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294 THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

over the central municipal authority in their respective towns. "In towns with 
more than twenty-five thousand inhabitants the sections, like the cantons in the 
country districts:' Mathiez tells us, "had permanent officers and committees, 
and could hold meetings which controlled the action of the central 
municipality:'7 

Moreover, the communes had the right to deal not only with local affairs but 
with matters of national concern. "The communes:' continues Mathiez, 

possessed extensive powers .... They had the right to call out the National Guard 
and the troops. They enjoyed a wide autonomy under the inspection and 
supervision of administrative bodies which sanctioned their financial 
enactments and audited their accounts. The mayor ... might be suspended, but 
the municipal assembly could not be dissolved.8 

In effect, about 44,000 autonomous local authorities blanketed France, many in 
the form of citizen assemblies or sections. 

In the years that were to follow, these sections and communes became 
increasingly democratic and radical: 

At the outset the mayors and municipal officers were chosen from the rich 
middle classes, but they were far more exposed to the constant pressure of the 
people than the departmental and district directories, so that in 1792, and 
especially after the declaration of war, a certain lack of harmony was apparent 
between the communes, which were rather more democratic in character, and 
the administrative bodies, which were more conservative.9 

Indeed, as we shall see, the communes and sections formed the bases for a 
radical popular, face-to-face democracy-a municipalist democracy-that, in 
Paris at least, was to challenge the centralized nation-state. 

THE FEDERATIONS 

The formation of confederal structures can be dated back at least to the time of 
the "Great Fear" in the summer of 1789, when the towns of various provinces 
such as Franche-Comte and Dauphine formed confederations with each other 
in common defense against "brigands" and aristocrats. Thereafter, towns 
continued to confederate, partly to evoke the feeling of fraternity that the 
Revolution had promoted as a spiritual expression of its social goals. Federa­
tions of towns within a single province soon formed federations with those of 
other provinces, to affirm their sense of common citizenship. In February 1790, 
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for example, delegates from Anjou joined hands with delegates from Brittany to 
swear that they were "neither Angevins nor Bretons, but citizens of one and the 
same community."1

" The federation of Franche-Comte, Burgundy, Alsace, and 
Champagne, says Mathiez, was "carried out amid a patriotic exaltation which 
assumed a religious character."11 Partly civil and partly military, these cele­
brations were attended by representatives of the various provincial National 
Guards--the federes or federals--who swore to uphold the new social order, 
enforce its laws, and suppress disorder. 

In the year after the fall of the Bastille, federation became "the new religion" of 
a France that abhorred centralization and royal despotism. On the first 
anniversary of July 14, provincial federations fused together temporarily into a 
national federation in Paris that was marked by an enthusiastic national 
celebration known as the Fete de Ia Federation. Contingents of National Guards 
from the eighty-three departments poured into the capital in a huge amphi­
theater on the Champs de Mars, where, despite a heavy downpour, thousands 
assembled with raised banners to the music of a twelve-hundred-piece orchestra 
to reaffirm their solidarity and revolutionary commitment. After Lafayette 
swore on an altar to uphold the Constitution and be faithful to the nation, the 
crowd of deputies, Guardsmen, and spectators in turn shouted the same oath: "I 
swear it!" When the king and queen themselves took the oath, the crowd cheered 
them wildly, after which all departed singing "(:a ira:· the lively and 
authentically popular song of the Revolution. 

THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY 

This show of unity, however, barely concealed the major social and political 
differences that persisted in France, as could even be seen in the seating 
arrangement of the National Assembly itself. Facing the tribune on the left were 
the more radical deputies, who pressed for further limitations on the monarchy, 
far-reaching economic and political reforms, and the abolition of all status 
ranks. The seats on the right were occupied by monarchist and conservative 
deputies who dreaded the danger to authority and stability that came from the 
revolutionary people and strongly believed that the monarchy should have 
greater authority to hold the country in tow. From this time onward, the terms 
Left and Right became part of the vocabulary of modern politics. 

But the number of those who sat on the right was relatively low, in great part 
owing to their own lack of organization and to the headlong emigration of 
monarchists, which gave the Left considerable leeway in making drastic changes 
in French society. It made them with alacrity. Accordingly, the Assembly 
abolished the parlements and replaced the hereditary judiciary of the ancien 
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regime with a graduated system of tribunals independent of the king, 
accountable only to the sovereign nation. Judges had to be elected and draw 
their salaries from the state; torture was abolished as a hated relic of medieval 
barbarism. 

Perhaps the National Assembly's most radical economic acts at the time 
concerned the Catholic Church, the largest landowner in France. In November 
the Assembly confiscated all the landed estates of the Church, without 
compensation, and auctioned them off to raise funds to avert the immediate 
bankruptcy of the state. Presumably, these confiscated lands were meant to 
underwrite interest-bearing treasury bonds-or assignats, as they were called­
which later became the legal paper currency of the realm. 

Having already abolished the Gallican Church's corporate status, feudal 
prerogatives, independence, tithes, and landed estates, the National Assembly 
now forced the Church to yield to another innovation. French kings had long 
enjoyed the prerogative of choosing Gallican bishops, but in July 1790 the 
Assembly established a Civil Constitution for the Clergy that brought the 
Church completely into accord with the principles of the Revolution. It 
stipulated that thenceforth all clerics, bishops and priests alike, were to be 
elected by active citizens, that is, by the laity, and the salaries of the clerics were 
now to be paid by the state, essentially reducing the clergy-formerly a separate 
estate of the realm-to civil servants. The number of bishops was significantly 
reduced in each department, and the contemplative monastic orders were 
disbanded as parasitic. Finally, the Civil Constitution forbade clerics to 
acknowledge the supremacy of the pope, who was now seen as a foreign 
monarch, thereby severing the ties of the Gallican Church to Rome. It was with 
great reluctance, indeed, that the king was obliged formally to approve the Civil 
Constitution on August 24, 1790. 

For many of the clergy, this drastic change was an abomination. Reactionary 
traditionalist bishops who had accepted civil changes by the Assembly flatly 
refused to acknowledge the validity of the Civil Constitution. The Assembly, in 
turn, by no means oblivious of the fact that coercion would be necessary to 
reform the Church, required all clerics to take an oath to uphold the new Civil 
Constitution on pain of losing their benefices. Only seven bishops and about 54 
percent of the lower clergy took the oath, and these mainly in Paris, and in 
Dauphine, Provence, and the Pyrenees. In the western departments, the clergy 
overwhelmingly refused, opening a schism between so-called "constitutional" 
clergy, who took the oath, and "refractory" clergy, who refused, that was to 
widen into an irreconcilable rupture with enormous consequences for the 
future of the Revolution. Indeed, the Civil Constitution became the basis for a 
more widespread counterrevolution among devout peasants than anything the 
aristocratic emigres could generate, but in 1790 neither open counterrevolution 
nor radical journees were as yet the order of the day. 
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cnAPTEa 1s ]ournees toward the Republic 

The Left in the National Assembly following the fall of the Bastille was by no 
means republican, still less radical. It was composed largely of constitutionalists, 
who accepted the monarchy as an indispensable part of the new government, 
and its deliberations were guided by prudent lawyers who tilted toward fairly 
conservative views. Far more liberal-even radical-were the elected officials in 
the municipalities, whose constituencies were more open to public scrutiny and 
pressure than departmental officials or Assembly deputies. 

The authentic radicals of this period could be found in the Cordeliers district, 
on the Left Bank of the Seine. Perhaps the most militant district in the capital 
and a major propaganda center of the Revolution, the Cordeliers played a 
strategic role in awakening public consciousness in favor of a republic. Led by 
the ebullient lawyer Georges Danton, who presided over the district's assembly, 
as well as other fervent leaders of the Revolution who also lived and worked 
there, it became at once a center and a protective haven for radicals throughout 
the city. Jean-Paul Marat moved to the district for a time to seek refuge from the 
police, and it was here that the printer Antonio Momoro's press published some 
of the most incendiary pamphlets of the period. Here, too, the famous Cafe 
Procope attracted some of the Revolution's ablest journalists, intellectuals, 
lawyers, and artists, continuing a tradition that dated back to Moliere and 
Diderot. Finally, most of the radical publishers were located in the district: the 
Cordeliers was home to Desmoulins's newspaper La France Libre and the older 
Revolutions de Paris, among others of the same fiery genre. 

The Cordeliers district had led all other districts in the journees of the 
preceding years. In the summer of 1789 it issued fierce denunciations of the 
king's gathering of troops in Paris, and in the journee of October 5 it petitioned 
Lafayette's National Guards to follow the women to Versailles. This activity was 
due in no small measure to the head of the Cordeliers district, Danton himself. 
Gargantuan in build, richly endowed with oratorical gifts, Danton helped to 
establish perhaps the most vigorous example of a militant direct democracy, at 
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least of active citizens. "Danton realised the political capital to be made out of 
appeals to local autonomy and denunciations of municipal despotism:• observes 
Norman Hampson in his biography of the revolutionary leader. 

He was the inventor of what were to become the tactics of every radical group 
fighting for its place in the sun: the basis of all authority was the local meeting 
which claimed to reflect the direct democracy of the sovereign people, even if, in 
fact, it stood for no more than a militant minority. As far as possible, all power 
was to be located in such gatherings, and when concerted action on the Parisian 
scale was necessary, it should be taken by the spontaneous co-operation of the 
Districts {and later, of the Sections), communicating their resolutions to each 
other and electing ad hoc executive committees as necessary. All men elected to 
any higher body were to be delegates, not representatives, the mere agents of the 
Districts and subject to instant recall. Throughout the Revolution this was to be 
the programme of the men at the bottom.' 

The French were by no means unaware of the grassroots popular network 
created during the American Revolution-the great committee "engine," as John 
Adams called it. Indeed, from the outset of that revolution, committees and 
assemblies had formed throughout France, comparable to the American 
Committees of Correspondence, Committees of Safety, and conventions, on 
which the districts and later the sections depended for their effectiveness. 

The sixty electoral districts of Paris had essentially become permanent 
neighborhood assemblies of active citizens, many of which were gadflies for the 
less radical National Assembly, which had transformed itself into a Constituent 
Assembly to write a constitution, and later the Legislative Assembly that 
followed the constitution's adoption. In June 1790, the reticent municipal 
authority, fearful of the districts' radicalism, persuaded the National Assembly 
to diminish their influence by reducing them to forty-eight sections in the vain 
hope that the fewer their number, the more controllable they would be. Unlike 
the districts, whose origin stemmed from the election of the Third Estate, these 
new sections were the creation of the Assembly, and as such the Assembly 
sought to define and limit their powers as it saw fit. Participation in sectional 
assemblies, it stipulated, would remain legally open only to active citizens. {Each 
section ranged from seventeen hundred to eighteen hundred potential 
participants.) A section's assembly meetings were to be circumscribed: it could 
meet only to elect officials or when fifty members requested a meeting. Perhaps 
naively, right-wing deputies probably congratulated themselves "on decimating 
certain of the 60 electoral districts which had begun to function as centres of 
popular radicalism:' observes William Doyle. 2 

But the various clubs and revolutionary societies, especially those in the 
Cordeliers district, campaigned vigorously against the change, and although 
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they lost, the reorganization and name changes-the Cordeliers district, for 
example, was renamed the Theatre-Fran~ais section-failed miserably to have 
their intended effect. The new sectional assemblies still claimed a wide latitude 
of political authority; indeed, in practice the distinction between active and 
passive citizens was honored less and less as time went by. Danton's formidable 
political machine continued to influence not only the other sections of Paris but 
the nation as a whole. In fact, almost from the start, the new sections jealously 
upheld their own autonomy and developed a critical stance not only toward the 
National Assembly but toward the fairly conservative Paris Commune at the 
H6tel de Ville. As early as September and October 1790 many of the sections 
voted to censure the ministers for conniving with aristocrats, a proposal that 
Danton himself brought to the National Assembly. Although it was defeated, the 
vote was so close that all the ministers but one resigned. 

Still another reason why the sections remained powerful and became increas­
ingly radicalized was the growing influence that the new popular clubs and 
societies exercised on the people of Paris. One of the most important clubs that 
was to play a major role in the events of the Revolution was the Society of 
Friends of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, formed in the summer of 1790 
and located in an old Franciscan monastery on Cordeliers street in the Theatre­
Fran~ais area of the Left Bank. Not to be confused with the old Cordeliers 
district, it generally became known as the Cordeliers Club and proved in time to 
be an action group rather than a debating society, dedicated to protesting the 
grievances of the poor and voicing some of the most radical goals in the 
Revolution. According to the founding Cordeliers charter, its "main object is to 
denounce before the tribunal of public opinion the abuses of the various 
authorities, and every sort of infringement of the rights of man:'' An eye was 
imprinted on the club's public papers, symbolizing a "vigilant eye" always on the 
alert to detect the misdeeds of elected representatives and officials. The club 
famously conducted investigations into abuses, drew up petitions for redressing 
malfeasances, and played a leading role in mobilizing popular demonstrations. 

The Club drew no distinctions between active and passive citizens, and its 
membership fee was kept very low (only two sousa month) so that the poor, as 
well as shopkeepers and artisans, could join it. Significantly, unlike many other 
clubs in Paris, the Cordeliers also opened its doors to women. During the winter 
of 1790 and 1791, in fact, fraternal societies that were in sympathy with the 
Cordeliers were formed throughout Paris, and by May 1791 the Cordeliers 
formed a confederation with other clubs that was linked by a central committee. 
As Mathiez observes in his history of the French Revolution: 

Their ideal, borrowed from Jean-Jacques Rousseau, was that of direct 
government. They held that the constitution and even the laws should be 
subject to the ratification of the people, and they were not slow to express their 
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distrust of the oligarchy of politicians which had replaced the oligarchy of 
nobles and priests. 4 

By the end of 1790, the Cordeliers in Paris numbered a thousand members, who 
constituted themselves into a highly democratic vanguard of the Revolution, 
making the Club a major propelling force in the drift toward the Left. 

In contrast to the Cordeliers, the Jacobin Club was initially quite moderate, 
even rather elegant. Formed in the earliest days of the Revolution under the 
name of the Society for the Friends of the Constitution, its meeting rooms were 
located in the Jacobin monastery, hence the clerical name. Deputies of all 
political shades attended Jacobin meetings at one time or another. Although by 
no means a club of the Left in its early days, the Jacobins maintained a 
confrontational stance that reflected a wide spectrum of revolutionary public 
opinion, as Desmoulins grandiously observed: 

Not only is it the grand inquisitor which strikes terror in the aristocrats; it is also 
the great accuser, redressing all abuses and coming to the aid of all citizens. It is, 
indeed, as though the club exercised the functions of a public prosecutor to the 
National Assembly. In its bosom are poured out the grievances of the oppressed, 
which come to it from every side before being taken before the august assembly.~ 

Indeed, after October 1791 the debates of the Jacobins were opened to the 
public, and very often the dub's galleries were filled to overflowing. More so 
than the Cordeliers, who remained largely Parisian, the Jacobin Club was 
replicated throughout the provinces until some four hundred clubs formed a 
network across France, with which the Parisian society maintained a dose 
correspondence, sharing publications, ideas and strategic advice and spreading 
its political ideas. 

If the societies exercised increasing influence on the sectional assemblies, the 
sectional assemblies, in turn, continually tried to extend their powers, despite 
attempts to restrict them. Thus, even before May 1790, Pare-who became 
president of the Cordeliers district after Danton abandoned his role in it for 
national office-denied that the Paris Commune's police had legitimate 
authority to search for Marat, who was hiding in the district at the time. The 
district, in effect, claimed the sole right to arrest malefactors in its territory, a 
claim that openly flouted the authority of the Paris Commune itself. 

In fact, by the summer of 1790, the mood in Paris and in France was anything 
but placid. After a year, the Constituent Assembly, it became clear, had failed to 
deal with the needs of the urban poor and the peasantry. The popular song "<;:'a 
ira"-to which radicals had added the line "Let's hang the aristocrats from the 
lanterns"-created panic among the aristocrats of the city, with the result that 
carriages of nobles heading for the frontier could be seen daily in the streets of 
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Paris. No one doubted that an outright royalist counterrevolution was being 
plotted to restore the king and the Church to their former status. ]acqueries 
continued to flare up in the countryside as peasants, who refused to pay feudal 
dues after the August 4 "defeudalization,'' repeatedly invaded seigneurial forests 
and game parks and destroyed the hated chateaux that had dominated rural life 
for centuries. 

Once again, enough tinder was accumulating so that the Revolution needed 
only a spark to ignite it-and that came, surely enough, from the king, his "loyal 
clergy,'' and the pope. 

THE FLIGHT TO VARENNES 

On April 13, 1791, the pope formally instructed the Gallican bishops not to take 
the oath for the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an order that the radicals were 
only too eager to challenge. Anticlericalism, always popular in the political clubs 
and the theaters, now increased in intensity among the people, who burned the 
pope in effigy, invaded convents, and prevented the refractory priests from 
conducting mass. In the church of Saint-Sulpice, for example, whose cure was 
refractory, an invading crowd ordered the organist to play "<;a ira,'' which they 
sang menacingly together with the panicked congregation. 

The king, never at peace with the Civil Constitution, patently regretted he had 
signed the document; and Paris, ever mistrustful of his behavior, grew still more 
suspicious of his intentions after he helped his aunts, who were also his close 
advisers, to journey to Rome in February 1791 to discuss the affairs of the 
French Church personally with the pope. Louis was accused of taking 
communion from a refractory priest, for which outraged Parisian pamphleteers 
called him a traitor to the nation. By now, Parisians were so incensed toward the 
monarchy that when Louis tried to leave the capital to spend Easter Week at 
Saint-Cloud, a hill overlooking the city, a crowd actually prevented the 
monarch's carriage from moving. With good reason, they were convinced that 
he planned to escape abroad to organize a counterrevolution with the emigres 
and invade France at the head of a foreign army. Indeed, so numerous were 
antiroyalist and anticlerical riots in Paris that Lafayette sent the National Guards 
rushing around the city in a fruitless effort to suppress them. 

The Constituent Assembly could do little to calm the situation. Exacerbating 
popular fears of a counterrevolution were serious economic dislocations that 
made Paris more restive than at any time since July 1789. Unemployment was 
rising, earnings were declining, and workers and journeymen were in a 
dangerously sullen mood. The Assembly's abolition of guilds in March 1791 had 
freed working people, especially carpenters and blacksmiths, to organize for 
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higher wages, which, with the support of the popular clubs, seemed to portend a 
wave of strikes for a minimum wage. But the Assembly, horrified by this pro­
spect, promptly passed the notorious Le Chapelier law on June 14, which 
prohibited workers from forming any associations-what would later be called 
trade unions-on the excuse that any economic combinations were redolent of 
feudal corporations. The law, which was to remain in effect well into the next 
century, deprived workers of the right to strike. Ironically, Le Chapelier, who had 
proposed the bill, had been a leading radical and a founding member of the 
Jacobin Club, but by 1791 he decided that the course of the Revolution had to be 
slowed down because popular emotion threatened to render it uncontrollable. 

To allay popular suspicions that the king was trying to elude the people's 
surveillance (and possibly to protect him), hundreds of National Guardsmen 
were dispatched to stand guard around the Tuileries. In fact, as the summer of 
1791 approached, the king and his closest advisers had laid detailed plans for 
him to flee with the royal family to Montmedy, on the Luxembourg frontier. 
There, Louis hoped to gain the necessary military support from emigres and the 
Austrian emperor, Leopold, Marie Antoinette's brother, to undo all the 
achievements of the Revolution. Finally, on the night of June 20, the king and 
queen, their two children, and an entourage consisting of the king's sister, two 
seamstresses, and the children's governess slipped out of the Tuileries through 
an unguarded door and left Paris in a large, heavily laden carriage, accompanied 
by a cabriolet for the royal servants. Traveling incognito toward the frontier with 
imprudent dilatoriness, they arrived four hours late at Pont de Somme Vesle, 
where the escape plan called for the royal party to meet up with a cavalry escort. 
But these plans misfired completely. By the time the carriage arrived, the escort 
that was assigned to accompany them had withdrawn because it had aroused 
suspicion among the local peasants who, fearful that the troops were there to 
collect overdue rents for a local landlord, menacingly threatened them with 
pitchforks. 

As the party continued unescorted to Sainte-Menehould, it could not remain 
unnoticed for long. The postmaster of the town, who recognized the king from 
his picture on the assignat, excitedly rushed to Varennes, the next town along the 
route, raising the alarm over the entire countryside. By the time the royal 
carriage reached Varennes, the entire town came out to intercept the escapees. 
Like the many blunders that marked his reign, Louis's attempted flight had 
failed because of an arrogant disdain for his opponents-his carriage was 
slowed down to a leisurely pace once it left the environs of Paris-and the royal 
family was escorted back to Paris under guard. The people came out to witness 
his return in sullen silence. Louis had left behind a written statement abjuring 
the Revolution and his previous endorsements of its acts and condemning the 
Constitution, which outraged revolutionaries all over the country. The king's 
position as head of state was now completely untenable. On June 24 the 
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Cordeliers Club, backed by a crowd of thirty thousand, presented a petition to 
the Constituent Assembly demanding that it either depose the king or hold a 
referendum on his fate. Talk of republicanism, considered heinous two years 
earlier, now became open, and the symbols of royalty were desecrated 
throughout the capital. 

To add to all the mishaps that plagued Louis's flight, the Emperor Leopold of 
Austria issued an arrogant circular note from Padua calling upon the European 
powers "to vindicate the liberty and honor of the Most Christian King and his 
family, and to limit the dangerous extremes of the French Revolution:'6 An 
Austrian invasion, with or without Louis at its head, seemed imminent, and 
French military forces, ranging from the local National Guards to the army, were 
mobilized on a war footing. 

The Constituent Assembly now found itself in a hopeless dilemma. France 
without a king seemed unthinkable to many of its deputies, and a republic 
would require the writing of a new constitution to replace the one that had just 
been so painstakingly completed. Moreover, the deposal of the monarch would 
almost certainly, it seemed, invite invasion by foreign powers as well as vindicate 
republican demands for basic changes in the state. With the typical 
awkwardness of moderates in a searing revolutionary situation, the Assembly 
resolved to preserve the unpreservable monarchy. Two days after the flight, it 
issued a patently false statement that the king had been kidnapped by royalists 
and that his compromising statement had been coerced from him by sinister 
advisers. But no one believed the story. The Cordeliers militantly protested 
against the whitewash, as did other radical clubs throughout France, but Louis 
remained king. The Assembly, for its part, temporarily deprived him of his 
constitutional functions and took over the power of the executive for itself, 
issuing decrees without royal approval. 

None of these actions served the Constituent Assembly well among the 
Parisian masses. Indeed, the firmly republican Cordeliers prepared another 
petition calling for a republic, and called upon the people of Paris to sign it by 
placing it upon the Altar of the Nation in the Champ de Mars-the site of the 
1790 Fete de Ia Federation. On July 17 a crowd of fifty thousand gathered in the 
parade ground. Some six thousand had signed it when two suspicious men were 
discovered hiding under the altar; the surly crowd decided they were spies and 
hanged them. Bailly, the mayor of Paris, used the lynching as a pretext to declare 
martial law and called out the National Guard, to which Lafayette responded 
with alacrity. The marquis, apparently eager to disperse the crowd, marched to 
the Champs de Mars with the mayor and his mainly bourgeois troops. When the 
Guard raised the red flag of martial law, the crowd greeted them with stones and 
a few shots. After they refused to disperse, Lafayette ordered his troops to fire 
several volleys point-blank into mostly unarmed people, and when the smoke 
cleared, fifty people were lying dead on the parade ground. 
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With the massacre of the Champs de Mars, the popularity of Lafayette and 
Bailly came to a definitive end. Lafayette and his circle of members, who favored 
retaining the monarchy, withdrew from the Jacobin Club, of which they had 
been members, rather than sign a petition demanding the overthrow of the 
king, and formed a new club that met at the former convent of the Feuillants. All 
the Jacobin deputies to the National Assembly departed with them. Maximilien 
Robespierre, who stayed behind, managed in effect to keep the club from 
dissolving completely by holding together a handful of wavering republicans. 
Indeed, all that remained of the Jacobins were its Left elements, which 
Robespierre and his supporters rebuilt, in time, into a powerful political 
machine. 

The Constituent Assembly, in turn, used the Champ de Mars massacre to 
launch an attack not upon the royalists, who had supported the king's flight, but 
the growing number of republicans in the capital, who were outraged by it. Using 
a law against so-called "tumults" that had been passed as early as October 1789, 
municipal authorities and police were unleashed on antiroyalist revolutionaries. 
The radical presses and newspapers that had supported republican views were 
closed; radical leaders were arrested and tried in the hundreds; and generally, 
every effort was made to intimidate known republicans. Thereafter, the Assembly 
passed a law-unanimously, except for Robespierre's dissent-restricting 
freedom of the press for those who "deliberately provoke disobedience to the 
law" or "disparagement of the constituted powers and resistance to their acts."7 

Danton was obliged to flee from the city and take refuge in England, while Marat, 
whose newspaper had raged against the royalists, hid in the cellar of the 
Cordeliers Club.8 Desmoulins, Santerre, and other vocal Cordeliers were placed 
under proscription and went into hiding. 

The new Constitution, which had yet to be completed, was made more 
moderate. It removed the Civil Constitution of the Clergy from the document, 
thereby allowing refractory clergy to support the Constitution and enabling the 
Constituent Assembly's successor, the Legislative Assembly, to modify it, if it so 
chose. Still another change raised property qualifications for voting for 
Assembly deputies so high that only the fairly well-to-do could exercise the 
franchise. With these amendments, Louis agreed to sign the new Constitution 
and, despite his flight to Varennes, was officially restored to the throne. 

THE LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY AND EUROPEAN WAR 

The old National Constituent Assembly disbanded, having completed its labors, 
and a new Legislative Assembly convened on October l, 1791. Since deputies to 
the former assembly were excluded from becoming deputies to the latter, the 
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membership was entirely new and consisted largely of lawyers and the bourgeois 
elements of the period. The largest single political bloc in numerical terms was 

the royalist Feuillants. They expressly called for the loyalty of the king to the 
changed Constitution, reconciliation with the refractory clergy, and the return 
of the emigres. But the Feuillant bloc, despite its size numerically, was still a 
minority in the new Assembly-and a diminishing one whose uneasy members 
and supporters were trickling into foreign exile. 

Far more influential than the Feuillants, on the whole, were the leftists, mainly 
lawyers, journalists, and merchants, who constituted a new type of radical. They 
were extremely ambitious and eager to mouth revolutionary slogans to gain 
popular support. These young people and their supporters were generally known 
as Brissotins; not until later would they acquire the more familiar name of 
Girondins. Led by Jacques-Pierre Brissot, a gifted orator and a prolific author and 
pamphleteer, the Brissotins dominated the Assembly with their skillful 
leadership. In contrast to the royalists' views, their platform called for a war 
against the emigres, who were gathering in cities near the French frontier, and, if 
necessary, with European monarchies who protected them. This demand was 
basically tactical: a war against the enemies of the Revolution, the Brissotins 
emphasized, would force the king to work with the Legislative Assembly, 
heighten patriotic fervor, and rally the country around the Revolution. "Do you 
wish at one blow to destroy the aristocracy, the refractory priests, the mal­
contents?" cried Brissot. "Then destroy Coblenz [the center of emigre military 
activity]. The head of the nation will then be obliged to reign in accordance with 
the Constitution?'9 A war, Brissot argued, would also spread the principles of 
the Revolution, fomenting civil conflicts against tyrants in other European 
countries. 

The Jacobin deputies, for their part, were divided over the issue of war, 
although their divisions had little immediate impact. Their authority lay with 
their club, which was shifting to the Left, rather than in the Assembly. Indeed, 
the various clubs and popular societies were now developing into an extra­
parliamentary political sphere of considerable power in Paris, particularly in the 
forty-eight Parisian sections. Economic shortages and rising food prices during 
the spring of 1792 had given a new impetus to the growth of radical societies, 
which now began to parallel the sectional assemblies. As Goodwin observes; 

Petion, who replaced Bailly as mayor of Paris in November, Danton, as assistant 
deputy of the town clerk, and Robespierre, as public prosecutor of the 
department of Paris, did much to extend the power and influence of the 
municipality and to develop the activity of the political clubs. It is significant that 
the most vital issue of foreign policy at this time-war or peace with Europe­
was fought out as much in the Jacobin club as in the l.egislative Assembly, and 
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that the most important issue of domestic politics-the fate of the monarchy­
was decided by the Parisian sections.1

" 

Moreover, the prospect of war was very popular in the provinces. Peasants still 
saw very little change in their situation. Although their noble landlords might 
reside in Savoy or Coblenz, their agents still remained in France and exploited 
the peasants as much as before. The redistribution of the Church lands had been 
neither thorough nor equitable, producing growing rural unrest and even 
armed peasant revolts. 

The war fever in the countryside and among the Brissotins notwithstanding, 
however, the French army was in no way prepared for what might well become a 
major European conflict. Most of the army's erstwhile officers had deserted to 
various emigre centers, and its regular troops were demoralized, undisciplined, 
and disorganized, lacking equipment, weapons, and ammunition. The risks 
opened by a war would be enormous: well-equipped foreign armies could 
decisively defeat the Revolution, and even if France were victorious, such a 
conflict could easily lead to a military dictatorship at home. Both Marat and 
Robespierre insightfully foresaw these dangers and spoke out strongly against 
the war fever generated by the Brissotins-but to no avail, as events soon 
revealed. 

The queen and the emigres, on the other hand, welcomed a war and the 
prospect of a foreign invasion. Indeed, Louis, not surprisingly, brought several 
pro-Brissotin ministers into the royal council, including the vain and ambitious 
but able General Charles-Fran~ois Dumouriez. At length, Louis declared war 
against Austria on April 20, 1792, with the enthusiastic assent of the Assembly. 
Three months later, Prussia allied itself with Austria and declared war against 
revolutionary France. 

Almost from the outset, the war went badly for the French, who, after 
advancing into Belgium, were obliged to retreat precipitously toward Lille, while 
still another force fell back on Valenciennes. For their part, the Brissotins were 
rapidly losing credibility in the capital, while the war had the effect of raising 
Robespierre's star owing to his bitter criticisms of the king, the war, and the 
Brissotins. 

Yet on one matter the Brissotins at least had been correct: the war revealed the 
hatred of the monarchy for the Revolution. Almost openly, the king and queen 
of France sided with the enemy, and rumors abounded among the people of 
machinations by the queen on behalf of Austria. With good reason, she was 
accused of providing Vienna with intelligence, and her alleged "Austrian 
Committee" in the Tuileries was popularly blamed for the defeat in Belgium. As 
it turned out, Marie Antoinette had actually disclosed the plan for the French 
military campaign to the enemy, which, after the behavior of the royal couple 
became known, could lead to nothing but the end of the monarchy. 
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THE ]GURNEE OF AUGUST 10 

In the early summer of 1792, faced with military defeats and fearing treachery in 
the Court and army, Paris was reaching a state of revolutionary fervor comparable 
only to its mood on July 14, 1789. The polarization of the country between even 
constitutional monarchists and republicans was now acute. As French armies 
rolled back toward Longwy and Verdun, Lafayette frantically rushed from the 
front back to Paris to rally the Assembly in support of the king and quash the 
Jacobin Clubs immediately. The once-moderate marquis was apparently planning 
a military coup to restore order, perhaps to abet the king in another flight out of 
the country. The Assembly received Lafayette coolly, its suspicions reinforced by 
the fact that he was neglecting his troops in the face of a Prussian advance, and he 
despondently returned to the front Reports of pro-Austrian plots in the court 
and among refractory priests in the provinces filled Paris with alarm, pushing 
public sentiment increasingly in a republican direction. 

On June 8, 1792, the Legislative Assembly passed a decree summoning twenty 
thousand federes, or provincial National Guards, to Paris for the annual Fete de Ia 
Federation on the third anniversary of Bastille Day. These federes were expected to 
free up the regular troops in the capital for service at the front. Around the same 
time, the sectional assemblies of the capital petitioned the Assembly to abandon 
the distinction between active and passive citizens at their meetings and allow 
them to meet every day-in permanent session. They also requisitioned a large 
number of pikes for general distribution to citizens, even though carrying 
weapons was still a privilege officially reserved to the National Guard. 

As the month drew to an end, the sections carried out a demonstration 
against the king on June 20, that is, on the anniversary of the Tennis Court Oath. 
In view of the economic crisis that the war was creating (rising prices had 
already caused widespread food riots), some ten thousand Parisian sans-culottes, 
both women and men, illegally armed with pitchforks, muskets, and pikes, 
gathered in the eastern faubourgs, and then invaded the Thileries with petitions 
against the king's veto of Assembly decrees and his recent dismissal of several 
popular ministers. The crowd chopped down doors of the palace with hatchets 
and even dragged a cannon up a staircase. Behind a smashed door they found 
Louis, wearing a red sans-culotte bonnet. Although the monarch calmly refused 
their demands, the new mayor of Paris, Petion, persuaded the crowd to leave the 
palace after it became clear that Louis would stand firm on behalf of his royal 
prerogative. 

Finally, on July 11 the Assembly tried to convey the full sense of danger that 
faced the country from its foreign and emigre opponents, proclaiming a national 
state of emergency. At the urging of the sections, which felt that the resources of 
the nation should be completely thrown into the war effort, the Assembly called 
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the National Guards everywhere to arms. Within a few days, fifteen thousand 
Parisians had answered the call, and new battalions of volunteers were quickly 
formed. The Commune of Paris, in tum, decreed that all citizens who possessed 
pikes be drafted into the National Guard, thus opening its ranks to ever-lesser 
members of the social hierarchy. As federes, or National Guards from the 
provinces, began to arrive in the capital, Robespierre addressed them with the 
icy warning: "Citizens, have you hastened here for a mere ceremony, the renewal 
of the Federation of July 14?" The generals, including Lafayette, were deserting, 
he told them, and the Legislative Assembly "has been outraged and degraded, 
but [owing to its own inaction] has not avenged itselfl" He then charged the 
federes with the sweeping-patently republican-task of saving the nation. 11 

Within short order, petitions flowed into the Legislative Assembly, calling for the 
deposition of the king. 

The celebrations of July 14 were observed without incident-and with no 
shouts of" Vive le roi!' Most of the federes prudently remained on in the city after 
the celebration lest counterrevolution rear its head, and their very presence in 
Paris proved incendiary. The federes overwhelmingly supported the demands of 
the sections; indeed, on July 17, they established a central committee of their own 
at the Jacobin Club to back up the radicals and sans-culottes in an insurrection 
against the king. The Cordeliers, in turn, openly called for a National 
Convention, so similar to the American conventions decades earlier, that would 
unseat the king and write a strictly republican constitution for France. 

Meanwhile, in the sectional assemblies, the distinction between active and 
passive citizens had essentially disappeared. The Theatre-Fran'rais section 
(formerly the Cordeliers district) officially initiated the distinction by opening 
its doors to all the underprivileged in the neighborhood. This democratization 
of the Theatre-Fran'rais assembly was quickly emulated by other sections and 
finally validated by the Legislative Assembly itself. On July 25 the Legislative 
Assembly permitted the sections to meet daily, whereupon they officially went 
into "permanent" session. Moreover, many sections opened their National 
Guard battalions to former passive citizens, radically transforming the Parisian 
National Guard from a middle-class force into a sans-culotte militia. The 
irresolute Assembly, which did little to intervene in these changes, was patently 
losing control of the capital. 

Amidst this steady flow of events, on July 28, Parisians awoke to a provocative 
manifesto from the Duke of Brunswick, commander of the enemy forces, in 
which he declared that his Austrian and Prussian armies would invade French 
soil to restore the king to his rightful place. Any National Guards who tried to 
impede the allied armies, the Duke warned, would be shot, and if the Tuileries 
were invaded again or the royal family harmed in any way, savage vengeance 
would be wrought upon Paris, reducing the city to rubble. Two days after the 
manifesto was published, it is worth noting, five hundred federes from Marseilles 
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arrived in Paris, after stopping to put down a royalist revolt at Aries, and were 
quartered in the old Cordeliers district. Marching through the streets, they sang 
Rouget de Lisle's stirring "Marseillaise," the intoxicating hymn that 
revolutionary organizations throughout the world were to adopt well into the 
next century. 

Brunswick's declaration can be regarded as the turning point in the 
Revolution, the event that forced France to change from a constitutional 
monarchy into a republic. With fears of invasion running high and royalist plots 
abounding, the revolutionary Parisians had little doubt that the king intended to 
resist the Legislative Assembly and the sections, indeed to open the way for a 
foreign invasion that could establish his full control over the city. To head off 
this looming disaster, the sections and the federes were decided that they had to 
force the king to abdicate without delay. 

Within the week, on August 9, delegates from the sectional assemblies arrived 
at the H6tel de Ville and disbanded the old conservative Commune, replacing it 
with a new revolutionary municipality, the Insurrectionary Commune. The 
mayor was confined to his house under guard and the brewer Santerre was 
placed in charge of the National Guard. In response to protests by moderates 
against this action, the delegates flatly replied, "When the people place 
themselves in a state of insurrection, they withdraw all power from other 
authorities and assume it themselves:•u 

The insurrection had been thoroughly planned, and there is no reason to 
doubt that the Jacobin leaders, including Danton, had been complicitous in 
carrying it off. On August 10, the following day, the revolutionary Commune 
ordered its supporters to march on the Tuileries. To the sound of the tocsin, 
some twenty thousand armed federes and sans-culottes attacked the palace, and 
the royal family, warned in advance, fled to the nearby Legislative Assembly, 
which nervously agreed to protect them. With their flight, most of the 
remaining National Guard battalions that had been accountable to royalist 
sections shifted their allegiance to the insurrection. The Tuileries was now left to 
defend itself with only nine hundred Swiss Guards and a few hundred courtiers. 
The crowd tried to fraternize with the Swiss, but following a chance shot by one 
of their men, others opened fire and a fruitless battle ensued. 

Crying "treachery;• the Marseillais streamed into the palace under fire, cutting 
down everyone in sight. Of the Swiss Guards, who surrendered after their 
ammunition ran out, six hundred were massacred-while the insurrectionaries 
lost about four hundred. By the afternoon, they were in complete control of 
Paris. With the Assembly members fearful for their own lives, the king was 
surrendered and confined to a small prison known as the Temple. 

This journee of the federes and sans-culottes sealed the fate of the monarchy, 
and marked the definitive end of the so-called "bourgeois" Revolution. Like it or 
not, the king had been dethroned, and the Constitution of 1791, so recently 



JOURNEES TOWARD THE REPUBLIC 311 

completed, was abrogated. The sans-culottes had not only avenged the Champs 
de Mars massacre, but after playing a crucial role in journees that unseated the 
ancien regime, they now moved to the center stage of the Revolution and 
pushed it ever farther to the Left. 

NOTES 

l. Norman Hampson, Danton (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1978), pp. 33-4. 
2. William Doyle, The Oxford History of the French Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1989), p. 127. 
3. Quoted in Albert Mathiez, The French Revolution, trans. Catherine Alison Phillips (New 
York: Russell & Russell, 1962), p. 122. 
4./bid., p. 123. 
S. Desmoulins quoted ibid., p. 77. 
6. "The Padua Circular," JulyS, 1791, in A Documelltary Survey of the French Revolution, ed. 
John Hall Stewart (New York: Macmillan, 196S), p. 221. 
7. Christopher Hibbert, The Days of the French Revolution (New York: William Morrow, 
1980), p. ISS. 
8. The story that Marat hid in the sewers of Paris and there contracted the nerve condition 
that produced his skin disorder is entirely apocryphal. 
9. Quoted in Hibbert, Days of the Fre11cl1 Revolution, p. 138. 
10. Albert Goodwin, Tire French Revolution (London: Hutchinson, 1953; New York: Harper 
& Row, 1966), p. 97. 
11. Quoted in Mathiez, French Revolution, p. 1S7. 
12. Quoted in Hibbert, Days oftiJe Frencl1 Revolution, p. 1S4. 



cHAPTER 19 The Sections of Paris 

The triumph of August I 0, 1792, produced an exuberance that infected nearly 
every aspect of Parisian life. The more affluent abandoned their powdered wigs 
and adorned clothing for the simple garb of artisans; jewelry and fans that 
depicted revolutionary scenes became fashionable; newborn infants were given 
names that reflected the revolutionary era. In conversation, citoyen (citizen) 
replaced monsieur (sire) as a form of address. The "Scythian" red cap (bonnet 
rouge), the ancient headgear of freed slaves, had already been a popular way of 
proclaiming fidelity to the Revolution; now, after August I 0, various sections 
adopted it-"the red cap of freedom"-as the required headgear for their 
officials to wear. Indeed, it became a symbol of the sections' political power. 
Many sections once again changed their names, giving themselves more 
revolutionary appellations: the section Theatre-Fran~ais now became the 
section Marseilles, while the section Place-Royale became the section des 
Federes, and the section Roi-de-Sicile became the section Droits-de-l'Homme. 
Nor was the republican fervor any less intense in the provinces. Upon hearing 
the news that the king was dethroned, army volunteers in the Vosges cried, 
"Long live the nation with no king!" while the Jacobins of Strasbourg 
demanded, "Long live equality! Down with the king!"1 

Although many federes had participated in the invasion of the Tuileries Palace, 
"the dethronement of Louis XVI was, in fact, a victory above all else for the direct 
democracy of the Parisian sections:· observes Albert Goodwin. 2 Up to this point, 
the sections had looked to the National Assembly for leadership and supported it 
during earlier journees with their armed strength. But the newly elected 
Legislative Assembly had not carried out the journee of August 10; indeed, its 
role had been hesitant and dilatory, and its passivity and ambivalence toward the 
uprising morally discredited it. The Insurrectionary Commune, a municipal body, 
coordinated the sans-culottes of the sections in overthrowing the monarchy. 

As the vanquishers of royal treachery, the sections were acutely conscious that 
they had performed the culminating service to the Revolution and to the nation. 
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They had gone well beyond neighborhood, even municipal concerns, and 
viewed themselves, says Mathiez, "as the incarnation of the public interest and as 
having acted in the name of revolutionary France as a whole:'3 or, in Doyle's 
words, "as the guardians and watchdogs of the new republic, and the arbiters of 
what it should stand for."• 

By the same token, the new Insurrectionary Commune had gone far beyond 
the scope of the previous Paris Commune, which in the past had continually 
attempted to encroach upon the sovereignty of the sections by trying to 
"regularize" them, appoint their officials when it could, and limit the size of 
their committees and the range of their activities. The Insurrectionary 
Commune was the visible center of the sectional democracy. It contained twice 
as many members as the old Commune: where the sections had sent three 
delegates each to the old Commune, they now sent six, expanding the 
Insurrectionary Commune to a total of 288 members. All were elected on the 
basis of near-universal manhood suffrage. Moreover, the new members were 
politically more radical and less wealthy than their predecessors: although some 
were lawyers and professionals, most were small shopkeepers and artisans-that 
is to say, sans-culottes. 

The new Commune was also more active than the old Commune had been; 
where the old Commune had met irregularly, the new one met daily. "The 
result:' observes Goodwin, "was that the sectional representatives were now 
consulted at every turn on the smallest matters of administration, as well as on 
large questions of national policy."s Accordingly, the sections enjoyed an intense 
feeling of moral superiority over the Legislative Assembly. Not only did they 
play the leading role on August 10, but, while the Assembly delegates were 
regarded as less representative of the people-having been chosen through an 
indirect voting system with property restrictions on the franchise-the sections 
now voted for their officials directly without any limited franchise. 

Nor was the sections' superiority over the Assembly merely moral: they also 
possessed a major military force in the capital. The National Guard was 
answerable to the sections and the Commune, while the Assembly, meeting in 
Paris, possessed no reliable military force by which it could defend itself from 
popular pressure. In 1792 and 1793, every man who could have been spared for 
a separate force like the National Guard was sent to the front, leaving the 
Assembly vulnerable to demonstrations and future journees. Nor was the 
National Guard necessarily eager to carry out the Assembly's will. No longer 
made up of the selected bourgeois soldiers of the kind who had fired on the 
petitioners at the Champs de Mars, it was now open to all citizens and consisted 
primarily of sans-culottes under Santerre's command. 

The Legislative Assembly, in turn, despite its reluctance, was increasingly 
obliged to carry out the measures favored by the sections. On August 10, it 
decreed that "the classification of Frenchmen in terms of active and non-active 



314 THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

citizens was abolished:'6 and it sent emissaries out to the provinces to justify the 
dethronement of the king to gain popular support for Louis's removal. In many 
of the provinces, this was not a difficult task: the communes outside of Paris 
were losing their largely bourgeois membership and becoming ever more 
radicalized. In Lyon and Marseilles, among others, Commune members had 
been discredited by their failure to solve the problem of scarce bread and high 
prices, leading to the outbreak of food riots. There "the lower middle classes and 
even the artisans,'' working through their local Jacobin clubs, "took the power 
into their hands."7 On August 26 and 28 the Assembly abolished all the feudal 
landed dues that had remained, except where the landlord could produce an 
original title deed to the lands that the peasants tilled. It declared that all 
common lands belonged solely to the village communities, and directed that the 
lands of the emigres be divided up into small lots. In a helpless position vis-a-vis 
the Commune, the Assembly futilely tried to assert itself on August 30 by issuing 
a decree dissolving the Paris Commune and calling for new elections. This 
decree was completely ignored by the Commune and sections, and the 
Brissotins had to withdraw it in ignominious embarrassment. The Insur­
rectionary Commune of Paris now stood at the head of the revolution, even of 
the armies and the provinces. As one radical Assembly deputy, Chabot, sternly 
warned his colleagues in the Assembly, "Never forget that you were sent here by 
the sans-culottes:•s 

THE SEPTEMBER MASSACRES 

Hardly had the king's dethronement been agreed upon when the military 
situation seriously deteriorated: during the month of August, the French war 
effort at the eastern frontier took a severe turn for the worse. The now-despised 
Lafayette finally defected to the enemy in mid-August, as republicans had long 
expected: nor was he alone. Other army officers joined the royalists in exile and 
threw their support to the Austrians and Prussians. The older generals who 
remained in the French army could no longer be trusted, which left the 
revolutionaries without enough reliable commanders. Under the hated Duke of 
Brunswick, the Prussians captured the fortress at Longwy on August 23, after a 
resistance so brief that it was obvious that French treachery had assisted the 
invaders in their victory. A Prussian invasion of France now seemed imminent, 
stoking deep fears among the Parisian masses of royalist conspirators, Church 
spies, and the danger of a counterrevolution in the undefended capital. 

A week later, on September 1, news reached the capital that Verdun was about 
to fall, together with reports that a counterrevolutionary uprising had taken 
place in the western department of the Vendee. Paris went into a frenzy. The 
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Commune decreed two days of house-to-house searches in which suspects were 
to be disarmed and their weapons given over to volunteers for the army. At its 
call, the newly armed volunteers assembled in the Champs de Mars before their 
departure for the front, where Danton gave a rousing speech-perhaps his most 
famous-summoning the country to fight heroically and audaciously­
"L'audacer'-for its Revolution. 

At the same time, two of the more popular newspaper publishers were 
demanding not only the defeat of the Revolution's enemies abroad but the 
extermination of those within Paris as well. Jean-Paul Marat had been engaged 
in populist politics through his own journal, L'Ami du Peuple (The friend of the 
people), since 1789, followed by Jacques-Rene Hebert, in his LePere Duchesne, 
which demanded the most extreme measures against the Revolution's enemies. 
"Nous sommes tralzis" ("We are betrayed") was Marat's constant cry, actually 
with greater accuracy than demagoguery about the realities of the situation at 
times. The betrayers that both Marat and Hebert singled out were variously the 
royal family, the Assembly, the Brissotins, and even moderates in the Commune. 
"In order to ensure public tranquillity:• Marat warned, "two hundred thousand 
heads must be cut off."9 By late August 1792, he flatly demanded: "Let the blood 
of the traitors flow. That is the only way to save the country"10-a demand that 
was not lost on the increasingly furious sans-crllottes. 

In particular, the enemies that Marat and others singled out were the 
prisoners in the city's jails, many of whom were detained political suspects, and 
it seemed only too obvious to Parisians that when the Prussian-Austrian 
invasion approached Paris, royalist plotters would throw open the prison doors 
to gain supporters for a counterrevolution. Not unreasonably, alarmed sans­
culottes felt that this danger from within was all the greater because increasing 
numbers of volunteers were departing for the front, leaving the city itself 
defenseless. Indeed, in the first week of September, the fear of internal 
counterrevolution in the capital reached such frenzied proportions that it Ied­
with or without planning-to what was to go down in the history of the 
Revolution as one of its most desperate acts. Large crowds began literally to 
butcher the city's prison population. The first to be killed were recalcitrant 
priests who were imprisoned in convents and seminaries, followed by hundreds 
of inmates in the city's jails. 

The September massacres, as these rulings came to be called, continued for 
seven days, during which twelve hundred people-about half the entire prison 
population in Paris-were killed, either outright or after extremely summary 
trials. Perhaps no more than one-third of the dead were political suspects, 
priests, nobles, or speculators; most of those killed were common criminals, 
thieves, debtors, and prostitutes. Although the Commune tried to establish 
tribunals to try the prisoners, its efforts were largely ineffectual; indeed, Marat, 
who had helped to incite the massacres, was himself a member of the 
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Commune's vigilance committee, while one of the Commune's deputy 
commissioners, Billaud-Varenne, went to the prisons while the massacres were 
under way and encouraged them, exclaiming, "You are slaying your enemies! 
You are doing your duty!" 11 

The massacres ceased only after the popular hysteria ran its course. Yet 
terrible and deplorable as they were, they served to strike terror into the hearts 
of counterrevolutionary forces within Paris, upon whom Brunswick seems to 
have counted to capture and destroy the capital, and their very savagery 
inadvertently served to undermine any potential resistance to the creation of a 
republic. 

THE CONVENTION 

The idea of establishing a National Convention that would give France a 
republican constitution originated in the Parisian sections and the Jacobin Club. 
Although the Paris Commune tried to persuade the Assembly to agree to 
universal manhood suffrage in electing the Convention's delegates, the 
Brissotins, with the support of moderate elements, took pains to restrict the 
franchise. Accordingly, when the Convention finally assembled on September 
20, the moderate and Brissotin members held the majority. Owing to the fact 
that many Brissotin leaders were elected from the Gironde department, the 
group now acquired the name of Girondins, who shifted from the Left in the 
Legislative Assembly toward the Right in the new Convention in reaction to the 
radicalization of the Revolution. 

On at least one issue, the new Convention was virtually unanimous: the 
official abolition of the monarchy. This new social dispensation-the declara­
tion of a republic-was heralded by establishing a revolutionary calendar in 
which September 22, when the Convention began to take up its historic tasks, 
was designated as the first day of Year One of the French Republic. Thereafter, 
very few were the tasks that the body carried out with general agreement among 
the members. A breach almost immediately opened up between two major 
factions: the provincial Girondins and the Jacobin Montagnards, who 
specifically represented Paris. Both favored the end of the monarchy and the 
establishment of the republic, but agreed on little else. The Montagnards, who 
now constituted the Left in the Convention, acquired their name because they 
occupied the upper benches of the Convention-hence the widespread use of 
the term "Mountain" to designate their deputies and the view they expressed. 

That they had major differences became especially clear during the 
Convention's debate over the future of the king. The Girondins wanted to avoid 
trying Louis for his treacheries, while the Montagnards sought, and gained, a 
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trial for him, charging him with treason against the Constitution and the 
nation. After heated debate, on December II the Convention found Louis guilty, 
but having once condemned him, its members could not agree on his punish­
ment: the Montagnards strongly favored a death penalty while the Girondins 
vehemently opposed it. Following a close vote favoring execution, Citizen Louis 
Capet-as the former king was now designated-was guillotined on January 21, 
1793, an act of popular self-assertion against royalty that stunned Europe's 
upper classes. 

Thereafter the two factions in the Convention began to attack each other 
bitterly, often over trivial as well as important issues. Underpinning the 
acrimony that separated them was the Girondins' fear that Paris was playing a 
decisive role in the Revolution-notably, the Parisian sans-culottes, the sections, 
and the Commune, whom the Girondins detested with unrestrained fury but 
upon whom the Montagnards, for their part, depended for support, together 
with the Jacobin Club, whose policies they seemed to echo. Indeed, nearly all the 
twenty-four delegates to the Convention from Paris were either Montagnards or 
Montagnard supporters, as well as Jacobins, most notably Robespierre, Danton, 
Marat, and Desmoulins. Presumably following Rousseau's notion of the 
"general will;' they professed to constitute the will of the nation, which they 
patently identified with insurrectionary Paris. Thus, when rebellions against 
Paris later broke out in the provinces, the Montagnards were quick to designate 
the rebels as opponents of the national will, which, in the language of the day, 
they derogated as "federalism:' 

The Girondins, for their part, derived most of their support from the 
provincial cities-although they were not without supporters from Paris as well. 
Consumed with an intense hatred of the Insurrectionary Commune and 
Montagnard dominance, they often quite provocatively tried to undermine the 
prestige of the capital in the country at large, reducing its hegemonic role in the 
Convention, and later fomenting anti-Parisian and essentially anti-Jacobin 
revolts. Increasingly, the Girondins portrayed the capital as the victim of 
bloodthirsty, pike-wielding radicals who had either carried out or connived in 
the September massacres, now a cause celebre for opponents of the Revolution. 
The Paris Commune, in turn, was depicted by the Girondins as a nest filled with 
"anarchistes:· who, with the support of bloody lower-class ruffians, threatened to 
impose a tyranny on the nation as a whole. 

The Girondins themselves were open to grave charges which the Mon­
tagnards eagerly exploited. In contrast to the Montagnard leaders, particularly 
Robespierre, they were primarily identified as the war party, having led the call 
for France to take up arms to maintain and spread the revolution. Such a charge 
would have carried no weight in the fall of 1792, when French revolutionary 
armies won their famously important victory over the Prussians at Valmy and 
occupied Savoy and Nice soon thereafter; indeed, on November 6, under 
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General Dumouriez, the French defeated Austria at Jemappes, and on the 
nineteenth, the Convention decreed that France would offer "fraternity and 
assistance to all peoples who wish to recover their liberty:' A month later, the 
Girondins decreed that whenever French troops occupied a country, they would 
confis~ate the property of the nobles and the Church and destroy feudal dues 
and obligations, a decree which was applied to Belgium the following month, in 
the wake of advancing French troops. In this respect, it should be noted, the 
Girondins were no less revolutionary than the Montagnards and the two 
differed very little in their basic principles-including a shared fear of the 
"anarchistes" in the poorest sans-culotte quarters of Paris. 

But when the Girondin-controlled Convention declared war on Great Britain, 
then on the Netherlands, and Spain, France by March 1793 found itself at war 
with almost every major European power. The military tables that had favored 
the French armies now began to turn. With a British blockade that choked off 
France's economic life and with serious reverses on the northern front, the 
unfavorable military situation in Paris, at least, evoked growing hostility toward 
the Girondin deputies, who seemed to occupy most of their time pouring 
venomous scorn on the Mountain and its lower-class supporters in the capital. 
While the sans-culottes in the sections worked ardently to save the Revolution 
from foreign invasion-manufacturing and distributing pikes, constructing a 
camp for soldiers outside the city, enlisting more troops, and seizing weapons 
from suspects-the Girondins exhibited less concern about the war and more in 
bolstering their political advantage over the Montagnards. With extraordinary 
ineptness, they steadily infuriated the radical and powerful Parisian sections, 
which they targeted for unrelenting attacks. 

It is arguable whether the differences in social principles between the loosely 
formed Girondin faction and the Montagnards, who were to be ecumenically 
called the Jacobins, were quite as basic as they seemed from the harsh 
Convention debates between the two. Brissot and Robespierre, who typified the 
membership of the two factions, belonged to the same Jacobin club in the early 
years of the Revolution. Both, too, were provincial lawyers, essentially of similar 
social backgrounds, with shared political values. Despite their populist rhetoric, 
the Montagnard deputies in the Convention were no less uneasy about the Paris 
Commune than were the Girondins; indeed, for a time, Robespierre and his 
associates were essentially its captives who simply required its support to 
preserve their parliamentary dominance. Differences in personalities may have 
played as much a role in the conflict between the two factions as secondary 
issues, such as the various power bases on which the two factions rested: on one 
hand the Girondins, in relatively moderate or conservative provinces; on the 
other the Mountain, in Paris with its extremely democratic sections, whose 
powers Robespierre was to eviscerate after the Girondins were defeated. 
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THE SECTIONAL DEMOCRACY 

What, then, were these little-known forty-eight sections of Paris, where the 
more radical of the sans-culottes exercised so much influence on public affairs? 
How were they organized? And how did they function? 

Ideologically, the sectionnaires (as their members were called) believed 
primarily in sovereignty of the people. This concept of popular sovereignty, as 
Albert Soboul observes, was for them "not an abstraction, but the concrete 
reality of the people united in sectional assemblies and exercising all of their 
rights."12 It was in their eyes an inalienable right, or, as the section de Ia Cite 
declared in November 1792, "every man who assumes to have sovereignty I over 
others] will be regarded as a tyrant, usurper of public liberty and worthy of 
death."., 

Sovereignty, in effect, was to be enjoyed by all citizens, not pre-empted by 
"representatives," as was the case in earlier national bodies and even the 
Convention. In this respect, the sectional movement that emerged in Paris in 
that year was perhaps the most self-conscious and explicitly democratic 
phenomenon to appear in history since ancient Athenian times, and certainly 
the most popular in its composition. The radical democrats of 1793 thus 
assumed that every adult was, to one degree or another, competent to 
participate in management of public affairs. Thus, each section, whether its 
members were politically radical or not, was structured around a face-to-face 
democracy: basically, a general assembly of the people that formed the most 
important deliberative body of a section, and served as the incarnation of 
popular power in a given part of the city. At the height of the radical sectional 
democracy, the general assembly comprised all male residents within a section's 
jurisdiction, which, meeting in expropriated chapels and churches, each elected 
six deputies to the Commune, presumably for the purpose merely of coordi­
nating all the sections in the city of Paris. 

Each section also had its own various administrative committees, whose 
members were also recruited from the general assembly. These committees 
performed the functions of police, supply, finance, and neighborhood surveil­
lance. Broadly, they may be grouped into three categories. 

The civil committees, dating from the days of the districts, were responsible for 
administrative problems such as food supply and finance, as well as record­
keeping, and were normally overburdened with work in these practical areas. 
Initially, under the mayorship of Bailly in 1789-90, the civil committees' 
members were directly appointed by the Commune and had a dual 
accountability to the Commune and the assembly, which they seem to have 
shrewdly negotiated by staying out of politics as much as possible. Their 
meetings were normally businesslike, and their outlook was fairly conservative. 



320 THE. FRE.NCH REVOLUTION 

After the sans-culotte Petion replaced Bailly as mayor, however, civil committee 
members were elected by the sections' general assemblies, to whom they were 
directly accountable. 

Shortly after the August 10 journee, the Legislative Assembly, as evidence of its 
populist credentials, shifted the task of prosecuting political crimes to the Paris 
Commune, which for its part, delegated much of this responsibility to the 
sections. The sections thereupon set up vigilance committees to handle suspected 
counterrevolutionaries. Elected directly by the assemblies, these vigilance 
committees proliferated enormously after the August journee. Since they were 
empowered to levy accusations and arrest suspects, the political views of the 
committee members became a source of increasing contention between radical 
and conservative sections-indeed, between the sectional democracy as a whole 
and the Commune, and, generally, between members of the Commune and the 
Convention-escalating from the base to the summits of society as the 
Revolution itself became more radical. 

A large number of ad hoc committees were organized for special tasks such as 
providing the unemployed with work, collecting gunpowder or seeing to its 
production, mobilizing recruits for the war, establishing contact with other 
sympathetic sections, and even planning journees. During festive periods, open­
air suppers for the poor and for neighborhood people generally were common 
and were regarded as ways of fostering fraternity within a community. 

Of paramount importance, each section had its own battalion of National 
Guard, over which it had complete control and whose movements it alone could 
authorize. Usually the battalion was entirely subordinate to the orders of the 
section's general assembly, many of whose members were part of the Guard 
itself. Assembly meetings in which National Guard officers were elected drew 
high attendance, higher even than those in which civilian officials were elected. 
Clearly, Parisians fully recognized the importance of the armed force their 
section commanded and held strong views on the kind of commander it should 
have. 

During the height of the Parisian radical democracy, sectional life was 
vibrant, disputatious and earthy, as Albert Soboul tells us in one of the livelier 
accounts in his study on the sans-culottes: 

A section was headed by a president, whose work was aided by an executive 
committee. A recording secretary chronicled the section's proceedings-indeed, 
the activities of many of its committee meetings as well as the debates and 
decisions of its general assembly. Ushers maintained order during assembly 
proceedings, while tellers counted the votes, which were expressed by standing 
up or recorded in roll calls. Democratic practice, so important in a section's life, 
required that the assembly elect or reelect the executive committee each month, 
often by acclamation if there were no complaints about its activities. The 
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president usually occupied his position for a year, although he resigned when he 
differed from the decisions of assembly, as occurred during the bitter fights in 
early 1793 over plans to engage in an insurrection against the Convention. What 
kept the sections going, in reality, was a core of committed militants who 
remained at their posts and were fervently devoted to an ideal of direct 
democracy even when the general assembly dwindled to a small number of 
participants. 

Meetings of the general assembly opened with a reading of the minutes, followed 
by a reading of the Paris Commune's decrees and laws, and the proposed agenda 
which was drawn up by the president and his committee. This was commonly 
followed by protracted debates." 

Periods of crisis and episodes that evoked popular anger might draw as many 
as a thousand citizens or more to an assembly meeting, in which case various 
factions contended vigorously with one another, debates were heated, and every 
seat in the assembly hall was occupied. Meetings were commonly quite raucous, 
even indecorous, and extremely fervent, leading to threats, shouts, mutual 
recrimination, and even fistfights. During the heated Year II of the revolutionary 
calendar (1793), when one crisis followed soon upon another, Soboul tells us, 

many citizens talked at random or screamed deafeningly, making all discussion 
impossible; this was in the Republique section. In the Chalier section on 1 
Ventose [February 191, the president of the assembly drank a glass of wine in a 
chair, and some wanted to dismiss him: "This place is a wineshop now; it will 
soon be a tobacco shop as well." Others remarked that several citizens had done 
the same; after an hour's confusion, they merely returned to the order of 
business. 1s 

Indeed, the sections were real political battlegrounds, and few of the forty­
eight were politically unified. Within a particular quartier or neighborhood, 
citizens' interests might differ enormously according to their economic status, 
ideologies, and overall social background. Royalists and moderates did not 
disappear from sectional assemblies during even the most militant periods of 
the Revolution. But a relative uniformity of views existed primarily in the 
poorest sections of Paris and in the wealthiest ones; in between, radical and 
conservative views often competed with each other furiously and were often 
resolved with highly intimidating tactics. 

Nor was each section drawn entirely into its own life and problems. Radicals, 
moderates, and conservatives often communicated directly with their own kind 
across sections and formed joint committees that bypassed the Commune and 
the Convention altogether. During intense internal disagreements, sectionnaires 
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did not hesitate to "call" upon their ideological allies in other sections for aid, 
which at times led to the outright invasion of one section by members of 
another. More often than not, it was the radicals who would invade the general 
assemblies of nearby sections on the pretext of fraternizing with their colleagues 
but in fact to combine forces to shift a vacillating assembly to their side. 

POVERTY AND REVOLUTION 

The poor and ragged sans-culottes, whom Jules Michelet in his famous history of 
the French Revolution was to call the bras nus, or "bare arms:· and in whose 
name the Montagnards often professed to speak, were especially unruly; the 
middle classes consistently labeled them "le canaille'' and, in 1792-93, "les 
anarchistes." Grinding poverty starved and debilitated thousands of Parisians, 
leading to food riots and even more brutal behavior in times of social unrest and 
fear, such as the September massacres. Poverty may have elevated riots to a near­
insurrectionary level, but in itself could not sustain a revolution. Poor sans­
culottes who were little more than wage-earners remained active adherents of 
the Revolution and direct democracy until their movement was crushed, but it 
was an economically more privileged stratum that actually shaped the overall 
radical tendencies of the Revolution. As we have seen, artisans, tradesmen, and 
small entrepreneurs could also be called sans-culottes because they were not 
nobles or men of great wealth. The famous enrage, Jean Varlet, in fact, was well­
to-do. Yet he was willing to risk his life for the downtrodden and, like Marat, 
chose to live among the poor and share their living conditions. 

Nevertheless, moral factors alone cannot sustain a revolution, given the 
material conditions in which the poorer Parisian population lived. Even with the 
distinction between active and passive citizens, the percentage of more affluent 
people who took part in the political process during the French Revolution was 
strikingly low. Of the fifty thousand citizens in Paris who had the right to vote in 
1789, less than a quarter took part in the elections for the Estates General, and 
fewer than one in ten participated in electing deputies to the Legislative 
Assembly in 1791. Even at sectional assembly meetings, attendance rarely 
exceeded 10 percent of the citizenry and was often substantially less, to judge 
from the limited available data. 16 Normally, in fact, as few as thirty citizens 
attended-especially in affluent areas, since many conservative bourgeois 
considered nonparticipation in political affairs to be a more honorable course 
than participation together with the despised sans-culottes. 

Nor could the full participation of laborers and artisans have been possible, 
considering the working hours that the poorest sans-culottes had to endure. "In 
many trades a sixteen-hour day seems to have been normal," observes R.B. Rose, 
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beginning at first light (in the summer as early as 4 a.m.) and finishing at 8 p.m. 
In the building trades the working day was normally about twelve hours, but 
during the summer the workers, women and children included, were often on 
the site from 5 a.m. to 9 p.m. The workers at the Saint-Gobain royal mirror 
works were slightly better off: their day stretched from 5 a.m. to 7 p.m., with half 
an hour for breakfast, an hour for lunch and a half-hour for tea. Wage rates 
varied from eight livres a day for some goldsmiths and jewellers down to two or 
three livres for building workers and joiners and one or two livres for labourers. 17 

Those in the lower wage rates-and they numbered in the tens of 
thousands-led lives of desperate poverty. Cost-of-living calculations indicate 
that a day's food cost one livre and four sous on the average, while "the most 
basic lodging," to use R.B. Rose's expression, cost one to three livres a week. 
"Basic lodging" might mean that a family of four lived-and sometimes 
worked-in a single room on the sixth or seventh floor. Living conditions in the 
Faubourg Saint-Marcel, whose thirty thousand craftsmen and workers provided 
crowds for journees comparable in numbers only to the Faubourg Saint­
Antoine, were described as miserable by Sebastian Mercier, a contemporary 
observer. "An entire family occupies a single room:• Mercier related, 

in which the four walls are bare, the wretched beds lie without covers, and the 
kitchen utensils are piled up with chamber-pots. All the furniture together is not 
worth twenty crowns. Every three months the inhabitants, thrown out for owing 
back rent, must find another hole to live in. Thus they wander, taking their 
miserable possessions from refuge to refuge. No shoes are to be seen in their 
lodgings; the stairs echo only with the sound of wooden clogs. The children are 
naked and sleep helter-skelter.18 

People who lived under such conditions were necessarily preoccupied with 
obtaining food, shelter, clothing, and the simplest amenities of life. They could 
hardly have participated actively in running revolutionary institutions or 
attending assembly meetings regularly, especially when so many of those 
meetings overlapped with their working hours. A journeyman or laborer could 
hardly report to work in fit condition at six in the morning or even earlier after 
attending a general assembly meeting until eleven or later the evening before. 
What is admirable is the extent to which laborers like the bras nus and artisans 
did participate in their sectional assemblies; indeed, the bras nus and lowly 
artisans were often present in politically precarious situations in sufficient 
numbers to tip the balance in favor of radical policies. But their ability to mold 
events and decide policies was patently limited. Only a few of their names 
appear on lists of members of sectional committees, which commonly met in 
the afternoon and consumed full days of tedious work. Thus, members of the 
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civil committees of the sections usually had independent incomes, and only 
fairly well-off or highly dedicated citizens could afford to staff the sectional 
institutions, still less participate in their demanding activities. 

That is not to say that there were no paid officials in the sections. The police 
commissioner was normally paid a living salary by the Commune, as were the 
justices of the peace, who handled minor legal disputes, such as defaults of debts, 
petty fraud, broken contracts, and damage suits. In September 1792 these jobs 
brought in annual salaries of 3,000 and 2,400 livres respectively, roughly the wage 
of a highly skilled artisan. Recording secretaries received more modest salaries, 
approximately 800 livres a year. Other sectionnaires who did public business, 
whether as part of a civil or revolutionary committee, were given stipends for the 
hours or days they lost in doing their regular work. But on the whole, most 
section officials were not regularly paid and received only minimal incomes. 

THE ENRAGES 

In February and March 1793, the worsening military situation reduced the 
already straitened condition of the Parisian sans-culottes to crisis proportions. 
British warships successfully blockaded France to a point where the capital was 
experiencing severe shortages of basic goods and high prices; grain was once 
again scarce, and the price of bread rose steeply in Paris as elsewhere in France. 
The assignats were losing value so precipitously that a laborer in Reveillon's 
wallpaper factory, for example, spent 80 percent of his income on bread.•~ On 
February 24, when the cost of soap rose sharply, laundresses simply seized 
whatever soap they could lay their hands on and sold it at pre-1789 prices. Riots 
were becoming commonplace as crowds in large numbers looted shops and 
warehouses. 

This growing crisis provided fertile ground for populist orators and writers, 
particularly the enrages, who tried to articulate the ideas and suspicions of the 
sans-culottes. By no means did the enrages form a united political group with a 
coherent social program; what they did share were naive, often formless 
commitments to what Anglo-American radicals would generically call 
"levelling:' That is to say, they believed in a broad redistribution of goods 
favoring the poor at the expense of the wealthy. Owing to the Le Chapelier law of 
1791, the laboring sans-culottes were not permitted to organize themselves to 
strike for higher wages; accordingly, the enrages demanded that the Convention 
impose heavy taxes on the wealthy, fix the price of foodstuffs with a maximum, 
requisition food from the countryside, and stringently enforce the laws against 
speculation in wheat (a practice that was very widespread). Basically, they placed 
blame for the worsening economic conditions on those who intrigued against 
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the Revolution, especially speculators and war profiteers, whom they often 
associated politically with the Girondins. 

Not that better-known propagandists such as Marat and Hebert failed to 
attack speculators and profiteers; in fact, this theme was central to their speeches 
and writings. But their propaganda was marked more by moral outrage than by 
demands for social measures to relieve economic distress. By contrast, a few 
enrages flirted with quasi-socialistic beliefs, in some cases hinting that the 
property of the wealthy should be shared among the poor according to material 
need. In any case, vague as their social views may have been, they carried on an 
intense and effective agitation in the poorer sections of Paris and generated 
deep-seated fears in the Commune as well as the Convention. 

Perhaps the most dear-sighted of this inchoate group of enrages was Jean­
Fran~ois Varlet, an active sectionnaire and the secretary of the radical section 
Droits de l'Homme (Rights of Man). Varlet worked in the post office, despite the 
fact that he had an independent income. A young man in his early twenties, he 
was a prolific pamphleteer, as well as a revolutionary songwriter and orator; his 
works were immensely popular among the sans-culottes, of whom he wrote, 
"The poor devils of the garret ... reason more surely, more boldly than the best 
gentlemen, the great speech-makers, the groping savants; if they wish to attain 
true knowledge, let them go as I among the people:'20 Early on, Varlet came to 
loathe the Jacobins, as well as the Convention and the Paris Commune, for their 
political opportunism and centralistic policies. 

In fact, Varlet had no faith in representative forms of government. He was 
fascinated by theories of direct democracy, which he drew in part from his 
readings of Rousseau. As Morris Slavin puts it, "Varlet consistently advocated 
direct democracy as a practical alternative to the newly established 
parliamentary system, which he found corrupt and neglectful of the needs of 
the sans-culottes for whom he spoke. He dreamt of a universal democracy."21 

This view dominated his political thinking. At the time of his election as 
secretary to the section Droits-de-l'Homme, he is reported to have said, "We 
[the sections] have ... unlimited powers; we are the sovereign [bodies]. We shall 
break the [established] authority; we shall reconstruct it and give it sovereignty. 
It will smash the Convention. What is more legal?"22 

Varlet's maximum program aimed at nothing less than the abolition of the 
Convention and establishment of a revolutionary committee, structured 
provisionally around ten bureaus, whose strictly defined functions would be 
dictated by the Paris sections. The sectional assemblies were to meet en 
permanence: that is, either daily, or whenever the people cared to convoke them 
without having to gain permission from higher authorities. The delegates that 
the assembly elected to his proposed revolutionary committee had to be clearly 
mandated and subject to recall, a doctrine embodied in the term mandat 
imperatif. Thus, the committee would be directly accountable to the general 
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assemblies of the sections. Essentially, Varlet and his supporters sought to 
replace the Convention and its ministers with a direct communal democracy, a 
"Commune of communes" {to use the revolutionary vocabulary of a later era) 
of a kind that was to find considerable favor with nineteenth-century anarchists. 

These democratic views gained Varlet little if any support from the Commune 
or the influential factions in the Convention, be they Montagnards or 
Girondins. The Commune's General Council openly denounced him as "an 
intriguer,'' while Marat expressly dissociated himself from the young enrage. The 
Jacobins expelled him from their club for "an excess of civisme." 

Another leading enrage was Jacques Roux, a constitutional priest whose 
profession brought him into daily contact with the poor. Vigorously castigating 
hoarders, speculators, and the nouveaux riches who were immorally profiting 
from the Revolution, he openly advocated a policy of terror against the wealthy 
and the counterrevolutionaries. His rhetoric, marked by bloody threats against 
the rich and resplendent, was filled with appeals to liberty and equality, which 
easily assured him a warm reception from the poor. 

Speculators, show me your pocket-books; your sudden wealth will attest without 
retort to your larcenies, your betrayals, your crimes. Before the capture of the 
Bastille, you were covered with nothing but rags; today you inhabit palaces; you 
owned but a plow and now you are rich landlords.u 

The more radical sectional assemblies, in fact, voted to read aloud his speeches, 
normally delivered at the Gravilliers section, twice weekly, while his writings 
sold widely in Paris. 

Roux's zealotry in behalf of the people's real concerns disquieted not only the 
authorities but other ostensible popular spokesmen, particularly Marat, whom 
Roux, in fact, adored and to whom he gave refuge when the "friend of the 
people" was pursued by the police. Marat was by no means flattered by the 
attention of his overly enthusiastic acolyte, who often acted politically as well as 
personally from impulse and failed tragically to provide his supporters with the 
far-seeing leadership they so desperately needed. His social concepts were naive: 
they consisted largely of a moral commitment to alleviate hunger and furious, 
often tactless, attacks upon the rich, whom he blamed for the afflictions of the 
poor. Curiously, he found no inconsistency in the fact that he was a con­
stitutional priest who continued to retain his parish and state-subsidized 
income, while advancing eminently un-Christian and bloody methods for 
purging the Revolution of profiteers and careerists. In every sense a man of 
blood, Roux was a radical inquisitor who frightened his Montagnard enemies as 
much as he frightened the hoarders and speculators against whom he railed. 

Nor is it surprising to learn that the eminently egalitarian enrages included 
fiery Parisian women, such as Pauline Leon and Claire Lacombe, who 
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cofounded the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women and energetically 
guided it through its brief but stormy existence from May to October of 1793. 
Leon, married to Theophile Leclerc, an enrage journalist in his early twenties, 
managed her own family's chocolate-making business, and had been radicalized 
during the fall of the Bastille. With the characteristic boldness of a Parisienne, 
she did not hesitate to stand before the bar of the all-male National Assembly 
and declare that the Rights of Man applied to women, who should also be able 
to bear arms so that they too could defend themselves and the Revolution. Her 
associate, Claire Lacombe, had been an actress of some distinction in Toulon, 
where her avowal of militant republican views displeased her director, and she 
came to Paris in 1792 in time to participate in the August journee. The Society of 
Revolutionary Republican Women self-consciously advanced the rights of 
women as equals of men in every respect, and one of its orators who appeared 
before the Jacobin Club bluntly asserted that she and her fellow members had 
ceased to be "servile women, domestic animals." 

But France was still a patriarchal society during the Revolution, and neither 
the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women nor its leading figures were 
permitted to play any important role in the sans-culottes movement. Indeed, the 
Society often evoked the anger of the market women in Les Halles-especially 
peasant women who came from the countryside to sell their produce-by 
demanding that they wear tricolor cockades and trying to gain their support for 
the republic. Not that the market women were counterrevolutionary or 
necessarily lacking in revolutionary zeal: they had, after all, been among the 
crowds who marched to Versailles in October 1789 and incited many of the food 
riots that rocked Paris over the years. But a deep disenchantment with the 
Revolution was setting in among the poorer people of the capital, men and 
women alike. They deeply mistrusted the Convention, the Commune, and even 
the more demonstrative republicans who fed them rhetoric instead of bread. 

This distrust was partly justified. For the sans-culottes generally, the most 
profound institutional problems of the Revolution lay in the conflict between 
their own popular democracy and those who attempted to centralize authority, 
be they the leaders of the Convention or the Commune. Nor were the heroic 
figures in the early days of the Revolution immune to the lure of power. Danton, 
one of the founders of the sectional democracy, had long abandoned the 
Cordeliers district and entered the ruling ministry. Robespierre and Hebert, at 
least in the eyes of Jacques Roux, were little more than careerists who masked 
their appetite for power in radical verbiage. As "the men at the bottom rose in the 
political hierarchy:' observes Norman Hampson, "they became impressed by the 
virtues of centralisation, only to find a new generation of aspiring grassroots 
politicians turning their old weapons against them."24 The growing conservatism 
of major revolutionary leaders did not escape the attention of the lower classes, 
for which the Revolution had yet to supply even modest rations or plots of land. 
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caAPTER 20 The Insurrection of June 2, 1793 

THE REVOLUTION IN LIMBO 

The period from late 1792 to early 1793 was marked by an uneasy truce, broken 
by growing eruptions of differences between the Girondins and the Montagnards 
in the Convention, and increasing tension between the radical sections and all 
other governmental institutions. 

The direct democracy, embodied by the Parisian sections, had essentially 
become a popular dual power that confronted the republican state, embodied by 
the Convention. This historic confrontation was blurred by the political conflict 
between the two parliamentary factions in the national government. The 
Girondins now detested Paris and addressed themselves primarily to the 
provinces in harsh opposition to the radicals in the capital. The Montagnards, in 
turn, did not hesitate to appeal to the radical sans-culottes when they needed 
them, albeit not without fear that the Revolution might slip out of the hands of 
the Convention nels into those of the sectionnaires. Thus, when the sections early 
in March 1793 demanded the establishment of a Revolutionary Tribunal to exact 
swift justice on all suspects, it was Danton, speaking for the Montagnards, who 
took up the call in the Convention and saw to its formation. Alas, months later, it 
was to be this institution that began to try the popular leaders of the sections and, 
in the following year, to send Danton and his supporters to the scaffold. 

The Girondins, for their part, were becoming increasingly loathsome to the 
radical sections. Basically, these provincial deputies were convinced that the 
Revolution had gone far enough in fulfilling its tasks and that it should be 
arrested, even rolled back, if possible, to a moderate republic. By the same token, 
the radical sections were convinced that the Revolution had not gone far enough 
in fostering democracy, and demanded a more equitable distribution of the 
means of life, such as the greater availability of consumer goods at reasonable 
prices. 
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The fact that the Convention met in Paris continued to dismay the Girondins, 
since it left the body vulnerable to popular pressure from armed radical sans­
culottes. At each opportunity, the deputies not only portrayed the Paris 
Commune and the sections as irresponsible extremists and bloodthirsty 
"Septembrists:' but steadily escalated their attempts to turn the departments 
against the capital. 

Moreover, the conflict between the sectional democracy and the central 
authorities was also complicated by the civil war raging in the western part of 
the country. After the Convention issued a military levy for 300,000 men on 
February 23, 1793, the west of France erupted in violent defiance of the 
Republic's call to arms, to the anger of the radicals and even many moderates. In 
the Vendee department and in Brittany, major revolts broke out, as peasants, led 
by local refractory priests, refused to be conscripted into the revolutionary army. 
Massacring local republicans, they openly fought the National Guard and 
connived with Britain against revolutionary France. Nor were other parts of the 
country spared similar peasant uprisings, which in Paris were generally blamed 
on the Girondins-in some cases not without good reason. 

The Convention responded to the revolts by further centralizing its authority 
through a series of important emergency decrees. On March 9, it selected eighty 
Convention members, most of whom were Jacobins, to function as "repres­
entatives on mission" to the army and the troubled areas of the country, endow­
ing them with powers to crush the rebellions at any cost and by any means 
whatever. Still another decree empowered military commissions to execute 
anyone who resisted the levy, as well as ~migres who returned to France. All 
rebels who were captured bearing arms were to be killed, and any priest who had 
been denounced by six citizens was to be deported. 

Barely two weeks later, on March 21, the Convention charged each section 
and commune in the country to elect a watch committee (co mit~ de surveillance) 
with a view toward maintaining local surveillance, searching houses for 
hoarders, rounding up suspected counterrevolutionaries, and enforcing 
obedience to sectional decisions. On April 6 it created a nine-member 
Committee of Public Safety which was soon to become its famous-and much 
maligned-executive authority, with sweeping powers to crush the 
counterrevolution and innovate new social policies for the Revolution. 

Initially, these repressive and centralizing measures had little effect on dealing 
with the counterrevolution or the war. The provincial rebels, undeterred by 
actions in Paris, proceeded rapidly to capture town after town and soon swelled 
into a major force, mobilizing an estimated forty-five thousand men, who vastly 
outnumbered the fifteen thousand republicans who had been sent from Paris to 
quell them. The Paris Commune, in turn, was drawn into the sections' 
revolutionary vortex as the political crisis in the capital intensified and as the 
counterrevolution deepened in the provinces. No longer did the Commune 
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embody the increasingly radicalized sectional democracy, as had been the case 
after the August 10 journee. To the degree that the radical ordinary laborers or 
bras nus moved to the forefront of the conflict with other institutions, its 
General Council-which was composed of three more or less well-to-do 
delegates from each section-became more fearful of the masses and more 
moderate in its policies. 

This growing vortex of tendencies and countertendencies in the Revolution 
produced major changes, particularly in Paris, that began to throw once-united 
political forces into growing conflict with each other. With its influential deputy 
procureur Hebert, no less than its procureur Anaxagoras Chaumette, sitting on 
its General Council, the Commune tried to maintain ties both to the enrages in 
the sections and to the relatively prudent Montagnards in the Convention. 
These two tendencies were basically hostile toward each other and were never to 
be reconciled. The Commune, in turn, like the Montagnards, increasingly 
distrusted the sections that were influenced by the enrages; in fact, it seemed to 
fear any sections that it could no longer control. Yet, if it could trust neither the 
enrages nor the Jacobins, it was obliged to retain sufficient influence over the 
popular movement in Paris to maintain itself against complete Montagnard 
control, which would have destroyed its independence, if not its very identity. 
Thus, apart from the Girondins, who relied for support on the moderate center 
in the Convention {or "marsh:' as it was called), the provinces, and a few of the 
conservative sections, all the different tendencies in Paris were making fragile ad 
hoc alliances that were readily broken, and basically played one political group 
against another in order to retain or enhance their power. Put bluntly: the 
Revolution had come to a crossroads, and its direction-whether it would move 
leftward or rightward-was patently uncertain. 

As the war effort faltered, as bread prices rose, and as counterrevolution 
spread in the provinces, the discontent of the sans-culottes, especially the bras 
nus, in Paris increased in direct proportion to the evident instability of all the 
existing institutions-the Commune no less than the Convention-to carry the 
Revolution forward. At length, on March 10, 1793, Varlet and other enrages tried 
to stage an insurrection against the Convention, presumably with the intention 
of removing its Girondin members and ministers, as well as army officers whose 
loyalty to the republic was suspect. The failure of the journee can be attributed to 
lack of support which the insurrectionaries had hoped to receive from the 
Jacobin Club, the National Guard and, to be sure, the Commune, which Varlet 
did not hesitate to accuse of "infection with aristocracy.''• In fact, Santerre, the 
National Guard commander, mobilized nine thousand Guardsmen to deploy 
against the rebels and restore order. 

Despite its failure, however, the journee established a precedent: the sections 
might one day, by sheer force of numbers, be able to intimidate the seemingly 
inviolable Convention and get it to do their bidding. In Convention debates the 
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failed journee became more fodder for the growing rivalry between the 
Girondins and the Montagnards. The Girondins portrayed it as yet another 
attempt on the part of the bloodthirsty Parisian deputies to massacre them, 
while the Montagnards could truthfully claim that they had nothing to do with 
it. Within the Commune, Hebert and Chaumette, not to be outdone by the 
Girondins and the Mountain, charged the insurrectionaries of plotting with 
Prussia and Britain, a preposterous accusation among the many that were being 
made at the time, and one that further alienated the radicals from the municipal 
body. 

A few days after the aborted insurrection, Varlet defiantly appeared before the 
Jacobin Club and chastised its members for their failure to support the uprising, 
harshly contrasting their behavior with the bold women of the October 5 
journee who had brought the king back to Paris. Nor would the March 
insurrection be the last one, Varlet pointedly warned them. It was now clear that 
the March uprising was essentially a dress rehearsal for a more far-reaching one: 
a final reckoning between all the contending forces, particularly the bras nus and 
the Convention. 

And, indeed, the differences between the radical sections and the Convention 
could be resolved in favor of the sections only by a new insurrection: that is, a 
"third revolution:' In early 1793, this expression was much in vogue among 
various political tendencies. For the Girondins, who used it in their oratory at 
the Convention, the third revolution portended an insurrectionary resurgence 
of the Parisian "anarchistes." ''As I have been saying ever since this Convention 
began:• Brissot observed on March 24, 1793, 

we have to put an end to the third revolution, the revolution of anarchy. We will 
only be able to fmish it off by establishing a good constitution in place of this 
system of disorganization and of despotism, which some people would like to 
perpetuate. 2 

To Danton, in his more militant Jacobin posture, a third revolution would 
have meant a curtailing of the Girondins, who, despite his overtures to them, 
persistently refused to collaborate with the Mountain. To Hebert and his 
associates on the Paris Commune and in the war ministry, the expression would 
have summarized their attempts to enhance their own waning revolutionary 
prestige and find ministerial places in the national government. But to Varlet 
and his supporters, a third revolution clearly meant an insurrection that would 
successfully overthrow the Convention and establish a direct democracy 
throughout France. 
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THE EV~CHE ASSEMBLY 

If any single event could be said to have broken the political deadlock that existed 
in Paris, it was probably General Dumouriez's denunciation of the Revolution 
and his attempt at the beginning of April to march on the capital, restore the 
king, and reestablish the Constitution of 1791. Only the refusal of the army to 
follow him prevented the country from plunging into a civil war of monumental 
proportions, possibly leading to the defeat of the Republic. That Dumouriez was 
wrongly identified in the public mind with the Girondins (he was, in fact, more 
of a constitutional monarchist than a republican) heightened the sentiment that 
there was treason at home, in the very heart of the Revolution, and that 
extraordinary measures were needed to extirpate the dangers that confronted 
Paris from "royalist" Conventionnels and from suspect military leaders. 

Faced with the rising political fever of the people, the Paris Commune, roused 
out of its lethargy, began to round up more suspected counterrevolutionaries 
and conduct more house searches. But many sections now felt that such 
measures were half-hearted-that they needed an extralegal body to meet the 
coming crisis, one that was more resolute and revolutionary than the Com­
mune; in fact, a body that could bypass the Paris municipal authorities, the 
Convention, and its executive committees to engage in effective political and 
economic action. 

On March 27 the section Droits de !'Homme, strongly influenced by its 
secretary, Varlet, passed a resolution decrying "the dangers facing France" and 
summoning Parisians to "save the country and liberty" from the "liberty-killing 
faction:'' It called upon all the sections to send commissioners to a meeting at 
the Eveche, the expropriated palace of the city's archbishop. 

Nominally, the purpose of the meeting was to discuss a forced loan that had 
been imposed in order to wage the war. But the real, and decidedly secret, 
intention of the meeting was to take forceful measures to purge the Convention 
of the Girondins and their supporters who were fomenting civil war in the 
country. Indeed, if Varlet had his way, the Eveche Committee would try to 
overthrow the Convention itself. On April 1, delegates from the twenty-seven 
Parisian sections that had sent commissioners to the Eveche formally con­
stituted themselves into an extralegal but public "Central Assembly of Public 
Safety and of Correspondence with the Departments," which, in short order, 
opened the doors of the Eveche to some five or six hundred people. This Eveche 
assembly left little doubt that it intended not only to make food requisitions, 
levy contributions on the wealthy, and round up counterrevolutionary suspects, 
but also to purge the Girondins from the Convention. 

As news of the Eveche assembly and its committee spread through Paris, the 
Girondins were infuriated and the Mountain felt very uneasy over an emerging 
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movement it did not control; indeed, as we have seen, it was no more eager to 
see a sectional democracy than its rivals in the Convention. Marat, the "friend of 
the people:• speaking at the Jacobin Club, denounced the meeting as 
"unpatriotic" (anticivique), nor did it gain any support from the General 
Council of the Commune, least of all its Hebertist members. Even earlier, on 
April 2, the Commune had set up its own committee of correspondence with 
other municipalities throughout the country, to countervail any initiative of the 
kind that actually occurred with the establishment of the ~veche assembly. 

THE ROAD TO INSURRECTION 

The events that were to follow the convocation of the ~veche assembly and the 
various efforts by the Girondins, Montagnards, and members of the 
Commune's General Council to cope with the journee of June 2 form one of the 
muddiest chapters in the history of the Revolution, based on unclear facts, some 
conjecture, unrecorded negotiations, concealed compromises, and mutual 
betrayals. Indeed, it is often necessary for any history of this brief but remark­
able period to speculate about the intentions as well as the actions of the various 
actors and committees that soon became involved in this decisive journee, which 
was to set a new and fateful course for the Revolution and the lives of its most 
important figures. The one guiding thread that explains what little is known 
about the events leading up to the journee is the fact that all of the Montagnard 
deputies, leaders of the Jacobin club, major figures in the General Council of the 
Commune, and even many moderates in the sections were determined to pre­
vent Varlet and his supporters from establishing a sectional democracy; and by 
all means, fair and foul, they employed whatever measures were at their disposal 
to neutralize the influence of the radicals in the ~veche assembly-which itself 
was far from unified in its social goals. 

Perhaps the best foil at the disposal of these moderate worthies in dealing 
with Varlet and his supporters was the Girondin leaders, who, with incredible 
political ineptness, inadvertently diverted public attention away from the social 
goals of the ~veche radicals toward themselves. The Girondins, in effect, 
proceeded by their tactics in the Convention to make themselves appear to be 
the cause of all that was going wrong with the Revolution, from Dumouriez's 
defection to the Austrians to the counterrevolution that was spreading through 
the provinces. 

The events in the mid-spring of 1793 have an almost funereal quality about 
them and were grim in the inexorability of their development. Following news 
of Dumouriez's defection, a majority of the sections petitioned the Convention 
to expel the Girondin leaders, who were "guilty of the crime of treason against 
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the sovereign people."4 In fact, even the Montagnard deputies were now in the 
unenviable position of seeming to be reticent about removing the twenty-two 
Girondins who figured most in the public mind, for to do so would have been a 
gross violation of republican legality that could have been used against the 
Mountain itself. 

But the radical sections were adamant. Addressing the Mountain directly, they 
bluntly declared that if the Convention refused to do so, they would take on the 
task themselves. Although the petition was signed by thirty-three of the forty­
eight sections, the Convention denounced it as "slanderous" five days later. 
Indeed, with predictable ineptness, the Girondins retaliated against the sections 
by ordering the arrest of Marat, who was not only a Montagnard deputy but one 
of the Girondins' most consistent critics. To the fury of the sans-culottes, the 
"friend of the people" was arraigned before the new Revolutionary Tribunal. 
Again, the thirty-three sections adamantly demanded that he be released, 
repeating their call for the expulsion of the twenty-two Girondins. As the 
Girondins should have foreseen, not only did the Tribunal acquit Marat, but he 
was returned to his seat at the Convention borne on the shoulders of sans­
culottes, amid even greater public acclaim than before. 

Spurred on by their victory over the Girondins, the radical sections pressed 
the demand that the Convention impose controls on the price of bread, which 
was now skyrocketing, and in mid-April the Commune and the mayor met at 
the Jacobin Club to draw up a petition demanding the setting of a maximum 
price. When the petition was presented at the Convention, the Girondins, in yet 
another political blunder, tried to bury the demand by referring it to the 
agricultural committee. Adding insult to injury, they reproved the sans-culottes 
for failing to understand the sublime economics of free trade-this at a time 
when bread prices were soaring and hunger was rampant in the capital, in no 
small part owing to speculators and to ineptness in the distribution of food. 

For many radicals and even moderates, these tactics of delay and factionalism 
were unendurable. On May 1, eight thousand outraged sans-culottes from the 
Faubourg Saint-Antoine invaded the Convention and declared themselves in a 
state of insurrection until controls were established, and the Commune's 
General Council, mindful of the importance of the issue to the sections, 
proclaimed itself"in a state of insurrection" in an effort to place itself at the head 
of the popular movement. The Montagnards, it should be noted, were not at all 
sympathetic to the price maximum. Like the Girondins, they too had been 
arguing in favor of free markets against feudal restrictions, but, faced with the 
popularity of the demand, they demagogically expressed their support for the 
maximum, to which the Convention capitulated three days later by imposing 
price controls on grain and bread prices. 

The month of May 1793 was marked by a steady radicalizing of many 
sections, opening the prospect for a new journee. Most of the Faubourg Saint-
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Antoine sections (albeit by no means all of them) were probably controlled by 
the radicals, as was the section La Cite and, on the Left Bank, the sections 
Marseilles and Sans-Culotte. Often in pitched battles in assembly meetings, five 
more sections, including the Gravilliers and Bon Conseil, finally purged 
themselves of moderate members, as did eight others, many of which voted to 
grant the Eveche assembly "unlimited powers." 

These developments served only to spur the Girondins and their moderate 
supporters into more foolhardy behavior. Having decided that the sections had 
acquired too much power through the intolerably radical Commune-a gross 
misjudgment on their part of the relationships of forces in Paris-they set about 
to eliminate it once and for all, and, in the process, to curtail the power of the 
sections. Amid proposals that the Commune be suppressed and the Convention 
be moved away from Paris to Bourges, on May 21 the Girondins established a 
Commission of Twelve, composed mainly of their own deputies, to investigate 
the vexatious conduct of the Commune, the sections, and their committee at the 
Eveche. Over the protests of Danton, the Convention provocatively ordered the 
sections to turn over all their minutes and registers to the new Commission for 
scrutiny. 

The Commission had little difficulty in showing that a journee was being 
planned; the evidence of insurrectionary activity was apparently abundant 
enough in the sectional minutes. When several Girondin commissioners 
attended a meeting of the Paris Commune, they encountered an agenda laden 
with items such as "Identify members of the Convention to be expelled" and 
"Compile lists of suspects." After only four days of work, the Commission issued 
its conclusions and recommendations, which the Girondins followed to the 
letter. It ordered that the National Guard contingents stationed around the 
Convention for the security of its members be reinforced, and that all section 
meetings be adjourned by ten in the evening to make it difficult for the bras nus, 
who worked long hours, to attend them. Amusingly, the latter stricture failed to 
produce its desired effect: when a sectional assembly wished to continue a 
session beyond the legal hour, it simply declared the assembly adjourned and 
thereupon resumed its proceedings as a meeting of a popular society. 

Additionally, the Girondins issued orders for the arrest and imprisonment of 
those individuals whom the Commission had identified as the main plotters of 
insurrection; in all, four men, including Varlet and Hebert. Hebert was brought 
before the Commission to answer for his last issue of Pere Duchesne, in which, 
with his usual vitriol, he had encouraged the sans-culottes to rise up against the 
Girondin "plotters against the republic;· alleging that they were conspiring with 
Britain in the war against France and with the Vendee in the revolt against Paris.5 

On May 25 the president of the Convention, the exasperated Girondin Henri 
Isnard, countered the threats to the Convention by issuing a threat of his own: 
"If harm should ever befall the national representation, I declare in the name of 
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all France, Paris would be reduced to nothing; it would not be long before 
people had to search the banks of the Seine for evidence that Paris ever existed.''6 

With this warning, which scandalously echoed the Duke of Brunswick's earlier 
manifesto, the Girondins were openly threatening to foment a civil war against 
the capital. 

Nor did Paris have any reason to doubt the reality of such a threat. The 
counterrevolution, which many Parisians attributed in part to the Girondins, 
was spreading throughout the provinces. Rebellious communes overthrew the 
local Jacobin leadership, not without bloodshed in many cases. In Marseilles, 
where the thirty-two sections had previously constituted a well-known Jacobin 
stronghold, port workers joined with merchants in the face of shared economic 
distress to overthrow the local Jacobin commune and declare the city in a "state 
of insurrection" against the Convention. Other cities specifically went into 
revolt against Paris itself: on May 21, Bordeaux, a Girondin stronghold, declared 
that it would overthrow the sans-culottes authorities in the capital, followed two 
weeks later by Caen, also Girondin in sentiment, which declared itself in a state 
of insurrection to "resist oppression." 

This "federalist" revolt, as it was to be called, attained serious proportions in 
the last days of May, especially in Lyon, the second-largest city in France, which, 
before 1789, had been the silk-manufacturing center of the country. The loss of 
the industry's wealthy customers, who had emigrated in great numbers as a 
result of the Revolution, left little employment for the silk workers. This was a 
problem that the local Jacobins could hardly be expected to solve for a city based 
on the production of a luxury fabric. On May 24 warehouses of provisions 
intended for the armies were ransacked, and the goods were then sold off by 
crowds of women at prices they judged to be fair. Four days later, the Jacobin 
commune at Lyon was overthrown. 

When news of these revolts reached Paris, the enrages and sans-culottes in the 
sections decided that they had to remove the Girondins, whom they accused of 
summoning the provinces to rebel against the capital. Again, radical section­
naires found themselves allied uneasily with the Montagnards. "Deputies of the 
Mountain," wrote Jacques Roux on May 29, 

we implore you to save the country. If you can and do not want to do so, you are 
cowards and traitors. If you want to but cannot, say so. This is the purpose of our 
mission. One hundred thousand men are armed to defend you.' 

In fact, even before Rowe's threatening plea, on May 27 a crowd of bras nus 
burst into the Convention and demanded that Hebert, Varlet, and the other 
prisoners be promptly released and that the Commission of Twelve be abolished 
for exceeding its authority-a demand with which the cajoled Convention 
temporarily complied, only to restore the Commission on the next day. The 
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backtracking, furious factionalism, realigning of positions, and repeated 
interventions of the sans-culottes had brought the political crisis in the capital to 
an impasse which only the victory-or defeat-of a popular journee could 
resolve. 

THE MAY 31-JUNE 2 ]OURNEE 

The actual steps that led to this unavoidable journee are among the most 
difficult to unravel from the skein of events that immediately preceded it. 

On May 28, delegates to the :Eveche, speaking for thirty-three sections, began 
to take decisive steps toward a journee, empowering a secret Committee of Six to 
act as an executive for planning the uprising. As Morris Slavin observes: 

There seem to have been two plans under deliberation when the [:£v~che] 
assembly met the following day [May 29]. The first was public and was discussed 
openly [and] on the whole was moderate in tone and was noncommittal about 
the insurrection. The second plan, in contrast, was formulated by commissioners 
who were tacitly invested with a sort of executive mandate to determine the 
course of action. This plan was meant to launch an insurrection.8 

And, in fact, during the night of May 30 and early morning of May 31, the 
:Eveche assembly announced that Paris was in a state of insurrection against "the 
aristocratic and liberty oppressive faction, .. notably the Girondins.9 Declaring 
itself to be in permanence, the :Eveche delegates elected a Committee of Nine, 
which supplanted the Committee of Six, and placed Varlet at its head. It was this 
new committee, the authentic "insurrectionary committee:• as the :Eveche Com­
mittee of Nine was loosely called, that laid the initial plans for the journee, while 
a second assembly, convoked by the Commune, was established shortly 
afterward, and included representatives from the Paris department as well as the 
General Assembly of the Commune itself. 

The night of May 30-31 was marked by considerable confusion, for two com­
mittees now occupying separate rooms in the :Eveche palace were apparently at 
odds with each other. In one, Ia Grande Salle, could be heard the mixed voices of 
Marat, who detested the enrages, and Varlet, who had been the original head of 
the Committee of Nine. Less explicably, the Committee of Nine sat in "a 
neighboring hall:' Slavin tells us, "about to declare itself in a state of permanence 
and insurrection:• Apparently, it was out of these two committees that the 
"Eveche committee" was composed, which "organized itself into ten different 
departments, corresponding with the Convention's own executive and adminis­
trative bodies. "Exercising the powers embodied in these department made the 
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Eveche committee the real government of France;' Slavin concludes. "For a few 
days, it was just that."10 

Which raises the question: precisely what was this "Eveche committee," as it 
has been broadly called, during the night of May 30-31? How did it function 
when it was under the guidance of Varlet, and how was its character changed in 
the days, indeed hours, that followed? 

The difficulty in answering these questions arises from the multitude of 
meetings that were being held throughout Paris: at the Eveche palace, the H6tel 
de Ville, and the Jacobin and Cordelier clubs among other places, where one 
group often combined with another or met independently, if not secretly, as a 
faction. Very few of these meetings left any records behind, and what little we do 
know about them was only to be disclosed in obviously tendentious and self­
justifying letters, pamphlets, and memoirs, particularly after the Revolution. 
Nor is there any reason to believe that Varlet and his supporters on the old 
"insurrectionary committee" ceased to meet after two committees were merged 
under the rubric of a broad Central Revolutionary Committee; indeed, there is 
sketchy evidence that its radical members were to retain close ties with each 
other and function, to the extent that it was possible, as a caucus within the 
Central Revolutionary Committee itself, together with such presumably 
supportive organs as the General Council of the Commune. What can be said 
with reasonable certainty is that the Eveche militants surrounding Varlet on the 
committee wanted the insurrection to accomplish aims radically different from 
those of the moderates. 

Most immediately, the new Central Revolutionary Committee wanted the 
Girondin leaders expelled from the Convention. The bras nus among the sans­
culottes wanted to put an end to speculation and hoarding, and to make bread 
and other staples available; and they prepared a petition demanding not only 
price controls on basic goods but the establishment of a "revolutionary army" to 
search out suspects in the countryside, to impose measures against "suspects" in 
the city, to purge the army and civil service of unreliable elements, and to levy a 
forced loan on the rich. 

Varlet, for his part, obviously wanted to go much further. He saw the coming 
insurrection as an opportunity to dissolve the entire Convention and even the 
Paris Commune, replacing both bodies with a direct sectional democracy. In 
this respect, he was carrying out what R.B. Rose, in his study of the sans-culotte 
movement, calls the "basic principles" of the sectional movement: 

the inalienable embodiment of sovereignty in the primary [face-to-face] 
assemblies of the people, popular legislation by referendum, binding mandates 
for the people's deputies and the constant right of recall; in extremis the reserved 
right of insurrection to dislodge usurping governments and to insure the 
effective continuity of the sovereignty of the people. This fiercely intransigent 
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interpretation of the meaning of democracy would remain a central feature of 
the sans-culotte movement during its period of greatest solidarity and influence, 
in 1793 and 1794.11 

It was the realization of the democracy that the Montagnards, no less than the 
Girondins; the ~mmune, no less than the Convention; posturing Heberts, no 
less than staid Robespierres; "friends of the people" like Marat, no less than 
disdainful opponents of "les anarchistes" like Vergniaud-all were resolutely 
determined to prevent. The conflict between the Committee of Nine and its 
largely Jacobin opponents was joined during the fateful night of May 30-31, 
when the committee, on Varlet's proposal, voted to abolish the Paris Commune 
and its .General Council and to suspend the authority of Mayor Pache and the 
Paris Department. That the Eveche's "programme failed:' observes Rose, 

was due to two things: the stubborn resistance of the Commune and the 
municipal administration, who refused to disband on the orders of the Eveche, 
and refused to back the insurrection on the Eveche's terms, and the skillful 
tactics of the Mountain, particularly Marat and some of the rank-and-file 
Jacobins, who managed to divert the popular pressure for the dispersal of the 
Convention into the more manageable channel of a demand for a purge of a 
handful of Girondin "public enemies:• Meanwhile Varlet and his supporters 
gradually lost control of the central insurrectionary committee.11 

How were Varlet and the enrages on the Committee of Nine outmaneuvered? 
This question is one of the most vexing of the Revolution, given the decisive 
shift it produced in the uprising's aims and its dismal sequelae. 

In the absence of written evidence, we may surmise that during the night of 
May 30-31 the Montagnards, the Commune, and the Department of Paris 
recognized the potential danger of the Committee of Nine and were frantically 
looking for a way to neutralize it. The enrages, they rightly suspected, were 
taking the upcoming insurrection out of the government's control, and the fact 
that a committee headed by Varlet might set masses of armed men in motion 
gave this fear an intense urgency. On this score, there could be little doubt that 
the Commune, particularly Hebert and his supporters, openly sided with the 
Montagnards in usurping the influence of the radical elements on the com­
mittee and, in time, quashing their influence. 

Casting around for an emissary to the Committee, the Montagnards and 
Commune seem to have settled on Claude-Emmanuel Dobsen, the influential 
president of the revolutionary section de-la-Cite-the section in which the 
Eveche palace was physically located. Dobsen was immensely popular with the 
sans-culottes, not only for his revolutionary fervor but because during the 
investigations of the Commission of Twelve he had defiantly refused to 
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surrender his section's registers to the Convention. The fact that he had been 
one of the four who were arrested by the Girondins greatly enhanced his status 
among the sans-culottes. 

On the critical night of May 30-31, persons unknown (did they include 
Marat, who seems to have been showing up everywhere?) approached Dobsen 
while he was still in prison, presumably with pleas to neutralize the influence of 
the enrages on the Committee of Nine-a task which he apparently agreed to 
perform. Released from captivity on that fateful night, Dobsen wasted no time 
in going to the meeting of the £veche palace, where the nine-member 
committee welcomed him and made him its tenth member. 

Again, the sequence and causes of the events that immediately followed are 
not entirely clear. But we do know that Varlet thereafter ceased to be president of 
the committee and was replaced in that crucial office by Dobsen. We also know 
that the actions of the new Committee ofTen, as the original £veche Committee 
was now known, were abruptly moderated. From his new position of power 
Dobsen seems to have set about redirecting the militants from their fairly radical 
goals toward policies more congenial to the Commune and the Montagnards. It 
is easy to speculate that he brought about this shift-over Varlet's furious 
objections-by persuading his fellow committeemen that the need for "unity" 
with the Commune and the Mountain must override their seemingly "minor" 
differences. As in so many radical movements since, the plea for "unity" to create 
a "broad-based" movement that presumably could be more "effective" has been 
one of the most common techniques for disarming the left wing of a movement 
and persuading naive elements in moments of decision to acquiesce to less 
principled, safer, and more socially congenial policies. 

Finally, it was probably on Dobsen's motion that the Committee of Ten was 
supplanted by a newly created and presumably broader Central Revolutionary 
Committee, which consisted not only of the Committee of Ten but fifteen 
additional members from the Commune, an assembly of moderate sections, 
and the Jacobin-controlled department of Paris.u Since the new Central 
Revolutionary Committee had a total of twenty-five members, the enrages 
found themselves in the minority. The Central Revolutionary Committee now 
took control of the insurrection, shunting the enrages to the side. "There was no 
question," writes Slavin, "that the Jacobins, with the connivance of the depart­
mental authorities, aimed at subordinating the £veche committee to their own" 
in order to keep the insurrection within existing institutional boundaries.'• 

One of the new Committee's first acts, at nine in the morning of May 31, was 
to neutralize the order of the former Committee of Nine-the one Varlet had 
signed before the arrival of Dobsen-to abolish the Paris Commune, which they 
symbolically "dissolved" and immediately reinstated after it took an oath 
recognizing the authority of the "sovereign people." Varlet's intention of 
abolishing the Commune was now turned into a purely ceremonial act and 
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became-wrongly, as R.B. Rose points out-little more than a farcical gesture 
rather than a major betrayal of the Committee of Nine's original revolutionary 
intentions.•s 

The process of diluting the influence of the radicals in the Central 
Revolutionary Committee and the Eveche Assembly proceeded at a steady pace, 
until their impact was soon negligible. When a citizen (who Daniel Guerin 
opines may have been Varlet) came forward at the General Council of the 
Commune and offered to lead the Paris battalions in their march on the Con­
vention, the Council's prudent majority expressed "their complete indignation, 
their complete horror at such a proposal:'16 Mayor Pache pompously asserted 
that "the people of Paris can distinguish between their true friends and the fools 
and imbeciles who try to mislead them and embroil them in perverted 
schemes:' When a young radical, Sebastien de Lacroix, tried to present a "certain 
very violent project:' Dobsen cut him off, and some months later he was 
brought before the Revolutionary Tribunal on charges that on that night, he 
"almost went beyond the limit at which the revolution stopped." When still 
another citizen raised the question of the arrest of the Girondin leaders, which 
the Jacobins were later obliged to do, the Jacobin Anaxagoras Chaumette at the 
time tried to quell all discussion of the subject, while another member proposed 
to censure anyone who brought it up. The Central Revolutionary Committee, as 
Chaumette later wrote, did all it could to "moderate the volcanic activity" of the 
sans-culottes.17 

It was now apparent to Varlet and his supporters that they had been deceived. 
In a pamphlet published much later, in the fall of 1794, Varlet recalled the day: 
"The insurrectionary committee contained the germ of a revolutionary 
government, conceived secretly at the very beginning. The false insurgents 
substituted Robespierre for Brissot; for federalism, a revolutionary dictatorship, 
decreed in the name of public safety:'18 

Yet for all its moderation, the real power in Paris now lay in the hands of the 
Central Revolutionary Committee. It shut the gates of the city and installed the 
Jacobin Fran~ois Hanriot as commander of the National Guard. Since the 31st 
was a Friday and therefore a work day, which would prevent many needy sans­
culottes from participating in the journee, the Central Committee decreed that 
all armed working men would be compensated in the amount of forty sous per 
day from funds levied on the wealthy. Early that morning, Varlet ordered the 
tocsin sounded (this act has wrongly been imputed to Marat}, and thousands of 
sans-culottes from the radical sections streamed toward the Tuileries. 

Their numbers, however, were small, and the journee was more a demon­
stration than an intimidating insurrection. The Central Revolutionary Commit­
tee apparently had been remiss in reaching the sans-culottes, who were already at 
work when the journee started in the afternoon. The Convention, in turn, dis­
dainfully ordered that the "insurrection" be investigated, even as it was still 
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under way, and some Girondins even proposed disarming the people and 
transferring control of the armed forces from the sections to the Convention. 

The Montagnards, to retain the support the sans-culottes, were obliged to take 
action against the Girondins, however irresolutely. Marat moved that the 
Committee of Public Safety report in three days on the possibility of arresting 
the twenty-two Girondins-a remarkably tame proposal in view of the 
excoriations he heaped upon them-and later in the day, Robespierre finally 
proposed that the twenty-two Girondin leaders be impeached. By that time, the 
crowd, which numbered several thousand, was already dissipating. The 
Convention's only real concession was to abolish the despised Commission of 
Twelve once and for all, a concession to which the Montagnards readily agreed. 

This done, some moderates tried to portray the events on the Friday as a 
success. Although it could hardly be compared with the journee of August l 0, 
one speaker extolled it as a nonviolent "insurrection morale" as opposed to a 
violent "insurrection brutale." The normally volatile Hebert called it one of the 
most "beautiful" journees of the entire Revolution, and he commended the 
citizens of Paris, who, he declared, "always counted on the force of reason rather 
than on that of arms:··~ 

Yet the twenty-two Girondin delegates still sat in the Convention, and no 
motion had been passed to expel them. Faced with Girondin intransigence and 
Montagnard equivocation, the Eveche militants around Varlet patently felt that 
the insurrection had miscarried, and they persevered in their demands for 
resolute action. On June l, a Saturday, crowds of sans-culottes came out into the 
street, complaining of the Montagnards' sluggishness the day before. Indeed, the 
section Piques, to which Robespierre belonged, issued a statement announcing 
that the Central Revolutionary Committee was "unworthy of the confidence of 
the section" and warned that 

If, within twenty-four hours, the country is not saved, the sections will be invited 
to elect new commissioners worthy of their confidence, who will meet in the 
Eveche, and who, invested with unlimited powers, shall be charged with taking 
sweeping measures which alone can save public affairs.:• 

The sans-culottes movement had reached a boiling point. That there would now 
be an insurrection seemed unquestionable; all that had to be settled was its aim. 
Would it be content to force the expulsion of the twenty-two, or would it 
overthrow the Convention altogether, possibly establishing Varlet's coveted 
sectional democracy? 

That same Saturday morning, the Committee of Public Safety expressed its 
alarm at the events of the day before and its fear that another insurrection was in 
the offing, this time a violent one. The Central Revolutionary Committee, in 
turn, dispatched Dobsen to the Committee of Public Safety to consider "means 
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to save the country:•z• There he conferred with the Committee members, and if 
he received instructions from them, which is very likely, the Committee of 
Public Safety and by extension the Convention itself were brought into active 
complicity with a committee-the Central Revolutionary Committee-that 
had initially been created out of the earlier Committee of Nine to overthrow 
them. That very evening, in fact, Varlet openly accused Dobsen of obstructing 
the work of the Committee-to which Mayor Pache responded, "This is what 
happens ... every time you place a Varlet at your head; he will go beyond you:m 

A completely uncertain situation existed the next day, on June 2, a Sunday. 
Hanriot had been ordered to ring the Tuileries with sixty cannon and hand­
picked, heavily armed battalions of National Guardsmen, some five to six 
thousand strong. Once again, Varlet had the tocsin sounded, and since the sans­
culottes did not have to be at work, an overwhelming crowd of citizens­
estimates range from 75,000 to 100,000-assembled behind the National 
Guardsmen, who were stationed between them and the Convention. In an 
arrangement typical of the ambiguity of the situation that existed, the 
Guardsmen were so positioned that, given the appropriate order, they could 
either attack the Convention together with the sans-culottes, or effectively 
defend the Convention from the crowd. To further complicate the situation, 
Hanriot ordered his men to arrest any deputy who left the Tuileries before the 
twenty-two were expelled. A delegation of sans-culottes thereupon entered the 
palace headed by a member of the Central Revolutionary Committee to demand 
the arrest of the Girondins "and threatened to have the people save public affairs 
should the Convention refuse:•u 

In the raucous debate that followed, some deputies tried discreetly to leave the 
palace, only ·to find their passage at the gate barred by National Guardsmen. 
Infuriated at this behavior, the Convention ordered that the National Guards be 
withdrawn, only to be told in no uncertain terms by Hanriot: "Tell your f.-­
president that I f.-- him and his Assembly, and that if within one hour, he 
doesn't deliver to me the twenty-two, I'm going to blast it:'24 

Faced with this earthy challenge to the Convention's dignity, the deputy 
Barere now suggested that the deputies dramatically demonstrate their defiance 
of the Guard and the sans-culottes by leaving the building en masse, much to the 
horror of Robespierre, who is reported to have reproached Barere: "What are 
you doing? You're making a mess of it:•n In any case, the deputies of the right 
and the center-the majority-rose forthwith and headed toward the Tuileries 
courtyard. The Montagnards remained seated. But after being scolded for not 
braving the common danger with their fellow deputies, the majority of them 
rose and joined the others. 

Scarcely had the Convention deputies reached the outside of the palace when 
armed sans-culottes furiously shouted at them to remain in the Tuileries until 
they decreed the arrest of the Girondins. Indeed, Hanriot told the president of 
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the Convention, Herault de Sechelles, a fellow Jacobin, to "swear to me on your 
head that the twenty-two members will be surrendered within twenty-four 
hours." When Herault de Sechelles refused, Hanriot responded menacingly, "In 
that case, I shall not say anything." With a gesture to his troops, he was heard to 
order: "To arms, gunners, to your cannon!"26 Some of the Guards cried, "Down 
with the Right! Long live the Montagnards! To the Guillotine with the 
Girondins! Long live Marat!"27 A crucial moment of truth, as it were, seems to 
have arrived when the artillerymen were prepared to fire, while the cavalrymen, 
with drawn sabres, and infantrymen at the ready, pointed their weapons at the 
Conventionnels. 

So delicate was the situation, now, that even a slight altercation between the 
deputies and the Guards might have led the crowd as well as the militia to fire on 
the Conventionnels. Indeed, had a single shot been fired, all the guns and 
artillery ringing the Tuileries could have gone off at once. The sans-culottes 
might very well have dissolved the Convention and possibly tried to establish a 
sectional democracy in France. 28 Varlet reportedly shouted at Hanriot to fire and 
was beside himself when the commander failed to do so. 

At this point, Marat, the "friend of the people:· stepped in and defused the 
crisis by shouting to Herault de Sechelles, "I call on you and your followers to 
return to the posts which you have abandoned like cowards."29 This was a clever 
ruse. It gave the deputies the excuse they needed to return to the Tuileries with 
the Montagnards in the lead. To Varlet's alarm, Hanriot permitted the delegates 
to make their retreat without firing a shot. Even though the deputies had been 
humiliated, the decisive moment had passed. Viewed from the standpoint of the 
enrages, the nearest France had come to a third revolution had failed. 

Having escaped dissolution, the Convention deputies resumed their seats and 
nervously debated the fate of the Girondins, a debate whose outcome was 
essentially decided as soon as news arrived that the Jacobin commune in Lyon 
had been overthrown. Marat proposed that thirty-one Girondin deputies be 
arrested. Despite resistance from most of the center and right deputies, who 
were unwilling to make such a decision under duress, the Montagnards 
resolutely pressed their demand until Marat's motion prevailed. 

Not only would a failure to remove the Girondins have reopened a con­
frontation between the Convention and the people, but the Mountain was only 
too aware that, had it failed to support Marat's motion, it would have lost the 
allegiance of the sans-culottes. Nor was the vote wholly distasteful to them, 
politically; by voting for the arrests of their opponents' leaders, they were 
assured of becoming the dominant party in the Convention. 

The expelled Girondins were treated with extraordinary leniency. At most, 
they were placed under house arrest and watched over by a gendarme, while 
others simply slipped away and fled to the provinces, where they were to produce 
mayhem for the new Jacobin republic. A messenger was sent outside to inform 
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the crowd of the vote, and the way was cleared for the deputies to leave. Marat, in 
effect, had shrewedly manipulated the situation to contain the insurrection 
within institutional boundaries and in the process had awarded political suprem­
acy to the Montagnards. His assassination by Charlotte Corday several weeks 
later, on July 13, was no great loss for the sans-culottes, particularly the bras nus, 
who revered him-and whom he betrayed in the May 31 and June 2 journees. 

The initiative for the insurrection on Sunday had been taken by the enrages 
and their sans-culotte allies. And it was they alone who had formulated its 
demands and propelled it forward toward a revolutionary confrontation with 
the Convention over the preceding weeks. Moreover, as Slavin points out, "It was 
the sectionnaires who composed the bulk of the armed crowd that surrounded 
the National Assembly. It was their insistence that forced the Convention to bow 
before them ... 30 The Montagnards trailed behind the enrages and the sans­
culottes with fearful trepidation. Apart from opposing the Girondins, 
Robespierre had kept discreetly silent during much of the affair, while Marat 
had turned a potentially decisive sans-culottes uprising into mere Jacobin coup 
d•etat. In Paris, at least, the Girondins were either expelled or silenced, and they 
ceased to be to be a viable political grouping after June 2. 

AFTERMATH 

Although the Montagnards now controlled the Convention, the most 
immediate demands of the sans-culottes and the enrages remained unfulfilled. 
Bread was still scarce, and speculation and hoarding continued. The 
Montagnards now had to perform the delicate task of quelling the power of the 
sans-culottes without thoroughly alienating them. They still required the 
support of the sections, albeit with their powers trimmed. The first task of the 
Jacobin-controlled Convention was to reclaim for itself all the authority that the 
Central Revolutionary Committee had acquired, where the "dangerous 
elements:· as they were called, still found an institutional home in addition to 
the sections. The fact that the Committee had no funds gave the Jacobins their 
initial opening in dissolving it. Before the June 2 journee, it should be recalled, 
the Committee had promised the sans-culottes that, in compensation for lost 
wages, they would receive forty sous for each day (May 31 to June 2) on which 
they were involved in the insurrections. This responsibility was now given to the 
Committee of Public Safety, which agreed to approve compensatory funds 
provided that the Central Revolutionary Committee disband-a requirement 
with which Dobsen and his supporters complied only too willingly. To close the 
sordid chapter on Dobsen and company, shortly afterward, on June 8, the 
Department of Paris, in collusion with the Montagnards, created a new, 
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completely innocuous "Committee of Public Safety for the Department of 
Paris:' which provided sinecures for the members of the former Central 
Revolutionary Committee. The enrages were conspicuously excluded from it. 

What can be said about the remarkable miscarriage of the journees of May 31 
to June 2? The failure of the enrages to create a well-organized political force and 
advance a coherent program had not only been their undoing; it had cost the 
radical sans-culottes, particularly the bras nus, the Revolution. Although the 
Girondins had been finally expelled from the Convention, the journees had 
simply replaced them with a government dominated by vigorous Jacobin 
centralizers-one that differed from the preceding government by virtue of its 
greater resoluteness and its seemingly unlimited willingness to employ violence. 
Unlike the insurrection of August 10, which had dethroned the monarchy, 
created the republic, and broadened the powers of the sections and the 
Commune, the uprising of June 2 merely replaced the authority of one faction 
in the Convention by another-the Girondins by the Montagnards. 
Institutionally, the Montagnards left the Convention intact. Indeed, nothing 
could have been further from their minds than the direct democracy that Varlet 
and his supporters envisioned. 
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cHAPTER 21 Terror and Thermidor 

The power gained by the Montagnards as a result of the June 2 journee was 
considerable and increased with every passing month. Even before the 
insurrection, the central government had already vastly expanded its authority 
over France by means of the February conscription decree, the establishment of 
the Revolutionary Tribunal, the imposition of the maximum price for bread, 
and the formation of a powerful executive, the Committee of Public Safety, 
which worked in tandem with the Committee of General Security. Once the 
Jacobins were the dominant faction in the Convention, the government became 
even more centralized than it had ever been in the past, and commensurately 
more authoritarian. 

Perhaps the most immediate problem the government faced was to counter 
the revolt in the countryside. Throughout the provinces, the news that the 
people of Paris had intimidated the legitimate, elected Convention and driven 
out the Girondins met with widespread outrage. "Federalist" uprisings had 
already displaced republicans in Marseilles and Lyon in the spring; they now 
spread to Bordeaux in June and Toulon in July. Lyon fell under the control of 
Royalists, who initiated a "white terror" by executing their republican predeces­
sors. By mid-June, sixty out of the eighty-three departments were in varying 
degrees of open revolt against Paris, and civil wars raged around Lyon, 
Marseilles, and Toulon as well as in the Vendee, where the counterrevolutionary 
peasants, priests, and nobles gained notable victories. 

Eager to gain peasant support, which had been dwindling steadily after 1792, 
the Convention on June 3 confiscated the lands of emigres and divided them up 
into small lots for sale on fairly advantageous terms to the rural poor-a policy 
that had been previously avowed but not enforced. On July 17 it finally 
abolished what remained of seigneurial dues, without compensation to the 
landlords. 

Moreover, to assure the sans-culottes in Paris and the provinces generally that 
a dictatorship was not in the offing, the Convention rapidly completed its work 
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on a new republican constitution and accepted the final document on June 24. 
Given the era, this famous "Constitution of '93, was an enlightened document 
indeed. Echoing the American Declaration of Independence, it declared that 
society was instituted for the happiness of the people, and it expanded the 
original Declaration of Rights by including the right to worship and to acquire 
gainful employment. The state, so the Constitution declared, had a duty to 
provide work to those who could not acquire jobs, even public assistance to 
disabled persons. It affirmed the universality of public education for all the 
children of citizens and established annual national elections based on universal 
manhood suffrage. When the "Constitution of '93, was submitted to a national 
plebiscite in July, it was approved overwhelmingly by the voters. 

But the Convention was patently troubled by this constitution, which, had it 
been put into effect, would have meant the dissolution of the Jacobin republic. 
Indeed, it is doubtful whether national elections during the hectic years of 1793 
and 1794 would have made the Mountain the majority in the proposed 
assembly. Thus Robespierre and his fellow Montagnards saw to it that the 
Constitution was stored away in a place of honor in the Convention and 
discreetly held in abeyance as long as various crises continued to beleaguer the 
country. Nor was it ever put into effect. Its authors were only too eager to retain 
the highly centralized state and emergency decrees that kept them in power. The 
Constitution thus became little more than a symbol for militant sans-culottes 
who increasingly opposed the Jacobin government and sought to replace the 
Convention by a sectional democracy. 

THE ASSAULT AGAINST THE ENRAGES 

Although the Girondin deputies were gone and the Jacobins had agreed to some 
enrage demands, most of these demands remained unfulfilled. No additional 
measures against hoarding and speculation were taken by the Convention, nor 
was price-fixing extended to all staples of life, as the enrages had called for. On 
June 25, Jacques Roux led a deputation of the radical sections to the Con­
vention, where he scathingly denounced all the deputies for their failure to take 
action against hoarders and speculators, singling out the Montagnards for 
behaving much like their now-overthrown Girondin predecessors. To Roux the 
Jacobins were all the more treacherous because, unlike the Girondins, they 
opportunistically appealed to the sans-culottes with radical rhetoric but little 
action. Somberly warning that the Convention was ignoring the material needs 
of the sans-culottes, he stridently declaimed to the Mountain: "Do not end your 
career in ignominy!,• The threat particularly unnerved the Montagnards, who 
were acutely aware of public unrest over Paris's economic difficulties. Once 
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again, the poorer women of Paris were sacking soap suppliers and selling off the 
merchandise, while other sans-culottes broke into the shops of grocers, demand­
ing lower prices for the means of life. 

By the summer of 1793, such expropriative taxntions populaires, as the 
pillaging was called, aroused the Convention's fears that the radical sans-culottes 
were regaining their political vigor, and the Jacobins made a concerted effort to 
remove Roux and other enrages from the political scene. On the initiative of 
Robespierre, the Committee of Public Safety instituted a massive propaganda 
campaign against them, maligning Roux and discrediting his supporters. Roux 
was expelled from the Cordeliers Club and from his position as the Paris 
Commune's news editor. Rather ineptly, he tried to countervail this attack after 
Marat was assassinated (July 13) by laying claim to the martyr's mantle 
(although Marat had attacked him vituperatively while he was alive) through 
the adoption of the sobriquet "friend of the people:' Theophile Leclerc, in turn, 
started up a newspaper of the same name. Appealing to Marat's memory, the 
enrages generally demanded that granaries be constructed in each district of 
Paris and that funds be allocated to the people to purchase from it. Further, they 
called upon the Committee of Public Safety to extend price controls to all basic 
articles for general consumption: a maximum general. 

Nor were the enrages the only contenders for Marat's mantle. The Jacob ins too 
tried to exploit the memory of the revered "friend of the people" by crudely 
memorializing his name. Streets were designated in his honor, and his bust was 
placed in the Convention, together with David's memorable painting of his dead 
body. Marat's companion, Simone Evrard, was trotted out to denounce Roux 
before the Convention for perpetrating the "murderous calumny" that Marat 
had been "an insane apostle of disorder and anarchy"2 comparable, as they saw 
it, to Roux himself. 

To effectively wage a propaganda campaign against the enrages without 
alienating the sans-culottes, the Jacobins were obliged to make concrete 
concessions to at least some of their demands, which they did in an attenuated 
form. The two great executive committees, the Committee of Public Safety and 
the Committee for General Security, introduced some experimental economic 
measures that contravened the doctrine of free trade and the sanctity of 
property, to which the Jacobins were normally committed. Some efforts were 
made to see to the needs of the indigent, and they even proposed to turn a 
number of enterprises owned by "enemies of the republic" into state-run 
industries. These initiatives were clothed in radical rhetoric, which vaguely 
suggested overall visions of economic justice. 

However, the two committees refused to depart entirely from the laissez-faire 
economics of the Physiocrats or to adopt the enrages' more radical demand for a 
maximum general. Here, the Montagnards balked; general price controls were 
too blatant a violation of their free-trade principles. The price of bread 
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continued to be a major bone of contention, and the city remained restive. 
Rather than imposing the dreaded maximum general, the Montagnards chose 
the less distasteful alternative of establishing public granaries and allocating a 
hundred thousand livres so that the public could purchase it. "In this way," 
observes Albert Goodwin, "the committee managed to avoid a renewal of 
sectional disturbances in the capital without capitulating completely to the 
economic demands of the Enrages.''' 

Yet the growing attacks upon them notwithstanding, the enrages continued to 
press for Jacques Roux's demand that the Convention make it a capital crime to 
hoard food and speculate on the price of items necessary for life, which the 
Convention was finally obliged to do on July 26, even establishing municipal 
commissions to enforce antihoarding measures. It was a poorly written law: not 
only were its terms ill-defined, but death still seemed like· an unduly harsh 
punishment for speculators. Moreover, the law was difficult to enforce, and 
many arrested merchants were ultimately acquitted, with the result that the 
embarrassed and conflicted Jacobins had essentially tried to co-opt the enrages 
demand with legislation that was largely ineffective. The sans-culottes, for their 
part, demanded that the law be resolutely enforced. Juries, they enjoined, should 
be composed entirely of sans-culottes, who presumably would not flinch at 
imposing the death penalty. To the hesitant Jacobins, they firmly responded: 
"The sans-culottes are rich in virtue, and hence can best apply the law.''• 

Nor did it add to the credibility of the Jacobins that the Convention passed a 
sweeping Law of Suspects, in which all individuals who were under suspicion of 
being counterrevolutionaries were to be arrested and tried by the Revolutionary 
Tribunal. Yet not even the much-hated Marie Antoinette, as the enrages noted, 
had been tried and sentenced, let alone the Girondin leaders. After Claire 
Lacombe scathingly attacked the Montagnards in the Convention for their lax 
treatment of counterrevolutionaries, on August 12, Danton, now president of 
the Convention, finally introduced a motion that all suspects be indiscrim­
inately arrested and tried, which the cowed Convention duly passed. But again 
the definition of a suspect remained troublingly vague, with the result that this 
law was also difficult to enforce. 

While the Jacobins were cynically playing carrot-and-stick with the enrages 
and their sans-culotte allies, the military situation worsened seriously following 
Dumouriez's defection in the spring. Alsace and Lorraine as well as Savoy were 
now highly vulnerable to invasion, and the possibility that Paris would fall to the 
Austrians loomed once again. The Committee of Public Safety under Danton's 
leadership had been following a fruitless policy of conciliation toward the 
enemy, with the result that the great orator, who had rallied France a year earlier 
against foreign invaders, was suspected of seeking a compromise with France's 
enemies. He was finally removed, and in mid-August retired to a semi-private 
life at his country home in Arceis with his young new wife, to be replaced by the 
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more implacable Robespierre. The reconstituted Committee now prosecuted 
the war with renewed vigor and eventually reversed its course, which made it 
possible to move a sizable number of troops from the foreign front to the 
Vendee, where they laid waste to large areas of the department. Republican 
battalions also marched on Lyon and finally deposed the royalist counter­
revolutionaries who controlled the city. The Revolution was thus scoring 
military successes on all of its fronts, diminishing the dangers of foreign invas­
ions and internal counterrevolution. 

The radical sections, in turn, had been waging a petition campaign for a law 
to require the permanent and universal enlistment of the French people in 
defense of the republic. On August 23 the Convention acceded-this time 
fully-to the sans-culotte demand and declared the levee en masse, a decree that 
was to enter into history as the most revolutionary mobilization of an entire 
people against invaders and counterrevolutionaries. With the levee, the 
Convention could requisition the entire adult population, male and female, as 
well as all material resources whatsoever, for the military defense of the 
Revolution. Not only were all able and single young men conscripted into the 
army, but the republic could call up for service anyone in any occupation, and 
commandeer any resource it needed to defeat enemies on the frontiers and 
counterrevolution at home. Funds were authorized to construct armaments 
factories in the city, where married able-bodied men were expected to produce a 
thousand muskets daily, while women were called upon to sew, old men to give 
inspiring republican speeches, and their children to collect rags. The levee, to be 
sure, was more sweeping on paper than it could possibly have been in practice, 
but its scope satisfied the sans-culottes, while simultaneously filling the military 
needs of the army. At length, French forces prevailed at the Battle of Hond­
schoote on September 8, 1793, replaying the major defeat of the invaders at 
Valmy at year earlier and vastly raising republican morale. 

On September 17, an all-embracing Law of Suspects was passed, according to 
which vigilance committees could now arrest anyone who "by their conduct, 
associations, talk, or writings have shown themselves partisans of tyranny, of 
federalism and enemies of liberty."~ In fact, they could arrest anyone who 
seemed to oppose the Revolution even passively, including individuals who had 
not been able to obtain a "certificate of good citizenship (civisme)" from their 
section's vigilance committee. This sweeping law soon became a mandate for 
trying anyone who might express the least complaint against Jacobin rule. 

At the same time, the Montagnards in concert with the Hebertist Commune 
united their efforts to finally crush the enrages. Not only had the Cordeliers been 
persuaded by Robespierre and Hebert to expel Roux, but two days later, a 
resolution by the Commune's General Council expressed its strong disapproval 
of his activities. Attacks upon him now followed one after another, including 
denunciations by Marat and others. Following Marat's assassination on July 14, 
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Rowe was temporarily arrested as part of a roundup of "suspects:' and was 
arrested again on August 22 for a few days as a warning against his agitation on 
food shortages in Paris. In September, after still further persecution by the 
authorities, Rowe found himself in prison, from where he continued to publish 
his criticisms of the Jacobin regime. When, at length, it became clear that even 
his supporters at the section Gravilliers were being imprisoned, he humbly 
petitioned the Robespierrists for release, asserting his good intentions as a 
patriote, but his appeal was ignored. As the Terror began to reach its height, the 
Robespierrists, who had finally taken full control of the state, seemed 
determined to crush the enrage movement definitively. On February 10, 1794, 
Rowe succeeded in mortally stabbing himself in Bicetre prison rather than face a 
humiliating trial before the Revolutionary Tribunal. 

The other well-known enrages, notably Varlet, Leclerc, Pauline Uon, and 
Claire Lacombe, barely managed to survive the Terror. On September 18, only 
one day after the Law of Suspects was passed, Varlet was arrested for openly 
opposing new limitations on the sectional democracy, and he remained in 
prison for nearly two months before he was released as a result of Hebert's 
attempt to curry favor with the radical sections. When Lacombe publicly 
denounced the Committee for General Security for its "infamous policy of 
imprisoning the best patriots" (a clear reference to Roux and Varlet), she too was 
temporarily arrested. 

While nearly all the enrages were to fade from the scene as the Terror 
intensified in 1794, Varlet was to reenter revolutionary politics with the fall of 
Robespierre-again trying to revive his cherished sectional democracy when it 
seemed less perilous to do so. But as the waning Revolution was finally replaced 
by triumphant reaction, and his efforts brought him only extended and 
tormenting imprisonment, Varlet seems to have lost all hope for the Revolution. 
Although broken and penniless, he remained a political suspect as late as 1813, 
living well into the nineteenth century as a relic of a bygone era rather than the 
prophetic voice that he really had been. 

In this respect, Varlet stands almost alone among the leading enrages of his 
time. Jacques Rowe's vision of social justice rarely went beyond a simplistic, 
levelling impulse to correct the gross economic inequalities that the Revolution 
never resolved and, in this respect, was not unlike that of radical agitators in 
previous and later social conflicts who demanded a hazy "equalization" of the 
necessities of life. Varlet, by contrast, educated in what he construed to be the 
social egalitarianism of Rousseau, looked far beyond the formal republicanism 
of even the most extreme Jacobins and called for a revolutionary social 
democracy based on the direct participation of all citizens in political and 
economic affairs. 
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THE HEBERTIST INTERLUDE 

By undermining the enrage opposition, the Jacobins were producing a political 
vacuum, particularly among the bras nus, that Hebert and his circle were eager 
to fill. The Hebertists were not particularly close to the sections; their main 
strength lay in the Paris Commune's executive bodies, in the War Ministry, and 
in the Jacob in and Cordeliers clubs. Indeed, Hebert himself had even joined in 
the clamor against the enrages and helped to suppress them. His radicalism 
found its expression more in rambunctious oratory and journalism than in 
serious measures to mobilize popular support for a coherent goal. But having 
been defeated in an electoral bid to become Minister of the Interior on August 
20, he began to turn for support to the sections-an effort in which he was aided 
by serious revolutionaries like Antoine Momoro and Fran~ois Vincent, who led 
the left wing of the Cordeliers. 

Thus, Hebert now took up many of the enrage demands, such as the enact­
ment of harsh measures against speculators, suspects, the Girondins, and the 
queen. He also called for the maximllm general and the formation of a Parisian 
"revolutionary army;' or militia, to go into the countryside to punish hoarders 
and confiscate their grain. Having incorporated these enrage goals into his own 
program, his Pere Dllcltesne succeeded Marat's L'Ami dll Peuple as the best­
selling newspaper among the sans-clllottes. 

Hebertist policies were faced with a serious challenge in the summer of 1793, 
when a severe drought brought the flour mills in the countryside to a virtual 
halt, and a severe shortage of bread produced widespread discontent in the 
capital. The price of all basic goods rose sharply during July and August. By 
September, the bras nils and poorer sans-clllottes held massive, almost, insur­
rectionary, demonstrations, demanding bread and higher wages. The shortages 
were blamed on the "moderates" in the municipal establishments, and demands 
for the establishment of a Parisian "revolutionary army" to get more grain for 
the capital from the countryside intensified sharply. 

Addressing demonstrators at the Hotel de Ville in September 4, Hebert and his 
supporters in the Commune called upon them to march to the Convention on 
the following day, where a delegation of Hebertists from the Jacobin Club 
pointedly declared that terror was the order of the day. Moreover, they called 
upon the Convention to accept the sans-clllotte agenda, notably, that the 
Girondins be tried, that suspects be thrown in prison and speedily judged, that a 
maximum general be established. They also called for a huge forced loan to be 
levied on the rich. Although Robespierre, who was now president of the 
Convention, tried to mollify the delegation by proposing diluted versions of 
these demands, the Convention's deputies were so intimidated that they assented 
to most of the proposals precisely as they were submitted. 
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Nor was it lost on anyone that the frightened Convention, for the second time 
in only a few months, had yielded to popular demands under crowd pressure­
so much so, in fact, that two Hebertists were elected to the Committee of Public 
Safety. Once a Parisian "revolutionary army" was organized and departed for the 
countryside, other "revolutionary armies" surfaced in different parts of France 
as well. These "armies" were militias rather than professional military forces; 
they contained the most zealous of patriots who, apart from requisitioning 
supplies for the cities, were empowered to arrest any provincial whose activities, 
in their view, seemed hostile to the Revolution. 

At length, at the end of September, the maximum general was enacted. The 
Convention imposed price controls on a wide range of basic goods including 
food, fuel, clothing, and even wine and tobacco, placing the "sacred Terror;' as it 
was to be called, on the agenda of the regime. 

AGAINST THE SECTIONS 

Even as the Hebertists tried to benefit from the elimination of the enrages, the 
Jacobin regime took advantage of the same opportunity by moving resolutely 
against the sectional democracy. In the autumn of 1793, the Committee of 
Public Safety and the Committee of General Security transformed volunteer or 
elected sectional officers and commissioners into salaried bureaucrats answer­
able to the centralized bodies of the nation-state and decided to pay the 
revolutionary committeemen a daily three-livre salary. 

As Soboul observes: 

Payment of revolutionary commissars transformed the job. Until now they had 
been elected by the general assemblies, and seemed to be agents of the sections, 
acting independently of administrative authorities. Now they became salaried 
officials, responsible to the Commune; on September 5, at the same time that the 
Convention gave the commissars the three-livre payment, it ordered them to 
submit to an investigation of the General Council [of the Commune], which was 
authorized to dismiss and replace them if necessary. • 

In fact, elected officials soon came to be appointed by the state, and powers that 
were once exercised by sectional committees were transferred to agencies of the 
Jacobin republic. 

As in the case of the enrages, the Montagnards now adopted a carrot-and-stick 
technique for dealing with the sections. On September 5, Danton proposed that 
all sans-culottes who attended the sectional assemblies be indemnified for losing 
time from work. Taken by itself, this proposal might have increased sans-culotte 
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participation in sectional activities, but his proposal contained a highly 
restrictive proviso: their assemblies-which had heretofore been meeting en 
permanence, for consecutive evenings and even days at a time-were not 
permitted to meet more than twice a week, and their hours were limited to 
between five and ten in the evening. This ploy was patently designed to trim the 
activity of the assemblies and effectively reduce the participation of the bras nus 
in public affairs. 

In fact, before Danton's proposal could be adopted, the Convention restricted 
its forty-sou indemnity exclusively to poor citizens, "notably those who have 
nothing to live on but their daily work," or, as the recording secretary of the 
Convention put it: "every citizen who has no other source of income save his 
daily wages was entitled, in case of need, to an indemnity."7 (Original emphasis.} 

This indemnity was given with patent disdain for its recipients. The Con­
vention even appointed sectional commissioners to determine "the eligibility of 
those citizens" who qualified for the forty sous, often challenging the eligibility 
of sans-culottes who were clearly in need of the indemnity. Others were obliged 
to obtain certificates or letters or cards that attested to their poverty, making the 
indemnity process all the more humiliating. Indeed, some sans-culottes who 
were eligible to receive the indemnity flatly rejected it, refusing to become what 
was disdainfully known as "forty-sou patriots:• "quarante so us." 

Considerable tension developed during the following months between the 
nonpaid and therefore presumably more "patriotic" citizens, and the "quarante 
sous," who seemed to benefit materially from attending sectional assemblies. 
Lists of recipients were prepared, revised, curtailed, and repeatedly purged until 
the Committee of Public Safety finally treated the forty-sou stipend more as a 
form of charity than as a modest recompense for public activity. The Hebertists, 
it is worth noting, offered only limited resistance to the antisectional drive. 

Thus, after Danton's law was passed, sectional meetings were hardly flooded 
with indigent sans-culottes; in fact, behind the welter of revolutionary decrees, 
the sectional militants could clearly see a concerted attempt by the authorities to 
limit their powers. The section Theatre-Fran~ais, which had led the others in 
eliminating the barrier between active and passive citizens, provided the forty 
sous for only eighty-four recipients, although nearly 850 citizens were known to 
be indigent. Some sections, to be sure, paid the stipend to a large number of 
citizens, but this figure rarely exceeded more than a third of the indigents who 
were entitled to the forty sous. Radical sections such as Varlet's Droits de 
l'Homme and Jacques Roux's Gravilliers petitioned the Convention to abolish 
the two-meeting restriction and the forty-sou stipend, which they regarded as 
an insult to genuine patriots, but the Jacobin regime, intent on weakening the 
sectional democracy, insisted on retaining the humiliating practice. 

Thereafter, the sans-culottes' later battles were mainly defensive ones. With 
each passing month their power waned steadily, despite the formation of the 
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"revolutionary armies" and the general arming of the people. The winter of 1793-
94 saw the marked eclipse of the sans-culottes as a major force in the Revolution. 

TERROR 

At the same time, the centralization of the state proceeded at a rapid pace. For 
some time the Committee of Public Safety under Robespierre had been 
usurping the authority of the Committee of General Security to summon and 
arrest people. Finally, on October 10, the Committee of Public Safety, advancing 
the excuse that mounting emergencies required a government that had to 
function quickly and efficiently, declared that it would take over the entire state 
structure and be accountable only to the Convention. By December, the Com­
mittee had gained complete control over all the ministries of the government 
and acquired the power to choose the army's generals (subject to the Con­
vention's approval) and the right to conduct foreign policy. 

Perhaps most portentously, during the same month the Committee gained 
the power to purge local authorities. The departments of France were reduced to 
mere administrative entities, while the local districts were limited to the job of 
executing "revolutionary" decrees. Like every other commune in France, Paris 
now had to submit to the Committee of Public Safety, obey its decrees, and issue 
a report on municipal affairs to it every ten days. In fact, the leading officials 
(procureurs) of the districts and communes, including those in Paris, were 
replaced by "national agents:' who were essentially functionaries of the 
Committee. Thus, all the municipal gains that the towns and cities of France 
had made from 1789 onward were essentially undone, and France was now gov­
erned by an administrative system that was even more centralized than any 
structure that had existed under the monarchy. 

Ironically, Robespierre, who did much to centralize the republic, ordinarily 
respected governmental legality almost to a fault. He had played no active role in 
the journees that pushed the revolution in a leftward direction, and he seemed to 
respond to the insurrection of June 2 with outright fear. The opinions he 
normally voiced had been moderate and appeared eminently reasonable to 
bourgeois Paris. That he seemed more like an ideologue than a demagogue­
indeed, his demeanor was puritanical and he modestly boarded at the home of 
the master joiner Duplay-earned him the sobriquet of "the Incorruptible:• If 
his moral zeal reached lofty dimensions, even during the bloodsoaked heights of 
the Terror, he appeared nevertheless to be thoroughly imbued with a deeply felt 
and lofty sense of"republican virtue" and idealism. 

This outlook, in many respects, may have been his undoing. He tended to 
respond to the material demands of the sans-culottes with almost blind disdain, 
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extolling the claims of virtue over those of survival. Nor did he accede to the 
egalitarian currents that flowed through the Revolution; indeed, his idealism 
notwithstanding, he seems to have regarded equality as little more than a 
utopian human condition. He never decried the ownership of property as such, 
however much he dismissed a concern for material things. His speech on 
property on April 24, 1794, before the Convention represents a traditionalist 
contempt for wealth even as it subtly accepts it. "You souls of mud who value 
nothing but gold," he declaimed, "I am not going to touch your treasure, 
however foul its source. You should know that this agrarian law"-which 
notoriously, at the time, called for the equal or common allotment of land for all 
in France-"of which you have spoken so much is only a bogey raised by knaves 
to frighten fools." 

What dispensation, then, did he propose to the "souls of mud" whose "gold" 
he simultaneously vowed to protect? His message was basically a moral one. 
"Certainly, a revolution is not necessary to convince us that the extremes of 
wealth and poverty are the source of many evils and many crimes," he declared. 
"For myself I think it even less necessary for private good than for public 
happiness. It is much more important to make poverty honourable than to 
proscribe riches."" 

But these accolades to virtue and poverty did not put bread on the table of the 
poorer sans-culottes and peasants. Although many sans-culottes adhered to 
strong republican views, even rejecting the forty-sou indemnity despite their 
need for it, they were hardly prepared to sacrifice themselves and their families 
for moral ideals that left them hungrier than ever, especially as economic 
conditions worsened almost daily. To the last, Robespierre maintained his 
distance from these bras nus, however much they all but revered him in the early 
years of the Revolution. He retained the costume and bearing of the ancien 
regime: a powdered wig, meticulously tailored clothing, and traditional knee 
breeches. We have no pictures of "the Incorruptible" in the long trousers and 
wearing the bonnet rouge of the sans-culottes, nor is there any evidence that he 
adopted the more familiar personal mannerisms initiated by the Revolution. 

As hunger became more widespread, moreover, the Terror grimly continued 
through the autumn of 1793 and into the winter of the following year, bringing 
some three thousand people to the guillotine in Paris and about fourteen 
thousand in the provinces. The Committee of Public Safety incessantly justified 
these executions by declaring they were needed to eliminate the intrigues of 
royalists and "federalists." Louis de Saint-Just, an astute but idly unfeeling young 
man, who by this time had become Robespierre's alter ego, now regarded all 
"dissidents" as criminals and treated them as such, while another Jacobin, 
Brichet, wanted the Law of Suspects to apply to everyone who was well-to-do. In 
each village, he argued, the richest farmer should be identified, detained, and 
guillotined immediately. 
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By the spring of 1794, the Terrorist government had created an atmosphere of 
fear so far-reaching that in many respects it anticipated the terror produced by 
the Stalinist regime a century and a half later. Ordinary citizens, not to speak of 
politically prominent ones, were afraid to speak their mind on any public issues 
that might antagonize the Jacobin authorities-even to behave in a manner that 
might cast suspicion upon them as lacking in civisme. A general fear, in which 
each person suspected another as a possible informer, permeated Paris and 
extended in diminishing degrees to outlying areas of the capital. Even the 
enrages, such as Jacques Roux, who had been an advocate of stringent, frankly 
terrorist measures against counterrevolutionaries and the wealthy, were to turn 
against the Robespierrists for the fear they generated by the "sacred Terror:• 
Varlet was outspoken in denouncing its scope and the paralyzing effect it had on 
public life. 

In practice, moreover, the poor were no less victims of the Terror than the 
rich, whether they were young or old, women or men. Suspects were guillotined 
for "depraving public morals," for failing to "testify properly:• for provisioning 
soldiers with sour wine, or even for losing their temper at the wrong moment. 
Some were executed through clerical errors, when their names resembled those 
of actual prisoners, and, typically, others were denounced by neighbors who had 
personal grudges against them. 

Although the Terror embraced all potential counterrevolutionaries, its largest 
numbers of victims were in areas of the so-called "federalist revolt:' At Lyon, 
three hundred condemned suspects were executed by cannonfire. Thousands 
died in overcrowded prisons at Nantes, while two thousand were drowned in 
barges in the Loire. The many thousands who perished in the provincial cities by 
far outnumbered the thousands who died on scaffolds at the Place de Ia 
Republique and other squares of Paris. In all, only a small percentage of those 
executed in the Terror were nobles, well-to-do, or clergy; most were members of 
the former Third Estate, often speculators, tradesmen, dissidents, and ordinary 
working people. 

THE FALL OF THE HEBERTISTS 

The Hebertists, having triumphed in September 1793 as champions of the sans­
culottes, in November and December now shifted their attention from menacing 
economic issues to fairly safe ideological ones by launching a campaign to 
eliminate Christianity. That the Church was not popular among the Parisian 
sans-culottes was understandable in view of its collusion with the aristocracy, but 
Hebert's denunciations of its "superstition and hypocrisy'' were more of a 
distraction than an attempt to address the real material problems of the 
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ordinary people. Accordingly, the Hebertists began publicly to destroy crucifixes 
and church monuments, advancing a cult of reason and replacing statues of 
Mary by busts of Marat. Streets that bore names of saints were secularized, as 
were those of entire towns and villages, and notices were placed outside cem­
eteries saying that "death is an eternal sleep." 

The Revolution had tried to modernize the calendar to reflect seasons, fruits, 
and flowers, and, following the introduction of the decimal system, weeks were 
changed from seven to ten days. Ironically, in fact, de-Christianization reduced 
the number of free days because the Sabbath now fell every ten days instead of 
every seven, and the abolition of religious holidays added to the grinding work 
the sans-culottes, had to perform. No less disturbing, the Hebertists closed 
churches, where they could, or converted them into temples of reason. Indeed, 
the de-Christianization campaign assumed such extravagant proportions that it 
did more to alienate the incurably Catholic French peasantry than to secure the 
Hebertists the support of the sections, whose afflictions in early 1794 were 
overwhelmingly economic. 

Mindful that many of the French, certainly in the countryside, were still 
devout Catholics, the Jacobins, viewing the Hebertists as troublesome rivals, 
denounced de-Christianization in increasingly harsh terms. At the same time, 
Saint-Just proposed the famous Laws ofVentose, enacted on February 26 and 
March 6, 1794, which called for the sequestration of property owned by 
detained and convicted "enemies to the Revolution:' which were then to be 
distributed among "indigent patriots:• 

Neither Saint-Just nor Robespierre, to be sure, was a socialist in any present­
day sense of the word. They were not prepared to challenge property as a basic 
human right; nor did they advance views that opened so radical a prospect. The 
Vent6se laws, which have been celebrated by certain socialist historians of the 
Revolution, might very well be interpreted as a stratagem on the part of the 
Robespierrists to wean radical sans-culottes, who supported the Hebertists, to 
their own camp. In no way did the laws propose to significantly alter the mode 
of production in France by collectivizing shops and land, which might have 
provided a definitive solution to society's &onomic problems. Rather, it was 
directed primarily toward rendering access to the means of life somewhat more 
equitable or, at least, not too desperate a problem for the very poor. This second­
ary approach to the economic problems of the country was a typical strategy of 
even the most radical elements in the French Revolution, and it would require 
another generation to raise the key problem of rearranging the productive 
apparatus of the country along socialized lines. 

Alternately wooing and circumscribing the sans-culottes, Robespierre opened 
his attack on the Hebertists, denouncing them as atheists and warning that their 
de-Christianization campaign would encourage hatred of the Revolution both 
within France and abroad. Nor did "the Incorruptible" hesitate to form an 
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unsavory alliance with Danton and his supporters to eliminate the Hebertists, 
curb the powers of the Commune's executive, and defang the Cordeliers Club. 
Using the customary wild charges of counterrevolutionary conspiracies that 
were now being leveled by one faction against another in the government, this 
alliance took steps to bring the de-Christianizing Hebertists before the 
Revolutionary Tribunal as agents in a "foreign plot" against the government. 

Hebert seems to have been panicked by the prospect of seriously confronting 
the Jacobin leaders, even as he kept making reckless charges against them. He 
vainly called for the "completion" of the Revolution-that is, for a third revolu­
tion-and with the support of Momoro and Vincent attempted irresolutely to 
initiate a journee at the beginning of March 1794. This effort, faint as it was, 
miscarried completely. Badly planned and equivocal in its goals, its instigators 
made no serious attempt to determine the extent to which they could gain sans­
culotte support, of which they had very little. 

Although the Cordeliers draped the Declaration of the Rights of Man in a 
black shroud, indicating their support for the upcoming enterprise, their more 
moderate members soon fraternized with the Montagnards and quickly 
subverted what support the Hebertists had in the club. Most of the sections did 
not respond to the insurrectionary appeal; only Momoro's section showed any 
will to act. 

A cowering Hebert, pushed to the forefront by his own rhetoric, retreated 
before the prospect of a conflict became real, typically defusing his support by 
trivializing the journee as "hypothetical."9 Momoro and Vincent, who were made 
of sterner stuff, patently despised him. Before the journee could be initiated, the 
Jacobins used the effort, such as it was, as a pretext to move against Hebert and 
his supporters. In the early hours of March 14, 1794, Hebert, Momoro, and 
Vincent were arrested, brought before the Revolutionary Tribunal on trumped­
up charges, and guillotined on March 24, before a crowd of insulting spectators. 

With the defeat of the leading Hebertists, the Jacobins stripped the Commune 
of Hebert's remaining supporters and replaced them with Robespierrists. Now 
that the Commune was largely neutralized, the Jacobins were free to eviscerate 
the sections. By appointing sectional police commissioners, justices of the peace, 
and their secretaries, they further eroded the remaining elective functions of the 
general assemblies. The "revolutionary armies" were essentially disbanded, and 
all who were suspected of being too zealous by the Mountain's standards were 
removed from their offices, if not jailed outright. The Left-or at least the 
popular movement-had been crushed, and the Robespierrists, who were now 
ascendant among the Jacobins, were obliged to turn to the Right to retain their 
credibility as a revolutionary group. 
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THE FALL OF THE DANTONISTS 

The French Revolution now began to unwind in reverse order. Even the memory 
of Marat was so desacralized and defamed by the authorities that, as a police spy 
reported, a citizen warily declared, "Alas, who can one put one's trust in now?"10 

To the extent that it is possible to speak of a Right among the Jacobins, it was 
embodied by the figure of Danton, who had sought to compromise with the 
Girondins, conclude peace with France's foreign enemies, and end the Terror. For 
some months during the fall of 1793 Danton had been living in the countryside 
with his new sixteen-year-old wife. He returned to Paris when he heard that the 
Girondins had been executed-wrongly, in his view-only to find himself in the 
midst of the de-Christianization campaign conducted by the Hebertists. 
Although he had allied himself with Robespierre and the committees to arrest 
the Hebertists as perpetrators of a religious terror, he was no less opposed to the 
extensive spilling of blood in the capital. His policies were distinctly conciliatory 
or "indulgent," to cite the accusation that the Robespierrists were to direct against 
him and his supporters, although his views earned him considerable sympathy 
among moderate Jacobins and Conventionnels, who regarded the Terror and war 
as needless. 

A clash between the Dantonists and the Robespierrists, who emphatically 
favored the Terror, was inevitable, even though some historians tend to reduce 
their differences merely to personal rivalries. "Having decided on the 
elimination of the Hebertists," observes Goodwin, "the government could not 
have allowed the Dantonists to survive, for their acquittal would have meant its 
downfall." 11 The destruction of the Left, in effect, had to be balanced by the 
destruction of the Right if the Jacobins were to retain popular support. The case 
that Robespierre could develop against Danton was considerable. Over the years 
Danton had notoriously tried to find common ground with constitutional 
monarchists, including Dumouriez, certainly with moderates, and possibly even 
with foreign agents to end the war. He made an effort to come to terms with the 
Girondins, only to be arrogantly rebuffed by them in the Convention. It was 
even suspected, perhaps not without reason, that he had offered advice to the 
royal family until their intransigence became too obvious to endure. And he had 
amassed a suspiciously large fortune in landholdings, whose sources were 
dubious. His shady financial adventures and sybaritic tastes during a time that 
favored republican simplicity and virtue opened him to charges of moral and 
financial corruption. 

Yet the Dantonists were hardly an inconsequential faction politically. Both 
Danton and his close supporter, Desmoulins, had stood at the forefront of the 
revolution since 1789. It was Danton who, more than anyone else, had paved the 
way in the Cordeliers district for the sectional democracy that followed, and 
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whose oratory rallied France against its invaders in September 1792. Now in 
1794, Danton and his supporters gave expression to a growing sentiment within 
the Convention and among the people generally against the Terror, which 
seemed to be getting out of hand, and the hope for stability in the country. 
Wearied by Robespierre's perpetual invocations of "revolutionary virtue," 
Danton once exclaimed, "I'll tell you what this Virtue you talk about really is. It's 
what I do to my wife every night!" Such talk infuriated Robespierre, who 
declared: "Danton derides the word Virtue as though it were a joke. How can a 
man with so little conception of morality ever be a champion of freedom?" 11 

Nor could Danton's vocal public objections to the present course of the 
Revolution fail to evoke the concern of the Robespierrists. His advocacy of a 
Committee of Clemency to reconsider the guilt of suspects already thrown in 
prison challenged the very integrity of the "sacred" Terror as an unimpeachable 
"purifying" endeavor that allowed for no compromises, while Desmoulins's 
public expression against the demise of the Girondins constituted a flagrant 
reproach of Robespierre. "Love of country cannot exist when there is neither 
pity nor love for one's fellow countrymen," Desmoulins boldly declared, "but 
only a soul dried up and withered by self-adulation."" Given the undisguised 
description of Robespierre that the closing lines of this passage contained, these 
words amounted to an open declaration of war against "the Incorruptible:• 
Saint-Just responded in kind by virtually calling Danton a traitor. "A man is 
guilty of a crime against the Republic when he takes pity on prisoners:· he stated 
pointedly. "He is guilty because he has no desire for virtue. He is guilty because 
he is opposed to the Terror:'14 In time, Robespierre himself concluded that the 
"Indulgents" were overt counterrevolutionaries and that Danton, who was 
always distasteful to "the Incorruptible:• would have to be eliminated together 
with his supporters. 

On the night of March 30, scarcely more than two weeks after the Hebertists 
had been dispatched, the Dantonists were rounded up and arrested on charges 
largely fabricated by Saint-Just. Upon learning that his arrest was forthcoming, 
Danton is said to have remarked, "It was at this time of year that I had the 
Revolutionary Tribunal set up. I pray to God and men to forgive me for it:' But 
he made no attempt to escape, despite the pleas of his friends. ''A man cannot 
carry his country away with him on the soles of his shoes:· he is reported to have 
resolutely declared.15 

That the "Indulgents" would be found guilty seemed like a foregone con­
clusion; but the charges brought against Danton himself were so flimsy that his 
oratory nearly turned the tide against a seemingly predetermined verdict. 
Denied the opportunity to call witnesses and explore the evidence against him, 
he nevertheless nearly succeeded in winning the crowd inside and outside the 
Tribunal against his accusers. It is said that his voice could be heard across the 
very banks of the Seine. "You are murderers:· he cried out. "Murderers! Look at 
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them! They have hounded us to our deaths! ... But the people will tear my 
enemies to pieces within three months:' 16 So forceful was his defense that the 
Robespierrists had to peremptorily cut the trial short and, lest he be rescued by 
the people, were obliged to sentence the defendants to death in absentia. 

The verdict was returned on April 5, 1794. As the tumbrels took Danton and 
Desmoulins-both only thirty-four years old-to the guillotine, they passed the 
Duplays' home, where Robespierre boarded. "You will follow us, Robespierre," 
Danton cried out prophetically. They were executed at the end of the day, before 
a crowd that dearly admired them. Danton's last words to his executioner were 
characteristic of the man. "Don't forget to show my head to the people," he said 
peremptorily. "It's well worth having a look at."17 

Thereafter, the Robespierrists began to execute people less for specific acts 
than for being potential opponents-indeed, for failing to live up to the vague 
republican moral standards advanced by Robespierre himself. On April 16 the 
government decreed that all alleged conspiracy cases in France were to be tried 
exclusively in Paris, partly to dose down the provincial revolutionary tribunals 
and partly to dilute whatever tolerance for dissenters existed outside the 
Parisian courts. The jails became overcrowded with suspects brought to Paris 
from the provinces. On June 10, the Convention passed the notorious Law of 
Prairial to speed up the Tribunal's proceedings, a law that broadened the 
definition of counterrevolutionary crimes enormously, often giving them a 
vague and ineffable character. The Revolutionary Tribunal was exempted from 
having to interrogate accused people before bringing them to trial, since, it was 
claimed, that only "confused the conscience of the judges:' and the accused were 
deprived of all defense counsel and virtually denied the right to call witnesses on 
their behalf. The Tribunal was no longer required to provide positive proof of 
guilt; "moral proof" was regarded as evidence for a capital sentence. In fact, the 
Tribunal could deliver only one of two verdicts: guilty or not guilty; and there 
was only one sentence for those whom it found guilty: immediate execution. No 
longer was the Tribunal even the semblance of a court of justice. As the Jacobin 
Cauthon observed, it was "less a question of punishing" the "enemies of the 
Republic" than of "annihilating" them.1

g Accordingly, from June onward, the 
rate of executions soared, and fifteen hundred people were executed in the eight 
weeks before the end of July. 

THE FALL OF ROBESPIERRE 

To strengthen their popular base, the Jacobins now adopted measures favoring 
the poorer strata of the population, among both the peasantry in the 
countryside and the sans-culottes in the cities. Church lands were sold off on 
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terms more favorable to the poorer peasantry. And the Laws of Vent6se 
remained in effect even as Marat's former Jacobin admirers were dragging his 
portrait through the mud and removing his bust from prominent places in the 
capital. Yet to the sans-culottes, the Vent6se laws were made less credible when 
the Robespierrist regime imposed wage controls on July 5, 1794, undercutting 
what popular support it had, while providing little consolation for its overall 
conduct to the well-to-do. Perhaps no maximum raised a greater furor among 
the bras nus and poorer sans-culottes of the city than the one that placed a ceiling 
on their already miserable earnings. Cries against it were to follow the tumbrels 
that later carried the Robespierrists to the scaffold, whose execution evoked 
hoots and shouts from a bitterly hostile crowd of poor and wealthy alike. 

Indeed, less than three weeks after wage controls were established, 
Robespierre and his supporters fell, with virtually no support from the sections. 
To foresee the blow that finally came would not have been difficult, and 
Robespierre was not insensitive to the reaction he was producing. Yet he 
remained overconfident, even petulant, with respect to his authority. To 
counteract the atheistic reputation that the Hebertists had given to the govern­
ment, he staged a public Festival of the Supreme Being on June 8, in which his 
pomposity was equaled only by his arrogance. To many Conventionnels, it now 
seemed that "the Incorruptible" had completely succumbed to the lures of 
power and aspired to be a dictator. Nor were they reconciled to the expulsion of 
the Girondin leaders and the execution of the Dantonists. The guillotine seemed 
relentless in its claims of victims, and never had the Terror seemed more 
intolerable than in the spring of 1794. 

On June 26, after six weeks of a strange absence from the Convention, "the 
Incorruptible" appeared before the assembly and delivered a rambling speech 
including threats to unspecified counterrevolutionaries. The Convention, hav­
ing recovered its own confidence while he was gone, was no longer docile. It 
responded with angry demands that he name the "enemies" who were appar­
ently slated for the guillotine, which Robespierre adamantly refused to do, 
leaving the unruly hall in a cold fury. During the night of July 26 and well into 
the next morning, Jacobins and moderates alike from the two great committees 
desperately mobilized supporters to unseat him. When the following morning 
came, Robespierre and his supporters were furiously denounced, and "the 
Incorruptible" was even denied the opportunity to respond to his attackers. 

It is ironical, perhaps, that Robespierre was still not prepared to violate 
republican legality. Even after the Convention voted unanimously for his arrest 
and execution, he procrastinated before calling upon the sections for support. 
Indeed, like many revolutionaries in periods of crisis that lead to their downfall, 
he seems almost to have been sleepwalking, roused to action only by his 
immediate supporters. Rescued from the Convention by the Commune, where 
he still had support, he withdrew to the H6tel de Ville and almost indifferently 
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permitted his aides to call for an insurrection against the Conventionnels. The 
response by the sections indicates that his support among them had virtually 
disappeared; scarcely seventeen out of forty-eight sectional battalions of the 
National Guard answered the calls of the Robespierrists, and even then only 
falteringly. During the night, most of the National Guards who responded simply 
drifted away. Even the sections that had been most strongly committed to the 
Left, like Rowe's Gravilliers and the Hebertist L'Unite, eagerly joined the 
Convention to attack the Hotel de Ville, which in the early morning hours was 
virtually unguarded. On the afternoon of July 28 "the Incorruptible:• his brother 
Augustin, Saint-Just, Couthon, Hanriot, and several others were led to the 
guillotine, where they were executed amidst the hoots and insults of a huge 
crowd. The fall of the Robespierrist regime occurred on 10 Thermidor, according 
to the revolutionary calendar, a date that thereafter gave his moderate successors 
in the Convention the name of "Thermidorians"-a term that was to find a 
dishonorable place in the revolutionary vocabulary for generations to come. 

THERMIDOR 

Although the Thermidorian regime was politically moderate, the destruction of 
the Robespierrist regime allowed the Left to recover again. The joumees of the 
sans-culottes and the conspiracies of the revolutionary societies revived, albeit 
on a scale much smaller than in the past. Worsening economic conditions, 
provocations by Parisian gangs of royalist gilded youth, the growing 
centralization of power in the ruling Directory (the small handful of men who 
increasingly became the principal governmental power in France) and the 
steady undoing of the gains that the masses had achieved during 1793 all served 
to foster popular unrest that culminated in two sans-culotte, largely bras nus, 
uprisings. The first, in April 1795, in which the Convention was briefly occupied 
by the masses, rapidly fizzled out into what Soboul has aptly called a 
demonstration rather than an insurrection. It served merely to alert the 
Directory to the more important one that followed a month later. This joumee, 
organized by the radical sections, had all the trappings of the older, more 
organized uprisings of the past. On May 21, the tocsin and church bells sounded 
throughout the capital, followed by the alarm cannon and the march of 
sectional battalions to the Convention, which, after several skirmishes, was 
taken over by the armed masses. But apart from a good deal of oratory, 
simulated concessions by the frightened deputies, and the passing of resolutions 
demanding a return to the old revolutionary democracy, the Directory, and the 
great committees of 1793-94, which still remained in the aftermath of the 
Thermidor, were permitted to muster their own sympathetic troops. They 
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finally drove the insurrectionary people back to their neighborhoods, where 
they soon surrendered their arms to the Directory's better-disciplined and more 
determined military forces. Apart from limited riots and expressions of protest, 
the period of the journees had come to an end. 

A "white terror" followed the May uprising, and the radicals who were not 
rounded up were now obliged to turn to secret conspiracies against the 
increasingly reactionary regime. Of these diffuse conspiracies, the most notable 
and legendary was the Conspiracy of Equals, led by Gracchus Babeuf, which 
tried to stage a communistic coup in 1796. Babeuf's vision of communism has 
been aptly described as a levelling of the great economic disparities that the 
Revolution had not eliminated. The Babouvist ideal of a new society consisted 
of an economic order in which the distribution of goods would guarantee to all 
the satisfaction of the people's needs under fairly spartan material conditions. 
This distributive communism was to be administered by a centralized system of 
nationalized property, not unlike the visions of a new society that were later 
advanced by the followers of Auguste Blanqui and by Karl Marx. 

The execution of Babeuf and several of his supporters in May 1796, after a 
lengthy trial, might very well have passed as just another tragic episode had not 
Philippe-Michel Buonarroti, one of Babeuf's collaborators who escaped the 
death penalty, written a full account of the event and the ideas that guided the 
conspiracy. Buonarroti's account, published early in the nineteenth century, 
became a program and an organizational guide for conspiratorial movements 
that proliferated well beyond the Revolution and shaped the radicalism of the 
new century-the nineteenth-that was emerging out of the debris of the one 
that had passed 

Following the Napoleonic Wars and attempts to restore the ancien regime at 
the Congress of Vienna, radically new ideals began to replace the republican 
goals of the Jacobins: some, redolent of Varlet's image of a confederation of 
communes, under the rubric of anarchism; others, inspired partly by Babeuf, 
turning to a new and highly economistic body of ideas under the rubric of 
socialism. These conceptual frameworks, however, belong to the century that 
followed, and were to live well beyond the mystique of the "republican virtue" 
propounded by the Jacobins. 
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Bibliographical Essay 

GENERAL WORKS 

The revolutions discussed in this book raise issues that are still alive today. Their 
histories shade into broad debates about the value, feasibility, and limitations of 
a direct democracy; alternative ways of owning, controlling, and sharing 
property; the institutionalization of expansive ideas of liberty and equality; and 
the importance of leadership in focusing the often inchoate feelings of an 
insurrectionary people. The number of books that deal with these and related 
issues are immense in number. The writings of major "left-of-center" thinkers 
such as Karl Marx, Mikhail Bakunin, and John Stuart Mill provide a mere 
framework for dealing with these problems. The reader may gain a more 
complete understanding of the great revolutions and their importance from the 
immense number of contemporary pamphlets, broadsides, and programs 
written by revolutionary publicists and authors. 

The French Revolution of 1789-94 immensely influenced revolutionary 
analyses throughout the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth. 
Several books of varying value-whose authors are not necessarily socialists­
have attempted to interpret modern revolutions in its general terms, even 
schematically. Perhaps the best known is Crane Brinton's The Anatomy of 
Revolution (New York: Random House, 1952). Since Brinton essentially adopted 
this approach, his book is valuable as a guide to revolutionary thinking in the 
first half of our century. Lyford P. Edwards's The Natural History of Revolutions 
(New York: Russell & Russell, 1965) has a pattern very similar to Brinton's. 

Of a broader and more flexible nature is Mark N. Hagopian's The Pheno­
menon of Revolution (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1974). E.H. Carr's Studies in 
Revolution (New York: Universal Library Edition, 1964) should probably have 
been called Studies in Revolutionaries, since it fleshes out Brinton's scheme with 
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biographies of major revolutionaries. Howard Mumford Jones's Revolution and 
Romanticism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1974) is a highly 
stimulating discussion of the individualism that was emphasized in the Roman­
tic movement generally as well as in the great eighteenth-century revolutions. 
Lawrence Kaplan and Carol Kaplan's Revolution: A Comparative Study (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1973} is a useful compilation of papers on various revolu­
tions, beginning with the English and continuing through more recent, largely 
nationalistic upheavals. The opening essay by the Kaplans is valuable. Revolu­
tions: 1775-1830, edited by Merryn Williams (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 
1971 }, opens with an informative introductory essay, then gets down to specific 
documents of major revolutions and revolutionaries. Socialist Thought, edited 
by Albert Fried and Ronald Sanders (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1964} con­
tains a wide range of revolutionary documents and introductory sketches. These 
overviews of the revolutionary era constitute only a small number of the many 
general books on revolutions and the ideas of outstanding revolutionaries. 

PART I: PEASANT REVOLTS 

The outstanding-certainly the most informative-book on the early revolutions 
is Perez Zagorin's Rebels and Rulers: 1500-1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982). It has no equal for this period, to my knowledge, and 
deserves the closest study. Norman Cohn's The Pursuit of the Millennium (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1970, revised and enlarged) is highly tendentious 
but has become a hardy perennial emphasizing the so-called "anarchic" element 
in millenarian movements, including the English Revolution. 

The radical historical literature often represents these important movements 
as "premature"-tragically, in my view, since they constitute suppressed 
potentialities that might have changed the course of Western history. The reader 
should not disdain Barbara Tuchman's popular A Distant Mirror (New York: 
Ballantine Books, 1978}, which gives a vivid and informative account of the 
English and French peasant uprisings. Jean Froissart's Chronicles is one of the 
principal original sources for the outlook of the ruling elites of the time. The 
Cambridge Modern History, vol. 2 (specifically the 1904 edition, "planned by 
Lord Acton") and Anne-Marie Cazalis's 1358: La ]acquerie de Paris: Le destin 
tragique du "maire" Etienne Marcel (Paris: Societe de Production Literaire, 1977) 
are very valuable discussions, as is Rodney Hilton's Bond Men Made Free: 
Medieval Peasant Movements and the English Rising of 1381 (New York and 
London: Methuen, 1977). The materials on late medieval peasant uprisings 
from recent years are too numerous to adduce, but the reader may wish to 
consult the pages of the distinguished British quarterly Past and Present. 
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Among the numerous books on the Reformation uprisings, Friedrich Engels's 
classic The Peasant War in Germany (New York: International Publishers, 1926) 
incorporates the war into Germany's revolutionary tradition but tends to 
subordinate it to the proletarian movements that he cherished. George H. 
Williams's substantial overview, The Radical Reformation (Philadelphia: West­
minster Press, 1962) covers various radical clerics and movements in con­
siderable, informative detail, while Kenneth Rexroth's Communalism (New 
York, Seabury Press, 1974) has been unduly neglected. Notable in the most 
recent general literature are Peter Blickle's The Revolution of 1525 (Baltimore 
and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985); The German Peasant War of 
1525: New Viewpoints, edited by Bob Scribner and Gerhard Benecke (London: 
George Allen & Unwin, 1979 ); and The German Peasant War of 1525, edited by 
Janos Bak (London: Frank Cass, 1976). 

PART II: THE ENGLISH REVOLUTION 

On the religious background on the English Revolution, Michael Walzer's The 
Revolution of the Saints (New York: Atheneum, 1974), Robert Ashton's Reform­
ation and Revolution: 1558-1660 (London: Paladin Books, 1985), the opening 
chapters of William Haller's Liberty and Revolution in the Puritan Revolution 
(New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1955), and Christopher 
Hill's Society and Puritanism in Pre-Revolution England (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1972) are very valuable accounts. Early-seventeenth-century English 
thought is explored in Gerald R. Cragg's Freedom and Authority (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1975). Lawrence Stone's The Crisis of the Aristocracy: 1558-
1641 (London: Oxford University Press, 1967) is a balanced account of the social 
background of the elite classes. 

The best short overview of the Revolution itself from a radical viewpoint is 
Christopher Hill's pamphlet-size The English Revolution (London: Lawrence & 
Wishart, 1976), which takes the reader up to Cromwell's establishment of the 
Commonwealth. Hill, a Marxist, tends to provide a rather simplistic "historical 
materialist" interpretation of the English Revolution as a "bourgeois" affair. But 
this able historian nonetheless often exhibits a sympathetic understanding of 
the "ideologies" of the Puritans and the cultural features of their revolution. His 
Puritanism and Revolution (New York: Schocken, 1964) is a superb account of 
early modern England and the ideas that nourished the revolutionary period, as 
is his Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1987). Hill's Century of Revolution (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1966) is a 
more detailed overview of the revolutionary period from 1603 to 1714. His 
memorable The World Turned Upside Down (New York: Viking Press, 1972) 
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deals with the libertarian tendencies that surfaced in revolutionary England 
between 1640 and 1660. Hill and Edmund Dell have excerpted and collated a 
splendid collection of original documents under the title The Good Old Cause: 
Documents of the English Revolution of 1640-1660 (New Yorlc Augustus M. 
Kelley Publishers, 1969). 

Lawrence Stone's The Causes of the English Revolution, 1529 to 1642 (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972) deals very ably and less schematically with the 
English Revolution than Hill's major works. A number of papers written on the 
Revolution from a grassroots standpoint appear in History from Below, edited by 
Frederick Krantz (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988). Although Eduard Bernstein's 
Cromwell and Communism (New York: Schocken, 1963), written in 1895, is 
dated, it can still be read with considerable profit. (Its German title is 
Sozia/ismus und Demokratie in der grossen englischen Revolution.) The times of 
the Revolution are captured in David Underdow's Revel, Riot, and Rebellion 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985). 

The Levellers produced numerous tracts, manifestos, and broadsides, which 
appear in several collections. The Levellers in the English Revolution, edited by 
G.E. Aylmer (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1975; London: Thames & 
Hudson, 1975), contains a good selection of original documents, as does A.L. 
Morton's selection in Freedom in Arms (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1975; 
New York: International Publishers, 1975), with a fine introduction. The best 
collection, however, is Don M. Wolfe, ed., Leveller Manifestoes of the Puritan 
Revolution (originally published in 1944, New York: Humanities Press, 1967). 
H.N. Brailsford's thorough study of the Levellers, The Levellers and the English 
Revolution (Nottingham: Spokesman University Press, 1976), is of outstanding 
quality, the best available account of this movement and its ideas. (Brailsford left 
it unfinished at his death, but it was completed by Christopher Hill.) On the 
Levellers in the context of English political thought, G.P. Gooch's English 
Democratic Ideas in the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1927) remains outstanding. 

Undoubtedly the best detailed account of the New Model Army is C.H. Firth's 
Cromwell's Army (London: Methuen & Co., 1962). The transcript of the Putney 
Debates taken by William Clarke is found in C.H. Firth, ed., The Clarke Papers 
(London: Camden Society,1891-1901). 

A.L. Morton's The World of the Ranters (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1970) 
is an excellent and ably researched account, equalled by P.G. Rogers's The Fifth 
Monarchy Men (London: Oxford University Press, 1973). Gerrard Winstanley's 
often bittersweet writings appear in The Law of Freedom and Other Writings, ed. 
Christopher Hill (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1974). 

On major figures in the Revolution, Jasper Ridley's biographical sketches in 
The Roundheads (London: Constable & Co., 1976) are valuable, as are 
Christopher Hill's God's Englishman: Oliver Cromwell and the English Revolution 
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(New York: Harper & Row, 1970) and his superb account of John Milton's ideas 
and activities, Milton and the English Revolution (Harmondsworth: Penguin 
Books, 1979). The extent to which the elite classes retained considerable power 
after the Revolution is explored in Jerome Blum's The End of the Old Order in 
Rural Europe (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1978) and Arno J, 
Mayer's very readable The Persistence of the Old Regime (New York: Pantheon, 
1981 ). The shading of the English Revolution into the American can best be 
understood by the papers assembled in Three British Revolutions: 1641, 1688, 
1776, ed. ].G.A. Pocock (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1980). 

PART III: THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

The question of whether the American Revolution was a war for independence 
or a revolution has long been subject to debate. Readers who care to explore 
conflicting views should examine the essays in The American Revolution: How 
Revolutionary Was It?, ed. George Athan Billias (Hinsdale, Ill.: Dryden Press, 
1970) and The Reinterpretation of the American Revolution: 1763-1789, ed. Jack 
P. Greene (New York: Harper & Row,1968). 

Among general histories of the American Revolution, the chapters devoted to 
the Revolution in Charles and Mary Beard's The Rise of American Civilization 
(New York: Macmillan Co., 1949) are still insightful and eminently readable, 
despite the book's economistic thrust. Outright Marxist works on the subject 
include Herbert Aptheker's The American Revolution, 1763-1783 (New York: 
International Publishers, 1960) and Jack Hardy's The First American Revolution 
(New York: International Publishers, 1937). The tendentiousness of these books 
should not cause us to overlook the considerable value of their accounts of class 
conflicts in the emerging United States. Nor should the reader overlook the 
section on the American Revolution in R. R. Palmer's splendid The Age of the 
Democratic Revolution (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1959). 

The innovative, quasi-democratic town meetings of colonial New England 
are explored in several highly readable accounts. Sumner Chilton Powell's 
pioneering Puritan Village (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1965) traces the social 
and political origins of New England towns to English villages from which the 
inhabitants emigrated. On the institutional origins of the Massachusetts town 
meeting, Edmund S. Morgan's The Puritan Dilemma: The Story of John Winthrop 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1958) is lucid and insightful. Kenneth Lockridge's 
outstanding A New England Town: The First Hundred Years (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Co., 1970} traces the development of one Massachusetts town, 
Dedham, over the course of the colonial period. Michael Zuckerman's The 
Peaceable Kingdom: New England Towns in the Eighteenth Century (New York: 
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Random House, 1970) overemphasizes the degree of consensus in New England 
town meetings but vividly conveys the remarkable autonomy that the town 
meetings enjoyed in the eighteenth century. 

I cannot recommend too highly T. H. Breen's Puritans and Adventurers: 
Change and Persistence in Early America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1980) for its explorations of the commonalities and differences between the 
colonies and Britain. David S. Lovejoy's The Glorious Revolution in America 
(Middleton, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1987), an excellent and 
eminently readable account of early conflicts with Britain, provides fascinating 
material on republican ideology. The ideological ferment that led to 
republicanism in the colonies is discussed in detail in Ralph Ketchum's From 
Colony to Country (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1974), while Bernard 
Bailyn's The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1967) lucidly expounds the importance of the True 
Whigs to American revolutionary thought. Nor can the reader ignore Staughton 
Lynd's Intellectual Origins of American Radicalism (New York: Random House, 
1969). 

The colonial drift toward conflict with Britain is well chronicled in Pauline 
Maier's From Resistance to Revolution (New York: Random House, 1974). On the 
role of Massachusetts in the Revolution, Robert E. Brown's Middle-Class 
Democracy and the Revolution in Massachusetts, 1691-1780 (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1955) is informative albeit neoconservative. The activities of the Boston 
Town Meeting and Boston Committee of Correspondence are covered in 
Richard D. Brown's Revolutionary Politics in Massachusetts: The Boston 
Committee of Correspondence and the Towns, 1772-74 (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1970) and Dirk Hoerder's Crowd Action in 
Revolutionary Massachusetts: 1765-1780 (New York: Academic Press, 1977). The 
agrarian revolutionary environment in New England is developed with 
considerable sensitivity in Robert A. Gross's The Minutemen and Their World 
(New York: Hill & Wang, 1976). For the mid-Atlantic coast and southern 
colonies, Charles S. Snyder provides a pithy account of Virginia's revolutionary 
politics in American Revolutionaries in the Making (New York: Collier Books, 
1962). Elisha P. Douglass's Rebels and Democrats (New York: Quadrangle/New 
York Times Books, 1955) is highly recommended, ably covering class conflicts in 
all parts of the colonial America. The chapters on the southern colonies are 
particularly fine. 

On the issues, passions, and conflicts that surged up in the Revolution, there is 
no substitute for Common Sense and The Crisis, works by the greatest polemicist 
and propagandist of the period, Tom Paine. Carl L. Becker's study of the natural 
rights doctrines that imbued radicals in British America, The Declaration of 
Independence (New York: Random House, 1942) is insightful. Salient 
documents, declarations, and polemics of the time are gathered in Samuel Eliot 
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Morison's Sources and Documents Illustrating the American Revolution and the 
Formation of the Federal Constitution: 1764-1788, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1972) and a Documentary History of the United States: The 
American Revolution, 1763-1783, ed. Richard B. Morris (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1970). 

The revolutionary leaders come to life in a multitude of biographies and 
collections of their correspondence. Two of exceptional value are Pauline 
Maier's The Old Revolutionaries (New York: Random House, 1982), which 
includes some of the lesser-known figures of the Revolution such as the 
admirable Thomas Young, and A.J. Langguth's Patriots: The Men Who Started 
the American Revolution {New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988). For further 
studies into the living aspects of the Revolution, the reader may want to consult 
the American Archives, easily available in a respectable university library, and the 
papers that appear in the William and Mary Quarterly. 

Essential for an understanding of the popular movement are Jesse Lemisch's 
essays "Jack Tar in the Streets: Merchant Seamen in the Politics of Revolutionary 
America;• William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., vol. 25, no. 3 (July 1968) and 
"The American Revolution Seen from the Bottom Up;' in Towards a New Past, 
ed. Barton Bernstein {New York: Pantheon Books, 1968). Charles G. Steffen's 
The Mechanics of Baltimore {Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 
1984) is an in-depth account of one city, as is Ronald Hoffman's A Spirit of 
Dissension (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), on 
Maryland as a whole. 

The literature on the Committees of Safety is regrettably sparse and scattered. 
Agnes Hunt's slender The Provincial Committees of Safety of the American 
Revolution, originally published in 1904 (reprinted by New York: Haskell House 
Publishers, 1968), is still the most comprehensive account of this revolutionary 
engine, although its focus is on the committees at the provincial level rather 
than at the more local levels. The opening chapters of Margaret Burnham 
Macmillan's The War Governors in the American Revolution (Gloucester, Mass.: 
Peter Smith, 1965) also contain a valuable discussion of the formation of the 
Provincial Committees throughout the colonies. Ironically, the literature 
sympathetic to the Loyalists during the Revolution often tells us a great deal 
about the patriot committees that "persecuted" them. The best works of this 
kind are Alexander Clarence Flick's Loyalism in New York during the American 
Revolution {originally published around 1900; republished by New York: Arno 
Press and The New York Times, 1969) and Claude Halstead Van Tyne's The 
Loyalists in the American Revolution {New York: Macmillan, 1902). 

The best source for the local committees is accounts of the popular 
revolutionary upsurges in the individual provinces. For Pennsylvania, Richard 
Alan Ryerson has explored in detail the social makeup and revolutionary role of 
the radical committees in Philadelphia in his remarkable The Revolution Is Now 



BIBLIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY 377 

Begun: The Radical Committees of Philadelphia, 1765-1776 (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1978). This book, together with J. Paul 
Selsam's The Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1942) and Robert L. Brunhouse's The Counter-Revolution in 
Pennsylvania (Harrisburg: Pennsylvania Historical Commission, 1942), gives a 
fine picture of the internal conflicts, grievances, and the committees that 
surfaced in that stormy province. 

Robert J. Taylor's Western Massachusetts in the Revolution (Providence, R.I.: 
Brown University Press, 1954, reprinted in 1967 by Kraus Reprint Corp.) 
provides a comprehensive background of the social changes that led to Daniel 
Shays's rebellion. The latter event is presented very perceptively in David P. 
Szatmary's Shays' Rebellion: The Making of an Agrarian Insurrection (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 1980), which details the significance of the 
uprising fully and sympathetically. 

The conflicts and issues surrounding the Constitution of 1787 and its 
ratification in 1789 are vividly depicted in Merrill Jensen's The Making of the 
American Constitution (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1964). The public 
debates that followed the convention are examined in the famous Federalist 
Papers ofJames Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay, which are available 
in a large number of editions, most recently and outstandingly in The Debate on 
the Constitution, ed. Bernard Bailyn (New York: Library of America, 1993 ). Also 
essential for understanding the public consideration of the Constitution is 
Jackson Turner Main's The Anti-Federalists: 1781-1788 (New York: W.W. Norton 
& Co., 1961), along with the fine documentary source The Anti-Federalist Papers 
and the Constitutional Convention Debates, edited with a valuable introduction 
by Ralph Ketchum (New York: New American Library, 1986). Merrill Jensen's 
The Articles of Confederation (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1970), in 
conjunction with same author's The New Nation: A History of the United States 
during the Confederation, 1781-1789 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1950), is an 
outstanding study. 

PART IV: THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

An overview of the Revolution that covers its salient events is Albert Goodwin's 
brief The French Revolution (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), which provides 
more valuable interpretative material than one might expect from so short a 
work. J.M. Thompson's The French Revolution (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986) is 
another fine introductory account and is particularly valuable because of the 
details it supplies on the popular sectional assemblies and the direct democracy 
of the Parisian sans-culottes. Georges Lefebvre's two-volume The French 
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Revolution (New York: Columbia University Press, 1962} is one of the best of the 
contentious narrations of the events. A highly absorbing account is William 
Doyle's The Oxford History of the French Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1989). 

The narrative events and important journees of the Revolution are well 
covered in Jacques Godechot's The Taking of the Bastille, July 14, 1789 (New 
York: Charles Scribner & Sons, 1970}; Christopher Hibbert's The Days of the 
French Revolution (New York: William Morrow & Co., 1980}; R.R. Palmer's 
Twelve Who Ruled (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1969}; and 
Stanley Loomis's Paris in the Terror (New York: J.B. Lippincott, 1964}. These 
narrative works also give serious interpretation to the Revolution's events, but, 
most important, they bring the reader into the streets of Paris at various times 
during the Revolution. 

The system of privileges, the various social and economic crises, and the 
declining legitimacy of the ancien regime prior to the Revolution are taken up in 
C.B.A. Behrens's The Ancien Regime (London: Thames & Hudson, 1967; New 
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1967, 1975}; Franco Venturi's The End of the 
Old Regime in Europe (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1989}; and 
George Rude's Europe in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1985}. 

Broadly social accounts of the Revolution include Alfred Cobban's 
controversial The Social Interpretation of the French Revolution (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), a "revisionist" account of changes in 
privilege and property relationships during the Revolution, that is of 
inestimable value and interpretive importance. Norman Hampson's A Social 
History of the French Revolution (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1966) 
and Lynn Hunt's Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1984) and her The Family Romance of the French 
Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992) are outstanding. 
Linda Kelly's Women of the French Revolution (London: Hamish Hamilton, 
1989) helps ftll a major void in accounts of the Revolution, although a great deal 
can be found about militant sans-culottes women in works specifically on the 
enrages. The opening chapters of H. Sewell, J r:s, Work and Revolution in France: 
The Language of labor from the Old Regime to 1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980} provide an exceptionally insightful, indeed bedrock 
discussion of the sans-culotte artisans. Gwyn A. Williams's comparative study of 
popular movements in Britain and France during the Revolution, Artisans and 
Sans-Culottes (London: Edward Arnold, 1968} is a small but nonetheless 
immensely rewarding study. Yves-Marie Berce's History of Peasant Revolts 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1990} provides a fine analysis of peasant 
revolts in the centuries before the French Revolution, while P.M. Jones's The 
Peasantry in the French Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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1988) accounts for the Revolution in rural areas. Jacques Godechot's The 
Counter-Revolution: Doctrine and Action, 1789-1804 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1971) shows the "other side" of the Revolution. 

Albert Mathiez's The French Revolution (New York: Russell & Russell, 1962), 
originally published in Paris in 1922, is favorable to Robespierre and was the 
progenitor of more radical histories of the Revolution later in this century. 
Other radical interpretations of the French Revolution include a Trotskyist 
version by Daniel Guerin, La Lutte de classes sous Ia Premiere Republique in two 
fully documented volumes (Paris: Librairie Gallimard, 1946); a highly abridged 
version has been translated into English under the title Class Struggles in the 
First French Republic (London: Pluto Press, 1977). For an anarchist 
interpretation of the Revolution, Peter Kropotkin's The Great French Revolution 
(Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1989) remains eminently readable, despite its 
datedness. 

Albert Soboul, an outstanding Marxist scholar of the Revolution, has 
provided a veritable library of his own on the subject. His Short History of the 
French Revolution: 1789-1799 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977) 
qualifies less as a history than as five interpretative essays. His massive Precis has 
been translated into English under the title The French Revolution: From the 
Storming of the Bastille to Napoleon (New York: Random House, 1974). But 
Soboul's most pioneering work-a masterpiece by any political standards-is 
his monumental reconstruction of the Parisian sectional novement, Les Sans­
culottes parisiens en l'An II: Histoire politique et sociale des sections de Paris, 2 juin 
1793-9 thermidor An II (La Roche-sur-Yon: Henri Potier, 1958). Part II of this 
important work has been translated into English as The Sans Culottes by Remy 
Inglis Hall (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1972), along with the Marxist 
generalizations in the original French introduction and conclusion. Soboul and 
Walter Markov have assembled a remarkable set of documents from 1793-94, 
with the original French side by side with a German translation, under the title 
Die Sansculotten von Paris (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1957). 

The social background, lives, views, and activities of individual revolutionary 
leaders are sketched out in biographical surveys such as J.M. Thompson's 
Leaders of the French Revolution (New York: Harper & Row, 1929) and 
Robespierre and the French Revolution (New York: Collier Books, 1962). 
Thompson's biography Robespierre (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988) is expansive. 
Norman Hampson has also written a series of fine biographies, notably Danton 
(1978}, The Life and Opinions of Maximiliett Robespierre (1988}, and Saint-Just 
( 1991 ), all of which are published by Basil Blackwell at Oxford. A modest 
biography of Marat is Louis Gottschalk's Jean Paul Marat: A Study in Radicalism 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1967). 

A stunning monographic literature on the Revolution has appeared in 
English in recent years. Particular note should be made of R. B. Rose's The 
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Making of the Sans-Culottes (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1983) as 
well as his The Enrages: Socialists of the French Revolution? (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1965). Morris Slavin's The French Revolution in 
Miniature (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984) is a remarkable 
reconstruction of the activities of the section Droits-de-l'Homme, where Jean 
Varlet served as secretary, throughout the Revolution. Slavin's The Making of an 
Insurrection: Parisian Sections and the Gironde (Cambridge, Mass., and London: 
Harvard University Press, 1986) explores in detail the abortive sans-culotte 
insurrection of June 2, 1793. Richard Cobb's The People's Armies (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1987) is a fascinating, detailed account of the 
revolutionary militia that the Committee of Public Safety used to deal with its 
opponents in the countryside; Cobb's The Police and the People: French Popular 
Protest, 1789-1820 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970) is also valuable. Marc 
Bouloiseau's The ]acobin Republic: 1792-1794 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983) is an up-to-date account of the interaction between the 
Jacobins, the Girondins, and the popular movement. 

Recent revisions advanced by Fran~ois Furet appear in his essay "The French 
Revolution Is Over:· in Fran~ois Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution, trans. 
Elborg Forster (Cambridge University Press, 1981). Alfred Cobban provides a 
cursory survey of recent interpretations of the Revolution in the second chapter 
of Aspects of the French Revolution (London: Granada Publishing, 1971 ), while a 
selection of readings from different interpretive viewpoints appears in New 
Perspectives on the French Revolution, edited by Jeffrey Kaplan (New York: John 
Wiley & Sons, 1965 ). 

Accounts of the period between Thermidor and the emergence of Napoleon 
appear in Albert Mathiez's After Robespierre: The Thermidorian Reaction (New 
York: Grosset & Dunlop, 1965), which gives a good account ofthe sans-culottes' 
last rising in the Prairal Insurrection of 1795. Georges Lefebvre's The Thermi­
dorians (New York: Random House, 1966) is more a summary account than 
Mathiez's. On the Babeuf conspiracy, David Thompson's The Babeuf Plot: The 
Making of a Republican Legend (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 
1947) includes a pertinent discussion of the ramifications of the conspiracy into 
the nineteenth century. R.B. Rose's Gracchus Babeufi The First Revolutionary 
Communist (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1978) is a detailed intellectual 
biography. Babeufs own statements from his trial appear directly in The Defense 
of Gracchus Babeuf, edited and translated by John Anthony Scott (New York: 
Schocken, 1972). 

For documents, pamphlets, cahiers, articles and official documents for each 
phase of the Revolution in English translation, an outstanding selection is A 
Documentary Survey of the French Revolution, a massive work selected and 
annotated by John Hall Stewart (New York: Macmillan Co., 1965). Le Moniteur, 
the periodical that contained much of the official material and reports during 
the revolutionary period, is available in good university libraries. 
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This, the first of a rwo-voJume work, is- a comprehensive account of the 
great revolutions that swept ove~: Europe and America during the past 
three £enturies. In the presen~ volume, Murray Bookchin, :l life-long 
student of rcvolurions, begins witb the peasant wars that preceded the 
modern era, then gives vivid account'S of th~: Englis.h Revolution of the 
mid-seventeenth cenrury, the American Revolution of the 1770s-l780s, 
and the French Revolurion of the closing decade of'du:.cighteenrh century. 

T hroughout, the emphas1s· is 0n the popular nl'overneqts that propelled 
rhe great rcvolucions ro radical peaks. the little-known leaders who spoke 
for the people, and the libcracory social forms ro which rhc revQ\utlons 
gave rise. lr brings to the foreground nuuerial on the democratic features 
of the N l '\V Model Army in Engl:md, the va,~ r network of grassroot 
comrnitrecs of s'afelly thar constiLUted the organizing centers 0f the 
American Revolution, and the neighbourhood popular assemblies of Paris 
thar radicaliu:d the French Revolution. TI1c author brings together nt:w 
material on the iusur~ection of1une 1793 - which nearly replaced an oli­
garchical republic wirh a direct face-to-face democracy for France as a whole. 

In the vast scope of this work, Mmray BooRchin combines the sooiaJ, b~ck­
ground and key evcnrs of rhc great revolutions, and skilfully rughlighrs 
immensely imporrnm but often little-known efforts whose fulfilment 
could have profoundly cllange(i d1c F.tce of our era. This work is more 
chan an accounr of the pasr; rhc democratic forms of social orga.ni~tion it 
describes make it Llnusually rele~nt for the searing problems of R,ublic 
empowerment and freedom today. 

'A major American politica.l philosopher' S'Lm Fmncisco Cbr01 i /,' 
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'[MunaJC B.okohinhl bgoksore of cm 11111111 11 Will IIIII III 
~His. books are classic sraremc.mrs of contemporary anarchism' 
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'Murray Bookchin st:tnds ar thu pinnacle of the genFe of utopian social 
criticism' T!Je Vil/ng~ lflia '" 

< ... the big capiralist parry of the 1980s is comir1g to an end ... In ihls 
wrbulenr contcxr, the questions raised by Murray Bookchill~ drat 
annoying gnat, should not he ignored.' Ne/11 York 1/mes 
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