. The
Jacobin core began to feel anyone not with them must be against
them—and the feeling was, in part, justified. There was growing an-
tagonism towards them among their own middle class as it chafed at
the restraints on its freedoms, and there was antagonism from many
of the sans-culottes followers of Roux and Hébert. Dealing with such
antagonism by terror only served to increase the isolation of the Jacobin

297

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION



core still further. But calling off the terror threatened to give a free hand
to those who wanted vengeance on the Jacobin core.

Robespierre vacillated over what to do. He tried to hold the terror
in check in certain provinces—for instance, by recalling to Paris the
man who had been responsible for the mass drownings in Nantes.
But then he allowed the terror in Paris to escalate massively in May
1794, so that the next three months saw as many executions as the
preceding year. For the first time, the accused were denied the right
to a defence, juries could convict on nothing more than ‘moral guilt’,
and people who might have no connection with one another were
tried in groups on the grounds that they might have ‘conspired’ in the
prisons. It was at this time that the great pamphleteer of the Amer-
ican Revolution and of British plebeian radicalism, Tom Paine, only
narrowly avoided execution—his crime being that he was a ‘foreigner’
who had been friendly with some of the Girondins (as, of course, had
most of the Jacobin leadership at some point in the past).

Thermidor and after
Jacobin methods succeeded as the Girondin ones had not in de-
fending the revolutionary regime. By the summer of 1794 the revo-
lutionary army was showing itself to be probably the best fighting
force Europe had ever seen. The revolts in the provinces had been
smashed, the French army was in occupation of Brussels and moving
northwards, and the republic did indeed seem ‘one and indivisible’.

Yet these very successes created an insuperable problem for the
Jacobins. They had been able to raise themselves up by balancing
between left and right—and in the process take very harsh measures
against sections of their own class—because large sections of the
middle class had seen no alternative a few months before. This was
why, month after month, the convention had voted to renew the
powers of the Committee of Public Safety. But the victories led to a
growing feeling that dictatorial rule was no longer necessary.

Robespierre had made many enemies in the previous months—
‘indulgent’ sympathisers of Danton, emissaries who had been re-
called from the provinces for carrying repression too far, former allies
of Hébert, and those who had never really broken with the Girondins
but were afraid to say so. On 27 July 1794 they united to ambush
Robespierre in the midst of a debate in the Convention. A delegate

298

A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE WORLD



moved that an arrest warrant be issued against him and his close
allies, and the Convention voted unanimously in favour. 

The Jacobins made a last attempt to save themselves by calling on
the masses to rise in a revolutionary journée. But they themselves had
dissolved the committees and banned the sans-culottes papers that
could organise such a rising. They had lifted the ban on speculation
in food and, only four days before, had published maximum wage
rates which meant a cut in earnings for many artisans. Only 16 of the
48 sections of Paris sent forces to join the attempted rising, and they
were left standing around for hours without proper leadership before
dispersing. Robespierre and 21 of his allies were executed on 28 July,
followed by another 71 men the next day—the largest mass execu-
tion in the history of the revolution.

Robespierre had shouted out in the convention, ‘The republic is
a lost cause. The brigands are now triumphant.’ He was right in the
sense that the great movement of the last five years had come to an
end. Thermidor, the name of the month in which Robespierre was
overthrown in the republic’s revolutionary calendar, has ever since sig-
nified internal counter-revolution.

The allies who had overthrown him did not stay long in power.
The months which followed saw those who hated the revolution gain
a new confidence. Groups of rich young thugs, the jeunesse dorée
(golden youth) began to take over the streets of Paris, attacking anyone
who tried to defend the revolutionary ideals or who showed lack of re-
spect for their ‘betters’. A mob of them forced the Jacobin club to
close. A constitutional amendment brought in a new property quali-
fication for the vote. A ‘white terror’ led to a wave of executions of
former revolutionaries and the victimisation of very many others. Two
brief sans-culottes risings in April and May 1795 showed that the poor,
given a chance, were more than a match for the jeunesse dorée, but they
were crushed by forces loyal to the Thermidorians. Émigrés began to
return to the country and boast that the monarchy would soon be
back. The pretender to the throne, the future Louis XVIII, insisted from
exile that he wanted to bring back the old regime, complete with its
three estates, and punish all those who had taken part in the revolu-
tion, including the Thermidorians. Then in October 1795 the royal-
ists staged a rising of their own in Paris. The Thermidorians, terrified,
began rearming Jacobins and calling on sans-culottes for help before the
army—especially a rising officer, a one-time Jacobin called Napoleon
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Bonaparte—came to their assistance. Fearful of a full-blooded monar-
chic restoration, the Thermidorians agreed to concentrate power in the
hands of a Directory of five men. For four years the Directory was
pulled first in one direction then in another, all the time allowing
more power to accede to Napoleon, whose base in the army provided
a bastion against both the royalists and any rebirth of popular Ja-
cobinism, until in 1799 Napoleon staged a coup which in effect gave
him dictatorial power. In 1804 he had the pope crown him emperor,
ruling with the support both of some former Jacobins and some of the
aristocrats who had returned from exile. Finally, in 1814 and 1815,
defeat for his armies allowed the other European powers to reinsti-
tute the Bourbon monarchy. Robespierre’s final, desperate warning
seemed vindicated.

Yet in two respects he was wrong. The revolution was over after
Thermidor 1794, but many of the changes it had brought remained.
Napoleon’s regime was built on consolidation of many of these
changes: the ending of feudal dues; the creation of an independent
peasantry; the ending of internal customs posts; the creation of a uni-
form national administration; above all, the determination of gov-
ernment policy in the light of bourgeois goals rather than dynastic or
aristocratic ones. Napoleon’s army could conquer much of Europe
for a period precisely because it was not the army of the old regime.
It was an army organised and motivated in ways established during the
revolution, particularly its Jacobin phase. Its best generals were men
who had risen through the ranks on merit in the revolutionary
period—Napoleon even relied on a former Jacobin ‘terrorist’ to run
his police.

Like the Dutch, English and American revolutions before it, the
French Revolution had cut away the great obstacles inherited from
the past to a fully market based society. And after the events of 1792-
94 there was now no way aristocratic reaction could reimpose them.

Looking back on the revolution 20 years later, the novelist Stend-
hal observed, ‘In 2,000 years of world history, so sharp a revolution
in customs, ideas, and beliefs has perhaps never happened before’.46

The revolutionaries may have been defeated, but much of the revo-
lution’s heritage survived to shape the modern world. 

Robespierre was wrong in a second way as well. That was because
the revolution did not just consist of the rise of middle class political
groups, each one more radical than the one before. Centrally, it also
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involved the entry into political life of millions of people in the town
and country who had never before had a chance to shape history.
They had learned to fight for their own interests and to argue with each
other over what those interests were. The peasants who had burned
down the chateaux of the aristocrats in 1789 and 1792 were not going
to let a subsequent government take their land from them. In Paris and
other cities the lower classes had risen to fight for their own interests
on a scale never before seen in history—and would do so again in
1830, 1848 and 1871, as well as in 1936 and 1968. 

Accounts of the revolution which look, quite rightly, at its over-
all impact on world history are always in danger of understating what
happened on the ground, in the narrow streets and overcrowded
dwellings of the poorer parts of Paris. It was here that people read and
argued over the writings of Marat and Hébert, spent hour after hour
at their section ‘meeting in permanence’, hunted out hoarders of
grain and searched for monarchist agents, sharpened pikes and
marched on the Bastille, organised the risings that replaced the con-
stitutional monarchists by the Girondins and the Girondins by the
Jacobins, and volunteered in their thousands to go to the front or to
spread the revolution through the countryside.

There were limitations to the popular movements in the cities.
They arose from the structures of French society at the time. The
great majority of the urban masses still worked in small workshops,
where the master and his family would work alongside perhaps a
couple of employees whose living standards did not differ markedly
from their own. They could come together on the streets or in sec-
tion assemblies and clubs. But they were not tied to one another or-
ganically in the process of production which took up much of their
time. Their ideal was the preservation of the individual family unit,
with the father in charge, not the collective reorganisation of soci-
ety. They could rise up against the aristocrats who had humiliated
them in the past and the speculators who would see them starve,
showing enormous courage and inventiveness, as histories of the rev-
olution by Kropotkin and Guerin47 have shown. And when they rose
up they could begin to throw off many of their own prejudices, as
shown by the vanguard role played by women in many of the protests,
by the call from some of the revolutionaries for women to be able to
vote, and by the emergence of revolutionary women’s clubs. Yet in the
great crisis of the revolution in 1793-94 they found it difficult to put
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forward a programme of their own which could lead to victory. 
As Albert Soboul has shown, their condition of life meant they

could push the Jacobins to take necessary radical measures, but they
could not frame a collective, class response of their own which could
solve the revolution’s problems. They could fight for maximum prices,
but they were not in a position to take over the decisive productive
processes. Even their keenness for terror was a sign of their weak-
ness. They had to focus attention on stopping other people sabotag-
ing the revolution because they could not take direct, collective
control over its destiny themselves. 

Yet it was their action and initiative, as much as the inspiring
words of Danton or the steely determination of Robespierre, which
overturned the old order in France—inspiring or terrifying all of
Europe and beyond for much of the next century. From them also
emerged, in the aftermath of the crushing of the popular movement,
a group of revolutionaries around ‘Gracchus’ Babeuf (executed in
1796) whose stress on social and economic equality helped lay the
ground for the socialist movements of the 19th and 20th centuries.

302

A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE WORLD


